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I N 1954, in criticizing a group of senators for insuffi
cient backbone on a controversial legislative matter, 
President D"ight Eisenhower wrote, "They do not 

seem to realize when there arrives that moment at which 
soft speaking should be abandoned and a fight to tl1e end 
undertaken. Any man who hopes to exercise leadership 
must be ready to meet this requirement face to face when 
it arises; unless he is ready Lo fight when necessary, people 
,.,,u finally begin to ignore him."' Ironically, in the view 
both of.many contemporary observers and later histori
ans, such an unflattering portrait accurately describes 
Eisenhower's own record on the greatest domestic moral 
challenge of his time-the civil rights revolution. It is 
impossible in the short span of an article to provide a 
detailed account of the Eisenhower record on civil rights, 
but it is worth trying ( drawing upon an avocatioo dear to 
Eisenhower's own heart-portrait painting) to depict in 
broad strokes tl1e essential influences upon his approach 
to racial issues. Like his oil canvasses, the Eisenhower civil 
rights persona was the product of various layered, blended 
"pigments"; an amalgam of deeply rooted and subcon
scious racial assumptions and fears, personal and partisan 
ambitions, ideological convictioos, and geopolitical imper
atives. Each element contributed to the whole, but none 
stood completely alone or provided in isolation a fully 
rounded "portrait" of his approach to racial matters. 

The most intensely personal of the "layers" of the 
Eisenhower portrait in civil rights was th.at of the "inner" 
Ike-the subconscious, ingrained racial habits, assump
tions, fears, and prejudices that were instilled in him 
from boyhood and were reinforced or modified 
throughout his adult life. They affected not only his will
ingness to adopt particular stances on civil rights issues, 
but his very willingness to address such concerns at all, 
or even to accept the social presence of individuals of 
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other color. In Eisenhower·s case, the product of a 
small-town, midwestern boyhood and a military career 
was not the overt racism of the die-hard segregation
ist-not the contempt bred of familiarity, the burden of 
"heritage," or the fear of interracial competition. 
Instead it was the understated, quiet prejudices and 
stereotypes of the unknowing, the unchallenged, and 
the insensitive. The young Eisenhower, like his friends, 
unthinkingly played such games as "black man" or 
"crack the whip." To his credit, on one occasion as a 
teenager he defended the right of a black bystander to 
participate in a local baseball game on the grounds that 
he was a good player, but such instinctive decency 
receded over time before more powerful forms of peer 
pressure and social convention.• 

Raised in an almost all-white environment and edu
cated at a West Point without black cadets or teachers, 
Eisenhower's subsequent service in segregated U.S. 
Anny camps effectively prevented development and 
testing of the idea of blacks as social equals and com
plete comrades. Instead, non-whites a_ssumed a distant, 
and subordinate, presence, or no presence at all. 
During his tours of duty in the South, Panama, and the 
Philippines, Eisenhower never expressed dissatisfaction 
at the existence of racial caste systems, and the unchal
lenged acquiescence was not challenged by his fellow 
officers, many of whom were either Southern-born or 
trained. The few direct encounters he had with blacks 
in the military, as when he served as a drill instructor 
for Illinois National Guardsmen, reinforced the feeling 
that "They just couldn't do anything." As Allied 
Supreme Commander in Europe, Eisenhower, in the 
recollection of aide Kay Summersby, never discussed 
racial discrimination, but others recalled the general's 
obvious amusement at viewing a propaganda film dis
playing black soldiers with rifles, a sight he professed 
never to have seen. With his main exposure to non
whites as an adult being in their role as servants, he 
noted during the North African campaign that he was 
staffed by a "group of da.rkics that take gorgeous care of 
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me." As late as 1951, according to author John Gunther, 
all or his mjlitary servants were black Cl's.• 

As a comparatively passive receptor of a culture of 
prejudice, rather than a builder or public defender of it, 
Eisenhower was not committed to it so personally that 
he could not override it on occasion for the sake of 
more pressing objectives. When short of additional rifle
men to fill depleted ranks during the Battle of the 
Bulge, for example, he proved temporarily willing to 
order blacks from the supply services into the front lines 
alongside whites. Once the emergency had passed, how
ever, upon the urgings of aide Walter Bedell Smjth he 
reworded the order so as to require segregated pla
toons and white officers. In its own way, however, even 
the Ardennes experience, while it challenged some of 
the general's stereotypes, reinforced others by underlin
ing the main "positive" virtues of blacks as loyalty and 
faithful service, not those of leadership ability. Years 
later, when speaking before a Harlem audience as a 
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presidential candidate, he would single out for special 
praise "the loyalty and the value to us of that great ten 
percent of our population that is Negro in race."• 

If there was a modification of Eisenhower's deepest 
racial attitudes because of World War II, it was slight. He 
did order the desegregation of overseas Red Cross clubs, 
but in congressional testimony in 1948 he continued to 
oppose desegregation below platoon level, preferring a 
"separate but equal" promotion system for black non
commissioned officers. As Presidenl, years later, a sensi
tive Eisenhower asked his lone black staff aide in the 
White House, E. Frederic Morrow, to view such past 
actions in a spirit of charity. Eisenhower never could 
overcome, however, his inability 10 visualize blacks as 
full social equals in integrated settings, and he re
mained consistently nervous and uncomfortable in their 
presence. He remarked to speech\\Titer Arthur Larson 
that he did not take black demands for political and 
economic equality of opportunity to mean "social min
gling" or "that a Negro should court my daughter." 
Although he cited Dr. Ralph Bunche, along with Booker T. 
Washington and George Washington Carver, as role 
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models for black America. as Columbia University presi
dent Eisenhower had been so fearful of offending white 
guests that he nearly had refused to invite Bunche to an 
honorary dinner. Even the presence of the words "dis
crimination • or "racial" in speech drafis, according to 
Larson, filled Eisenhower with unease, and he consis
tently sought their deletion.• 

Rather than oven bigotry, what Eisenhower carried 
with him into the presidency was a personality comfort
able with the status quo in race relations and uncom• 
forlable with confronting the questionable morality of 
it, or of his own pri,.,.te prejudices. He was more com
fortable with passing on the latest "nigger jokes" from 
his friends at the Bobby Jones golf course at Augusta 
than in pondering why such behavior caused his more 
racially sensitive secretary, Ann Whitman, to wince with 
embarrassment. Eisenhower was more comfortable 
refusing to extend an invitation for a White House 
meeting on race relations Lo black civil rights leaders 
(he held but one such meeting, in June 1958) than to 
proffer it or to speak out himself on such mailers. 
Following church bombings in Montgomery, Alabama, 
the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., in February 1957 tele
grammed the President, urging him 10 give a speech 
somewhere in the South stressing the need for law and 
order. When the telegram reached Eisenhower, he 
already had arrived at Thomasville, Georgia-not to 
gi,·e a speech, but to enjoy a vacation. It was more com
fortable Lo do so, to shoot wild turkey on Treasury 
Secretary George Humphrey's farm and be driven 
around in wicker carriages by "the old colored retain
ers," than LO bother replying LO King's telegram.& 

A second la)er of the Eisenhower portrait in civil rights 
consisted of the "partisan" Ike. This Eisenhower referred 
not only to the man who headed the Republican party 
and sought to advance its popular and electoral position, 
but also to the politician who tried LO do the same for him
self. Eisenhower's presidency did mark an era in which 
the GOP sought to redefine itself, notjust in civil rights, 
but in foreign policy and other issues as well, in a manner 
more advantageous to do battle at the national level witlt 
the majority Democrats. But what definition should that 
be? The "Dewey wing" of the party, consisting of 
Northeastern Republican modcrdles and internationalists, 
believed that the party's future on civil rights meant not 
writing off Northern black votes 10 the opponent. The 
party's emerging conservative wing favored what 
amounted to an early variation of a "Soul hern strategy" 
aimed at courting away disillusioned white Southern 
Democrats. Eisenhower found himself pulled in both 
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directions, for while it had been the Dewey faction, pri
marily in order LO block Robert Taft's foreign policy isola
tionism, that had spearheaded and staffed his successful 
nomination bid in 1952, on a more basic attitudinal level 
Eisenhower had more in commoh on ci,il rights with the 
conscrvati\'es. If the 1952 general election campaign was 

any indication. it suggested that while maintaining an 
overall centrist position within the GOP, Eisenhower likely 
would wean himself aw-.ty gn,dually from the control of 
the Dewey faction, and, more by drift than dramatic 
occurrence, navigate the GOP towards a conservati\'e 
identity on ci,it rights. The objecti\'e would be to win over 
more and more whites discomfiued by the pressures for 
.-..cial change, while hoping, through occasional, lm,-risk 
symbolic gestures, to maintain the support of at least a 
substantial minority of black \'0ters. 

Eisenhower displayed a calculating, self-interested 
side, usually well-<:oncealed from the public, in his will
ing adoption of such a racial political strategy. Careful 
to avoid controversial or provocative gestures, early in 
tlte 1952 campaign he responded LO a Texas letter warn
ing him for political expediency not 10 support a Fair 
Employment Practices Commission by stating, 11te pre
sentation you make ... is, of course, generally parallel 
with my own thinking." A blunter example of the candi
date's electoral calculus was provided at a Detroit rally 
when, uneasy at the enthusiasm of a tribute from a 
black supporter, be turned to a colleague and whis
pered, "That will sure win us a lot of votes in Houston!" 
Subtle indication that Ei>cnhower believed he had 
more to gain from white voters, and therefore should 
take greater precaution not LO offend the same, was pro
vided when black aide Morrow cautioned him not to 
use the phrase "you people" in addressing black audi
ences. Morrow found himself reprimanded through 
intermediaries for being an "alarmist." 

The I 9!'>2 campaign itinerary pointedly included an 
early swing through the South, where Eisenhower 
gained the endorsements of Democratic governors 
Allen Shi\'crs of Texas, James Byrnes of South Carolina, 
and Robert Kennon of Louisiana. While in Columbia, 
South Carolina, he joined Byrnes and other supporters 
in standing and clapping Lo the playing of "Dixie." 
Except for pledging to complete tJie desegregation of 
the military and to extend desegregation in tJ,e District 
of Columbia, neither of which Eisenhower assumed 
would involve confrontations with Southern state lead
ers, he left black voLers wiLh occasional platitudes and 
vague partisan assaults upon the inadequate perfor
mance of the national Democr.itic party.7 
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Once in office, invariably il was the representat.ives of 
t.he Northeaslern GOP fact.ion around Eisenhower who 
were tJ1e sole insiders to press, albeit poliwly, for civiJ 
rights. Even then, the mot.ivat.ions were usually more par
t.isan than personal or moral. The Justice Department, 
headed by former Dewey and Eisenhower campaign man
ager Herberl Brownell, urged actions that could be per
formed wilh minimal fanfare and therefore minimal risk 
to lhe President. The President's informal adviser on 
minorities, Maxwell Rabb, illustraled particularly well the 
extent, and the limitations, of even this GOP fact.ion's 
commitment. to racial progress. Rabb--Jewish, a lawyer, 
and a former aide LO Henry Cabot. Lodge, Jr.-was 
referred lo by other White House staffers as the resident 
"liberal," and Morrow on one occasion praised him as the 
only one who took racial problems seriously. But Rabb 
saw his own role primarily as a racial political trou
bleshoot.er; one who would contain political problems, 
formulate administration responses Lo minority com
plaints, and promote the COP with black voters, primar
ily located in the Nonh. Rabb and others anempted 
regularly to employ and manipulate Harlem congress
man Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., as a pro-administration 
defender on racial mauers. Rabb created a forum for 
black personnel complaints wit.hin t.he administration 
which served as a kind of "early warning system• for 
polential problems, but even the existence of meetings of 
the group, dubbed the "Emancipation Committee," was 
kept from public knowledge.• 

One way io which the President's goal of minimizing 
black electoral losses without alienating Southern whit.es 
was promoted was by sprinkling black appointees into a 
handful of innocuous executive positions. The "highest 
ranking" of these was Morrow, a former public relations 
executive at. CBS and a New Jersey native appointed to the 
White House stafT in J 955 aft.er a stint in the Commerce 
Department.. Upon receiving his assignment, however, 
Morrow found difficulty finding a White House clerical 
employee who would accept. the "onus• of a "colored 
boss," and staff women followed t11e humiliating practice 
of eme,ing and leaving Morrow's office in pairs so as to 

allay any rumors of sexual misconduct with a black supe
rior. Despite Morrow's value to the President. and his party 
as a symbol of GOP enlightenment. (he gave hundreds of 
speeches extolling the administration before black audi
ences, sal in the reviewing stand al Eisenhower's reelec
tion inaugural parade in I 957, and was featured as a 
speaker at the 1960 GOP convention), even "sympathetic" 
Eisenhower aides such as Rabb direct.eel their impatience 
al Morrow for insufficient black electoral "gratitude" for 
all of the administration's kind gestures. indication t11at. 
such impatience came from the top was illustrated during 
Eisenhower's lone June 23, 1958, meeting with civil rights 
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leaders, in which the President wondered aloud that if his 
five years' labor on civil rights had produced black bitter
ness rather than appreciation, then was it wise to push for
ward? The clear impression left by Eisenhower to his 
listeners was that in dealing on civil rights, he, not they, 
was the aggrieved party.• 

If Eisenhower and the men around him--.,ven those 
more attuned to the elect.oral value of blacks-demon
strated lit.tie patience with black political "ingratitude,• 
they seemed to overflow with understanding toward t11e 
political defenders of segregation in the South. When 
word leaked in tl1e summer of 1953 of the preparation of 
a Justice Departmenl amicus brief in lhe group of 
Supreme Court school integration cases known as Broum 
(a brief which, as it turned out, did not formally advocate 
the dismantling of the "separate bul equal" doctrine, but 
whose drafters were prepared to support. such a view in 
oral argument. if asked by the justices), Eisenhower and 
Auorney Genera.I Brownell look great. pains to reassure 
nervous Southern politicians. Having had his sympathy 
reinforced by a staff memorandum on "Party 
Organization in the Southern Stat.es,• Eisenhower 
assured Governors Byrnes and Shivers that. "I believe that 
Federal law imposed upon our states in such a way as to 
bring about a conflict of the police power of the states 
and of the nation, would set. back t11e cause of proi,'Tess in 
race relations for a long, long time.• After the President. 
had urged Brownell to limit the Broum brief to a "resume 
of fact and historical record" on the applicability of the 
Fourteenth Amendment to school segregation, tl1e attor
ney general indicated that even if the high court. over
turned public school segregation, he would personally 
impress upon Governor Byrnes thal "under our doctrine 
it. [desegregation] would be a period of years and he 
wouldn't have lo 'declare war' so to speak." In an unusual 
at.tempt to influence the Supreme Court's determination 
in Brown, Eisenhower, al a White House stag dinner in 
early 1954, demonstrated his sympathy for the white 
Soutl1ern position by pointedly pr.using South Carolina's 
auorney in the litigation, John W. Davis, and even ques
tion ing the wisdom of bringing black boys into class
rooms with white girls.•• 

Privately Eisenhower fretled over the impact of tl1e 
Supreme Court's ruling in May 1954 which overturned 
"separate but. equal." Alternately, he welcomed the high 
court's ruling of a year lat.er placing the burden of imple
menting school desegregation upon the courts and refus
ing to impose a national timetable for implementation. 
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Fears of the Southern political reaction to, and his own 
doubts about, the Brown decision led him to refuse to 
endorse it publicly. When college officials suspended 
black enrollee Autherine Lucy from classes at the 
University of Alabama, Eisenhower's tepid reply was "I 
would certainly hope that we could avoid any interference 
with anybody else as long as that slate, from its Governor 
on down, will do its best to straighten it out." Alabama's 
GOP leader Claude 0. Vardaman informed the President 
that his statement "was well received by everyone, includ• 
ing the Governor himself.• When state authorities did 
nothing to prevent the obstruction of black student entry 
at Hoxie, Arkansas, in 1955 and Texarkana and Mansfield, 
Texas, and Clinton, Tennessee, in 1956, Eisenhower 
refused Lo intervene, despite arguments from aide Bryce 
Harlow that a Omgre.ssfrmal Q;,arterty article had identified 
sixt)'<lne non-Southern districts where shifts by black vot· 
ers would elect COP candidates. 11 

Ironically, despite Eisenhower's hesitancy, the GOP 
in 1956 gained ground among black voters, aided by the 
Brown decision, prosperity, and the selective use of the 
theme "a vote for any Democrat is a vote for Eastland" 
in Northern districts with substantial minority popu• 
lations. When Eisenhower did finally employ federal 
force to support implementation of a court imegration 
order at Lillie Rock the following fall, what made the 
uncomfortable decision slightly easier were the facts 
that Republican gains in Arkansas were unlikely and the 
partisan short•term damage for the GOP among 
Southerners would be less widespread in 1957 than it 
would have been a year earlier during a presidemial 
reelection campaign. Even so, Southern criticism of the 
federal troop intervention swng Eisenhower sharply, 
leaving him bitter but, revealingly, not at the South buc 
at the Supreme Court. Steadfastly refusing to endorse 
the high court's decisions on school desegregation foJ. 
lowing the Little Rock crisis, he privately declared co 
Arthur Larson, "'I personally think the [Brorun] decision 
was wrong.'" To Emmet john Hughes he expressed his 
unhappiness at the box he had been placed in on a per• 
sonal level by the Supreme CourL "You take the attitude 
of a fellow like Jimmy Byrnes," he remarked. "We used 
to be pretty good friends, and now I've not heard from 
him even once in the last eighteen months--all because 
of bitterness on this thing." 12 

The most significant contribution of the "partisan 
Eisenhower" to civil rights progress, albeit an unin• 
tended one, was the impact of some of his judicial 
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appointments to the federal courts. Most famous, of 
course, was his selection of Earl Warren of California as 
chief justice in 1953. Among the Presidem·s other sig• 
nificam nominees to lower federal courts in the South 
were Judges John Minor Wisdom of Louisiana, Eiben P. 
Tuttle of Georgia, John Robert Brown of Texas. and 
Frank Johnson of Alabama. In all of these instances, 
however, Eisenhower was not guided by a conscious 
desire to promote integration or racial advance, 
although the absenaofa specific issue "litmus test" prob
ably provided greater ideological leeway among his 
appointees. Instead of the candidates' positions on spe
cific court issues, the common denominator of these 
appointments was partisanship-especially the desire to 
reward those who had labored for Eisenhower's own 
nomination and election in 1952. Warren's support had 
been crucial to Eisenhower's triumph over Taft at lhe 
I 952 Republican convention. Wisdom had been chair• 
man of the Southern Conference for Eisenhower the 
same year, while Tuttle had been the organization's vice
chairman. Brown had served as a GOP leader in 
Houston, and Johnson had headed Veterans for 
Eisenhower in his home state." 

The partisan Eisenhower, however, most often 
attempted to finesse racial issues for personal and parti
san electoral gain, employing election-year campaign 
symbolism 10 retain and occasionally increase Northern 
black support, while not doing enough of substance to 
cripple efforts directed at the grealer goal of a strong 
GOP appeal Lo white Southerners. Evidence that by the 
end of his presidency, Eisenhower had not yet com
pletely developed a partisan formula to reconcile tl1e 
connicting demands of rival Northern black and 
Southern white constituencies was provided by 
the President's dejected postmortem on the Novem
ber presid~ntial election defeat of Vice-President 
Richard M. Nixon. Reflecting his usual initial instincts, 
the President first blamed Nixon's running mate, Henry 
Cabot Lodge, for promising a Negro cabinet appoim
ment. Lodge had "sluck his nose into" a potentially sub
stantive matter such as "the makeup of the cabinet" 
which "cost us thousands of votes in the South, maybe 
Soutl1 Carolina and Texas." Upon reflection, however, 
he appeared to reverse himself, blaming Nixon himself 
for an inadequate show of symbolic racial concern in 
failing to make "a couple of phone calls,· as the 
Kennedys had done, in behalf of the jailed Martin 
Lutl1er King, Jr." Too much substance or too little sym
bolism-Nixon's failure apparently had to stem from 
one or the other. 
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The "ideological" Eisenhower provided yet another 
layer of color Lo the President's civil rights canvas. 
ThroughouL his political life, Eisenhower groped for a 
guiding philosophy of government which would allow both 
for maximum individual freedom fro1n ""stalism"' and 
"paternalism" and the encouragement of cooperation 
between private individuals and groups, private and public 
institutions, and local and national government bodies. 
The Eisenhower d,·ead or "paLernalism • seems to have 
been as deeply rooted as his ambivalence toward his own 
stern, severe father, and his championing of leadership by 
gentle example and the facilitation of cooperation as 
strong as his worship of his mother for embodying the 
same qualities. Not surprisingly, in Eisenhower's political 
philosophy the federal government's ideal mission was not 
to "'coerce," or e\'en to foment hcreative tension," but to en
courage local and private solutions to social problems-in 
shon, to get private individuals and groups to "do the right 
thing" by themseh'CS. 

Because such a "conflict resolution" approach to 
leadership would, when successful, most likely pro
duce compromise outcomes, it is not surprising that 
Eisenhower tended to elevate the "middle way" as an 
article of profound political wisdom. As he wrote, "The 
generality I advance is merely this: excluding the field of 
moral values, anything that affects or is proposed for 
masses of humans is wrong if the position it seeks is at 
either end of possible argument." Such a philosophy, 
Eisenhower less often admitted, also reduced the likeli
hood of damaging h.is own electoral prospects or those 
of his party Lhrough provocative advocacy of con
troversial, "coercive· policies. Taken as a whole, 
Eisenhower's devotion to individual freedom, voluntary 
cooperation, and limited federal power echoed the phi
losophy of the last Republican to precede him in the 
White House-Herbert Hoover. The resemblance in 
philosophies was not wholly coincidental, for the GOP 
elder statesman advised Eisenhower in 1952, "Some peo
ple will want you to lead them back at full speed to the 
'good old days.' At the other extreme, some will want 
you to initiate welfare programs regardless of their 
effect on federal fiscal affairs and on the nation's econ· 
omy. To go back is impossible, bul many will not believe 
this, and will demand miracles of you. To allow present 
trends lo go on is unwise; they will lead to disaster. All 
you can do is try to turn away gradually from the path 
leading to paternalism, until it takes a central course, 
and Lhen stick with it.•" 

Eisenhower's aversion to federal solutions and to 
governmental paternalism, combined with his usual 
refusal to see racial problems as a moral challenge 
exempt from the consensu,;--seeking approaches of the 

15. Dwight D. Ei,enhower, 77., Whiu HO>M 1..,.,_. Monoou f.,. Chang,. 
19'>19J6 (Carden c;iy, N.Y.: Doubleday and Co., 1963), 54, HI. 

"middle way," meanl that he was unlikely to see the fed
eral government's power as a tool to prod additional 
civil rights progress. Instead, he viewed the application 
of federal enforcement power in tbe civil rights area 
through the prism of his historical understanding of the 
Reconstruction experience. In his judgment, one 
sharecl by most white Americans of his time if not the 
historians of today, the use of federal u·oops and coer
cive legislation in the 1860s and 1870s had been an 
excessive, tragic, and bloody failure which had only pro
longed sectional hate. His Republican administration 
would not become, he was determined, a new "Radical 
Republican" tyrant in the South. The burden or racial 
progress would not be assumed by the federal exccu• 
tive, but by private citizens of both races, and failing 
thal, by the courts. The methods of resolution, he 
declared in the Stale of the Union Address of 1953, 
should be "the power of fact, fully publicized; of persua• 
sion, honestly pressed: and of conscience, justly 
aroused," not the police powers oflhe state.•• 

Such statements would appear to have suggested a 
large public role for the President in public persua• 
sion-in the use of his office as a "bully pulpit,• But given 
the partisan risks even of civil rights pronouncement, 
and Eisenhower's personal unease at addressing racial 
subjects, he preferred to lea,·e even the processes of pul>
lic facilitation and gentle persuasion to others. Rather 
than personally become embroiled in the public debate 
over the Brown decision, for example, he privately urged 
evangelist Billy Graham to enlist fellow ministers in 
behalf of racial "moderation.· Observing to Graham that 
"peacemakers are blessed" and "success through concilia
tion will be more lasting and stronger than could be 
obtained through force and conflict," the President sug
gested tJ,at Southerners adopt such good-faitJ, gestures 
as the token election of a few blacks to local offices, 
admission of a handful of black students to graduate pro
grams, and greater flexibility in bus segregation rules as 
ways to encourage similar "moderation "'by federal 
judges. Assuring Grahan, that he would "remain a mod
erate," Eisenhower condemned "foolish extremists" (by 
which he meant both rabid segregalionists and the 
NAACP) "on botJ, sides of the question who will never be 
won over to a sensible course of action." 11 

Eisenhower did, with great reluctance, go aE,-ainst his 
own strictures regarding federal coercion when he 
ordered federal troops to Little Rock Central High School 
in September 1957. But it is revealing of his convictions 
that he did so only after prolonged personal negotiations 
with Arkansas governor Orval Faubus resulted in a 

16. lb;d., 255. 
17. Whitman Diary, March 21. 1956, Whitma1\ File, Dia,-y ~Mes, 

Box 8, ODEL; Eisenhower to Silly Graham, Mar-ch 22:, SO, 1956, 
C~ham to Eisenhower. March '1:7, 1956, Ylhitman File, Name St!ries, 
Box 16, DDEL 
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betrayal by st.He authoriues of what hsenho"cr had 
lx:liwed w . ., a I.ice-saving way for 1hem 10 uphold the fed
er.tl coun order. The action al,o was n, de1<·d only aftc, 
more "illing admca1es of in1ent·ntion, such .u Attorney 
Cen.-ral Bro" nell. had cnn,;n,ed 1he Prnider11 that 
because of cominuing anti-black rioting .1round the 
school, the tS5Ut' had bttomr no longer one of raciJI inte
grJtion, or cwn of upholding a feclcr.d wun order. but of 
,iolcnt in<1.1rttttron "hich tt·c1uired m,lrtar, ·•peac~ 
rng" forcccs. Within "eeks, Eisenhower \\M urging the 
arnn IO redU<.c the tro0p contingent at Uul<- Roel., \tort' 
s,gnificantl>, after the ronu·O\er.r.11 actrom rn I aule Rock, 
Eisenhower nner again emplo>ed his polrte po"ers to 
inject federal troops 10 uphold .i fedcr,11 ;dwol integra· 
lion ordt·r, C\t·n when conltontt:d with ttUMJ\C resi<lall<e 
in ,·,rg;n,a rn the lat" 1950-. .md ~Lionr" defiance in 
New Orie.ms in 1960." 

What the poliucal "scan· 10 Eisenho,..,., caused by 
the integration con1rover,;y :ind his Liule Ro, k , csponsc 
to II produced, instead, "·'" a n·n=ed enthusiasm for 
other de\lces designed lO encourage local solution,, 
and for other forms of focih1.1uon and p .. bon,ng tha1 
did not imoln: his office. A, ,cnectcd 111 adnunistration 
proposals that culmina1ed 111 the Civil Rights Acts of 
1957 and 1960, Eiscnhowc, ,aw the grad1ml mo,cmenl 
tow,.,-ds greater Southern blacl. political l'mpo,.crmen1 
through ,oung rights M a way 10 prod add1uonal br
racial cooperauon and grcaler mockration in the uuer
an('l's and acoons of while Soulhern officeholders. The 
U.S. Commi51,iu11 on Civil Righu, crealcd by his ad mini~ 
Ir.Ilion 's legisl.ition, was in1end<'d in a com pie men tar y 
manner lo puhlirue modera1.e solutions 10 t.ici..J prob
ll'rm, d«I") e~c=•· and p,o,idc a forum 10 faciliialc 
moderate p, ot1ress without reson to fcdcral-st.1le con• 
froniation, c()('rcion, or ,1olcnc<'. Ha,ing one .. s,ud, •1 
can't imagine any set of circum~tances that would eve, 
mduce me to send F~er.tl troops ... into any area l0 
en fore .. the orders of a Federal court,· onl, to be forced 
into a con1rad1cuon of htS philo-.oph) 1wo monlh• lalcr 
a1 Lillie Rock, Eiscnhowt'r suh~cqucnlly pur~ucd new 
avenues in order lo insure 1h.11 he ne,cr \\Ould be 
fo,ced lo act similarly ag-ain.rt 

Unfortuna1eh, Ei5"nhowt>r again discmaro lo h" di.t
"'•'} that for ,oung rights la\\S to worl,. in the 1nlended 
manner. entrenched Southern poliucal in1crnts had to 
be willing l0 comply \\ilh them voluntarily, or else be 
coerced inlo doing so. Faced with Southl'rn official 
ob\1ruction of bl.>ck ,-oting rights as \\CII as of m1cgration, 
cwn the "fact-finding" Ghil Rights Commi <ion found II 

18. Burk~ ,._,JA,.tlklf" A.d11m11JJr1tt1ort nnd IJlltft Cwtl ll,gltt,, 179-8.'i, 
181199 

19 lbod, 20-l '17, uamcript. p,.-..drnu.l p,noconf<«-n,~.Juh 17, 
19~7. in RotM-rt I Brannn and 1 a1wrc·ncC' H l..a,"rn, rd,., Tiu 
,-,.,,.~ .~,.,at,1,oh•11. 19,11961 \ n...,.,.,._,, Jiu,-,. 1 ,ob 
I'"' ,.,..t.: Randnm 11-. 1971), ! I II~ 

m•eded "coc,uve" legal ac11on hy 1hcjusti«• Oep,111.me111 
ju5l 10 force \tales 10 pro,1dl' au ess 10 l'Cl!"lt auun srau .... 
tics if il intended, through published rcpot ts. lO )aw
bon.,· for ,olunt.lr} progrr, hi.mg of ,1t1u.J feder.al 
la\\ uits agarrnt d1srrim1na1ory Southern dc:uoral di~ 
lricts and th,·rr official\, in ord .. , 10 b,· ~uccrssful 
required grca1cr Jmuce Drpar uncut and FBI rmc:\Ligalh·c 
resources, and risked reigniting while political fallout 
Cl\t'r "CO('rci,r" frder-.d in1cncnuon in the region's racial 
pt oblcm,.'" ll) the end of his adminis1ra11on, lhrn 
t,sc,nhow"r h.ad learned lhal ("\Cn ,oting righ1' ..-a. .i 

•,,......,dged sword"; but one lha1 he ~•ill prt'lerred I.cpl 
dull so as lo moid self-inOtned political wound., or con• 
tr.tdictions l<l his fai1h in \'Olun1,1ri,m. 

The mo<l \1S1blr ""Ike" 10 America and 1hi, "'orld. thi, 
,urface manifestation most oflen displ.i,rd to inter
nauonal friend and foe, alike lhroughou1 htS career, wa• 
Eisenhower the gcopoliti<'al ~11.a1egis1. Ei\l•nhowcr had 
,pem a lifetime as a wld1er and mulunatiorMI ,1.11es1rum 
in preparation for the presidenlial du11 he deemed 
most ,ital-th.at of commandt'r m chi.,f of the national 
defense and ll'ader of the "Fre,,e World" in 111 C.old War 
struggle agamst inlernauon.il communism .and the 
So,ict milirnry threat. Ile rccogni,cd that World War II 
1101 onl> had crc;oted a precMiom bipolar balanc" of 
po"cr betw«-n m-al East-Wesl 1deological hloo, but had 
unlo,ashed the forces of na11onalism throughout lhe 
dC\"<'loprng, non-while, "'orld. I he emergmg nauoru of 
lht' Third World, he bclie,cd, would become eilher 
lnend or foe, but could not maintain a stahle nfnlralrty. 
Eisenhower also knc,w that a C.old War in\'Ohed not on!\ 
lhe ability to face armed confront.1tion. but .1lw 1he 
readiness to uuliie ll1e subller lools of diplom.1cy, espi
onage, economic a,d and lrade, and propaganda. I hs 
, cading of Clausewiu had lutored him 1ha1 warfare 
11xlf. afl"r all, "'" but the att.~rnmenl of n,tlronal drpl~ 
ma tic objccu,es by th" we of for cc. 

Gi,en tht> po1rnlial po"'er lo "tip· the get>poliucal 
b.1lance held by lhe emerging nations of A,1.1, Africa, 
and Latin Am<'rica, the global nraleglSl Ei'.14.'nho"cr rec
ognized lhe ,,tln<'rabilities to 1he United S1a1e,' •com
pt'Uti,-.. pos.ilion • pres..n1ed I>\ a racist nauonal image. 
for >ears lhe So\lr:I l.inion had excoriatl'd >\mc:-ncan 
racial practict's al lhc United ~JUons and 01hr:r rn1rrna-
11onal forum~. and had srorrd damaging prop,1ga11da 
J>oints. II had been in pan to coumcr sue h biol\ lo the 
n.ll,onal imag.- that Eisrnho\\l.'t •• predece<,;or, I larry S. 
I ruman, had been willing I<> lake domestic polilical 
,i,b and champion a a\11 right~ agenda. ,ndudrng the 
de<egregation of lhe armed forcf."s. Dr,pi1c hu own 
pnor reluctan,., on the ,ubJ<''1, E,senho,..~r rt•u1gn1,rd 
1hc necessity of pt cssing forw.ird with 1lu.· rc:mov-al of 
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When Eisenhower took 
office, the questions of civil 
rights and integration were 

already discussions in 
American life; the administra
tion's domestic policies could 
not ignore the magnitude of 

their importance. 

Topeka Daily Capital,Janua? 26, 1953: A continuing conr.ern 
among civil rights adv,x;aw was legislation. As a congressional 

~nning, Hubert Humphfl!J propo,m a bill establishing a 
presidmtial civil rights commi.sribn. 

Civil Rights 
'Starter' Set 

Humphrey Reveals 
Proposed Bill 

WASHINGTON. -(UP)- Sen .. < 
Hubert H. Humphrey, a leadingi 1 

racial rights advocate, is makinglt 
a major bid for a compromise with i 
Southern Democrats in hopes of; c 
getting a "starter" civil rights bill 
thru Congress this year, it was 
disclosed Sunday. 

"I am so distressed over the long 
stalemate that I am perfectly will
ing to be the compromiser," the 
Minnesota Democrat told a re- 4 

porter. . J 
"I am wllling to offer the olive 1 

branch and get this thing mov- • 
Ing. It's better to go a foot than • 
to fail to go a mile." 
His specific compromise pro- , 

posal is a bill to set up a presi- 4 

dential civil right commission to : 
survey the duties and activities of 1 

federal agencies in fields of em- : 
ployment, education, health, hous
ing and so on. It would have power 1 

to make recommendations to the 1 
President, Congress and state and . 
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Immediate Integration 
1

0rdered in Little Rock 
But Governor t£i;. ffti Q dt 8 WI L 
KeepsMilitia q-a:: .-• •. ~ •~T.r ,,.... 
On the Scene • • ,. ( :~ 
LITTLE JtOCK, ARK.- "':'119-~rn G 

(UP)-Fedftal Jvdcc ROMld !~' ,.j' 
N. Davie, T1ttm)' 11W.t w
dtrtct lfflmedl.ate l.atea.r•llon 
of Cotnlnil mah $1;:hooi ... ,., 
dfuesardina a conloft of Nti• 
UowlaJ G\19.'4 U'OOf4 tarow" 
aJ'O'Jlld t.h.l ICboof Mcwidt,y 
111f3M by Gov. Orv.I E. Fata• .... 

.,.,.,. Jwtc'a ordtr WU 
lwl!Weid cto....o in • brief rour• 
1nlt1\ll.c htarin.g aa~ ,.,.. by 
tlM: Uula Rott School loud 
10 dwfy UM ti.plo,5'¥t ailr.aa-
1 .... 

Jlldp th-.it1 u.ld he _,,. 
pl•1wwd 10 1111!.e die IO¥emor 
"II IMJ tmf'd" lo •M the 
lrtlOip'I ., llle Mah ~ to 
"Pf~'" lbt rt~e'" •llld 

,- "',n,4«1 I~ C'llllftU. ~ Ille 
('.'l)IIIU'11111'HIJ'"' 

so~ OPlj'.Jlrt,'$ IS Llnu: ~OCK-Wtlltt- u.i~ .. ., UcU.- Jtlllf'I, ,f'M;;, ~
St'MOI llf- lilt f..- IIINt f1n1 .. , et ,tl,uft, 1"-"41•)' •hiJr ,a,,_,.,I (;N""- "'°lf'OI U!f' 
a:,-t,. Ne Kt'fNI •lltlHIII.• ....... \Ill .. , CM .t<l'!HuJM """'It••- ar1tt lNt,. t..~al 
f'HIMK _,. HI 

South Quick to Protest 
Court's School Ruling 

.. , ~ • • 

1

• Georgia's Governor. to -Fight for Segregation 

EISENHOWER AND CML RIGHTS 

Left: Topeka Daily Capital, Septeml,er 4, 
1957: TM t1alion watthed as dasses op.tied al 
liuluock CentralHigh. Arkansas governor 
Orval E. Faubus calkd out IM Natiimal 
Guam when a ftdnal tour/ ordtred immediate 
int,gmtion. 

&IUJm: Topeka Daily Capital, May 18, 
1954: WithlM/andmarltduision ofBrown v. 
Topeka Board of Education, puMic sthool 
segrtgt11ion was slrodr doum. In Topdta, Im 
respons, was that the ruling would haVI! "llllk 
t/Jetl • sin a that city's schools had b,e,1 mhVing 
louxmts inugration sina &ptember J 95 J; the 
story 110/ed that Salina at1d Aichi.son u,o had 
btgtm. integration in tlu:fr schools. 
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racial barriers in such inlernationally visible official 
institutions. During the 1952 campaign, among the few 
specific pledges by the candidate on civil rights were 
those LO complete military desegregation and to push 
for similar progress in the capital of Western democracy, 
Washington, D.C. Upon taking office, any doubts 
Eisenhower may have entertained on tJ1e necessity of 
these stands were countered by the report of a special 
committee he had appointed to study means of combat
ting Communist propaganda. Chaired by former Tim~ 
Life executive C. 0. Jackson, who became the 
administration's "expert" on propaganda warfare, tJ1e 
committee produced a report that highlighted the 
importance of removing the most visible official vestiges 
of racism for the courtship of Third World nations, 
declaring, "It puts us on their side in their drive for 
national identity .• ., 

In the case of the desegregation of military units, 
Eisenhower was also in tJ1e envious situation of merely 
completing the execution of a policy decision already 
made by his predeces.sor, thereby lessening the domestic 
political risk to himself. Nonetheless, his instinctive sym
pathies toward the "practical difficulties" of commanders 
in carrying out desegregation led to accusations that he 
was "dragging his feeL • Nor was the President especially 
eager to challenge the segregation of dependents of mili
tary personnel in post schools or in off-base accommoda
tions. Segregation practices al U.S. Navy shipyards in 
Norfolk and Charleston were reversed upon the order of 
Secretary of the Navy Robi:rt Anderson, but ugly inci
dents of racism against black servicemen, both on and off 
base and in both the United States and at foreign post
ings, continued to give the Eisenhower Administration 
public relations headaches."" 

Ironically, even once the formal mandates requiring 
the segregation of personnel and dependents within mili
tary units, in base housing, and in public education had 
been lifted, genuine integration of the services did not 
follow. Formal desegregation was followed by "white 
flight" from reenlistment in the lower ran.ks, and, com
bined with a surge in black enlistments, it produced an 
expanding racial "underclass" within the armed forces. 
High black reenlistments and white reluctance to trans
fer-in led to similarly disturbing patterns in the Navy's 
Stewards' Branch. Swelling black enlistments at lower 
ranks, combined with the growing educational and tech
nological sophistication of military service and lingering 
official doubts about black officer capabilities, led mili
tary officials lo attempt new kinds of barriers to black 
advancement based on "mental group" testing and cate
gorization. Reflecting that attitude, Lt. Gen. Charles L. 

21, Lee Nichols, Breakthrough on. rhe Color Front (New York: 
Random House, 19&4), 167, 177-78. 

22. Burk, t:i,,,,how,, Mministmtum •nd Bladt Cioil Rights, 2~2. 

Bolte of U.S. Army-Europe asserted, "I cannot permit the 
assignment of large numbers of unqualified personnel, 
regardless of race, to prejudice the operational readiness 
of our units in an effort to au.tin 100 percent racial inte
gration, however desirable that goal may be.••• 

For its part, the navy, faced by 1959 with a testing pro
gram that excluded ninety percent of blacks from signi.6-
cant career advancement. issued a report that offered a 
window not only to its own future dilemmas but the 
larger ones before tJ1e nation. Recognizing the risk that 
such results created of accusations of discrimination 
"should the recruitment of Negroes continue to be cur
tailed through the medium of qualitative recruiting," it 
concluded, "The only alternative which would permit 
maintaining present Caucasian/Negro strength ratios 
[rather than seeing the black percentage slip even lower) 
would be to actively recruit Negroes in the higher mental 
groups. This solution would not be without pitfalls, as 
quotas would have LO be established which might result 
in more accusations of discrimination.""' 

The President's determination to cleanse tJ1e racial 
image of the nation's capital city in tJ1e view of outside 
observers encountered similar, unforeseen difficulties. In 
the 1952 campaign, Eisenhower described District of 
Columbia segregation and overt discrimination as "a 
humiliation to this nation" and "the kind of loss we can 
ill afford in today's world." To his credit, following a 
Supreme Court decision of June 1953 upholding an 1872 
law barring racial exclusion from public restaurants, the 
~resident lobbied businessmen behind the scenes to vol
untarily desegregate city theatres and movie houses. In 
November, the D.C. Board of Commissioners announced 
the official end of segregated facilities and personnel in 
departments within its jurisdiction. Following the 
issuance of the Brown school desegregation decision 
(which had included a Washington, O.C., case), 
Eisenhower urged District officials to make the capital a 
model of peaceful school desegregation as well.to 

Implementing even a token d"b>Tee of desegregation 
in city departments, facilities, and schools did not, unfor
tunately, occur without incidenL And, as in the armed 
forces, uncontrolled factors (in this case, such elements 
as white flight to the suburbs and expressway construc
tion) produced greater de Jacw segregation and inequal
ity of opportunity, rather than less. By 1958, seven of 
every ten city schools were at least 90 percent of one 
race. As late as 1960, nearly 14 percent of District schools 

23. Ibid., 37--38; •1ntcgralion or Negro and White Troops, .. Morris 
J. MacGregor and 8ernard C. Nalty, eds., Blodu in the United Statu 
/\"'ltd for,es: &Jic Do<umenls, Val. XIl-lnt,gmtion (Wilmington, Del.: 
Scholarly Re,our«s, 1977), 270. 

24. Bureau of Naval Personnel, "Memorandum on Discrimination 
of the Negro, 24 Jan. 1959," in MacGregor at1d Nalty, Bllldts in llu 
Uniud Slota A"'ltd Forus, 132-40. 

25. Eisenhower, Mandate fo-r Change, 254; Burk, Eisenhower 
Administralion and Blad. Civil Rights. 49-55. 
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remained loi.ally segregaled, and only 23 perccnl of the 
city's school syslem claimed heller lhan a 9-1 mixture. 
Blatanl discrimination continued in lhe housing markel 
and in private employment. Wilh the city's black unem
ploymcnl rate double the white level, and city median 
family income al bul $5,993 compared lo $7,577 for the 
entire metropolitan area, lhe monthly number or persons 
receiving general public assistance soared in four years 
from less lhan six hundred to over fifteen hundred and 
the aid to dependent children requests jumped from less 
than nine tJ1ousand to nearly nineteen thousand over the 
same span.ff The President mighl have succeeded in 
removing 1he official blessing from cenain forms or di.s
crimination, and thereby scoring some propaganda victo
ries against the Soviets, but he had not won the war 
against the more deeply rooted causes of urban decay 
and minority disadvani.age. That war, after all, was one 
that he really had not tried to fight. 

Taken as a whole, lhen, lhe Eisenhower portrait in 
civil rights consisted or a man uncomfortable with racial 
issues or with circumsi.ances that might force personal 
examination or deeply cloistered prejudices; a President 
who preferred the political management of racial issues 
to the advocacy of risky and possibly painful solutions; 
an executive who preferred private voluntary resolution 
of domestic con.ilict to presidential pronouncement or 

26. Marlha Dcnhicl<, City Po/ilia i• 1111'/unp,,t, D.C (Cambridge: 
Hanard Uni,·crsil)' Press, 19G2), 20, 28, 125,146,221. 

coercion; and al the same time, the leader of the •free 
world" who was detennined lhrough selective, symbolic 
acts to render his country less vulnerable to Soviet racial 
propaganda and to promote American strategic inter
ests. E. Frederic Morrow, who as the admininration 's 
highest ranking black official possessed a unique posi
tion from which to view the composite Eisenhower civil 
rights persona, assessed him as a ·grea1, gentle, and 
noble man" who nonetheless held a "Southern" back
ground and viewpoint on civil rights. "He was fair and 
honest in most things,• Morrow added, "but he couldn't 
take that single bold step of courageous pronounce
ment that would have moved the blacks another mile 
toward freedom .... In my many 1.alks with him in this 
area, I found him neither intellectually nor emotionally 
disposed to combat segregation in general."" 

But if the Eisenhower portrait in civil rights was not 
a portrait of bold leadership, it was one which embod
ied not only the hopes, fears, calculations, principles, 
and contradictions of a man, but those of a nation as 
well. It provided us then, as ii still does today, a mirror 
in which to sec not just Eisenhower but also ourselves, 
warts and all, and 10 seek a keener understanding of 
why we "liked Ike" then, and why we still do. He may not 
have always been "beucr" than us, but in many ways, for 
well and ill, he was us. IKHI 

27. E. Frederic Mom>w, 11!9 Down S,,.JJ,, Up Nortlr (Philadelphia: 
United Oiurch Prcu, 1973), 121-22. 
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