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Over the entrance to the United States Supreme Court building 

in Washington are carved the words "Equal Justice Under law. Tt Rere. 

in a short statement, is the great cornerstone of our Republican f'orm 

of' government. It embraces the great concept of impartial administra­

tion of' the rules governing the rights of' man. 

But beyond the relationship of the citizen to his government, 

the words also can be taken to refer to the conduct of' men in their 

daily association with one anotber to the kind of' even-handed dealing 

and fair playa civilized society demands of' its people. For the 

measure of equality we find accorded to different groups best attests 

to the moral fibre ot the nation. 

It is appropriate for us tonight to consider wbether tbis great 

ideal has been fully translated into meanlngful realities. For it is in 

the acid test of' the daily affairs of life that high principles become 

either shadows or substance. 

To begin \11th, we can be thankful that the United States has never 

witnessed the massacres and mass destruction visited upon minority groups 

in otber lands. But this is only to be than.ld'ul that we are not addicted 

to absolute barbarism. There is much in our history; young though we 

are as a nation, to de~onstrate to all the world that a people intent 

upon freedom'can nake it a living reality. Regrettably, there haye been 

and there still exist situations in which our high ideals have not been 

fulfilled. 

It has been 92 years since the Emancipation Proclamation was issued. 

We are just beginning to make that concept of equality assume practical 

meaning. In the instance of racial groups:} we have come to the realization 



that there are bloodier punishments than segregation, but tew 

more degrading. 

Additionally, most of our varied peoples have not been wholly 

tree of the whiplash of intolerance. No nation; even one as great 

as ours, can afford to have its component groups hostile toward 

one another. People who live in a state or tension and suspicion 

cannot use their energy and talents constructively. 'When groups 

within become pitted against each other in a struggle tor so~ial 

supremacy, we create the weakening discord so anxiously sought by 

our enemies from without. 

Tbe challenge to provide a meeningful level ot equality and 

freedom is peculiarly one which has devolved upon us. We must meet 

it squarely in order to vindicate the hopes of our founders and the 

prayers of allot the peoples of the world. Ours is a tradition at 

ideals as high as any to which a nation ever aspired. 11" ve cannot 

respect the dignity ot man how can we expect the fulfillment of 

freedom in countries torn by suspicion, subjected to dictatorial 

tyrants, and engaged in a never-ending arms race toward total destruc­

tion. 

Bow, then} can we build for greater strength and happiness? 

Every level at government and every person has a share of the 

responsibility. First, in the area of Federal law, our guide is 

primarily the Bill of Rights-~the t1rst 10 amendments to the Const1· 

tution--witb its proteotion against abridgement at the right to 



religious freedom and the rights at free speech J a free press l and 

the right of the people to assemble and to petition the Government for 

a redress of grievances. But the Bill of Rights may be invoked onlY 

against the Federal Gover~nt and its offictals; not the States or 

private individuals who attempt to deny their fellow citizen. the 

tree exercise of those rights. Against some evils, theretore~ repre­

hensible though they are, a satisfying solution will not be found 

in Federal legislation. For example, in the instance of the infamous 

fraternity of professional bigotsp-the hatemongers--we recognize 

that their efforts are Just as ~etermined and as destructive as the 

labeled Communists and Fascists,whose foreign counterparts have so 

clearly proven that their ideology does not include a belief 1n 

universal civil rights. However, except fal' the District of Columbia, 

there 1s no Federal statutory crime of criminal libel. This is 80 

because neither the private right to enjoy integrity of reputation 

nor the public right to tranquility are objects of Federal cognizance 

except when necessary to the accomplishment of some specified authority 

delegated to the Federal government by the Constitution, such as 

the interstate commerce power or the postal power. 

Aside from acts bearing upon national security, thoughtful 

students of the whole and varied subject of civil rights have recognized 

the obstacles, legal and ptnctical, of attempting to solve this complex 

problem tnrough Federal legislation alone. 

But this does not mean that the Federal Government must stand by 

helplessly Without eXerCising ita influence aod limited powers as best 



it can. Responsible officials in government remain ever sensitive 

to the view that comp1ac~ncy can never be substituted tor forceful 

interest and action whenever any group within the nation is relegated 

to inferior citizenship status. 

In the Department of Justice, a specially-organized group give~ 

immediate and continuing attention to the- entire civil rights field. 

Some months ago, for example, in Wilmington, North Carolina l the 

Lindbergh Kidnapping Law was iuvoked in the prosecution of a number 

of Klansmen who abJucted victims, transported them across the state 

line, &Dd flogged them. Nine former ,,-,embers were convicted. ~e 

prosecution destroyed the local Ku ~~ux lCLan organization. At 

Birmingham, Alabam, a grand. jury returned an indictment under the 

Federal c1vil rights statute (18 U.s.c.1!J242) against two publ.ic 

officers and the deputy warien of the City Jail who all.egedly were 

involved in the beating of a prisoner. Investigation and prosecution 

in cases such as this gives concrete evidence of the determination of 

the Federal. Bovernment to apply the full force of law wherever and 

whenever it is permissible and useful to do so. No longer is there 

to be indifference to the tate of mistreated prisoners who so fre­

quently are targets for brutal police ~ethods because of their 

minority status rather than the character of the alleged violations. 

But 1s is not only in cases affecting specific ind1viduals 

:found violating the law that action has been taken. '!be problem of 

segregation I for example J has been attacked on a number of fronts. 



The Federal government's position that racial distinctions have 

no place in our schools was successfully espoused before the 

Supreme Court ~t the United States. Continuing Federal interest 

remains in the implementation of the Court's findings. Segregation 

bas been abolished in the armed services and projects maintaining 

segregation practices are denied Federal financial aid. 

Tbe national government aleo has taken the position and has 

given forceful application to the prinCiple that those who wish to 

do business with it must agree, in their contracts, not to discriminate 

against any applicant for employment or any employee because of race, 

religion, color, or national origin. As a result, thousands of new 

job opportunities have recently been opened up for memberaof minority 

groups. 

~e States, too, have a large share of the responsibility for 

according equal protection to all of its citizens. It is gratifying 

to observe the great strides made in recent years under local law. 

They reflect a more sensitive awareness of minority problems aDd a 

forceful disposition to strike at the roots of the several evils 

which have perSisted. 

TOday, every State in the Union bas laws to punish libels 

directed at individuals. It is true that problems of identification 

and reasonable agreement on meaning, as well 8S scrupulous regard 

for the const1tutional protection afforded by the 14th Amendment, 

prevent sucb laws from offering complete or comfortable solutions. 



Nonetheless, so long as local government seeks ever to push 

forward, by legislation and by example, enl1ghtened progress is 

well served. 

In the instance of group defamation, the Supreme Court of the 

United States in 1952 reviewed an Illinois law whicb~ougbt to curb 

poisonous utterances against minority groups. The Court la1d bare 

the Problem in these words: "wilful purveyors of falsehood concerning 

racial aDd religious groups promote strife and tend powerfully to 

obstruct the manifold adjustments required for free, ordered life in 

a. metropolitan, polyglot community." In order to cepe With the diS­

turbing influence of such villifiers, the Court upheld the right of 

the State to outlaw defa.rre.tion of m1nority groups 'Who have long 

suffered vicious and brutal attacks. Reckless and incendtar,y utter· 

ances against the more defenseless classes of our people no longer 

enjoy unlimited constitutional protection (Beauharnais v. l11in018, 

343 U.S. 250). 

But groups libel laws hit at the manifestation of prejudice, 

not at the prejudice itself or its causes. ~ben a locality e11minates 

a slum area and gives to those long forced to live in filth and dark­

ness the opport1.u::l1ty to breathe deeply of the freshness of lite, a. 

breeding ground for prejudice also has been removed. When a police 

force 1s educated to the complex problema and tensions whicb exist 

among a mixed people, and 1s ta.ught bow properly to regard the dignity 

of aU men, the corroding fear CIt the oppressed bas been dissolved. 

When children, in the iDIlocence o"t mind and purity of heart, come to 

know that free public sohools and playgrounds mean exactly that, the 

State has translated a philosophio vacuum into a living Constitution. 



In many other circumstances, the long, inexorable shift ot the 

nation toward racial democ~acy is becoming evident through local 

act1vity. In the last few years, euch States as Virginia, Alabama, 

Georgia, Florida, and South Cal~liDa have passed and entorced anti-

mask and anti-cross-burning statutes and ord1n~1ces. An aroused South 

has shown that 1t will not tolerate hooded hoodlums bent on splitting 

the nation into mutually-repellent fl'agments. 

In 1948, an estimated 750,000 Negroes registered to vote in the 

South. In 1952, the total was 1,350,000. Xhough this be progress 

inch-by-!nch, it is nevertheless progress i1: the right direction. 

It is also no longer a rare novelty for Negroes in the South to be 

attending state-owned university graduate schools, to play on school 

and professional ball teams, and to be admitted to local medical and 

other professional societies. 7aough prejudice often gives way only 

with groaning nOises, the suppl'essed climb upward continues. 

But our Federal and state governments are only lnstruments for the 

regulation of society. They can only give to each of' us the opportunity 

to solve the major parts ot the problem as individuals, each 1n his own 

sphere of lite. Lawe have their proper place, but the responsibility of 

worthy citizenship is a personal one. vIe each have a. separate and in­

dividual share in eradicating social evils end in refusing to perpetuate 

pract1ces odioue to a free nation. 

It has been said, with mucb truth, that nobody knows so little 

about a minority group as an lUDer1can who has lived near it tor Jears. 



Often deliberately, sometimes unwittingly, the surface behavior of 

non-representative members ot a grolJP has caused us to wall oft the 

whole group. Knowledge must not be permitted to stop at this super­

ficial level. 

Those who insist lJPon thinking of groups in terms of individuals 

would do well to give thanks tor the great and lasting benetits given 

to all of mankind by lithe reJected". I could. not here attempt to 

catalogue the accomplishments which nave emerged fram our minority 

peoples. But I would remind you that the giant who has emerged in 

the tight against the dreaded polio d~sea6e-·Dr. Jonas E. Salk··is 

a Jew. He is the SMle kind ot persoll stUl barred from living aDY­

where he might please by the p~actical effect of obnoxious restrictive 

covenants. He is still nQt acceptable in country clubs and social 

organizations whose members search for superiority in caste ariatrocracy. 

Irony also attends the work of Dr. Charles R. Drew of Howard 

University, who perfected the process or preserving blood plasma. 

Many sold~era owe their very lives to this man they would not ask 

into their homes except by the back door for fear of violating the 

racial taboos that have too loog blinded our people to individual 

worth. 

But more and more, and in countless ways, our individual efforts 

are unifying all of our people in the common bonds of mutual under­

standing, faith and res~ect. The ability ot differing peoples to live 

together in a stable, enduring and beneficial society is being proven 

in every corner ot our land. It is evidenced in the greate:r number of 



busil'lessmen who are realizing that when they hire for skill and talent 

aJ.one, they best serve their personal interest and that ar the nation. 

It is reflected in the admission practieei of most of our colleges 

which have eliminated the abominable quota system, a deYice to exclude 

quaJ.ified students from professional life iimply because of the color 

of their skin, their religiouB faith, or their national origin. We 

see it in the awareness of the aYerage American who now realizes that 

for his own well being he cannot regard as ~~ess indulgence Giving 

vent to his irritation on Americans of fO:;'''eign parentage or those of 

a particular creed or color. 

In this srowing atmosphere ot amity and brotherhood, our 1ndiv1dual 

efforts have been greatly aided by community relations groups and 

national organizations. They have contributed significantly to adult 

education and social science research, to the protection of democracy 

without sacl'ifice of civil rights, and to the techniques tor redUCing 

group hoatility. 

In adult education, an example of a mutually cooperative effort 

to improve understanding in this tield is shown by the National 

Conference on Cbristians and Jews and Syracuse University. These 

bodies jointly sponsored a Bummer program on "Human Relations and 

Intergroup Education" for teachers, school administrators, and com­

munity workers. It was designed to create a more wholesome atmosphere 

for intergroup relations in the family, in educational institutions, 

and in neighborhood centers. 



At the primary educational. level, the te.med II Sprinst1eld Plan" 

has been an inspiration to those willing to work tovard el1minat1ne 

the innumerable sDagS in group relationships. As macy of you probably 

knov~ about a dozen years ago, Springfield, Massachusetts, initiated 

one of the most successful events in public education. 

Investigation had shown that children do not have a natural 

aVersion to people of other races or creeds. Hostility of this kind 

1s acquil'ed from parents or others. Sprinsf1eld, therefore, under­

took to teach racial and cultural understanding in its public schools. 

The program was fashioned so as to give students effective, practical 

experience in living and vorking togetber. The children vere encouraged 

to take pride in theil' backgrounds. They vere not alloyed to feel that 

membership in a. minority group was something shameful. All of the students 

talked, wrote, and learned about the wonderful contributions each group 

has made to _rica. Parents, too, were given the same chance to talk 

and exchange information of this kind through forums, round tables, 

and adult classes conducted by the school system. 

Springfield has been surprised by the acclaim accorded to it tor 

this progressive program. It is merely a typical eastern American city 

with an assimilation problem. Fortunately, it also had a group ot 

people who could see the problem and were willing to go to work con­

structively on it. The same ingredients are present in almost every 

city and tovn in the United States. A little vision and a little 

effort will go a very long wa::! in providing permanent benefits in 

the form ot happier, more useful lives. 



But a wholesome national climate need not depend upon organiza.. 

tiooal programs. A Single spontaneous gesture may itself be a moving 

experience in brotherhood. 

The story is told that while Dr. Hordecai Johnson, president of 

Howard University in Washington, was going south one day be noticed a 

Negro boy on the train who aweared to be worried. Dr. Johnson asked 

the boy what was troubling him. He replied "I am the first Negro to be 

admitted to the University of Arkansas, and I donlt want to enter. I 

feel that I will have a most unpleasant ex~erience. But all ~ relations 

and triends insist that it is my duty to go there". 

The boy's anxiety was increased when he reached Fayetteville, Arkansas I 

where the school was located, for he found thirty-five white boys waiting 

for him at the station. Tbis had. the appearance of a terrifying situation. 

However, hie concern quickly turned to relief when one of the boys came 

up, extended his hand, and said: "tE-st night a group of us were, talking 

about you and how you would feel On coming to the University. And we 

decided to come here and offer you our friendship". This was democracy 

in actionl 

All of these torces--f'rom the simple handshake to the carefully 

planned program of experts..-embrace the values of tolerance, charity, 

mercy, and brotherhood urged upon huwanlty by the great teachers ot 

history. 

We have come to realize that bread. alone will not sustain life. 

Neither will a small crust of freedom to a few sustain our American 

way of life. It tolerance cannot be found in the schools and churches, 



in the shop and in the market place, it w1ll nowhere be found. It 

will not exist. 

A nation that can tear awq the barriers of time and space through 

technological brilliance has the force and imagination to create a 

golden age tor civil rights. 

In no other nation in history have B. people come as close to the 

realization of full freedom and equality as in the United States. We 

have shown the courage and the wisdom to come this i"ar. Let us demon­

strate the will to execute fully the high duty and solemn responsibility 

resting upon each ot us to bring the fullest measure ot juatice and 

honor to all of our people. 


