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In the years immediately following World War 11, the status of black
Americans enjoyed a prominence in national affairs unmatched since
Reconstruction. In October 1947, a Commission on Civil Rights appointed
by President Truman issued To Secure These Rights, one of the most devas-
tating indictments ever published of racial inequality in America. It out-
lined the deprivation of rights in aveas like employment, housing, and the
vote and the widespread occurrence of police brutality against blacks. It
called on the federal government to assume responsibility for ensuring
equal civil rights for all Americans. The commission insisted that racial
inequality posed a moral challenge to the nation because it conflicted
with “the American heritage of freedom.” The impact of racism on Ameri-
ca’s conduct of the Cold War was not far from members’ minds. The treat-
ment of black Americans, the commission noted, enabled the Soviets to
claim that “our nation is a consistent oppressor of underprivileged
people,” a reputation that could prove disastrous in the battle for the
allegiance of peoples throughout the world,

Tue Nationan GovernMENT of the United States must take the
lead in safeguarding the civil rights of all Americans. We believe
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that this is one of the most important observations that can be made
about the civil rights problem in our country today. We agree with
words used by the President, in an address at the Lincoln Memorial
in Washington in june, 1947:

We must make the Federal Government a friendly, vigilant defender
of the rights and equalities of all Americans. .. Our National Govern-
ment must show the way.

It is essential that our rights be preserved against the tyrannical
actions of public officers. Our forefathers saw the need for such pro-
tection when they gave us the Bill of Rights as a safeguard against
arbitrary government. But this is not enough today. We need more
than protection of our rights against government; we need protection
of our rights against private persons or groups, seeking to undermine
them.

There are several reasons why we believe the federal government
must play a leading role in our efforts as a nation to improve our
civil rights record.

First, many of the most serious wrongs against individual rights
are committed by private persons or by local public officers. In the
most flagrant of all such wrongs—lynching—private individuals,
aided upon occasion by state or local officials, are the ones who take
the law into their own hands and deprive the victim of his life. The
very fact that these outrages continue to occur, coupled with the fact
that the states have been unable to eliminate them, points clearly to
astrong need for federal safeguards.

The Committee rejects the argument that governmental controls
are themselves necessarily threats to liberty. This statement overlooks
the fact that freedom in a civilized society is always founded on law
enforced by government. Freedom in the absence of law is anarchy.
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Twice before in American history the nation has found it neces-
sary to review the state of its civil rights. The first time was during
the 15 years between 1776 and 1791, from the drafting of the Decla-
ration of Independence through the Articles of Confederation
experiment to the writing of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights.
It was then that the distinctively American heritage was finally
distilled from earlier views of liberty. The second time was when
the Union was temporarily sundered over the question of whether
it could exist “half-slave” and “half-free.”

It is our profound conviction that we have come to a time for a
third reexamination of the situation, and a sustained drive ahead,
Our reasons for believing this are those of conscience, of sel{-interest,
and of survival in a threatening world. Or to put it another way, we
have a moral reason, an economic reason, and an international rea-
son for believing that the time for action is now.

THe Morar Rrason

We have considered the American heritage of freedom at some
length. We need no further justification for a broad and immediate
program than the need to reaffirm our faith in the traditional
American morality. The pervasive gap between our aims and what
we actually do is creating a kind of moral dry rot which eats away
at the emotional and rational bases of democratic beliefs. There are
times when the difference between what we preach about civil rights
and what we practice is shockingly illustrated by individual out-
rages. There are times when the whole structure of our ideology is
made ridiculous by individual instances. And there are certain con-
tinuing, quiet, omnipresent practices which do irreparable damage
to our beliefs.

As examples of “moral erosion” there are the consequences of suf.
frage limitations in the South. The fact that Negroes and many
whites have not been allowed to vote in some states has actually

sapped the morality underlying universal suffrage. Many men in
public and private life do not believe that those who have been kept
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from voting are capable of self rule. They finally convince them
selves that disfranchised people do not really have the right to vote.

Wartime segregation in the armed forces is another instance of
how a social pattern may wreak moral havoc. Practically all white
officers and enlisted men in all branches of service saw Negro mili-
tary personnel performing only the most menial functions. They saw
Negroes recruited for the common defense treated as men apart and
distinct from themselves. As a result, men who might otherwise have
maintained the equalitarian morality of their forebears were given
reason to look down on their fellow citizens. This has been sharply
illustrated by the Army study discussed previously, in which white
servicemen expressed great surprise at the excellent performance of
Negroes who joined them in the firing line. Even now, very few people
know of the successful experiment with integrated combat units. Yet
itis important in explaining why some Negro troops did not do well;
itis proof that equal treatment can produce equal performance.

It is impossible to decide who suffers the greatest moral damage
from our civil rights transgressions, because all of us are hurt. That
is certainly true of those who are victimized. Their belief in the
basic truth of the American promise is undermined. But they do
have the realization, galling as it sometimes is, of being morally in
the right. The damage to those who are responsible for these viola
tions of our moral standards may well be greater. They, too, have
been reared to honor the command of “free and equal.” And all of us
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must share in the shame at the growth of hypocrisies like the “auto-
matic” marble champion. All of us must endure the cynicism about
democratic values which our failures breed.

The United States can no longer countenance these burdens on its com-
mon conscience, these invoads on its moral fiber,






