
Background Essay and Videos:  President Truman and Civil Rights:  

Was Truman influenced by moral, public opinion, national interests, or political advice to 
address Civil Rights issues?  

Source:​”President Truman and Civil Rights." Harry S. Truman Library and Museum. Web. 16 June 2015. 
<https://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/desegregation/large/lessons/dseg.html>.  

 African Americans have fought in every conflict in American history.  Almost always, however, they were segregated 
into their own units.  The 54th Massachusetts in the Civil War, The Buffalo Soldiers of the plains, and the Tuskegee 
Airmen of World War II are examples of how these men fought with courage and valor in these units. 

This practice did however limit the ability of African Americans to be promoted, to have equal treatment, and to be 
recognized for their contribution.  After World War II, African Americans began to demand that they be given life, 

liberty, and the pursuit of happiness in equal portions as white Americans as the 
Declaration of Independence promised. 

 They could not have been encouraged that the President of the United States, Harry 
Truman, was known to have the prejudices of his community when it came to views of 
race.  He used racial slurs, told racist jokes, opposed sit-ins and intermarriage and 
called Dr. Martin Luther King a troublemaker. 

 Whether he would act as President as he felt in private was not the question.  It was 
assumed he would follow the lead of most other politicians of that time period and not 
show sympathy for African Americans’ goals for equal 
treatment. 

 To the astonishment of many, including many in his 
own party, on July 26, 1948 Harry Truman made one of the biggest contributions to 
date for racial integration and equality. In issuing executive Order 9981 Truman 
ordered the desegregation of the armed forces.   These documents trace what some 
call the beginning of the Civil Rights movement.  You will be asked to read, 
understand and work with these documents to answer the burning question: ​Was 
Truman influenced by moral, public opinion, national interests, or political advice 
to address Civil Rights issues? 

 

Glossary: 

Segregated - ​maintaining separate facilities for members of different, especially 
racially different, groups. 

 

 

 



Student Hook 

Look at the following photographs. What do you notice? What is different about the pictures? 

What questions do you have about the pictures? 

 

1945 

 

1942 



 

1950 

 



Source 1 

 
Letter from Mrs. Amelia A. Dixon to Harry Truman, March 12, 1948 

______________________________________________________________________ 
Note:  Mrs. Amelia A. Dixon from Walton, Kentucky, sent Harry Truman a letter encouraging 
him to issue an Executive Order that would desegregate the military.  
 
Source:  Folder: June 1948 [1 of 2], OF 93­B Truman Papers, Truman Library. 
 
March 12, 1948 
 
Dear Mr. President 
 
I am not dictating to you.  I am merely stating facts.  If you want to be in the White House four 
more years be the man we think you are.  You can win the re­election if you end racial 
segregation in the armed forces, discrimination in all federal departments and Jim Crowism in 
all the United States.  You have the power to do that without new legislation.  Be 
presumptuous.  We Negro people will be you up.  You can prevail, now is your probability. 
Send out your proclamation.  You could start here in the White House, half of your body 
guards could be black. I served in World War II.  I will gladly die before I will serve in world 
war III under the present conditions.  This is the way we all feel. 
 
Very truly yours, 
 
Mrs. Amelia A. Dixon 
  
  
 
Glossary 
Jim Crow​-​a practice or policy of segregating or discriminating against blacks, as in public places, public 

vehicles, or employment. 

Desegregate​ - to eliminate racial segregation. 

  
 
Amelia Dixon Letter Questions 

1.Who was the author of the document? (Circle the author’s name and who they are.) 

2.When was the document written? (Underline the date) 

3.Who was the intended audience? 

4.Identify the author’s claims and evidence used to support the claims. 
 
5.How does the author’s language indicate the author’s perspective? 
 
Using the following code, mark evidence that would support one of the four motivation factors. 
M=moral PO = public opinion NI= national interest PA=political advice 

 



Source 2 
 

Source:  Letter, Roy Wilkins to Harry S. Truman, January 12, 1953, professing admiration for 

Truman’s civil rights record during his administration, and Truman’s thanks in reply, January 14, 

1953. Papers of Harry S. Truman: Official Files. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Source 2 continued 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 



 

Source 2 continued 
 

 
Wilkins Letter Questions- Pay particular attention to paragraphs 4 and 5. 
 
1.Who was the author of the document? (Circle the author’s name and who they are.) 
2.When was the document written? (Underline the date) 
3.What does the document claim? 
4.  What is the tone of the letter? 
5. What do you think Truman’s response was to the letter? 
 
Using the following code, mark evidence that would support one of the four motivation factors. 
M=moral PO = public opinion NI= national interest PA=political advice 
 



Source 3 
 
Source:​  ​http://www.gallup.com/poll/7444/Gallup­Brain­Strom­Thurmond­1948­Election.aspx 
 
The survey below was a nationwide survey given to the American public.  But the public was clearly 
not ready to accept the idea of desegregation of the armed forces -- 63% thought that black troops 
and white troops should remain separated, while 26% thought they should live and work together. 
This issue was especially sensitive, since the memory of hundreds of thousands of blacks serving in the 
armed forces during World War II was still fresh in Americans' collective consciousness. Gallup ​ is an 
American research-based, global ​performance-management​ ​consulting​ company. Founded by ​George 
Gallup​ in 1935, the company became known for its public ​opinion polls​ conducted in several 
countries.  Gallup provides research and strategic consulting to large organizations in many countries, 
focusing on "analytics and advice to help leaders and organizations solve their most pressing 
problems​. 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gallup Poll Questions 

1. What conclusions can you make about the public’s view of segregation based on this graph?  

2. What other questions would you have asked the public if you were the Gallup organization? 

3. If you were Truman, how would you feel about this graph? 

 
Using the following code, mark evidence that would support one of the four motivation factors. 
M=moral PO = public opinion NI= national interest PA=political advice 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

http://www.gallup.com/poll/7444/Gallup-Brain-Strom-Thurmond-1948-Election.aspx
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Performance_management
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Management_consulting
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Gallup
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Gallup
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Opinion_poll


 
Source 4 

 
Source:  Correspondence Between Harry S. Truman and Ernie Roberts, a close friend from 
Independence, MO ; September 2, 1948. President's Secretary's Files, Truman Papers.  Ernest 
Roberts was a business owner (Faultless Linen Supply Company in Kansas City, MO).  Truman’s 
letter is in response to Ernie’s letter which addressed his view (and those he hoped Truman would 
have) regarding Truman’s re-election, the status of the South and other national interests 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Source 4 continued 

 
 
 
Ernie Letter Questions 

1. Who was the author? (Circle the author and who they were.) 
2. When was it written? (Underline the date) 
3. Based on this letter how was America different from today? 
4. What language does the author use to persuade the document’s audience? 
5. How is this letter similar or different from the Amelia Dixon letter? 

 
 
Using the following code, mark evidence that would support one of the four motivation factors. 
M=moral PO = public opinion NI= national interest PA=political advice 
 



 
Source 5 

NAACP: Audio 
 
Source: ​Address before the NAACP  (June 29, 1947) at the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C.  

Note:  Truman was the first President to address the NAACP.  

 

NAACP:  National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. 

 

Instructions:​  As you listen to Truman’s address, notice what Truman’s main points are.  Make a list of 

what Truman says about the Civil Rights movement. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

NAACP speech questions: 

1) Explain the importance of this speech. 

2) How did his audience impact what he presented in the speech? 

 

 

Using the following code, mark evidence that would support one of the four motivation factors. 
M=moral PO = public opinion NI= national interest PA=political advice 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Source 6 

Source:   Excerpt of Truman’s Message to Congress, February 2, 1948  

Note:  This excerpt was part of a longer speech that outlined Truman’s Civil Rights Program. 

 

To the Congress of the United States:  

Unfortunately, there still are examples-flagrant examples--of discrimination which are utterly contrary 
to our ideals. Not all groups of our population are free from the fear of violence. Not all groups are 
free to live and work where they please or to improve their conditions of life by their own efforts. Not 
all groups enjoy the full privileges of citizenship and participation in the government under which they 
live. 

We cannot be satisfied until all our people have equal opportunities for jobs, for homes, for 
education, for health, and for political expression, and until all our people have equal protection 
under the law. 

One year ago I appointed a committee of fifteen distinguished Americans and asked them to appraise 
the condition of our civil rights and to recommend appropriate action by Federal, state and local 
governments. 

The committee's appraisal has resulted in a frank and revealing report. This report emphasizes that 
our basic human freedoms are better cared for and more vigilantly defended than ever before. But it 
also makes clear that there is a serious gap between our ideals and some of our practices. This gap 
must be closed. 

 

Truman’s Address Questions 

1. Who was the author of this document? (Circle the author and who they were.) 
2. When was the document written? (Underline the date) 
3. What was Truman’s purpose for this speech? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Using the following code, mark evidence that would support one of the four motivation factors. 
M=moral PO = public opinion NI= national interest PA=political advice 
 

 



 

 

Source 7 

Note: Clark Clifford worked as Truman’s White House Counsel from 1946-1950.  Truman relied upon 
Clifford’s advice.  The following excerpt is part of a 50 page document confidentially written for 
Truman by Clifford on political issues at home and abroad.  The document addressed not only the 
current status of issues such as housing, civil rights, and world affairs, but suggestions on how to 
respond to the issues in order to win the 1948 election.  The sections included deal with civil rights. 

 

 



 

 

 

Clifford Memorandum Excerpt Questions 

1. Who was the author? (Circle the author and who they were) 
2. When was it written? (Underline the date) 
3. Identify the author’s purpose in creating the document. 
4. Did Truman follow the recommendations of Clifford?  How do you know this? 

 
 
Using the following code, mark evidence that would support one of the four motivation factors. 
M=moral PO = public opinion NI= national interest PA=political advice 
 
 
 
  



Source Title Moral Public opinion National Interests Political Advice

President Truman and Civil Rights Name ________________________________________

Instructions - For each source list the source title in the first column and text evidence that would support each motivation factor in the rest of the columns. Each source
may have support for more than one factor.


