
Background Essay on Truman’s Loyalty Program 
_____________________________________________ 
 
The Cold War emphasis on containment is often framed in terms of Truman’s foreign 
policy decisions: the Marshall Plan and Truman Doctrine in Europe, the Korean War 
in Asia.  Yet containment took on a life of its own in the United States as many 
Americans grew more and more concerned about Communism on U.S. soil, and even 
more alarmingly, in government agencies. The rise of McCarthyism in the wake of this fear is well-known. Less 
discussed, perhaps, is the emergence of a Loyalty Program within the federal government.  
 
Truman’s Loyalty Program has its origins in World War II, particularly in the Hatch Act (1939), which forbade 
anyone who “advocated the overthrow of our constitutional form of government in the United States” to work in 
government agencies. After the war, tension with the Soviet Union grew, as did suspicion of workers in every 
government department. Several advisors, including Attorney General Tom Clark, urged Truman to form a loyalty 
program to safeguard against communist infiltration in the government. Initially, Truman was reluctant to form 
such a program, fearing it could threaten civil liberties of government workers. However, several factors shaped 
his decision to institute such a policy. Fear of communism was growing rapidly at home, and in the 1946 midterm 
election, Republicans gained control of Congress for the first time since 1931. To examine the issue, in November 
1946 Truman created the Temporary Commission on Employee Loyalty, which stated, “there are many conditions 
called to the Committee’s attention that cannot be remedied by mere changes in techniques. . . Adequate protective 
measures must be adopted to see that persons of questioned loyalty are not permitted to enter into the federal 
service.” In March 1947, Truman signed Executive Order 9835, “prescribing procedures for the administration of 
an employees loyalty program in the executive branch of the government.” 
 
The Loyalty Program has been criticized as a weapon of hysteria attacking law-abiding citizens. The Attorney 
General’s office compiled lists of “subversive” organizations, and prior involvement in protests or labor strikes 
could be grounds for investigation. As the Cold War intensified, investigations grew more frequent and far-
reaching.  As noted in Civil Liberties and the Legacy of Harry S. Truman, edited by Richard S. Kirkendall, “During the 
loyalty-security program’s peak years from 1947 to 1956, over five million federal workers underwent screening, 
resulting in an estimated 2,700 dismissals and 12,000 resignations... the program exerted its chilling effect on a far 
larger number of employees than those who were dismissed” (70).  
 
While Truman feared the Program could become a “witch hunt,” he defended it as necessary to preserving 
American security during a time of great tension. Many Americans agreed with him and applauded his stand 
against communism and subversion. The historical context of this event is important, for every investigation, every 
loyalty oath and every questionnaire took place under a backdrop of fear in an uncertain post-war world.  
 
It is common today to look at events like McCarthyism, HUAC and the Loyalty Program as products of hysteria. Yet 
this hardly was the first time the federal government restricted civil liberties in the name of national security. In 
1798, Congress passed the Alien and Sedition Acts as concerns over a looming war with France. During both the 
Civil War and World War I, individuals suspected of disloyalty faced imprisonment. The liberty vs. security debate 
is a continuity in American history, and even though we live in a post-Cold War world, some of these issues are still 
part of the discussion in an age of global terrorism. Truman’s Loyalty Program must be viewed and debated with 
this understanding, and the understanding that historical context drives presidential decision making.  
 
Essential Question:  Do Cold War fears during the Truman Administration justify the 
institution of the government Employee Loyalty Program in a democratic society?   
 



Source 1 
Source Information: Report of the President's Temporary Commission on Employee Loyalty, 
November 26, 1946. Truman Papers, Official File. OF 252-I: Presidents Temporary Commission 
on Employee Loyalty.  (Excerpted, pages 44-46) 
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Using Source 1 
 

Sourcing Questions 
 
 

This document was produced by Truman’s 
temporary commission on government 
loyalty. What do you notice about the 
signatures at the end of the document?  What 
do they tell you about who served on this 
commission?  Why might that matter? 
(NOTE for teachers:  All of the commission 
members were white males.  This would be 
typical for a government commission in 1946, 
but it is worth discussing with students.  Many 
of those accused were women or African-
American. No women or African Americans 
served on the temporary commission or on the 
Loyalty boards.  This was a complaint of many 
who opposed the program.)   

Contextualization Questions 
 
 

*Why is the date of the document important?  
What was going on prior to this commission’s 
report?  How quickly did America go from 
WWII to the Cold War -- and how does that 
add meaning to the document? 
*Communism was an attractive ideology to 
some during the Great Depression.  How close 
was this document released to that era?  Why 
is that important?   

Corroboration Tasks 
 
 

 

Close Reading Questions 
 
 
 

Examine specific “grounds for suspicion of 
disloyalty.”  Why might some of these criteria 
raise concerns?   

 
 
 

  



 
Source 2 

Source Information: Executive Order 9835, March 22, 1947 National Archives.  
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Using Source 2 

 

Sourcing Questions 
 
 

What is an executive order?  How is that different 
from a law?  Why is it important to understand 
what an executive order is when examining this 
program? 

Contextualization Questions 
 
 

Why do you believe Truman issued an executive 
order, rather than going through Congress?  What 
else was occurring in 1947 in U.S. foreign policy?  
How might this document, which addresses the 
Cold War at home, be more meaningful when 
understanding U.S. foreign policy at the time? 

Corroboration Tasks 
 
 

In what ways does this document reflect the 
recommendations provided by the temporary 
commission on employee loyalty?  (Source 1) 

Close Reading Questions 
 
 
 

List details in the first four paragraphs that explain 
Truman’s reasoning in establishing this program.  
In what ways does Truman remind his audience of 
the context of the document?  According to the 
document, how is loyalty to be addressed in the 
armed forces?  Why might that be a concern? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 
 

Source 3 
Source Information: Letter from David J. Sloane to Harry S. Truman, May 28, 1947, Official File. 
OF 252-K. 
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Using Source 3 
 

Sourcing Questions 
 
 
 
 

The source line does not indicate who David 
J. Sloane is.  Given your reading of the 
document, who do you think Sloane might 
be?  What is his point of view?   

Contextualization Questions 
 
 
 
 

Sloane give us an important piece of 
historical context in the last line of this letter.  
Why might that be important?  

Corroboration Tasks 
 
 
 
 

In what way does Sloane’s letter attempt to 
challenge Truman’s explanation for the 
Loyalty Program, as presented in Source 2?  

Close Reading Questions 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Source 4 

Source Information: Advertisement, “Leading Americans Warn of Dangers in order 9835,” n.d., 
United Public Workers of America, n.d OF 252-K; Government Employees Loyalty Program, 
Truman Papers.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
  



 
Using Source 4 

 

Sourcing Questions 
 
 
 
 

“N.d.” means “no date.” When would you 
hypothesize this document was produced?  
What clues lead you to that hypothesis?   
What do you know about the United Public 
Workers of America, CIO?  Whose viewpoint 
does this document represent?  Why might 
such a group be concerned about a loyalty 
program?  

Contextualization Questions 
 
 
 
 

Henry Wallace had served as FDR’s Vice 
President in his third term.   The Democrats 
dropped him from the ticket in 1944 and 
named Harry Truman as the VP candidate 
instead.  Why might this fact provide 
additional context for this document?    

Corroboration Tasks 
 
 
 
 

How does this document relate to the 
information Truman and his temporary 
commission used to explain the need for a 
federal loyalty program?  In what ways does 
this document “talk” to sources 1 and 2?  In 
what ways does it relate to source 3?   

Close Reading Questions 
 
 
 
 

List specific concerns mentioned in this 
document.  Why is some of the word choice 
important in understanding those concerns?   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 
Source 5 

Source Information: Frank B. Steele to Harry S. Truman, With Attachment, and Reply From 
Matthew J. Connelly, July 7, 1947. Truman Papers, Official File. OF 252-K: Government 
Employees Loyalty Program. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 



 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 
 
 

Using Source 5 
 

Sourcing Questions 
 
 
 
 

This document was produced by the National 
Society of the Sons of the American 
Revolution.  Even if you don’t know anything 
about this group, what might you 
hypothesize about its ideology and purpose?  
Why do you think they produced this 
document?   

Contextualization Questions 
 
 
 
 

Compare the date on this document with the 
date the Executive Order was issued.  What 
does that tell you about this organization’s 
initial response to the loyalty program?  How 
does the president’s secretary respond to the 
document? 

Corroboration Tasks 
 
 
 
 

Compare and/or contrast the tone and ideas 
of this document with those of Sources 3 and 
4.  

Close Reading Questions 
 
 
 
 

What seems to be the biggest concern about 
the loyalty program as outlined in this 
document?  What phrase is repeated several 
times?  What does that tell you about Cold 
War fears of the individuals in this 
organization?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Source 6 

Source Information: J. Parnell Thomas to Harry S. Truman, September 29, 1948. Truman Papers, 
Official File. OF 320-B: Un-American Activities, House Committee on. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Using Source 6 

 

Sourcing Questions 
 
 

J. Parnell Thomas served in U.S. Congress.  
Given the tone of the document, what party 
do you think he represented?  When was this 
document written?  How long after the 
executive order is that?  What does that show 
you about Thomas’ view of the program? 

Contextualization Questions 
 
 

September 1948 is very close to the 1948 
Election.  Just as Truman was facing 
reelection, so was Thomas.  How might that 
shape your reading of this document? 

Corroboration Tasks 
 
 

In what ways do the ideas of this document 
compare with those in other sources? 

Close Reading Questions 
 
 
 

Thomas references HUAC several times.  What 
does Thomas seem to be stating about the 
Executive vs. Legislative branches approaches 
to Cold War at home?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Source 7 
Source Information: Albert B. Epstein to Harry S. Truman, with attachment, March 31, 1948, OF 
263, Communism, Truman Papers 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Using Source 7 
 

Sourcing Questions 
 
 

The author of this document is a member of 
what organization?  What can you 
hypothesize this document will say before you 
even read a word of it?   

Contextualization Questions 
 
 

How does the presence of this organization 
and the message of this document reflect 
what was happening in both foreign and 
domestic policy at this time? 

Corroboration Tasks 
 
 

 

Close Reading Questions 
 
 
 

The tone of this document is an important 
piece of it.  What key words show the tone?   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 
 

Source 8 
Source Information: Laurence Jaeger to Harry S. Truman, August 14, 1951, OF 252-K, 
Government Employees Loyalty Program, Truman Papers. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 



 
 

Using Source 8 
 

Sourcing Questions 
 
 

Notice the date on this document.  How does 
this document show the effects of the Loyalty 
Program? 

Contextualization Questions 
 
 

 

Corroboration Tasks 
 
 

In what ways does this document corroborate 
the concerns expressed in earlier documents?  
Cite a specific document and specific concerns 
validated by this document.    

Close Reading Questions 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Source 9 
Source Information: Walter White to Harry S. Truman, November 26, 1948. Truman Papers, 
Official File. OF 252-K: Government Employees Loyalty Program. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 
  



 
 

Using Source 9 
 

Sourcing Questions 
 
 

Walter White was executive secretary of the 
NAACP. Why is his affiliation with that 
organization important?   

Contextualization Questions 
 
 

Truman is known for some of his early work 
on civil rights.  Why is that significant in 
understanding this document?   
NOTE TO teacher:  Perhaps review Truman’s 
desegregation of the armed forces in 1948.   
What is this author’s concern?   

Corroboration Tasks 
 
 

 

Close Reading Questions 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Source 10 
Source Information: Petition to Harry S Truman and U.S. Congress, Truman Papers, Official File. 
OF 252-K: 10-14 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 
 

 
Using Source 10 

 

Sourcing Questions 
 
 

Petitions provide a unique perspective as 
historical sources.  What does this petition tell 
you about public opinion regarding 
Communism?   

Contextualization Questions 
 
 

We do not have a date for this document.  
When might you hypothesize this document 
was created?   

Corroboration Tasks 
 
 

Which documents in this packet are most 
similar to this document?  In what ways are 
they similar? 

Close Reading Questions 
 
 
 

By signing this document, the signees state 
they agree with a specific position.  What is 
that position with which the signees agree?  
What do they want the U.S. Congress to do?   

 



Truman’s Loyalty Program:  Weighing the Evidence 
 
Framing Question:  Do Cold War fears during the Truman Administration justify the institution of the 
government Employee Loyalty Program in a democratic society?   
 
Directions:  As you read the documents, determine where to place them on the graphic organizer below, based on how the 
document illustrates that position on the essential question.  Be prepared to explain your reasoning.  (Indicate specific details from 
the document that prove the accuracy of your placement on the scales.) 
 

 
Justified     Not Justified      
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