
Civil Rights as Human Rights

While the Human Rights Commission worked on dra�ing the Declaration,

some of those leading the struggle for civil rights in America believed that

bringing the case of segregation in America before the United Nations

would help draw international a�ention to their plight. They felt that a

change in terminology—from “civil rights” to “human rights”—would align

their struggle with that of other oppressed groups and colonized nations

around the world. They hoped that the shi� would bring pressure on the

United States to live up to the ideals and freedoms inscribed in the

American Constitution.

Nearly one million black men and women served in World War II, many of

whom believed that wartime patriotism would earn them full parity with

white Americans upon their return. They also hoped that the struggle to

defeat Nazi racism would transform racism on American soil. They were

wrong on both counts.

During the war, blacks began more forcefully to demand their

citizenship rights. Weary of Jim Crow indignities, many

Southern blacks refused to be segregated any longer on

streetcars and buses, stood their ground when challenged, and

thus provoked almost daily racial altercations. Blacks became

less compliant with conventional rules of racial etique�e,

�nding small but symbolic ways to challenge the racial status

quo. Black soldiers, frustrated by the constant racial abuse

they su�ered, began �ghting back; the result was much

interracial violence and many deaths.1

The huge industrial boom, precipitated by military production, failed to

bene�t many black workers and factory owners. In the military, only a

few black soldiers were allowed to assume combat roles or become

o�cers. Enough was enough. Roosevelt’s Executive Order 8802 (see Part

II), which banned government contractors from discriminating according

to race, religion, or national origin, made a big di�erence. Within three

years, two million blacks were reportedly working in the defense industry.
2 Extraordinary as this presidential move was, however, the lives of black

men and women were li�le improved when the war ended. Moreover,

hostility toward black veterans increased at the end of the war. The

a�acks and violence were neither accidental nor simple crimes of passion

(although passionate mobs were o�en involved). They were carried out by

whites who were determined to put loyal American veterans “back in



their place” and to reinstate segregation. Eleanor was acutely aware of the

explosive potential of this racial friction. But now that she was no longer

a White House insider, how could she help? The return of these soldiers

and their bi�erly cold reception highlighted the need for

uncompromising action. As the issue of civil rights was forced to the

forefront, Eleanor used her popularity, connections, and in�uence to

promote racial and social equality. She participated in conferences, fund-

raisers, and public debates to raise awareness about America’s racial

problem. She also joined the board of directors of several organizations,

including the NAACP.

Frustrated by a country that could demand sacri�ce in its moment of

need and then turn its back when the crisis passed, black veterans

sometimes took direct action. The results could be chilling:

In Alabama, when an African American veteran removed the

Jim Crow sign on a trolley, an angry street car conductor took

aim and unloaded his pistol into the ex-Marine. As the

wounded veteran staggered o� the tram and crawled away, the

chief of police hunted him down and �nished the job . . . In

South Carolina, another veteran, who complained about the

inanity of Jim Crow transportation, had his eyes gouged out

with the bu� of the sheri�’s billy club. In Louisiana, a black

veteran who de�antly refused to give a white man a war

memento was partially dismembered, castrated, and blow-

torched…In Columbia, Tennessee, when African Americans

refused to “take lying down” the planned lynching of a black

veteran who had defended his mother from a beating, the

sheri�’s storm troopers . . . “drew up their machine guns and

tommy guns . . . �red a barrage of shots directly into the black

area of town, and then moved in.”3

The events in Columbia, Tennessee, were indicative. In this town of 5,000

whites and 3,000 blacks, racial tensions actually subsided during the war.

But when the returning soldiers did not accept the daily humiliations of

Jim Crow laws, many whites reacted violently. The events began on

February 25, 1946, when a dissatis�ed black customer, accompanied by her

navy veteran son, got into a �ght with a radio repair clerk who refused to

address their concerns and became abusive. The clerk was pushed out the

window, an act for which both the veteran and his mother were arrested.

A�er pleading guilty and paying their �ne, the two headed home. Later

that day, the son was arrested again on more serious charges but was

bailed out and released again.

That night, an angry white mob gathered near the black neighborhood.

Blacks, including armed veterans, organized to protect themselves against

possible a�ack. When four police o�cers a�empted to disperse the crowd,



they were shot and wounded. What followed was not uncharacteristic of

the way law-enforcement agents reacted to racial tensions:

Within hours, state highway patrolmen and the state safety

commissioner, Lynn Bomar, arrived in town. Together with

some of the town’s whites, they surrounded the Mink Slide

[black] district. During the early morning of February 26,

highway patrolmen �rst entered the district. The o�cers �red

randomly into buildings, stole cash and goods, searched homes

without warrants, and took any guns, ri�es, and shotguns they

could �nd. When the sweep was over, more than one hundred

blacks had been arrested, and about three hundred weapons

from the black community had been con�scated. None of the

accused were granted bail or allowed legal counsel.4

According to prisoners’ testimonies, three of the black prisoners were

later taken for interrogation. Shots followed; one was injured, and the

other two were killed. While the police o�cers claimed it was self-defense,

fellow prisoners claimed that the men were executed in retaliation for

their actions during the riots. Thurgood Marshall, the NAACP’s leading

lawyer, who would be the �rst African American to sit on the Supreme

Court, immediately �ew in with Walter White. They built a national

defense commi�ee (representing various organizations) whose mission

was to provide funds and protection for the prisoners. They demanded

that the alleged violations of black residents’ civil rights be investigated.

Walter White then approached Eleanor to co-chair the commi�ee with

Channing Tobias, and she immediately agreed. Though occupied with her

work for the United Nations, Eleanor participated in the commi�ee’s

defense e�orts. In a le�er she wrote with Channing Tobias to prospective

donors, she summarized her views on the events. The men who were

arrested, she argued, more than half of whom were recently discharged

servicemen,

had been the innocent victims of race hatred and violence. The

events which took place in Columbia on February 25th and

26th rose out of a dispute between a white shopkeeper and a

Negro customer. They culminated in lynch threats, an armed

invasion of the Negro district, wanton destruction of Negro

property and wholesale arrests and beatings of Negro citizens.
5

Thurgood Marshall’s spectacular defense saved many of the prisoners the

injustice of long prison terms. But when he and others forced Tennessee

A�orney General Tom C. Clark to investigate the actions of the National

Guard unit and highway patrolmen who raided the black neighborhood,

the results were deeply disappointing. Despite the fact that dozens of

people witnessed the actions of the National Guard unit and patrolmen,



blacks were not allowed to testify, and the white o�cers did not

cooperate. The record of this investigation, Marshall later wrote to

Eleanor, showed “that none of the witnesses  .  .  . could identify any

person responsible for the property damage which occurred or for any

other act prohibited by Federal laws.”6 When Marshall le� town, the

police followed him and his colleagues. He was arrested for alleged drunk

driving and was almost lynched by white residents of Columbia.

Responding to the maelstrom of violence, representatives of the African

American community turned to the United Nations. W. E. B. Du Bois, a

highly accomplished scholar and activist (he was the �rst African

American to receive a doctoral degree from Harvard), led a team of

lawyers and scholars who submi�ed a brief to the human rights division

in 1947. It was titled “An Appeal to the World: A Statement of Denial of

Human Rights to Minorities in the Case of Citizens of Negro Descent in

the United States of America and an Appeal to the United Nations for

Redress.”

How, asked Du Bois, could the leaders of the United States seek to lead the

free world while refusing to confront the injustices of racism in every

American town and city? A “disastrous” policy, segregation, he wrote, had

repeatedly led the greatest modern a�empt at democratic

government to deny its political ideals, to falsify its

philanthropic assertions and to make its religion to a great

extent hypocritical. A nation which boldly declared “That all

men are created equal,” proceeded to build its economy on

cha�el slavery; masters who declared race-mixture impossible,

sold their own children to slavery and le� a mula�o progeny

which neither law nor science can today disentangle; churches

which excused slavery as calling the heathen to god, refused to

recognize the freedom of converts or admit them to equal

communion. . . . [A] great nation, which today ought to be in the

forefront of the march toward peace and democracy, �nds

itself continuously making common cause with race-hate,

prejudiced exploitation, and oppression of the common man.7

America’s “high and noble words,” Du Bois concluded, had been “turned

against it, because they are contradicted in every syllable by the

treatment of the American Negro for three hundred and twenty-eight

years.”8

“An Appeal to the World” was Du Bois’s plea for the international

community to take notice of the ongoing discrimination, segregation, and

racial violence in America. In writing and submi�ing it to the United

Nations, Du Bois and his colleagues tried to shi� from national and

internal debate to an international and universal one. When arguing in



court and protesting on the street, African Americans were �ghting to

receive their civil rights: rights granted to all the citizens of the United

States but denied to them. Du Bois and the NAACP believed that the

United Nations’ discussion of human rights was an opportunity to

mobilize international public opinion for their cause and to align their

plight with that of other oppressed people. This was neither the �rst nor

the last such a�empt to “internationalize” the injustices su�ered by

blacks. 

The brief was to be submi�ed on October 23, 1947, to Humphrey as the

director of the human rights division and to Henri Laugier of the

Secretariat. Walter White, a longtime civil rights activist and the executive

director of the NAACP, asked Eleanor to be present.9 She declined:

As an individual I should like to be present, but as a member of

the delegation, I feel that until this subject comes before us in a

proper way, in a report to the Human Rights Commission or

otherwise, I should not seem to be lining myself up in any

particular way on any subject.10

She added: “It isn’t as though everyone did not know where I stand.”11 For

example, before taking up her duties at the United Nations, Eleanor had

o�en identi�ed racism directed at African Americans as intolerable. The

situation had to change, and in 1942, she repeated demands she had made

many times before—that every citizen of the United States should have

the following rights:

Equality before the law

Equality of education

Equality to hold a job according to his or her ability

Equality of participation through the ballot in the government12

“We cannot force people to accept friends for whom they have no liking,”

she argued, “but living in a democracy, it is entirely reasonable to demand

that every citizen of that democracy enjoy the fundamental rights of a

citizen.”13

In Eleanor’s essay, “Abolish Jim Crow,” she spoke about the need to align

the ethical mission of the war with the struggle for justice at home,

drawing parallels among the persecution of the European Jews, the

Russian dissidents, and the American blacks.14 Moreover, since the war,

Eleanor had o�en warned against the hypocrisy of condemning the Nazis

for their racial policies while allowing the free reign of white supremacy

in many areas of the United Sates. In a response to a member of President

Truman’s commission on civil rights,she repeated the comparison: “We

cannot look down too much on the Nazis or the Communists, when



somewhere in our land things like this happen.”15 While Eleanor called for

patience and for working within the system, but this did not mean that

she went along with o�cial decisions with which she disagreed: she knew

how to dig in her heels and push back.

A case in point was the United States’ support for the formation of the

state of Israel. In the a�ermath of the Holocaust, Eleanor became

convinced that this was the only appropriate response to horri�c actions

that had le� six million Jews dead and had turned those who survived

into unwanted, stateless refugees.16  So when the United States seemed as

if it would withdraw its support for the formation of a Jewish state in

Palestine, Eleanor threatened her resignation from the United Nations.17

But “The Appeal to the World” put Eleanor in a tough position. She

believed that receiving petitions from anyone but a member state

violated the guidelines for the Human Rights Commission. The

commission had never been assigned any executive power at all. Both

human rights standards and the institutions that would act to uphold

them were yet to be created. Moreover, Eleanor anticipated complications.

She knew that the Soviets would use “The Appeal to the World” for anti-

American propaganda (which they later did). In that case, if Eleanor sided

with the petitioners, she would be set against the government she

represented, which was unthinkable.

Nevertheless, Eleanor continued to communicate with White and Du

Bois.She also agreed to meet Du Bois in person to talk things over. In their

conversation, recorded by Du Bois, Eleanor repeated her concern about

the potential abuse of the petition by the Soviets, and she pointed out

that if the Soviets and other countries continued to a�ack the United

States for its racial policies, she would be forced to defend those policies—

a situation she deeply resented. According to Du Bois’s account, Eleanor

said that the situation “might be so unpleasant that she would feel it

necessary to resign from the United States Delegation to the United

Nations.”18  Du Bois’s uncompromising position eventually led to a crisis

within the NAACP and to the termination of his service. In his place, on

September 7, 1948, the NAACP sent Walter White to consult with the

United States delegation. His close ties with Eleanor were well known,

and the choice suggested that the NAACP expected that she would

continue to support the organization’s mission.19
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