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I N T R O D U C T I O N

All races and religions, that’s America to me.
LEWIS ALLAN AND EARL ROBINSON,

“THE HOUSE I LIVE IN” (1942)1

Jimmy Wilson’s name has not been remembered in the annals of
Cold War history, but in 1958, this African American handyman
was at the center of international attention. After he was sentenced
to death in Alabama for stealing less than two dollars in change,
Wilson’s case was thought to epitomize the harsh consequences of
American racism. It brought to the surface international anxiety
about the state of American race relations. Because the United States
was the presumptive leader of the free world, racism in the nation
was a matter of international concern. How could American democ-
racy be a beacon during the Cold War, and a model for those strug-
gling against Soviet oppression, if the United States itself practiced
brutal discrimination against minorities within its own borders?

Jimmy Wilson’s unexpected entry into this international dilemma
began on July 27, 1957. The facts of the unhappy events setting off
his travails are unclear. Wilson had worked for Estelle Barker, an
elderly white woman, in Marion, Alabama. He later told a Toronto
reporter that he had simply wanted to borrow money from her
against his future earnings, as he had in the past. As Wilson told the



 

story, Barker let him into her home one evening, they had an argu-
ment, she threw some money on her bed and he took it and left.
The coins would not be enough to cover the cost of his cab home.
Barker told the police that his motives were more sinister. After tak-
ing the money she had dumped on her bed, she said he forced her
onto the bed and unsuccessfully attempted to rape her.2

Wilson was prosecuted only for robbery, for the theft of $1.95.
Over the objections of Wilson’s attorney, Barker testified at trial
about the alleged sexual assault. Wilson was quickly convicted by
an all-white jury. Robbery carried a maximum penalty of death, and
the presiding judge sentenced Wilson to die in the electric chair.
When the Alabama Supreme Court upheld Wilson’s sentence, news
of the case spread across the nation. Because other nations followed
race in the United States with great interest, the Wilson case was
soon international news.3

Headlines around the world decried this death sentence for the
theft of less than two dollars. The Voice of Ethiopia thought “it is
inconceivable that in this enlightened age, in a country that prides
itself on its code of justice, that, for the paltry sum of $1.95, a man
should forfeit his life.” An editorial in the Ghanaian Ashanti Pioneer
urged that the underlying law be repealed. According to the paper,
it was “the High, inescapable duty of every right thinking human
being who believes in democracy as understood and practised on
this side of the Iron Curtain to venture to bring it home to the
people of Alabama.” The Jimmy Wilson story was widely publicized
in West Africa, prompting American businessmen to call the U.S.
embassy in Monrovia to express their concern that Wilson’s execu-
tion would undermine “American effort to maintain sympathetic
understanding [of our] principles and government” in that part of
the world.4

Petitions and letters of protest poured in. Hulda Omreit of Bodo,
Norway, describing herself as “a simple Norwegian housewife,”
wrote a letter to the U.S. government. She wished “to express her
sympathy for the Negro, Jimmy Wilson, and plead for clemency for
him. It makes no difference whether he is black or white; we are all
brothers under the skin.” Six members of the Israeli Parliament sent
a letter of protest. The Trades Union Congress of Ghana urged
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American authorities “to save not only the life of Wilson but also
the good name of the United States of America from ridicule and
contempt.” The Congress thought Wilson’s sentence “constitutes
such a savage blow against the Negro Race that it finds no parallel
in the Criminal Code of any modern State.” The Jones Town Youth
Club of Jamaica was just one of the groups that held a protest in
front of the U.S. consulate in Kingston. In one extreme reaction,
the U.S. embassy in The Hague received calls threatening that the
U.S. ambassador “would not survive” if Wilson were executed. After
a story about the case appeared in Time magazine, someone in Perth,
Australia, hung a black figure in effigy from the flagpole of the U.S.
consulate. Above it was a sign reading “Guilty of theft of fourteen
shillings.”5

John Morsell, a spokesman for the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), thought that it would
be “a sad blot on the nation” if Wilson were executed. The NAACP
was worried about the international repercussions. According to
Morsell, “We think the communists will take this and go to town
with it.” Sure enough, the communist newspaper in Rome, L’Unita,
called Wilson’s death sentence “a new unprecedented crime by
American segregationists,” while front-page stories in Prague ap-
peared under headlines proclaiming “This is America.” Even those
friendly to the United States were outraged, however. A group of
Canadian judges was disturbed about the sentence and passed a reso-
lution conveying its “deep concern” to Alabama Governor James
Folsom. The judges warned that “[i]f Alabama electrocutes Jimmy
Wilson it will shock the conscience of the world.” From St. Paul’s
Cathedral in London, Canon John Collins urged every Christian in
Britain to protest the execution. The secretary of the British Labour
Party thought it was unfortunate that “those who wish to criticize
western liberty and democracy” had been given “such suitable am-
munition for their propaganda.”6

Before long, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles was involved
in the case. The Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) had urged
Dulles to intervene, calling the Wilson case “a matter of prime con-
cern to the foreign relations of the United States.” CORE warned
that “if this execution is carried out, certainly the enemies of the
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United States will give it world-wide publicity and thus convey a
distorted picture of relations between the races in our country.” A
flood of despatches about the case from U.S. embassies around the
world would make Dulles’s participation inevitable.7

Secretary Dulles sent a telegram to Governor Folsom, informing
him of the great international interest in the Jimmy Wilson case.
Folsom did not need to be told that the world had taken an interest
in Jimmy Wilson. He had received an average of a thousand letters
a day about the case, many from abroad. The governor had “never
seen anything like” it and was “utterly amazed” by the outpouring
of international attention. He called a press conference to announce
that he was “‘snowed under’ with mail from Toronto demanding
clemency” for Wilson. Folsom told Dulles that he stood ready to
“aid in interpreting the facts of the case to the peoples of the world.”
After the Alabama Supreme Court upheld Wilson’s conviction and
sentence, Governor Folsom acted with unusual haste to grant Wil-
son clemency. The reason he acted so quickly was to end what he
called the “international hullabaloo.”8

Jimmy Wilson’s case is one example of the international impact
of American race discrimination during the Cold War. Domestic
civil rights crises would quickly become international crises. As
presidents and secretaries of state from 1946 to the mid-1960s wor-
ried about the impact of race discrimination on U.S. prestige
abroad, civil rights reform came to be seen as crucial to U.S. foreign
relations.

During the Cold War years, when international perceptions of
American democracy were thought to affect the nation’s ability to
maintain its leadership role, and particularly to ensure that democ-
racy would be appealing to newly independent nations in Asia and
Africa, the diplomatic impact of race in America was especially stark.
The underlying question of whether the nation lived up to its own
ideals had, of course, been raised before, and activists in earlier years
had looked overseas for a sympathetic audience for their critique of
American racism. Frederick Douglass sought support for the aboli-
tionist movement in Great Britain, arguing that slavery was a crime
against “the human family,” and so “it belongs to the whole human
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family to seek its suppression.” In 1893, Ida B. Wells traveled to
England to generate support for the campaign against lynching.
“The pulpit and the press of our own country remains silent on
these continued outrages,” she explained. She hoped that support
from Great Britain would in turn “arouse the public sentiment of
Americans.”9

During World War I, NAACP President Morefield Story argued
that since African Americans were risking their lives to make the
world safe for democracy, the nation must “make America safe for
Americans.” W. E. B. DuBois took these ideas overseas when world
leaders convened for the Paris Peace Conference. He hoped that
international cooperation in a new League of Nations would provide
a forum for the vindication of racial problems at home. “[W]hat we
cannot accomplish before the choked conscience of America, we
have an infinitely better chance to accomplish before the organized
Public Opinion of the World.”10

While World War I influenced civil rights activists’ critique of
American racism, it did not lead to extensive social change. The
moment for broader change came after World War II, a war against
a racist regime carried on by a nation with segregated military forces.
During the war years the idea that a conflict inhered in American
ideology and practice first gained wide currency.11

World War II marked a transition point in American foreign rela-
tions, American politics, and American culture. At home, the mean-
ing ascribed to the war would help to shape what would follow. At
least on an ideological level, the notion that the nation as a whole
had a stake in racial equality was widespread. As Wendell L. Willkie
put it, “Our very proclamations of what we are fighting for have
rendered our own inequities self-evident. When we talk of freedom
and opportunity for all nations the mocking paradoxes in our own
society become so clear they can no longer be ignored.”12

The war years became an occasion for a serious examination of
what was called the “Negro problem” in America. The most detailed
treatment of this issue came from Swedish sociologist Gunnar Myr-
dal and his team of researchers. In 1944, Myrdal published An Amer-
ican Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy. Ac-
cording to Myrdal,
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[I]n this War, the principle of democracy had to be applied
more explicitly to race. . . . Fascism and racism are based on a
racial superiority dogma. . .and they came to power by means
of racial persecution and oppression. In fighting fascism and
racism, America had to stand before the whole world in favor
of racial tolerance and cooperation and of racial equality.13

The contradictions between racism and the ideology of democ-
racy were, for Myrdal, a quintessentially American dilemma. Myrdal
thought that all Americans shared an “American creed,” a belief in
“ideals of the essential dignity of the individual human being, of the
fundamental equality of all men, and of certain inalienable rights to
freedom, justice and a fair opportunity.” Racism conflicted with this
creed. The conflict between racist thoughts and egalitarian beliefs
created tension and anxiety, leading Myrdal to emphasize that this
American dilemma inured “in the heart of the American.”14

The American dilemma was a moral dilemma, and yet its implica-
tions stretched far beyond guilty consciences. According to Myrdal,
there was a strategic reason for social change. During the war years,
the American dilemma had “acquired tremendous international im-
plications.” The “color angle to this War,” meant that “[t]he situa-
tion is actually such that any and all concessions to Negro rights in
this phase of the history of the world will repay the nation many
times, while any and all injustices inflicted upon them will be ex-
tremely costly.” American might would not be determined by mili-
tary strength alone. “America, for its international prestige, power,
and future security, needs to demonstrate to the world that Ameri-
can Negroes can be satisfactorily integrated into its democracy.”15

Myrdal’s concerns about the impact of American racism on the
war effort were played out in Axis propaganda. Pearl Buck reported
that “Japan. . .is declaring in the Philippines, in China, in India,
Malaya, and even Russia that there is no basis for hope that colored
peoples can expect any justice” from the U.S. government. To prove
their point, the Japanese pointed to racism in the United States.
According to Buck,

Every lynching, every race riot gives joy to Japan. The dis-
criminations of the American army and navy and the air
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forces against colored soldiers and sailors, the exclusion of col-
ored labor in our defense industries and trade unions, all our
social discriminations, are of the greatest aid today to our
enemy in Asia, Japan. “Look at America,” Japan is saying to
millions of listening ears. “Will white Americans give you
equality?”16

In spite of these concerns, African Americans serving in the
military in World War II were segregated and most often relegated
to service units, not combat. A. Philip Randolph and many others
mobilized against such wartime race discrimination. Civil rights
groups capitalized on the nation’s new focus on equality, and World
War II spurred civil rights activism. The NAACP developed, for the
first time, a mass membership base. As Brenda Gayle Plummer has
written, during the war “[t]he NAACP internationaliz[ed] the race
issue.” A 1943 NAACP report suggested that race had become “a
global instead of a national or sectional issue.” The war had broad-
ened people’s thinking “with the realization that the United States
cannot win this war unless there is a drastic readjustment of racial
attitudes.”17

The thinking that World War II was a war against racial and
religious intolerance, and that the United States stood to gain from
promoting equality at home was so widespread that Frank Sinatra
even sang about it. The lesson of his short film The House I Live In
was that racial and religious intolerance were “Nazi” characteristics.
To be “American” was to practice equality, at least toward one’s
wartime allies. This Oscar-winning film ended with Sinatra singing,
“all races and religions, that’s America to me.”18

As World War II drew to a close, the nation faced an uncertain
future. Victory over fascism, a returned focus on the home front,
the specter of a nuclear age—these joys and anxieties captured the
nation. Yet more would be at stake in the postwar years. The purpose
of the war would leave its victors with new obligations. And if the
war was, at least in part, a battle against racism, then racial segrega-
tion and disenfranchisement seemed to belie the great sacrifices the
war had wrought.19
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This idea was captured by a military chaplain with U.S. Marine
Corps troops at the Battle of Iwo Jima during the final months of
the war. When the battle was over, Rabbi Roland B. Gittelsohn
stood over newly dug graves on the island and delivered a eulogy.
“Here lie men who loved America,” he said.

Here lie officers and men, Negroes and whites, rich and poor,
together. Here no man prefers another because of his faith, or
despises him because of his color. . . . Among these men there
is no discrimination, no prejudice, no hatred. Theirs is the
highest and purest democracy.

The equality these soldiers had found in death was, for Gittel-
sohn, at the heart of the war’s meaning.

Whoever of us lifts his hand in hate against a brother, or
thinks himself superior to those who happen to be in the mi-
nority, makes of this ceremony, and of the bloody sacrifice it
commemorates, an empty, hollow mockery. Thus, then, do
we, the living, now dedicate ourselves, to the right of Protes-
tants, Catholics and Jews, of white men and Negroes alike, to
enjoy the democracy for which all of them have paid the
price.20

There was an irony in the equality Gittelsohn found among
the fallen soldiers, a point not mentioned in the chaplain’s eulogy.
The military forces that fought on Iwo Jima were racially segregated.
Yet the limitations on the military’s practice of equality did not
dampen Gittelsohn’s passionate argument that out of the carnage of
the war came a commitment and an obligation to give democracy
meaning across the divisions of race, religion and class.

Too much blood has gone into this soil for us to let it lie bar-
ren. Too much pain and heartache have fertilized the earth
on which we stand. We here solemnly swear: it shall not be
in vain. Out of this will come, we promise, the birth of a
new freedom for the sons of men everywhere.21

The commitment to democracy had been sealed in blood. And
this “democracy” was more than a political system. It was an ideol-
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ogy, a set of beliefs about the nature and moral power of the nation.
What remained to be determined was the way this ideological com-
mitment to egalitarian democracy would be put into practice in the
years after the war.

Following World War II, reconversion came to domestic life as
well as the workplace. A renewed embrace of domesticity fueled a
baby boom and a focus on consumption. Would the desire to return
to normalcy mean a renewed embrace of racial norms of segregation,
disenfranchisement, and subordination?22 Paradoxically, interna-
tional pressures would soon simultaneously constrain and enhance
civil rights reform.

The inward turn of postwar American culture would have its lim-
its, as the nation’s political leaders soon warned that a new interna-
tional threat loomed on the horizon. By 1947, the Cold War came
to dominate the American political scene. As the Truman adminis-
tration cast Cold War international politics in apocalyptic terms,
“McCarthyism” took hold in domestic politics. If communism was
such a serious threat world-wide, the existence of communists
within the United States seemed particularly frightening. As the na-
tion closed ranks, critics of American society often found themselves
labeled as “subversive.” Civil rights groups had to walk a fine line,
making it clear that their reform efforts were meant to fill out the
contours of American democracy, and not to challenge or under-
mine it. Organizations outside a narrowing sphere of civil rights
politics found it difficult to survive the Cold War years.23 Under the
strictures of Cold War politics, a broad, international critique of
racial oppression was out of place. As Penny Von Eschen has written,
the narrowed scope of acceptable protest during the early years of
the Cold War would not accommodate criticism of colonialism.
Western European colonial powers, after all, were America’s Cold
War allies. For that reason, outspoken critics of colonialism found
themselves increasingly under siege.24

Civil rights activists who sought to use international pressure to
encourage reform in the United States also found themselves under
increasing scrutiny. The strategic value of civil rights reform had
given civil rights activists an important opportunity. Drawing upon
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international interest in race in America, following the war civil
rights groups would turn to the United Nations. This new interna-
tional forum, dedicated to human rights, might pressure the U.S.
government to protect the rights of African Americans. However, to
criticize the nation before an international audience and to air the
nation’s dirty laundry overseas was to reinforce the negative impact
of American racism on the nation’s standing as a world leader. It
was seen, therefore, as a great breach of loyalty. As a result, just as the
House Committee on Un-American Activities and the government’s
loyalty security program silenced progressive voices within the
United States, through passport restrictions and international nego-
tiations the long arm of U.S. government red-baiting silenced critics
of U.S. racism overseas.25

In spite of the repression of the Cold War era, civil rights reform
was in part a product of the Cold War. In the years following World
War II, racial discrimination in the United States received increasing
attention from other countries. Newspapers throughout the world
carried stories about discrimination against nonwhite visiting for-
eign dignitaries, as well as against American blacks. At a time when
the United States hoped to reshape the postwar world in its own
image, the international attention given to racial segregation was
troublesome and embarrassing. The focus of American foreign pol-
icy was to promote democracy and to “contain” communism, but
the international focus on U.S. racial problems meant that the image
of American democracy was tarnished. The apparent contradictions
between American political ideology and American practice led to
particular foreign relations problems with countries in Asia, Africa,
and Latin America. The Soviet Union capitalized on this weakness,
using the race issue prominently in anti-American propaganda. U.S.
government officials realized that their ability to promote democracy
among peoples of color around the world was seriously hampered
by continuing racial injustice at home. In this context, efforts to
promote civil rights within the United States were consistent with
and important to the more central U.S. mission of fighting world
communism. The need to address international criticism gave the
federal government an incentive to promote social change at home.
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Yet the Cold War would frame and thereby limit the nation’s civil
rights commitment. The primacy of anticommunism in postwar
American politics and culture left a very narrow space for criticism
of the status quo. By silencing certain voices and by promoting a
particular vision of racial justice, the Cold War led to a narrowing
of acceptable civil rights discourse. The narrow boundaries of Cold
War–era civil rights politics kept discussions of broad-based social
change, or a linking of race and class, off the agenda. In addition,
to the extent that the nation’s commitment to social justice was
motivated by a need to respond to foreign critics, civil rights reforms
that made the nation look good might be sufficient. The narrow
terms of Cold War civil rights discourse and the nature of the federal
government’s commitment help explain the limits of social change
during this period.

In addressing civil rights reform from 1946 through the mid-
1960s, the federal government engaged in a sustained effort to tell
a particular story about race and American democracy: a story of
progress, a story of the triumph of good over evil, a story of U.S.
moral superiority. The lesson of this story was always that American
democracy was a form of government that made the achievement of
social justice possible, and that democratic change, however slow
and gradual, was superior to dictatorial imposition. The story of
race in America, used to compare democracy and communism, be-
came an important Cold War narrative.

American race relations would not always stay neatly within this
frame. Racial violence continued to mar the image of the United
States in the 1950s, even as the United States Information Agency
(USIA) heralded the Supreme Court’s ruling that school segregation
violated the Constitution. During the 1960s the civil rights move-
ment and massive resistance in the South forced the federal govern-
ment to devote more attention both to racial justice in the nation
and to the impact of the movement on U.S. prestige abroad.

Out of this dynamic comes a rather complex story. Domestic rac-
ism and civil rights protest led to international criticism of the U.S.
government. International criticism led the federal government to
respond, through placating foreign critics by reframing the narrative
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of race in America, and through promoting some level of social
change. While civil rights reform in different eras has been moti-
vated by a variety of factors, one element during the early Cold
War years was the need for reform in order to make credible the
government’s argument about race and democracy.

To explore this story, this study will take up civil rights history
from a different standpoint than histories of civil rights activists and
organizations and histories of domestic civil rights politics. The
events that drive this narrative are the events that captivated the
world. This focus on particular events and often on prominent lead-
ers should not be seen as an effort to privilege a top-down focus as
“the” story of civil rights history. The international perspective is not
a substitute for the rich body of civil rights scholarship but another
dimension that sheds additional light on those important and well-
told stories. Looking abroad and then at home at the impact of civil
rights on U.S. foreign affairs, we might more fully see the great
impact of civil rights activists. It was only through the efforts of the
movement that the nation and the world were moved to embrace
the civil rights reform that emerged from this period of American
history.26

The full story of civil rights reform in U.S. history cuts across
racial groups. The U.S. policymakers in this study, however, saw
American race relations through the lens of a black/white paradigm.
To them, race in America was quintessentially about “the Negro
problem.” Foreign observers as well remarked that the status of “the
Negro” was the paradigm for exploring race in America. Contempo-
rary writers argue that the black/white paradigm renders other racial
groups invisible. This limitation of vision affected the actors in this
story, both U.S. policymakers and the international audience to
which they were reacting. As a result, this history works within that
narrowed conception of American race relations—not because race
in America is a black/white issue, but because this study seeks to
capture the way race politics were understood at a time when “the
Negro problem” was at the center of the discourse on race in
America.27

It will be the task of this volume to explore the impact of Cold
War foreign affairs on U.S. civil rights reform. It brings together
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Cold War history and civil rights history, helping us to see that
federal government action on civil rights was an aspect of Cold War
policymaking. Narratives of twentieth-century America have tended
to treat civil rights and foreign relations as two separate categories,
unrelated to each other. If developments in the history of interna-
tional relations had a bearing on domestic policy, it might be as part
of the background, but not as a player on the same stage. For that
reason, attention to foreign relations may seem out of place in a
study of civil rights reform. Yet as the United States emerged from
World War II as a world power, looked to for leadership amid ensu-
ing Cold War fears of a new global conflagration, domestic politics
and culture were profoundly affected by events overseas. They were
affected as well by the way local and national actors thought domes-
tic events would impact the Cold War balance of power. The Cold
War created a constraining environment for domestic politics. It also
gave rise to new opportunities for those who could exploit Cold
War anxieties, while yet remaining within the bounds of acceptable
“Americanism.”28

Chapter 1 explores the international reaction to postwar racial
violence and race discrimination. Lynching and racial segregation
provoked international outrage, and by 1949 race in America was
a principal Soviet propaganda theme. These developments led the
Truman administration to realize that race discrimination harmed
U.S. foreign relations.

One way to respond to international criticism was to manage the
way the story of American race relations was told overseas. Chapter
2 details U.S. government efforts to turn the story of race in America
into a story of the superiority of democracy over communism as a
system of government. The production of propaganda on U.S. race
relations was one strategy. In addition, the government took steps
to silence alternative voices, such as Paul Robeson’s, when they chal-
lenged the official narrative of race and American democracy.

Ultimately the most effective response to foreign critics was to
achieve some level of social change at home. Chapter 3 discusses
Truman administration civil rights efforts, including its sustained
reliance on national security arguments in briefs in the Supreme
Court cases that would overturn the constitutional basis for Jim
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Crow. In Brown v. Board of Education (1954), the U.S. Supreme
Court held that school segregation, a particular target of foreign
criticism, violated the U.S. Constitution. Brown powerfully rein-
forced the story of race and democracy that had already been told
in U.S. propaganda: American democracy enabled social change and
was based on principles of justice and equality.

Brown would not bring this story to closure, of course. Chapter 4
takes up the major challenge to the image of America abroad during
Eisenhower’s presidency. Massive resistance to school desegregation
in Little Rock, Arkansas, threatened to undermine the narrative of
race and democracy carefully told in U.S. propaganda. As Little
Rock became a massive worldwide news story, and as his leadership
was questioned at home and abroad, Eisenhower was forced to act.
Although the crisis in Little Rock would be resolved, in later years
Little Rock remained the paradigmatic symbol of race in America
and served as the reference point as Presidents Kennedy and Johnson
faced civil rights crises of their own.

President Kennedy hoped to put off addressing civil rights so that
civil rights initiatives would not interfere with his other domestic
proposals and especially with his foreign affairs agenda. As chapter
5 illustrates, however, events in the early 1960s conspired to frustrate
Kennedy’s efforts to control the place of civil rights on his overall
agenda. Ambassadors from newly independent African nations came
to the United States and encountered Jim Crow. Each incident of
discrimination reinforced the importance of race to U.S. relations
with Africa. Sustained civil rights movement actions, and the brutal-
ity of resistance to peaceful civil rights protest, came to a head in
Birmingham, Alabama, in 1963. As Bull Connor’s violent treatment
of protesters became a subject of discussion among African heads of
state, the diplomatic consequences of discrimination and the impor-
tance of more extensive social change were underscored.

President Kennedy’s support for a civil rights bill in 1963 was
celebrated internationally. His assassination led many nations to
question whether federal support for civil rights reform would con-
tinue. Foreign leaders looked to President Johnson to maintain con-
tinuity—not only in U.S. foreign affairs but also in U.S. civil rights
policy. Chapter 6 details the role of civil rights in international per-
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ceptions of Johnson’s presidency. During the Johnson years the role
of foreign relations in U.S. civil rights politics changed significantly.
The passage of important civil rights legislation convinced many
foreign observers that the U.S. government was behind social
change. The narrative of race and democracy seemed to have more
salience. Yet just as new questions surfaced about urban racial unrest,
the focus of international interest in U.S. policy shifted. As Ameri-
can involvement in Vietnam escalated, the Vietnam War eclipsed
domestic racism as a defining feature of the American image abroad.

Cold War Civil Rights traces the emergence, the development, and
the decline of Cold War foreign affairs as a factor in influencing civil
rights policy by setting a U.S. history topic within the context of
Cold War world history. The Cold War was a critical juncture in
the twentieth century, the “American Century.” For this century,
characterized by the emergence of the United States as a global
power, it makes sense to ask whether the expansion of U.S. influence
and power in the world reflected on American politics and culture
at home. Following the transnational path of the story of race in
America, we see that the borders of U.S. history are not easily main-
tained. An event that is local is at the same time international. “For-
eign” developments help drive domestic politics and policy. Ameri-
can history plays out in a transnational frame. The international
context structures relationships between “domestic” actors. It influ-
ences the timing, nature, and extent of social change. This suggests
that an international perspective does not simply “fill in” the story
of American history, but changes its terms.29
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C H A P T E R 1

Coming to Terms with

Cold War Civil Rights

[T]he colour bar is the greatest propaganda gift
any country could give the Kremlin in its
persistent bid for the affections of the coloured
races of the world.

OBSERVER (CEYLON, 1949)1

One shot could have killed George Dorsey, but when he and three
companions were found along the banks of the Appalachee River in
Georgia on July 25, 1946, their bodies were riddled with at least
sixty bullets. Many white men with guns had participated in this
deed. Yet the ritual that produced the deaths of two “young Negro
farmhands and their wives” required more than mere killing. The
privilege of taking part in the executions, the privilege of drawing
blood in the name of white supremacy, was to be shared.2

George Dorsey had recently returned to Georgia after five years of
service in the United States Army. His mother received his discharge
papers within days of his death. Dorsey survived the war against
fascism to die in a hail of bullets on an American roadside. His crime
was to be African American, and to be in the wrong place at the
wrong time.3



 

Dorsey died in the company of his wife, Mae Murray Dorsey, and
his friends Roger and Dorothy Malcom. Roger Malcom had been
arrested after stabbing a white man during a fight. Bailed out by a
wealthy white farmer, J. Loy Harrison, the Malcoms and the Dorseys
took a ride from Harrison, who told them he wanted them to work
his fields. When Harrison’s car came upon a wooden bridge over
the Appalachee River, he noticed a car on the far side, blocking the
way. Another car drove up from behind, and Harrison reported:
“One of the men came out, put a shotgun against the back of my
head and said, ‘All of you put ’em up.’ ”4

Someone pointed at Roger Malcom, saying, “There’s the man we
want.” But both Malcom and George Dorsey were bound with ropes
“expert like,” and dragged from the car. It appeared that the women
would be spared. Then one woman began “cussing like everything
and called out one of the men’s name whom she evidently recog-
nized.” The leader of the group stopped and said, “Hold every-
thing.” He picked four men, telling them, “Go back and get them.”
The women were then pulled, shrieking, from the car. Harrison was
asked, “You recognize anybody here?” He answered “No,” the same
answer he would give investigators later when asked whether he
could identify participants in this crime.5

The Dorseys and the Malcoms were lined up. Harrison could
hear the mob’s leader say “ ‘One, two, three,’ and then boom. He
did that three times. There were three volleys.” Shots were fired after
the four had fallen. “It looked like it was a rehearsed affair,” the head
of the Georgia Bureau of Investigation would later say. When the
sheriff came upon the scene later that day, “the upper parts of the
bodies were scarcely recognizable because of the mass of bullet
holes.” As one reporter later put it, “nothing in the undertaker’s art
could put back the faces of Roger Malcom or Mae Dorsey.”6

This crime was, in some ways, unremarkable. Its pattern was fa-
miliar: African American man detained by police, then released,
then killed with companions by a white mob. So many had met
gruesome deaths in this way that what distinguished the Monroe
killings was not their brutality. It was the attention bestowed upon
them.7
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So many hundreds of letters and telegrams protesting the Monroe
murders poured in to the U.S. Justice Department that attorney
general Tom Clark held a press conference to answer them. “These
crimes,” the attorney general said, “are an affront to decent Ameri-
canism. Only due process of law sustains our claim to orderly self-
government.” Clark called upon “all our citizens to repudiate mob
rule and to assist the authorities to bring these criminals to justice.
The lives and liberties of none of us are safe when forces of terror
operate outside the laws of God and man.” To some, the lynching
of a black veteran was part of a chilling postwar turn in American
race relations. According to Oliver Harrington, former war corre-
spondent for the Pittsburgh Courier, “The Georgia lynchings were
only part of the highly organized conspiracy to ‘put the returned
Negro veteran in his place.’ ”8

While the investigation into the murders was stymied, demon-
strators marched in front of the White House. This horrible crime
was not a burden for Georgia alone to bear. The nation as a whole
had a stake in its resolution. As fifty members of the National Associ-
ation of Colored Women marched in front of the White House,
their picket signs spoke to the nation’s role in achieving racial jus-
tice. “America, our home, let it be known that lynching must cease,”
proclaimed one. “Where Is Democracy?” asked another. The press
in other nations asked the same question, as this incident was widely
covered overseas. The Monroe lynching was the lead story in an
article on “Position of Negroes in the USA” in the Soviet publication
Trud. The August 1946 story mentioned the incident as just one
example of “the increasing frequency of terroristic acts against ne-
groes” in the United States. The U.S. embassy in Moscow found
this story to be “representative of the frequent Soviet press comment
on the question of Negro discrimination in the United States.”9

In Monroe, in spite of offers of thousands of dollars of reward
money for identifying those involved in the killings, a tight-lipped
white community protected its own. Meanwhile relatives stayed
away from the funeral they had carefully prepared for George Dorsey
and Dorothy Malcom, his sister, out of fear of more violence.10

Two days after the killings, Senator William F. Knowland, Repub-
lican of California, introduced an account of the events into the
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National Association of Colored Women delegates from across the nation picket the White
House in July 1946 to protest the lynching of four African Americans in Georgia. (UPI/
CORBIS-BETTMANN)



 

George Dorsey’s coffi was draped in an American fla in honor of his military service at
funeral services for Dorsey and his sister, Dorothy Malcom, lynched July 25, 1946, outside
Monroe, Georgia. (UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)



 

Congressional Record. “[N]othing that we can do here today can
bring back the lives of those people,” he said. “But by what we do
here today we can show, or at least speak out and say that such things
must not continue in the United States of America.” Knowland
urged the attorney general to place “the full power of his office”
behind efforts to solve the crime, “because this is not merely a blot
upon the escutcheon of a single local area, but this and this sort of
thing is a blot upon the entire United States of America.”11

The idea that racism was “a blot” on the nation was to become a
very familiar theme. In the years following World War II, a wave of
violence swept the South as African American veterans returned
home. Lynchings and beatings of African Americans, sometimes in-
volving local law enforcement officials, were covered in the media
in this country and abroad. The violence spawned protests and de-
mands that the federal government take steps to alleviate that brutal-
ity and other forms of racial injustice.

In one incident during the summer of 1946, Sergeant Isaac
Woodard was beaten with a nightstick and blinded in both eyes by
the chief of police in Aiken, South Carolina. Woodard had been on
his way home after three years of military service. The police chief
was indicted for the incident but was then acquitted “to the cheers
of a crowded courtroom.” Also that summer, Macio Snipes, the only
African American in his district in Georgia to vote in a state election,
was killed at his home by four whites. These incidents, the Monroe,
Georgia, lynchings, and other race-based violence fueled African
American protest. Demonstrations were held and thousands of let-
ters of protest were sent to President Truman and the attorney gen-
eral demanding federal action. In one protest action, close to four
hundred members of the National Association of Colored Women
marched on the White House, maintaining a picket line for over a
week.12

In response to the lynchings, civil rights, religious, labor, and
other groups formed the National Emergency Committee Against
Mob Violence. The committee met with President Harry S. Truman
on September 19, 1946, to call for federal government action to
ensure that lynchers were prosecuted. During the meeting, Walter
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White of the NAACP described acts of violence to Truman, includ-
ing the blinding of Isaac Woodard. Truman “sat with clenched
hands through the recounting” and said that he was shocked at how
bad things were. Following the meeting, he set up a presidential
committee to study the problem of racial violence and discrimina-
tion, and to make recommendations for federal policy.13

Harry Truman would come to be seen as a president who put
civil rights firmly on the nation’s agenda. When Truman assumed
the presidency after Roosevelt’s death in April 1945, people on both
sides of the civil rights issue had seen reasons for encouragement. As
a border-state senator, Truman’s nomination as vice-president had
been supported by the South. When he became president, southern-
ers assumed he would be sensitive to southern-style race relations.
Nevertheless, Truman’s record on civil rights in the Senate was con-
sidered good enough by the NAACP that an editorial in The Crisis
remarked that he was “entitled to a chance to add to that record as
President.”14

When he became president, Truman’s sensibilities on race were
mixed. He would use racist language in private when referring to
African Americans. At the same time, however, in a private letter to
an old friend he wrote of his personal commitment to civil rights
reform. Truman’s friend asked him to moderate his position on civil
rights, but the president criticized his friend’s “antebellum proslav-
ery outlook” and called to mind recent acts of brutality. “When a
Mayor and a City Marshall can take a negro Sergeant off a bus in
South Carolina, beat him up and put out one of his eyes, and noth-
ing is done about it by the State Authorities, something is radically
wrong with the system,” he wrote. “I can’t approve of such goings
on and I shall never approve of it, as long as I am here . . . I am
going to try to remedy it and if that ends up in my failure to be
reelected, that failure will be in a good cause.”15

On matters of civil rights policy, as far as the NAACP was con-
cerned, Truman did well in an early test. An important issue in
domestic civil rights politics in 1945 was the establishment of a
permanent Fair Employment Practices Commission (FEPC) that
would protect racial and religious minorities from discrimination
by government agencies and government contractors. Roosevelt had
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established an FEPC by executive order in 1941 in response to
A. Philip Randolph’s call for African Americans to march on Wash-
ington. Legislation to establish a permanent FEPC had been intro-
duced in Congress, but Roosevelt had not pushed the matter. In
contrast, upon the urging of NAACP executive secretary Walter
White, Truman intervened with the House Rules Committee where
the bill was mired, urging that it was “unthinkable” to abandon the
principle the FEPC was based on. And when Truman found Con-
gress uncooperative on the issue, he continued to keep the FEPC
alive through executive orders. The FEPC’s effectiveness was seri-
ously hampered, however, because without authorizing legislation,
it had no enforcement powers, and because Congress refused to
grant more than token funding.16

Increasing pressure on Truman to address race discrimination co-
incided with an impending presidential campaign. Truman’s advi-
sors believed the African American vote would be important in the
1948 election. In order to court African American voters away from
Progressive Party candidate Henry A. Wallace and Republican
Thomas E. Dewey, a Truman campaign strategy memo recom-
mended that Truman should “go as far as he feels he could possibly
go in recommending measures to protect the rights of minority
groups.” Otherwise, the memo warned, the African American vote
would go Republican. Truman’s advisors believed that his position
on civil rights need only involve election-year posturing, not tangi-
ble results. The strategy assumed that the administration “will get
no major part of its own program approved.” Consequently, its tac-
tics would be “entirely different than if there were any real point
to bargaining and compromise. Its recommendations . . . must be
tailored for the voter, not the Congressman; they must display a
label which reads ‘no compromises.’ ” The advisors predicted that a
pro–civil rights posture would not jeopardize Truman’s southern
support. “As always, the South can be considered safely Democratic.
And in formulating national policy, it can be safely ignored.”17

This strategy was right on two counts: the African American vote
was of great importance in the ’48 election, and it could not be earned
without a strong pro–civil rights position. Truman miscalculated on
the South, however. In keeping with his aides’ recommendations,
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Truman called for civil rights legislation that had no chance of pas-
sage. Southern politicians reacted by threatening to break with the
Democratic Party if the nominating convention chose Truman and
adopted a pro–civil rights plank. When both occurred, southerners
formed the States’ Rights Party and nominated segregationist Strom
Thurmond as their presidential candidate. The party’s platform de-
nounced “totalitarian government” and advocated racial segregation.
While Thurmond had no chance of winning the election, the State’s
Rights Party hoped to deprive Truman of enough votes to throw the
election into the House of Representatives.18

Southern protest made it clear that a pro–civil rights posture
could be politically risky. Truman downplayed the issue, depending
on his audience. The African American vote, however, remained a
priority. Consequently, although he appeared at a segregated white
college, Truman also became the first president to speak in Harlem.
Before the Harlem audience he promised to work for the achieve-
ment of equal rights “with every ounce of strength and determina-
tion that I have.” Truman also took concrete steps to further civil
rights during the campaign. He issued executive orders desegregat-
ing the military and establishing a Fair Employment Board in the
Civil Service Commission to review complaints of race discrimina-
tion in employment in the executive branch.19

Though the polls predicted otherwise, Truman defeated Dewey
by a surprising margin of electoral votes. The popular vote in key
states was close, however, and some have argued that African Ameri-
cans, particularly in urban areas in the North, provided the president
with the margin of victory. In many areas, including Harlem, Tru-
man received a greater proportion of the African American vote than
Roosevelt had in 1944. While many groups could claim responsibil-
ity for the outcome in a close election, African American voters were
an indispensable part of the electoral majority that put Truman over
the top.20 To pursue those voters, in the context of the election,
Truman advocated civil rights reform.

Apart from electoral politics and pressure from civil rights activists,
the Truman administration had another reason to address domestic
racism: other countries were paying attention to the problem. News-
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papers in many corners of the world covered stories of racial discrim-
ination against African Americans. When nonwhite foreign digni-
taries visited the United States and encountered discrimination, it
led to serious diplomatic consequences. And as tension between the
United States and the Soviet Union increased in the years after the
war, the Soviets made effective use of U.S. failings in this area in
anti-American propaganda. Concern about the effect of U.S. race
discrimination on Cold War foreign relations led the Truman ad-
ministration to adopt a pro–civil rights posture as part of its interna-
tional agenda to promote democracy and contain communism.

Following World War II, anything that undermined the image of
American democracy was seen as threatening world peace and aiding
Soviet aspirations to dominate the world. In 1947, in an address
before a joint session of Congress, President Truman warned the
nation of the threatening environment of the Cold War. “At the
present moment in world history nearly every nation must choose
between alternative ways of life,” he said. “The choice is too often
not a free one.” Nations were divided between a way of life “distin-
guished by free institutions, representative government, free elec-
tions, guarantees of individual liberty, freedom of speech and reli-
gion, and freedom from political oppression,” and a way of life that
“relies upon terror and oppression, a controlled press and radio,
fixed elections, and the suppression of personal freedoms.” The grav-
ity of the situation made this a “fateful hour,” and it placed upon
the United States a new responsibility. “The free peoples of the
world look to us for support in maintaining their freedoms. If we
falter in our leadership, we may endanger the peace of the world—
and we shall surely endanger the welfare of this Nation.”21

Truman’s speech was “greeted with rapture” by members of Con-
gress. His approach to international relations, what would be called
the Truman Doctrine, informed U.S. foreign policy for many years.
Anticommunism would not be limited to foreign affairs, however.
With the communist threat now perceived in global, apocalyptic
terms, scrutiny of how domestic policies affected the struggle against
world communism became a priority. The most direct way in which
this manifested itself was the concern about communist “infiltra-
tion” in American government. On March 21, 1947, only nine days
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after his Truman Doctrine speech, the president signed an executive
order creating a loyalty program for federal employees that required
a loyalty investigation for federal employment. According to the
order, “complete and unswerving loyalty” on the part of federal em-
ployees was of “vital importance,” and therefore the employment of
“any disloyal or subversive person constitutes a threat to our demo-
cratic processes.”22

In this atmosphere, many other government policies were evalu-
ated in terms of whether they served or undercut the more central
U.S. mission of fighting communism. In June 1947, for example,
Congress passed the Taft-Hartley Act over Truman’s veto. The act
required officers of labor unions to sign affidavits indicating that the
officer was not a Communist Party member and did not “believe in,
and is not a member of or supports any organization that believes in
or teaches, the overthrow of the United States Government by force
or by any illegal or unconstitutional methods.” A union whose offi-
cers refused to sign such an affidavit could not take advantage of
protection for unions under the National Labor Relations Act. Moti-
vated by the fear that communist infiltration in the public schools
would poison fragile young minds, many states adopted loyalty oath
requirements for public school teachers. The U.S. Supreme Court
upheld a New York State loyalty oath statute in 1952, based on find-
ings that communists “have been infiltrating into public employ-
ment in the public schools of the State. . . . As a result, propaganda
can be disseminated among the children by those who teach them
and to whom they look for guidance, authority and leadership.”23

In the area of civil rights, anticommunism figured prominently
on both sides of the debate. Segregationists argued that efforts to
abandon racial segregation were communist-inspired and would un-
dermine the fabric of American society. According to Wayne Addi-
son Clark, “Realizing the vulnerability of racial segregation as a so-
cial system, southerners most intent on pressing white supremacy
consistently promoted the notion that only alien forces bent on so-
cial upheaval would challenge the racial status quo. Large segments
of the population in the Deep South, including educated whites,
accepted this explanation as the primary force behind resistance to
white supremacy.”24
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While efforts to change American society during the Cold War
were usually viewed as “un-American,” the NAACP cast its efforts
at racial reform as part of the struggle against communism. Ac-
cording to NAACP executive director Roy Wilkins, “the survival of
the American democratic system in the present global conflict of
ideologies depends upon the strength it can muster from the minds,
hearts and spiritual convictions of all its people.” He argued that
“the Negro wants change in order that he may be brought in line
with the American standard . . . which must be done not only to
preserve and strengthen that standard here at home, but to guarantee
its potency in the world struggle against dictatorship.”25

As the United States held itself out as the leader of the free world,
the nation opened itself up to criticism when its domestic practices
seemed to violate the nation’s principles. Race discrimination, in
particular, was America’s “Achilles heel.” Robert E. Cushman, a Cor-
nell University professor and member of the President’s Committee
on Civil Rights, explained the problem in a January 1948 New York
Times magazine article. Following World War II, he argued,

the nation finds itself the most powerful spokesman for the
democratic way of life, as opposed to the principles of a totali-
tarian state. It is unpleasant to have the Russians publicize
our continuing lynchings, our Jim Crow statutes and cus-
toms, our anti-Semitic discriminations and our witch-hunts;
but is it undeserved?

Cushman thought that Americans “cannot deny the truth of the
charges; we are becoming aware that we do not practice the civil
liberty we preach; and this realization is a wholesome thing.”26

International scrutiny of American race discrimination increased in
the postwar years. U.S. diplomatic posts frequently reported to the
State Department about foreign reactions to racial matters in the
United States. In December 1946, for example, the American con-
sulate in Suva, Fiji Islands, reported that the Fiji Times & Herald
published an article entitled “Persecution of Negroes Still Strong in
America.” According to the Fiji paper, “the United States has within
its own borders, one of the most oppressed and persecuted minorities
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in the world today.” In the southern states, “hundreds of thousands
of negroes exist today in an economic condition worse than the out-
and-out slavery of a century ago.” Treatment of African Americans
was not merely a question of race discrimination; “it is frequently a
question of the most terrible forms of racial persecution.”27

The article described the 1946 Monroe, Georgia, lynchings.
“This outrage,” the article noted, followed Supreme Court action
invalidating Georgia voting restrictions. “The decision gave the
negro the legal right to vote but [Georgia Governor] Talmadge chal-
lenged him to exercise it. He also flung a defiance to the Court itself
and asked the voters of his State to back him up, which they did.”
According to the paper, “very few negroes dared to vote, even though
the country’s highest tribunal had found them entitled to. Most of
those who did, or tried to, were badly mauled by white ruffians.”
The article noted that federal antilynching legislation had been pro-
posed in the past, and “further attempts are certain in the next Con-
gress.” The article also discussed other instances of discrimination,
such as the Daughters of the American Revolution’s refusal to allow
opera singer Marian Anderson to perform in Constitution Hall.28

The Fiji Times & Herald was not entirely critical, however. Re-
porting that a recent dinner honoring African American journalists
had brought together African Americans and white southerners, the
paper concluded that “the point is that the best culture of the south,
in America, is opposed to the Bilbo-Talmadge anti-negro oppression
and seems today more than ever inclined to join with the north in
fighting it.” Efforts against racial intolerance had particular conse-
quences in the United States, for “there cannot be, on the basic
tenants [sic] of Americanism, such a thing as second class citizen-
ship.” The issue also had broader implications, however. “The recog-
nition and acceptance of the concept of a common humanity
should, and must, shatter the longstanding bulwarks of intolerance,
racial or otherwise, before anything entitled to call itself true civiliza-
tion can be established in America or any other country.”29

The American consul in Fiji was unhappy with the Times & Her-
ald article, which he saw as “an indication of certain of the anti-
American and/or misinformation or propaganda now carried” in the
paper. A response to the article seemed appropriate and necessary.
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“If and when a favorable opportunity occurs, the matter of the rea-
sonableness or justification in the publication of such biased and
unfounded material, obviously prejudicial to American prestige
throughout this area, will be tactfully broached to the Editor and
appropriate government officials.”30

In Ceylon, American embassy officials were concerned about
what they considered “Asian preoccupation with racial discrimina-
tion in the United States.” Ceylon newspapers ran stories on U.S.
racial problems picked up from Reuters wire service. In addition, a
Ceylon Observer columnist focused on the issue, particularly the
seeming contradiction of segregation in the capital of American de-
mocracy. In his article, Lakshman Seneviratne quoted Time maga-
zine as saying, “in Washington, the seated figure of Abraham Lin-
coln broods over the capital of the U.S. where Jim Crow is the rule.”
According to Seneviratne, in Washington “the colour bar is the
greatest propaganda gift any country could give the Kremlin in its
persistent bid for the affections of the coloured races of the world,
who, if industrialized, and technically mobilized, can well domi-
nate, if domination is the obsession, the human race.” How could
the embassy combat such criticism? At this point American diplo-
mats chose to point a finger in the other direction. Why should
Ceylonese criticize the United States when that nation was plagued
with prejudice of its own? American embassy officials planned to
put together a brief description of “the ‘caste system’ as it exists in
Ceylon today.”31

In China, the media focused on the effect of U.S. race discrimina-
tion on the nation’s leadership in postwar world politics. Shanghai’s
Ta Kung Pao covered the May 2, 1948, arrest of U.S. Senator Glen
Taylor for violating Alabama segregation laws. At the time, Taylor
was the vice-presidential running mate of Progressive Party candi-
date Henry A. Wallace. On May 2, 1948, Taylor, who was white,
attempted to use the “colored entrance” to a Birmingham, Alabama,
church where he was scheduled to speak to a meeting of the South-
ern Negro Youth Congress. As the paper reported it, a police officer
stationed at the door informed Taylor that “[t]his was the colored
entrance.” Taylor responded that “it did not make any difference to
me and started in.” Five officers then arrested Taylor, who sustained
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minor injuries in the process. “[They] treated me very rough—any-
thing but gentlemanly,” he later said. “God help the ordinary man.”
Although Taylor violated the Birmingham segregation law, he was
only charged with disorderly conduct, circumventing a challenge to
the city law.32

Criticizing Taylor’s arrest, the Chinese paper noted that “the
Negro problem is a problem of U.S. internal politics, and naturally,
it is unnecessary for anybody else to meddle with it.” However, the
issue had international ramifications.

We cannot help having some impressions of the United
States which actually already leads half of the world and
which would like to continue to lead it. If the United
States merely wants to “dominate” the world, the atomic
bomb and the U.S. dollar will be sufficient to achieve
this purpose. However, the world cannot be “dominated”
for a long period of time. If the United States wants to
“lead” the world, it must have a kind of moral superiority
in addition to military superiority.

According to the paper, “the United States prides itself on its ‘liberal
traditions,’ and it is in the United States itself that these traditions
can best be demonstrated.”33

The American consul general in Shanghai believed that the Ta
Kung Pao editorial “discusses the Negro problem in the U.S. in a
manner quite close to the Communist Party line.” The consul gen-
eral preferred an editorial in the China Daily Tribune that cast Amer-
ican race discrimination as a problem generated by a small minority
who were acting against the grain. According to that paper, “Preju-
dice against people of color seems to die hard in some parts of the
United States despite all that President Truman and the more en-
lightened leaders of the nation are doing to ensure that race equality
shall become an established fact.”34

Attention to problems of U.S. race discrimination sometimes fo-
cused on matters in the courts. State or federal court decisions that
overturned discriminatory practices had favorable consequences for
foreign relations. For example, when the California Supreme Court
overturned that state’s antimiscegenation statute in 1948, the Ma-
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nila Chronicle called the action “an answer to the prayer of Filipinos
now residing in San Francisco, California.” According to the paper,
there were “not enough women among the Filipinos there. So the
laborers have been forced to seek life partners from among the
whites.” In commenting on the story, the chargC d’affaires in the
American embassy in Manila noted that

“color” feeling, stimulated by hearsay and/or fact of discrimi-
nation in the United States, is an ever-present catalyst among
Filipinos. Therefore, it may be readily understood that the ac-
tion of the Supreme Court of California, seemingly being evi-
dence of concrete progress in eliminating racial discrimina-
tion, is important in dispelling or mitigating “color barrier”
psychology and its concomitant, the tendency to formation
of “color”, racial or “Asia for the Asiatics” groupings.

The Manila Chronicle story was “fairly representative of Philippine
opinion” on this matter.35

During the Truman years, in no country was the focus on Ameri-
can race relations of greater importance than in India. Chester
Bowles discovered in 1951, early in his tenure as U.S. ambassador
to India, that “the number one question” in Asia about the United
States was “about America’s treatment of the Negro.” Bowles took
Indian concerns very seriously because he believed India to be of
great strategic importance to the United States.36

Indian newspapers were particularly attuned to the issue of race
discrimination in the United States. According to the American con-
sul general in Bombay, “the color question is of intense interest in
India.” Numerous articles with titles like “Negro Baiting in
America,” “Treatment of Negroes a Blot on U.S.,” and “Untouch-
ability Banished in India: Worshipped in America” appeared in the
Indian press. The American consul general thought that the latter
article was “somewhat typical of the irresponsible and malicious type
of story on the American Negro which appears not too infrequently
in segments of the Indian press.” This rather dramatic article was
written by Canadian George T. Prud’homme, described as a “com-
munist writer.” The story was illustrated with photographs of a
chain gang and of a “Negro youth, worn out by hard labour and
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tortured by man’s [in]humanity to man,” and “Waiting for Death.”
According to Prud’homme, “the farther South one travels, the less
human the Negro status becomes, until in Georgia and Florida it
degenerates to the level of the beast in the field.”37

Prud’homme’s article described the history of American racial
practices, including the history of the Ku Klux Klan and the denial
of voting rights through poll taxes and discriminatory voter registra-
tion tests. It was a shameful story, and a contrast to the U.S. govern-
ment’s efforts to present American democracy as a shining example
for the world. Instead, Prud’homme suggested that U.S. treatment
of African Americans “strangely resembles the story of India under
British domination.” The “only bright spot in this picture” was pro-
vided by individuals like a white Baptist pastor who was committed
to racial equality. But the minister told Prud’homme, “If one of us
fights for true democracy and progress, he is labeled a Commu-
nist. . . . That is an effective way of shutting him up.”38

Soviet propaganda about American racial problems was equally
harsh. A Tass article distributed in India claimed that “American
imperialism destroyed the largest section of the native population of
North America and doomed the survivors to a slow death.” The
same story found “the fate of Negroes” to be “equally tragic. . . .
America’s soil is drenched in the blood and sweat of Negro toilers.”39

U.S. officials in India felt that Indian criticism of American racial
practices was somewhat ironic since India had a caste system. As the
American consul in Madras put it, “an oft-repeated answer by the
recent Consul General at this post to questions about the ‘color
problem’ in the United States was ‘Yes, it’s almost as bad as it is in
India.’ This often caused such embarrassed confusion that the sub-
ject was immediately dropped.”40

Criticism of American racism came from Europe as well. The
British press covered postwar racial tension in the South and Ku
Klux Klan activity, giving particular attention to scheduled execu-
tions of African Americans. For example, in 1946, Charles Trudell
and James Lewis Jr., both fourteen years old, were sentenced to death
in Jackson, Mississippi, for murdering their white employer. By Jan-
uary 16, 1947, the U.S. embassy in London had received three hun-
dred and two communications protesting the death sentences.
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Forty-eight of those were petitions with several hundred signatures.
In addition, three members of the House of Commons sent a tele-
gram to President Truman, urging him to “protect basic human
rights by intervening” to stop the executions. Petitions were also sent
to the British secretary of state for foreign affairs, requesting his
intervention, and the matter was discussed in the House of Com-
mons. The secretary declined to become involved because the death
sentences were “a matter of United States domestic policy in which
it would not be proper for His Majesty’s Government to intervene”
and because the case was pending in the U.S. Supreme Court. The
convictions and sentences were affirmed by the Mississippi Supreme
Court, and the U.S. Supreme Court declined to review the cases. In
spite of the attention given to the cases, Mississippi Governor Fiel-
ding Wright denied clemency.41

In Europe, according to U.S. Senator William Benton, the “Com-
munist-inspired press and radio” carried the same themes. In addi-
tion to oppression of African Americans, “Italy is told about discrimi-
nation against Italians; Slavic countries are told that the Slavs hold a
very low place on the ‘American racial ladder.’ ” A characteristic twist
to these stories was illustrated by a January 17, 1950, Bucharest radio
report that “Joe Louis is forced to take up boxing activities again
because racial laws hinder his finding other means of livelihood.”42

European reporting on the “American Negro Problem” was so
widespread that it was the subject of a July 1950 article in the
NAACP publication The Crisis. James W. Ivy analyzed more than
five hundred clippings from the press of ten European countries.
“Black Tragedy in the United States is No Myth” stated the headline
of one Swiss paper, while other European papers carried stories
under headlines such as “Odor of Burning Flesh,” “Lincoln or
Lynch?” and “Is the Negro a Man?” The European press was also
interested in African American politics and culture. In addition to
accounts of racism, the periodicals printed biographical sketches of
Ralph Bunche, Paul Robeson, Lena Horne, and others.43

Ivy found that European criticism of American race relations was
often quite harsh. For example, Georges Duhamel wrote in Ici Paris
that “this great nation which has taken such a delight in lecturing
Europeans on colonialism and the duties of the white race early
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simplified its problems by exterminating the Indians.” As Ivy put it,
“our segregation, our mob violence, and our Dixiecrats contribute
grist to the European mills of anti-Americanism. To preach demo-
cratic equality while making distinctions of color and race strikes
Europeans as bizarre, if not perverse.”44

Ivy felt that the “preoccupation of the European press with the
American Negro and his problems” had emerged in the postwar
period, partly in response to racial segregation among U.S. ser-
vicemen stationed in Europe during World War II. “Even the Euro-
pean man in the street sensed the incongruity of a ‘democratic equal-
ity’ that condemned Negroes to service battalions and segregated
outfits.” In addition, European intellectuals resented American
“meddling in Continental affairs.”45

Reports by American embassy staff on foreign press coverage of
racial problems in the United States poured in through the Truman
years. Embassy reporting usually contained information on the po-
litical leanings of the publication, particularly whether it tended to
be “anti-American” and/or “leftist.” While coverage would cross po-
litical boundaries, embassy officials often thought that the “leftist”
media was more “critical and unfriendly to the United States,” while
other writers showed “some understanding.” When criticism came
from a source perceived as leftist, the writer’s motive was often called
into question. When embassy officials found critical coverage of
U.S. race discrimination in politically conservative publications,
however, they were less likely to assume that the writer was biased. In
one example, Helen Vlachos, a writer for Kathimerini, a prominent
conservative Greek newspaper with the highest circulation of all
Athens daily papers, noted, “America has its Achilles heel and . . .
the heel is quite black!” Following a trip to the American South, the
writer felt that she understood “the bitter answer of a small Negro
boy who, when asked by his teacher what punishment he would
impose upon Adolph Hitler, said: ‘I would paint his face black and
send him to America immediately’!” According to K. L. Rankin,
the chargC d’affaires at the American embassy in Athens, Vlachos’s
writing on the United States had generally been “well disposed with
respect to the American people and their institutions and in har-
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mony with the basically friendly attitude the author has always
shown toward the United States.” Accordingly, “her comments . . .
should therefore be regarded, not as stemming from any anti-Ameri-
can bias, but as the author’s frank reaction to what she regards as a
deplorable situation.” Rankin noted that Vlachos’s views were
“being widely read and discussed by educated Athenians, the over-
whelming majority of whom share her feelings in the matter.”46

In a world divided by Cold War, it was frightening to see the
Soviet Union capitalize on America’s “Achilles heel.” Soviet propa-
ganda exploited U.S. racial problems, arguing that American profes-
sions of liberty and equality under democracy were a sham. The
U.S. embassy in Moscow took notice of this issue in 1946, reporting
that a number of articles that year “may portend stronger emphasis
on this theme as [a] Soviet propaganda weapon.” In August 1946,
the U.S. embassy in Moscow sent the State Department a translation
of an editorial from the periodical Trud that was “representative of
the frequent Soviet press comment on the question of Negro dis-
crimination in the United States.” Soviet reporting did not require
extensive research. The Trud article was based on information the
Soviets had gathered from the “progressive American press.” It de-
scribed lynchings and poor labor conditions for African Americans
in the South.47

According to Trud, American periodicals had reported “the in-
creasing frequency of terroristic acts against negroes,” including
“the bestial mobbing of four negroes by a band of 20 to 25 whites”
in July 1946 in Monroe, Georgia. In another incident, near Linden,
Louisiana, “a crowd of white men tortured a negro war veteran,
John Jones, tore his arms out and set fire to his body. The papers
stress the fact that the murderers, even though they are identified,
remain unpunished.” U.S. census figures indicated that three-quar-
ters of African Americans lived in the South. In the southern “Black
Belt,” “the negroes are overwhelmingly engaged in agriculture, as
small tenant-farmers, share-croppers and hired hands. Semi-slave
forms of oppression and exploitation are the rule.” African Ameri-
cans were denied economic rights because of the way the legal sys-
tem protected the interests of the landowners upon whose property
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sharecroppers and tenant farmers labored. In addition, “the absence
of economic rights is accompanied by the absence of social rights.
The poll tax, in effect in the Southern States, deprives the over-
whelming majority of negroes of the right to vote.”48

Trud observed that “the movement for full economic, political
and social equality is spreading among the negro population,” but
that “this movement has evoked exceptional fury and resistance.”
“Particularly great efforts” had been made by “the reaction” during
recent primary elections in the South, resulting in “unbridled terror
directed against the negroes . . . to keep the negro masses from par-
ticipating in the elections . . . and to crush the liberation movement
among the negroes at its root.” According to the paper, “the progres-
sive public opinion of the USA is indignant at the baiting of negroes,
and rightly sees in this one of the means by which reaction is taking
the offensive against the working people.”49

The Trud story was one example of an increasing tendency of the
Soviet Union to exploit American racial problems. By 1949, this
issue had become so prominent that the U.S. embassy in Moscow
reported that “the ‘Negro question,’[was] [o]ne of the principal So-
viet propaganda themes regarding the United States.” According to
the embassy, “[T]he Soviet press hammers away unceasingly on such
things as ‘lynch law,’ segregation, racial discrimination, deprivation
of political rights, etc., seeking to build up a picture of an America
in which the Negroes are brutally downtrodden with no hope of
improving their status under the existing form of government.”
Pravda reported that there were “mass Negro pogroms” in the
United States, while Soviet radio claimed that “our Constitution
was written by representatives of exploiting classes and does not truly
guarantee civil rights.”50

A U.S. embassy official believed that Soviet preoccupation with
the American “Negro problem” “serves political ends desired by the
Soviet Union and has nothing whatsoever to do with any desire to
better the Negro’s position.” The “Soviet press seizes upon anything
showing the position of the US Negro in a derogatory light while
ignoring entirely the genuine progress being made in America in
improving the situation.” The writer felt that his point was “graphi-
cally revealed” by the way Ralph Bunche, a United States representa-
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tive in the United Nations, was treated in the Soviet media. Al-
though Bunche’s name was mentioned frequently in conjunction
with his role in the UN, in that context his race was not mentioned.
He was identified by race, however, when Bunche announced that
“ ‘Jim Crow’ practices in Washington had been one of the contribut-
ing factors in his decision to decline the offer of an appointment as
an Assistant Secretary of State.” In addition, “the Moscow newspa-
pers passed over in silence Dr. Bunche’s speech at Fisk University in
May when he asserted that the democratic framework of society in
the United States offers the greatest hope to the American Negro.”51

Senator William Benton warned his U.S. Senate colleagues that
Soviet propaganda on American civil rights was most vigorously
used in the “critical periphery,” the areas “where the Cold War is
raging most fiercely.” According to Benton, “These sensitive areas,
where the fate of mankind may be decided, are in Latin America, in
Germany, and the Slavic countries of Europe, among the dark-
skinned nations of Africa and southeast Asia, and among the yellow
skinned peoples on the Asiatic mainland and the nearby island
areas.” He thought that “by far the most active use of the civil rights
issue” was in the Far East, including China and India.52

For Senator Benton, U.S. Ambassador to India Chester Bowles,
and many U.S. diplomats, race discrimination undermined the na-
tion’s prestige abroad, threatening its Cold War leadership. If other
nations, and particularly nonwhite peoples, were to have faith in
democracy, the United States would need to reassure them that
American democracy was not synonymous with white supremacy.

Race discrimination in the United States was not only directed at
American citizens. When nonwhite foreign dignitaries visited the
country, they were often subjected to similar treatment, and inci-
dents of discrimination against visiting foreigners would generate a
highly critical reaction against U.S. racism in their home country.
In 1947, for example, Mohandas Ghandi’s physician was barred
from a restaurant during a visit to the United States. A story about
the incident was carried in every newspaper in his hometown of
Bombay.53
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In November 1947, Franc̨ois Georges, Haiti’s secretary of agricul-
ture, traveled to Biloxi, Mississippi, to attend a conference he had
been invited to by the National Association of Commissioners, Sec-
retaries and Directors of Agriculture. Unaware that Georges was
black, the Biloxi Buena Vista Hotel had confirmed a reservation for
him. Upon his arrival, Georges was informed that for “reasons of
color” he would not be able to stay in the hotel with others attending
the conference but would be offered separate accommodations.
There was some dispute regarding the nature of the separate accom-
modations. According to one source, they were “servants’ quarters
which had not been prepared to receive guests.” According to the
manager of the Buena Vista, the accommodations consisted of “one
of our attractive guest cottages which are very much in demand
with our regular guests located immediately adjacent to the hotel.”
Georges was informed that his meals during the conference would
be served in his rooms, rather than in the hotel restaurant with other
guests. Indignant, he left without attending the conference. He later
told a U.S. embassy official in Haiti, “You can see how I would not
wish to visit your country soon again.”54

The Haitian ambassador to the United States lodged a complaint
with the secretary of state regarding the incident. According to the
ambassador, Georges had accepted the invitation to attend the con-
ference in the belief that “it would afford one more occasion for
setting forth how much his country is determined to furnish its co-
operation in all circumstances for strengthening the solidarity
among the democratic nations anxious to see the establishment in
the world of a just and lasting peace based on the principles of justice
and equality.” The ambassador found Georges’s treatment out of
step with such principles. He concluded that, “considering the unfa-
vorable repercussions produced on opinion by incidents of this kind,
the Haitian Government would be disposed to decline all invitations
to congresses and conferences which are to take place in States where
its delegates would be exposed to slights not to be endured by the
representatives of a sovereign and friendly country.”55

Although some Haitian newspapers initially “thought [it] better
not to mention” the Biloxi incident, on November 17 La Phalange
reprinted a Miami Herald article reporting the Haitian ambassador’s
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protest of the discrimination against Georges. Other papers followed
with editorials the next day. According to a U.S. embassy airgram,
“Popular Socialist La Nation begins its attack on [the] United States
with reference to recent accusations made by its readers to [the]
effect [that] this newspaper was too pro-Soviet and anti-United
States.” According to La Nation,

[T]he ardent defenders of American democracy now have be-
fore their eyes the brutal fact of what this democracy is. . . .
Can a civilized people call the treatment of which our minis-
ter has been a victim other than barbaric; can serious people
still speak of American democracy? Can the Americans them-
selves speak of Pan-American solidarity when among them-
selves they make a fierce discrimination between the peoples
of the Americas?

The editorial concluded that “the Negro of Haiti understands that
the word democracy in the United States has no meaning.”56

In contrast to the La Nation indictment of American democracy,
the U.S. embassy reported that Le Nouvelliste “place[d] [the] onus
on ignorance and backwardness in [the] Southern states.” That
paper noted that other states, such as New York, prohibited race
discrimination. Nevertheless, Southern racism was a “hideous dis-
gusting fact that constitutes shame for any country as civilized as
[the] United States.” The Biloxi incident “reenforces [sic] the un-
happy opinion which is held throughout the world of the stupid
color prejudice which is rotting certain Southern states of the United
States.”57

The U.S. embassy in Haiti responded to this incident by apologiz-
ing and advising Haitians that they should contact the State Depart-
ment before accepting invitations from nongovernment organizations
in the future. Meanwhile, the international implications of the event
were not lost on a New York import-export company. Robert P.
Holt, vice-president of Gillespie & Company, wrote to Secretary of
State George C. Marshall that “at a time when the vast problems
of international relationship not only presuppose but require the
utmost tact, it is to be deplored that an incident of this nature
should have occurred, but even more so that those on the ground
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apparently should have been unable to mitigate the effect if not the
circumstances.”58 If international relations and international trade
were to proceed unfettered, the United States would have to handle
such incidents more effectively. If race discrimination could not go
away, at the very least it must be handled with more foresight and
tact.

Discrimination against foreign nationals could at times provoke
more than outrage. In January 1945, Pan American Airways refused
to allow a Jamaican journalist to eat in its Miami airport public
restaurant. The Kingston Daily Gleaner reported the incident and
the matter was discussed in the Jamaican Council. Councillor Wills
O. Isaacs stated that “any nation which indulges in racial discrimina-
tion . . . is a nation that is devoid of any real culture and any real
decency.” He argued that “if these people cannot respect the people
of this country and place them on an equal footing with the people
of America, then as far as I am concerned I would not allow one
Pan American plane to fly over this country at all.” Councillor
E. H. Fagan agreed. “If we are to get anywhere as a coloured people,”
he argued, “let us get it in our cranium that Jamaicans as a whole
are coloured people, and in common with the big majority of col-
oured people all over the world it is time for us to talk out loud
whenever acts of discrimination are practised against us. We find
that the Americans do not care anything about us.” In reporting on
the incident to the secretary of state, however, the American consul
in Kingston dismissed Isaacs by noting that he “has definite leftist
tendencies.”59

Even when foreign persons of color were not subject to discrimi-
nation, they did not necessarily leave the States with a positive im-
pression. As one Indian visitor put it,

American racialism is not logical. Non-American non-whites
on their visit to the States are accorded a kind of “honorary”
white status which is embarrassing to them and the source of
considerable justified grievance to colored nations. Instances
are not uncommon of Negroes donning a turban or an En-
glish accent to escape the prejudice which as American citi-
zens they are made to suffer.60
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✶ ✶ ✶

American vulnerability on the race issue gave civil rights activists a
very effective pressure point to use in advocating for civil rights re-
form. Civil rights organizations relied on the argument that race
discrimination harmed U.S. interests in the Cold War. At the same
time, they effectively brought international pressure to bear on the
Truman administration. The United Nations provided a convenient
forum for African American leaders to present their grievances be-
fore an international audience. It also provided an environment in
which critics of the United States would have an opportunity to
focus attention on the country’s weaknesses.

In February 1946, the United Nations Commission on Human
Rights was established. The commission was charged with preparing
“proposals, recommendations and reports concerning a) an interna-
tional bill of rights; b) international declarations or conventions on
civil liberties, the status of women, freedom of information and sim-
ilar matters; c) the protection of minorities; d) the prevention of
discrimination on the grounds of race, sex, language or religion.”
The work of the Subcommission on the Prevention of Discrimina-
tion and Protection of Minorities would create the greatest difficulty
for the United States. State Department officials recognized this
prior to the subcommission’s first meeting. Dean Rusk wrote in a
November 4, 1947, memorandum that the

first session of the Subcommission is a very important one to
the United States, principally because it deals with a very dif-
ficult problem affecting the internal affairs of the United
States. United States problems concerning relationships with
minority groups have been fully treated in the press of other
countries. This Subcommission was established on the initia-
tive of the U.S.S.R., and there is every indication that that
country and others will raise questions concerning our domes-
tic problems in this regard.61

Rusk was right. However, the most powerful critique of U.S. rac-
ism presented before the United Nations came not from the Soviets
but from African Americans. In June 1946, the National Negro Con-
gress filed a petition seeking “relief from oppression” for American
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blacks. The organization expressed “profound regret that we, a sec-
tion of the Negro people, having failed to find relief from oppression
through constitutional appeal, find ourselves forced to bring this vital
issue, which we have sought, for almost a century since emancipa-
tion, to solve within the boundary of our country to the attention of
this historic body.” The group sent a copy of the petition to President
Truman. Although the United Nations did not act upon the petition,
it reinforced international scrutiny of American race discrimina-
tion.62

On October 23, 1947, the NAACP filed “An Appeal to the
World,” a petition in the United Nations protesting the treatment
of blacks in the United Sates. The petition denounced U.S. race
discrimination as “not only indefensible but barbaric.” It claimed
that racism harmed the nation as a whole. “It is not Russia that
threatens the United States so much as Mississippi; not Stalin and
Molotov but Bilbo and Rankin; internal injustice done to one’s
brothers is far more dangerous than the aggression of strangers from
abroad.” The consequences of American failings were potentially
global. “The disenfranchisement of the American Negro makes the
functioning of all democracy in the nation difficult; and as democ-
racy fails to function in the leading democracy in the world, it fails
the world.” W. E. B. DuBois, the principal author of the petition,
said that the purpose behind the appeal was to enable the United
Nations “to prepare this nation to be just to its own people.” 63

The NAACP petition “created an international sensation.” Ac-
cording to Walter White, the NAACP was

flooded with requests for copies of the document, particularly
from nations which were critical of the United States, includ-
ing Russia, Great Britain, and the Union of South Africa. It
was manifest that they were pleased to have documentary
proof that the United States did not practice what it preached
about freedom and democracy. But it was equally apparent
that Russia, Great Britain, and the Union of South Africa
were morally afraid that acceptance of the appeal on behalf of
American Negroes and action on the document would estab-
lish a precedent giving the United Nations authority in those
countries.64
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The petition received extensive coverage in the American and for-
eign media. Meanwhile, Attorney General Tom Clark remarked, “I
was humiliated . . . to realize that in our America there could be the
slightest foundation for such a petition.” Although Eleanor Roose-
velt, a member of the board of directors of the NAACP, was also a
member of the American delegation to the United Nations, she re-
fused to introduce the NAACP petition in the United Nations out
of concern that it would harm the international reputation of the
United States. According to DuBois, the American delegation had
“refused to bring the curtailment of our civil rights to the attention
of the General Assembly [and] refused willingly to allow any other
nation to bring this matter up; if any should, Mr. [sic] Roosevelt has
declared that she would probably resign from the United Nations
delegation.” 65

The Soviet Union, however, proposed that the NAACP’s charges
be investigated. On December 4, 1947, the United Nations Com-
mission on Human Rights rejected that proposal, and the United
Nations took no action on the petition. Nevertheless, the Des Moines
Register remarked that the petition had “accomplished its purpose
of arousing interest in discrimination.” Although the domestic press
reaction was generally favorable, the West Virginia Morgantown Post
criticized the NAACP for “furnishing Soviet Russia with new am-
munition to use against us.” DuBois responded to similar criticism
from southern journalist Jonathan Daniels, a member of the United
Nations Subcommission on Discrimination and Protection of Mi-
norities, by stating that “the NAACP is not ‘defending Russia’ or
anybody else; it is trying to get men like Mr. Daniels to stand up
and be counted for the decent treatment of Negroes in America.”66

U.S. diplomats around the globe were concerned about the effect
of domestic race discrimination and of propaganda on U.S. racial
problems on the anti–United States or pro-Communist leanings of
other nations. In a confidential memorandum to the State Depart-
ment regarding “Dutch Attitudes Toward American Racism,” Rob-
ert Coe of the American embassy, The Hague, reported on a “casual
conversation” between an unnamed embassy officer and a Dutch
Foreign Ministry official. According to Coe, the Dutch official had

COMING TO TERMS WITH CIVIL RIGHTS 45



 

remarked that the Netherlands is very unreceptive to anti-
American propaganda, whether it emanates from Communist
sources or from right-wing colonial die-hards. However, he
added that the opponents of American policies possess one
propaganda theme which is extremely effective throughout
Europe and even more effective in Asia—criticism of Ameri-
can racial attitudes.67

According to the memorandum, the Dutch official was “well-
informed about American politics and the American culture gener-
ally,” but, nevertheless, “he himself had never been able to under-
stand the American point of view toward negroes and other minority
groups, and that the point of view was extremely difficult for friends
of America to explain, let alone defend.” The Dutch official’s
“knowledge of America” had

convinced him that America has made real progress in elimi-
nating the worst aspects of racism, and he agreed that the na-
ture and extent of American racial feeling has been grossly ex-
aggerated by the Communists. However, he said that, in his
opinion, the actual situation is sufficiently bad to provide a
very solid foundation for the fabulous structure of lies which
the Communists have built up.

There was a solution to this problem, however. The Dutch official
suggested that the “United States information program should de-
vote a major portion of its facilities and energies to a campaign
aimed at counteracting the impression which so many people have
of American racial suppression.”68

If the nation could not eradicate the conditions that gave rise to
foreign criticism, it could at least place them “in context.” It could
weave them into a story that led ultimately to the conclusion that,
in spite of it all, America was a great nation. Rehabilitating the moral
character of American democracy would become an important focus
of Cold War diplomacy.
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C H A P T E R 2

Telling Stories about

Race and Democracy

These neighbors in a housing project, like
millions of Americans, are forgetting whatever
color prejudice they may have had; their children
will have none to forget.

U.S. INFORMATION AGENCY,

THE NEGRO IN AMERICAN LIFE (ABOUT 1950)1

In 1947, Public Affairs Officer Frederick C. Jochem wrote an article
for a Rangoon, Burma, newspaper, with the approval of the U.S.
consul general in Rangoon. The article, entitled “Negro Problem,”
politely suggested that the Burmese did not have all the facts on the
issue of race in the United States It began:

A Burmese friend was astonished the other day when I told
him that a Negro had just been appointed to a professorship
in my university back home. We were discussing the “Negro
problem” in America, and it turned out that a number of
facts and viewpoints that I take for granted are surprising
news in Burma.2



 

Among the facts unknown to the Burmese was the statistic that
“more than fifty Negroes now hold major teaching posts in promi-
nent American universities.” The students and nearly all faculty at
the institutions were “black as the proverbial ace of spades.” That
many of these schools were the product of enforced racial segrega-
tion was a detail Jochem failed to mention to his friend. Black col-
leges, instead, provided evidence of the availability of higher educa-
tion to African Americans. Jochem thought that “there is still a
‘Negro problem’ in the United States,” particularly in the South.
However, he saw race prejudice as an understandable phenomenon
in light of the nation’s history of slavery. “Of course there is preju-
dice against Negroes, because for the first few generations of their
life in America nothing was done to educate or train them, and the
heritage of ignorance, and all that goes with it, persists.” In spite of
this legacy, Jochem was hopeful.

[S]ome of the best people in the North and South are work-
ing constantly to improve the position of the Negro every-
where in the United States. . . . The goal is now to realize, to
the letter, and in every one of the 48 states, the provisions of
the fourteenth and fifteenth amendments which abolish all
legal distinctions between individuals.3

Jochem’s article was one of countless efforts by the U.S. govern-
ment to tell its side of the story of race in America. International
criticism of U.S. race discrimination could not be left unanswered.
American embassies did their part to address racial difficulties by
cooperating with the State Department in an effort to present what
they considered to be a more balanced perspective on the issue. Orga-
nized U.S. government efforts to disseminate favorable information
about the United States to other countries represented one method
of doing so. During World War II, the Roosevelt administration in-
creasingly recognized the value of print and broadcast media in U.S.
government efforts to influence international opinion. By 1948, the
Cold War increased the perceived importance of such efforts. In
some government circles fears were expressed that America was losing
an unequal war of propaganda in which the Soviet Union and its
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satellites routinely misrepresented and distorted American ideals and
actions. The federal government needed to respond by disseminating
the “truth” to counteract such communist propaganda.4

The United States Information Agency prepared materials that
placed American race relations in the best possible light for dissemi-
nation overseas. Such propaganda on race during the Cold War can
be seen as part of an effort to hide the nation’s blemishes as the
government tried to portray American democracy as a model for the
world. Yet of equal interest are stories the government would tell
about the American past, including sins that were purposefully ex-
posed. The best-developed presentation of the government position
on race appeared in The Negro in American Life, a USIA pamphlet
written in 1950 or 1951. This pamphlet revealed, rather than con-
cealed, the nation’s past failings, and it did so for the purpose of
presenting American history as a story of redemption. In this story,
democracy as a system of government was the vehicle for national
reconciliation. The telling of a shameful story became an avenue for
Cold War argument. Democracy, not totalitarian forms of govern-
ment, it argued, provided a context that made reconciliation and
redemption possible.5

The pamphlet’s simple cover opened to reveal the photograph
of an elementary school classroom. Sixteen white students and one
African American student were visible in the picture, along with an
African American teacher. The caption read, “In New York, a Negro
teacher teaches pupils of both races.” These are not the only school-
children in the opening pages, however. In a much smaller picture
in the upper right-hand corner of the page was a photograph of
what was called “A new school for farm children.” In front of the
building was a large group of children, all of whom appeared to be
African American. “Education and progress for the Negro people
move together,” the caption explained. “Thousands of new rural
schools, like the one above, provide free education in the South.”6

While the photos of happy children may have reassured some
readers, the widespread knowledge of American race discrimination
meant that racism and segregation could not go without comment.
Unable to avoid the most glaring troubles of the past, which were
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well known to foreign critics, The Negro in American Life instead
turned that history into an advantage. Given how bad things were
in the past, the pamphlet argued, isn’t it amazing how far we’ve
come?

According to The Negro in American Life, the “cardinal cause” of
American racial prejudice was the nation’s history of slavery. That
history was presented as an unfortunate part of the American past.
The reader was told that during the colonial period “enlightened
men vigorously opposed the slave trade,” but “farmers and planta-
tion owners accepted slavery as the answer to their ever growing
need for cheap labor.” At this time, “use of cheap or slave labor was
the way of the world.” Some had “moral qualms” about slavery, but
they “could be persuaded to accept the notion that Negroes—
strange men from Africa—were something less than human. And so
there began in the United States a theory of racial inferiority which
became a key tenet in support of slavery and, later, of economic and
social discrimination.” From this theory of inequality, “a divided
society was built upon the assumption of white superiority. In some
places it became a serious crime to educate a Negro. To treat a Negro
as an equal was heresy. The Negro who challenged his slave status
did so at risk of life.” In the late eighteenth century, when the nation
was formed, some American leaders were cognizant of the contradic-
tion between slavery and American democratic ideals, but neverthe-
less accommodated slavery’s continued existence in order to foster
national unity.7

The reader of The Negro in American Life might have been
shocked not only by the hypocrisy of slavery in a nation that claimed
to embrace freedom and individual liberty but also by the fact that
it was portrayed so starkly in a U.S. government publication. In
educating the reader about slavery, the pamphlet also impressed the
reader that openness and a free exchange of information and ideas
were features of American government. In learning from the U.S.
government about slavery, the reader may have felt that she had
experienced democracy in action.

The discussion of slavery had another, and more central, rhetori-
cal function, however. By setting forth the history of the evil slave
past, and contrasting past with present, the pamphlet asked the
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reader to marvel at the progress that had been made. The reader was
asked not to view American race relations in isolation. Rather, “it is
against this background that the progress which the Negro has made
and the steps still needed for the full solution of his problems must
be measured.” With the shameful past as a benchmark, race relations
in the early 1950s could certainly be seen as an improvement.8

Over the previous fifty years, since the beginning of the twentieth
century, progress for “the Negro” had occurred in all areas “at a
tremendous pace.” Such change was the result of efforts by African
American and white citizens and was supported by government ef-
forts. However, the government did not make “fundamental changes
in human attitudes by commands from a central source” or attempt
to “alter psychology by fiat.” Such efforts would be counterproduc-
tive, for “pressures driven underground by legal means are not really
eliminated but smolder, only to manifest themselves later.” The
problem of racial prejudice ultimately could not be eradicated
through law, for it was “essentially a question of evolving human
relations.”9

Using a combination of fact and, at best, aspiration, the pamphlet
presented a rather rosy picture of the contemporary conditions of
life for the Negro in American life. “Some Negroes are large land-
holders; some are wealthy businessmen,” it stated. “Negroes work
in banks, public utilities, insurance companies, and retail stores.
They are physicists, chemists, psychologists, doctors, metallurgists.
Nearly 200,000 own farms averaging seventy-eight acres in size.”
The pamphlet acknowledged that “much remains to be done,” be-
cause the average income of white Americans was still “substantially
better than that of Negroes.” However, “the gap is closing.”10

“The most significant index of over-all Negro progress,” was edu-
cation. Education lifted up “the Negro,” giving him the status to
overcome other forms of discrimination.

As long as he is ignorant and illiterate, the Negro is unquali-
fied for the better jobs; without the improved income which
comes from better jobs, he is handicapped in finding better
housing; poor housing breeds disease and crime and discour-
agement. Given education, he is enabled to speak up for his
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rights; he increases the prestige of his community and his
own self-respect and is able thereby to develop friendly face-
to-face relations with the white population.

Most important, the pamphlet continued, “he achieves real cultural
status and the sense of social responsibility which exerts continual
and inexorable pressure against the web of discrimination which
confines him.” Education, therefore, made “the Negro” more wor-
thy of equal treatment, and made him more likely to insist on his
rights.11

There had been significant improvement in education for “the
Negro.” Drawing from census data, the pamphlet reported that 51
percent of African Americans of school age were attending school in
1900. In 1950, the proportion had jumped to 90 percent. It was in
college education, however, where the greatest progress had been
made, with 128,000 African Americans attending college at the time
the essay was written. Further, “in 1948 there were more Negro
students enrolled in and graduated from colleges than were enrolled
in and graduated from high schools in 1920.” In addition, “more
than seventy northern colleges number Negro professors among
their faculties; in addition there are some sixty-eight Negro colleges
and universities, most of which are situated in the South.”12

As to the effect of these enrollment increases, the figures meant
that

in the first instance, an important gain in economic status.
Not long ago, nearly all Negro boys and girls had to earn a
living at an early age. They mean that ever increasing num-
bers of Negroes are being trained as professors, writers, engi-
neers, lawyers, and doctors. They mean that an army of com-
munity leaders and spokesmen for the Negro cause is being
developed. They mean that the Negro is well on the way to
equal opportunity in the field of education.

The essay went on to suggest that increased education would be
effective in combating prejudice. “The Negro,” it appeared, had to
be well educated to overcome stereotyping. Another benefit of the
growth of a black professional class would be the enlightenment of
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whites. “The large number of educated Negroes, and their journalists
and novelists, have made the white community keenly aware of the
cruel injustice of prejudice.” At the turn of the century, “the majority
of whites, northern as well as southern, were unabashed in their
estimate of the Negro as an inferior. . . . Today, there is scarcely a
community where that concept has not been drastically modified.”13

The Negro in American Life celebrated the great strides that had
been made in the area of legal rights, due largely to the efforts of
the NAACP. In 1949, “among the year’s most outstanding legal
efforts were the McLaurin and Sweatt cases, which established the
rights of Negroes to higher education on a nonsegregated basis.”
Further, “since the war, in cases prosecuted by the NAACP, the Su-
preme Court has declared unenforceable by law leases which exclude
Negroes from renting homes; it has ruled against segregation in public
transportation and in public education.” The Court’s public educa-
tion cases were the McLaurin and Sweatt cases, yet the pamphlet
reads as if the Court had done something more. McLaurin and
Sweatt only held that segregation at the University of Texas Law
School and the University of Oklahoma School of Education did
not provide equal treatment to African American students. The cases
did not address the separate-but-equal formula that still governed
most other educational settings, especially elementary and secondary
education. Yet approximately four years before Brown v. Board of
Education, The Negro in American Life seemed to declare that school
segregation across the spectrum was unlawful. In doing so, the pam-
phlet went beyond merely placing a positive gloss on the facts. It
left readers with the impression that the Supreme Court had already
outlawed all public school segregation.14

From The Negro in American Life, we see the image of gradual
and progressive social change which was described as the fulfillment
of democracy. Through education and enlightened participation by
all in electoral politics, equality was “nurtured.” This was con-
trasted with the “authoritarian measures” used when the North
sought to impose equality on the South after the Civil War. The
equality achieved now under the “new reconstruction” would be
more lasting.
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An integrated classroom and an integrated housing project (facing page) em-
body the image of “The Negro in American Life,” circa 1950, as projected in
U.S. propaganda. (Chester Bowles Papers, Manuscripts and Archives, Yale
University Library)

To reinforce this point, the final picture in the pamphlet had
the following caption: “These neighbors in a housing project, like
millions of Americans, are forgetting whatever color prejudice they
may have had; their children will have none to forget.”15 The opti-
mism in this document might have seemed uplifting, inspiring,
something to reach for. In embracing the optimistic vision in The
Negro in American Life, the reader would hold onto, as well, a care-
fully crafted image of American democracy: a nation so open it
could acknowledge its faults, a nation that had sinned but was on
the road to redemption, a nation where politics reflected the will of
the people, and where the people were sufficiently good that, at least
in time, they willed for the right things.

Even with the help of materials such as this, by the early 1950s
U.S. officials came to realize that their information programs were
inadequate on the difficult question of “the Negro problem.” Much
attention was paid to educating embassy personnel, as well as visiting
lecturers, about how to respond to queries about U.S. race relations,
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and to locating speakers who could address the issue more effec-
tively. While the United States hoped that, with the help of an im-
proved information program, other countries would rally behind
the flag of democracy and would perceive communism as the most
important threat to world peace, many Asian and African countries

RACE AND DEMOCRACY 55



 

did not view the conflict between the superpowers as their primary
concern. According to a 1952 report on the status of U.S. propa-
ganda efforts, “In South and Southeast Asia, anti-colonialism and
associated racial resentments have been far more important elements
in the psychological situation than anti-communism.” The United
States attempted to shape its propaganda accordingly, finding that
approaches that focused on matters of local concern were more effec-
tive in “underdeveloped” nations “where the memory or actuality of
domination by the white man is a far greater psychological reality
than the Soviet menace.”16

State Department and American embassy officials recognized that
African Americans themselves would be most effective in countering
negative international opinion. Consequently, the State Department
sponsored trips by African Americans to speak on the “Negro Prob-
lem” in the United States. Max Yergan, a founder and executive
secretary of the Council on African Affairs, an organization that
attempted to gain American support for anticolonial movements in
Africa, traveled to Africa on such a trip in 1952. The American
consul in Lagos, Nigeria, made sure he received ample exposure. An
advance story on Yergan’s visit was sent by the USIA to the Lagos
press and radio, where it received “substantial play.” Notice of a
scheduled speaking engagement was carried in all local newspapers,
as requested by an American information officer. Following Yergan’s
July 17, 1952, speech, the USIA sent out a special press release with
the title “Yergan Says Trend in U.S. Race Relations is Toward Full
Civil Rights for Negroes.”17

Yergan’s value as a State Department–sponsored speaker was not
merely that he could speak from personal experience and claim that
his family enjoyed “ever-expanding rights and privileges which his
grandfather, a Negro slave, could only dream of.” He also spoke
against communism. As the US/A reported it, in Yergan’s view,

a testimony to the progressive direction of American race rela-
tions . . . was that Negroes in the United States have as a
group rejected communism as a “sinister force” interested in
exploiting their position in America for the designs of a for-
eign power. “Every communist is a potential traitor to his
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country, . . . and my people in America have chosen to cast
their lot with democracy, because they believe it offers them
the opportunity to achieve full equality.”18

Two members of the audience challenged Yergan’s characteriza-
tion of communism, asking “l) if the Communists were not the
leading fighters for full civil rights for Negroes? and 2) if the Com-
munists had made promises to the American Negro and broken
them, had not the American Constitution done the same thing?” In
response, “Dr. Yergan called upon his own bitter experience with
Communists to answer the questions negatively.”19

According to the American vice-consul in Lagos, the reaction to
Yergan’s visit was generally favorable. Nevertheless, Yergan was criti-
cized in editorials in two local papers. According to the West African
Pilot,

Any honest inquirer after truth pondering over the moniv-
ations [sic] of Dr. Max Yergan urging the African to shun the
vices of “Communism and its agents as one shuns poison”
will only surmise: “We have heard this before.” For, in the
grim days of the battle against the forces of Nazism and Fas-
cism, Africans were warned too to shun Nazism and Fascism
as one shuns poison all because at the time we were—all lov-
ers of freedom—engaged in a battle to guarantee freedom in
order that free men may continue to learn freedom.

The paper concluded that, “for the African, no less [than for] the
Negro in the United States of America, two world wars have brought
no dramatic changes in status. . . . Daily we grapple with the forces
of imperialism, projected by the democracies who condemn Com-
munism ever so much.”20

The American vice-consul believed that the author of the Pilot
editorial had a “personal axe to grind” because of an argument he
and Yergan had “over the merits of Africans taking sides in the cold
war.” In the vice consul’s view, the paper attempted to smear Yergan
by publishing a photograph of him with former officials of the Coun-
cil on African Affairs. With Yergan in the photograph were “con-
victed Communist Dr. Hunton and the controversial Dr. W. E. B.
Du Bois.”21
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When Jay Saunders Redding took a State Department–sponsored
speaking tour of India in 1952, he felt that Indians spoke more freely
to him than to white Americans. “Dozens of Indians told me that I
was ‘one of them;’ that (obviously, because of my color) I looked like
a ‘Madrassi,’ or a ‘Bengali,’ that they felt ‘immediately at home’ with
me.” He reported that “most of the Indians met me with their guards
consciously lowered and free of the reticence with which (some of
them told me) they meet other Westerners. I think that in general
my Indian friends and acquaintances told me the truth.”22

The truth about America, as Indians saw it, was that the nation
was imperialistic, and its foreign aid was a tool of imperialism. Redd-
ing’s contacts also believed that “American policy is opposed to the
‘liberation and rise’ of the colored peoples of the world, and that
the treatment of Negroes in America is a home demonstration of
this. The color question is linked with imperialism.” He continued,
“America, the belief is, is prejudiced against non-whites and that
prejudice, long documented in the disabilities under which Negroes
suffer in the U.S., is now being expressed in American world policy.
My Indian acquaintances contrasted the American billions given or
loaned to Europe with the few millions disbursed in the East.”23

Redding felt that the Indians he met showed “an understandably
great ignorance of the actual facts of race relations in America and
there is a strong tendency, which among Communists amounts to
determination, not to be set right on the facts.” Among the ques-
tions he was asked were: “Isn’t it true that the Haitian Ambassador
to the U.S. must live in a ghetto in Washington?” “Aren’t Negroes
prohibited public education in America?” “Weren’t American citi-
zens of Japanese descent interred in slave labor camps in America
during the war?” “Why has no colored person ever held high office
in America?” Are . . . “Negroes in America lynched for looking at
white women?” Redding’s response to such questions was hampered
by the fact that people in the audience often had copies of a United
Nations genocide petition prepared by Civil Rights Congress docu-
menting hundreds of incidents of racially motivated violence in the
United States. After Redding had given an account of U.S. race
relations, undoubtedly with a positive gloss, a questioner held up a
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copy of the petition, We Charge Genocide and said, “what you say
does not convince us in the face of this.”24

Further evidence of U.S. racism was the lack of African American
personnel in U.S. embassies. Redding was asked, “Isn’t it unusual
for your Government to send you (a Negro) out here? It is the general
feeling in India that Negroes in your Foreign Service are conspicuous
by their absence.” Redding reported that the question was “in line
with the thinking that Negroes (and also Jews) in America, no matter
what their abilities, are not only looked down upon but purposefully
kept down.” U.S. embassy personnel believed that Redding’s report
on Indian reactions to race in America was “overly pessimistic,” but
they were still concerned. One officer thought that the matter should
be pursued, for if Redding were “even 50% right, it is of fundamental
political significance for the future of this country.”25

Redding’s overall impressions regarding Indian concern with U.S.
racial problems were mirrored in reports filed by Roving Cultural
Affairs Officer Clifford Manshardt on a 1952 speaking tour. At the
top of a list of typical questions he was asked was “Do negroes have
equal opportunities for education in the U.S.?” The question was
asked “over and over again.” Indians also wanted to know “how
many Negroes were lynched in the U.S. last year?” and “what race
does America hate most?”26

U.S. Ambassador to India Chester Bowles followed up on the
implication of Redding’s report that it would be helpful to hire Afri-
can American Foreign Service officers. In a January 1953 letter to
the director general of the Foreign Service, he concluded an account
of staffing needs with a discussion of a problem that he said had
concerned him for some time. Bowles requested to have “top notch
Negro Foreign Service Officers” assigned to India. He explained that
“Indians, particularly those outside official circles in the capital, will
open up much more freely to an American Negro than they will to
others. It will also, of course, help us to combat to a certain extent
the feeling in India about the Negro problem in the U.S.”27

Many felt that efforts at cultural exchange paid off, and praise
for such programs went beyond the U.S. diplomatic corps. Supreme
Court Justice William O. Douglas thought that a speech by African
American attorney Edith Sampson “created more good will and un-
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derstanding in India than any other single act by any American.”
Speaking in New Delhi in 1949, Sampson told her audience that she
would not tolerate criticism of the United States for its civil rights
record because, in the previous eighty years, African Americans had
advanced further “than any similar group in the entire world.”28

The State Department also sponsored trips by Indians to the
United States. When Indians returned home and defended Ameri-
can culture, however, they made themselves vulnerable to attack.
After a trip to the United States, C. P. Ramaswamy Iyer said that
“the spirituality of Americans should not be overlooked by those
who emphasize American materialism.” The paper Cross Roads ridi-
culed Iyer, noting that many Indians were visiting the United States
and, upon returning, “dutifully pay back their hosts by lauding to
the skies the American way of life.” The Cross Roads depiction of
American culture was represented in a cartoon published alongside
the article. According to the U.S. embassy in New Delhi, the cartoon
showed “a Negro hanging from a tree, on which sits ‘Uncle Sam’ as a
vulture.” A later issue of the paper quoted from a New York National
Guardian report that two African Americans had been executed,
indicating that that was “evidence of American spirituality.”29

Efforts at cultural exchange could backfire when foreign persons
of color experienced American-style race discrimination. Students
from other nations often came to the United States in search of
educational opportunities not available in their countries. In March
1950, the Carnegie Corporation released a report of a study it con-
ducted of 410 African students studying in the United States. The
students had been attracted to the United States by the wide range
of courses offered at American colleges. According to the report, the
students were “shocked and embittered” by the widespread racism
they encountered. Rigid racial segregation in the South created “an
undesirable atmosphere” for the students, but the South was not the
only problem. Students reported that they were “very much embit-
tered by the treatment they received . . . in New York,” and that
they “saw little to distinguish segregation in the South from discrim-
ination in the North.” Because the students would return as future
leaders in their native countries, such experiences would not aid
future relations with African nations.30
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In spite of the efforts to address racial issues, a 1952 report on
U.S. information programs concluded that “efforts to counteract
communist exploitation of the race relations problem in the United
States have not been fully successful.”31 The impact of race discrimi-
nation on U.S. prestige abroad was so entrenched that ultimately
more would be required to overcome it. And propaganda on race
would be more effective once greater social change gave the United
States Information Agency a better story to tell.

Propaganda was only one of the avenues for constructing a narra-
tive about race in America for foreign audiences. People in other
nations developed their understandings of American race relations
from all the information they received. African Americans traveling
abroad could bear witness to the character of American equality.
Reporting on personal experiences, their statements had a signifi-
cant impact.

Because of this, the U.S. government took a keen interest in the
international travels of African Americans, particularly celebrities
and political figures. Individuals who would say the right thing,
from the perspective of the government, could find their travel and
international contacts facilitated, directly or indirectly, by the State
Department. Talking about progress, and embodying black middle-
class status, helped reinforce the USIA’s message. The only difficulty
was that not all African Americans believed that the federal govern-
ment was doing all it could to achieve racial equality. Not all had
faith in the inevitability of American justice.

When critics of U.S. race discrimination traveled overseas, they
posed a powerful challenge to the government’s narrative of race in
America. The story of progress could be protected if these challenges
were contained.

Paul Robeson and W. E. B. DuBois, among others, found that
their ability to travel overseas was curtailed in the early 1950s. Robe-
son through song and DuBois through political organizing gener-
ated international interest in American racial problems. As far as the
U.S. government was concerned, however, the nation had enough
of a foreign relations problem from international media coverage of
events at home. It didn’t help matters when people went out of their
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way to generate foreign interest in race discrimination in the United
States. Consequently, when Robeson and DuBois criticized U.S.
racism abroad, the State Department confiscated their passports, ef-
fectively denying them access to an international audience.

Robeson was perhaps the most prominent target of Cold War
travel restrictions. His troubles began not long after a speech he
delivered at the Congress of World Partisans for Peace in Paris in
1949. He reportedly said that United States government policy was
“similar to that of Hitler and Goebbels” and that it was “unthink-
able” that African Americans would go to war against the Soviet
Union. According to Martin Duberman, Robeson’s statements were
misquoted. Still, Robeson was widely denounced in the American
press and by African American leaders. Rioting at a Robeson concert
in Peekskill, New York, was widely covered in the international
media. Though the rioters included Ku Klux Klan members, Robe-
son was blamed for this international embarrassment because his
friendliness toward the Soviet Union was perceived to have caused
the disturbance.32

Robeson continued to speak out. In 1950 he criticized President
Truman’s decision to send troops to Korea, arguing that “if we don’t
stop our armed adventure in Korea today—tomorrow it will be Af-
rica.” At this point, the State Department and the FBI took action.
The State Department issued a “stop notice” at all ports to prevent
Robeson from leaving the country. J. Edgar Hoover sent out an ur-
gent call to FBI agents to find Robeson. Robeson was asked to sur-
render his passport, but he refused, leading the State Department to
inform the Immigration and Naturalization Service that Robeson’s
passport was invalid and that he should not be allowed to leave the
country. State Department officials indicated that the reason for their
action was that “Robeson’s travel abroad at this time would be con-
trary to the best interests of the United States.” His “frequent criti-
cism of the treatment of blacks in the United States should not be
aired in foreign countries,” they explained. “It was a family affair.”33

The State Department also barred Robeson from entering Can-
ada, where a passport was not required, leading Robeson to host a
concert at the Peace Arch at the Canadian border. While well at-
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tended by Canadians, this concert and others failed to draw the
American crowds expected, and blacklisting seriously interfered with
Robeson’s ability to perform and to earn a living within the United
States for many years. His international popularity meant that he
was always a big draw abroad, but without a passport Robeson was
exiled by his own country from his international audience.34

Travel abroad by lesser-known civil rights activists also caught the
eye of the State Department. William Patterson’s actions in 1951
were thought to be particularly incendiary. As chairman of the Civil
Rights Congress (CRC), Patterson helped draft a petition claiming
that the United States had committed genocide against African
Americans, and he personally delivered the petition to the United
Nations Committee on Human Rights in Geneva, Switzerland.
While many felt that genocide was too strong a charge, Patterson
and others found support for their efforts in the language of the
U.N. Convention on Genocide. According to that document,
“genocide” was defined as killing, causing serious bodily or mental
harm, and other actions directed at a group “with intent to destroy,
in whole or in part, a national ethnical, racial or religious group.”
Punishable acts included “complicity in genocide,” as well as geno-
cide itself. Ratifying states agreed to punish any of their citizens
who committed genocide, “including public officials responsible for
genocidal policies.”35

The bulk of the Civil Rights Congress’s lengthy petition consisted
of documentation of 153 killings, 344 other crimes of violence
against African Americans, and other human rights abuses commit-
ted in the United States from 1945 to 1951. Ninety-four individuals
signed the petition. Among them was W. E. B. DuBois, the person
behind the NAACP’s 1947 U.N. petition, “An Appeal to the
World.” The CRC petition claimed:

Out of the inhuman black ghettos of American cities, out of
the cotton plantations of the South, comes this record of
mass slayings on the basis of race, of lives deliberately warped
and distorted by the willful creation of conditions making for
premature death, poverty and disease. It is a record that calls
aloud for condemnation, for an end to these terrible
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injustices that constitute a daily and ever-increasing violation
of the United Nations Convention on the Prevention and
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide.

According to the Civil Rights Congress, African Americans “suffer
from genocide as the result of the consistent, conscious, unified poli-
cies of every branch of government.” The petition continued:

It is our hope, and we fervently believe that it was the hope
and aspiration of every black American whose voice was si-
lenced forever through premature death at the hands of rac-
ist-minded hooligans or Klan terrorists, that the truth re-
corded here will be made known to the world; that it will
speak with a tongue of fire loosing an unquenchable moral
crusade, the universal response to which will sound the death
knell of all racist theories.

The petition was filed with an international body because “history
has shown that the racist theory of government of the U.S.A. is
not the private affair of Americans, but the concern of mankind
everywhere.”36

The Civil Rights Congress called upon the United Nations “to
act and to call the Government of the United States to account.”
The consequences for the United States related not only to internal
human rights matters but also to its posture in international politics.

We believe that the test of the basic goals of a foreign policy
is inherent in the manner in which a government treats its
own nationals and is not to be found in the lofty platitudes
that pervade so many treaties or constitutions. The essence
lies not in the form but rather, in the substance.37

According to the petition, American genocide had important con-
sequences for world peace.

This genocide of which your petitioners complain serves now,
as it has in previous forms in the past, specific political and
economic aims. Once its goal was the subjugation of Ameri-
can Negroes for the profits of chattel slavery. Now its aim is
the splitting and emasculation of mass movements for peace
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and democracy, so that a reaction may perpetuate its control
and continue receiving the highest profits in the entire his-
tory of man. That purpose menaces the peace of the world as
well as the life and welfare of the Negro people.

Ending genocide against African Americans “will mean returning
this country to its people. It will mean a new growth of popular
democracy and the forces of peace.”38

The Civil Rights Congress petition immediately found an inter-
national audience. In India, for example, Blitz, described as a pro-
communist paper, enthusiastically covered the story. The paper cele-
brated the efforts of CRC leader William Patterson. It reported that
Patterson characterized the petition as illustrating the “shocking and
inhumane butchery and physical destruction of the colored Ameri-
can citizens under the patronage of the American government.” A
Tass bulletin distributed in India also covered the petition in an arti-
cle entitled “Crimes of American Racists.” According to the United
States Information Service (USIS) in New Delhi, the article said
that the petition exposed “ ‘criminal’ activity by the American au-
thorities and terroristic organizations seeking to perpetuate the ‘na-
tional oppression and slave-like condition’ of the 15,000,000 Ne-
groes in the U.S.”39

William Patterson hoped that the petition would help “interna-
tionalize” civil rights efforts. For Patterson, the struggle for black
liberation was global. American racism was manifested both in its
toleration of racial brutality at home and in its support for colonial
regimes abroad. The movement to overturn racial oppression was
also global. Patterson drew support from labor and communist
groups worldwide. This international support and the leverage of
the United Nations would give momentum and create pressure for
civil rights reform at home. Unfortunately for Patterson, his efforts
to internationalize the civil rights movement ran directly counter to
U.S. government efforts to create and sustain an image overseas of
a progressive and just nation.

The State Department did not look favorably upon the Civil
Rights Congress’s efforts. After Patterson submitted the petition in
Paris, the U.S. embassy in Paris asked him to surrender his passport.
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Patterson refused, but his passport was seized when he returned to
the United States. The New York Times reported that “the State De-
partment said that further travel by Mr. Patterson would not be in
the ‘best interest of the United States.’ ” Patterson had broken the
unwritten rule of Cold War civil rights activism. He had aired the
nation’s dirty laundry overseas. Patterson had also run afoul of other
Cold War norms: he was active in a left-of-center organization, and
worse, he openly associated with members of the Communist Party.
The CRC itself was on the attorney general’s list of subversive orga-
nizations. The organization was under constant pressure from anti-
communists in the federal government, so that eventually, according
to Gerald Horne, it “seemed . . . to be in business in order to defend
itself.” As with the NAACP petition, the United Nations would take
no action on the Civil Rights Congress petition.40

Louis Armstrong was one of many African Americans tapped by
the State Department for travel abroad. Armstrong’s cancellation of
a State Department–sponsored trip to the Soviet Union led to angry
public reaction and to government concern. During the crisis over
the desegregation of Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas,
in the fall of 1957, Armstrong said that “the way they are treating
my people in the South, the government can go to hell.” Were he
to go to the Soviet Union, and “The people over there ask me what’s
wrong with my country, what am I supposed to say?” Armstrong
later added, “The Government could go to the devil with its plans
for a propaganda tour of Soviet Russia.” Many harshly criticized
Armstrong’s angry words. In Armstrong’s FBI file for that year was
an anonymous letter stating “Louis ‘Satcho’ [sic] Armstrong is a
communist, why does State Dept. give him a passport?” While Arm-
strong’s passport was not seized, the FBI recorded the episode and
continued to collect information on his activities. In the eyes of the
federal government, Armstrong had spoken out of turn under the
etiquette of Cold War race politics. Domestic problems were to be
shielded from outside ears. And the discourse on civil rights was
bounded by the terms of Cold War liberalism. Some level of liberal
activism would be tolerated, but only if articulated in a way that did
not challenge the democratic order. Armstrong’s offense was that he
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seemed unwilling to defend the nation against communist critics.
Patriots were supposed to close ranks.41

Outside the borders of the United States, other African Americans
found themselves under surveillance. After moving to France, Rich-
ard Wright formed an organization concerned with racism in Paris
that would examine the hiring practices of American businesses
abroad. Its meetings were infiltrated, and reports on Wright’s activi-
ties were placed in his FBI file. FBI interest in James Baldwin, also
living in Paris, was heightened when he considered writing a book
about the FBI. Acceptable activists included such people as NAACP
executive secretary Walter White. After White had traveled on behalf
of the government to settle disputes involving African American sol-
diers during World War II, and after the NAACP had passed a reso-
lution excluding communists from its membership, White had
earned the credentials to criticize, within the walls of the White
House, racial violence and segregation. When sent abroad, however,
he would emphasize racial progress in the United States and argue
that persons of color had nothing to gain from communism.42

Entertainer Josephine Baker presented a somewhat different prob-
lem. Relegated to stereotyped black vaudeville roles in the United
States, Baker left for Paris in the 1920s and found stardom. After
experiencing racial discrimination on a return trip to the United
States, Baker used her international prominence to call attention to
American racial practices when she traveled throughout the world.
Since she was no longer a U.S. citizen by the early 1950s, the govern-
ment could not withhold her passport and directly restrict her inter-
national travels. Instead, more creative means would be employed
to silence her.43

The red-baiting of Baker had its origin, in part, in a run-in with
New York gossip columnist Walter Winchell. After Baker protested
discrimination at New York’s exclusive Stork Club and Winchell’s
refusal to come to her aid, Baker became the subject of an FBI inves-
tigation. Winchell wrote to FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover asking
him to check up on allegations that Baker was a communist. The
FBI began collecting derogatory information about Baker, paying
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close attention to the question of whether she was sympathetic to
communism. In fact, Baker preferred to distance herself from the
left and was praised for this move by the staunchly anticommunist
Counterattack magazine. Her brother, Richard Martin, found irony
in the allegation that the glamorous Baker was a communist. “Imag-
ine Josephine a communist,” he said. “When you think of the way
they dress in Moscow.”44

More threatening than Baker’s questioning of race discrimination
within U.S. borders was her propensity to raise the issue overseas.
On September 25, 1952, during a Latin American tour, Baker gave
a lecture about U.S. race discrimination in Uruguay. According to
the acting public affairs officer (PAO) at the U.S. embassy in Monte-
video, “Before an audience of approximately 200 Uruguayans,”
Baker “stated that she felt impelled by God and her deep religious
feelings to fight discrimination by stressing this problem in talks to
people wherever she goes.” Baker began by criticizing racial practices
in South Africa and then turned to a lengthy discussion of race
discrimination in the United States. The PAO described Baker as a
“staunch crusader for the elimination of racial and religious discrim-
ination throughout the world,” and he thought that her objective
was “a most worthy one.” Nevertheless, he was concerned about her
activities because “[h]er remarks concerning racial discrimination in
the United States are wholly derogatory, thus presenting a distorted
and malicious picture of actual conditions in the United States.”
The embassy officer’s claim that Baker’s account was distorted
stemmed from the fact that she did not mention that progress was
being made. “Not once was any mention made of what the Ameri-
can people have done and are doing to eliminate racial and religious
discrimination.” He was also concerned because Baker’s message
had an effect. “It was evident that the spectators were impressed by
her analysis of the status of the negroes in the United States.”45

Baker was “devoting as much time as her artistic schedule will
permit” to her campaign against discrimination. According to the
embassy officer, she would “undoubtedly . . . continue to misrepre-
sent the United States with respect to the negro problem.” Conse-
quently, the officer thought that the State Department would be
“interested in following her campaign” and that “the Department
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might find it advisable to prepare special material to counteract her
activities.”46

Baker’s impact in Montevideo was muted by limited local press
coverage. The U.S. embassy seems to have had a hand in this. Baker
later commented that “Upon my arrival in Montevideo, the press
was very kind to me, but after my speeches, only one newspaper
dared to publish my discourse, and they told me that they had re-
ceived a friendly visit from the American Embassy requesting them
not to publish it.”47

Although the State Department was alarmed at Baker’s harsh cri-
tique of American race relations, her notion of social change was not
very radical. Baker’s underlying philosophy was that education and
respectful interaction among persons of different races and religions
would overcome prejudice. Baker believed that “there is only one
race and that is the human race.” Differences between people were
a result of the different circumstances in which they had lived. Baker
believed that such differences must be understood and respected.48

The State Department became increasingly concerned about
Baker’s actions when she traveled to Argentina the following month.
In most other contexts, the U.S. government was concerned with
communist or left-wing criticism. In Argentina, race in the United
States was instead an anti-American tool of the right-wing Peronis-
tas. Baker’s statements about race discrimination were given “dra-
matic play” by most Buenos Aires newspapers. Baker also escalated
the rhetoric in her critique of the United States, reportedly compar-
ing American racism to the Holocaust. According to the evening
paper Critica, Baker believed that “Negroes throughout the world
entirely rightly are looking upon the United States in the same way
the Jewish people pointed a short time ago to the land where they
had been sentenced to extinction.”49

News of Baker’s appearances quickly found its way to Washington.
Acting Assistant Secretary of State Ben Brown thought that it was
very unfortunate that Baker was “permitting herself to become the
tool of foreign interests which are notoriously unfriendly to the
United States and which are only interested in the causes which she
sponsors in so far as they can be made to embarrass the United States.”
The State Department was upset about the effect of Baker’s speeches
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in Argentina. According to an internal memo on Baker’s activities,
“her work was welcomed in Argentina by the Peronistas who had
been making much of the discrimination issue in their propaganda
against the U.S.” One staff member suggested that the State Depart-
ment should do something “to counteract the effects of her visit. One
of the most effective ways to my mind would be to have one or two
outstanding negro intellectuals make trips through the southern part
of the hemisphere.” The USIA staff began to consider such a strategy
involving people like Ralph Bunche, Walter White, and Jackie Rob-
inson. Meanwhile, Congressman Adam Clayton Powell publicly de-
nounced Baker, arguing that she was “guilty of deliberate distortion
and misrepresentation of the situation in the United States.”50

In planning a strategy to counter Josephine Baker, the State De-
partment and USIA acted carefully. One staff member felt that they
should not “immediately rush in with our big cannon (like Bunche)
just because La Baker has a ‘running off at the mouth.’ ” The staff
member suggested instead that the USIA send embassy public affairs
officers information on Baker “for confidential background use.”
Before anyone was selected for a lecture tour, the USIA would make
sure he or she was likely to say the right thing. Though one staff
member suggested Walter White, he wasn’t sure “what kind of an
impression or what kind of a line Walter White, Pres. of the National
Assn. for the Advancement of Colored People, would take with a
foreign audience, but this might be investigated.” The Harlem
Globetrotters had been to Buenos Aires, but this staff member didn’t
“recall that one single line was printed indicating that they believe
the racial question is improving in the U.S.” The Globetrotters were
popular and would probably be returning to Argentina, so he won-
dered whether one of them could “speak out on the progress [the]
U.S. is making on the racial question.”51

Although they had different ideas about strategy, the USIA staff
was unanimous on one point. As one individual put it, “[N]aturally
we should avoid any appearance of having sent someone to ‘offset’
J. Baker.” According to another, “[T]o put ourselves on the defensive
in this case could serve to weaken our arguments. We should do
nothing to directly refute Baker’s charges.” A third person noted
that such a cautious approach was “in keeping with the Depart-
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William Patterson, Paul Robeson, and Robeson’s attorney, JamesWright, leave
the Washington, D.C., federal district court after Robeson’s challenge to his
passport denial was rejected on August 16, 1955. (UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)

ment’s policy to avoid doing things which draw attention to the fact
that we have a problem in connection with the negro.”52

While the State Department planned a propaganda response to
Baker, embassy personnel also took steps to silence and discredit her.
Baker found it increasingly difficult to perform in Latin American
countries. She was unable to travel to Peru in December 1952 be-
cause that country denied her request for a visa. A representative of
the theater in Lima, Peru, where Baker was scheduled to perform
told the local press that Baker’s contract had been canceled because
she insisted on using her performances not just for artistic purposes
but also to express her views about racial inequality. A scheduled
trip to Colombia was called off for the same reasons. According to
Baker, her Bogot0 appearances were canceled when she refused to
make a written commitment to refrain from making speeches
against racial discrimination while in that city.53

In early February 1953, Baker was scheduled to appear in Ha-
vana, Cuba. The American embassy in Havana, concerned about
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Josephine Baker holds a one-woman protest outside a Havana, Cuba, radio
station, February 15, 1953. When she criticized American racism in Latin
America the entertainer found her contracts canceled and conditions placed
on visas requiring that she not engage in political activities. (UPI/CORBIS-
BETTMANN)

what it called “further anti-American activity,” urgently cabled the
State Department for background information on Baker. The staff
wanted to know about her “anti-American statements,” recent can-
cellations of appearances in Peru and Colombia, quotes from Afri-
can American newspapers criticizing Baker, and personal data, in-
cluding the fact that she had given up her U.S. citizenship. The
information supplied included the fact that Baker had been married
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three times (it was actually four), and that two of her husbands
were white.54

Embassy officers then contacted Goar Mestre, who owned the
theater where Baker was scheduled to perform, and local newspa-
pers. As the U.S. embassy reported it, embassy personnel

informally outlined to Mr. Mestre and to certain newspaper
people that Miss Baker had given statements to the Argentine
press highly uncomplimentary to the United States. The idea
was planted discreetly that Miss Baker might use the Cuban
press, particularly its communistic elements, as a further
sounding board for her accusations of the mistreatment of Ne-
groes in the United States.55

Baker did not arrive in Cuba in time for her scheduled perfor-
mances but sent a wire requesting a later date. Rather than being
rescheduled, her performances were canceled. As Mestre explained,
“[W]e know that Josephine Baker has terrific drawing power, but
we can’t keep adjusting our business to her.” As an embassy officer
put it, Baker’s tardiness “may well have provided her Habana em-
ployers with just the legal loophole they needed to ‘get out from
under’ a ticklish situation.”56

Baker showed up in Havana anyway. She blamed American in-
fluence for her contract cancellations, claiming that Teatro AmCrica
had canceled a scheduled performance because the theater was afraid
of losing its U.S. film franchise. Though Baker’s other engagements
in Havana had been canceled, an advertising agency scheduled a
February 11 appearance for her on a popular television show. The
agency did not seek approval from Goar Mestre, who was also the
president of the television station, however, and Mestre ordered his
doorman to bar Baker from entering the television studio. When
she arrived on February 11 for an afternoon rehearsal, she was not
allowed to enter. As the U.S. embassy reported it, “[A]damant, Miss
Baker, costume over her arm, stood outside the gate from 3:00 p.m.
to 9:30 p.m. in an apparent effort to elicit sympathy. ‘Cabaret Rega-
lias’ went on the air without her.”57

After much effort, Baker finally was able to arrange an appearance
in Cuba. On February 16, she opened a one-week run at the Teatro
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Campoamor, described in an embassy despatch as “a down-at-the
heels theater which last year was a burlesque house.” The embassy
reported that “there was no indication she . . . used the Campoamor
stage for political purposes.” Baker was warned not to. At 4:30 the
afternoon after her opening, Baker was taken into custody by the
Cuban military police. They filed no charges against her, but they
interrogated her for three hours about her political and social views.
The military police reported that “the questioning was in response
to a suggestion by the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation that
Miss Baker might be an active Communist.” Baker was photo-
graphed and fingerprinted. The military police asked her to sign a
stenographic report of her interrogation, but she refused. She later
wrote in an autobiography that the statement would have had her
admit to “being paid by Moscow and indulging in subversive activi-
ties.” When she was fingerprinted, “the word ‘Communist’ was
marked beneath my picture.” As the embassy put it, Baker was
warned to “stick to her art and refrain from any voicing of political
views at the Campoamor.” She was released in time for her evening
appearance.58

Baker’s visit to Cuba had far less of an artistic and political impact
than she would have liked. After she left the country, the American
embassy in Cuba concluded that “Miss Baker’s visit to Cuba must
be considered of little value to her cause.” The embassy also felt that
Baker had done little harm. “All in all, Miss Baker’s influence on
Cuban Negroes may well be appraised as negligible. The Negro press
ignored her, and Negro societies made no fuss over her.” The em-
bassy reported that a Cuban newspaper editor “explained to an Em-
bassy officer that the attitude of the Cuban Negro toward the United
States has changed radically in the last few years and that the Cuban
Negro is now aware that real progress is being made in the United
States toward the elimination of racial discrimination.”59

After her visit to Cuba, Baker planned to appear in Haiti. This
created a more delicate problem for the State Department because
Haiti was a black country. In anticipation of her visit, Mauclair
ZCphyrin, Haitian minister of the presidency and acting minister
for foreign relations, telephoned the American chargC d’affaires.
ZCphyrin expressed the fear that Baker might use her visit to create

74 CHAPTER TWO



 

trouble between the United States and Haiti, and he wanted to know
the chargC’s views on the subject. At this point the chargC told
ZCphyrin that “he did not see how he could restrict Miss Baker’s
freedom of speech nor how he could properly comment on the ad-
visability of the visit.” He told ZCphyrin that Josephine Baker’s visit
was a problem the Haitian government would have to handle.60

Minister ZCphyrin then wrote to Baker’s agent in New York, in-
forming him that Baker “was welcome to Haiti but should clearly
understand that she was not to embarrass the Haitian Government
by anti-American remarks which would disturb the excellent rela-
tions between the American and Haitian Governments.” The letter
notwithstanding, the U.S. embassy public affairs officer reported to
the State Department that “in spite of the good intentions of the
Haitian Government,” the American embassy could “expect un-
pleasant and embarrassing publicity which will tend to counteract
much positive effort which has been made in the past by American
officials in Haiti to better relationships.” Even though the embassy
was likely “to see many of its ‘friends’ brought under the spell of
Miss Baker and considerable encouragement to Anti-Americanism,
it does not appear possible for the Embassy to take a firm stand
against her proposed visit.”61

Secretary of State John Foster Dulles would not tolerate the im-
pending damage to U.S. prestige in Haiti. Upon receiving an ac-
count of the situation, he contacted the embassy in Port-au-Prince
regarding background information on Baker the department was
sending to the embassy. The material contained information about
Baker’s change of citizenship and the fact that, according to Dulles,
“her activities have been widely denounced by prominent negroes
and by the negro press in the United States.” Dulles said that the
embassy was authorized to make the information available to the
Haitian acting foreign minister. Subsequent communications in-
volving the embassy about Baker’s trip remain classified for national
security reasons. Whatever transpired, Josephine Baker’s trip to
Haiti never happened.62

Clearly frustrated in her efforts to appear in Latin America and
the Caribbean, Baker could not turn to the United States as an alter-
native market for her performances. According to a December 10,
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1954, FBI internal memorandum, the commissioner of the Immi-
gration and Naturalization Service had taken a “personal interest in
the case of Josephine Baker and has directed that INS obtain suffi-
cient information with which to order her exclusion from the U.S.”
The INS requested that FBI files be reviewed to ensure that “all
pertinent derogatory information” had been forwarded to the INS.
On January 21, 1955, the New York Herald Tribune reported that
Josephine Baker was detained by the INS at a New York airport
where she had stopped en route from Paris to Mexico City. She was
held for four hours before being allowed to depart. The INS gave
no explanation for its actions. Baker’s literal exclusion from the
United States capped government efforts to exclude her from the
discourse on race relations in America. Although the FBI ultimately
concluded that Josephine Baker was not “pro-communist,” but, in
their words, “pro-Negro,” they continued to pass derogatory infor-
mation about her to the State Department and other agencies for
several years.63

Josephine Baker’s saga is, in some ways, simply a global counter-
part to the red-baiting that was so pervasive within U.S. borders
during the early Cold War years. More can be drawn, however,
from this particular episode and other efforts to manage the impact
of African Americans overseas. The degree of effort put into quiet-
ing this cultural figure underscores the importance to Cold War
international politics of maintaining control over the narrative of
race and American democracy. As other nations seized on stories of
U.S. race discrimination, they questioned how the United States
could argue that its form of government was a model for the world
when American democracy accommodated racial oppression. The
persistence of racial problems in the United States meant that race
had to be addressed. The legacy of discrimination could not be
denied, so through carefully prepared propaganda and through
coaching well-chosen speakers, the USIA and embassy personnel
tried to manage the narrative of race and democracy. By acknowl-
edging past problems and emphasizing reforms, the story of race in
America was told as a story of progress. Because American democ-
racy was the site for this progress, it was argued democracy was a
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model of government that enabled peaceful social change. The
world was focused on race in America, and so the story of American
race relations became an important Cold War narrative. The U.S.
government did its best to turn a liability into an advantage. A
history of oppression became a narrative of progress toward the
inevitable goal of greater social justice.

The image of America projected in The Negro in American Life,
the classic example of the narrative of race and democracy, would
be hard to sustain in the face of criticism by Paul Robeson, William
Patterson, Josephine Baker, and others perceived to be more authen-
tic voices on the topic of American racial justice. For that reason,
silencing Robeson, Patterson, Baker, and other critics can be seen as
part of the broader effort to safeguard the image of America, and
maintain control over the narrative of race and democracy.

In spite of U.S. efforts to tell a progressive story about race in
America, the counternarrative of racial oppression continued to
make headlines. The news took its toll. The impact of race on for-
eign relations greatly troubled Chester Bowles as he neared the end
of his first tenure as U.S. ambassador to India. Bowles stressed the
importance of race to foreign relations in a 1952 speech at Yale
University.

A year, a month, or even a week in Asia is enough to con-
vince any perceptive American that the colored peoples of
Asia and Africa, who total two-thirds of the world’s popula-
tion, seldom think about the United States without consider-
ing the limitations under which our 13 million Negroes are
living.

Bowles believed that most Asians and Africans were “convinced that,
solely because of their color, many Americans are denied a full share
in the life of the richest nation on earth, and in their ears this convic-
tion gives our claim to world leadership a distinctly hollow ring.”
Bowles asked his audience, “[C]an any of us say they are wrong?”64

Chester Bowles believed that more was required than information
programs. American society ultimately had to change. “A great ma-
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jority of Americans now accept the idea that discrimination is wrong
and must be ended,” he argued. “The remaining differences are over
the timing and the method.” Yet Bowles questioned how much time
remained. “Since the end of World War II our country, somewhat
reluctantly, has advanced to the center of the world stage. . . . With
such leadership the world comes to know more about us, both good
and bad.”65

“How much does all our talk of democracy mean, if we do not
practice it at home?” Bowles asked. “How can the colored peoples
of Asia be sure we are sincere in our interest in them if we do not
respect the equality of our colored people at home?” It would be
easier to answer these questions “if we have a better answer from
home. I can think of no single thing that would be more helpful to
us in Asia than the achievement of racial harmony in America.” This
issue was of such importance, Bowles would later write, that “of
one thing I am certain. I have not exaggerated. It is impossible to
exaggerate.”66
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C H A P T E R 3

Fighting the Cold War

with Civil Rights Reform

It is in the context of the present world
struggle between freedom and tyranny that the
problem of race discrimination must be viewed.

BRIEF FOR THE UNITED STATES AS AMICUS CURIAE,

BROWN V. BOARD OF EDUCATION (FILED 1952)1

American embassies scattered throughout the world tried to do their
part to salvage the tarnished image of American democracy. They
used the tools available to them: speakers and news stories that
would cast American difficulties in the best light possible. Mean-
while, in Washington, the Truman administration could take more
affirmative, less reactive steps. President Truman and his aides
sought change in the domestic policies and practices that fueled
international outrage.

In 1947, Truman’s President’s Committee on Civil Rights issued
a report that highlighted the foreign affairs consequences of race
discrimination. The committee’s report, To Secure These Rights, ar-
gued that there were three reasons why civil rights abuses in the
United States should be redressed: a moral reason—discrimination
was morally wrong; an economic reason—discrimination harmed



 

the economy; and an international reason—discrimination dam-
aged U.S. foreign relations. According to the report,

Our foreign policy is designed to make the United States an
enormous, positive influence for peace and progress through-
out the world. We have tried to let nothing, not even extreme
political differences between ourselves and foreign nations,
stand in the way of this goal. But our domestic civil rights
shortcomings are a serious obstacle.

The committee stressed that “we cannot escape the fact that our
civil rights record has been an issue in world politics. The world’s
press and radio are full of it.” Countries with “competing philoso-
phies” had stressed and distorted American problems. “They have
tried to prove our democracy an empty fraud, and our nation a
consistent oppressor of underprivileged people.”2

To support this argument, the committee report quoted a letter
from Acting Secretary of State Dean Acheson to the chairman of
the Fair Employment Practices Commission (FEPC). According to
Acheson,

[T]he existence of discrimination against minority groups in
this country has an adverse effect upon our relations with
other countries. We are reminded over and over by some for-
eign newspapers and spokesmen, that our treatment of vari-
ous minorities leaves much to be desired. . . . Frequently we
find it next to impossible to formulate a satisfactory answer
to our critics in other countries.

An atmosphere of suspicion and resentment in a country
over the way a minority is being treated in the United States
is a formidable obstacle to the development of mutual under-
standing and trust between the two countries. We will have
better international relations when these reasons for suspicion
and resentment have been removed.

Because he thought it was “quite obvious” that race discrimination
interfered with foreign relations, Acheson wrote that the State De-
partment had “good reason to hope for the continued and increased
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effectiveness of public and private efforts to do away with these dis-
criminations.”3

Why was the acting secretary of state advocating civil rights re-
form? Perhaps State Department officials argued that race discrimi-
nation harmed foreign relations simply because they thought that
argument would be useful to civil rights reform at home, not because
they thought there was any substance to it. Perhaps Acheson was
seeking to further a domestic civil rights agenda, not to protect U.S.
foreign policy interests. The State Department’s preoccupation with
American race discrimination during the early Cold War years and
the volume of diplomatic cable traffic on the issue would seem to
belie that point. More importantly, it was simply not Dean
Acheson’s job to focus on purely domestic matters. As a State De-
partment official, he was charged with furthering American foreign
policy interests, not domestic policy. Acheson’s own philosophy was
that moral imperatives should not drive foreign policy, so it would
be ironic if he used his position at the State Department to further
views about the morality of racial practices at home. For these rea-
sons, it is unlikely that Dean Acheson, along with other American
diplomats, was a closet civil rights activist crafting an argument, for
the purpose of furthering a social change agenda at home, that race
discrimination harmed U.S. foreign relations.4

The President’s Committee on Civil Rights took the impact of
race discrimination on U.S. foreign relations very seriously. The
committee report stressed, however, that “the international reason
for acting to secure our civil rights now is not to win the approval
of our totalitarian critics. . . . [T]o them our civil rights record is
only a convenient weapon with which to attack us.” Instead, “we
are more concerned with the good opinion of the peoples of the
world.” Maintaining U.S. prestige abroad would help safeguard de-
mocracy in other lands.

Our achievements in building and maintaining a state dedi-
cated to the fundamentals of freedom have already served as a
guide for those seeking the best road from chaos to liberty
and prosperity. But it is not indelibly written that democracy
will encompass the world. We are convinced that our way of
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life—the free way of life—holds a promise of hope for all peo-
ple. We have what is perhaps the greatest responsibility ever
placed upon a people to keep this promise alive. Only still
greater achievements will do it.

The consequences were stark, for the future was uncertain. The
committee emphasized that “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.”5

President Truman, trying to lead the free world through the dan-
gers of the Cold War, made this message his own. The president
repeatedly emphasized the importance of civil rights to U.S. foreign
affairs. On February 2, 1948, he delivered a special message to Con-
gress, outlining several civil rights initiatives. Truman told Congress
that the “position of the United States in the world today” made
civil rights “especially urgent.” According to the president, “The
peoples of the world are faced with the choice of freedom or enslave-
ment.” The United States was promoting human rights with the
goal of preserving world peace. The nation had to protect civil rights
at home to be effective and to strengthen the nation. “We know that
our democracy is not perfect,” he said, but democracy offered “a
fuller, freer happier life” than totalitarianism.

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 al-
ready lost their civil liberties, if we wish to fulfill the promise
that is ours, we must correct the remaining imperfections in
our practice of democracy.6

Truman urged Congress to enact civil rights laws that would es-
tablish a permanent civil rights commission, outlaw lynching, and
protect the right to vote, among other proposals. Congress did not
pass civil rights legislation while Truman was in office, however.
Truman’s relations with Congress were sufficiently strained that he
did not have great success with any of his domestic legislative pro-
posals. On civil rights, his prospects were particularly bleak because
of the hold of Southern Democrats on key Senate committee chair-
manships. Truman had greater latitude to act on civil rights when
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he could act alone. For that reason his greatest civil rights accom-
plishments were things within executive power: the issuance of exec-
utive orders and the involvement of the Justice Department in land-
mark desegregation litigation.7

One of President Truman’s most important civil rights accomplish-
ments was initiating desegregation of the armed services. Discrimi-
nation and segregation in the military were particularly galling to
people of color who risked their lives to protect the nation yet were
not treated equally even during their military service. When troops
traveled to foreign lands, other nations were directly exposed to
American racial practices. During World War II, U.S. segregation
followed American troops overseas, creating an awkward situation
for their foreign hosts. In September 1942, Winston Churchill was
asked in the House of Commons to politely ask U.S. military au-
thorities in Britain “to instruct their men that the colour bar is not
the custom in this country and that its non-observance by British
troops or civilians should be regarded with equanimity.” The British
government was unable to avoid responding to this problem. Al-
though conflict arose when some British residents encouraged a code
of conduct reminiscent of the mores of the American South, Chris-
topher Thorne has written that “a greater danger appeared to lie in
the very warmth of the welcome which many people were ready to
give to these soldiers—a response which threatened to conflict with
the patterns of behaviour and expectations brought over with them
by white Americans.” The warm welcome created resentment on
the part of white American troops. The British had their own race
issues, particularly their hold on colonial subjects. Yet because of
their “growing material dependence on the U.S.A. and the perceived
need to retain her cooperation after victory,” the British found them-
selves unable to respond to criticism of empire by pointing out rac-
ism in Alabama.8

NAACP executive secretary Walter White thought it was “peril-
ous” to transport American racism overseas during the war. “I have
seen bewilderment in the eyes of brown, yellow and black peoples in
the Pacific at the manifestations of race prejudice by some American
whites, not only against American Negro servicemen but against
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the natives whose aid we need now in winning the war, and whose
friendship we will need after the war if we are to have peace.” Racism
gave the enemy an effective propaganda weapon, White argued.

The Japanese eagerly capitalize on these incidents and on race
riots, lynchings and segregation in the United States. They
utilize the anti-Negro rantings of congressmen like Rankin
and of senators like Bilbo in filibustering against a Fair Em-
ployment Practices Committee. In Guam I saw a poster
which has been put up all over the Island during the Japanese
occupation which read, “Fight on to Asia with Asia’s own.
Drive out the imperialist, aggressive American. The sole pur-
pose of the white peoples of the earth is to exploit colored
people.”

White warned that “[n]one can yet tell how deep such roots have
sunk into the thinking of the one billion colored peoples of the
Pacific, Asia and Africa who constitute with colored peoples in other
parts of the world two-thirds of the earth’s population.”9

Waging the Cold War would require military strength. Military
preparedness would be one line of defense against Soviet aggression.
Although the armed forces were the nation’s physical line of defense
against Soviet aggression, they were also a source of the nation’s
moral failure, for American forces in the postwar years continued to
be segregated.

Racial segregation in the armed forces came under fire in the re-
port of Truman’s President’s Committee on Civil Rights. There was
strong sentiment on the part of the committee that segregation in
the armed services should be eliminated as quickly as possible. Com-
mittee member James Carey spoke of the “paradox of massing an
army in World War II to fight for the Four Freedoms, and in engag-
ing in that work they segregate people on the basis of race.” Chan-
ning Tobias insisted that the committee call for immediate desegre-
gation, rather than gradualism. “Segregation is wrong wherever it
exists,” he argued, “but when our Government holds up before its
citizens the Constitution, with the Bill of Rights, saying to every
man that he is a citizen and appealing to him for loyalty in peace
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and war on that basis, then I don’t think we have any right to permit
the pattern that has grown up in any section of the country to domi-
nate the national policy.”10

In spite of this sentiment, A. Philip Randolph was concerned that
a proposed Universal Military Training Program would continue to
perpetuate patterns of segregation in the armed services. On Decem-
ber 28, 1947, he wrote to President Truman protesting the proposal
as “a great threat to Negro youth and the internal stability of our
nation. Segregation becomes all the more important when the
United States should be assuming moral leadership in the world.”
Randolph threatened that African Americans would refuse to serve
in a Jim Crow army. “Negro youth will have no alternative but to
resist a law, the inevitable consequences of which would be to expose
them to un-American brutality so familiar during the last war.” Ac-
cording to Randolph, “So long as the American government at-
tempts to sponsor any program of Jim Crow, its aspiration to moral
leadership in the world will be seriously impaired.”11

This sentiment would come, as well, from ordinary citizens. Mr.
and Mrs. Irvin Dagen wrote President Truman urging him to “use
all the power you have to abolish . . . undemocratic segregation of
ANY kind” in the armed services. “We feel that one of the most
effective, firm, and noticeable ways in which we can show the rest
of the world we believe in democracy is to practice such a virtue . . .
at home. We believe this will still Russian propaganda against us for
this gross injustice in this country.”12

On February 2, 1948, in his special message to Congress on civil
rights, President Truman announced that he had “instructed the
Secretary of Defense to take steps to have the remaining instances
of discrimination in the armed services eliminated as rapidly as pos-
sible.” Truman called for reinstitution of the draft in March 1948,
but the legislation passed by Congress did not address segregation,
and the army intended to continue it. Randolph organized the
Committee Against Jim Crow in Military Service to pressure Presi-
dent Truman to act. If Truman did not desegregate the military, the
committee would “work in the big East Coast cities on behalf of a
campaign of civil disobedience, nonregistration and noninduc-
tion.” On March 22, 1948, at a meeting with the president at the
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White House, Randolph warned Truman that “Negroes would not
shoulder a gun to fight for democracy abroad while they were de-
nied democracy here.” He reiterated his call for civil disobedience
later that month in testimony before the Senate Armed Services
Committee.13

Then, on July 26, 1948, Truman issued Executive Order 9981.
The order stated that it was “essential that there be maintained in
the armed services of the United States the highest standards of de-
mocracy, with equality of treatment and opportunity for all those
who serve in our country’s defense.” Under the order, it was “the
policy of the President that there shall be equality of treatment and
opportunity in the armed services without regard to race, color, reli-
gion or national origin.” This policy was to be implemented “as
rapidly as possible, having due regard to the time required to effectu-
ate any necessary changes without impairing efficiency or morale.”
The order did not specifically mention desegregation, however, and
provided no deadline by which “equality” should be accomplished.14

The timing of Truman’s order—in the middle of the 1948 elec-
tion campaign—lends support to the argument of many historians
that a principal motive behind the action was political. The order
came shortly after the Democratic Party convention. The Demo-
crats adopted a strong civil rights party platform; prompting south-
ern Democrats to walk out and form their own Dixiecrat Party. The
departure of the Dixiecrats meant that Truman would have to look
elsewhere for electoral support. This reinforced the importance of
the black vote to his campaign. In light of political motives, Bernard
Nalty suggests that the order resulted from “a marriage of politics
and principle,” as Truman stood to gain politically from an action
that, Nalty believes, Truman thought was morally right.15

In an effort to maintain as broad a political base as possible, Tru-
man was silent on civil rights for much of the campaign to avoid
alienating critics of his civil rights stance. When he appeared in Har-
lem on October 29—the first major presidential candidate who had
done so—Truman emphasized his accomplishments. The president
told the crowd that when Congress had not enacted civil rights legis-
lation, he had turned to executive orders. His actions served the need
for equality and also safeguarded democracy. “Today the democratic
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way of life is being challenged all over the world. Democracy’s an-
swer to the challenge of totalitarianism is its promise of equal rights
and equal opportunities for all mankind.” Maintaining a hold on
the black vote as well as other critical constituencies, Truman went
on to win the 1948 election by the narrowest of margins.16

Publicly and privately, the president persistently stressed the im-
portance of civil rights reform to the nation’s Cold War foreign
relations. Michael Sherry has written that “[c]ivil rights leaders, and
Truman himself on occasion, did also invoke morality and justice,
but national security was the dominant rationale” for civil rights
reform. It was also “the most persistent.” While domestic politics
and principle surely played a role in Truman’s decision to desegre-
gate the military, safeguarding the nation’s overseas image, an im-
portant theme throughout Truman’s presidency, was also a critical
factor.17

In spite of the desegregation order, racism in the armed forces
continued to be an issue. Congressman Jacob Javits of New York
drew attention to the problem on January 12, 1950, by calling for a
congressional investigation. According to Javits, race discrimination
continued, and “[n]othing could be more useful . . . to the Commu-
nist propagandists in the ‘cold war.’ ” Javits had been to Europe,
where he had been repeatedly questioned about American racial
practices in many areas, including the military. He reported that
“[t]he Communist propagandists in Western Germany and Western
Europe seek to build up the alleged evils and to magnify them, but
there is enough to them to damage us seriously in the cold war.” In
Asia and Africa the problem was “even worse.” The “fall” of China
exacerbated this crisis, for now China was another source of anti-
American propaganda. As Javits put it, “With Communist China as
a propaganda base, segregation and discrimination on grounds of
race, creed or color in the United States can be used to win tens of
millions to the Communist cause.” The problem of discrimination
had become, at least in part, “a question . . . relative to the foreign
policy of the United States.”18

A turn in the Cold War finally led to meaningful racial integration
in the army. In June 1950 North Korean troops invaded South
Korea. Hoping to contain communism, Truman sent U.S. troops to

CIVIL RIGHTS REFORM 87



 

Korea to attempt to push back North Korean forces. The war would
ultimately expand into an unsuccessful effort to liberate North
Korea. This long and bloody “police action” required a substantial
commitment of U.S. troops. When American units needed rein-
forcements, American commanders came to realize that attempts to
maintain segregation were interfering with military objectives. It was
ultimately the imperatives of wartime that led military leaders to
assign reinforcements without regard to race.19

Equality in service meant equality in death. The casualties of the
Korean War would achieve the democracy at last that Chaplain Git-
tlesohn had imagined on Iwo Jima during World War II. “White
men and Negroes alike, Protestants, Catholics and Jews,” their guns
held the line at the Cold War’s periphery. These integrated troops
fulfilled the promise of U.S. propaganda. Their bodies held the line
in the battle for the hearts and minds of the people of the world.

Congress took up the issue of the effect of discrimination on U.S.
foreign relations, but with less success. When legislation to create a
permanent Fair Employment Practices Commission to combat race
discrimination in employment under federal defense contracts was
before the Senate in May 1950, Democratic Senator William Ben-
ton of Connecticut argued that the bill was essential to national
security. Benton spoke with authority, since he had previously served
as assistant secretary of state in charge of public affairs. In that capac-
ity, he said that it had been his “unhappy responsibility to study
how Communist propaganda twisted and distorted our civil-rights
problems in the channels of world communication.” As an Ameri-
can delegate to UNESCO, he “saw how our unsolved civil rights
problems hampered our efforts and our prestige in reaching out—
gropingly as it were—for the hearts and the minds of men.” It was
not only “Sovietized” minds and the minds of Asians and Africans
that Americans could not reach, but Europeans and Central and
South Americans as well.20

Benton argued that civil rights problems had “enormous but little
understood worldwide impact.” He cautioned that “it can be a great
and tragic mistake for us if we underestimate this weakness of ours
in this highly dangerous world. . . . It is impossible to exaggerate
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how sensitive other countries are to the question of civil rights in
America, and how much single instances of discrimination are mag-
nified in their eyes.”21

Senator Richard B. Russell of Georgia responded that he was con-
fused by Benton’s argument. He did not understand why the Senate
“should pass the bill because of the Communists’ propagandizing a
state of affairs that does not exist in this country.” On the one hand,
senators were urged to support the Marshall Plan because commu-
nists opposed it. “Now we are told that we must pass the FEPC
bill because the Communists are in favor of it. That is somewhat
confusing.” Benton argued that passage of the FEPC legislation
would be a great blow to communist propaganda, and that failure
to pass it would be exploited by the communists as evidence of
American racial prejudice. Russell then countered that the commu-
nist Daily Worker “has claimed credit for originating the whole idea
of the FEPC legislation, and has supported it constantly since the
first day it was introduced in this body.” While Benton tried to
focus on the issue of Soviet propaganda and its effectiveness, Russell
remained unconvinced. His position was “that we cannot believe
anything which comes out of Russia and that any of us who believes
anything that comes from Russia is very foolish.”22

Senator Russell turned the Cold War argument on its head. In a
political and cultural climate steeped in anticommunism, arguing
that civil rights reform would be a capitulation to communists, who
themselves must clearly be pursuing ulterior motives to undermine
American society, proved to be a very effective strategy. Anticom-
munism was more important to Congress than civil rights. For that
reason, casting a red taint on a civil rights bill was an effective way
to derail it.

Benton’s argument did not seem to go very far with the rest of
the Senate. When he finally yielded the floor, a quorum call revealed
that only twenty-two members, less than a quorum, had heard him
out. The FEPC legislation ultimately failed to pass. Representative
Vito Marcantonio, the bill’s chief sponsor in the House, assailed
the Democrats, the Republicans, and the President, arguing that
“everybody wants civil rights as an issue but not as a law.” New York
Times columnist Arthur Krock blamed President Truman for this
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defeat, arguing that in failing to push the Democratic leadership in
the House to bring the legislation up for a vote, Truman preserved
the issue of civil rights as a 1950 campaign issue without accomp-
lishing civil rights reform. Even if he had been a more active sup-
porter of civil rights legislation, however, Truman might not have
had much success in getting his programs through Congress.23

Desegregation of the military is often thought of as Truman’s princi-
pal civil rights accomplishment. Of great significance as well, how-
ever, was the Truman administration’s participation in the landmark
desegregation cases leading up to Brown v. Board of Education. Al-
though Brown itself was decided in 1954, when Dwight D. Eisen-
hower was president, it was Truman’s Justice Department that initi-
ated the government’s participation in the legal battle to overcome
Jim Crow. The Justice Department’s most important brief in Brown
itself was filed in December 1952, during the last weeks of Truman’s
presidency. The decision to participate in these cases was made at
the highest levels of the Truman administration, at times involving
the president himself.24

In amicus curiae, or “friend of the court,” briefs in civil rights
cases, the Truman administration stressed to the Supreme Court
the international implications of race discrimination and at times
focused on the negative impact on U.S. foreign relations that a
prosegregation decision might have.25 In terms of its consequences
for American prestige, a Court decision rendering segregation un-
constitutional was potentially of the greatest symbolic value. Change
emanating from a Supreme Court interpretation of the Constitution
would show that the principle of racial equality was already there in
the governing document of American democracy. This would show
that, as Gunnar Myrdal had suggested, it was a principle waiting to
be realized as Americans perfected their practice of democracy.

The Truman administration’s involvement in high-profile desegre-
gation cases was a new practice. The United States was not a plaintiff
or defendant in these cases. The Justice Department filed amicus
curiae briefs to inform the Court of important interests at stake be-
yond those presented by the parties to the cases. Previously, the Justice
Department had filed amicus briefs only in cases where the United
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States had a concrete interest at stake. The cases leading up to Brown
v. Board of Education did not involve a concrete federal interest. In-
stead, the federal government was interested in the abstract concept
of justice at stake in these cases, and in the well-being of the plaintiffs.
Why was the Justice Department filing briefs to vindicate the inter-
ests of one of the parties? In brief after brief, the Justice Department
argued that crucial national interests were also implicated. The segre-
gation challenged in these cases damaged U.S. prestige abroad and
threatened U.S. foreign relations. In the context of heightened Cold
War tensions, the stakes in these cases were very high.26

The Truman Justice Department began its participation as amicus
curiae in civil rights cases with a restrictive covenant case, Shelley
v. Kraemer. In Shelley, whites sold residential property to African
Americans in violation of a covenant among landowners prohibiting
sales to nonwhites. State supreme courts in Missouri and Michigan
had ruled that the covenants were enforceable. The question in Shel-
ley was whether judicial enforcement of the covenants constituted
“state action” violating the Fourteenth Amendment rights of the
African Americans who purchased the property. The Justice Depart-
ment argued that state court action was “state action” and therefore
that when state courts enforced racially restrictive covenants they
violated the Fourteenth Amendment.27

According to Solicitor General Philip Perlman, the Justice Depart-
ment brief filed in the restrictive covenant cases was “the first in-
stance in which the Government had intervened in a case to which
it was not a party and in which its sole purpose was the vindication
of rights guaranteed by the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments.” In
previous civil rights cases, the solicitor general participated when the
litigation involved a federal agency and when the question in the
case concerned the supremacy of federal law. A different sort of fed-
eral interest was involved in the restrictive covenant cases. According
to Perlman, racially restrictive covenants hampered the federal gov-
ernment “in doing its duty in the fields of public health, housing,
home finance, and in the conduct of foreign affairs.” The brief for
the United States in Shelley v. Kraemer relied on the State Depart-
ment’s view that “the United States has been embarrassed in the
conduct of foreign relations by acts of discrimination taking place in
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this country.” To support this argument, the brief quoted at length
from the Dean Acheson letter relied on in To Secure These Rights.28

Although not addressing the international implications of the
case, the Supreme Court agreed with the result sought by the Justice
Department. The Court ruled that enforcement of restrictive cove-
nants in state courts constituted state action violating the rights of
African Americans to equal protection of the laws. Private
agreements to exclude African Americans from housing were there-
fore not enforceable by state courts. The Shelley decision was cele-
brated by civil rights supporters in the U.S. and abroad. The deci-
sion was heralded by an Indian newspaper as “another victory in the
battle for civil rights that is now going on in America.”29

In 1949 the Justice Department filed a brief in Henderson v.
United States, a case about segregation in railroad dining cars. Be-
cause the legal foundation for Jim Crow, Plessy v. Ferguson, was also
a case about railroad segregation, Henderson held the potential to
overturn this icon of racial oppression. In Henderson, the Justice
Department took a position contrary to the Interstate Commerce
Commission (ICC) regarding the validity of segregation under the
Interstate Commerce Act’s equal treatment requirement. The ICC
had ruled that the Southern Railway Company’s practice of provid-
ing separate seating behind a curtain in dining cars for African
American passengers did not violate the statute. The Justice De-
partment’s position on appeal was, first, that dining car segregation
was unlawful under the Interstate Commerce Act, and, second,
that if it was authorized, this segregation violated the Fourteenth
Amendment.30

As in Shelley, the government argued that the case had implica-
tions for U.S. foreign relations. The Henderson brief elaborated more
fully on the problem. The Justice Department told the Court of the
“frequent and caustic” foreign press coverage of U.S. race discrimi-
nation. The brief bolstered its argument with examples from Soviet
publications and critical statements about U.S. race discrimination
made in United Nations proceedings. It quoted from recent state-
ments made by representatives of other governments in a United
Nations subcommittee meeting that “typify the manner in which
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racial discrimination in this country is turned against us in the inter-
national field.” For example, a representative of the Soviet Union
had commented, “Guided by the principles of the United Nations
Charter, the General Assembly must condemn the policy and prac-
tice of racial discrimination in the United States and any other coun-
tries of the American continent where such a policy was being exer-
cised.” Similarly, the representative from Poland “did not . . . believe
that the United States Government had the least intention to con-
form to the recommendations which would be made by the United
Nations with regard to the improvement of living conditions of the
coloured population of that country.”31

In one example of the foreign press, the brief quoted an article
from The Bolshevik that claimed that

the theory and practice of racial discrimination against the ne-
groes in America is known to the whole world. The poison of
racial hatred has become so strong in post-war America that
matters go to unbelievable lengths; for example a Negress in-
jured in a road accident could not be taken to a neighbouring
hospital since this hospital was only for “whites.”

A story in the Soviet Literary Gazette titled “The Tragedy of Col-
oured America,” stated,

It is a country within a country. Coloured America is not al-
lowed to mix with the other white America, it exists within it
like the yolk in the white of an egg. Or, to be more exact,
like a gigantic ghetto. The walls of this ghetto are invisible
but they are nonetheless indestructible. They are placed
within cities where the Negroes live in special quarters, in
buses where the Negroes are assigned only the back seats, in
hairdressers where they have special chairs.32

Through its reliance on United Nations statements and the Soviet
press, the Henderson brief hammered home the point that racial
segregation hampered the U.S. government’s fight against world
communism.

There was another turf upon which the battle for democracy
waged: the home front. The Henderson brief raised the specter of
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African American radicalism. “The apparent hypocrisy of a society
professing equality but practicing segregation and other forms of
racial discrimination furnishes justification and reason for the latent
urge to rebel, and frequently leads to lasting bitterness or total rejec-
tion of the American creed and system of government.” However,
the brief emphasized that African American protest was not tied to
the Communist Party. The brief drew from the testimony of baseball
player Jackie Robinson, who had appeared before the House Com-
mittee on Un-American Activities. Robinson testified:

Just because Communists kick up a big fuss over racial dis-
crimination when it suits their purposes, a lot of people try
to pretend that the whole issue is a creation of Communist
imagination.

But they are not fooling anyone with this kind of pretense,
and talk about “Communists stirring up Negroes to protest,”
only makes present misunderstanding worse than ever. Ne-
groes were stirred up long before there was a Communist
Party, and they’ll stay stirred up long after the party has disap-
peared—unless Jim Crow has disappeared by then as well.33

The clear implication was that while African American protest was
not directly tied to communism, racial injustice added to discontent
among African Americans and, if not remedied, could lead them to
reject American democracy. Equality was a safeguard against domes-
tic subversion. Racial segregation threatened the government’s abil-
ity to maintain its role as a leader of the free world and to govern
peacefully at home.

In Henderson, the Supreme Court ruled that railroad dining car
segregation violated the Interstate Commerce Act because it was
unequal treatment. Since segregation violated a federal statute, the
Court did not need to decide whether segregation in interstate
travel was unconstitutional and whether Plessy v. Ferguson should
be overturned.34

In the same year as the Henderson case, the Justice Department
participated for the first time in cases challenging school segregation.
The department argued that McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents for
Higher Education and Sweatt v. Painter were of “great importance”
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to the nation because “they test the vitality and strength of the demo-
cratic ideals to which the United States is dedicated.” In McLaurin,
the University of Oklahoma had admitted an African American stu-
dent, G. W. McLaurin, to its graduate program in education after
he successfully challenged Oklahoma’s segregation statutes in federal
district court, but McLaurin was segregated within the university.
He was assigned to a separate table in the library, a separate row in
the classroom, and a separate table in the cafeteria. The NAACP
argued that this different treatment on the basis of race violated the
equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. Sweatt in-
volved a challenge to racial segregation at the University of Texas
Law School. Heman Marion Sweatt was denied admission to the law
school because he was African American. When a state trial court
found that the university’s action violated the Fourteenth Amend-
ment, the state responded by quickly opening a separate black law
school. There were great differences between the schools in libraries,
faculties, and other resources. The question before the Supreme
Court was whether the legal education provided at the black school
was equal to that provided to whites at the University of Texas.35

The U.S. brief in Sweatt and McLaurin stressed again that race
discrimination was “the greatest unsolved task for American democ-
racy.” This time the Justice Department urged the Supreme Court
to consider the foreign policy repercussions the Court’s ruling in the
cases might have.

The Court is here asked to place the seal of constitutional ap-
proval upon an undisguised species of racial discrimination.
If the imprimatur of constitutionality should be put on such
a denial of equality, one would expect the foes of democracy
to exploit such an action for their own purposes. The ideals
embodied in our Bill of Rights would be ridiculed as empty
words, devoid of any real substance.

The consequences of such a ruling would be stark, extending far
beyond the cases, and affecting the American way of life.

It is in the context of a world in which freedom and equality
must become living realities, if the democratic way of life is
to survive, that the issues in these cases should be viewed. In
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these times, when even the foundations of our free institu-
tions are not altogether secure, it is especially important that
it again be unequivocally affirmed that the Constitution of
the United States, like the Declaration of Independence and
the other great state papers in American history, places no lim-
itation, express or implied, on the principle of the equality of
all men before the law.

The brief then noted again the specific foreign policy implications of
U.S. race discrimination that the Justice Department had previously
outlined in the Henderson brief.36

In Sweatt and McLaurin, the Supreme Court again sided with
the Justice Department and the NAACP. In important rulings that
significantly eroded the separate-but-equal doctrine, the Court
found that segregation at the University of Texas Law School and
the University of Oklahoma School of Education denied the African
American plaintiffs equal treatment. The Court found that the
plaintiffs’ very isolation from white students meant that the educa-
tion provided to them was unequal. Isolating them from white class-
mates denied Heman Sweatt and G. W. McLaurin the equality guar-
anteed them by the Fourteenth Amendment. The Court, however,
declined to reconsider directly the constitutionality of segregation
itself.37

Segregation in the District of Columbia was an issue in the next
series of crucial desegregation cases before the Court. While racial
discrimination in southern states and throughout the nation had
been the subject of foreign criticism, segregation in the District of
Columbia was particularly embarrassing and was often a special focus
of international attention. If segregation only existed in particular
areas of the country, it would have been easier for the federal govern-
ment to characterize it as a regional phenomenon, as something at
odds with generally accepted American practices. As long as the seat
of the federal government was segregated, however, any claims that
segregation was not a widespread national practice seemed hollow.
The District of Columbia was “the window through which the world
looks into our house.” If the United States were to clean up its inter-
national image, Washington was the place to begin.38
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President Harry S. Truman receiving the report of his President’s Committee on Civil Rights,
October 29, 1947. The report argued that one important reason the nation needed to make
progress on civil rights was that race discrimination harmed U.S. foreign relations. (UPI/
CORBIS-BETTMANN)



 

George McLaurin was able to attend the University of Oklahoma School of Education but
was segregated within the school. Here he attends class in an anteroom, separated from
his white classmates, October 16, 1948. In McLaurin’s Supreme Court challenge, the Justice
Department argued that discrimination like this harmed the international image of American
democracy. (UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)



 

Segregation in the District was at issue in Bolling v. Sharpe, a
companion case to Brown v. Board of Education. Brown challenged
the constitutionality of racial segregation in public schools in cases
from the states of Kansas, South Carolina, Virginia, and Delaware.
The NAACP argued that state school segregation violated the equal
protection clause, even if other conditions in the schools were equal.
Because the federal government was responsible for District of Co-
lumbia schools, in Bolling the NAACP argued that school segrega-
tion in the District violated the due process clause of the Fifth
Amendment, which applied to the federal government.39

The school desegregation cases were consolidated, and the Justice
Department filed one amicus brief arguing that school segregation
in all five cases was unconstitutional. The brief emphasized the em-
barrassment of race discrimination in the nation’s capital. “[F]oreign
officials and visitors naturally judge this country and our people by
their experiences and observations in the nation’s capital; and the
treatment of colored persons here is taken as the measure of our
attitude toward minorities generally.” The brief quoted President
Truman’s statement that “the District of Columbia should be a true
symbol of American freedom and democracy for our own people,
and for the people of the world.” However, the President’s Commit-
tee on Civil Rights had found that the District of Columbia was “a
graphic illustration of a failure of democracy.” The brief quoted at
length from the Committee’s report describing the segregation of
African Americans in Washington:

The shamefulness and absurdity of Washington’s treatment
of Negro Americans is highlighted by the presence of many
dark-skinned foreign visitors. Capital custom not only humili-
ates colored citizens, but is a source of considerable embar-
rassment to these visitors. . . . Foreign officials are often mis-
taken for American Negroes and refused food, lodging and
entertainment. However, once it is established that they are
not Americans, they are accommodated.40

Beyond concerns about the District of Columbia, the implications
of the school cases were very broad. Discrimination in public school
systems raised “questions of the first importance in our society. For
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racial discriminations imposed by law, or having the sanction or sup-
port of government, inevitably tend to undermine the foundations
of a society dedicated to freedom, justice, and equality.” Under the
“rule of law” embodied in the U.S. Constitution, every arm of gov-
ernment “must treat each of our people as an American, and not as
a member of a particular group classified on the basis of race or some
other constitutional irrelevancy.”41

Racial segregation interfered with the Cold War imperative of
winning the world over to democracy, for

the existence of discrimination against minority groups in the
United States has an adverse effect upon our relations with
other countries. Racial discrimination furnishes grist for the
Communist propaganda mills, and it raises doubts even
among friendly nations as to the intensity of our devotion to
the democratic faith.42

To document this claim, the Justice Department devoted nearly two
pages of the brief to a lengthy quotation from Dean Acheson, who
was now secretary of state. Acheson expanded upon his earlier state-
ment on race discrimination. Now he argued that the problem had
worsened.

[D]uring the past six years, the damage to our foreign rela-
tions attributable to [race discrimination] has become progres-
sively greater. The United States is under constant attack in
the foreign press, over the foreign radio, and in such interna-
tional bodies as the United Nations because of various prac-
tices of discrimination against minority groups in this coun-
try. As might be expected, Soviet spokesmen regularly exploit
this situation in propaganda against the United States, both
within the United Nations and through radio broadcasts and
the press, which reaches all corners of the world. Some of
these attacks against us are based on falsehood or distortion;
but the undeniable existence of racial discrimination gives un-
friendly governments the most effective kind of ammunition
for their propaganda warfare.43
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World attention to U.S. discrimination was of increasing concern
to the State Department, because

the hostile reaction among normally friendly peoples, many
of whom are particularly sensitive in regard to the status of
non-European races, is growing in alarming proportions. In
such countries the view is expressed more and more vocally
that the United States is hypocritical in claiming to be the
champion of democracy while permitting practices of racial
discrimination here in this country.44

School segregation, in particular, had been “singled out for hostile
foreign comment in the United Nations and elsewhere. Other peo-
ples cannot understand how such a practice can exist in a country
which professes to be a staunch supporter of freedom, justice, and
democracy.” The secretary of state concluded that “racial discrimi-
nation in the United States remains a source of constant embar-
rassment to this Government in the day-to-day conduct of its for-
eign relations; and it jeopardizes the effective maintenance of our
moral leadership of the free and democratic nations of the world.”45

With this clear statement of the national security implications
of the cases before the Court, the Justice Department brought its
discussion of the interest of the United States to a close, and the
brief turned to a more conventional constitutional argument. The
centrality of the Cold War imperative to the government’s posture
on segregation was then reemphasized in the brief’s closing para-
graphs. The brief concluded by reiterating the notion that race dis-
crimination “presents an unsolved problem for American democ-
racy, an inescapable challenge to the sincerity of our espousal of
the democratic faith.” An affirmance of constitutional principles “in
these days, when the free world must conserve and fortify the moral
as well as the material sources of its strength, . . . is especially im-
portant.” The final statement in the brief consisted of a quote from
President Truman:

If we wish to inspire the people of the world whose freedom
is in jeopardy, if we wish to restore hope to those who have al-
ready lost their civil liberties, if we wish to fulfill the promise
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that is ours, we must correct the remaining imperfections in
our practice of democracy.

We know the way. We need only the will.46

The NAACP referred to the Cold War argument, although
briefly, when the Brown case was reargued in 1953. It stressed that
the “survival of our country in the present international situation is
inevitably tied to resolution of this domestic issue.” Meanwhile the
significance of the pending Brown litigation was not lost on foreign
critics of American racism. In December 1952, a prominent Amster-
dam newspaper pointed to the pending cases as a “dynamic develop-
ment of the handling of the negro problem in the United States.”
Referring to Gunnar Myrdal’s definition of the “American Di-
lemma” as “the divergence between the American credo and Ameri-
can practice,” the paper believed that “the fact that the Washington
Court deals with this problem, indicates that the bridge between
credo and reality is nearing its completion.”47

In Brown and Bolling, the Supreme Court, adopting the position
the Justice Department had been urging since Henderson, ruled that
racial segregation violated the Constitution. The Court emphasized
the “importance of education to our democratic society.” Education
was “required in the performance of our most basic public responsi-
bilities, even service in the armed forces.” It was “the very founda-
tion of good citizenship.” Because “in these days, it is doubtful that
any child may reasonably be expected to succeed in life if he is de-
nied the opportunity of an education,” where a state provided public
education, it is “a right which must be made available to all on equal
terms.” Relying on social science data detailing the harmful effects of
segregation on schoolchildren, the Court concluded that “separate
educational facilities are inherently unequal.”48

Making national security arguments in civil rights cases would
seem an odd thing for the Justice Department to do. The cases
would presumably turn upon the Justices’ reading of the Constitu-
tion and of the cases interpreting it. The Justice Department briefs
were filed with a Court that had been focused for some time on
questions of national security. During World War II, the Court regu-
larly interpreted the Constitution in light of wartime necessities,
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foreign and domestic. For example, for a time the Court allowed
schools to expel children who failed for religious reasons to salute
the flag, arguing in 1940 that “national unity is the basis of national
security.” When the Court reversed itself in 1943, it argued that
suppression of religious liberty was a step down the road to totalitari-
anism. National security had required the denial of a right but later
served as the basis for its protection. In perhaps the most dramatic
line of wartime individual rights cases, the Court upheld aspects of
the program to relocate Japanese Americans to internment camps.
Justice Harlan Fiske Stone, often a champion of minority rights,
wrote in Hirabayashi v. United States that “distinctions between citi-
zens solely because of their ancestry are by their very nature odious
to free people whose institutions are founded upon the doctrine of
equality.” Yet Stone wrote the Court’s majority opinion upholding
a curfew requirement as applied to Japanese American citizens. Ac-
cording to Stone, “[w]e cannot close our eyes to the fact, demon-
strated by experience, that in time of war residents having ethnic
affiliations with an invading enemy may be a greater source of dan-
ger than those of a different ancestry.” When Japanese Americans
were ordered from their homes and sent to what Justice Owen Rob-
erts called America’s concentration camps, the Court majority in
Korematsu v. United States acknowledged that this was a hardship,
but “hardships are part of war.”49

In the wartime cases, the Court’s assessment of the requirements
of national security and the correct balance between security and
liberty came not simply from the facts of the cases and the briefs
before the Court but also from what members of the Court felt that
they knew about the world. In Hirabayashi, the Court dared not
“close its eyes” to what it thought to be the danger of ethnic ties.
During the Cold War, as well, members of the Court would draw
upon their own understanding of the world in assessing new ques-
tions of national security. In Dennis v. United States, a 1951 case
upholding the prosecution of Communist Party members for sub-
versive activities, Justice Felix Frankfurter suggested in a concurring
opinion that the Court was not limited to the facts presented by the
parties. “We may take judicial notice that the Communist doctrines
which these defendants have conspired to advocate are in the ascen-

CIVIL RIGHTS REFORM 103



 

dency in powerful nations who cannot be acquitted of unfriendliness
to the institutions of this country.” The perceived threat of commu-
nism was a necessary backdrop to the case. To understand the
“meaning of the menace of Communism,” Frankfurter turned to
the architect of containment himself, George F. Kennan, and quoted
at length from an essay Kennan had published in the New York Times
magazine.50

In these cases the Court was explicit about something that surely
happens as a matter of course. Members of the Court bring to each
case their understanding of the world and the same hopes and fears
about the future that grip other mortals. Unable to step out of their
own cultural and political moment, members of the Court operated
during the Cold War within an environment shaped by Cold War
tensions. They applied the law to the world they knew.51 Within
their world, national security was at risk, and national security
would be enhanced by racial equality. In Korematsu, national secu-
rity required discrimination; in Brown, national security required
equality. The Justice Department hammered home in Brown an ar-
gument that any reader of American newspapers would already have
been familiar with. The function of the briefs, therefore, was not to
introduce to the Court a new idea but to underscore its role in the
cases, and to emphasize the Court’s responsibility. The briefs were
a call to arms to enlist the Court in a project it was already engaged
in: safeguarding national security in the Cold War.

The Brown opinion itself does not directly invoke national secu-
rity and does not contain explicit Cold War rhetoric. It would, of
course, be somewhat impolitic of the Court to suggest that the deci-
sion was motivated not by a dispassionate reading of the Constitu-
tion but rather by a concern about how others viewed the morality
of the American form of government. Brown would be a more effec-
tive Cold War tool by suggesting that racial equality was simply an
American constitutional principle.

There does not appear to be direct evidence that members of the
Supreme Court discussed the impact of racial segregation on Cold
War foreign relations in their deliberations in Brown, but the Justices
were well aware of this issue. Justice William O. Douglas, in particu-
lar, addressed the impact of race discrimination on American pres-
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tige abroad in his writings. When Douglas went to India in 1950,
the first question asked of him at his first press conference in New
Delhi was “Why does America tolerate the lynching of Negroes?”
In his 1951 book, Strange Lands and Friendly People, he wrote about
the importance of Asian “color consciousness.” Douglas found that
in India “this color consciousness is a major influence in domestic
and foreign affairs. The treatment of colored peoples by other na-
tions is an important consideration in the warmth of India’s rela-
tions to the outside world.” As a result, Douglas wrote, “the attitude
of the United States toward its colored minorities is a powerful factor
in our relations with India.”52

Douglas believed that a speech by Edith Sampson, an African
American attorney from Chicago, “created more good will and un-
derstanding in India than any other single act by any American.”
Speaking in New Delhi in 1949, Sampson told her audience that she
would not tolerate criticism of the United States for its civil rights
record because, in the previous eighty years, African Americans had
advanced further “than any similar group in the entire world.” Doug-
las’s sense of the significance of Sampson’s speech was in keeping
with his view that in the battle for Asia’s allegiance, “it is ideas that
will win, not dollars.” He wrote that goodwill between peoples was
ultimately of most importance to the Cold War struggle for the alle-
giance of other nations. “Neither wealth nor might will determine
the outcome of the struggles in Asia. They will turn on emotional
factors too subtle to measure. Political alliances of an enduring nature
will be built not on the power of guns or dollars, but on affection.”53

An account of Douglas’s later Himalayan trek reflects increasing
concern about communist influence in Asia. He observed among
the people “a race and color consciousness that is a dominant and
often overriding factor in basic policy issues.” In July 1951 in Pe-
shawar, Pakistan, a man Douglas described as a “Mongol prince”
told him that the Soviet Union would prevail over the United States
in the battle for Asia in part because the United States was not
viewed as an advocate of social justice. “America has the wealth and
the military power,” he told the Justice. “Russia has the ideas.”54

Chief Justice Earl Warren saw things the same way. He agreed
with Justice Douglas that the Cold War was a war of ideas, and he
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thought that the judiciary had a role to play in this battle. Justice
Warren told the judges of the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals in
June of 1954 that the world needed “a sense of justice instead of a
sense of might.” He suggested that the American conception of jus-
tice “separates us from many other political systems of the world.”
If the judiciary would uphold the ideals of American justice, “you
and I can make our contribution to justice at home and peace in the
world.” Later that year in a speech at the American Bar Association,
Warren stressed that

[o]ur American system like all others is on trial both at home
and abroad. The way it works; the manner in which it solves
the problems of our day; the extent to which we maintain the
spirit of our Constitution with its Bill of Rights, will in the
long run do more to make it both secure and the object of ad-
ulation than the number of hydrogen bombs we stockpile.

A peaceful world, he argued, “will be accomplished through ideas
rather than armaments; through a sense of justice and mutual friend-
ships rather than with guns and bombs and guided missiles.” Ameri-
can ideals were central in the “contest for the hearts and minds of
people.” Chief Justice Warren’s understanding of the importance of
Brown to U.S. foreign relations would be illustrated most dramati-
cally when President Eisenhower sent him on a goodwill tour of India
in 1956. It was because Warren was the author of Brown that his mere
presence was thought to promote good relations with that nation.55

Other members of the Court traveled extensively abroad in the
years before Brown v. Board of Education. Spending time overseas
during a period when American race discrimination was a prominent
source of news headlines, these Justices could not have helped but
recognize the international concern over American civil rights abuses.
Members of the Court were also concerned about the impact of their
opinions on a broader audience and so were well aware of the impor-
tance of the concern expressed by the Justice Department that an
opinion by the Court upholding segregation would have negative
implications for foreign relations. Justice Hugo Black once cautioned
that airing “dirty linen” in Supreme Court opinions was unwise, par-
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ticularly when “ ‘softer blows’ yielded the same results without dis-
playing ugly facts that enemies abroad could use ‘to do us harm.’ ”56

When Brown v. Board of Education was decided, the opinion gave
the U.S. government the counter to Soviet propaganda it had been
looking for, and the State Department and USIA wasted no time in
making use of it. Within an hour after the decision was handed
down, the Voice of America broadcast the news to Eastern Europe.
An analysis accompanying the “straight news broadcasts” empha-
sized that “the issue was settled by law under democratic processes
rather than by mob rule or dictatorial fiat.” The Brown broadcast
received “top priority on the Voice’s programs” and was to be
“beamed possibly for several days, particularly to Russian satellites
and Communist China.” As the Voice of America put it: “[I]n these
countries . . . the people would know nothing about the decision
except what would be told them by the Communist press and radio,
which you may be sure would be twisted and perverted. They have
been told that the Negro in the United States is still practically a
slave and a declassed citizen.”57

The rosy picture of racial equality celebrated in the USIA’s cover-
age of Brown seemed to fulfill a promise that had already been made
in official government materials on race in America that were dis-
seminated overseas. Brown was an essential and long-overdue affir-
mation of the story of race and American democracy that the gov-
ernment had already promoted abroad.

The Brown decision had the kind of effect on international opin-
ion that the government had hoped for. Favorable reaction to the
opinion spanned the globe. On May 21, 1954, for example, the
president of the Municipal Council of Santos, São Paulo, Brazil,
sent a letter to the U.S. embassy in Rio de Janeiro celebrating the
Brown decision. The municipal council had passed a motion re-
cording “a vote of satisfaction” with the ruling. It viewed Brown
as “establishing the just equality of the races, essential to universal
harmony and peace.” The council desired that “the Consul of that
great and friendly nation be officially notified of our desire to par-
take in the rejoicing with which the said decision was received in all
corners of the civilized world.”58
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Newspapers in Africa gave extensive coverage to the decision. Ac-
cording to a dispatch from the American consul in Dakar, Brown
was “greeted with enthusiasm in French West Africa although the
press has expressed some slight skepticism over its implementation.”
Afrique Nouvelle, a weekly paper that was a “highly vocal opponent
of all racial discrimination,” carried an article under the headline
“At last! Whites and Blacks in the United States on the same school
benches.” According to the consul, Afrique Nouvelle was concerned
that there would be

“desperate struggles” in some states against the decision but
expresses the hope that the representatives of the negroes and
the “spiritual forces” of the United States will apply them-
selves to giving it force and life. The article concludes by say-
ing that “all the peoples of the world can salute with joy this
measure of progress.”

According to the dispatch, “other editorial comment has been simi-
lar and the news has been prominently featured in all papers received
by the Consulate General since the decision was made.” The Ameri-
can consul was pleased with this response. “[W]hile it is, of course
too soon to speculate on the long range effects of the decision in
this area,” he wrote, “it is well to remember that school segregation
more than any other single factor has lowered the prestige of the
United States among Africans here and the overall results, therefore,
can hardly fail to be beneficial.”59

Not all reaction to Brown was enthusiastic. In South Africa, the
decision “elicited general public interest, but little articulate reac-
tion.” According to the U.S. embassy in Cape Town, “[M]ost South
African Whites are segregationists and, though they may see some
similarity in America’s color problem, regard their own racial situa-
tion as having no true parallel elsewhere. Their interest in the deci-
sions, then, would be very academic.”60

In India, where substantial attention was paid to American racial
problems, Carl Rowan would not face the usual inquiries on his
1954 speaking tour in that country because the Brown decision had
dampened criticism. He wrote that “at least five people in USIS and
the Embassy told me I could expect less heat on the race question
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than previous visitors, because USIS, the Voice of America and other
agencies had done a thorough job of publicizing the May 17, 1954,
decision of the United States Supreme Court declaring racial segre-
gation in public schools to be unconstitutional.” When Chief Justice
Earl Warren arrived in India in October 1956, his reputation had
preceded him. According to the vice-chancellor of Delhi University,
Warren “rose to fame in 28 minutes of that Monday afternoon as
he read out his momentous decision outlawing racial segregation in
American public schools.”61

It is not surprising that Justice Warren’s Indian hosts were fully
aware of Brown. According to an August 1954 National Security
Council Report, the U.S. Information Agency “exploited to the full-
est the anti-segregation decision of the U.S. Supreme Court.” Brown
“was of especially far-reaching importance in Africa and India.” In
Africa, for example, the report noted that “the decision is regarded
as the greatest event since the Emancipation Proclamation, and it
removes from Communist hands the most effective anti-American
weapon they had in Black Africa.” To take advantage of the ruling,
“[a]rticles on the decision were placed by the Agency in almost every
African publication, and its post in Accra published a special edition
of the American Outlook for distribution in British West Africa and
Liberia.” Throughout the Near East, South Asia, and Africa, “the
initial effort is being followed up with reports of how the decision
is being put into effect.”62

A report on end-of-the-year activities also noted that desegrega-
tion stories were continuing to be emphasized in India and Africa.
The impact of Brown in India came as a great relief. As a State
Department document noted in 1956, “Criticism of the United
States because of color discrimination practices . . . has markedly
declined in recent years, partly as a result of the Supreme Court
decisions in the school segregation cases.”63

Although the initial decision to participate in Brown had been
made by the Truman administration, the Republican National
Committee (RNC) was happy to take credit for it. On May 21,
1954, the RNC issued a statement that claimed that the decision
“falls appropriately within the Eisenhower Administration’s many-
frontal attack on global Communism. Human equality at home is
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a weapon of freedom. . . . It helps guarantee the Free World’s cause.”
President Eisenhower himself was less enthusiastic, however, and he
repeatedly refused to endorse Brown publicly.64

Newspapers in many parts of the United States celebrated Brown
as affirming democratic principles. According to the New York Her-
ald Tribune, the decision “squared the country’s basic law with its
conscience and its deepest convictions.” Others considered the deci-
sion’s foreign policy benefits to be of central importance. The San
Francisco Chronicle believed that “great as the impact of the antiseg-
regation ruling will be upon the states of the South in their struggle
to make the physical and intellectual adjustment which it requires,
still greater, we believe, will be its impact on South America, Africa
and Asia, to this country’s lasting honor and benefit.” The paper
believed that “to the vast majority of the peoples of the world who
have colored skins, [Brown] will come as a blinding flash of light
and hope” that “presents a new picture of America and puts this
Nation in a new posture of justice.” As the Pittsburgh Courier saw
it, “[T]his clarion announcement will . . . stun and silence America’s
Communist traducers behind the Iron Curtain. It will effectively
impress upon millions of colored people in Asia and Africa the fact
that idealism and social morality can and do prevail in the United
States, regardless of race, creed or color.”65

Throughout the South, many newspapers called for calm. In
North Carolina, the Charlotte News urged that “somehow, the South
must keep the sweep of human history in proper perspective, must
apply its intelligence coolly and dispassionately, and must find the
resources for giving all its children equality of education.” Many
southern politicians, however, were less magnanimous. Governor
Herman Talmadge of Georgia, who had promised that “there will
never be mixed schools while I am governor,” claimed that the deci-
sion “has reduced our Constitution to a mere scrap of paper.” Gover-
nor James F. Byrnes of South Carolina was “shocked” at the decision
but called for whites and blacks to “exercise restraint and preserve
order.” Although most Alabama public officials “met news of the
high court’s ruling with a calm wait and see attitude,” one state legis-
lator claimed, “we are going to keep every brick in our segregation
wall intact.” Some southerners, however, welcomed the decision. Ac-
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cording to the Atlanta Daily World, “local leaders and educators” in
Atlanta viewed Brown “as a giant step forward for democracy at home
and abroad.” A member of the Atlanta Board of Education pro-
claimed that Brown had “given an effective and resounding reply to
the Communist criticism of our treatment of our minority group.”66

Anticommunism in the South cut both ways. Robert Patterson,
a founder of the first White Citizens Council, thought that the “dark
cloud of integration” was communist-inspired. He protested “the
Communist theme of all races and mongrelization” and promised
that, if southerners worked together, “we will defeat this communis-
tic disease that is being thrust upon us.”67

The Justice Department had argued that segregation had to be
abandoned because of its use in Soviet propaganda. This sort of
argument was too much for Governor Herman Talmadge. In his
1955 book You and Segregation, Talmadge claimed that “for over a
decade now, the American people have been undergoing . . . vicious
and dangerous ‘brain-washing’ ” directed by international commu-
nists. “Stop and think for a moment,” he urged.

How many times have you read in your newspapers and mag-
azines or heard over the airwaves this question:

“What will Russia say if our government does this?”
How many times have you read or heard this: “What will

the Reds say if we don’t do this?” or “What will the Commu-
nist newspaper Pravda print about the United States because
we do this or that?” In some instances we have shaped our na-
tional policy by trying to please the Communists.

Talmadge thought that “too many things are being done in our coun-
try and by our country because we keep looking back over our shoul-
ders at the Communists. Who cares what the Reds say? Who cares
what Pravda prints?” He claimed that “only one group stands to
gain” from the “attacks on the Bill of Rights” that Brown represented.
“That group is the Communist party and its fellow travelers.”68

As Talmadge’s segregationist polemic suggested, U.S. actions
taken to dismantle racial segregation were motivated, in part, by
what Pravda printed. This was not, as Talmadge suggested, because
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the U.S. government was procommunist, but because it was anti-
communist. The simple reality of American race discrimination, and
the impact of its use in communist propaganda abroad, meant that
the United States could not leave these charges unanswered and still
succeed with its Cold War international agenda.

Although Brown was heralded as a great advance, significant segrega-
tion remained in the nation’s schools. The Supreme Court appeared
satisfied, for the time being, with abstract pronouncements about
equality. When Brown was decided in 1954, the Court announced
the formal legal principle that racial segregation in public education
violated the Fourteenth Amendment, but the Court put off the
question of how the denial of equal rights might be remedied. In
1955, the Court ruled in Brown v. Board of Education II that lower
courts should fashion relief in a way that led to desegregation “with
all deliberate speed.” The lower courts, in taking up Brown II, inter-
preted it as an indication that delaying school desegregation was
appropriate. As a result, the rights upheld in Brown remained ab-
stract rights. The Supreme Court then stayed out of the business of
defining and enforcing the rights in Brown for several years. Al-
though the Court would extend Brown’s desegregation principle to
other areas, in the school cases the Court, for the most part, re-
mained silent.69

Some actual change had been needed to give the State Depart-
ment and information programs something more convincing to
work with. Although Brown II required no immediate, concrete
steps to implement Brown’s nonsegregation principle, embassy and
USIA personnel could still point to the formal right to equality es-
tablished in Brown, and argue that change was at hand.

Following Brown, the world kept a close eye on U.S. race rela-
tions, but the perspective had changed for the better. In Madras,
India, for example, the American consul reported that “South India
interest in the progress of racial desegregation in the United States
has been keen ever since the Supreme Court’s decision.” The Mont-
gomery bus boycott and white resistance to Autherine Lucy’s at-
tempt to enroll at the University of Alabama were prominently cov-
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ered in newspapers in that region, but the coverage reflected “the
hope of most South Indians that the conflict will be resolved quickly
and relatively painlessly, in compliance with the ruling of the Su-
preme Court.”70

While incidents such as the Lucy case continued to captivate for-
eign audiences, criticism would at times be tempered with discus-
sions of American constitutionalism. For example, an editorial in
the Swiss paper La Sentinelle expressed outrage over acquittals in the
lynching of fourteen-year-old Emmett Till in Mississippi but also
praised a Florida judge who sentenced a white man to life in prison
for the rape of an African American woman. This difference was
attributed to “United States federalism.” The paper believed that
American racism existed in particular regions of the country where
“habit and tradition are so deep rooted that nothing (short of a
Federal law) could change such revolting trial ethics.” While most
stories on the Till case blistered with indignation, another Swiss
paper “balanced” its coverage with a reference to Brown.71

The continuing reality of racial brutality in the American South
kept American race discrimination on the pages of the foreign press,
but the framework provided by The Negro in American Life, capped
by Brown v. Board of Education, provided a counternarrative to So-
viet exploitation of this American dilemma. National policy was said
to endorse ever burgeoning equality. The basic charter of the nation
embraced equal rights for all. Yet the very document that provided
the foundation for the value of equality, the American Constitution,
also protected freedom to dissent. Expression of racial animosity was
therefore a sign of the strength, not the weakness, of the nation.
America was sufficiently sure of herself that she could tolerate the
free expression of dissent even as she encouraged her people on the
path toward racial enlightenment.

American constitutional change, the Voice of America had pro-
claimed in announcing Brown, illustrated the superiority of demo-
cratic process over communist oppression. Brown and the image of
American democracy it projected were thought to be of the utmost
importance in a world torn by Cold War animosities. Any threat
to that image was a threat to U.S. national security. Although the

CIVIL RIGHTS REFORM 113



 

American image was battered after Brown by the Autherine Lucy
case and the murder of Emmett Till, these events would be eclipsed
by a direct threat to Brown and to the carefully crafted image of The
Negro in American Life. The place would be Little Rock, Arkansas,
where the opening of school in 1957 precipitated a crisis within the
city that would reverberate around the world.
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C H A P T E R 4

Holding the Line in Little Rock

Little Rock has unfortunately become a symbol of
Negro-White relations in the United States.

AMERICAN CONSULATE, LOURENC̨O MARQUESZ, MOZAMBIQUE

TO DEPARTMENT OF STATE, SEPTEMBER 30, 19571

The school year would not begin easily in Little Rock, Arkansas, in
1957. On September 4 of that year, nine African American students
tried to enroll at Little Rock’s Central High School. Their admission
had been ordered by a federal district court. However, just two days
earlier, Arkansas Governor Orval Faubus declared that the students’
enrollment threatened “imminent danger of tumult, riot and breach
of the peace and the doing of violence to persons and property.” He
proclaimed a state of emergency and ordered the Arkansas National
Guard into service. These troops surrounded Central High School
on September 4 and turned the students away as they tried to enter
the school.2

What transpired that day would capture the attention of the inter-
national media and of President Dwight D. Eisenhower. School de-
segregation in Little Rock was no longer a local or state issue, but a
critical national problem.3



 

As the Arkansas Gazette reported it,

The first Negro applicant to try to enroll at Little Rock Cen-
tral High School . . . , Elizabeth Eckford, 15, was twice
blocked from entering the grounds, walked calmly down two
blocks then sat out 35 minutes of vocal abuse while waiting
for a bus to go home. . . . When she approached Guardsmen
at the corner they drew together and blocked her entrance to
the sidewalk.4

Eckford was harassed in front of television cameras as “a crowd of
200 saw her and rushed to the scene.” A white woman, Grace
Lorch, ultimately came to her defense and boarded a bus with Eck-
ford, taking her away from the scene. Seven of the nine students
arrived together and, on orders of the governor, were also turned
away.5

Governor Faubus was something of a latecomer to resistance. Lit-
tle Rock had a reputation as a progressive southern community, and
Faubus had been thought of as a moderate. In contrast to Georgia
Governor Herman Talmadge, Faubus had given no speeches of de-
fiance after Brown was decided. Instead, he gave African Americans
a role in the state Democratic leadership during the 1954 gubernato-
rial campaign. In addition, there was progress, albeit with mixed
success, toward desegregation in other communities in Arkansas
after 1954. Faubus’s most direct statements on school desegregation
prior to Little Rock were to declare the issue a local one, to be han-
dled by local school boards.6

As school prepared to open in 1957, however, Faubus announced
his “prayerful” decision to call in the troops. “They will act not as
segregationists or integrationists,” he pledged, “but as soldiers called
to active duty to carry out their assigned tasks.” Their duty was to
maintain order, but, Faubus continued, it would not be possible to
maintain order “if forcible integration is carried out tomorrow in
the schools of this community.”7

A school desegregation plan had been developed by the Little
Rock school board. As did many other communities, Little Rock set
about exploring how it might implement Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion immediately after that decision was handed down. Community
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support for compliance with Brown was evident when the school
board was reelected after the desegregation plan was announced.
With desegregation set to begin with the opening of the 1957–58
school year, however, the opposition became more active and vocal.
Mrs. Clyde D. Thomason, a member of a Little Rock mothers’ com-
mittee opposed to desegregation, filed suit in state court in August
1957, seeking an injunction against the plan. Based on unsubstanti-
ated testimony by Governor Faubus of an increase in gun sales in
the Little Rock area, the state court issued an injunction on August
29. The school board then turned to the federal district court. As
fate would have it, the case came before a nonsouthern judge. Judge
Ronald N. Davies from South Dakota was sitting by designation in
federal district court in Arkansas. Judge Davies ordered desegrega-
tion to go forward. When Faubus called out the National Guard on
September 2, the school board returned to the district court. Judge
Davies noted that “[t]he chief executive of Little Rock has stated
that the Little Rock police have not had a single case of inter-racial
violence reported to them and that there has been no indication
from sources available to him that there would be violence in regard
to this situation” and denied the school board’s petition to delay
desegregation.8

As the crisis deepened, the federal government was drawn in.
Judge Davies called upon U.S. Attorney General Herbert Brownell
to investigate allegations that African American students had been
denied admission to Central High. President Eisenhower ultimately
found himself involved in the crisis as well. While Faubus tele-
graphed the president complaining of federal interference and con-
cerns that his phone lines were being tapped by federal agents, Little
Rock Mayor Woodrow Wilson Mann urged Eisenhower to become
more involved. Eisenhower’s response to Faubus was to emphasize
that “when I became President, I took an oath to support and defend
the Constitution of the United States. The only assurance I can give
you is that the Federal Constitution will be upheld by me by every
legal means at my command.”9

For the next three weeks, desegregation in Little Rock was at an
impasse. As school went on at Central High, the “Little Rock Nine”
stayed home, unable to pass through the national guardsmen still
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surrounding the school.10 The Little Rock crisis was to become a
defining moment. It was not the first civil rights event in Eisenhow-
er’s presidency to capture widespread international attention. Fol-
lowing the 1954 Brown decision, Emmet Till’s brutal murder in
1955 had outraged the world, the 1955–56 Montgomery bus boy-
cott had focused international media attention on civil rights protest,
and Autherine Lucy’s attempt to cross the color line at the University
of Alabama in 1956 had become a civil rights crisis with interna-
tional impact. Little Rock, however, was a crisis of such magnitude
for worldwide perceptions of race and American democracy that it
would become the reference point for the future. Later presidents,
facing crises of their own, would try their best to avoid “another
Little Rock.” Foreign commentators would judge American progress
by how far the nation had come from Little Rock. If slavery had
been the benchmark against which American racial progress had
been measured in the past, Little Rock provided a new measure, as
the Cold War required more of the leader of the free world.

When school first opened in September 1957, the Arkansas Gazette
had expressed its confidence that “the world will see that we are
lawabiding people.”11 The world would, unfortunately, draw a dif-
ferent lesson from Little Rock.

On September 11, the people of Little Rock learned that even
Secretary of State John Foster Dulles was concerned about the diffi-
culties in their city. The Arkansas Gazette quoted Dulles as saying
that the Little Rock crisis, along with school desegregation battles
elsewhere in the South, “are not helpful to the influence of the
United States abroad.” The Gazette reported that “Radio Moscow
has been chirping happily about the troubles of integration,” and the
Little Rock crisis was a particular subject of its attention. President
Eisenhower later described the situation in his memoirs. He wrote
that Faubus’s “outrageous action” in Little Rock

called to my mind the first act of the Rodgers and Hammer-
stein musical South Pacific in which the hero, a Frenchman,
mistakenly calls the heroine’s American hometown “Small
Rock.” Before September 1957, that line was meaningless to
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foreign audiences. Thereafter, no one anywhere would miss
the point: the name of Little Rock, Arkansas, would become
known around the world.

According to Eisenhower, “Overseas, the mouthpieces of Soviet pro-
paganda in Russia and Europe were blaring out that ‘anti-Negro
violence’ in Little Rock was being ‘committed with the clear conniv-
ance of the United States government.’ ”12

Coverage of the Little Rock crisis had blanketed the international
media beginning with the incidents of September 4. Elizabeth Eck-
ford’s trials appeared on front pages around the world. The London
Times, the Times of India, the Tanganyika Standard, the South China
Morning Post, and many other papers carried stories virtually every
day for the entire month of September. According to the U.S. em-
bassy in Brussels, Little Rock “has been followed in the Belgian press
with far greater interest than any other American domestic issue
in recent years. The more dramatic aspects of the case, including
photographs of beatings and other violence, have usually been given
greater prominence in the press than leading local or foreign news
articles.” International coverage of the crisis was so noteworthy to
U.S. newswriters that there was widespread coverage in U.S. papers
of the coverage abroad.13

On September 6, for example, the Times of India carried a story
on its front page under the title “Armed Men Cordon Off White
School: Racial Desegregation in Arkansas Prevented.” That same
day the front page of the Tanganyika Standard declared, “Troops
Stop Negroes Going to School.” “Little Rock Troubled” proclaimed
a page-one headline in the East African Standard, followed by a
front-page story the next day: “Eisenhower Intervenes as School Bars
Negroes.” The Egyptian Gazette repeatedly placed Little Rock in the
context of school desegregation struggles elsewhere in the American
South. The paper’s September 5 front-page story outlining the facts
of the exclusion of the Little Rock Nine from school was tempered
with news of successful school desegregation efforts in Van Buren
and Ozark, Arkansas, and Louisville, Kentucky.14

The September 4, 1957, edition of the London Times described
Eisenhower’s reaction to the Little Rock crisis with some skepticism:
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Questions about the action taken by the state government in
Arkansas brought forth from the President only a restatement
of the axioms on which he has based his own “gradualist” ap-
proach to the problem. “You cannot change people’s hearts
merely by laws,” he observed, and the Supreme Court’s rul-
ing in 1954 therefore had caused “emotional difficulties” for
both sides. Southerners, he implied, were genuinely fright-
ened by what they thought would lead to “a mongrelization
of the races.”

Difficult though the problem might be, he added, “We are
going to whip it in the long run by Americans being true to
themselves, and not by law”—a comment that seems to be as
wide of the real issue as was Polonius’s advice. Who is to say
that the southerners—who see in attempts to integrate their
schools a threat to the whole social fabric of their communi-
ties, and who try to prevent it by every means—are not being
true to themselves?15

International papers often commented on the international atten-
tion itself. According to the Montreal Star, “The world watches Ne-
groes in the United States going to Southland schools under the
muzzles of loaded rifles, just ninety-four years after the Emancipa-
tion Proclamation was signed by another Republican, Abraham Lin-
coln.” In London, the Times spoke of “the lonely, isolated negro
children whose pictures have touched and shamed millions, in the
United States and abroad.” Student organizations and other groups
around the world also registered their support for the Little Rock
Nine and their opposition to Faubus’s actions.16

Dutch papers noted that Little Rock harmed American prestige.
In Stockholm, Sweden, Svenska Dagbladet wrote that the events in
Arkansas “will be watched with concern throughout [the] Western
world.” If the federal government did not take a strong stand, it
would pose a serious threat “not only to President Eisenhower’s per-
sonal prestige but also to [the] position of [the] U.S. in [the] eyes
[of the] free world.” According to the Irish Times, the crisis had
“given Communist propagandists the text for innumerable sermons
to coloured peoples everywhere.” The Swiss press expressed dismay
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over the “incalculable harm done” by Little Rock to the “Occidental
position throughout [the] non-European world.”17

At home, the impact of the Little Rock crisis on world opinion
was widely understood. Harry S. Ashmore wrote in 1958 that Little
Rock “has become a symbol that arouses strong emotions among
people everywhere in the world.” The crisis “was about as handy a
package as the Russians have had handed them since they set out to
woo the colored peoples of the earth.” William Ross of Brooklyn,
New York, wrote to Governor Faubus that he was “furnishing the
Communists with priceless propaganda material and hurting our
standing with Asian and African countries.”18

It was a short step, in the consciousness of 1950s Americans, from
international criticism to Cold War implications. U.S. editorial writ-
ers and political figures regularly noted the negative impact Little
Rock was thought to have on the nation’s standing in the Cold War.
The Soviet Union’s extensive use of Little Rock in anti-American
propaganda—often simply republishing facts disseminated by U.S.
news sources—reinforced the concern that Little Rock redounded
to the benefit of America’s opponents in the battle for the hearts
and minds of peoples around the world.19

For example, Komosomolskaya Pravda carried a Little Rock story
under a banner headline declaring “Troops Advance Against Chil-
dren!” According to the Current Digest of the Soviet Press, related
articles were accompanied by photographs including “[a] photo of
the national guard unit in Little Rock directing a Negro girl away
from the high school.” The Soviet paper Izvestia suggested that
“[r]ight now, behind the facade of the so-called ‘American democ-
racy,’ a tragedy is unfolding which cannot but arouse ire and indig-
nation in the heart of every honest man.” The tragedy was that in
the southern states of the United States

fascist thugs of the Ku Klux Klan are organizing a savage
hunt for Negro children because the latter plan to sit in the
same classrooms with white boys and girls. National guard
soldiers and policemen armed to the teeth bar Negro children
from entering the schools, threaten them with bayonets and
tear-gas bombs and encourage hooligans to engage in vio-
lence with impunity.20
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Careful, the Walls Have Ears
September 11, 1957. (Reprinted with permission from Arkansas Democrat-
Gazette)

In Little Rock, “troops in full battle dress, armed with rifles with
unsheathed bayonets and with tear-gas bombs, surrounded the high
school to ‘defend’ it against nine Negro children who wished to
study there.” These circumstances raised questions about the Ameri-
can form of government.

The patrons of Governor Faubus . . . who dream of nooses
and dynamite for persons with different-colored skins, advo-
cates of hooliganism who throw rocks at defenseless Negro
children—these gentlemen have the audacity to talk about
“democracy” and speak as supporters of “freedom.” In fact it
is impossible to imagine a greater insult to democracy and
freedom than an American diplomat’s speech from the tribu-
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Right into Their Hands
September 11, 1957. Editorial cartoons around the nation expressed concern
that the world was listening in on the school desegregation crisis in Little Rock
and that the crisis provided communists with an effective propaganda weapon.
(Reprinted with permission from Oakland Tribune)

nal of the U.S. General Assembly, a speech in which Washing-
ton was pictured as the “champion” of the rights of the Hun-
garian people.

Izvestia believed that “the events in the U.S. South cannot remain a
matter of indifference. The tale of the American racists, who abuse
human dignity and stoop to the level of animals, must be told.”
Since the United States promoted democracy abroad, it was “even
more impossible to remain silent when these gentlemen attempt to
act as the world’s mentors.”21
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Americans were well aware of the existence of such coverage.
Drawing upon this widespread understanding, a political cartoon in
the September 7 Minneapolis Star suggested that the “Three ‘R’s” in
Arkansas were “Race Hate,” “Rights Denial,” and “Red Propaganda
Boost.”22

Governor Faubus’s actions were seen to be such a strong aid to
the Soviet propaganda machine that Confidential magazine sug-
gested that the governor’s role might actually be part of a communist
plot and the governor a communist agent. “The Commies Trained
Gov. Faubus of Arkansas,” declared a full-page headline framing a
photo of the governor. According to the article,

When Governor Orval Faubus of Arkansas openly defied the
government of the United States on the school integration
issue, he handed to the Communists the handsomest gift
they could possibly have received from any American. Four-
fifths of the people of the world are colored. All over the
world—in Asia and Europe, in Africa and the Middle East—
the Communists have invoked the name of Little Rock to tell
colored people that the United States is a land of lynching
and repression. . . . [T]hanks to Faubus’ actions and the Red
propaganda that plays upon them, no American can travel
abroad without being asked by every foreigner about Little
Rock.

For Confidential, these circumstances naturally led to the question,
Was Faubus “unwittingly playing a pro-Communist game? Or is he
deliberately aiding the Soviet propaganda machine?”23

The state of Arkansas had its own suspicions of communist influ-
ence, which culminated in a hearing held before the Special Educa-
tion Committee of the Arkansas Legislative Council in December
1958. State Attorney General Bruce Bennett told the committee that
the hearings would prove that Little Rock was one of the “predeter-
mined trouble areas . . . designated officially by the Communist Party
many years ago to be developed for trouble purposes.” He argued that
“from 1928 to 1958 an intensive communist conspiracy climaxed in
Little Rock, and . . . the purpose of these incidents is to attract and
use the Negro—not to help the Negro.” The NAACP had been heav-
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ily involved in promoting school desegregation in the city, and Ben-
nett believed that “[m]any of the officials of this organization both
local and national, have an almost incredible tie-in with Communist
and Communist front organizations.” Local organizer Daisy Bates
and legal director Thurgood Marshall were among the NAACP lead-
ers singled out for their allegedly subversive connections.24

U.S. embassies around the globe sent dispatches to the State De-
partment detailing the international impact of events in Little Rock.
In Copenhagen, the U.S. embassy telegraphed the State Department
that the mission was “embarrassed over heavy local press play and
general Danish reaction [to the] Little Rock race problems.” In
Lourenc̨o Marques, Mozambique, the American consul warned that
the crisis had “unfortunately become a symbol of Negro-White rela-
tions in the United States.” He believed that “[o]ur moral standing
has been very considerably damaged and . . . any pretension of an
American to advise any European Government on African affairs
. . . would be hypocrisy.” In the Netherlands, the Dutch reportedly
reacted to Little Rock with “quiet indignation,” while some saw in
Little Rock “the well-worn analogy between Hitlerian methods and
the activities of American racists.” The fact that many thought there
was “very little difference between the two” was “what hurts America
in the eyes of the world.” In São Paulo, Brazil, a legislator took the
United States to task in the legislative assembly.

The so-called American democracy has been able by means of
the world press to hold itself out as a standard for other peo-
ples but we, the Brazilians, will always reject racial fights and
never will agree that any restriction may be imposed on a Bra-
zilian whatever his origin simply because he was born with a
black skin.25

According to the U.S. embassy in Paramaribo, Surinam, press
reports had led to “an open reinforcement of suspicions about some
of the moral emphasis which the United States places on world af-
fairs problems.” As a result of Little Rock “[t]he reporting officer
has heard more volunteered negative criticism in the last week about
race matters in the United States than he has in the year he has been
here.” According to the officer, this was “not helpful to our national
standing in Surinam.”26
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Not all nations were critical. The U.S. embassy in Bonn reported
that Germans did not feel it was their place to cast aspersions on the
United States, and press coverage, with the exception of “tabloids
and east zone press” was not sensationalized. “Persecution and exter-
mination of millions of Jews do not permit us [to] blame Americans
or report with indignation events [in] Arkansas.” The U.S. embassy
in South Africa reported that “[t]he effect of Little Rock, of course
was to confirm to South African ‘Apartheid’ supporters—most
white South Africans—that the forces against integration were gain-
ing in the United States.” In South Africa, a nation “caught up in
their own apartheid policy,” whites “appear to derive some inner
consolation and a feeling of greater support for their own ideas out
of incidents such as Little Rock.”27

As the world looked on, governor Faubus dug in. On September
10, the Governor received a summons ordering him to appear in
federal court and “show cause why he should not be charged with
contempt.” Faubus then let President Eisenhower’s staff know that
he was looking for a way out. Eisenhower and Faubus met at Eisen-
hower’s vacation retreat in Newport, Rhode Island, on September
14. In private, Eisenhower stressed the importance of a peaceful
resolution of the crisis and told Faubus that he wished to avoid
embarrassing him publicly. When the meeting ended, the president
believed that he had received an assurance from Governor Faubus
not to violate the orders of the court.28

As Faubus returned to Arkansas, the foreign and domestic press
published smiling photos of the governor and the president. Eisen-
hower believed, and the nation hoped, that the men had come to an
agreement that would end the impasse. Yet within a couple of hours,
plans for a joint statement started to unravel. Faubus later insisted
that “he would remove the guardsmen only on condition that the
Justice Department recommend a delay in desegregation pending a
Supreme Court test of the state’s interposition law.” In spite of this
clear defiance, Eisenhower remained reluctant to intervene.29

As the Arkansas National Guard continued to encircle Central
High, the London Times reported the president’s “deep disappoint-
ment that voluntary means had not been found to comply with the
court’s orders” yet noted that “many people feel that a greater exer-
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tion of authority by the President might have avoided a head-on
collision in the courts.”30 The Times blamed Faubus’s personal ambi-
tion and desire for reelection to a third term for the crisis in Little
Rock. Yet the paper commented that moderates in Arkansas were
angry about “the part President Eisenhower is playing in this bitter
controversy—or rather not playing.” There was “a feeling of help-
lessness—of betrayal almost—among moderates, who feel that there
is no one but the President who can speak clearly and strongly for
them. The sour joke is current: ‘If President Eisenhower were alive
all this wouldn’t have happened.’ ”31

The pressure on Faubus from the president was followed by a
federal court order. On September 20, Judge Davies enjoined Gov-
ernor Faubus from interfering with desegregation. If Faubus wanted
to call in the troops, “the proper use of that power in this instance
was to maintain the Federal Court in the exercise of its jurisdiction
. . . and not to nullify it.”32

Faubus responded to the court order by withdrawing the National
Guard, then promptly leaving town. At the Southern Governors’
Conference at Sea Island, Georgia, Faubus told a reporter that he
expected violence if integration were attempted. Back in Little Rock,
Mayor Mann urged residents to be calm.33

The morning of September 23, 1957, came to be known as
“Black Monday” in Little Rock. Sacramento Bee reporter Relman
Morin described a “frightening sight.” Eight African American stu-
dents had walked calmly into school that morning as the city police
held back the crowds surrounding Central High. Momentarily dis-
tracted by a diversion, the crowd soon realized that the students had
entered the school, and mayhem broke loose. The crowd had already
beaten three “Yankee” reporters for Life magazine and four African
American reporters whom they believed had intentionally created a
diversion to enable the students to enter the school. Now the crowd
battled the police.34

Concerned that growing crowds would be even more threatening
to the safety of the students by the end of the school day, the mayor,
the school superintendent, and the assistant police chief decided to
remove them in the middle of the day. As one of the African Ameri-
can students, Melba Pattillo Beals, remembered it, the students were
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hurried down a dark passageway to the basement of the school.
There they got into two cars driven by frightened white men. “Lis-
ten to your driver’s instructions,” the assistant police chief warned
the students. “Your lives depend on it.” The students were ordered
to put their heads down, and the cars sped past the crowds and
beyond the reach of rocks and sticks hurled in their direction. The
students made it safely home.35

From his Newport retreat, President Eisenhower decided that the
time had come for action. He issued a proclamation finding a “wilful
obstruction of justice” in Little Rock and commanding those en-
gaged in obstruction of justice to cease and desist. The president
thought that “every right-thinking citizen will hope that the Ameri-
can sense of justice and fair play will prevail in this case. It will be a
sad day for this country—both at home and abroad—if school chil-
dren can safely attend their classes only under the protection of
armed guards.”36

The following day, crowds surrounded the school, and the Little
Rock Nine waited at home. Mayor Mann sent the president a tele-
gram saying that “[t]he immediate need for federal troops is urgent.”
He warned that the “[s]ituation is out of control and police cannot
disperse the mob.” Mann urged, “I am pleading to you as President
of the United States in the interest of humanity law and order and
because of democracy world wide to provide the necessary federal
troops within several hours.” By this time, for Eisenhower, “the
question had become not whether to act, but what force I should
use to insure execution of the court’s order.” Eisenhower decided to
rely on federal troops, and by that afternoon, five hundred para-
troopers from the 101st Airborne Division were stationed in the
city. Another five hundred arrived later in the day. Armed with bayo-
nets, the troops ringed Central High School on the morning of Sep-
tember 25. From the perspective of Governor Faubus and his sup-
porters, the “occupation” of Little Rock had begun.37

Only two months before, in July 1957, Eisenhower had told re-
porters, “I can’t imagine any set of circumstances that would ever
induce me to send Federal troops . . . into any area to enforce the
orders of a federal court.”38 What had caused the president to change
his mind so dramatically?
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Paratroopers from the 101st Airborne Division escort nine African American students into
Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, September 25, 1957. (UPI/CORBIS-BETT-
MANN)



 

Eisenhower’s decision to act was not based on support for desegre-
gation. He was not a supporter of court-ordered desegregation or of
the Brown decision itself. Eisenhower communicated his feelings
about the desegregation cases to Chief Justice Earl Warren while the
cases were pending. He invited Warren to a dinner at the White
House. Following the meal, Warren later wrote, Eisenhower took
him by the arm, and “as we walked along, speaking of the Southern
states in the segregation cases, he said, ‘These are not bad people. All
they are concerned about is to see that their sweet little girls are
not required to sit alongside some big overgrown Negroes.’ ” Justice
Warren felt that President Eisenhower’s lack of support for Brown
contributed to the resistance to the decision. He believed that “much
of our racial strife could have been avoided” if the president had
stood up for the principal of equality. The nation seemed to agree
with Justice Warren’s assessment. According to a 1955 Gallup Poll,
one of the main criticisms of Eisenhower’s leadership was that he
“encourages segregation.” When Brown was decided, Eisenhower was
asked whether he had “any advice to give the South as to just how
to react to the recent Supreme Court decision banning segregation.”
The president responded, “Not in the slightest.” He thought that
South Carolina Governor James Byrnes “made a very fine statement
when he said let us be calm, and let us be reasonable, and let us look
this thing in the face.” As for his own role, Eisenhower said, “The
Supreme Court has spoken, and I am sworn to uphold the Constitu-
tional process in this country. And I am trying—I will obey it.”39

Notwithstanding his lack of enthusiasm for Brown, Eisenhower
became deeply involved in managing the Little Rock crisis. He was
concerned, in part, with the threat the crisis posed for the rule of
law. As Eisenhower described it in his memoirs, “[t]hat situation, if
a successful defiance of federal court orders continued, could lead
to a breakdown of law and order in a widening area.” Eisenhower
was also angry with Governor Faubus, who he felt had defied him.
But the breakdown of law and order and the management of an
insubordinate governor were not all that was at stake. In addition,
Eisenhower wrote, “around the world it could continue to feed the
mill of Soviet propagandists who by word and picture were telling
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the world of the ‘racial terror’ in the United States.” It was a mix of
factors, domestic and international, that led to Eisenhower’s extraor-
dinary action in Little Rock.40

The president’s top aides emphasized the international impact of
the Little Rock crisis. The U.S. ambassador to the United Nations,
Henry Cabot Lodge, wrote President Eisenhower that:

Here at the United Nations I can see clearly the harm that
the riots in Little Rock are doing to our foreign relations.
More than two-thirds of the world is non-white and the reac-
tions of the representatives of these people is easy to see. I sus-
pect that we lost several votes on the Chinese communist
item because of Little Rock.41

Secretary of State John Foster Dulles was “sick at heart” over the
Little Rock crisis. On September 24, 1957, as President Eisenhower
was returning to Washington to deliver his public address on Little
Rock, Dulles put in a call to Attorney General Herbert Brownell.
As the two exchanged concerns about Little Rock, Dulles told
Brownell that “this situation was ruining our foreign policy. The
effect of this in Asia and Africa will be worse for us than Hungary
was for the Russians.” Dulles thought that “there should be an
awareness of the effect of all this.” Brownell indicated that he had
taken Eisenhower “the USIA report which mentioned the use Nasser
and Khrushchev were making of it.” He believed that President Ei-
senhower “was very alert to this aspect.” In addition “[t]here has
been considerable in the papers since then.” Brownell believed that
Secretary Dulles’s “part of the problem would not be solved” by
Eisenhower’s decision to send in the troops, “although firm action
would certainly help a lot.” According to records of the phone call,
the men “discussed the seriousness of the situation at some length.”
Brownell asked Dulles to look over a draft of the president’s speech,
which Dulles agreed to do.42

Later in the day, Dulles called Eisenhower with suggestions to
“put in a few more sentences in this draft speech emphasizing the
harm done abroad.” Dulles dictated the following statement to the
president’s secretary:
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It would be difficult to exaggerate the harm that is being
done to the prestige and influence, and indeed to the safety,
of our nation in the world. Our enemies are gloating over
this incident and using it everywhere to misprepresent [sic]
our nation. We are portrayed as a violator of the standard of
conduct which the peoples of the world united to proclaim
in the Charter of the United Nations whereby the peoples re-
affirmed “faith in fundamental human rights and in the dig-
nity and worth of the human person” and did so “without
distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion.”

According to the draft language, Eisenhower would “beg the people
of Arkansas to erase the blot upon the fair name and high honor of
our nation.” This was a time when the nation “faces the gravest of
peril” from enemies abroad, and “patriotism cannot be reconciled
with conduct which injures grievously our nation.”43

The president returned to Washington to take his case to the
nation. He hoped that speaking “from the house of Lincoln, of Jack-
son and of Wilson” would best convey his sadness and “the firmness
with which I intend to pursue this course.” Eisenhower’s televised
address drew heavily upon Dulles’s suggestions. He reminded the
nation of the Supreme Court’s ruling in Brown. “Our personal opin-
ions about the decision have no bearing on the matter of enforce-
ment,” he suggested. “[T]he responsibility and authority of the Su-
preme Court to interpret the Constitution are very clear.” Many
southern communities had begun the process of desegregation and
in doing so had “demonstrated to the world that we are a nation in
which laws, not men, are supreme.” The president regretted that
“this truth—the cornerstone of our liberties—was not observed” in
Little Rock. Because of resistance to court-ordered desegregation in
that city, “both the law and the national interest demanded that the
President take action.”44

According to the president,

A foundation of our American way of life is our national re-
spect for law. In the South, as elsewhere, citizens are keenly
aware of the tremendous disservice that has been done to the
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people of Arkansas in the eyes of the nation, and that has
been done to the nation in the eyes of the world.

This situation had perilous implications.

At a time when we face grave situations abroad because of the
hatred that Communism bears toward a system of govern-
ment based on human rights, it would be difficult to exagger-
ate the harm that is being done to the prestige and influence,
and indeed to the safety, of our nation and the world.

Our enemies are gloating over this incident and using it ev-
erywhere to misrepresent our whole nation. We are portrayed
as a violator of those standards of conduct which the peoples
of the world united to proclaim in the Charter of the United
Nations.45

The president called upon the citizens of Arkansas to put an end
to obstruction of the law in their state.

If resistance to the Federal Court orders ceases at once, the
further presence of Federal troops will be unnecessary and the
City of Little Rock will return to its normal habits of peace
and order and a blot upon the fair name and high honor of
our nation in the world will be removed.

Thus will be restored the image of America and of all its
parts as one nation, indivisible, with liberty and justice for
all.46

Ending with the exact language of the last words of the Pledge of
Allegiance, Eisenhower appealed to patriotism. Little Rock was not
simply an internal dispute: the nation, the national image, and na-
tional security were at stake. Patriotism required that the needs of
the nation be placed ahead of sectional loyalties.

Secretary Dulles was pleased with the president’s speech. But as
Attorney General Brownell had suggested, Dulles’s “part of the
problem” was not yet solved, and Little Rock’s impact on U.S. for-
eign affairs continued to be felt.47

The president’s address to the nation was also an address to the world,
and it was widely covered in the international press. Eisenhower’s
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actions were widely and favorably viewed as safeguarding the image
of democracy. In the Netherlands, the independent newspaper Al-
gemeen Dagblad announced that “Eisenhower’s airborn troops again
are bearers of democracy’s banner on which [is] inscribed [the] words
‘human rights,’ ” just as they had been during World War II. The
largest newspaper in Wales praised Eisenhower for demonstrating
“the ultimate political courage.” In Brazil, the Bahia state legislature
passed a motion approving of the president’s action. In Hong Kong,
the South China Morning Post found Eisenhower’s action to be “firm
and decisive.” It was “an answer both to legal quibblers and to the
lawless few whose conduct unjustly exposed Americans as a whole to
new propaganda blasts from the Kremlin.” On September 30, the
Egyptian Gazette ran a story devoted to a commentary in the British
Observer. That paper called Eisenhower’s actions “belated but strong”
and claimed that although a crisis like Little Rock could not happen
in Britain, “it could happen in Kenya or Central Africa where the
British Government has certain rights and duties comparable” to the
U.S. government’s relationship to the State of Arkansas.48

According to a front-page editorial in the Luxembourg paper Ta-
geblatt, Eisenhower had “save[d] not only a principle but the soul of
a country which, if it had permitted the situation in Little Rock to
continue, could no longer have laid claim to being the leader of the
free bloc.” Although Little Rock had made a “deep impression” on
the Portuguese in Mozambique, the one “ray of light” was Eisenhow-
er’s stand, demonstrating “a determination to see to it that American
democracy is no farce.” Eisenhower’s action was seen as upholding
the rule of law and maintaining the principles laid down by the Su-
preme Court. According to an editorial in the Brazilian Diario de
Noticias, “the drastic step of the American President will not surprise
those who know the respect for law in that country and the part
which the Supreme Federal Tribunal plays in the structure of Ameri-
can political life.”49

Political parties of all kinds came out in support of Eisenhower.
In Uganda, the secretary general of the United Congress Party asked
the American consul to “convey to the President and the people of
the United States the sincere appreciation of the United Congress
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Party of Uganda for the President’s sustained efforts and firm stand
on the question of enforcing the Ruling of the Supreme Court
against segregation in American schools.” Even communist leaders
could find favor with Eisenhower’s action. Costa Rican Communist
Party leader Manuel Mora Valverde suggested that “[n]ot every man
. . . would have dared to take the step taken by Eisenhower. . . . I
am of the personal opinion that Mr. Eisenhower is worthy of admi-
ration as a man, even though he continues to be the President of an
imperialist power.” There were, of course, dissenters. In China, the
People’s Daily thought that the “U.S. government did not really in-
tend to protect black people’s rights, but to hoodwink the public
domestically and abroad.”50

U.S. officials tried to put the best face possible on the nation’s
handling of the Little Rock crisis. AFL-CIO President George
Meany, U.S. delegate to the United Nations General Assembly’s So-
cial and Humanitarian Committee, told that committee that the
Little Rock crisis was “only one episode in a peaceful revolution
which had been going on for several years.” In response to wide-
spread criticism in France, Secretary Dulles sent a telegram to the
U.S. embassy in Paris on September 30 with the text of a statement
that embassy personnel could use in reporting on Little Rock. The
statement stressed that

there is one essential point to be drawn from the events at Lit-
tle Rock: that is, that the full force of the United Govern-
ment [sic], both moral and physical, has been directed to en-
forcing the law and order and to ensure the carrying out of
the decision of the Supreme Court. Although we deplore the
events themselves and make no RPT no effort to excuse those
who have caused them, it nevertheless has appeared to me
worthy of note here that our national authority is being used
to ensure the education of children, in dramatic contrast to
the uses to which Soviet armed might was put last year in
Hungary.51

Although many saw a foreign affairs boost from Eisenhower’s ac-
tions, Georgia Senator Herman Talmadge drew upon international
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affairs in quite a different way. “We still mourn the destruction of the
sovereignty of Hungary by Russian tanks and troops in the streets of
Budapest,” he said. “We are now threatened with the spectacle of
the President of the United States using tanks and troops in the
streets of Little Rock to destroy the sovereignty of the state of Arkan-
sas.” Senator Richard Russell of Georgia called the action “totalitar-
ian.” “Our founding fathers . . . would turn over in their graves”
upon hearing of it, he insisted. Similarly, Senator James O. Eastland
of Mississippi considered the action an attempt to “destroy the social
order of the South” and thought that “[n]othing like this was ever
attempted in Russia.”52

As Orval Faubus would have it, his own vision of democracy was
implicated by the Little Rock crisis. In an address that was nationally
broadcast while federal troops ringed Central High, the governor
asked, “In the name of God whom we all revere, in the name of
liberty we hold so dear, in the name of decency which we all cherish,
what is happening in America?” Faubus claimed that federal inter-
vention in Little Rock had resulted in a denial of constitutional
rights to the people of Arkansas.53

The dispute between Eisenhower and Faubus about the meaning
of democracy paralleled a debate about the nature of the U.S. system
of government in the international press. What was the nation’s true
nature? Was the face of democracy represented by Orval Faubus
and the white women and men who screamed and struggled with
authorities upon hearing the horrifying news that African American
students had entered Central High School? Or was the face of de-
mocracy that of President Eisenhower, the general who had helped
lead the Allies through World War II and who now seemed poised
to lead his nation through another important test?

The intensity of the international media coverage of Little Rock
finally declined in October 1957, and observers drew lessons from
the crisis. In the Netherlands, De Maasbode believed that the Little
Rock crisis “must be seen as one of last violent convulsions of [a]
system and mentality that is [a] thing of past.”54

According to Hindustan Times reporter Michael Owen, the furor
over Little Rock
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has had repercussion all over the world, causing a further den-
igration of American democratic stock in Asia and once again
posing the old question that if this is how America feels to-
wards those whose pigmentation of skin is not the shade of
their own, that if the Governor of a comparatively unimpor-
tant state can defy the Supreme Court of the nation, then
what exactly are the real feelings of Americans towards
Asians, brown, black or yellow?55

In Indonesia, Owen wrote, one newspaper asked “whether Gover-
nor Faubus should not be hauled before the Un-American Activities
Committee for alienating half of the world from the U.S.” In Japan,
Owen reported, “a conservative citizen of some prominence raised
the question: ‘If Americans can regard Negroes as inferior, how do
they really regard Asians?’ ”56

Owen believed that Eisenhower’s actions did not “appreciably
mitigate the international effects of the affair.” The president’s state-
ments had not “[r]esulted in reassuring Asia that their ingrained
suspicion that the shape of American democracy is in reality only
‘skin-deep,’ is unfounded.” He felt that “[t]he periodical occurrence
of episodes like that at Little Rock are not only subversive to interna-
tional concord and understanding but also serve to drive more and
more Asians to the conclusion that there cannot be, at least not in
this sorry generation, any real meeting ground between Occident
and Orient.”57

Meanwhile, President Eisenhower had difficulty deflecting atten-
tion from Little Rock. The South China Morning Post reported that
on October 3, “Reporters attempting to question the President on
Foreign Affairs had a difficult time at to-day’s 28-minute press con-
ference because of the intense pre-occupation of most correspondents
over the situation in Little Rock. . . . Out of 17 questions asked at
the press conference, 13 concerned the Little Rock situation.”58

As Central High settled into an extraordinary school year under
military guard, Arthur Larson, director of the USIA, suggested to
the president that he send an open letter to the Central High School
students. In Larson’s view, “the students themselves are the best
source of hope in this situation.” Larson thought that Eisenhower
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should encourage students to act in a “democratic manner that does
justice to our proud heritage.” Such efforts would mean that “the
good name of Arkansas . . . could be held up for all to admire. At
the same time you would help to show the world that freedom and
equality not only are enshrined in our laws but also dwell in the
hearts of our people.” In this and other instances, Eisenhower de-
clined to follow his staff’s advice to appeal personally to members
of the Little Rock community.59

As a semblance of order, if not tranquillity, descended at last on
Little Rock, the military presence declined. The 101st Airborne
would leave the city by early November, and the Arkansas National
Guard deployment was decreased by four-fifths. The remaining
troops would patrol Central High School for the rest of the school
year. Then, during the summer of 1958, the future of integration
in Little Rock was placed, again, in the hands of the courts. On June
20, 1958, District Judge Harry J. Lemley, who had replaced Judge
Davies, ordered that desegregation be postponed for two-and-a-half
years. Judge Lemley agreed with the school board, which had sought
the postponement, that the students’ education suffered under the
difficult conditions Central High had endured that school year. Ac-
cording to Judge Lemley, the difficulties in Little Rock

did not stem from mere lawlessness. . . . Rather, the source of
the trouble was the deep seated popular opposition in Little
Rock to the principle of integration, which, as is known, runs
counter to the pattern of southern life which has existed for
over three hundred years. The evidence also shows that to
this opposition was added the conviction of many of the peo-
ple of Little Rock, that the Brown decisions do not truly rep-
resent the law.

Providing a “breathing spell” in Little Rock was, in Lemley’s view,
an appropriate exercise of the court’s discretion and consistent with
the Supreme Court’s requirement in Brown v. Board of Education II
of desegregation “with all deliberate speed.” 60

Many reacted with outrage and disappointment to the district
court’s ruling. Maurice H. Goodenough of Clichy-sous-Bois,
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France, expressed his views directly to Judge Lemley. “Those who
welcome that kind of publicity can thank you for having put Little
Rock back on the front pages of the world’s newspapers,” he wrote
the judge.

Last fall, here in France, the population was literally “lapping
up” their daily portion of Little Rock. They were following it
with the same interest they give to their national sports, and I
assume that other peoples around the globe were doing the
same. Little Rock had become America’s entry in an interna-
tional exhibit.

You must be very ignorant of where America is in relation-
ship to time and space; if not, you must be willfully seeking
the loss of America’s prestige and position, with its ultimate
disasterous [sic] consequences.61

Civil rights leaders A. Philip Randolph, Lester B. Granger, Rever-
end Martin Luther King Jr., and Roy Wilkins sent a joint statement
to President Eisenhower claiming that Judge Lemley’s decision had
“shocked and outraged Negro citizens and millions of their fellow
Americans. This opinion is being construed, rightly or wrongly, as a
green light to lawless elements in their defiance of Federal authority.”
They felt that “[t]he process of peaceful advancement toward equal-
ity of citizenship for all Americans” had “reached a critical turn.”
Resistance to civil rights reform had “assumed a significance beyond
the question of racial justice, important as that is. The welfare of
the whole country is involved.” The nation faced important internal
and external concerns. Among the people, there was “a pattern of
calloused disrespect for law. Moral values have been corrupted. Mob
violence has emerged as an instrument to maintain the status quo.”
Basic constitutional liberties were threatened, and politicians at all
levels had disobeyed the law. Externally,

It is no secret that the foreign relations program of our nation
has been hampered and damaged by the discriminatory treat-
ment accorded citizens within the United States, solely on the
basis of their race and color. In our world-wide struggle to
strengthen the free world against the spread of totalitarianism,
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we are sabotaged by the totalitarian practices forced upon mil-
lions of our Negro citizens.62

The statement called for “a clear national policy and a program
of implementation” to eradicate racial segregation. They urged the
president to direct the Justice Department to file a brief supporting
desegregation in an appeal from the Lemley decision and to take other
steps to ensure that, throughout the nation, “the law will be vigorously
upheld with the total resources at [the president’s] command.”63

While the NAACP prepared an appeal of the district court order,
Orval Faubus avowed his opposition to “integration by force” and
was overwhelmingly reelected to an unprecedented third term as
governor of Arkansas. Faubus explained his July 29 victory in the
Democratic primary, which assured his November reelection, as “a
condemnation by the people of illegal Federal intervention in the
affairs of the state and the horrifying use of Federal bayonets in the
streets of an American city and in the halls of a public school.” Just
over two weeks later, noting the governor’s involvement in encour-
aging opposition to the court ordered integration plan, the court of
appeals reversed Judge Lemley’s postponement. According to the
court,

The issue plainly comes down to the question of whether
overt public resistance, including mob protest, constitutes suf-
ficient cause to nullify an order of the Federal court directing
the board to proceed with its integration plan. We say the
time has not yet come in these United States when an order of a
federal court must be whittled away, watered down, or shame-
fully withdrawn in the face of violent and unlawful acts of indi-
vidual citizens in opposition thereto.64

As the opening of the school year neared and the Supreme Court
took up the Little Rock case, one reporter found that “[t]he situation
at Little Rock looks infinitely more dangerous today than it did a
year ago.” Relman Morin wrote that “[s]entiment has crystallized.
Resistance to desegregating Central High School . . . has become
truly massive.” It was “a tense moment in the history of the South
and the whole nation.”65
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V V V

In spite of the alarm over Little Rock’s impact on international opin-
ion, when foreign opinion was surveyed it appeared at first glance
that in Western Europe the survey results were not much worse
than before. A November 1957 report found that “opinions of race
relations in the U.S. are highly unfavorable, but apparently have not
become materially more so as a result of Little Rock.” Compared to
April 1956, there were no great changes when survey respondents
were asked, “From impressions you have received from any sources,
would you tell me your opinion of the treatment of Negroes in the
U.S.[?]” According to the report, “[t]hat the Little Rock happenings
have apparently had no major effect in worsening opinion of the
treatment of Negroes in the U.S. . . . may be owing to the fact that
America’s standing in the area of race relations was already in a very
depressed state prior to the Arkansas desegregation incidents, and
hence not readily susceptible to further decrease.”66 Discrimination
against Autherine Lucy at the University of Alabama “was an inter-
national cause cClDbre in early 1956 and . . . in all probability did
much to lower U.S. standing in the race area to the very unfavorable
levels” found in April 1956. In other words, European opinion
could not go down because it was already so low. The figures were
quite discouraging. In Norway, 82 percent of respondents had a bad
opinion or a very bad opinion of the way the United States treated
African Americans. In Great Britain, France, and West Germany,
the percentages were 66 percent, 65 percent, and 53 percent, respec-
tively. In Italy, only 34 percent had a bad or very bad opinion of
U.S. race relations, but only 12 percent had a good or very good
opinion.67

According to the report, the lack of significant change in these
numbers did not mean that Little Rock had not had an effect. “The
absence of any general decline . . . does not preclude the possibility,
of course, that the Little Rock happenings have had considerable
effect in confirming and solidifying already held unfavorable atti-
tudes.” Such an occurrence was “rather strongly suggested” by the
survey results.68

A favorable overall opinion of the United States persisted despite
these highly negative views about race. The report suggested that
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this may have been due in part to the respondents’ belief that, over
the previous decade, “on balance Negroes in the U.S. have been
drawing closer to equality with whites.” There were policy implica-
tions from these survey results. The more favorable views about the
improvement of racial conditions over time “underscore the value of
making every effort to place recent racial developments in a broader
perspective” in the projection of America abroad.69 This broader
perspective, reflected in documents such as The Negro in American
Life, could present racial change as a gradual, democratic process
and America as being on a trajectory toward ever greater equality.

The USIA took on the task of developing a strategy for re-
sponding to international criticism. The director of planning for the
agency described its approach in a September 24, 1957, memoran-
dum for a staff report for the president:

As the Soviet propagandists step up their attacks on “racial
terror” in the United States following recent developments in
Little Rock, USIA media are attempting to minimize the
damage by summarizing anti-integration events on a factual
basis, supplying facts whenever possible to balance adverse
sensational items, quoting editorials and official statements
which indicate steady determined progress toward integra-
tion, and informally suggesting to friendly editors possible
constructive treatment.

The report noted that “USIS posts in all areas reported heavy but
reasoned coverage of the Little Rock episode” through the previous
week. “News photos were particularly damaging to U.S. prestige.”
The foreign relations crisis was continuing. “Agency officials are ap-
prehensive that this week’s violence in Little Rock will have serious
adverse public reaction abroad.”70

For its response, the State Department prepared “Talking Points
to Overcome Adverse Reaction to Little Rock Incident.” The docu-
ment was “intended for guidance on a world-wide basis.” The first
strategy recommended was to place the Little Rock crisis “in per-
spective.” To do that, U.S. officials could suggest that “[t]he events
at Little Rock are widely misunderstood and misinterpreted. Dis-
tressing as they are, they arise from the force and strength of the
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American people’s insistence upon complete equality. They mea-
sure, in a sense, the sweeping and basic character of one of the most
important reforms in our history.” The talking points stressed that
“marked progress toward integration” had been achieved “in most
parts of the country; it will inevitably spread throughout our entire
nation.” Unrest was perpetrated by a “small minority.” It was the
“basic nature of the American people” to be law abiding. Finally,
“[t]he President’s intervention has demonstrated the determination
of the American people and the effectiveness of the American system
in preserving the rights of the individual under law.” Overall, “tre-
mendous strides have been made in removing racial barriers in the
US.”71

Another way to put Little Rock in perspective was to talk about
the difficulties other nations faced. “The problems we are experienc-
ing are not unique to the US,” the talking points emphasized.
“These situations result from the effort of free societies to maintain
and expand the freedom and equality of the individual,” and were
“not be confused with those tragic disturbances that arise through
the efforts of certain other nations to repress human liberty.” Ulti-
mately, Little Rock provided an opportunity to compare Cold War
adversaries.

In the US, national authority is being used not to suppress in-
dividual equality and freedom but to uphold them. In the Lit-
tle Rock incident national authority has been invoked to
maintain equal rights of a minority. In the Soviet Union na-
tional authority has been repeatedly invoked to suppress the
rights of minorities.72

A USIA pamphlet on school desegregation, The Louisville Story,
was distributed before Little Rock news broke, and it provided a
useful counter to Little Rock. The American consulate in Port Eliza-
beth, South Africa, found these materials “most welcome.” After
distributing copies of the pamphlet, the Port Elizabeth Evening Post
published a story comparing Little Rock with Louisville in just the
way the consulate had hoped. According to the paper, “There is
trouble in Arkansas,” but “let us keep eruptions like this . . . affair
in perspective. Let us not be misled by news of such transitory hap-
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penings into believing that the vast programme for the removal of
the schools colour bar in the United States is not progressing very
well.” The Post believed that “[t]he truth about the ‘desegregation’
programme in the United States is that it is making surprisingly
smooth progress and already is far advanced.” To put Little Rock
in perspective, the paper described desegregation in Louisville. The
Louisville story was “told in a happy, illustrated brochure recently
published by the United States Information Service.” It highlighted
“the great change achieved in only three years in the United States,
since the Supreme Court ruled that to keep the children apart in
tax-supported schools was a denial of equal opportunity and, there-
fore, unconstitutional.” In spite of this “balanced” coverage, the
American consulate reported that South African blacks remained
“somewhat shocked” over Little Rock but “realized that the events
at Little Rock were counter . . . to U.S. national policy.”73

USIS staff in different countries supplied news media with mate-
rials on race in the United States that could result in coverage Ameri-
can officials were more comfortable with. As one American consul-
ate put it, “Through friendly contacts with the local editors and
others, we can, through judicious selection of materials, bring our
point of view to bear in different situations.” American efforts at
spin control had their successes. In Rio de Janeiro, the U.S. embassy
reported that “[s]everal papers frontpaged USIS photos showing
peaceful integration elsewhere.” According to a report concerning
U.S. efforts in Africa, Nigerians “were willing to accept our explana-
tion that Little Rock was not all of the US, nor was it typical of
America.” USIS material was also distributed in Australia to good
effect. It was used by prominent radio and television commentators.
“The effort was particularly effective in Sydney where a commenta-
tor who had previously been critical reversed his stand.”74

The USIA described its efforts to provide “perspective” on Little
Rock in a semiannual report to Congress. The agency’s strategy was
to present the crisis “in the context of the significant advances of
our Negro population as well as the general development of integra-
tion in the public schools.” The agency “supplied facts and photo-
graphs on typical integrated schools” for use in Voice of America
broadcasts and newsreels. Overseas officers organized discussions
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with “distinguished American Negro personalities.” For example,
singer Marian Anderson discussed American race relations during a
concert tour in Asia. As might be expected, the agency reported to
Congress, the source of its appropriations, that its efforts had been
successful. “Reports from posts abroad indicate that this consistent,
factual handling of the racial question contributed substantially to
the generally restrained and well-balanced reaction to the Little Rock
story overseas.” While there had been communist-inspired sensa-
tionalism, “the main body of responsible foreign newsmen and offi-
cials described the general situation accurately and referred to Little
Rock as an episode in a period of social change.”75

A reprieve from Little Rock coverage would come, but not quite
the way American officials would have hoped. On October 4, 1957,
the Soviet Union launched the Sputnik satellite, rushing dramati-
cally ahead of the United States in the space race. For Americans,
the idea of a Soviet spaceship circling overhead led to a crisis in
national confidence and, ultimately, a renewed commitment to im-
proving education as well as accelerating the space race itself. Inter-
nationally, Sputnik, following Little Rock, was a second blow to
U.S. prestige. In Genoa, Italy, news of Sputnik “crowded out Little
Rock coverage.” The American embassy reported that Sputnik had
had a “greater and more adverse impact upon local attitudes and
United States prestige.” Sputnik and a subsequent Soviet spacecraft
“for the time being overshadowed Little Rock and other U.S. racial
news items” in South Africa as well.76

When the initial shock of Sputnik had subsided, the task of reha-
bilitating America’s image remained. The double blow to U.S. pres-
tige in Arkansas and in the heavens made the task all that much
more compelling. As had been the case with Brown, strong federal
government action would always provide the greatest benefit. Rather
than spending their efforts placing negative news “in context” and
attempting to divert the world’s attention from racial incidents,
meaningful government action gave the USIA and other govern-
ment officials something worth reporting. In the Little Rock crisis,
helpful action came first in Eisenhower’s order to send in the troops.
It came again in the form of a definitive Supreme Court ruling in
Cooper v. Aaron.77
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V V V

When the school year ended at Central High in June 1958, Melba
Pattillo took her schoolbooks into the backyard of her home, placed
them in a pile, and set them on fire. The flames consuming her
schoolwork could not take away the searing memories of her diffi-
cult year, and the sixteen-year-old girl stared into the flames, won-
dering if she could go back the next fall. Eight of the nine African
American students had made it through the school year. Minnijean
Brown was expelled when, fed up with constant harassment by white
students, she retaliated. “One Nigger Down, Eight to Go” read cards
distributed by white high school students who supported segrega-
tion. At the end of the year, a measure of victory could be felt as
Ernest Green, the lone senior in the group, became the first African
American student ever to graduate from Central High School.78

While the summer provided a respite for the students, the politi-
cal and legal conflict over integration at Central High continued.
Governor Faubus called the state legislature into a special session on
August 26, just two days before the U.S. Supreme Court was to hear
the Little Rock case. The legislature passed a series of bills that gave
the governor broad latitude to oppose desegregation. As historian
Tony Freyer has put it, “the central purpose of most of the measures
was to establish a legal basis for closing any public schools under
court order to desegregate and to transfer public funds to private,
segregated institutions.”79

Because the opening of the school year in Little Rock was set for
the following Monday, the Supreme Court acted without delay. On
Friday, September 12, the day after oral arguments, the Court issued
a per curiam order unanimously affirming the judgment of the court
of appeals, thereby reinstating the original district court order to
enforce desegregation in Little Rock. A full opinion would follow
on September 29.80

In Arkansas, the Court’s order prompted Governor Faubus to put
his signature to the legislation passed during the summer’s special
session. One statute granted him authority to close public schools
“whenever the Governor shall determine that such action is neces-
sary in order to maintain the peace against actual or impending
domestic violence . . . because of integration of the races in any
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school of the district.” Faubus called for a local referendum in Little
Rock, as provided for under the new law, and on September 27 the
vote was 19,470 to 7,561 in favor of closing the schools rather than
desegregating. High school would not open in Little Rock that fall.81

On September 29, two days after the Little Rock referendum re-
jecting its judgment, the Supreme Court issued its opinion in Cooper
v. Aaron. The opinion was written by Justice William Brennan, but
it was signed by all nine members of the Court. Having all members
of the Court sign the opinion together reinforced the strength of
their unanimity behind the principles articulated in the case.82

The Court saw the case as raising “questions of the highest impor-
tance to the maintenance of our federal system of government.”
According to the Court, “[t]he constitutional rights of respondents
are not to be sacrificed or yielded to the violence and disorder which
have followed upon the actions of the Governor and Legislature. . . .
[L]aw and order are not here to be preserved by depriving the Negro
children of their constitutional rights.” The Court unanimously re-
affirmed its holding in Brown that segregated schools violated the
Fourteenth Amendment’s equal protection clause.

The principles announced in [Brown] and the obedience of
the States to them, according to the command of the Consti-
tution, are indispensable for the protection of the freedoms
guaranteed by our fundamental charter for all of us. Our con-
stitutional ideal of equal justice under law is thus made a liv-
ing truth.83

The Court’s strong statement in Cooper helped reinforce the point
the USIA and U.S. embassy staffs had been emphasizing for so long.
Cooper illustrated the working of American constitutionalism, and
it preserved the argument that racial equality was an American ideal.
While Brown had proclaimed that the tenets of American democracy
embodied in the Constitution were fundamentally inconsistent with
racial segregation, Cooper rescued that principle from the threat of
extinction posed by massive resistance.

The Supreme Court ruling in Cooper v. Aaron was widely covered
in the international press. The London Times described it in detail,
noting that the Court had “virtually exploded the Little Rock school
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case in a shining opinion which indirectly disposed of all attempts
in the south to evade the desegregation law.” The paper also covered
the continuing difficulties in Little Rock in detail but blamed the
problems on Governor Faubus, who “needed an issue if he were not
to be out of office at the end of his second term.”84 The paper carried
stories about Little Rock on a daily basis for much of September
1958, but the articles appeared on the interior pages. The impression
left by the Times’s coverage was that continuing racial tensions in
the South were attributable more to individual actors, such as Fau-
bus, than to the sanctioning of racism by the American government.

As the start of the school year approached in the fall of 1958, the
South China Morning Post in Hong Kong had expressed skepticism
about President Eisenhower’s commitment to desegregation, crit-
icizing the president’s lack of support for Brown. In the aftermath
of Cooper, however, Eisenhower was no longer the focus of concern.
The paper instead highlighted a speech in Hong Kong by Dickinson
College political science professor Donald Flaherty, who argued that
continuing difficulties were the product of American federalism.
Speaking at a Rotary Club luncheon, Flaherty told his audience that
the Little Rock crisis was “related to the U.S. system of govern-
ment,” and “there was always the possibility of strife between the
national government and one or more of the state governments
under the federal system.” Flaherty believed that “complete integra-
tion would be accomplished gradually. If this could be done peace-
fully . . . then the federal system of government would have achieved
something of major importance.” The Times of India carried a
lengthy analysis of federalism and desegregation by American jour-
nalist Anthony Lewis, who also argued that conflict over desegrega-
tion was a product of American federalism.85

In many other countries, the press highlighted Cooper, then cov-
ered continuing difficulties sporadically and off the front page. Little
Rock schools were closed. Massive resistance had taken hold in the
community, but these circumstances did not precipitate a foreign
affairs crisis.86

Social change in the Little Rock crisis was both dramatic and dra-
matically limited. President Eisenhower’s strong stand in sending in
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federal troops was a clear statement that the federal government
stood behind federal law. It showed, as well, that regardless of his
personal views, the president was committed to upholding the Su-
preme Court’s judgments. Yet when school reopened in Little Rock
in the fall of 1959, Jefferson Thomas was the lone African American
student in attendance at Central High. At Little Rock’s Hall High
School, three African American students were enrolled and 730
whites. By the spring of 1960, five African Americans could be
counted among Central’s student body of 1,515. The following
year, eight more African American students were assigned to these
schools. In spite of these tiny numbers, Central and Hall were now
regarded as desegregated schools.87

The small numbers of African American students at Little Rock
high schools did not reflect a reluctance of African American parents
to send their children to these schools. Rather, Little Rock had
adopted a student-assignment process benignly called a “Pupil Place-
ment Law.” Compared with the resistance measures of 1958, the
Arkansas pupil placement law was quite dispassionate. The purpose
of the act appeared on its face to have nothing to do with desegrega-
tion, but rather with the need for flexibility and selectivity in student
assignments. The legislature determined that “any general or arbi-
trary reallocation of pupils heretofore entered in the public school
system according to any rigid rule of proximity of residence or in
accordance solely with request on behalf of the pupil would be dis-
ruptive to orderly administration.” When a student wished to be
reassigned, a parent or guardian was required to file a petition with
the school board on behalf of the individual child. A hearing would
then be held to determine the appropriateness of the transfer. The
statute identified a long list of criteria relevant to pupil placement
decisions, including “[a]vailable room and teaching capacity . . . ;
the suitability of established curricula for particular pupils; the ade-
quacy of the pupil’s academic preparation . . . ; the scholastic apti-
tude and relative intelligence or mental energy or ability of the pupil;
the psychological qualification of the pupil . . . ; the psychological
effect upon the pupil of attendance at a particular school; . . . the
home environment of the pupil,” and on and on. The one factor
that spoke directly to the context of desegregation in Little Rock
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was the fact that in deciding whether a transfer was appropriate the
school board could take into consideration “the possibility of
breaches of the peace or ill will or economic retaliation within the
community.”88

Bureaucratizing the process meant that racial integration was
minimized. School boards now had a cumbersome process that by
itself would delay integration. They could use a long list of facially
neutral criteria as a basis for refusing individual requests by African
American students to attend white schools. As NAACP Legal De-
fense Fund lawyer Jack Greenberg put it, “violence and physical
obstruction having failed, bureaucracy in the form of pupil assign-
ment laws became the principal means of fighting integration.” The
Supreme Court nevertheless allowed such plans to stand. There
would be no drama attending the Court’s handling of this important
issue. The lack of fanfare would not cause this issue to go unnoticed.
To white southerners, the path was clear: bureaucratization could
accomplish most of what overt resistance had not.89

This lesson took hold in the South, yet the lesson was lost in
Africa and Asia. The international press did not notice the pupil
placement cases, perhaps because these cases did not undermine the
formal and abstract principle of racial equality articulated in Brown
and reaffirmed in Cooper. As a result, the bureaucratization of segre-
gation did not pose a threat to America’s democratic image. There
is no indication that the federal government was concerned with the
impact of pupil placement plans on foreign affairs, even though it
was clear that these plans would undermine efforts to integrate pub-
lic schools. National policy projected overseas continued to be
framed in the broad outlines of Cooper and Brown.90

In spite of its minimal impact on actual school desegregation, the
Supreme Court ruling in Cooper remained of tremendous signifi-
cance in another arena. Cooper safeguarded the basic principle of
Brown in the face of massive resistance. Cooper emphasized the su-
premacy of federal law and the role of the Court in defining federal
constitutional principles. In so doing, the Court protected the idea
of a rule of law. Individual rights could not be taken away by mob
violence. By upholding the basic principles of U.S. constitution-
alism, the Court protected the image of democracy. Cooper upheld
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the principle that American democracy functioned to protect indi-
vidual rights and that racial equality was a value the courts would
defend. Because of Cooper, the narrative of race and democracy in
The Negro in American Life would still have salience.

Measured, at least, by the degree and pace of integration, it may
be that Cooper succeeded more in maintaining democracy’s image
than in actually desegregating the schools. From the perspective of
President Eisenhower, the core interests at stake in Little Rock had
more to do with federal authority and foreign affairs than with racial
equality. Having established those broad principles, the president
and his administration withdrew their presence from the continuing
struggle. To the extent that safeguarding the image of America was
behind Eisenhower’s involvement, he got what he needed with Coo-
per v. Aaron. At this juncture, the Cold War imperative could be
addressed largely through formal pronouncements about the law.
More substantive social change would await another day.

HOLDING THE LINE IN LITTLE ROCK 151



 

C H A P T E R 5

Losing Control in Camelot

The shortest line between America and Addis
Ababa is now a straight wire from Alabama.

AMERICAN EMBASSY, NIAMEY,

TO DEPARTMENT OF STATE, MAY 21, 19631

On June 26, 1961, Malick Sow of the African nation of Chad was
on his way to Washington. The first ambassador to the United States
from this newly independent nation, Ambassador Sow planned to
present his credentials to President John F. Kennedy. The ambassa-
dor’s drive from New York, the site of the United Nations, to Wash-
ington, D.C., took him along Route 40 through Maryland. Sow
stopped along the highway for gas. Hoping to ease a headache, he
also stopped in at a diner for a cup of coffee. What happened in the
diner would not make Sow feel better but would instead create a
headache for the Kennedy Administration of an entirely different
sort. The ambassador was refused service. This diner did not serve
blacks.2

Ambassador Sow was one of many African diplomats discrimi-
nated against on Route 40 and elsewhere in the United States. Such
incidents were more than embarrassing to the diplomats and to the
Kennedy administration. They threatened U.S. relations with an
important new bloc of independent nations. Sow himself felt



 

“deeply hurt” by this incident. While he did not wish to “involve
his country in any scandal,” the ambassador did tell U.S. State De-
partment representatives that “situations like this make it very diffi-
cult for African diplomats to leave New York and Washington, and
that they make normal relations between the United States and Afri-
can countries very strained.”3

John F. Kennedy was elected president in 1960, “the Year of Af-
rica.” Between January and November of that year, seventeen Afri-
can nations achieved independence. A total of twenty-five former
colonies on the continent had now been liberated. Eight more would
follow while Kennedy was in office.4 Africans were particularly at-
tuned to U.S. racial problems. As a result, State Department officials
were greatly troubled by the implications of discrimination for U.S.
national security. One concern—a motivating issue since the late
1940s—was how race discrimination in the United States would
affect Cold War alignments. Would race discrimination make it less
likely that African and Asian nations would ally themselves with the
United States and against the Soviet Union? There were practical
consequences for United Nations politics as well. Would race dis-
crimination make it more difficult for the United States to gain
support for its positions in the UN from African and Asian nations?
Would that affect the usefulness of the UN as a forum for the nation
to further its interests in the global community?

While the impact of domestic racial issues on the nation’s diplo-
matic interests was of concern during the Truman and Eisenhower
years, the issue took on even greater importance during the Kennedy
administration. “[R]acism and discrimination . . . had a major im-
pact on my life as secretary of state,” noted Dean Rusk. “Stories of
racial discrimination in the United States and discriminatory treat-
ment accorded diplomats from the many newly independent coun-
tries of the old colonial empires began to undermine our relations
with these countries.” The relationship between civil rights and
Cold War foreign affairs was so well understood at this time that
leaders sometimes felt the need to stress that civil rights reform was
motivated by other objectives as well. As Democratic National Com-
mittee Deputy Chairman Louis Martin would stress, “[L]et it be
clear, in our own hearts and minds, that it is not entirely because of
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the Cold War, not merely because of the economic waste of discrimi-
nation, that we are committed to achieving true equality of opportu-
nity. The basic reason is because it is right.”5

The Year of Africa was also the year of the Greensboro, North
Carolina, lunch counter sit-ins. The civil rights movement entered
a new phase as activists increasingly used the tactic of nonviolent
civil disobedience to challenge segregation and to direct attention to
their struggle. The movement would be very effective in keeping
worldwide attention focused on civil rights in the United States.6

Just as the movement entered a new phase, the early 1960s
brought a new era in Cold War politics, both domestic and interna-
tional. Overseas, the Cold War intensified in 1960 as the Soviets
shot down an American U-2 plane over Soviet airspace. President
Eisenhower had given his word that the United States was not send-
ing reconnaissance flights over the Soviet Union, and he was caught
in a lie. Cold War tensions increased in Kennedy’s first year in office
when the United States engaged in a failed attempt to overthrow
Cuban leader Fidel Castro in the Bay of Pigs. During the 1962
Cuban missile crisis, American leaders and the American public wor-
ried that the world had come too close to nuclear war. Only one
year later President Kennedy would shift course, edging toward
dCtente with the Soviets and proposing a nuclear test ban treaty.7

At home, McCarthyism had been repudiated. Led by a progres-
sive Supreme Court, the nation entered a period of greater tolerance
of the right to dissent. Critics of the U.S. government had their
passports restored. W. E. B. DuBois used his renewed freedom to
travel to leave the United States and spend his last years in Ghana.
Newer voices in the civil rights movement found that criticizing the
United States overseas might have consequences, but losing one’s
passport was much less likely to be one of them.8

During the early 1960s, the civil rights movement no longer
seemed bounded within the framework imposed during the McCar-
thy era. Activists still invoked the idea of American democracy in
their rhetoric, and the icons of American democracy in their protest.
Yet critiquing the nature of American democracy led to fewer federal
consequences, at least on the surface. Red-baiting of the movement
continued, but often behind the scenes. The consequences of protest
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at the hands of state authorities in the South, the Klan, and the
forces of massive resistance remained, of course, as brutal as ever.9

As the movement broadened and shifted to the left, the federal
government found itself needing to listen to new voices, to harsher
critics. A posture of reluctant engagement characterized President
Kennedy’s response to the movement during the first two years of
his presidency, until in 1963, when he embraced civil rights and
appeared to make that cause his own.

Although John F. Kennedy took steps to court African American
voters during the 1960 campaign, civil rights reform was not a high
priority for the new president as he entered office. Kennedy’s own
aides considered him rather uninterested in civil rights. Harris Wof-
ford, Kennedy’s advisor on civil rights during the 1960 presidential
campaign, was later asked whether, at that time, he “had any feeling
. . . that the President had a particular interest in the problem of
civil rights or did he recognize it as a political problem?” Wofford
answered, “the latter.” Wofford felt that during this period “civil
rights was not a high priority for Kennedy.” Instead, “his chief con-
cern then and very possibly . . . to the end of his life, was foreign
policy and peace and relations with the Soviet Union.” According
to Wofford, such issues “always seemed to be the dominant issues
for him.”10

During the campaign, Kennedy realized that he had “a problem”
with African American voters. Although weak on civil rights, Ken-
nedy had made a name for himself in another area that many black
voters cared about: African affairs. He had harshly criticized Eisen-
hower’s lack of support for Algerian independence in 1957. During
the campaign, Kennedy courted the black vote by drawing upon his
record of support for African independence. According to Richard
D. Mahoney, “[t]he strategy was to use concern for Africa as a means
of wooing American blacks without alienating Southern whites.”
This was “a minor classic in political exploitation of foreign policy.”11

Harris Wofford had drafted many of Kennedy’s speeches on Af-
rica, and Kennedy turned to him to help with civil rights. Carrying
out Wofford’s advice, Kennedy promised to end discrimination in
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federal housing programs “with the stroke of a pen,” since that ac-
tion could be taken by executive order. However, at the end of his
first year in office, with no order in sight, civil rights activists sent
thousands of pens to the White House to pressure Kennedy to fulfill
his promise. The administration had a civil rights agenda, but its
priorities were not always the priorities of the movement. The Jus-
tice Department decided to focus its civil rights efforts on voting
rights. As Kennedy aide Arthur Schlesinger put it, voting was per-
ceived as “the keystone in the struggle against segregation.” Also,
the vote “did not incite social and sexual anxieties” in the way that
integration did. As a result, “[c]oncentrating on the right to vote . . .
seemed the best available means of carrying the mind of the white
South.” Yet civil rights leaders were dissatisfied with Kennedy. Ac-
cording to Carl Brauer, “in his first year in office, President Kennedy
had done little that regular Southern Democrats could not tolerate.”
Facing an election year, liberal Democratic senators urged the presi-
dent to back civil rights legislation in 1962, but the president de-
clined. The justification for his stance on civil rights in the face of
increasing pressure from the civil rights movement and from some
members of his own staff and party was that moving forward on civil
rights legislation would jeopardize his other initiatives in Congress.12

Recognizing that Kennedy’s priorities were elsewhere, civil rights
leaders argued that civil rights reform was crucial to the president’s
objectives for economic growth and foreign policy. In a confidential
memorandum to the president, Roy Wilkins and Arnold Aaronson
of the NAACP suggested:

As the criterion by which our democratic professions are mea-
sured in many parts of globe, civil rights is and will increas-
ingly be an important aspect of our foreign relations. And
without progress on civil rights, we shall be unable to achieve
the full utilization of our manpower resources so indispens-
able to accelerated economic growth. Action on civil rights,
therefore, cannot be postponed pending the accomplishment
of other foreign and domestic goals but, being inseparable
from them, must proceed simultaneously with them.

Civil rights was therefore not a distraction from the president’s other
objectives. Instead, it was “the third leg of the stool.”13
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Wilkins and Aaronson argued that more would be required of
Kennedy than his predecessors. “The world-wide movement of col-
ored people for emancipation and self-determination has given a
momentum to the civil rights cause in our own country—a momen-
tum that will accelerate rapidly in the months and years ahead.”
Because of that, “[t]he pace of our government’s civil rights effort
must be accelerated,” not only because it was just, but also “to avoid
increased frustration, bitterness, tension and strife.” The nation
needed a civil rights “breakthrough.”14

A Kennedy administration “breakthrough” on civil rights would
be some time in coming. In the meantime, one way to improve the
nation’s standing overseas was to send Peace Corps volunteers to
Africa and other parts of the world. As Elizabeth Cobbs Hoffman
has suggested, “At the top of the Peace Corps’ list of implicit goals
was to show skeptical observers from the new nations that Americans
were not monsters.” The nation’s bad press on civil rights could be
ameliorated through one-on-one contact with American volunteers.15

The year before Kennedy took office, the civil rights movement
took an important turn. On February 1, 1960, four African Ameri-
can college students held a sit-in at the segregated lunch counter at
Woolworth’s in Greensboro, North Carolina. The North Carolina
protest inspired others, and by August 1961 more than seventy
thousand people had participated in sit-ins and more than three
thousand had been arrested. Student involvement in the sit-ins and
other movement activity was a catalyst behind the founding of the
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) in April
1960. Encouraged by Ella Baker of the Southern Christian Leader-
ship Conference (SCLC), students created their own organization,
which would be a major force in the civil rights movement. The civil
rights movement was developing a broader base and was increasingly
turning to the tactic of nonviolent civil disobedience.16

In May 1961, the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) planned
to use direct action to challenge segregation in interstate bus travel.
The Supreme Court had ruled that segregation was unlawful in inter-
state transit, and in 1960 that ruling was extended to interstate busses
and terminals. In spite of federal law, however, interstate bus travelers
were still segregated in southern states. CORE planned to have an
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interracial group ride together on a nonsegregated basis to test com-
pliance with the Court’s rulings. It was called the Freedom Ride.17

Thirteen Freedom Riders departed from Washington, D.C. on
May 4 on two Trailways busses. Their destination was New Orleans.
The Freedom Ride encountered resistance along the way. Tensions
heightened when the riders arrived in Alabama. Outside Anniston,
one bus was firebombed. In Anniston and Birmingham, riders were
brutally attacked by mobs. Rider Walter Bergman suffered perma-
nent brain damage, and many others required medical care for beat-
ing injuries and smoke inhalation. The riders were committed to
continuing their journey, but no bus drivers would take them. With
Justice Department help, the Freedom Riders instead flew to New
Orleans.18

Hoping to prove to the world that violence would not stymie civil
rights protest, SNCC sent in reinforcements. On May 20, SNCC
members continued the Freedom Ride from Birmingham to Mont-
gomery. President Kennedy thought he had assurance from Alabama
Governor John Patterson that the riders would be protected, but a
mob of a thousand met the riders and savagely beat them. Justice
Department aide John Siegenthaler was attacked and knocked un-
conscious in the melee. Martin Luther King Jr. then came to the city,
addressing a mass meeting that itself became the target of violence.
President Kennedy was forced to act, and sent six hundred federal
marshals to the scene.19

A weak and battered James Zwerg, interviewed from his hospital
bed, told a nationwide television audience that the ride would go
on. “We will continue the Freedom Ride, . . . no matter what hap-
pens. We’ll take hitting, we’ll take beating. We’re willing to accept
death.” The riders would keep coming until they could ride free of
segregation, “just as American citizens.”20

President Kennedy was angered by the Freedom Riders’ persis-
tence. As biographer Richard Reeves put it, the president was upset
in part because the violence against the riders was “exactly the kind
of thing the Communists used to make the United States look bad
around the world.” He told civil rights advisor Harris Wofford,
“Stop them! Get your friends off those buses!” Kennedy felt that the
movement was “embarrassing him and the country on the eve of
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the meeting in Vienna with Khrushchev.” He was preparing for his
first presidential trip overseas, and he hoped to draw the world’s
attention away from the disaster at the Bay of Pigs and establish
himself as a confident and accomplished world leader. The Freedom
Riders interfered with these objectives. According to Wofford, Ken-
nedy “supported every American’s right to stand up or sit down for
his rights—but not to ride for them in the spring of 1961.”21

Kennedy had reason to be concerned with the overseas impact of
the violence against the Freedom Riders, for the international reac-
tion to these events was harsh. The USIA later reported that “[a]s-
sessed in terms of its impact on the American image abroad, the
Alabama racial incident was highly detrimental.” Worldwide news
accounts “presented a stark picture of developments in Alabama
even though conscious distortion in free world reporting was limited
and efforts to present some balance or at least exercise some restraint
were common in most areas of the world.” Some regions of the
world—Western Europe, India and parts of Southeast Asia—ap-
plauded Kennedy’s action and discussed American racial progress,
but still the USIA reported that editorial comment suggested that
the incident “had dealt a severe blow to U.S. prestige which might
adversely effect its position of leadership in the free world as well as
weaken the overall effectiveness of the Western alliance.”22

The Pakistani Observer suggested that “[t]he race riots in Alabama
seem to out-Little Rocked [sic] Little Rock.” The Moroccan Al Fair
thought that these incidents were “compromising the U.S. position
of world leadership,” yet believed that Kennedy administration ac-
tion would address this problem. The Ghanaian Times suggested
that “[s]urely the Negro problem on the earth as well as the plight
of oppressed peoples in Africa and elsewhere demand much more
serious attention and consideration than the sending of a man to
the moon.” Reports from Moscow first characterized the events as
indicative of the American “way of life” and later emphasized their
impact on U.S. standing around the world. Meanwhile, the USIA
reported that “Chinese Communist wireless files to all parts of the
world reflect a business-like effort on the part of Peking propagan-
dists to sharpen the tools of their craft in a blunt exploitation of
racial tensions in the United States.” Peking accounts “bore down
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 President John F. Kennedy and Nigerian Prime Minister Sir Abubakar Tafawa
Balewa at the White House following talks between the two leaders, July 27,
1961. When African leaders traveling in the United States encountered race
discrimination, it led to embarrassing diplomatic problems for the Kennedy
administration. (UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)

hard on the theme that rampant racism has ‘exposed’ the savage
nature of American freedom and democracy.”23

According to the USIA, of even more concern than the media
reports were “the largely unvoiced private views of the masses of
‘colored’ peoples throughout the world who are known to be hyper-
sensitive on the question of racial discrimination.” The agency felt
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 Freedom Rider James Zwerg, recovering in a Montgomery, Ala-
bama, hospital bed, caresses a newspaper with front-page coverage
of his brutal beating, May 20, 1961. The civil rights movement made
effective use of the media, broadening national and international
support for civil rights reform. (UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)

that “[r]eliable reports . . . suggest that racial incidents in the U.S.
frequently are seen as a general reflection of what they believe to be
the superior or, at best, condescending attitude which the ‘whites’
have toward the ‘non-whites.’ ” Resentment about racism “feeds
upon U.S. racial incidents and may well be a much stronger force
in shaping their response to the West over the long-haul.”24
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The president’s concerns about the impact of these incidents on
the Vienna talks were echoed in the London Daily Telegraph: “It is
a pity that the Russians and Chinese in their endless efforts to foster
hatred of America, who have made great play with the disturbances
at Little Rock, should have another opportunity on the eve of the
President’s meeting with Khrushchev.” Other papers thought that
Kennedy had displayed courage in intervening in Alabama, and in
the words of the London Daily Express, had “proven to an anxious
world that the Kennedy brothers are as ready to defend the ideals of
individual liberty within the borders of the United States as they are
to act outside. . . . On the eve of perhaps the most vital personal
confrontation in post-war history . . . between President Kennedy
and Mr. Khrushchev, that is an incalculable contribution not only
to American prestige but to Western unity.”25

Ultimately, the Kennedy administration handled the crisis in a
manner that helped minimize mob violence and negative headlines,
but without protecting federal rights. Following negotiations be-
tween the administration and Mississippi’s governor, when the Free-
dom Ride arrived in Jackson, Mississippi, on May 24, police officers
were on hand and kept the peace. The officers directed the riders
from the bus, through the waiting rooms, and into paddy wagons.
The riders were arrested, convicted of breach of the peace, and sen-
tenced to sixty-seven-day jail terms. The federal government did not
intervene.26

The Freedom Rides provided an early and dramatic example for
the Kennedy administration of the way that civil rights movement
activities, coupled with violent southern white reaction, created civil
rights crises that demanded federal government attention. President
Kennedy could not fully define the place of civil rights in his admin-
istration’s overall agenda. He could not control the nature and tim-
ing of the issues. Civil rights crises would periodically demand the
president’s attention and concern. Because federal rights were at
stake, because law and order demanded it, because it had an impact
on his image as a national leader, because it harmed U.S. prestige
abroad, Kennedy would find himself increasingly involved in civil
rights.

162 CHAPTER FIVE



 

As Kennedy’s first year in office drew to a close, the administra-
tion took stock of its accomplishments. Achievements on the civil
rights front were included on a draft list of “Major Foreign Policy
Measures Taken by the Kennedy Administration.” The administra-
tion’s foreign policy activity including encouraging “the orderly evo-
lution of desegregation in the United States. This has had a favorable
effect overseas. Progress in the fields of civil rights and education
have been noteworthy.”27 It was clear that the Kennedy administra-
tion’s foreign affairs objectives would be enhanced by civil rights
reform.

In September 1962, the University of Mississippi in Oxford handed
the Kennedy administration a civil rights crisis that would resonate
even more forcefully overseas then the Freedom Rides had done.
James Meredith, a resident of Mississippi, applied to the university
and was rejected solely because he was African American. Meredith
sued the university, and in June 1962 the Fifth Circuit Court of
Appeals ruled that Meredith’s exclusion was unconstitutional. After
the U.S. Supreme Court declined to review the case, Mississippi
Governor Ross Barnett responded that the state would “not surren-
der to the evil and illegal forces of tyranny.” Ultimately, with Barnett
recalcitrant and mobs on campus protesting Meredith, Kennedy
sent in federal marshals. Through the night of September 30, a
battle raged between troops and demonstrators. Two people were
killed, including a French reporter, and hundreds were wounded.
The next morning, with troops in control of the campus, Meredith
was registered.28

The violence in Oxford and the federal role in managing the crisis
were widely followed overseas. Although dramatic racial conflict
harmed the nation’s image abroad, the Meredith incident, like Little
Rock before it, also provided an opportunity for demonstrating the
federal government’s resolve. In England, the Manchester Guardian
noted that “[i]n the world outside Mississippi’s long night has al-
ready done serious damage to America’s name.” Yet along with many
international commentators, the Guardian believed that the federal
government’s role was “proof that the killers and rioters are not a
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portent but a remnant.” In Sweden, the Stockhoms-Tidningen
thought that “[t]here is hardly to be found a corresponding example
in the world of a Government so powerfully protecting the rights of
a minority. In the midst of tragedy, this is a victory for American
democracy and for the ideas upon which it rests.” In contrast, how-
ever, a survey of university students in Bogot0 reported that the
crisis damaged U.S. prestige abroad and undermined the president’s
standing.29

Even in Africa, many critics of the United States found reasons
to praise Kennedy’s actions. The USIA reported the “[n]oteworthy
. . . fact that some African sources exemplified by Sudan, Ghana,
and Libya, often critical of the United States in the past and particu-
larly so when racial incidents occur, have not in this case launched
attacks on America but have instead praised the federal action.” In
Nigeria, Kenya, and Ethiopia, newspapers had “displayed consider-
able understanding of the difficulties faced by the American govern-
ment with this problem.” In Kenya, the Daily Nation thought that
“the words ‘Little Rock’ and ‘Oxford, Mississippi’ should be consid-
ered . . . as a vindication of American democracy.” According to the
paper, “In each case we have seen the federal authorities, working
through the channel of the decisions of the Supreme Court, pursu-
ing honestly and fearlessly a policy aimed at eradicating the taint of
racialism from American life.” The coverage in some African news-
papers, however, was searing. The Moroccan La Nation saw Mere-
dith as “a symbol as he enters the university between a double hedge
of armed soldiers. Let us wish that his name remains that of the last
American to be wounded in heart and flesh because he is a Negro.”
The local press in Katanga argued that “[t]he United States is incapa-
ble of establishing a multiracial society in their own country” and
suggested that it was time to consider sending a United Nations
delegation “to the United States to protect the rights of black Ameri-
can citizens.”30

The former governor general of India was impressed by President
Kennedy’s handling of the Mississippi crisis. He told U.S. Ambassa-
dor Chester Bowles that “as far as he knows this is the first time in
the history of the world that any nation has ever demonstrated so
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dramatically its respect for law. Where else, he asked, could we ex-
pect to see a government throw thousands of men and huge re-
sources behind the application of a single individual to enter a uni-
versity because the law said he had a right to be there.” Such
reactions convinced Bowles that the United States had now drama-
tized that racial discrimination was illegal and that the federal gov-
ernment was committed to opposing it. Bowles believed that the
Meredith situation could be “a turning point not only in our strug-
gle against segregation in this country, but in our efforts to make
the people of Asia, Africa and Latin America understand what we
are trying to do.”31

The international impact was not lost on members of the admin-
istration. As Arthur Schlesinger put it,

President Kennedy’s action had a profound effect around the
world, most of all in Africa. As the delegate from Upper
Volta put it in the UN General Assembly, segregation unques-
tionably existed in the United States, but what is important is
that the Government of the United States did not make an in-
stitution of this. It does not praise the policy. On the con-
trary, it energetically fights it. For one small Negro to go to
school, it threatens governors and judges with prison . . . it
sends troops to occupy the University of Mississippi.

In Schlesinger’s view, the administration’s actions in Mississippi had
concrete foreign relations benefits. “Three weeks after Oxford,
SCkou TourC and Ben Bella were prepared to deny refueling facilities
to Soviet planes bound for Cuba during the missile crisis.” The les-
son was clear. The nation’s world leadership and security were en-
hanced by efforts to secure civil rights at home.32

Although federal action at the University of Mississippi was
widely praised, the overall impact of this crisis remained troubling.
Assessing worldwide press coverage, the USIA noted that the re-
strained editorial comment was “overshadowed by the massive news
reporting on the incident. Despite the factual nature of news cover-
age based primarily on Western wire services, the vivid portrayal in
news reports and wire photos of the more sensational aspects of the
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incident—such as rioting and bloodshed—may well have left a more
lasting impression of the less palatable aspects of the racial situation
in the U.S.” Moderate editorial comment could not overcome vis-
ceral news reporting on the actual events. The USIA’s concerns bore
themselves out in a subsequent 1962 report, which found that “[r]a-
cial prejudice is the chief blemish on the image of the American
people abroad, even among the majority of citizens of non-Commu-
nist nations who hold the United States in high esteem.”33

USIA reports detailing the widespread international media cover-
age of the Mississippi crisis crossed the president’s desk, and he was
concerned about Mississippi’s impact on the U.S. image abroad.
Kennedy had been critical of Eisenhower’s handling of the Little
Rock crisis. As Richard Reeves put it, he had hoped “there would
be no photo opportunities on his watch that would embarrass the
United States all over the world.” In the aftermath of the Mississippi
crisis, Kennedy wondered how Mississippi compared with Little
Rock. How did the world react to his administration’s handling of
the crisis, compared to the reaction to Eisenhower’s action in Little
Rock? The USIA responded with a detailed report on the interna-
tional reaction to the crisis at Ole Miss. The lessons to be drawn
from it were clear. Definitive federal action in civil rights crises
would have a positive effect on the nation’s image abroad. A more
passive civil rights stance might serve the president’s interest in not
alienating the South before the 1964 election and in keeping his
other legislative priorities from getting sidetracked by a congres-
sional battle over civil rights. An active posture, however, would
better serve U.S. foreign affairs.34

If things remained quiet, this trade-off could be avoided, at least
for a time. With the Mississippi crisis over, the Kennedy administra-
tion might have hoped for a breathing spell. Yet as long as discrimi-
nation and disenfranchisement plagued the nation, the image of
democracy would be at risk. And the rank and file of the civil rights
movement did not shy away from protest actions out of fear of
harming the nation’s image abroad. Instead, the movement ques-
tioned the truth of American rhetoric. As protest actions met with
violent resistance, the movement kept the gaze of the international
media focused on race in America.
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V V V

A particularly awkward and persistent problem for the administra-
tion was discrimination against black foreign diplomats. Troubling
incidents occurred with increasing frequency as UN delegates from
newly independent nations came to the United States. Dean Rusk
recalled one incident:

Early in the Kennedy years a black delegate to the United
Nations landed in Miami on his way to New York. When
the passengers disembarked for lunch, the white passengers
were taken to the airport restaurant; the black delegate re-
ceived a folding canvas stool in a corner of the hangar and a
sandwich wrapped with waxed paper. He then flew on to
New York, where our delegation asked for his vote on
human rights issues.35

Rusk believed that incidents like this were “a severe barrier to cordial
relations with many foreign states.” The State Department Protocol
Office tried to handle difficulties faced by foreign diplomats, but
Rusk quickly discovered that the problems were deep-seated and
“depended on racial progress throughout Washington and indeed
the entire country. We could not expect an African diplomat to gain
privileges and services denied black Americans. Nor could we expect
him to display his diplomatic passport every time he wanted to eat
or get a haircut.” For these reasons, as well as, Rusk said, “the simple
rightness of the cause,” the State Department worked on antisegre-
gation efforts, throwing “its full weight behind the Civil Rights Acts
of 1964 and 1965, and especially legislation dealing with public
accommodations.”36

A source of particular concern was Maryland’s Highway 40, the
route taken by many diplomats on the drive from the United Na-
tions in New York City to the nation’s capital. Time after time,
when African diplomats stopped for a bite to eat, they were refused
service at Maryland restaurants. Such incidents upset the diplomats
and often generated a hostile press reaction in their home country.
The implications of discrimination for U.S. relations with these
countries concerned Kennedy administration staffers. As Chester
Bowles remarked,
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Now you have some 20 new nations in Africa. You have, of
course, all the new nations of Asia. The UN has grown from
50 nations in the last few years to a hundred. They are all
coming to the United States because the UN is here and be-
cause they look on this as a country of great promise. . . . And
they come here and, of course, some of them get into all kinds
of difficulties with some of our own ways of doing things.
And they go home, a lot of them, pretty upset individuals.37

Upon hearing of these incidents, President Kennedy’s initial reac-
tion was that African ambassadors shouldn’t be driving on Highway
40. They should fly. “It’s a hell of a road,” he said. “I used to drive
it years ago, but why would anybody want to drive it today when
you can fly? Tell these ambassadors I wouldn’t think of driving from
New York to Washington. Tell them to fly!” According to Harris
Wofford, Kennedy’s reaction led State Department officials to won-
der whether the president was behind their efforts to end discrimina-
tion on Route 40. Still, as Carl M. Brauer notes, because Kennedy
“wanted to improve America’s image in the Third World and be-
cause he had served as chairman of a Senate subcommittee on Africa,
Kennedy came to office disposed to be especially sensitive to this
problem.”38

The seriousness of the problem required a systematic response.
The administration established a new program within the State De-
partment Protocol Office. The Office of Special Protocol Services,
and its director Pedro Sanjuan, worked on long-term solutions to
the problem of race discrimination against foreign diplomats. While
Sanjuan was charged with handling the vast array of difficulties for-
eign diplomats encountered throughout the country, a particular
focus of his work was Route 40. When a bill prohibiting discrimina-
tion in public accommodations was introduced in the Maryland
state legislature, Sanjuan testified in favor of the bill on behalf of
the Department of State. Federal government involvement in state
legislative action would seem to be a great breach of federalism.
Sanjuan acknowledged that some people might wonder “why the
Department of State is interested in what may appear to some to
be an internal matter within the State of Maryland.” He recast his
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appearance as “a request by the Department of State for the assis-
tance of the State of Maryland in insuring the success of the foreign
policy of the United States.” The State Department strongly sup-
ported the bill because it would “eliminate a source of embar-
rassment that greatly damages our relations with not only the neutral
nations of the world, but many nations which are stoutly with us in
the fight for freedom.” The importance of civil rights to U.S. foreign
relations seemed to take precedence over the usual boundaries be-
tween state and federal authority.39

Sanjuan drew an analogy between this request for assistance and
the U.S. government’s appeal to private industry to help by building
better weapons during World War II. This time the war was a Cold
War, and the weapons required were different. “GIVE US THE
WEAPONS TO CONDUCT THIS WAR OF HUMAN DIG-
NITY,” he urged. “The fight for decency against Communism is
everyone’s war in America.” After an initial setback, the Maryland
public accommodations bill was passed by the state legislature in
January 1963.40

The impact of race in America on international politics came to a
head in the spring of 1963 in Birmingham, Alabama. On May 3,
more than a thousand African American children and teenagers em-
barked on a civil rights march. Birmingham’s jails were already filled
with protesters, so it was Police Commissioner Eugene “Bull” Con-
nor’s objective to deter the demonstrators without arresting them.
To do that, he used fire hoses. The strength of the city’s high-pres-
sure hoses knocked down protesters. Water guns were backed up by
police dogs that lunged at demonstrators.41

The police tactics did not deter Birmingham’s determined civil
rights movement, but they had a profound impact that Connor may
not have contemplated. Dramatic photographs in newspapers
throughout the country captured the nation’s attention, focusing
concern on the need for civil rights reform. News coverage through-
out the world underscored international concerns about racial injus-
tice in America.42

On May 14, 1963, the USIA reported that the Soviet Union had
“stepped up its propaganda on Birmingham over the weekend to
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campaign proportions, devoting about one fifth of its radio output
to the subject.” This propaganda was more extensive than during
the Meredith dispute. In most other countries, with the exception
of African nations, “coverage has been unexpectedly moderate and
factual, except in the Communist and leftist press.” Nevertheless,
“the damaging pictures of dogs and fire hoses have been extremely
widely used.” In Lagos, Nigeria, for example, “substantial improve-
ment over [the] past two years in Nigerian public understanding of
progress in U.S. race relations is being rapidly eroded by reports,
photographs and TV coverage from Alabama. Growing adverse local
reactions [are] in marked contrast [to the] situation at [the] time [of
the] Meredith case when [the] strong stand [of the] Federal Govern-
ment [was] widely understood and applauded.” In Kenya, police
dogs and fire hoses were featured on television, and front page news-
paper stories featured headlines such as: “Riots Flare in U.S.
South—Infants Sent to Jail.” The nation also took a “heavy beating
in Ghana over Birmingham.” The U.S. embassy in Accra reported
that the United States had “definitely lost ground” due to the crisis.43

When trouble began in Birmingham, as John Walton Cotman
put it, initially “President Kennedy did not take the lead in promot-
ing civil rights” in that city. “Prior to May 3rd the President made
no discernable attempt to confront the clear pattern of Bill of Rights
violations, systematic abuse of police authority and police brutal-
ity. . . . President Kennedy was cautious and conservative,” Cotman
argues, “only acting when forced to by political crisis.”44

Following the May 3 demonstrations, Kennedy called a meeting
of his top advisors. According to Burke Marshall, the reason for
the meeting was that Birmingham “was a matter of national and
international concern at the time because of the mass of demonstra-
tions.” The administration was under pressure to take action, yet
the course of federal involvement was unclear. As Marshall remem-
bered it, “the pictures of the police dogs and fire hoses going
throughout the country stirred the feelings of every Negro in the
country, most whites in the country, and I suppose particularly col-
ored persons throughout the world. And all of that emotion was
directed at President Kennedy. ‘Why didn’t he do something?’ ” The
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concern about Birmingham’s impact led the administration to play
a key role in resolving the crisis. Kennedy dispatched Marshall to
the city, and Marshall helped manage negotiations that led to an
agreement between the SCLC, the local government, and the busi-
ness community. Under the pact, steps would be taken to desegre-
gate facilities in large department stores, redress employment dis-
crimination, and release jailed civil rights demonstrators.45

Yet once Birmingham had focused the world’s attention on racial
brutality in America, resolving problems on the local level would
not fully resolve the crisis. As with so many civil rights crises in the
1960s, Birmingham required a global, as well as a local, response.

In Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, the diplomatic consequences of dis-
crimination reached a particularly dramatic level. African leaders had
gathered in that city for an historic moment of an entirely different
kind. On May 22, 1963, Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia con-
vened the Conference of African Heads of States and Governments.
Gathered together were heads of state and other representatives of
all but two independent African nations.46 This was a moment, Se-
lassie told the assembled leaders, “without parallel in history.”

We stand today on the stage of world affairs, before the audi-
ence of world opinion. . . . Africa is today in mid-course, in
transition from the Africa of Yesterday to the Africa of Tomor-
row. . . . The task on which we have embarked—the making
of Africa—will not wait. We must act to shape and mould
the future and leave our imprint on events as they pass into
history.47

The task before this body was to chart the future of African politics.
Out of the meeting would come the Organization of African Unity.
It was Selassie’s hope that this gathering, and the foundation it laid,
would ultimately bear fruit in the formation of a unified Africa,
operating as a political body like the United States of America or
the Soviet Union.48

Over the next few days, African leaders worked together to pro-
duce a series of resolutions embodying their common goals and aspi-
rations. As they did so, the focus of their deliberations strayed far
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from the shores of Africa. These heads of state believed that their own
interests were implicated in a dramatic conflict many miles away.

The news of Birmingham was fresh in the minds of African lead-
ers as they gathered in Addis Ababa. On the second day of the con-
ference, Prime Minister Milton Obote of Uganda released an open
letter to President Kennedy protesting the treatment of African
American demonstrators in Birmingham.

The Negroes who, even while the conference was in session,
have been subjected to the most inhuman treatment, who
have been blasted with fire hoses cranked up to such pressure
that the water could strip bark off trees, at whom the police
have deliberately set snarling dogs, are our own kith and kin.
The only offences which these people have committed are
that they are black and that they have demanded the right to
be free and to hold their heads up as equal citizens of the
United States.49

These matters were relevant to African leaders, for “the tasks before
us of effecting closer union of African states both in the political
and economic fields necessarily include the emancipation of the peo-
ple of dark races, and . . . colonialism and race discrimination are
one of the fundamental issues for the future of our civilization.”
Obote believed that “[n]othing is more paradoxical than that these
events should take place in the United States and at a time when
that country is anxious to project its image before the world screen
as the archtype of democracy and the champion of freedom.” Afri-
cans, who had “borne the white-man’s burden for . . . centuries, . . .
feel that our own freedom and independence would be a mere sham
if our black brethren elsewhere in Africa and in the United States
still remain in political, social and economic bondage.” Obote told
President Kennedy that “the eyes and ears of the world are concen-
trated on events in Alabama and it is the duty of the free world and
more so of the countries that hold themselves up as the leaders of
that free world to see that all of their citizens, regardless of the colour
of their skin, are free.”50

According to the U. S. embassy in Addis Ababa, the idea for this
critique of the United States came from an “American Negro black
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Muslim representative, resident [of ] Cairo,” who had “been very
active in lobbying among journalists and delegates to [the] confer-
ence against racial discrimination in [the] US.” Accordingly, this
episode may be an example of the increasing effectiveness of African
American efforts to use international pressure as leverage for social
change at home.51

African leaders engaged in a lengthy discussion of Birmingham
and debated the proper way to express concern over the incidents in
their joint resolutions. The Reuters news agency reported that, in its
original form, a resolution on Birmingham had said “it ‘could lead
to a break in relations’ between the United States and African coun-
tries.” According to reports, some delegations objected, “and in the
end all agreed on substitution [of ] the word ‘deterioration’ for
‘break.’ ” According to Agence France-Presse, some delegates sug-
gested that other nations be “black-listed” as well. “It was then real-
ized that the resolution would lose its value if it mentioned a long
list of states.” The result was a milder resolution that mentioned only
the United States. The French wire service called it a “well-balanced
plan adopted after long debate,” and a “painful compromise.”52

In its final version, the resolution indicated that the conference:

Expresses the deep concern aroused in all African peoples and
governments by the measures of racial discrimination taken
against communities of African origin living outside the conti-
nent and particularly in the United States of America. Ex-
presses an appreciation for the efforts of the Federal Govern-
ment of the United States of America to put an end to these
intolerable mal-practices which are likely seriously to deterio-
rate relations between the African peoples and governments
on the one hand and the people and government of the
United States of America on the other.53

The State Department’s reaction was that the resolution on dis-
crimination was “appreciably better from our standpoint, than the
preliminary proposal.” According to a State Department memoran-
dum for the White House, U.S. Ambassador to Ethiopia Edward
M. Korry thought it was “as good an outcome as possible.” The
adoption of the watered-down version “was a remarkable tribute to
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the United States Government, considering the depth of African
feeling about the Alabama incidents.” This achievement was “tangi-
ble evidence of the international impact of local incidents, and in
the context of our African relations reinforces the wisdom of Federal
policy.” From the State Department’s perspective, the federal gov-
ernment’s role in resolving the Birmingham crisis had concrete and
beneficial effects on U.S. foreign relations. This perspective was rein-
forced in post–Addis Ababa correspondence with African leaders.
For example, President Nyerere of Tanganyika wrote to Kennedy
that he “appreciated your efforts in connection with the reinvigo-
rated demand by the Negro Citizens of America for full equal
rights.” Nyerere had confidence that Kennedy would “find a solu-
tion which gives justice to all American citizens. In doing so you
will be making a great contribution to the cause of non-racialism
throughout the world.”54

There was another reason for the turnabout in Addis Ababa. Pres-
ident Youlou of the Congo had written to Kennedy on the eve of
the conference. Knowing that Birmingham would be on the minds
of participants in the meeting, Youlou noted that “[c]ertainly you
can measure better than anyone else the repercussions which the
events in Birmingham are having in Africa.” However, Youlou
would not support a reaction to Birmingham at Addis Ababa. He
had argued against UN intervention in his own country, and he
believed that problems in Africa could be solved without the
involvement of those outside the continent. “This is the same argu-
ment I shall give to those who would like to see me take a position on
the events in Alabama,” Youlou wrote. “I believe that the American
Negroes are Americans, and that, at the present stage of your diffi-
culties, they do not yet have any aspiration for national indepen-
dence. It is your government that either will or will not be able to
keep them in the United States, or else make foreigners of them.
But it is, first of all, among Americans that the solution must be
sought.” President Kennedy’s response to Youlou after the confer-
ence noted his pleasure that the resolution on discrimination in the
United States mentioned the progress made by the government to
abolish segregation. He also indicated that he appreciated Youlou’s
“concern that any intervention in African affairs by non-Africans
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might encourage a counterreaction involving the United States’ own
affairs.” Each nation, it was clear, had an interest in handling its
domestic matters on its own.55 Now that the Congo was indepen-
dent, that nation’s leaders shared with Kennedy an interest in na-
tional sovereignty. The desire to avoid foreign interference in their
own domestic difficulties led some African leaders to soften their
criticism of the United States.

A crisis was averted in Addis Ababa. No “break” in United States–
African relations was contemplated. Yet following the meeting much
work remained to be done. Secretary of State Dean Rusk sent a
circular on race and foreign relations to all American diplomatic and
consular posts. Rusk emphasized that the Kennedy administration
was “keenly aware of [the] impact of [the] domestic race problem
on [the] US image overseas and on achievement [of ] US foreign
policy objectives.” Rusk felt that “[t]here should be no illusions as
to [the] seriousness of [the] situation.” Foreign reaction to race in
the U.S. was a “source of great concern. Evidence from all parts of
[the] world indicates that racial incidents have produced extremely
negative reactions.” The reaction of African heads of state at Addis
Ababa was just one example illustrating the “depth of emotional
feeling” throughout the world. Such incidents suggested that “we
have a certain amount of time before our racial problem will im-
pinge even more seriously upon our policies and objectives.”56

“Under these circumstances,” Rusk continued, “we recognize
there is no effective substitute for decisive action on [the] part of
[the] United States Government. This will include [a] special Presi-
dential message to Congress today, Administration-backed legisla-
tion, and [a] continued series of positive Federal actions throughout
[the] country.“57

Rusk’s concerns were emphasized in a June 1963 speech by
USIA Deputy Director Donald Wilson to the Women’s National
Democratic Club in Washington. According to Wilson, Bir-
mingham “opened a new era in race relations.” Due to the efforts
of the civil rights movement, international attention given to U.S.
race relations would be sustained. “We are no longer coping with
isolated incidents. Where the span between a Little Rock and an
Oxford could be marked by months and years, now we are wit-
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Firefighter bear down on civil rights demonstrators who had tried to seek refuge in a
doorway, Birmingham, Alabama, May 3, 1963. Photographs of Police Commissioner Bull
Connor’s brutal tactics blanketed the world’s press. (UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)



 

The harsh treatment of civil rights protesters in Birmingham was a subject of discussion at
the firs meeting of the Organization of African Unity, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, May 23, 1963.
(UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)



 

nessing a massive effort throughout the nation, and there will be
no long pauses which allow us to slip into apathy.” A State Depart-
ment analyst put it this way: “This movement is watched from
abroad not always tolerantly, not always patiently—the picture of
a dog attacking a Negro, of a police officer pinning a Negro woman
to the ground—these pictures have a dramatic impact on those
abroad who listen to our words about democracy and weigh our
actions against those words.”58

The difficulty of managing this problem was magnified by the fact
that the civil rights movement sought to use international concern
to increase pressure on the Kennedy administration for civil rights
reform. As State Department analyst Richard N. Gardner put it,
“The American Negro himself has made the link between the inter-
national and domestic problems.” For example, James Baldwin
quoted one African American as saying, “At the rate things are going
here, . . . all of Africa will be free before we can get a lousy cup of
coffee.” Baldwin added, “What is demanded now, and at once, is
not that Negroes continue to adjust themselves to the cruel racial
pressures of life in the United States but the United States readjust
itself to the facts of life in the present world.”59

The need for positive federal action presented itself yet again when
Alabama Governor George Wallace stood in the schoolhouse door
to block the integration of the University of Alabama. On May 21,
1963, a federal district judge had ordered the university to admit
two African American students to its summer session. At his inaugu-
ration earlier in the year, Wallace had pledged “Segregation now!
Segregation tomorrow! Segregation forever!” in front of television
cameras and a crowd of reporters from around the world. Now, he
stood behind a line drawn in front of the doorway of the university
administration building, decrying the “unwelcome, unwanted and
force-induced intrusion . . . by the central government.” With care-
ful planning, and the president’s order to federalize the Alabama
National Guard, the students were quietly registered later that day.
Still, Wallace and southern defiance had an important moment in
the spotlight. A need to respond helped motivate President Kennedy
to take a step his advisors and civil rights activists had been urging
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for some time. On the evening of June 11, 1963, Kennedy delivered
an impassioned plea for civil rights reform before a nationwide tele-
vision audience.60

Administration officials were also concerned about continuing
civil rights demonstrations. As Robert Kennedy put it, “street dem-
onstrations” were likely to continue. “The result is that someone is
very likely to get hurt. It’s bad for the country. It’s bad for us around
the world.” Civil rights legislation would enable the Justice Depart-
ment to bring suit to enforce civil rights, and that would “get this
into court and out of the street.”61 Placing civil rights problems in a
manageable judicial forum would help accomplish one of the presi-
dent’s objectives: avoiding photo opportunities that embarrassed the
nation overseas.

President Kennedy responded by calling for landmark civil rights
legislation, explaining his course of action in a televised address to
the nation. It was the president’s most dramatic and heartfelt state-
ment on civil rights. Kennedy asked all Americans to examine their
conscience on the subject of race discrimination. The nation had
been founded upon the principle of equality, he noted.

Today we are committed to a worldwide struggle to promote
and protect the rights of all who wish to be free. And when
Americans are sent to Viet-Nam or West Berlin, we do not
ask for whites only. It ought to be possible, therefore, for
American students of any color to attend any public institu-
tion they select without having to be backed up by troops.62

Kennedy called civil rights “a moral issue . . . as old as the scriptures
and . . . as clear as the American Constitution.” He believed that
“[t]he heart of the question” was “whether we are going to treat our
fellow Americans as we want to be treated.” While Kennedy pre-
sented the issue as a question of morality, its resolution would pro-
tect the freedom of all Americans, for “this Nation . . . will not fully
be free until all its citizens are free.”63

We preach freedom around the world, and we mean it, and
we cherish our freedom here at home, but are we to say to
the world, and much more importantly, to each other that
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this is a land of the free except for the Negroes; that we have
no second-class citizens except Negroes; that we have no class
or cast [sic] system, no ghettoes, no master race except with
respect to Negroes?64

The president described an ambitious civil rights agenda that would
depend upon more than congressional action, executive branch en-
forcement efforts, and court orders. Kennedy called upon “every
American in every community across our country” to join together
in a national commitment to equality.65

The following week, President Kennedy appeared before a joint
session of Congress and urgued that body to take up the fight. If
Congress did not act on civil rights, the consequences would be
widespread, he argued. Legislative inaction would result in “contin-
ued, if not increased, racial strife—causing the leadership on both
sides to pass from the hands of reasonable and responsible men to
the purveyors of hate and violence, endangering domestic tranquil-
ity, retarding our Nation’s economic and social progress and weak-
ening the respect with which the rest of the world regards us.”66

Kennedy’s civil rights speech marked a critical shift. No longer
holding civil rights at arm’s length, the president seemed to embrace
it. What had led to this dramatic turnabout? Carl Brauer has written:

Intellectually Kennedy had long believed in the principle of ra-
cial equality, but the disturbing events of the spring added an
emotional dimension to that belief. . . . With Birmingham,
American race relations seemed to be entering a period of cri-
sis, yet the federal government lacked the necessary tools to
deal with it. Thousands of blacks were taking to the streets to
demand their rights—rights no federal law guaranteed. When
local authorities proved obdurate and arrested or repulsed the
demonstrators, a situation was created that both soiled Ameri-
ca’s reputation abroad and bred violence and extremism
among blacks at home.

In Brauer’s view, the most important factor was Kennedy’s “percep-
tion of himself as a decisive leader.” Birmingham “fostered an atmo-
sphere in which he could only weakly respond to events rather than
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direct and shape them. It cast him in a weak and defensive position
when his personality and view of the Presidency called for decisive
leadership and a measure of control over events.”67 President Kenne-
dy’s strengthened commitment to civil rights came at a time when
international criticism was heightened and the goodwill developed
from the Meredith affair had been undermined. If Kennedy’s sense
of himself as a leader was at stake, then surely his sense of himself
as a world leader, as well as a national leader, was implicated.

As Jennifer See has illustrated, the drama of Kennedy’s June 11
civil rights speech was enhanced by the fact that it was part of a
broader political moment. The speech followed by just one day a
critical address on foreign relations that he delivered at American
University. In that speech, the president hoped to move public opin-
ion in favor of dCtente to help generate political support for a pro-
posed nuclear test ban treaty. As he would on civil rights, Kennedy
asked Americans to examine their consciences on peace, the Soviet
Union, and the Cold War as well. “[E]very thoughtful citizen who
despairs of war and wishes to bring peace, should begin by looking
inward,” he said. The prospect of nuclear war was so horrendous
that Cold War adversaries had a mutual interest in getting past their
differences, and pursuing peace. While earlier presidents hoped to
save the world for democracy, Kennedy thought that “we can at least
make the world safe for diversity.” Because no nation could survive
a nuclear holocaust, the United States and the Soviet Union had a
mutual interest in peace and in arms control.68

The Nation commented that the president had let “two genii out
of their respective bottles on successive days”: civil rights and the
Cold War. Newsweek writer Kenneth Crawford called it the “politics
of courage.”69

While he spoke most directly to the American people, the target
audience for President Kennedy’s address on civil rights was much
broader. The speech was distributed to all American diplomatic
posts with directions from the secretary of state and the president
himself regarding how the speech should be used, and why this issue
was of such importance.70

World reaction to the speech was highly favorable. U.S. Ambassa-
dor to Ethiopia Edward M. Korry wrote to President Kennedy about
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the “quick turnaround in attitudes” that his civil rights statements
had caused in Ethiopia. Emperor Haile Selassie thought the state-
ments were “masterpieces.” In addition to Ethiopian royalty, “stu-
dent leaders, the up-and-coming educated middle bureaucrats and
the younger Army elite” discussed Kennedy’s actions “without trace
of the sensitivity that reportedly characterized their remarks in years
gone by.” Korry sent the president an Ethiopian Herald editorial that
called him “the Abraham Lincoln of the Democratic Party” and
lauded the fact that the U.S. government, “in the person of John F.
Kennedy, has at long last come out in defence of the Constitution.”
Predictably, in the Soviet Union, the speech was virtually ignored, as
Soviet broadcasting continued a barrage at an unprecedented level,
criticizing racism in America as an inevitable consequence of capital-
ism and as an illustration of “the hypocrisy of US claims to leader-
ship of the free world.”71

All eyes then turned to Congress and the effort to pass civil rights
legislation. During the Kennedy administration, the public battle-
ground over civil rights reform was more focused on Congress than
on the courts. This was not because the courts were unengaged in
racial equality during the early 1960s. The Supreme Court handed
down important rulings protecting the rights of civil rights organi-
zations and activists, among other areas. The defining public battle-
ground had shifted from the courts to Congress in part because
the movement demanded rights beyond what the courts were likely
to provide. Discrimination by seemingly private parties—restau-
rant, hotel, and gas station owners, for example—was discrimina-
tion the Supreme Court considered a matter of state, not federal,
concern. Federal rights to equal protection of the laws only came
into play when the state itself practiced discrimination. Private dis-
crimination, in contrast, was not a matter of federal constitutional
concern.72

The discrimination against African diplomats on Route 40 and
against African American students at Greensboro lunch counters
was not discrimination at the hands of the state. As a result, based
on an understanding of federalism and individual rights dating back
to the 1880s, this was discrimination that the courts, acting alone,
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would not redress. To remedy this problem, the civil rights move-
ment, supporters of civil rights in Congress, and, ultimately, Presi-
dent Kennedy himself, set their sights on a new civil rights bill. In
what would later become the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Congress
relied on its expansive power to regulate private activities that had
an impact on interstate commerce. Because discrimination in private
businesses was thought to harm the economy, Congress could out-
law it under the Commerce Clause.73

Because of its importance in resolving the kinds of civil rights
crises that so often blanketed the world’s press in the early 1960s,
the civil rights bill was closely followed overseas, and developments
in the courts received much less attention. Even though the principal
civil rights front, at least in the eyes of foreign observers, was in
Congress, the Constitution continued to play a role in the way fed-
eral obligations were understood. Over and over again, federalism
played a crucial role in the rhetorical strategy to explain to foreign
audiences that continuing racial injustice in the United States did
not mean that the American political system was unjust.

Many members of Congress were anxious to pass a civil rights bill
and were well aware of the diplomatic importance of such action.
While the USIA kept the president informed of the details of the
overseas reaction to Birmingham, members of Congress did not need
USIA briefings to be aware of the international uproar over this par-
ticular civil rights crisis. The foreign press reaction to Birmingham
was a story in American newspapers. Senator Jacob Javits of New
York inserted into the Congressional Record news stories about the
foreign press. Javits was concerned about the foreign affairs impact
of Birmingham. He thought that “the propaganda value of what has
happened can only help those who are opposed to our free institu-
tions, and is unfortunately a forceful incentive to them in propagat-
ing communism in Africa, Asia and Latin America.” While Javits
thought that the executive branch had failed in its responsibilities in
Birmingham, he also believed that Congress had a crucial role to
play in resolving civil rights crises. “[T]he role of Congress is as vital
as the role of the executive department,” he argued, and Congress
had “failed signally” to meet its responsibilities. “The national inter-
est will not let us wait; we had better get at it now.”74

LOSING CONTROL IN CAMELOT 183



 

When the Kennedy administration’s civil rights bill came before
the Senate Commerce Committee, the president asked Secretary of
State Dean Rusk to lead off the administration’s testimony with a
discussion of the impact of discrimination on U.S. foreign affairs.
In the desegregation cases, it had been the Justice Department’s job,
relying on State Department evidence, to educate the Supreme
Court about the foreign relations consequences of discrimination.
When the civil rights bill came before Congress, the secretary of
state himself took on the task of explaining to members of Congress
the national security implications of their votes on civil rights.75

The Civil Rights Act of 1963, as proposed by the Kennedy ad-
ministration, would address a range of problems. Proposals included
enabling the Justice Department to bring school desegregation law-
suits, creation of an Equal Employment Opportunity Commission,
some protection of the right to vote, and authority to deny federal
funding to programs that discriminated on the basis of race in hir-
ing. Of particular interest to the secretary of state was Title II of the
bill, which prohibited discrimination in public accommodations.
Lobbying on behalf of the civil rights bill was an extension of State
Department efforts to address the embarrassment that discrimina-
tion in housing, restaurants, theaters, and hotels had caused the ad-
ministration. As Pedro Sanjuan had stressed, there was only so much
the federal government could do to protect foreign diplomats from
discrimination when American persons of color were segregated. If
the public accommodations section became law, a foreign passport
would not be a prerequisite to equal treatment.76

As a result of incidents like Birmingham, Rusk believed that race
relations in the nation as a whole in the 1960s “had a profound
impact on the world’s view of the United States and, therefore, on
our foreign relations.” He told the Commerce Committee that the
“primary reason why we must attack the problems of discrimina-
tion” was not foreign affairs but because racism was “incompatible
with the great ideals to which our democratic society is dedicated.
If the realities at home are as they should be, we shan’t have to worry
about our image abroad.” All was not as it should be, however, and
as a result, “racial discrimination here at home has important effects
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on our foreign relations.” Racial and ethnic discrimination existed
elsewhere in the world, he told the senators.

But the United States is widely regarded as the home of de-
mocracy and the leader of the struggle for freedom, for
human rights, for human dignity. We are expected to be the
model. . . . So our failure to live up to our proclaimed ideals
are noted—and magnified and distorted.77

International developments had crystallized this issue’s impor-
tance. According to Rusk, decolonization was “[o]ne of the epochal
developments of our time.” “The vast majority of these newly inde-
pendent peoples are nonwhite, and they are determined to eradicate
every vestige of the notion that the white race is superior or entitled
to special privileges because of race.” The United States was engaged
in a world struggle for freedom, against the forces of communism.
Rusk warned that “in waging this world struggle we are seriously
handicapped by racial or religious discrimination in the United
States. . . . In their efforts to enhance their influence among the non-
white peoples and to alienate them from us, the Communists clearly
regard racial discrimination in the United States as one of their most
valuable assets.”78

This problem facing the nation would be worse, Rusk argued, if
it were not for the progress made to overcome discrimination, and
for the role played by the federal government, particularly the execu-
tive branch and the judiciary, to protect civil rights. To illustrate the
importance of federal action, Rusk cited one example: “The recent
meeting of African heads of state at Addis Ababa, condemned racial
discrimination ‘especially in the United States,’ then approved the
role of U.S. Federal authorities in attempting to combat it.”79

Further action was now crucial. Rusk continued, “If progress
should stop, if Congress should not approve legislation designed to
remove remaining discriminatory practices, questions would inevi-
tably arise in many parts of the world as to the real convictions of
the American people. In that event, hostile propaganda might be
expected to hurt us more than it has hurt us until now.”80

While Rusk’s testimony was warmly praised by several members
of the Commerce Committee, not all senators were sympathetic to
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the notion that American race discrimination aided communism.
The atmosphere was tense in the crowded Senate caucus room as
Senator Strom Thurmond took on the secretary of state. Thurmond
asked whether Rusk believed that “Congress should be urged to act
on some particular measure, because of the threat of Communist
propaganda if we don’t?” He also wondered whether the secretary,
through his testimony, was “lending at least tacit support to, and
approval of, this Communist line.” Rusk answered that “the primary
issue is for us here at home. . . . I don’t think we can create an image
abroad unless it fairly represents reality at home. And I believe that,
because the rest of the world is so closely watching the United States,
the reality at home creates its own image abroad.”81

As to whether he was aiding the communists, Rusk responded
that he was present to advise the committee about “the relationships
between these problems here at home and our foreign policy.” The
secretary stressed, “I consider[ed] that relationship to be very grave
and I would certainly hope that no committee of the Congress
would ever take the view that a Secretary of State can’t come before
it without having it said he is supporting a Communist line.”82

Thurmond continued to press him until, as the New York Times
put it, Rusk “dropped his normal diplomatic manner of speaking.”
When Thurmond asked repeatedly whether Rusk supported civil
rights demonstrations, Rusk finally retorted, “If I were denied what
our Negro citizens are denied, I would demonstrate.”83

For earlier secretaries of state, discrimination was a problem to
be managed in order to safeguard the nation’s image, and civil rights
activism was a threat because it called attention to the nation’s
Achilles heel. For Dean Rusk, however, the civil rights movement
was to be embraced. The moral power of the movement could not
be denied. In addition, civil rights activists presented the nation
with an opportunity. As each crisis broke, it provided the federal
government with an opportunity to demonstrate the nation’s re-
solve. As long as the story told overseas could be a story of U.S.
government action against injustice, then civil rights crises provided
opportunities to demonstrate that American democracy sided with
the champions of justice, and that the American government would
use its power in battles, small and large, between freedom and tyr-

186 CHAPTER FIVE



 

anny. In that sense, civil rights crises provided a stage upon which
the United States could act out in symbolic form its Cold War com-
mitments.

By August 1963, most Americans agreed with Dean Rusk that race
discrimination was a foreign policy matter. A Harris Poll reported
that seventy-eight percent of white Americans surveyed thought that
race discrimination in the United States harmed the nation abroad.
Twenty-three percent of respondents volunteered that the primary
reason discrimination harmed the United States abroad was that it
gave the communists a valuable propaganda weapon. The second
major reason was that it generally gave the country a bad name. As a
Kingsport, Tennessee, lawyer put it, “The pictures of dogs attacking
colored people in Birmingham have been sent abroad and you know
what kind of opinion that gives them about us.”84

Internationally, there was both progress and the need for contin-
ued vigilance. On July 9, 1963, Assistant Secretary of State G. Men-
nen Williams returned from a trip to Africa, and reported that, on
one hand, the nation’s position in Africa was “strong because of our
past policy and President Kennedy’s image.” On the other hand, it
was “precarious because of the need to realize the promise of the
President’s civil rights program.”85

In this context, civil rights leaders’ plans to hold a massive civil
rights march represented both a threat and an opportunity. A. Philip
Randolph had long advocated a march on the nation’s capital, and
had used the possibility of a march as leverage to pressure President
Franklin Roosevelt to address racial discrimination in defense indus-
tries during World War II. As Scott Sandage has argued, the site of
the March on Washington—the Lincoln Memorial—had symbolic
value in the context of the nationalism of this era. Protest at the
Lincoln Memorial, a national cultural space, enabled the movement
to portray its demands dramatically as claims to full American citi-
zenship, and therefore within the terms of “Americanism.” According
to Sandage, “Black leaders assembled at the shrine a compelling uni-
verse of national symbols . . . which linked the black political agenda
to the regnant cultural nationalism of the era.”86
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President Kennedy and his aides were concerned that a large
march would erupt in violence and that the message conveyed might
be critical of Kennedy civil rights policy. However, if peaceful, the
march might also be seen by the world as an example of effective
participation in an open, democratic political process. If supportive
of Kennedy administration civil rights policy, it also held potential
to be seen as a reinforcement of an argument the administration had
been making overseas that the federal government was behind civil
rights reform. What better evidence of that than a march by civil
rights activists themselves reaffirming Kennedy’s policies?

For march organizers, of course, the Kennedy administration’s
commitment to civil rights reform was a matter of concern. Al-
though the objectives of the march went beyond the civil rights bill
pending in Congress, one goal was to pressure Kennedy to strongly
support a meaningful civil rights bill. March organizers disagreed
among themselves over how directly the march should challenge the
administration. Internal disagreement continued until the day of the
march itself, when SNCC representative John Lewis was pressured
to modify his speech. Lewis had planned to call for a recreation of
General Sherman’s march through the South, saying “We shall pur-
sue our own ‘scorched earth’ policy and burn Jim Crow to the
ground—nonviolently.” As for the pending civil rights legislation,
Lewis’s speech argued that “we cannot support, wholeheartedly” the
bill, for “it is too little, and too late.” Some civil rights leaders and
Justice Department officials objected to the speech. The Justice De-
partment went so far as to draft an alternative, and, ultimately, Mar-
tin Luther King Jr. and Randolph, the father of the original March
on Washington movement, pressured Lewis to tone down the
speech.87

Objecting to the content of John Lewis’s speech was only one
part of the Kennedy administration’s efforts to affect the image of
the march. The administration was well aware that a civil rights
march on the nation’s capital would be followed worldwide. The
State Department and the United States Information Agency
worked to ensure that the “right” message would be conveyed by
the march, and that the message would be understood as consistent
with the image of democracy the government tried to project. Before
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and after the event, the story of the march was carefully packaged
for foreign audiences.88

If the march was peaceful, the speeches moderate in tone, and the
story of the march appropriately told, the event might be seen as a
symbol of progress, a marker of African American political participa-
tion, a fulfillment of a liberal democratic vision. Control over the
international image of the march slipped through the government’s
fingers, however, as the March on Washington became a worldwide
event.

The writer James Baldwin took the March on Washington to
Paris. Baldwin traveled to that city in August 1963, hoping to find
some peace and quiet so that he could complete a play that was soon
to enter production. Although he sought isolation in Paris, Baldwin
did not wish to disengage from the struggle for racial justice back
home. He placed an advertisement in the Herald Tribune, calling a
meeting about civil rights in the United States, to be held on August
17 at the Living Room, a Paris nightclub. According to Barbara
Sargent, wife of the pastor of the American Church in Paris, about
one hundred people attended the meeting. Many of them were
prominent jazz musicians. While most of the attendees were U.S.
citizens, others at the meeting included a leader of the African stu-
dent movement and a Ceylonese law student.89

William Marshall began the meeting, as Sargent reported it,
speaking of “the desire of the American negro in Paris to have first
hand knowledge of the integration movement in the USA, and to
be a part of it, though living and working here.” James Baldwin
spoke briefly about the march, then “emphasized instead the explo-
sive nature of the situation in Chicago and New York City.” Ac-
cording to Sargent,

[M]any of the negroes asked if there was anything they could
do. The pianist . . . Art Simmons spoke movingly of being
forced every night to explain to foreigners something about
America which he could not really explain to himself. They
all felt that as jazz musicians they were the most influential
unofficial ambassador’s [sic] that America had. . . .

So they began to plan.

LOSING CONTROL IN CAMELOT 189



 

The group discussed the ideas of a sympathy march on the American
embassy in Paris the same day as the March on Washington, and
possibly a sit-down strike on the embassy grounds. The purpose of
such a protest would be “to make a point. They obviously feel that
one reason, if not the main reason, that progress has been made
toward equality in our country, has been the pressure of foreign
opinion, and the fact that our racial troubles cripple us vis a vis
the world.” The atmosphere at the meeting was “electric. One after
another spoke of their bitterness and grief and frustration, each one
urging the other on.”90

At some point, a drafting committee consisting of Marshall, Bald-
win, jazz musician Memphis Slim, actor Anthony Quinn, Barbara
Sargent, and Silvia Jerico composed a brief petition in support of the
March on Washington, to be placed in the international editions of
the New York Times and the Herald Tribune. The petition stated that

I, the undersigned, as an American citizen, hereby publicly ex-
press my support of the March on Washington Movement,
which aspires not only to eradicate all racial barriers in Ameri-
can life but to liberate all Americans from the prison of their
biases and fears. I cannot physically participate in this March,
but I, like the rest of the world, have been tremendously
stirred by so disciplined an exhibition of dignity and courage
and persistence and would like to associate myself with it.

Some published copies of the petition indicated that it was spon-
sored by “a group of Americans in Paris.” All copies asked signers
to present the petition at “the American Embassy in your city on
Wednesday, August 21, between 1 and 3 o’clock.” The ad was paid
for by donations, with the overall amount guaranteed by Quinn.91

Planning continued the next day at a meeting at the American
Church. Two hundred attended. The group ultimately did not plan
a formal march. Some felt that a march or sit-in would be “irrespon-
sible.” According to a U.S. embassy officer, “Another important ele-
ment in the decision to abandon a ‘march’ on the Embassy was the
fact that an organized demonstration in the streets involved red tape
with the French authorities.” Instead, many people simply walked

190 CHAPTER FIVE



 

from the American Church to the embassy at about the same time
on August 21. No “march” happened in Paris that day, but 80 to
100 people left the church for the embassy at the same time, walking
alone or in small groups. Others showed up separately at the em-
bassy, and by the end of the day more than 550 petitions had been
delivered.92

The high point of this “walk” came shortly after one in the after-
noon, when the leaders arrived at the embassy. William Marshall
headed the delegation, which included James Baldwin, Hazel Scott,
Memphis Slim, Mezz Mezroe, and Mae Mercer. They presented a
scroll of signatures to Cecil Lyon while approximately 150 others
waited in the embassy’s main hall.93

This effort, begun in a Paris nightclub, quickly spread across the
continent. The newspaper petitions appeared in issues of the New
York Times and the Herald Tribune distributed throughout Europe.
Readers clipped out and signed the petitions and delivered them to
U.S. diplomatic posts in many countries. Forty-seven were delivered
in London, thirty-five in Rome, and eight in Madrid. Petitions were
delivered to U.S. missions in several German cities. While most of
those signing the petition were American citizens, citizens of other
nations at times wrote in their own nationality. Those who could
not personally deliver their petitions mailed them in. Many wrote
personal notes. Richard C. Longworth hoped to emphasize “the
heartfelt desire of us Americans living abroad that our nation, which
has stood for so long as a symbol of all that is best, will now be able
to extend its liberties and opportunities to all its citizens.” A small
number of petitions did not support the march. A group of un-
named U.S. tourists in London edited their copy of the petition to
state that they “object to the March on Washington Movement,”
and “don’t associate with it.” The tourists complained, “We resent
this kind of attempt to publicize a minority group!” and “p.s. The
U.S.A. form of gov’t stems from ‘The Town Hall ’ consent, & will,
of the majority !!”94

James Baldwin returned to the United States, and on August 28,
1963, he marched with more than two hundred thousand people to
the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C. The news of support
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from Americans overseas was conveyed to the crowd as the actor
Burt Lancaster read the Paris petition. When Martin Luther King
Jr. gave the final speech of this historic day, his words echoed across
continents, as well as across time. King decried the fact that one
hundred years after Emancipation, “the Negro is still languished in
the corners of American society and finds himself in exile in his own
land.” He emphasized the urgency of the moment: “This sweltering
summer of the Negro’s legitimate discontent will not pass until there
is an invigorating autumn of freedom and equality.” Yet King was
hopeful for the future, for he held to “a dream deeply rooted in the
American dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out
the true meaning of its creed—We hold these truths to be self-evi-
dent, that all men are created equal.”95

The March on Washington had a worldwide impact, inspiring
additional solidarity marches abroad. On the date of the Washing-
ton March, in several countries around the world, people marched
on American diplomatic posts to express their solidarity with the
March on Washington. Others sent telegrams and delivered peti-
tions. The August 28 actions appear to be largely unrelated to the
organizing in Paris and uncoordinated with each other. Between
twelve hundred and fourteen hundred marched on the U.S. consul-
ate in Amsterdam. This demonstration was organized by the Action
Committee for Solidarity with the March on Washington, a local
ad hoc group. Approximately twenty-five hundred demonstrated in
Kingston, Jamaica, led by the mayor of the city. In Ghana, a smaller,
informal group organized a protest at the embassy carrying signs
with slogans like “America, Africa is Watching You,” and “Stop
Genocide in America and South Africa.” Students demonstrated at
the U.S. legation in Burundi. Another sympathy march occurred in
Tel Aviv. In Oslo, one hundred people marched through heavy rain
to present a petition to the U.S. embassy supporting President Ken-
nedy’s proposed civil rights bill. The actor Al Hoosman led a group
of forty to fifty Germans and Americans to the American consulate
in Munich. With few exceptions, American diplomatic personnel
described these and other demonstrations as peaceful and respectful.
A protest in Berlin was marked by disorder, but not due to the
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actions of the protesters. As the U.S. consulate reported it, while
sixty-five people “gathered quietly” outside the U.S. mission in Ber-
lin, “a short scuffle developed” when two men in civilian clothes
(later identified as U.S. soldiers) attempted to harass demonstrators
until two MPs stepped in.96

The orderliness of protest could sometimes be a sign of govern-
ment suppression. In at least one context, U.S. embassy complicity
in confining the scope of a sympathy march was continuing evidence
of U.S. government efforts to protect its image abroad by silencing
critics.

The U.S. embassy in Cairo anticipated several hundred demon-
strators on August 28. The embassy and Cairo police planned ac-
cordingly. According to Donald C. Bergus, counselor of the embassy
for political affairs, “The police took elaborate precautions not only
to see that the ‘demonstration’ stayed entirely within peaceful
bounds but even more to reduce the whole affair to minimal propor-
tions.” Preparations included “[s]izeable police contingents” posted
at the embassy early in the morning. By the time the march oc-
curred, “[a]bout 200 policemen were stationed in the Embassy
area.” Only thirteen protesters chose to face these forces. They
walked to the center of town, wearing signs that read “Remember
Negroes Also Built America,” “Down With the Ku Klux Klan,” and
“Medgar Evers Did Not Die in Vain.” As they marched peacefully
the thirteen protesters were followed by “a contingent of police.”
The group had come within one block of the U.S. embassy when
“they were intercepted by a strong contingent of police.” The group
was told that only two of them could approach the embassy. The
marchers selected M. A. Makiwame of the African National Con-
gress and R. I. Sibanda of the Simbabwe African Peoples Union.
According to Bergus, the two men “approached the Embassy sur-
rounded by policemen and looking rather frightened that they
might be arrested if they did or said the wrong thing. Immediately
in front of the gate they were again stopped by a police officer who
gave them a three-minute lecture about behaving themselves. The
two then presented the petition to the waiting Embassy officers.”
Makiwame and Sibanda gave the officers a memorandum in support
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of the civil rights movement, signed by representatives of African
liberation organizations based in Cairo. They viewed “with great
concern the plight of the Negro people in the United States of
America. . . . The beastly conduct of Governor Faubus and the in-
timidations against Negroes in Little Rock and Birmingham, Ala-
bama, are fresh in our minds.” American racism “fills us with anger.”
“For generations, the Governments [sic] of the United States have
been fooling the world into believing that everything was going on
well in the country, they have shouted at the top of their voices
about freedom and democracy, but these have only been on paper
and never practiced.” The statement quoted the Fifteenth Amend-
ment to the U.S. Constitution, and spoke of the importance of pro-
tecting the rights of blacks in the United States to vote. The protest-
ers “strongly condemn[ed] the Kennedy Administration” and called
upon the United States government to protect civil rights. The pro-
test was extensively covered on Cairo Radio.97

This small but determined protest was met by the full power of
the state. The government of Egypt did not support the group’s
efforts and had “assured the Embassy that it considers African Asso-
ciation attacks on the Kennedy administration grossly mistaken and
counterproductive.” As Bergus put it, the government’s “handling
of this protest was in line with the assurances to the Embassy. The
action taken by the authorities on August 28 also provided excellent
evidence that when the Nasser regime decides it wants to control a
demonstration, it knows how to do the job extremely well.”98

On the same day that two Africans faced the Cairo police, on the
other side of the globe hundreds of thousands marched on Washing-
ton. The Washington marchers could not have been aware of the
extent of support for them by so many people around the world.
Great effort and planning had gone into the march, and its success
is often measured by the size of crowd and the enduring power of
the message of its speakers. Its great success is surely also measured
by the thousands abroad, inspired by the march, who made their
own personal pilgrimages to register their support.

As expected, the march was a major worldwide news event. In
Europe, according to the USIA, “most comment found the Wash-
ington March a ringing affirmation of the power of the American
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On August 28, 1963, more than two hundred thousand people marched on Washington in
support of civil rights. The march was an international event, spawning sympathy marches
around the world. (UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)



 The Soviet Union stepped up its criticism of U.S. racism in 1963. In this cartoon
in the Soviet publication Krokodil, an African American student is stopped by
police from entering an American university. Segregationists in the background
carry signs that say: “Nigger Go Away,” “Lynch Him,” “We Want Segregation,”
and “Put the Colored on Their Knees.” August 24, 1963. (UPI/CORBIS-BETT-
MANN)



 

democratic process.” The Cold War implications were evident.
“Many papers specifically contrasted the opportunity granted by a
free society with the despotic suppression practiced by the USSR.”
As Algemeen Dagblad in Rotterdam put it, “Nowhere in the world
has so much been done . . . for the solution of the racial problem as
in the US in recent years . . . ; just imagine what would have hap-
pened had such a demonstration been planned in East Berlin [or]
Moscow.” The Times of India called the march “a heart-warming
reassertion of the dignity of man.” In Calcutta, Jugantar praised the
“freedom fighters,” noting that “[i]f Mahatma Gandhi’s ideal is liv-
ing anywhere, it is in the Negro demonstration and in Martin Luther
King’s goal of life.” Meanwhile, the Chinese Communist press, en-
gaged in a “large scale campaign” on the topic of civil rights, found
“little to exploit in [the] peaceful nature of [the] march.”99

In Africa, “[m]uch of the comment hailed [the march] as the
greatest event of its kind in history.” In Ghana, the Evening News
called the march one of the “greatest revolutions in the annals of
human history.” Criticism of the United States was still warranted,
however. The Ghanaian Times thought that “time is running out.”
Race discrimination in America “casts much slur on Western civili-
zation championed by the US.” A Times columnist “urged Negro
leaders to ‘fuse [their] revolutionary upsurge’ with the efforts of the
‘victims of U.S. imperialism in other continents.’ ” In Cairo, Al-
Gomhuriyah thought that President Kennedy supported the march-
ers because “he realized the ‘disastrous effects’ the ‘policy of perse-
cuting U.S. Negroes [has] on the general situation inside the United
States itself as well as the harm it does to the prestige of the United
States in the eyes of all the peoples of the world.’ ”100

There was a lesson in this commentary about the need for federal
action to protect U.S. prestige abroad. The USIA reported that most
foreign comment agreed “that the meaningful impact of the March
would be measured in terms of the response of Congress to the
Administration’s civil rights proposals and the day-to-day support
given to civil rights by the American public.” Because of “strong
opposition in Congress and the South as well as the indifference of
the general public, considerable skepticism prevailed concerning the
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passage and implementation of civil rights legislation.” There was
general consensus that the United States still had “a long way to go
to achieve racial equality.”101

Before the March on Washington occurred, the USIA had plans
to present the story of the march in an advantageous manner. For-
eign posts received a USIA telegraph two days before the march
indicating that the British Independent Television network (ITV)
planned a fifteen-minute feature. This film was intended to “plac[e]
[the] March in proper context within civil rights struggle.” It would
“highlight positive aspects [of the] March and emphasize its signifi-
cance as [a] manifestation of public sentiment in support [of ] civil
rights.” Because of the march’s importance, ITV planned the “most
rapid distribution possible,” with copies of the film most likely sent
out the day after the event. A USIA documentary was later prepared
on the march and distributed in 1964.102

Yet, as Donald Wilson had written so presciently, a new crisis
erupted even as efforts to spin the story of the march were getting
underway. On Sunday morning, September 15, a bomb exploded
in the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama.
Four young girls preparing for Sunday school were killed. David
Garrow calls this incident “the greatest human tragedy that had be-
fallen the movement.” In the aftermath, “[t]he rage and desperation
felt by black Birmingham exploded into the city’s streets.” Martin
Luther King Jr. thought that Birmingham was “in a state of civil
disorder” and called upon President Kennedy for a strong federal
presence. If the federal government did not act, King telegraphed
the president, “we shall see the worst racial holocaust this nation has
ever seen.” Kennedy issued a statement condemning the bombing,
and later would meet with King and other civil rights leaders. In the
meantime, SNCC leader Diane Nash Bevel drew up a plan of action
to break the back of segregation in Alabama. Among the plans con-
templated were “[d]emonstrations at the United Nations to secure
the vote.”103

There had been, and would later be, other deaths. The brutal
killing of children, however, seemed especially horrific. The inter-
national press condemned the “slaughter of innocents” while also
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giving prominent coverage to President Kennedy’s expression of
outrage over the killings. American embassies around the world
were flooded with petitions condemning the bombing and calling
for civil rights reform. Funds from abroad were sent to rebuild the
Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. The deputy premier of Western
Nigeria sent a check for the “relatives of [the] deceased as [a] small
token of my genuine sympathy for their loss and as an expression
of my oneness with them, and their oneness with all people in Af-
rica in our common struggle for equality, justice and democracy.”
The deputy premier’s letter, which was released to the press, noted
the “determination and positive action” of the Kennedy administra-
tion to fight racism, but nevertheless suggested that “increasing bru-
talities and bestialities of white men to black men, black women
and black children in the United States of America is really becom-
ing unbearable.”104

The bombing undercut U.S. efforts to play up the March on
Washington as an example of racial progress. In Cameroon, the U.S.
embassy reported that the march had “captured the local imagina-
tion and focused attention on the Negro drive for equality as no
other event before it had done.” When news of the church bombing
broke, it did much to “dissipate any feeling of hopefulness and sym-
pathy evoked by the march.” When the embassy public affairs officer
invited a top government official to a screening of a March on Wash-
ington film, he replied, “Don’t you have a film of the church dyna-
miting, too?”105

The narrative of American racial progress was threatened by pro-
test against American racism, so U.S. embassy officers in at least one
country took solace in government repression of critics. In Tangan-
yika, the government “squashed” a demonstration in reaction to the
church bombing at the U.S. embassy because, in the words of a
Tanganyikan official, the “Tanganyikan government saw no basis for
[the] demonstration since [the] policy [of the] U.S. government [is]
so firmly against such outrages.” The U.S. embassy response was to
express “appreciation” for Tanganyikan government confidence.106

The Birmingham bombing, coming on the heels of successful
efforts to project a positive message about the March on Washing-
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ton, powerfully underscored the fact that a new era had begun.
There were to be no breaks in the international side of the U.S. civil
rights crisis. In terms of its impact on foreign affairs, by 1963 civil
rights was a constant, critical theme. This meant that President Ken-
nedy’s ability to control the place of civil rights on his policy agenda
was limited. The moral power of the movement, the brutality of
resistance, and the ever present international gaze meant that civil
rights could not be subordinated. The circumstances required strong
civil rights leadership if the president wished to be seen as an effec-
tive statesman at home and abroad.

On November 22, in Dallas, Texas, an assassin’s bullet ended
Kennedy’s life and cast a shadow of uncertainty over the future.
Having embraced him so recently as a civil rights hero, many won-
dered whether his passing would eclipse American civil rights prog-
ress. The world deeply mourned the young president—the man,
and the ideas he had come to represent.

Shock and despair over Kennedy’s assassination swept the globe.
Concerned about how these events would affect U.S. standing over-
seas, the USIA surveyed the international reaction. On December
6, the agency reported that “[n]ations first reacted by relating events
to their own preoccupations and predicaments.” Western European
and Soviet concerns focused initially on “Soviet-American relation-
ships and the prospects for peace.” In Africa, in contrast, the focus
was on “the fate of the civil rights movement.” Overall, “The most
damaging aspect of world reaction is to the image of the United
States as a nation of laws and morality.”107

In the Philippines, a commentator eulogized President Kennedy
this way:

A sniper’s bullet killed his body. His spirit lives. The legacy is
there, for the American government, particularly the Ameri-
can Congress, to accept or reject. . . . [T]he American Con-
gress could kill his spirit by refusing to pass the civil rights
bill he fought for, or passing it in meaningless form. There is
physical and there is spiritual assassination. Body and soul
would be dead then. May the spirit of John F. Kennedy live
on.108
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V V V

By the time of his death, the nation and the world had taken notice
of President Kennedy’s commitment to civil rights. Even those close
to the president had noticed a change. Harris Wofford thought that
during Kennedy’s last year, “he was not only seeing it straight” on
civil rights, “but he was putting it as central—or beginning to put
it as really central—to our body politic, the soul of the country and
things like that.” Wofford said that Martin Luther King Jr. had felt
of Kennedy that “he’s got the understanding and he’s got the politi-
cal skill and he’ll probably bring it about, but the moral passion is
missing on this issue.” However, after the deaths of the four girls in
Birmingham in September 1963, and the other events in Bir-
mingham that year, King “began to feel the moral passion was there,
too.”109

Earlier Kennedy had put off civil rights so that it would not inter-
fere with his other objectives, including foreign affairs. In June 1963,
he took bold steps on civil rights and foreign affairs simultaneously.
He seemed to be moved by both issues. The human drama in Bir-
mingham was inescapable. At the same time, he had also come to
terms with a point Roy Wilkins and Arnold Aaronson had pressed
upon him during his first days in office. Civil rights was not a dis-
traction from economic and foreign policy. Rather, it was inter-
twined with Kennedy’s other objectives: “the third leg of the
stool.”110 A president who campaigned for office using foreign af-
fairs—Africa policy—to court a domestic constituency—black vot-
ers—ultimately understood that questions of justice at home re-
flected overseas, affecting his role as a world leader.

If the lever was foreign relations, the pressure had been applied
by the children of Birmingham, by civil rights leaders, by all those
who stood up to racial injustice in the South and who faced the
terror of massive resistance. Civil rights activists had generated the
worldwide headlines that so troubled Dean Rusk and members of
Congress. Africans and African Americans drew strength and inspi-
ration from each other’s liberation movements, coming to see their
struggles as one. The civil rights movement’s global reach was evi-
dent in August 1963 when hundreds of thousands marched on
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Washington, both directly in the nation’s capital and at American
embassies all over the world. The international character of the
movement and the role of foreign affairs in moving government
policy might seem to take civil rights far from the strategy meetings
of the SCLC, CORE, and SNCC, and far from the grassroots activ-
ism at the heart of the movement. Yet it was the movement that
generated this worldwide interest. And the world reciprocated, plac-
ing new power in the movement’s hands.
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C H A P T E R 6

Shifting the Focus of

America’s Image Abroad

[I]t seems probable that we have crossed some
sort of watershed in foreign judgments and
perspectives on the racial issue in the U.S.

UNITED STATES INFORMATION AGENCY, 19661

As the world grieved for the fallen president, Lyndon Johnson
stepped forward to comfort and to heal. Tragedy had enabled him
to replace his former rival. This tragedy also shaped the contours of
his leadership in the early months of his presidency. Johnson could
not cast off the memory of Kennedy, or its hold on the world’s emo-
tions. Instead, he embraced it, elevated it, and shaped it. In so doing,
he presented himself as the vessel of another’s good intentions.

On November 27, two days after John F. Kennedy had been laid
to rest, Lyndon Johnson stood before a joint session of Congress
and delivered an address to the nation and to the world. “No words
are sad enough to express our sense of loss,” he said. “No words are
strong enough to express our determination to continue the forward
thrust of America that he began.” Johnson constructed Kennedy as
a visionary, with dreams of progress extending to the heavens. These
dreams now shaped the obligations of those who followed after him.



 

The dream of conquering the vastness of space—the dream
of partnership across the Atlantic—and across the Pacific as
well— . . . the dream of education for all of our children—
. . . and above all, the dream of equal rights for all Americans,
whatever their race or color—these and other American
dreams have been vitalized by his drive and dedication.

“And now,” Johnson urged, “the ideas and the ideals which he so
nobly represented must and will be translated into effective action.”
That action would include maintaining a military presence abroad.
The nation would “keep its commitments from South Viet-Nam to
West Berlin.” The country would also “carry on the fight against
poverty and misery, and disease and ignorance, in other lands and
in our own.” Through domestic initiatives and foreign affairs, the
nation would not “linger over this evil moment,” but would “fulfill
the destiny that history has set for us.”2

In giving life to Kennedy’s vision, one initiative stood out in im-
portance. According to Johnson,

[N]o memorial oration or eulogy could more eloquently
honor President Kennedy’s memory than the earliest possible
passage of the civil rights bill for which he fought so long.
We have talked long enough in this country about equal
rights. . . . It is time now to write the next chapter, and to
write it in the books of law. . . . There could be no greater
source of strength to this Nation both at home and abroad.

To fulfill this important commitment, Johnson asked for the help
of the Congress and the nation. “We meet in grief,” he said, “but
let us also meet in renewed dedication and renewed vigor. Let us
meet in action, in tolerance, and in mutual understanding. John
Kennedy’s death commands what his life conveyed—that America
must move forward.” And this progress, now presented as Kennedy’s
legacy, required especially racial justice. “The time has come for
Americans of all races and creeds and political beliefs to understand
and to respect one another.” It was Johnson’s hope that “the tragedy
and the torment of these terrible days will bind us together in a new
fellowship, making us one people in our hour of sorrow.” This unity
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would give meaning to the tragedy. Johnson urged, “[L]et us here
highly resolve that John Fitzgerald Kennedy did not live—or die—
in vain.”3

In embracing civil rights as a legacy of Kennedy’s presidency,
Johnson laid a cornerstone in the construction of Camelot. Kennedy
friends and family would place a heroic gloss on the youthful image
of the departed leader. Johnson himself, an outcast during the Ken-
nedy presidency, would aid that construction by elevating civil rights
as a Kennedy legacy. Civil rights had not been at the top of Kenne-
dy’s agenda while he lived. In death, however, his motives and priori-
ties were transformed. He was now above politics. He became a
symbol of the public morality, as well as the youthful vigor, that an
anxious nation longed for. This image was a salve to the wounded
nation. This image was, as well, a comfort to a saddened world.

In the Near East and South Asia, the USIA reported that “[t]he
President’s speech to Congress did much to dispel any existing
doubts in the area that changes in American domestic or foreign
policies were to be expected.” “South Asian media were especially
pleased to learn that President Johnson was determined to carry
through President Kennedy’s civil rights program. No memorial
could ‘more eloquently honor the memory of President Kennedy
than the earliest possible passage of the civil rights bill for which he
fought,’ wrote The Mail of Madras.”4 Nevertheless, the USIA re-
ported that “U.S. moral stature has suffered at least a temporary
decline in some areas.” Some foreign observers had worried that
Kennedy’s death was in retaliation for his support of civil rights, and
“[t]he initial assumption that the assassination was racially inspired
continues to receive publicity.”5

Johnson’s message of stability and continuity provided reassur-
ance that the United States would not descend into chaos. Other
nations were concerned, of course, about continuity in U.S. foreign
policy. The Johnson administration learned quickly that carrying
out Kennedy foreign policies would not be enough. Good relations,
particularly with African nations, would require a commitment to
Kennedy’s civil rights policies as well.

According to the USIA, civil rights was “more important to Afri-
cans than other U.S. foreign or domestic policies. The depth of
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concern has been greatly influenced by the belief that Mr. Kennedy
was far more prepared than past presidents or many American citi-
zens to push vigorously on this front.” The agency was pleased to
report that Johnson’s address to Congress was met with “relief and
gratification” in Africa. The African press focused on the civil rights
section of the speech. The Sudan Daily noted Johnson’s “ ‘emphatic’
stand” on civil rights, and the Voice of Ethiopia “said Mr. Kennedy
had not ‘lived or died in vain’ since the new President was ‘deter-
mined to fight for racial equality.’ ” Later commentators were more
reserved, however. “The Daily Telegraph in Nigeria warned that the
new Administration would be judged by its success in this field,”
while others felt that “no one can replace the late President on the
civil rights front.”6

Seeing Kennedy as a civil rights advocate, some African leaders
were distressed that his death might be a backlash against civil rights
reform. President Azikiwe of Nigeria sent a condolence message that
sounded more like an indictment. For Azikiwe, Kennedy’s assassina-
tion was “a setback in the struggle for fundamental human rights.”
African nations, he argued, should question whether the United Na-
tions should be headquartered in the United States, since “the
slaughter of this typical American reformer shows clearly that among
some Americans there is a deep seated hatred of the black man as a
human being.” Azikiwe felt chastened. “As one who was educated
in American universities I am disappointed that for over [a] quarter
of a century I had preached to my people to regard the United States
of America as ‘God’s country.’ ” He now “pray[ed] that all who
believed me will forgive me for being such a simpleton.” What
would the future portend, he wondered. “Who knows whether it
would not be in the best interests of Africa if the newly emergent
African states were not to be obliged to look elsewhere?”7

According to the U.S. embassy in Lagos, Azikiwe and others
feared that the “death [of ] President Kennedy means [a] strategic
set-back [in the] civil rights battle and are rationalizing their fears
in terms [of a] racial motivation for [the] assassination.” Because of
these concerns, the embassy in Lagos emphasized that “assurances
re continuity [of ] foreign policy . . . will not in themselves reassure
Nigerians.” More would be needed. The embassy “strongly recom-
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mend[ed] that [the] earliest possible opportunity be found for cate-
goric restatement [of the] administrations policy on civil rights and
[the] determination [to] carry through [the] Kennedy program.”
Stressing a commitment to civil rights reform would be essential to
United States–Nigeria relations.8

In the ensuing weeks, confidence in the new president increased.
At the same time, civil rights continued to be a measure of the new
administration’s effectiveness. The USIA reported that Western Eu-
ropeans were reassured by Johnson’s handling of his first two weeks
in office. “The orderly and immediate transfer of power and the
President’s unquestioned sincerity and firmness in pledging alle-
giance to the Kennedy policies, both foreign and domestic, gave
further assurance to the European public of a continuity of princi-
ples and activities plainly desired.” Johnson’s “unequivocal support
of the Civil Rights Bill was widely applauded because it betokened
to Europeans the continuation of a forward thrust in domestic af-
fairs, a courageous stand by a President still identified by most Euro-
peans with the South and the realization that a successful outcome
of this revolution in American society was basic to its leadership in
world affairs.”9

In the Far East, “opinion on the domestic policies of President
Johnson is predominantly concerned with the civil rights issue. Most
commentators clearly see the advancement of civil rights as President
Johnson’s ‘first duty’ domestically.” Some felt that “President Ken-
nedy’s death would create an atmosphere conducive to public and
Congressional progress” on civil rights. According to a Thai newspa-
per, “President Kennedy’s blood has flowed to wipe out the sense-
lessness of that problem.”10

Similarly, in December 1963, the U.S. ambassador to the Congo
reported that the Congolese prime minister had asked him to convey
the following message to Washington: “that Congo along with most
[of ] Africa does not really care about ideologies . . . but does care
deeply about [the] human factor; [the] key to good US relations
therefore is how we continue [to] handle [the] race problem.” The
prime minister had been happy with Kennedy’s actions. As far as
Johnson was concerned, he was “keeping up [the] good work but
we must not lose impetus.”11
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As President Johnson moved forward on civil rights, the Cold
War/civil rights conundrum seemed, for a moment, to be resolved.
Congress would pass important new civil rights legislation. Other
nations would take this as evidence of official U.S. government sup-
port for civil rights reform. Yet, on the cusp of resolution, this vic-
tory would soon dissolve. The Vietnam War soon pushed domestic
civil rights off the table as a major factor determining American
prestige abroad, just as shifts within the civil rights movement and
among the electorate changed the dynamics and undermined the
fragile consensus about civil rights politics at home. By 1965, urban
unrest made it clear that the problem of inequality could not be
fully solved by the president’s civil rights agenda, even if meaningful
reform was still within reach under the shadow of Vietnam. At
home, the story of race and American democracy became more com-
plex; overseas, American militarism cast a new shadow on the na-
tion’s image.

Early in Johnson’s first year in office, the image of the United States
abroad was in need of repair. A February 1964 statement on “Ameri-
ca’s Human Rights Image Abroad” painted an unfortunate picture.
As Hugh J. Parry explained, for years the USIA had conducted stud-
ies of world reactions to specific events in the United States, aspects
of U.S. policies, and other factors “that make up the American
Image throughout the world.” The USIA did not conduct this re-
search simply out of curiosity. Rather, it “found that various atti-
tudes toward aspects of American life are often inter-related with
reactions to American foreign policies and to American relations
with the people of a nation.”12

According to the statement, “There are some aspects of American
life that appear to have little impact on the man in the street in
foreign countries. . . . But there are others to which larger propor-
tions seem to react.” The person on the street reacted “above all” to
“the status of minority groups in our country.” The primary focus
of concern about American minority groups was “the American
Negro, for he is the focus and symbol of human rights in America
to the world as a whole.” Parry found that the topic of American race
relations attracted “world-wide interest among the most influential
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segments of the population.” In addition, “it is precisely the best
educated and best informed groups that judge the United States most
harshly on the issue of the status of the American Negro.” College
students, “the future leaders of many nations,” judged the U.S.
“most severely.” The good news seemed to be that interest in learning
about this issue was “at a relatively high level.” Underscoring Parry’s
conclusions, the USIA report found that 85 percent of the educated
elite in Asian and African countries described themselves as being
aware of recent U.S. racial incidents. The figure was 91 percent in
Latin America and Western Europe. A September 1965 study of
residents of Lagos, Nairobi, and Dakar found that a “very high pro-
portion” of literate persons had a “bad or very bad opinion of the
treatment of Negroes in the U.S.” In Dakar, for example, nine out
of ten had a negative opinion about U.S. race relations.13

In crafting his civil rights strategy, President Johnson was keenly
aware that the issue had international as well as domestic repercus-
sions. “As you know,” USIA Director Edward R. Murrow advised
him in January 1964, “the progress of the civil rights movement in
this country is of preeminent interest overseas, particularly in Af-
rica.” In 1963, under Secretary of State Dean Rusk’s leadership, the
Kennedy administration had already made the point that enacting
strong civil rights legislation would help ameliorate the impact of
race discrimination on the nation’s overseas image. It was left to
the Johnson administration to carry the bill forward and ensure its
passage. Johnson’s legendary skills at forging a legislative majority
meant that he was particularly well suited to carry out this task. His
personal ambition to make his own mark and to set himself apart
from his predecessor led Johnson to push for a stronger civil rights
bill than had Kennedy.14

The international press followed the bill’s progress, reporting on
committee votes and parliamentary maneuvering. The president’s
aides kept him abreast of the reactions of other nations. When it
initially passed the House, the USIA reported that the French publi-
cation L’Aurore thought that Johnson was “following in the footsteps
of Kennedy.”15

In the Senate, a vote on the bill was stymied by a filibuster. For
that reason, one of the most important votes was the Senate cloture
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vote on June 10, 1964. When the motion to limit debate passed,
this procedural victory was celebrated overseas. In Nigeria, Minister
Wachuku told the U.S. ambassador of his “great satisfaction” at the
Senate cloture vote. Wachuku thought that “passage of [the] bill
would go [a] long way toward decreasing African criticism [of ] race
relations in [the] US.” As the Philippines Herald saw it, the Senate
vote was “[a]n eloquent reaffirmation of the democratic maxim that
‘all men are created equal.’ ” According to the Manila Times, the
new law “will be a triumph for the Negro cause, but no less so
for the American people as a whole and for their Federal system of
government.” Some commentators expressed reservations. Ac-
cording to Paris-Presse, the act was “ ‘[a] big step for equality,’ but a
long time will pass before American Negroes become full-fledged
Americans.” Amid widespread support for American civil rights
progress, in the Soviet Union criticism of U.S. race relations in-
creased. The U.S. embassy in Moscow reported that “[t]he newspa-
per Soveitskaya Rossiya has apparently entered into competition
with Ixvestiya recently to see which organ can get in the dirtiest digs
at the United States.”16

After one more week of debate, the Civil Rights Act finally passed
the Senate on June 19. The lengthy process did not mean that the
final days were anticlimactic. Instead, according to the USIA, “the
long debate heightened attention to the racial question and in-
creased the dramatic impact of the Senate’s action.” On June 23, as
the legislation neared a final vote in the House of Representatives,
Carl Rowan, Edward R. Murrow’s replacement as USIA director,
wrote the president that “[a]ll continents hail the imminent passage
of the civil rights bill.” This was “a great moment in history.” The
impact of this moment would reverberate around the world. Ac-
cording to Rowan’s report to the president, Chen Hsin Wen Pao of
Taipei proclaimed that the act would “gradually exert an influence
over the whole world, just like the Declaration of Human Rights.”
The Trinidad Guardian agreed that “[t]he U.S. bill has advanced the
cause of civil rights for men everywhere.” In Vienna, Neues Oester-
reich thought that “[t]he nations of Africa and Asia can now be told
convincingly that America takes the equality of all of its citizens
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seriously.” In Tegucigalpa, El Nacional wondered whether the
United States appreciated “the dignity it has won in the eyes of the
whole world.”17

The act’s passage was acclaimed abroad as “an historic advance.”
According to the USIA,

Commentators viewed the passage as the most important step
forward in the American Negro’s struggle for equality since
the Emancipation Proclamation; as a ‘victory’ that will ‘shape
the future of the United States’; as a ‘turning point’ in Ameri-
can history; as enhancing the international influence of the
United States, reinforcing the moral authority of the United
States and its dedication to freedom and social justice.18

There were, of course, cautionary notes. In Kenya, the Daily Nation
thought that the act “will not change overnight the discrimination
and prejudice which for so long have been the lot of the Negro in
America.” In London, the Sunday Telegraph questioned whether the
role of the government in policing discrimination meant that the
act was “a grim recognition by the U.S. that justice for the Negro can
be achieved only by un-American methods.” Yet overall, as Rowan
reported, the Civil Rights Bill was seen as “a vindication of the U.S.
democratic system.” He told Johnson that “[p]laudits to you, to the
political parties, and the Senate leadership continue to come in from
all areas.” As if to complete the circle, many viewed the upcoming
vote as fulfilling the Kennedy legacy, just as Johnson had proposed.
As Rowan put it, “The bill as a monument to President Kennedy is
a frequent theme.”19

Johnson’s signing of the Civil Rights Act capped this historic mo-
ment. The United States Information Agency prepared ahead of
time. On June 30, Rowan told the president, “Your signature on the
Civil Rights Act will set in motion a worldwide USIA campaign
explaining its meaning.” The agency had already distributed to sev-
enty-two countries a televised round-table discussion of the act fea-
turing Roy Wilkins of the NAACP and others. The Voice of
America was prepared to broadcast the soundtrack of this discussion,
and the text had been distributed to all USIS posts. Photographs of
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President Johnson signing the bill would be air-expressed abroad,
but in the meantime a “backgrounder” on Johnson’s role in the act’s
passage had already been distributed.20

Secretary Rusk wrote to Georgia Congressman Charles Weltner
to commend him on his support for the Civil Rights Act. Rusk
noted that the act’s “primary concern” was “how we as citizens deal
with each other.” Yet other critical national interests were also at
stake. As secretary of state, Rusk was “deeply impressed by the con-
nection between this problem here at home and the great struggle
for freedom which is being waged throughout the world. . . . [T]his
country is looked upon as the leader of those who wish to be free,
and what we do here has an importance far beyond our borders.”21

Meanwhile, the Nigerian National Committee on Civil Liberties
wrote Senator Barry Goldwater to express its “disgust” at the senator’s
opposition to the act. The committee appealed to Goldwater to re-
verse his stand on civil rights “in the interest of your good name, . . .
and in the interest of your nation whose prestige rises or falls with
the advancement or retardation of civil rights by its leading men.”22

Within hours of the bill’s passage, Johnson signed it into law.
This event provided one more media opportunity that the president
was sure to take advantage of. In his televised remarks, Johnson
emphasized that the nation had been founded by “a small band of
valiant men” who sought “not only to found a nation but to forge
an ideal of freedom.” While the president challenged Americans to
pursue justice within the nation’s borders, he also emphasized that
the United States had inspired democratic movements worldwide.
“Today in far corners of distant continents, the ideals of those
American patriots still shape the struggles of men who hunger for
freedom.”23

The signing brought “a further round of congratulations.” Some
foreign writers commented on “the effects of the event on the U.S.
image abroad, seeing gains for U.S. ‘moral prestige.’ ” Congratula-
tions to Johnson poured in from the president of India, the president
of the Republic of Guinea, the president of Niger, and leaders of
other nations. Prime Minister Obote of Uganda was “overjoyed”
upon hearing the news. He thought that “this action happily re-
moves [the] basis for criticism of [the] US which communists have
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used among Africans with telling effect.” A Nigerian leader told
the U.S. ambassador to that country that passage of the act “would
enhance [the] close association presently existing between Nigeria
and the U.S.” Nigerian reaction overall, according to the U.S. em-
bassy, was “overwhelmingly favorable.”24

Passage of the act was front-page news in Dar-es-Salaam. In Bonn,
West Germany, the General Anzeiger front-page headline an-
nounced, “Civil Rights Bill Finally Approved; Colored People Have
Equal Status With Whites; Important Success of Johnson Adminis-
tration.” The act’s passage was covered prominently on German
radio, and a statement by President Johnson was broadcast on Ger-
man television.25

U.S. diplomatic posts put the news to good use. In Addis Ababa,
for example, the U.S. mission was “making maximum effort to ex-
ploit the signing of the civil rights bill.” The results of these efforts
were encouraging. The governor of Western Nigeria told Assistant
Secretary of State G. Mennen Williams that “Nigerians followed the
racial situation in the United States very closely” and “were gratified
to see the passage of the Civil Rights Bill.” The Nigerian foreign
minister thought that the act’s passage “would enhance [the] close
association presently existing between Nigeria and [the] U.S.”26

While civil rights problems in the United States had been criti-
cized at the Organization of African Unity (OAU) conference the
year before, the 1964 OAU meeting was a marked contrast. The
USIA reported that passage of the act was “a major theme” at the
1964 meeting. Guinea President SCkou TourC told the conference
that the act was “a great victory” for the struggle for equality in the
United States, while Nasser of Egypt thought it was a “promising
sign.”27

The Johnson administration took pride in its success with the
Civil Rights Act, and in the act’s positive impact on the U.S. image
abroad. The Civil Rights Act looked good in American propaganda.
It was true evidence of social change. American leaders had long
understood that social change itself was the only effective way to
convince foreign audiences that the nation was committed to its
professed principles of liberty and equality. The administration
could not celebrate long, however, or rest on its laurels. Even as
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USIA materials heralding the act were on their way overseas, new
threats to the image of American democracy were on the horizon.

On August 4, 1964, within weeks of the signing of the Civil
Rights Act, U.S. destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin off the coast of
North Vietnam reported that they were under attack. Although
these reports may have been erroneous, they provided President
Johnson with the political cover he needed for an already anticipated
escalation of U.S. involvement in the war in Vietnam. Congress as
well as many Americans rallied behind the president and supported
an American military response to what was seen as North Vietnam-
ese aggression.28 During the summer of 1964, the Vietnam War was
one of a number of issues affecting American politics and foreign
relations. In later years, with the escalation of the conflict and a
growing worldwide antiwar movement, the war would have a pro-
found effect on both domestic politics and U.S. standing overseas.

Even as developments overseas set the stage for a new challenge to
the worldwide image of American democracy, developments at
home threatened to undermine the positive impact of the Civil
Rights Act itself. The Civil Rights Act was signed during the sum-
mer of 1964: Freedom Summer. The power and strength of the civil
rights movement, and the virulence of the backlash, threatened to
overcome the federal government’s efforts to characterize the passage
of the act as the capstone of social change efforts. Events in Missis-
sippi in the summer of ’64, and increasing efforts of civil rights
leaders to internationalize the civil rights struggle, meant that U.S.
racial justice continued to be questioned abroad. The story of race
in America would not be easily contained.

During Freedom Summer, students flocked to the South to work
in the civil rights movement. Hundreds of college students joined
veteran civil rights activists to help with voter registration in Missis-
sippi. The infusion of white college students into the southern civil
rights movement brought publicity and resources but did not soften
the terms of racial politics in Mississippi. Early in the summer, three
young men, one African American and two whites, were missing.
Andrew Goodman, James Chaney, and Michael Schwerner had been
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arrested on their way to investigate the bombing of a black church.
When their broken bodies were finally discovered in an earthen dam,
a new wave of outrage swept the nation and the world.29

President Johnson made sympathetic calls to the young men’s
families and pressed the FBI and Justice Department about the
course of the investigation of this incident. He wanted the matter
resolved carefully and was concerned about others “tying it into
[the] Little Rock thing.” Meanwhile, civil rights groups sent a letter
to a large number of United Nations delegations urging them to
bring the issue of violence in Mississippi before the Security Coun-
cil. They wanted the United Nations to send a peacekeeping force
to Mississippi.30

Brutal as it was, as long as racial violence was confined to the
South, the USIA could argue that racism was a regional, not a na-
tional, problem. American propaganda always tried to put violent
incidents like the Mississippi murders “in context.” The context was
the structure of American federalism. The federal government, the
USIA and U.S. diplomats argued, was committed to civil rights re-
form. States were making progress, but the rate of progress varied.
It only made made sense, U.S. propaganda suggested, that southern
states—the former slave states—would be slower in achieving racial
justice. Problems in the South, it was argued, were to be expected
and were a sign that even in the states of the former Confederacy,
social change was at hand.31

The idea that race discrimination was a regional problem was
challenged in July 1964 as a major riot broke out in Harlem. It was
touched off when a white police officer shot an African American
teenager. A protest march then turned violent, with African Ameri-
cans battling police. Rioting followed for days.32

By July 27, African newspapers and radio were “voicing alarm at
the violence.” In Cairo, an al-Akhbar headline proclaimed, “America
is Threatened with Civil War.” In Lagos, the West African Pilot saw
the riots as an indication of the “ineffectiveness” of the new Civil
Rights Act.33 The rights protected by the Civil Rights Act would, at
least formally, create a legal regime of equal treatment, yet as race
riots continued to plague American cities, formal legal rights could
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not alleviate the distress in many communities. Congressional action
on civil rights did not speak to the poverty, joblessness, and police
brutality in the nation’s cities. And so, ironically, as the United States
achieved one of its greatest milestones in the struggle for racial jus-
tice, the nation’s grip on race relations seemed to be failing.

In the face of new challenges, the USIA and the State Department
tried to bolster the image of American democracy. While the John-
son administration believed that civil rights reform would be the
most effective way to placate foreign critics, an information cam-
paign remained a critical component of efforts to improve the image
of American race relations abroad. Besides reporting news of Ameri-
can civil rights progress in a positive manner, the USIA also pro-
duced films that focused on the civil rights movement. The USIA
took a potential threat—racial protest—and turned it into an asset.
The movement could be portrayed as an example of democratic
politics in action.

The March on Washington was the subject of one important
USIA film on civil rights. USIA filmmaker James Blue presented the
story of the march using the style of documentary realism. As Nicho-
las Cull has written, Blue “creates the impression that his film is an
authentic filmic record of the events in Washington, presented with
the minimum of artifice.” Handheld cameras followed marchers on
buses as they made their way to Washington. The focus throughout
was on participants in the march, African American and white,
young and old, men and women. The minimal use of commentary
seemed to enable the film’s viewers to join in the crowd and experi-
ence the event as it unfolded. Yet while the film presented itself as a
simple, realistic depiction, Blue’s choices in focus told the story of
the march from a particular perspective.34

Although the march was presented against a backdrop of conflict
over civil rights, conflict within the March on Washington move-
ment was written out of the story, as was conflict between the march
organizers and the Kennedy administration. Rather than challeng-
ing government policy on civil rights, the marchers were seen as
fulfilling an American ideal. As the film’s brief voice-over suggested,
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“The Constitution of the United States guarantees every American
the right to protest peacefully. Two hundred thousand Americans,
then, are going to use this right.” The image of consensus was rein-
forced by the film’s coverage, or lack of coverage, of march speakers.
Only Martin Luther King Jr.’s speech was included, and that in an
edited form. King’s speech had begun with a critique of the state of
civil rights, arguing that the U.S. Constitution was a “bad check”
whose promise had not been fulfilled, but the film focused only on
the forward-looking “dream” segment.35

While the film The March presented a story of a united, peaceful,
interracial movement carrying out the democratic ideals of free
speech and political participation, the film generated its own contro-
versy. Dissenting voices within the USIA wondered whether the
film’s recognition that some civil rights problems remained to be
solved meant that too much of the nation’s dirty laundry was to be
aired overseas. Members of Congress got wind of the project, and
some were offended by the film’s celebration of protest and the de-
piction of an interracial couple among those traveling to the march.
President Johnson told Senator Richard Russell that he liked the
film, though he acknowledged that “[t]here’s been some hell raised
about” it. “All it shows . . . is marching here—from Washington’s
Monument to Lincoln’s Tomb [sic] and it shows that the Nigra has
a right to be heard and is heard and has a voice and can petition and
doesn’t get shot.” The film was popular at many U.S. diplomatic
posts. The post in Bonn, for example, found the film to be “an
antidote to Little Rock, Oxford and Birmingham.” Ultimately, the
film was edited in response to its critics. The USIA added an intro-
duction by USIA Director Carl Rowan. He called the march “a
moving exercise of one of the most cherished rights in a free society:
the right of peaceful protest.” Rowan told viewers that he believed
“that this demonstration of both whites and Negroes, supported by
the federal government and by both President Johnson and the late
President Kennedy, is a profound example of the procedures unfet-
tered men use to broaden the horizons of freedom.” Rowan’s intro-
duction put an explicit spin on the film that James Blue’s filmic style
had intended to display more subtly. In so doing, Rowan reinforced
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the fact that the film was a U.S. government–sponsored propaganda
message. In this way, efforts to make the film more palatable to
domestic critics may well have undercut its persuasiveness overseas.36

As if to complete the circle, the Little Rock crisis itself was recircu-
lated overseas as another important USIA film in 1964. The event
that had played a defining role in international perceptions of race
in America was repackaged into an American success story. Nine
from Little Rock followed the nine African American students who
had integrated Central High School in 1957. All had gone on to
college, and with the exception of one who had married early, all
contemplated satisfying professional careers.37

The film opened with a drumroll and an unsettling musical score
as the shadow of a man stretched ominously across the ground. The
camera panned upward to the imposing facade of Central High. Yet
the shadow belonged to the calm and friendly figure of Justin
Thomas, one of the Little Rock Nine.

Little Rock had cast an imposing shadow on the image of Ameri-
can democracy. Thomas’s narration of the Little Rock story dissi-
pated its foreboding quality, while the musical score created a sense
of comfort, moderating from minor to major tones. This national
crisis was characterized as the actions of a racist “few who tried to
impose their will on the many.” The film focused on what the nine
African American students who had integrated Central High were
doing with their lives. The film suggested that the difficult experi-
ence the students had endured at Central High had been an oppor-
tunity for personal growth. They were truly American success sto-
ries, enjoying advancement through personal hard work and
perseverance. “If Little Rock taught us nothing more,” Thomas as-
sured viewers, “it taught us that problems can make us better. Much
better.” With that, the camera took in the entrance to Central High,
until a wider shot of the city of Little Rock focused on the dome of
the state capitol building. The implicit message was that this story
of personal growth was generalizable. Just as the “problems” in Little
Rock had made the students better, out of the crisis of racial conflict
improvement had come to Arkansas and the nation.38

Nine from Little Rock was acclaimed from Hollywood to Kampala.
It was the first USIA film to receive an Academy Award. Translated
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into seventeen languages and distributed to ninety-seven countries,
the film was also a hit overseas. Carl Rowan told the president that
“[i]n Africa where it is vitally important that we do our best to keep
the United States civil rights struggle in perspective, USIS Nairobi
reported that ‘Nine From Little Rock’ was the ‘best film the Agency
has yet made on civil rights. . . . [I]t supports the high priority coun-
try objective of showing progress in the U.S. to our racial difficul-
ties.’ ” The USIS post in Kampala, Uganda, reported that “[t]his
film closes the book on Little Rock and frees the mind to consider
the changed aspects of the struggle.” Thanks in part to USIA efforts
to recast the story, the shadow of Little Rock on American prestige
abroad appeared to be receding.39

The March and Nine from Little Rock capped U.S. government
efforts to manage the stories of these critical events in the civil rights
struggle. In the hands of the USIA, the March on Washington was
portrayed as an illustration of American democracy rather than a
critique of it, and the Little Rock crisis was an episode in the inexora-
ble democratic progress toward equality. By the early 1960s, how-
ever, U.S. propaganda competed with proliferating international
news sources. News photographs of massive resistance published
around the world threatened to overcome the government’s story of
racial progress. International travel by civil rights leaders meant that
Africans, Asians, Latin Americans, and Europeans could get a pic-
ture of race in America that they considered more authentic. Efforts
to use filmic portrayals of events in the civil rights movement to
bolster the government’s narrative of race and democracy could not
be fully effective as long as the movement, through efforts at home
and abroad, contested the government’s story.

With the Freedom Rides, Ole Miss, and Birmingham, efforts to
secure civil rights—and the violent reaction against them—became
a focus of international attention and concern because they were
events the world press considered newsworthy. The movement did
not need to do anything to generate international interest other than
to organize the protests and endure the reaction. By 1964, the move-
ment engaged in more sustained efforts to use international pressure
to further domestic civil rights reform through appeals to the United
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Nations, international travel by civil rights activists, and interna-
tional organizing.

During the 1960s, many civil rights advocates traveled overseas.
They hoped to spread the word about the U.S. civil rights move-
ment, gain support from citizens of other nations, and encourage
independence movements around the world. Many activists saw the
struggle for civil rights in the United States and anticolonial move-
ments abroad as different branches of one worldwide human rights
movement. Civil rights activists turned especially to Africa, which
became a source of support and inspiration.

When civil rights activists traveled overseas, they presented a chal-
lenge to USIA and State Department efforts to craft a particular
image of civil rights in the United States. African Americans could
speak with more authority about race in America. In an earlier era,
the State Department had reacted by silencing those who challenged
the government’s efforts to project a positive vision of race and
American democracy. The methods of the early Cold War years
would not withstand international scrutiny in the 1960s, however.
For that reason, harsh critics of American racism, including Mal-
colm X and Stokely Carmichael, had a liberty to travel internation-
ally that Paul Robeson had not enjoyed. The challenge these activists
posed to the U.S. government narrative about race and democracy
would be managed in other ways. Just as Josephine Baker’s impact
could be moderated through behind-the-scenes efforts in the 1940s
and 50s, the response to 1960s activists was also largely indirect.
The State Department quietly facilitated the international travel of
more moderate and supportive voices. And, ultimately, the best ad-
vertisement for American democracy would be continued social
change at home.

In December 1964, Martin Luther King Jr. traveled to Norway
to receive the Nobel Peace Prize. The award was a sign of worldwide
support for the civil rights struggle in the United States. King ac-
cepted the award on behalf of the movement as a whole—the leaders
and those who would “never make the headlines” yet whose labor
was indispensable to the struggle. King saw the award as a “profound
recognition that nonviolence is the answer to the crucial political
and moral question of our time—the need for man to overcome
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oppression and violence without resorting to violence and oppres-
sion.” He proclaimed his “faith in America” and his “audacious faith
in the future of mankind.” It was not only racial injustice that he
rejected, but also militarism. “I believe that even amid today’s mor-
tar and whining bullets, there is still hope for a brighter tomorrow.”
King celebrated what, he suggested, America would eventually be-
come, reinforcing the idea of the inevitability of social justice within
the existing form of government. The USIA might have been
pleased with this aspect of his message. Yet, intertwined as it was
with a critique of militarism, King’s address foreshadowed a devel-
opment that would greatly concern the federal government: his ex-
plicit critique of the U.S. role in Vietnam.40

U.S. government efforts to present a positive picture of race in
America were hampered by African receptivity to the message of
Malcolm X. Both at home and abroad, Malcolm X was not about
to contain his critique of American racism within the boundaries of
Cold War liberal discourse. He called himself “one of the 22 million
black people who are the victims of Americanism.” Blacks were “vic-
tims of democracy.” He declared, “I don’t see any American dream; I
see an American nightmare.” Malcolm X argued that the movement
should “[e]xpand the civil-rights struggle to the level of human
rights,” and “take it to the United Nations,” where Asians, Africans
and Latin Americans could “throw their weight on our side.”41

Malcolm X traveled extensively in Africa in 1964. He hoped that
his popularity in Africa would “forever repudiate the American white
man’s propaganda that the black man in Africa is not interested in
the plight of the black man in America.” He sought to give Africans
“the true picture of our plight in America, and of the necessity of
Africans helping us bring our case before the United Nations.”42

In July 1964, Malcolm X flew to Cairo, hoping to appear and
present a petition at the second meeting of the Organization of Afri-
can Unity. He was admitted as an observer to the conference. At
2:30 one morning he was able to read to the delegates a memoran-
dum on behalf of the Organization of Afro-American Unity. Mal-
colm X implored the African leaders to take up the cause of African
Americans. “[Y]ou are the shepherd of all African peoples every-
where,” he told them. “We, in America, are your long-lost brothers
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and sisters.” The good shepherd, he reminded them, “will leave the
ninety-nine sheep, who are safe at home, to go to the aid of the one
who is lost and has fallen into the clutches of the imperialist wolf.”43

Although the United States had passed civil rights legislation,
Malcolm X argued that this should not lead Africans to believe that
all was right in America.

Many of you have been led to believe that the much publi-
cized recently passed civil-rights bill is a sign that America is
making a sincere effort to correct the injustices we have suf-
fered there. This propaganda maneuver is part of her deceit
and trickery to keep African nations from condemning her
racist practices before the United Nations, as you are now
doing as regards the same practices in South Africa.44

While Dean Rusk had argued that the Civil Rights Act was needed
to counter Soviet propaganda, Malcolm X suggested that the act
itself was an American propaganda stunt.

Robert E. Lee, State Department Acting Assistant Secretary for
Congressional Relations, reported that while in Cairo Malcolm X
made “extreme statements to the press.” Lee reassured Congressman
Charles C. Diggs Jr. that “[t]he leaders of Africa are genuinely con-
cerned with the racial problems in the United States. They were
greatly encouraged by the passage of our civil rights legislation and
are much too well informed to be taken in by the extreme statements
of Malcolm X.” Rather than joining Malcolm X in a call to arms
against American racism, African leaders approved a resolution com-
mending the United States for passing the Civil Rights Act. Peter
Goldman put it this way:

There was, as Malcolm eventually was forced to recognize, a
disparity between the warmth with which Africa welcomed
him and the yes-but caution with which it received his call to
arms against America. In the end, he discovered that he was
bucking not only the vast distance between Harlem and Af-
rica . . . but the great reach of U.S. foreign aid.

Malcolm X came to believe that “as long as you take money from
America, you’ll have only the external appearance of sovereignty.”45
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In spite of African reticence, the State Department remained
concerned about Malcolm X’s influence. As Lee put it, “[T]here is
no denying that the propaganda which was generated by his ex-
treme statements may have caused some damage to the United
States image.” Lee believed that the best antidote for such damage
was civil rights reform. “The whole episode points up the impor-
tance of continuing on the path we have already chosen—to make
our nation one in which all the rights of every citizen are guaranteed
at all times and in all places.” In the meantime, the department
kept tabs on Malcolm X, investigating whether he might be in vio-
lation of U.S. law. American diplomatic posts reported on his activi-
ties, and the State Department contemplated ways to counter his
influence.46

Malcolm X traveled to Saudi Arabia on September 19. There he
was regarded as “Leader of Muslim Negroes in the United States”
and was treated as an honored guest of the Saudi government. Dur-
ing his three days in the country, Malcolm X made a pilgrimage to
the Holy City of Mecca, where he experienced a spiritual rebirth
that convinced him that “perhaps American whites can be cured of
the rampant racism which is consuming them and about to destroy”
the United States. He developed a new interest in working with
others across racial and ideological lines. At a speech at University
College in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, the following month, Malcolm
X “emphasized the relative unity between himself and such leaders
as Martin Luther King, saying that their differences were primarily
differences of method rather than goals. ‘The main difference is that
he doesn’t mind being beat up and I do.’ ” In spite of Malcolm X’s
new approach, U.S. diplomats remained wary. Malcolm X may have
had more positive things to say about Martin Luther King Jr., but
he still had nothing good to say about the state of race relations in
America.47

On October 18, 1964, Malcolm X flew to Kenya at the invitation
of the Kenyan government. He was treated warmly by Kenyan offi-
cials, who called him the “leader [of the] whole civil rights move-
ment in America.” The U.S. ambassador to Kenya, William Att-
wood, felt that Malcolm X’s warm reception was “disturbing.” He
feared that Kenyan leaders might be receptive to Malcolm X’s

SHIFTING THE FOCUS 223



 

“twisted account [of the] U.S. civil rights situation.” The ambassa-
dor reported that while in Kenya “Malcolm declared that American
[sic] will never voluntarily give American Negroes freedom unless
forced and that as [a] minority they do not have the force. Africa,
he said, has [the] key to [the] Negro problem solution and will deter-
mine [the] degree of freedom they get because African leaders hold
[the] strategic power balance in world affairs.” An objective of Mal-
colm X’s mission to Africa, the telegram continued, “was to make
leaders aware of their position of power.” He was “surprised by sup-
port of African leaders for American Negro cause, they had all shown
unlimited concern and sympathy.”48

The Civil Rights Act had been lauded in Africa, but according to
Ambassador Attwood, in a television interview in Nairobi Malcolm
X had claimed that the act was “nothing but a calculated propaganda
move by the US to impress the peoples of Africa and Asia. He added
that nothing had changed for the Negro since passage of the law;
that in fact, Negroes were being persecuted more vigorously than
before.” Malcolm X had come to Nairobi to encourage African lead-
ers to condemn U.S. racism in the United Nations. He felt that “[i]n
light of ‘no progress’ in US and ‘mealy-mouthed’ American Negro
leadership, little can be expected internally in [the] US and interna-
tionalization of [the] problem [was] required to bring pressure on
[the U.S. government] and on ‘good people’ in US who would then
take action to avoid embarrassment.” Malcolm X warned that the
more moderate statements of others reflected government actions.
“American Negroes who come to Africa are ‘well-chosen’ not to
embarrass the US.” The ambassador was concerned that Malcolm
X had “considerable success in Kenya in publicizing his views and
in getting the ear of Kenyan leaders.”49

Because of concerns about Malcolm X, U.S. diplomats in Africa
were thrilled to learn of CORE president James Farmer’s interest in
traveling to Africa in 1965. Farmer’s trip was sponsored by the Amer-
ican Negro Leadership Conference on Africa. Secretary of State Dean
Rusk told U.S. embassies that Farmer would present a “true picture
of the progress of civil rights in America” and would “state the true
aspirations of most American Negroes as compared with what has
been said in Africa by Malcolm X and Cassius Clay.” Rusk asked
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U.S. missions in Africa to “extend the usual courtesies” to Farmer,
and to “facilitate his making contact with government leaders, uni-
versity students, media representatives, and other influential groups.”
Embassies should keep their enthusiasm to themselves, however. “It
is recognized that in some countries too close an identification with
the Embassy may be counterproductive.” In preparing for Farmer’s
visit, “All posts which Malcolm X visited should have [a] file of state-
ments and suggestions re tactics available for Mr. Farmer on arrival.”
Posts were also to “offer political briefings” to Farmer and to keep
the State Department informed about his visits.50

Secretary Rusk’s belief that Farmer would counter Malcolm X’s
influence may have stemmed from Farmer’s public statements dis-
agreeing with Malcolm X. Farmer had defended the Kennedy admin-
istration in a televised debate with Malcolm X. Farmer told Malcolm
X, however, that his objective was not to counteract the Black Muslim
leader. Rather, his purpose “would be to develop a liaison between
the new nations of Africa and the civil rights movement in America.”
Apparently satisfied with Farmer’s explanation, Malcolm X supplied
him with names and phone numbers of contacts in Africa.51

In Lagos, Nigeria, Farmer told a television audience that he had
come to Africa to “develop closer ties between American Negroes
and Africans and to interpret the civil rights revolution in the U.S.
to Africans.” According to an embassy officer, “Farmer praised the
role of African nations in bolstering U.S. Negroes’ pride.” Nigerians
responded warmly. The state house released a statement saying that
“CORE and Nigerians are partners in the struggle for safeguarding
individual freedom under the rule of law.” The embassy’s only regret
was that Farmer was not clearer about the fact that “the Civil Rights
struggle in the U.S. is a nation-wide effort in which whites as well
as Negroes are participating.”52

In Ghana, the U.S. embassy thought that Farmer gave an “ex-
tremely effective talk on civil rights” at the University of Ghana.
Farmer reportedly argued that the “Negro revolution seeks to com-
plete [the] American revolution, not overthrow of govt but full par-
ticipation in it.” He stressed the interracial character of the Freedom
Rides and other civil rights movement activities, and cooperation
between movement organizations and the U.S. government. As for
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Malcolm X and the Black Muslims, they advanced a “racist solution”
and represented a small proportion of African Americans. Farmer’s
visit to Ghana was described by the embassy as “helpful.” He was able
to “undo in part [the] damage caused by two Malcolm X visits.”53

Not all of CORE’s actions pleased the State Department, how-
ever. In December 1964, CORE wrote to U.S. firms doing business
in South Africa. CORE wondered whether there was a double-stan-
dard. Large U.S. companies would not risk their image by doing
business with communist countries, so why South Africa? CORE
asked,

How can your company policy allow its investment to secure
apartheid in South Africa and support fair employment here?
How can you pay slaves and negotiate with unions here? Your
company has put free enterprise and American labor in com-
petition with a slave labor force and a government that scoffs
at your system.

CORE noted that U.S. companies could “help to achieve a better
way of life for the great mass of repressed peoples of South Africa.
Your investment can be used to apply pressure for relief, and with-
holding of more investment can give added pressure.” Attached to
the letter was a summary of South African apartheid legislation and
a description of conditions. Secretary Rusk described it as “generally
devastating.” CORE’s letter created “quite a stir” among U.S. firms.
A Socony Mobil official told American diplomats that he thought
this was just the beginning of domestic pressure on the subject of
apartheid. Meanwhile, the State Department’s policy was that deci-
sions to invest in South Africa “must rest with individual firms.”54

In later years, the left would continue in its efforts to internation-
alize the movement. SNCC and the Black Panther Party argued that
the movement for black power at home was part of an international
struggle against imperialism. For Stokely Carmichael and Huey
Newton, the liberation struggle linked unrest in American cities
with Vietnam’s National Liberation Front, or Vietcong.55 As radical
voices came to play a more important role in the civil rights move-
ment by the mid-1960s, it became more difficult for the U.S. gov-
ernment to argue that activists sought change within the terms of
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Martin Luther King Jr. is congratulated by Norway’s King Olav and Crown Prince Harald
after receiving the Nobel Peace Prize, December 10, 1964. The Nobel Prize was a sign of the
strong international support for the U.S. civil rights movement. (UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)



 Malcolm X at a press conference in New York following his return from Africa,
November 24, 1964. The Black Muslim leader sought African support to encour-
age the UnitedNations to pressure theUnited States to end racial discrimination.
(UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)

American democracy. Increasingly at home, American society itself
was under attack.

Within the United States, even as civil rights leaders reported that
their efforts to test enforcement of the Civil Rights Act in the South
had met with success, race discrimination continued to present chal-
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lenges to American diplomatic efforts. On September 24, 1964,
fifty-five representatives to the United Nations from African and
Asian countries submitted a petition to UN Secretary General U
Thant expressing “grave concern” about discrimination against UN
diplomats in New York. The petitioners were particularly concerned
about an attack on Youssouf Gueye, first secretary of the Permanent
Mission of Mauritania to the United Nations. Mr. Gueye was as-
saulted “by a group of New York citizens” while walking near his
home on the evening of August 30. According to the petition, “The
circumstances surrounding the assault . . . continue to arouse in us
most serious misgivings. Obviously, Mr. Gueye, whose identity was
not unknown to his attackers, was attacked because he was a diplo-
mat and because he was coloured.” The attack was not an isolated
event. “A mention of the many similar incidents that have taken
place is enough to explain the indignation felt by all the members
of our group.” Because of the “continued repetition of such inci-
dents,” the diplomats had “serious misgivings as to the conditions
we require in order to live normal lives and carry out our work as
diplomats.” The petitioners urged that “effective measures should
be taken to ensure the protection of our diplomatic officers against
these humiliations.”56

Foreign leaders were also targeted in the nation’s capital. Shaban
Kirunda Nkutu, a Ugandan government official, was on his way to
his Washington, D.C., hotel following Thanksgiving dinner with
an American family when he decided to take a stroll. A group of
white teenagers called to him from their car. As the secretary of state
later reported it, “Thinking they needed help, Nkutu approached
and was deluged by shaving cream thrown by one person. Head,
shoulders covered, Nkutu was temporarily blinded by cream. . . .
He, in own words, was humiliated by incident.” The State Depart-
ment would gear up after such incidents to convey legions of apolo-
gies, but these events could not be erased from the personal memo-
ries of foreign leaders. Beyond shaping their attitudes about the
United States, they also led them to question statements about racial
progress in America. American propaganda characterized civil rights
as a sectional problem, residing in the American South, and argued
that continuing difficulties were the product of regional differences
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resulting from U.S. federalism. Racial attacks in the seat of the
United Nations and in the nation’s capital undercut the validity of
these characterizations.57

Problems in New York also raised the question of whether that
city was an appropriate site for the United Nations. Ambassador
Adlai Stevenson reported that at a December 1964 luncheon,
S. O. Adebo, Nigeria’s ambassador to the UN, “spent almost [the]
entire afternoon” discussing U.S. racial problems with G. Mennen
Williams. Adebo “seemed bitter.” He “describe[d] NY as [a] most
inhospitable city for [the] UN site,” and “[s]tated that if [a] vote
were taken, [the] overwhelming choice would be to remove [the]
UN from [the] US.” Adebo said that “he feared to go out at night for
fear of physical harm.” He made “no distinction between violence in
Mississippi and in NY.” Adebo was “unyielding to any arguments
put forward by Williams.”58

African leaders often took U.S. racial injustice personally, even
when they were not the targets. Treatment of African Americans was
taken as evidence of American feelings toward Africa as well. When
Martin Luther King Jr. was arrested and imprisoned in Selma, Ala-
bama, in February 1965, for example, the U.S. embassy in Luanda,
Angola, reported that the arrest had “done more to damage [the]
image [of the] US in [the] eyes of literate African people in Angola
than any other single event” since the embassy officer had been in
his position. Government leaders told him that “Africans can no
longer trust US sympathetic statements re: African aspirations. They
consider them hypocritical and devoid of any substance.” Instead,
the “reality is shown by continuing disregard [of the] rights [of ]
America’s Negroes and especially bare faced actions such as [the]
arrest [of ] Doctor King.”59

In the face of this criticism, it became clear that there would be
no quick fixes for the diplomatic consequences of American race
discrimination. A civil rights bill in Maryland might ameliorate dif-
ficulties on Route 40, but it could not contain random racist acts
on the streets of New York. A federal civil rights bill might express
a broad norm of equality, but it would not stymie southern police
in their efforts to silence the civil rights movement. The daily life of
race in America was experienced by African diplomats residing in
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the country. Global mass media brought racist incidents into homes
around the world. The images of formal legal change broadcast to
the world competed with the lived experience of foreign nationals
in the United States, and the persistence of international media in-
terest in the story of race in America.

As Lyndon Johnson’s first full year as president came to a close, he
hoped to turn his attention to matters other than civil rights. He
told Martin Luther King Jr. that 1965 would not be the right time
for a voting rights act. Voting rights would cost the president white
southern votes he needed for other Great Society programs.60

Throughout the South, black disenfranchisement remained wide-
spread. In Dallas County, Alabama, half the voting-age population
was African American, but only 156 of 15,000 voting-age blacks
were registered to vote in 1961. In spite of Justice Department ef-
forts to use litigation to expand voting rights, by 1964 the number
of African American voters remained very low. Civil rights leaders
decided to stage demonstrations in Selma to focus national attention
on the issue. According to David Garrow, King and the Southern
Christian Leadership Conference hoped to use a campaign in Selma
“to challenge the entire structure of racial exclusion in Alabama poli-
tics and to force Lyndon Johnson’s hand on a federal voting rights
statute.”61

The Selma campaign began with peaceful marches to the court-
house where African American residents of the city were unable to
register to vote. Hundreds were arrested, and as the days went by,
police brutality against the demonstrators increased. On Sunday,
March 7, the Selma campaign came to a head as civil rights activists
began a march from Selma to Montgomery. They got only as far as
the Edmund Pettus Bridge across the Alabama River heading out
of town. Alabama state troopers and sheriff’s officers on horseback
blocked the road on the other side. The marchers were ordered to
disperse for engaging in an “unlawful assembly . . . not conducive
to the public safety.” When they refused to do so, troopers de-
scended on the crowd, beating them with nightsticks. Marchers
screamed, while white spectators cheered. Officers on horseback
then “rode at a run into the retreating mass.” Authorities unleashed

SHIFTING THE FOCUS 231



 

tear gas. In news reports broadcast to a horrified nation, “night-
sticks could be seen through the gas, flailing at the heads of the
marchers.”62

The Selma violence was widely denounced and led many to call
for legislation protecting the right to vote. Meanwhile, violence con-
tinued, as James Reed, a white clergyman from Boston who had
gone to Alabama to support the civil rights movement, was killed
in Birmingham. On March 13, as more than a thousand civil rights
supporters marched outside the White House, President Johnson
told reporters:

What happened in Selma was an American tragedy. The
blows that were received, the blood that was shed, the life of
the good man that was lost must strengthen the determina-
tion of each of us to bring full and equal and exact justice to
all of our people.

This is not just the policy of your government or your
President. It is the heart and purpose and meaning of
America itself.63

For Johnson, the most meaningful way to respond was again to
call Congress into action. On the evening of March 15, the president
appeared before a joint session of Congress, speaking “for the dignity
of man and the destiny of democracy.” He saw Selma as “a turning
point in man’s unending search for freedom.” There was “no cause
for pride in what has happened in Selma,” he said. “But there is
cause for hope and for faith in our democracy in what is happening
here tonight.”64

Two decades before, Gunnar Myrdal had argued that the “Ameri-
can Dilemma” was “the Negro problem,” and that this problem
generated conflict within “the heart of the American.” For Johnson
as well, taking up the issue of race was to “lay bare the secret heart
of America itself.” Yet Johnson reconceptualized the nature of the
American Dilemma. “There is no Negro problem,” he said. “There
is no Southern problem. There is no Northern problem. There is
only an American problem.” To deny equality of rights was “not
only to do injustice, it is to deny America and to dishonor the dead
who gave their lives for American freedom.”65 America, Johnson sug-
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gested embodied freedom and equality. This was the America U.S.
troops fought for. As American soldiers risked their lives in Vietnam,
those at home bore the responsibility to uphold the values the nation
stood for.

Johnson called upon Congress to work overtime to pass a voting
rights act expeditiously. “From the window where I sit with the
problems of our country I recognize that outside this chamber is the
outraged conscience of a nation, the grave concern of many nations,
and the harsh judgment of history on our acts.” A voting rights act
would not end the nation’s obligations, however, for “what hap-
pened in Selma is part of a far larger movement. . . . It is the effort
of American Negroes to secure for themselves the full blessings of
American life.” Johnson told his audience, “Their cause must be our
cause too.” The entire nation “must overcome the crippling legacy
of bigotry and injustice.” And in the words of the movement song,
he told them, “[W]e shall overcome.”66

Civil rights activists reinforced the idea that their struggle was a
quintessentially American struggle. They continued the march from
Selma to Montgomery, Alabama, in a procession cloaked with
American flags. Meanwhile, the world press hailed the president’s
speech as “a firm step forward.” In Paris, the Nation thought that
Johnson’s call for a voting rights act “demonstrated—if this was still
needed—that the excesses of certain backward racists do not in any
way represent the official or the private sentiments of the Ameri-
cans. . . . The fact is, the responsible Americans have realized the
seriousness of racial strife.” The paper hoped that “reason will finally
prevail over extremism.” The London Daily Mirror saw aid for the
U.S. image abroad. With Selma, an “entirely misleading . . . sombre
picture . . . has gone round the world—the clash of black and white
in the deep South; the thud of the truncheon; the vile language and
viler actions of the extremists.” Johnson’s speech had “repudiated
the racialists in most impressive words.” His actions held out a
promise. “Out of the American tragedy, President Johnson must
now pluck the flower of hope; the promise of a new step forward in
liberty for the American Negro; the reality of decisive legislation.
What a wonderful achievement that will be for the American image
throughout the world.” In Mexico City, the Excelsior was optimistic.
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“Johnson’s forceful decision . . . probably will be the beginning of
the end for segregation, and this has drawn the attention of the
world.” Some commentators viewed continuing racial incidents pre-
cisely in the terms argued for by the USIA. As Swadesamitran of
Madras put it, “A handful of whites are mad with color frenzy,” and
“the U.S. President is now going to take firm action to ensure justice
to Negroes.” Race discrimination was not seen as a feature of Ameri-
can society. Instead it was the action of the radical fringe. It was
contrary to the policies and the values of the nation as a whole.67

In spite of the brutality at Selma, the USIA later reported that
the “world press comment on Selma has been more calm and re-
strained than the treatment accorded earlier U.S. racial conflicts,
ranging from Little Rock in 1957 to Birmingham in 1963.” Ac-
cording to the USIA’s analysis, the difference between Selma and
earlier crises was “the wide editorial recognition that in one short
year the country has moved rapidly forward into an entirely new
phase of race relations, marked by Congress’ passage of the Civil
Rights Bill, President Johnson’s uncompromising address to the
American conscience, and the unprecedented demonstrations and
marches by thousands of Negroes and their white supporters.” News
coverage of Selma was light to moderate, and there were few editori-
als. Although photographs and descriptions of police brutality were
widely disseminated, editorials “have expressed increased under-
standing. . . . They see the course of events as leaving little room for
doubt that the Negro American is winning his struggle with the
strong support of the Federal Government and the great majority of
the American people.” In contrast to school segregation before
Brown and earlier events like the Little Rock crisis, Selma was not
viewed as an example of the character of American democracy. It
was instead “the rearguard action of white supremacists doomed to
defeat.” Previously, “editorials condemned brutality and condemned
the U.S. for permitting it. Today, they condemn the brutality but
not the U.S.” Because of this, Selma was not the international news
story that Little Rock was. Coverage of Selma appeared primarily
on the inside pages of the world’s newspapers. According to the
USIA, it was “overshadowed by other events of more immediate
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concern such as Vietnam, . . . U.S. and Soviet achievements in
space, and matters of strictly local interest.”68

In India, for example, the Bombay Free Press Journal predicted
that “Selma may go down in American history as the last great bar-
rier to civilization and freedom in the United States.” The federal
government’s actions were “a great victory for all Americans and for
human decency.” The Ethiopian Herald thought the U.S. govern-
ment was “doing its best to make all Americans equal before the
law.” The paper celebrated the civil rights movement and white sup-
port for racial justice, believing that “[a]ll America is waging a war
against the minority of its citizens who want to turn the clock back.”
In Western Europe, there was a positive and “overwhelming re-
sponse” to President Johnson’s speech.69

Over time, it seemed, the United States had become more im-
mune to criticism. The idea of American racial progress had taken
hold. A USIA word-count analysis of news coverage in New Delhi
found “a steady falling off both in news and editorial coverage of
racial incidents” from Little Rock to Selma. In the Far East as well,
the USIA reported that “press interest in America’s racial problem
has declined steadily in the past year, especially since the passage of
the Civil Rights Act of 1964.” Limited coverage of Selma in Africa
led the agency to conclude that “the Civil Rights Act of 1964 con-
vinced Africans of Federal responsibility for decisive action in ad-
vancing civil rights.”70

Even in the Soviet Union the coverage of Selma, although critical,
was “far less extensive than previous coverage of such disturbances.”
The harshest criticism came from China. Propaganda from Peking
criticized the Civil Rights Act and suggested that Johnson’s call for
voting rights legislation was designed to “paralyze the fighting will of
the Negroes.” Social change could only happen through struggle
against U.S. imperialism. “[T]he law and the court are but instru-
ments of the ruling class for the oppression of the American people.”71

In spite of the harsh tone of Chinese statements, overall it ap-
peared as if the tenor of international coverage of race in America
had changed. Civil rights crises no longer threatened the nation’s
international prestige. Instead, they had become moments to show-
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case and reinforce the lessons of the previous twenty years of U.S.
propaganda: that the federal government was on the side of justice
and equality, that racism was not characteristic of American society
but was aberrational, and that democracy was a system of govern-
ment that enabled social change.

Civil rights violations continued to provoke outrage, but the na-
ture of the outrage was different. The change was illustrated by Afri-
can news coverage of a new civil rights crisis. Following Selma came
the murder of civil rights worker Viola Liuzzo by members of the
Ku Klux Klan. This event unleashed a new wave of criticism. On
April 1, the Senegalese UnitC Africaine published an editorial criticiz-
ing American racism. The critique, in contrast with earlier editorials
of this kind, was not monolithic. While the paper condemned rac-
ism, it did not suggest that the federal government was responsible
for it. Instead of being part of the problem, the U.S. government was
perceived to be part of the solution. According to UnitC Africaine, in
the United States “the Negro’s struggle for civil equality is assuming
hitherto unequaled proportions.” Blame for current difficulties lay
with the Klan and with violent reaction to civil rights protest. The
paper was “following sympathetically the efforts of the men of good
will and of the United States Federal Government to give Negroes
the chance to exercise their voting rights.”72 Tragedies like the Liuzzo
killing were now occasions for the celebration of federal government
resolve.

In response to Selma, Congress acted quickly, passing the Voting
Rights Act of 1965 within six months. The act was intended to
outlaw the variety of methods used by state and local governments
to disenfranchise African American voters. Discriminatory literacy
tests, poll taxes, and other voter registration requirements, as well as
violence against African Americans who tried to register and vote,
had kept large numbers of African Americans from the polls. Under
the new law, registration restrictions used to disenfranchise racial
minorities were invalidated. The act also required that future voting
practices in discriminatory jurisdictions be approved by the attorney
general, and it authorized federal examiners to ensure evenhanded
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application of the law. With these provisions in place, more than
230,000 new African American voters registered within a year after
the act was signed.73

Leander H. Perez, a Louisiana state judge, told the Senate Judi-
ciary Committee that the voting rights bill was part of a communist
conspiracy, “a Stalin Communist plan for the takeover of the Black
Belt.”74 The bill’s supporters, however, believed it strengthened
American democracy by broadening political participation.

As President Johnson put pen to paper to sign the Voting Rights
Act, he told Congress and the nation that the act’s passage meant
that “perhaps the last of the legal barriers is tumbling.” This moment
was one of his administration’s greatest achievements. It occurred,
however, at a time when the war in Vietnam was on the verge of
undermining Johnson’s hold on his domestic political agenda and
his leadership of his party. It was strangely fitting that at this mo-
ment the president cast his great civil rights victory in the rhetoric
of militarism.

Johnson called the Voting Rights Act “a triumph for freedom as
huge as any victory that has ever been won on any battlefield.” With
its achievements, “the struggle for equality must move now toward
a different battlefield,” that of enforcement and fulfillment of legally
protected rights. The “fight for freedom” was a difficult one, but it
helped fulfil central American ideals. In that sense, this was “a vic-
tory for the freedom of the American Negro. But it is also a victory
for the freedom of the American Nation.”75

With the passage of the Voting Rights Act, a set of formal legal
protections were in place that would be of enormous help in U.S.
propaganda efforts. Federal statutes now proclaimed equality before
the law. Even as difficulties in communities around the nation per-
sisted, the civil rights statutes could be a symbol of the federal gov-
ernment’s commitment to equal rights.

A 1965 USIA pamphlet summarized these developments. For the
Dignity of Man: America’s Civil Rights Program opened with a photo-
graph of President Johnson signing the Civil Rights Act of 1964.
The pamphlet argued that the Civil Rights Act and Voting Rights
Act secured rights proclaimed by the founders of the nation in the

SHIFTING THE FOCUS 237



 

Declaration of Independence, that “all men are created equal.” Ac-
cording to the pamphlet, passage of the new laws “represented a
determination by the people and the government of the United
States to eliminate prejudice and racism.” The occasion was momen-
tous, and yet, the pamphlet declared, “As a policy of the national
government, this is nothing new.” For the Dignity of Man was prem-
ised on the argument that American democracy, the American peo-
ple, and the American government were fundamentally good. How
could the pamphlet celebrate social change without acknowledging
past failings? The rhetorical strategy was to isolate the wrongdoing,
and argue that it was not a core value of the nation. According to
the pamphlet,

Racial discrimination has been practiced mostly by individu-
als and by some state and local governments, and as long as
the rights of racial minorities were not spelled out in national
legislation, it was difficult to check these abuses. The Ameri-
can people, acting through their Congress, have now taken
major steps toward fulfilling the national ideal.

The problem of prejudice was reconceptualized as one of clarity.
American values had always embraced equality, the pamphlet sug-
gested. What was lacking was a clear statement of those values in
federal law.76

For the Dignity of Man told the story of the passage of the land-
mark civil rights legislation of the 1960s. As with earlier examples
of U.S. propaganda, the pamphlet was illustrated with interracial
photographs that presented a middle-class, integrated world that
most African Americans did not actually inhabit in 1960s America.
But the text of the pamphlet simply described statutes that had, in
fact, been enacted. Compared with fifteen years earlier, when The
Negro in American Life told the story of race in America, less effort
was needed in 1965 to spin the story of American race relations.77

In spite of the rosy picture painted in U.S. propaganda, the tumult
on the streets of American cities showed no signs of abating. Presi-
dent Johnson hoped that the tale of civil rights in his administration
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would be a victorious one. Having achieved the passage of landmark
civil rights legislation, Johnson expected a pat on the back and the
freedom to turn his attention to other matters. Yet within five days
of the signing of the Voting Rights Act, the Los Angeles neighbor-
hood of Watts erupted in a major riot. Even as the impact of race
on American prestige abroad lessened, the story of race in America
changed in a new and troublesome direction. The outpouring of
international attention and concern about racial equality from ear-
lier years was replaced by a focus on urban violence.78

The community of Watts in Los Angeles had long experienced
poverty and segregation. What set off the uprising in August 1965
was the arrest of an African American motorist by white police offi-
cers. The incident quickly spiraled out of control. Thousands soon
battled police and then turned to looting and burning. After three
days the National Guard was called in. When the smoke finally
cleared after seven days, thirty-four people had been killed, and
Watts had sustained over forty million dollars in property damage.
Urban racial conflict would come to many American cities. As Allen
J. Matusow has suggested, “Black riots became such a regular feature
of the decade that their annual appearance soon ceased to occasion
surprise.”79

At the same time, protest movements became a more common
feature in the American landscape. Civil rights, antipoverty, and an-
tiwar activists joined in a cacophony of protest for social change. As
the movement became broader and the voices became louder, the
impact of race relations on U.S. foreign relations seemed, neverthe-
less, to be declining. The role of race in U.S. foreign affairs was
changing, in spite of continuing civil rights crises. The irony was
that the impact of race on U.S. foreign relations, and therefore the
Cold War imperative for civil rights reform, would wane even as
American racial conflict showed no signs of disappearing.80

By 1966, the USIA believed that a significant shift was under-
way. A USIA report, “Racial Issues in the U.S.,” emphasized that
“it seems probable that we have crossed some sort of watershed in foreign
judgments and perspectives on the racial issue in the U.S.” The agency
had spent years trying to foster a positive image of American race
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relations overseas. The mid-1960s watershed was not, however, a
widespread shift from negative to positive world reactions. The re-
action was more complex. Yet in its complexity, it promised to be
more enduring.81

According to the report, “It is clear from all sources that foreign
peoples have a predominantly bad opinion of the treatment of Ne-
groes in the U.S. On no other issue we have tested is reaction so
predictably and uniformly adverse, or so strongly negative.” Critical
views about race in America were persistent. What was changing
was the impact of these views on overall U.S. standing worldwide.
“[T]hough this unfavorable view is widespread, strong, and persis-
tent, it appears to be more conspicuous as a blot on our image, and
galling to our self-esteem, than as a problem for our influence.” In
1963 Secretary Rusk had believed that race discrimination was
highly damaging to U.S. foreign affairs. In 1966, however, the USIA
report emphasized, “Awareness of and disapproval of treatment of the
Negro seem to have comparatively little effect on general opinion of the
U.S.” Worldwide opprobrium was constant. What had declined was
not the condemnation, but rather the perceived impact of that con-
demnation on U.S. foreign relations.82

The reasons for the changing impact of race in America on foreign
opinion of the nation seemed to be because a message the United
States had been promoting had gotten through. Whether because of
U.S. propaganda programs or simply due to press coverage of Ameri-
can developments, “Foreign audiences appear to believe that there
has been and continues to be improvement in the treatment of the
Negro. . . . The actions of the Federal Government in promoting
Negro rights are everywhere approved.” There appeared to be “a
change in the temper and tendency of foreign editorial comment”
on U.S. racial incidents. Foreign reporting was characterized by
“greater complexity and sophistication,” and “greater calm and re-
straint.” Foreign writers now appeared “to accept to a notable extent
the idea that the US is coping with its problems and is determined
to assure Negro rights.” Significantly, “The target of blame is now
largely a white supremacist minority, the barriers established by past
practices, and the difficulties inherent in a history of economic, edu-
cational, and social deprivation.” Overall, the report emphasized,
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there was a “general belief that things have changed, will continue to
change, and that the change is for the better.”83

As measured by this report, foreign opinion was developing along
the lines the USIA and State Department had long hoped for. Racial
problems were not going away, but they could now be seen in the
light the government had argued for. Racial incidents were not a sign
of national moral failure or a compromise of the nation’s underlying
principles. Rather, they were a product of American federalism and
of the tensions inherent in integrating a historically disadvantaged
minority into the mainstream. Gradual progress, coupled with edu-
cation for all, would slowly and peacefully bring about racial justice.
Continuing incidents could be seen as out of the mainstream of
American life and at odds with the nation’s core values. America
could be seen as good, even as American racism was abhorrent.

The declining effect of race relations on U.S. foreign affairs raised
the question: “Does the racial issue as a propaganda problem preoccupy
us more than the facts warrant? The answer seems to be, probably
Yes.” If race no longer undermined the nation’s status abroad, the
USIA could turn its propaganda efforts to matters of greater strategic
importance.84

The executive branch had come to believe that it had resolved the
Cold War/civil rights dilemma, and that race in America no longer
damaged the nations’s prestige abroad. Resolving this problem
would not, however, leave all foreign observers with benevolent feel-
ings for Uncle Sam. If the United States seemed more legitimately
to be the land of the free by the late 1960s, it was also the nation
behind an increasingly unpopular war in Vietnam. Concern with
justice on the home front was quickly replaced with broad-based
worldwide criticism of American militarism. In June 1965, USIA
Director Carl Rowan’s daily survey for the president of international
reactions to U.S. policies found that “[i]ncreasing U.S. involvement
in Vietnam brings growing editorial concern and divided opinion,
some of it strongly critical.” As of 1966, USIA daily reports, for-
merly on a range of subjects, were increasingly saturated with world
reaction to the U.S. role in Vietnam.85

By 1967, in the face of mounting casualties, domestic support for
the war effort fell apart. A growing antiwar movement led to a pro-
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test march of more than two hundred thousand in the nation’s capi-
tal in October of that year. By November, polls reported that 57
percent of Americans opposed Johnson’s Vietnam policies.86

Just as at home Vietnam would destroy Johnson’s ability to main-
tain a political coalition to sustain his Great Society programs,
abroad Vietnam eclipsed domestic civil rights reform as a defining
characteristic of international perceptions of the Johnson adminis-
tration. Coverage of the war, steady from the early days of the John-
son administration, increased in volume and ultimately over-
whelmed all other topics. The war came to define America’s image
abroad. All other issues paled in significance. In March 1966, for
example, a report on Senegalese opinion noted that “American ac-
tions abroad were regarded with especially marked disfavor, and
opinions on race relations contributed to a lesser degree.” By 1966
Vietnam had replaced American race relations as an important mat-
ter of international concern.87

The shift in focus of the U.S. image abroad coincided with changes
on the domestic civil rights front. In the fall of 1966, Senator James
Eastland of Mississippi opened his campaign by announcing
proudly that “[t]he sentiment of the entire country now stands with
the southern people.” While Eastland surely overstated his case, the
tenor of American politics and public culture had changed. Only
two years before, the nation had rallied behind passage of the Civil
Rights Act. In the chill of backlash politics leading up to the 1968
presidential campaign, those heady days of civil rights victories
seemed a world away.88

In 1964, George Wallace and then Barry Goldwater had given
voice to the impatience of some white voters with black protest. All
along there had been an undercurrent of white opinion, in the North
as well as the South, that blacks were seeking too much too soon.
Once important new civil rights laws were passed in 1964 and 1965,
some whites felt that blacks should be satisfied. Yet the formal equal-
ity established in the civil rights acts did not touch pervasive black
poverty. Systemic segregation and disenfranchisement over so many
years had affected labor patterns, causing race and class in America
to be correlated. Formal equality would go a long way toward open-
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ing opportunities for the middle class. For the poor, for those living
in blighted urban areas now bereft of industry, formal equality
would help break down the barrier of race. It would not touch the
barrier of class. For urban blacks and other persons of color, as Wil-
liam Julius Wilson has argued, with the easing of overt racial barri-
ers, class became a more central determinant of status.89

Class differences had never been something the nation felt the
need to apologize for. Instead, capitalism, which assumed an in-
equality of wealth and power, was championed as an economic sys-
tem that would best promote economic growth. Class-based in-
equality did not threaten the nation’s core principles. The U.S.
Constitution did not address the issue. The Supreme Court, for
the most part, treated class and conditions of poverty as a natural
phenomenon, as something outside the law, as something that trig-
gered no special constitutional concern.90

Out of this dynamic would come a clash of expectations setting
whites and people of color along a new path of racial division. Rising
expectations coupled with persistent poverty helped fuel urban un-
rest and the race riots of the 1960s. In July 1967, rioting in Detroit
resulted in forty-three deaths and the destruction of thirteen hun-
dred buildings. The Detroit riots received banner headlines around
the world. One U.S. embassy reported that the South African Broad-
casting Company was having a “field day lately reporting the racial
strife in America. . . . The fault with the U.S., gloated the radio, lies
in integration.” According to the radio commentary, Black Power
was “actually a quest by the American Negro to find his own Bantu-
stan-type homeland and culture far removed from any whites—
proving that apartheid is the answer to America’s racial situation as
well.” The nation’s adversaries in Vietnam also found comfort in
the disturbances. Hanoi claimed that “the Afro-Americans’ struggle”
was “a second front . . . to weaken US imperialism,” while Peking
hailed the “armed struggle in the U.S.”91

Radio Moscow used racial violence in renewed propaganda at-
tacks. The United States was “on the brink of civil war,” broadcasts
claimed in the summer of 1967. Soviet propaganda drew a link be-
tween violence in the nation’s inner cities and the war in Vietnam,
suggesting that the greatest threats might come from the warfare at
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Michigan National Guardsmen with bayonets drawn push back African American protesters
during rioting in Detroit, Michigan, July, 26, 1967. The Detroit riots and other urban unrest
captured headlines around the world. Radio Moscow proclaimed that the United States was
“on the brink of civil war.” (UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)



 

home. “These days many Negroes [in Vietnam] have stopped receiv-
ing letters from their relatives and friends and this is not the fault
of the U.S. Army mail service. Many of these relatives and friends
have either been killed or wounded in 36 American cities.”92

Other nations chose not to capitalize on U.S. difficulties but in-
stead reacted with profound concern. Meanwhile, the State Depart-
ment sent background material to all U.S. diplomatic posts with
advice about how to discuss the riots overseas. According to the
statement, the “riots involve a small minority of the urban Negro
population and are being exploited by extremists.” The riots were
opposed by “responsible Negro Organizations.”93

The disorder in the cities was followed by the killing of key na-
tional leaders, and then by another wave of rioting. Malcolm X was
assassinated in February 1965. In 1968 Martin Luther King Jr. and
then Robert F. Kennedy were shot to death. In the international
press, the urban violence and assassinations were woven together
into one troublesome fabric. The United States, it now seemed, was
a nation of violence.94

There was an international outpouring of grief over these killings,
as well as concern about the state of the nation. According to a
USIA report, “The assassination of Martin Luther King and the
consequent violence throughout the country have caused serious re-
percussions throughout Europe. Essentially, these events have caused
the average European to question the stability of the American form
of government and to cast doubt on our position as the leaders of
the free world.” The sentiment was not “anti-American.” Rather,
“there would appear to be a loss of respect in the same way that a
child is shaken when he discovers that his parents are fallible.” The
Soviet media was more harsh, describing the country as “dominated
by fear,” with murderous conspiracies and uncontrolled use of fire-
arms. One publication suggested that “[t]he possession of two guns
in the house has a much longer tradition than the slogan ‘two cars
in every garage.’ ”95

USIA Director Leonard Marks reported to the president that
“[t]he looting and burning in American cities following the assassi-
nation of Dr. Martin Luther King drew sensational headlines and
lurid press accounts in news centers around the world.” Foreign

SHIFTING THE FOCUS 245



 

editorial comment reflected “shock and sorrow” at King’s death.
Some suggested that the nation’s turmoil meant that the U.S. “was
on the brink of civil war.” Among the “typical” comments, Izvestia
in Moscow reported that “[t]he fatal gun of the murderer of Dr.
King was aimed by the same America which is bringing death in
Viet-Nam with tens of thousands of bullets.” Marks warned that
“the events of the past week have seriously shaken the confidence of
American allies and friends throughout the world.” The nation had
suffered “a blow from which it will take a long time to recover.”96

According to the Soviet press, Robert Kennedy’s assassination sig-
naled the breakup of American society. The nation was now gov-
erned by “jungle law,” and the “myth of wild west violence” was in
reality the “American way of life.” When violence marred the 1968
Democratic National Convention in Chicago, a British paper re-
ported that it was “exceptionally ugly even in American terms.”97 Stu-
dent protest and rioting was a worldwide phenomenon in 1968. In
the eyes of overseas critics, however, it was as if violence had become
quintessentially American. More seemed to be expected of the leader
of the free world. If disorder characterized American political cul-
ture, then the nation could hardly provide a model of democratic
superiority. With disappointment and despair, more than disgust,
U.S. allies again questioned the nation’s leadership.

Within the United States, coming on the heels of what appeared
to be so much social change, many whites responded to urban unrest
not with compassion but with derision. Then, in the 1968 presiden-
tial campaign, George Wallace and Richard Nixon successfully
tapped into this hotbed of white resistance, arguing that what the
nation truly needed was “law and order.”98

This environment bred new forms of oppression. When civil
rights leaders joined forces with the antiwar movement, criticizing
Johnson’s Vietnam policies, the FBI saw in the antiwar posture of
civil rights leaders a new element of subversion. J. Edgar Hoover
reported to the president that the Communist Party was engaged in
a “massive effort to create a united front in opposition to United
States military presence in Vietnam” and other activities designed
to “exploit racial issues and to create the chaos upon which commu-
nism flourishes.” Hoover put a special counterintelligence unit,
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COINTELPRO, to work on domestic civil rights, antiwar and other
progressive groups. It was designed to “expose, disrupt, misdirect,
discredit, or otherwise neutralize the activities of black nationalist,
hate-type organizations and groupings, their leadership, spokesmen,
membership and supporters.” Not restricting itself to more militant
groups like the Black Panthers, COINTELPRO also targeted leaders
advocating nonviolence, including Martin Luther King Jr. The im-
pact of domestic protest on foreign affairs was used as a justification
for renewed suppression of progressive movements.99

Amid international coverage of assassinations and domestic unrest,
Vietnam remained a consistent theme in the international press.
Anti-American protest had become a staple. On March 27, 1968,
USIA Director Leonard Marks reported that “[t]he headlines of the
world press have featured stories on protests against U.S. policies in
Viet-Nam, bombs left at embassies, in USIS libraries and other ad-
verse reports.” As if to cheer up the beleaguered president, Marks
also included some contrary reports. At The Hague, 4,000 had par-
ticipated in a “pro-Viet-Nam parade,” carrying signs with slogans
such as “U.S. Don’t Withdraw.” In London, 150 members of the
Conservative Party marched to the U.S. embassy to deliver a petition
supporting U.S. policy in Vietnam, with 600 signatures.100

Four days later, Johnson gave an address to the nation on Vietnam
and his hopes for peace. Noting that at this time the presidency must
not “become involved in the partisan divisions that are developing in
this political year,” Johnson announced: “I will not seek and I will
not accept the nomination of my party to another term as your
President.” The speech was promptly reproduced by the USIA in a
glossy pamphlet with compelling photos of the president. In bold
letters on the cover, the pamphlet’s title was a quote from the speech:
“an end to this long and bloody war.”101 It was an unusual statement
as a U.S. propaganda missive, both in its despair and also in its
implicit recognition of the limits of U.S. power. The bloody war
would not end soon, either in Vietnam or on the streets of American
cities, and Lyndon Johnson’s presidency would end on a note of
regret.
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Advances on civil rights, especially the Civil Rights Act of 1964
and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 would be an important legacy of
the Johnson Administration. These statutes laid the groundwork for
more effective enforcement of the rights to equal treatment and po-
litical participation. They also capped years of effort at recasting the
image of race and American democracy. They underscored the idea
that the federal government supported racial equality.

Although the new civil rights laws ultimately helped bring an end
to some of the most overt forms of segregation and discrimination,
racial inequality remained. The formal equality in these statutes and
other legal reforms had not touched the poverty and oppression in
the inner city. In response to urban unrest, the Kerner Commission
issued a report calling for a firmer national commitment to social
change. Yet this call for massive, structural reform coincided with a
broadening anti–civil rights backlash. No longer a southern phe-
nomenon, resistance to civil rights reform took hold across the na-
tion.102

The response to unrest, in the context of a growing civil rights
backlash, would not be along the lines recommended by the Kerner
Commission report. What was to some a rebellion against unjust
conditions was to others simply a matter of “crime in the streets.”
Law and order, not social change, was demanded by many Ameri-
cans. Into this new political cauldron stepped Richard Nixon. The
Republican presidential nominee would be particularly effective at
tapping into backlash politics and marshaling the law-and-order
rhetoric that now appealed to so many voters.103

Just as Vietnam had eclipsed civil rights as a defining issue affect-
ing U.S. prestige abroad, law and order had eclipsed social justice as
a politically popular response to racial conflict. These new impera-
tives would frame Richard Nixon’s policies as president. Civil rights
reform, on some level, would continue to be a federal objective, but
it was no longer a critical issue in U.S. foreign affairs.104
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C O N C L U S I O N

The world is white no longer, and it will never be
white again.

JAMES BALDWIN, “STRANGER

IN THE VILLAGE” (1953)1

On April 9, 1968, as a mule-drawn wagon carried the coffin of
Martin Luther King Jr. through the streets of Atlanta, Georgia, flags
flew at half staff in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. The coffin was made of
African mahogany. At the front of the funeral procession, marchers
carried three flags—of the United States, King’s church, and the
United Nations. The tens of thousands gathered to pay their respects
to King included foreign leaders. It was as if it were the funeral for
a head of state. The world had embraced King as an icon of Ameri-
can civil rights progress. His death served as a marker, a moment of
closure for an era.2

The world came together for a moment to honor King. Amid the
shock and the sorrow was a commitment to uphold the ideals he
had come to represent. It was a sorrowful moment in a year in which
the world seemed perched on a precipice. Civil rights reform, on
some level, would survive this moment as a continuing national
goal, but the dynamics would change in a new political era. World-
wide interest in U.S. civil rights would not create the leverage it had
in the past, as international affairs turned on a new axis.

The Cold War imperative for social change spanned a particular
era, and did not survive the length of the Cold War itself. From the



 

immediate postwar years until the mid-1960s, race in America was
thought to have a critical impact on U.S. prestige abroad. Civil
rights crises became foreign affairs crises. Domestic difficulties were
managed by U.S. presidents with an eye toward how their actions
would play overseas. In this context, secretaries of state promoted
civil rights reform, and progress on civil rights was counted as a
foreign affairs achievement.

The story of civil rights and the Cold War is in part the story
of a struggle over the narrative of race and democracy. The U.S.
government tried to project a story of progress. Having moved from
slavery to freedom, surely America had a government that facilitated
social change. Democracy, it seemed, was the site of an inexorable
march toward justice. Yet as the civil rights movement gained
strength, and as the movement faced the brutality of massive resis-
tance, the government would find it impossible to contain the story
of race in America. When nine schoolchildren tried to enforce their
constitutional right to attend Central High School in Little Rock,
their actions, and the outpouring of resistance they engendered, ex-
ploded the careful story of American racial progress that the Su-
preme Court’s Brown decision was said to symbolize. When demon-
strators faced Bull Connor’s brutality in Birmingham, the blows
they received pushed race in America firmly onto the Kennedy ad-
ministration’s foreign affairs agenda.

Soviet manipulation of American racial problems ensured that
race in America would be an important Cold War narrative. U.S.
government effort to contain and manage the story of race in
America was a component of the government’s broader Cold War
policy of containing communism. Yet within this framework, the
Cold War was simultaneously an agent of repression and an agent
of change. The government’s response to the movement was driven
in part by whether activists supported or detracted from the Cold
War/civil rights frame. Those who spoke out of turn, especially to
an international audience, were silenced. Struggles in the streets of
American cities continually pushed the boundaries and redefined
the narrative. The government’s inability to control the story forced
American leaders to promote stronger civil rights reform. However,
just as Cold War ideology limited the federal government’s vision
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of social change, the international referent also limited the nature of
the government’s commitment to reform. To the extent that reform
was motivated by a desire to placate foreign critics, reform efforts
that safeguarded the nation’s image would best respond to that con-
cern. With Brown and Little Rock, formal equality could protect
the image of American constitutionalism even if the reforms sup-
ported by the federal government would not lead to meaningful
social change in the communities affected. It was only when the
movement demanded more in the 1960s that more extensive change
would be required. When the international gaze later shifted to Viet-
nam and to civil unrest, the international leverage for civil rights
reform receded.3

It has been a familiar refrain among historians of American race
relations to look back at the 1960s, at that decade’s promise of racial
reconciliation, and to ask what went wrong. Perhaps a failure of
resolve, perhaps a lack of consensus about the means or extent of
social change, perhaps the forces of resistance, led to the failure of
America’s second reconstruction. Amid these notes of despair there
seems to be an implicit assumption that if only the historical actors
had been good enough, strong enough, or wise enough, perhaps the
story might have turned out differently.

The years following the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965
are viewed as a time when a national commitment to reform fell
apart. Some argue that after critical milestones were achieved, a con-
sensus about social change no longer existed. Others suggest that
with the emergence of Black Power and the antiwar turn of civil
rights leaders like Martin Luther King Jr., the movement splintered
and thereby lost effectiveness. Yet divergent voices had always been
present within the movement. And within the nation as a whole, a
consensus that social change was necessary never congealed around
a unitary vision of racial equality, and always coexisted with a strong
and brutal tradition of dissent. One part of the more complex story
is that during the mid-1960s, the movement lost a crucial element
of leverage. The Cold War, now embodied in the Vietnam War,
played a role in the eclipse of the domestic reform agenda as interna-
tional attention turned to other matters.4

CONCLUSION 251



 

While it provided leverage for social change, the Cold War imper-
ative was never static. A continual struggle over the narrative of race
in America meant that the terms of debate were always shifting. The
movement gained leverage not only by drawing upon international
interest but also by helping to generate the international audience
and by shaping the international understanding of the story. As lib-
eration struggles in Africa and the United States gained strength
from each other, the movement itself took on an international char-
acter, so that the March on Washington was literally a worldwide
event.

Although the Cold War helped motivate civil rights reform, it
limited the field of vision to formal equality, to opening the doors
of opportunity, and away from a broader critique of the American
economic and political system. Racism might be an international
embarrassment. Class-based inequality, however, was a feature of
capitalism, an economic system Americans were proud of. The gov-
ernment’s commitment to reform was, of course, limited by what it
thought was at stake. If what was at stake during the Cold War was
the image of American democracy, formal legal equality, carefully
described in U.S. propaganda, gave the government what it needed.
Once America’s image seemed secure, Cold War concerns dropped
out as one of the factors encouraging civil rights reform.

This narrative has taken civil rights history from the streets of Amer-
ican cities to the newsstands of the world, and back to the halls of
Congress and the offices of presidents and secretaries of state. Al-
though a transnational story, this has been an American story. We
see that the borders of history are permeable, that American soil
cannot contain the story of American history. There is something
to be gained by setting American history within an international
context, by telling American stories with attention to the world’s
influence upon them and their influence upon the world.

As historians internationalize the study of American history, as
they reconfigure our understanding of domestic events and individual
biographies by viewing them in a global context, how will these new
histories interface with the older global histories, the histories of inter-
national relations? Histories of relations between nations are usually
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thought of as state-centered histories. The focus is often on struggles
between nations over global hegemony and power. Yet, as the history
of Cold War civil rights shows us, attention to foreign relations helps
us reconsider the role of the state in a domestic context. An interna-
tional frame need not eclipse a focus on the grassroots. Instead it
draws the grassroots and the government together in a new way. The
struggles between them are acted out on a world stage, giving new
leverage to the movement while restricting the state’s options. Gov-
ernment power polices the relationship between the grassroots and
the international audience, acting as the border control limiting the
international influence of the movement. But under an international
gaze, government power itself is subject to restraint.

Internationalizing American history, then, helps us reconfigure
our understanding of the boundaries of state power. State power is
affected by the mirror of international criticism. Its autonomy over
“domestic” matters is limited by its role in the world.

In the American Century, the United States took on a new role
as a global power. World events, in that context, were part of the
story of America. The boundaries of domestic and foreign affairs
became blurred. As we write histories of twentieth-century America,
an international framework for events at home will not simply serve
as window dressing, providing a broader context for an internal
event. An international framework helps us discover what happened
at home. External events affect internal American histories. Even the
terms—domestic/foreign, internal/external—seem to collapse. What
we are left with is not the natural categories of the domestic and the
foreign, but instead angles of vision on one seamless narrative.5

Although the Cold War is over, race in America is still an interna-
tional story. In 1992, when a major riot broke out in Los Angeles
following the acquittal of police officers charged with beating Rod-
ney King, it was a major worldwide news event. Banner headlines
and front-page photos blanketed the world press, many questioning
whether this was a manifestation of what President George Bush
called the “New World Order.” In 1999, when President Bill Clin-
ton criticized China’s human rights record, the Chinese govern-
ment released a report on human rights in the United States. Other
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nations decried the United States death penalty. And many ques-
tioned the state of racial justice in America when Amadou Diallo,
an immigrant from Guinea, was shot nineteen times by New York
City police officers as he stood, unarmed, in the doorway of his
home.6

The international critique has been persistent. What has changed
is the perception of whether it has strategic importance. In the ab-
sence of immediate strategic advantages there remains, however, the
ever-present international gaze, and the questions of new genera-
tions about the nature of American democracy. As Locksley Ed-
mundson put it, “Those states best technically equipped to maintain
world order are not necessarily the ones whose credentials recom-
mend them as the most appropriate guardians of a global con-
science.” Edmundson’s point was at the center of the international
critique of American racism during the Cold War. World politics
is no longer structured by Cold War divisions, but one aspect of
international relations remains the same. We live, now as then, in a
world of color. As Martin Luther King Jr. suggested, the destiny of
people of color “is tied up in the destiny of America,” and justice at
home will have an impact on the nation’s moral standing in a diverse
and divided world.7
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Filipino house, I told her that my next book might begin with some-
thing that happened in the Philippines. I thought she would be
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Zwerg, James, 158, 161and the Constitution, interpretation of, 102–

330 INDEX



 
POLITIC S AND SOCIETY IN
TWENTIETH-CENTURY AMERICA

Civil Defense Begins at Home: Militarization
Meets Everyday Life in the Fifties
by Laura McEnaney

Cold War Civil Rights:
Race and the Image of American Democracy
by Mary L. Dudziak




