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S t o p p i n g o v e r i n f i j i on a return trip from Asia, U.S. Secretary of
State John Foster Dulles donned swimming trunks for a dip at the beach. His
bodyguard, Louis Jefferson, and a local black policeman watched. “Meestair
Doolays, he is very white. Very, very white,” the policeman commented qui-
etly. “Yes, he is,” agreed Jefferson. The policeman continued, “Some of you
whites are whiter than others.” The bodyguard acknowledged that was prob-
ably true. The policeman smiled: “You whites see us blacks as having many
shades of black, brown, and so forth, in our color, but most of you do not
know that we see you as having many shades of white. Many shades. It does
help us to tell you apart.”1

Dulles was indeed “very, very white,” in his politics as well as his skin tone.
He was representative of the administration of Dwight Eisenhower, which
governed the United States from 1953 to 1961, a period of extraordinary
change in race relations both in the domestic sphere and in the international
system. It was the opportunity and the misfortune of Eisenhower to occupy
the White House during the years when African Americans moved to the
forefront of American politics and Africans initiated their ªnal push for liber-
ation from colonialism. Those twin struggles for racial equality, the American
civil rights movement and the African quest for independence, caught most
white Americans by surprise and challenged their simple assumptions about a
world divided by Cold War tensions between East and West. America’s new
preeminence in global affairs in the 1950s meant that its traditional patterns
of racial segregation and discrimination would not likely survive intact in a
world of changing race relations. In the last week of the Eisenhower adminis-
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tration Chester Bowles, Connecticut congressman and soon-to-be undersec-
retary of state, emphasized in a New York Times article that in matters of race
Americans “will appear [to the world] no better than we actually are. In this
sense, as in so many others, the division between ‘domestic’ and ‘foreign’ pol-
icies no longer has meaning.”2

Well prepared for dealing with most foreign policy issues and enormously
popular at home and abroad, Eisenhower faltered in the face of challenges to
the existing racial status quo. In the aftermath of Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion, the epochal 1954 Supreme Court decision outlawing racial segregation
in public schools, the former ªve-star general refused to exercise the leader-
ship for which he was famous. Despite his administration’s emphasis on
America’s proclaimed moral and spiritual superiority to Communist nations
like the Soviet Union, the president and his advisers failed to recognize either
the central moral issue involved in racial inequality or the signiªcance of race
relations in the modern world. The men of Washington tried likewise to
sidestep the issue of African independence. They hoped above all to keep the
inexorable processes of domestic desegregation and foreign decolonization
quiet and gradual. They accepted only the slowest of changes toward greater
equality, as they sought to bolster the international social order in which the
United States had become the dominant force. Robert Burk, the most careful
student of the administration’s civil rights policies, has argued convincingly
that Eisenhower was content with “the political containment of racial prob-
lems rather than their solution.” And those racial problems were not merely
domestic but also international.3

The Eisenhower Administration, Black Americans, and Civil Rights

Dwight Eisenhower was a child of the nineteenth century. Born of a South-
ern mother in Texas in 1890, the year of the massacre at Wounded Knee, he
grew up in Abilene, Kansas, not far from what contemporaries considered the
“Indian frontier.” He was six years old when the Supreme Court established
in Plessy v. Ferguson the “separate but equal” doctrine of racial segregation as
the law of the land. No African Americans lived in his hometown, nor did
any attend the U.S. Military Academy at West Point with him. His military
career before World War II took him to army posts almost exclusively in the
southern United States, or in the Panama Canal Zone and the Philippines,
where racial discrimination was at least as rigid as below the Mason-Dixon
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line. The U.S. Army remained segregated throughout his career in it, and his
primary experience of people of color was in the role of servants. Few were
surprised by his 1948 testimony to the Senate Armed Services Committee in
opposition to desegregating the American armed forces. Never an explicit
bigot, Eisenhower occasionally showed a dislike of raw prejudice. But he had
neither experience nor models of egalitarian multiracial cooperation. He was
a full generation older than Martin Luther King, Jr., and other civil rights or-
ganizers who would challenge the American social order he so cherished, and
he remained essentially a man of his times.4

Eisenhower valued white Southerners and felt at ease in the segregated
South. He had met his wife, Mamie, in San Antonio, and they considered re-
tiring there. He vacationed frequently at the southern Georgia plantation of
his secretary of the treasury, George Humphrey, playing bridge and hunting
wild turkey while riding in carriages driven by old black servants. Georgia
and the rest of the Deep South gained an additional tie to the president when
the group of six millionaires who were his closest friends built him a vacation
home on the segregated Augusta National Golf Course. While in the White
House, Eisenhower enjoyed elaborating on his extensive Southern ties when
negotiating with recalcitrant Southern senators. He was troubled by the Su-
preme Court’s attention in the Brown decision to the inner feelings of black
schoolchildren rather than to those of white Southern youngsters. He also re-
sented the way the Court’s decision strained his personal ties with white
Southerners. Even in his rejection of Southern white violence against African
Americans and Jews in a 1958 news conference, Eisenhower posed as the real
defender of supposedly genteel Southern traditions against a wave of terror
bombings by a group calling itself “the Confederate underground”: “From
babyhood I was raised to respect the word ‘Confederate’—very highly, I
might add—and for hoodlums such as these to describe themselves as any
part or relation to the Confederacy of the mid-nineteenth century is, to my
mind, a complete insult.” These were not the words of a man much troubled
by regional racial traditions, like the slavery at the heart of that honored Con-
federacy.5

If white Southern racial practices did not usually bother Eisenhower, the
presence of blacks in any but subordinate positions did. By the late 1940s he
was long accustomed to abundant black or Filipino servants, but he remained
uneasy in social gatherings with prominent people of color such as the Nobel
Prize–winning diplomat Ralph Bunche.6 As president he did recognize the
importance of African American voters, and he sprinkled a small handful of
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lower-level black appointees throughout his administration. But the rela-
tively easy access of prominent black Americans to the White House under
Harry Truman evaporated after the 1952 election. Only once in his eight years
as president—years of momentous changes in American and world race rela-
tions—did Eisenhower even meet with black political leaders, in June 1958
for forty-ªve minutes.7

Eisenhower’s most inºuential advisers rarely encouraged him to advocate
racial equality. The strongest supporter of civil rights in the administration,
Attorney General Herbert Brownell, resigned early in the second term, leav-
ing only Vice President Richard Nixon as an occasional voice opposing racial
discrimination. The most important ªgures on foreign affairs, Foster Dulles
and his brother Allen, the head of the Central Intelligence Agency—descen-
dants of South Carolina slave owners—showed little interest in racial mat-
ters. FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover viewed the mere advocacy of racial equal-
ity as a subversive act.8

What little openness to combating racial injustice existed in the adminis-
tration ebbed further in the last few years of the decade, replaced by anger at
what ofªcials perceived as black ingratitude toward the president. Offended
as early as 1956 by what they saw as a new aggressiveness among black Ameri-
cans—especially, in the words of White House staffer Maxwell Rabb, “an ug-
liness and surliness in manner”—the president and his advisers maintained
little real interest in civil rights. Even the notably polite early phase of the civ-
il rights movement was apparently threatening to them. In February 1959 seg-
regationist and Alabaman Wilton Persons replaced Sherman Adams as the
White House chief of staff. Persons told Frederic Morrow, the sole black
member of the White House staff, to speak with him about all issues except
those regarding race and civil rights; the latter should be excluded, said Per-
sons, for emotional reasons. Here was a revealing window on the racial blind-
ers of the Eisenhower administration: the man controlling access to the presi-
dent of the United States in 1959, in the midst of African decolonization and
American civil rights activity, would not even talk with a black assistant
about anything having to do with race relations.9

Morrow’s tenure as a White House assistant provided a catalog of racial in-
sensitivity and discrimination at the highest level of the U.S. government.
His colleagues on the president’s staff regularly ignored or made fun of him,
from baiting him with “nigger” jokes to refusing to acknowledge his presence
in social situations. He was forced to live in dilapidated housing in the still
segregated city of Washington. On the campaign trail and on other travels for
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the Republican Party, he was frequently mistaken for a hired servant and ha-
rassed by hotel employees, who assumed he was surreptitiously luring white
women into his room. Morrow accepted such indignities calmly because he
believed that the symbolism of his presence in the administration was an im-
portant ªrst for African Americans and because he considered Eisenhower a
decent and admirable man. But he grew increasingly unhappy with his supe-
riors in the president’s second term, as their lack of commitment to racial jus-
tice was highlighted by rising white violence against blacks in the South.
Morrow ultimately came to suspect that other blacks were right when they
accused the administration of using his presence to pacify African Ameri-
cans.10

Eisenhower’s lack of concern for civil rights stemmed in part from his igno-
rance of the circumstances in which most Americans of color lived. His ex-
traordinarily broad travels to every state and almost every continent had not
included visits with darker and poorer people. He knew almost nothing of
the appalling housing options and limited employment possibilities facing
his fellow citizens of darker hue—what even Hoover, an inveterate opponent
of racial equality, admitted in 1960 were “very trying conditions.”11

But the president also chose to pay little attention to evidence of mounting
white violence toward African Americans during his years in ofªce. That
wave of racial fury rose most ominously in the Deep South, typiªed by the
murder of Emmett Till in 1955 and the lynching of Mack Parker in 1959. In
Birmingham in 1957 six Ku Klux Klansmen randomly seized and castrated
black war veteran Edward Aaron, taunting him in the process with the name
of the Supreme Court chief justice associated with the Brown decision: “Look
here, nigger! You ever heard of a nigger-loving Communist named Earl War-
ren?” Assaults on blacks knew no regional boundaries, however, as crowds of
thousands in the South Deering section of Chicago turned out in August
1953 to harass the ªrst black tenants of Trumbull Park Homes, a formerly all-
white public housing project. Physical intimidation continued in the neigh-
borhood for years thereafter. One of the more revealing indications of the
conditions facing black Americans in the Eisenhower years was the title of a
1956 travel guide published by the American Automobile Association, listing
public accommodations that served guests of all colors: “Vacation without
Humiliation.”12

Eisenhower believed that neither personal nor political beneªt would ac-
crue from his becoming involved in civil rights. He felt so uncomfortable
with the issue that he simply avoided it. He disliked the words “discrimina-
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tion” and “racial” and kept them out of his speeches. Refusing to meet not
only with black leaders but also with Southern white ones at critical points,
Eisenhower worked to conªne race relations to courtrooms, statehouses, and
school boards. Roy Wilkins, the director of the NAACP in the 1950s, con-
cluded in retrospect: “President Eisenhower was a ªne general and a good,
decent man, but if he had fought World War II the way he fought for civil
rights, we would all be speaking German today.”13

Personally comfortable with segregation, the president viewed it as primar-
ily a political rather than a moral issue. This approach required balancing the
claims of all contestants, including white Southern voters whom he strove to
bring into the Republican fold in large numbers for the ªrst time. So Eisen-
hower refused all opportunities to wield his considerable moral authority by
speaking out against racial injustice and in favor of racial harmony. He could
not agree with Martin Luther King, Jr., that race was “indeed America’s great-
est moral dilemma.” In contrast to 1948, when it had been a central part of
the presidential contest, civil rights in the 1952 campaign barely showed up
on the major parties’ political radar. Eisenhower ran hard below the Mason-
Dixon line, winning four states and more Southern votes than any Republi-
can presidential candidate since Reconstruction. With the Democrats deter-
mined to avoid the party split over civil rights of four years earlier, nominee
Adlai Stevenson chose the segregationist Alabama senator John Sparkman as
his running mate. Not until after its second defeat by Eisenhower in 1956
would the national Democratic Party begin to shift toward a stance clearly in
favor of racial equality. During his years in the White House, Eisenhower felt
little pressure from his political opponents to stand up for racial justice.14

As president in some of the chilliest years of the Cold War, Eisenhower did
recognize the need for at least symbolic improvements in American race rela-
tions. He was acutely sensitive to the image of the United States abroad and
did not enjoy seeing it tarnished by the more extreme brutalities of Jim Crow.
His conservative view of the role of the federal government in American soci-
ety precluded signiªcant federal intervention in matters of segregation,
which he saw as falling under local and state jurisdiction. But one area in
which Eisenhower did support some greater federal involvement was voting
rights. He believed in the Fifteenth Amendment and understood that the de-
nial of voting rights to African Americans, especially in the South, undercut
the nation’s claim to being a democracy. He also recognized that granting the
ballot to blacks would not necessarily end social segregation, with which he
and most other white Americans were still comfortable.15
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The Eisenhower administration’s greatest achievements in civil rights came
in two highly symbolic areas of federal authority: the District of Columbia
and the nation’s armed forces. Washington’s history as a Southern city con-
trolled by Southern-dominated congressional oversight committees made it a
peculiar liability in the Cold War competition for the goodwill of newly in-
dependent countries. The prejudice and humiliation experienced by non-
white visitors to the nation’s capital—unable to use public facilities like res-
taurants, theaters, and hotels—seemed to trumpet to the world American
hypocrisy about freedom. Eisenhower recognized this problem even before
taking ofªce, and he eliminated racial barriers in public places in the district
between 1953 and 1955. After the Brown decision of 1954, he moved swiftly to
include public schools.16

While successful in removing the most egregious symbols of inequality in
what the president called the citadel of democracy, the administration hardly
transformed the district into a showplace of American egalitarianism. There
was minimal progress during the 1950s in reducing extensive discrimination
in employment and housing in Washington. Federal agencies and city de-
partments remained segregated when Eisenhower left ofªce in 1961, and mas-
sive white ºight to the suburbs during the decade undermined the effort to
integrate either schools or neighborhoods. The patterns of urban decay, pov-
erty, crime, and discrimination that marked the nation’s capital received little
attention from the Eisenhower administration.17

The American armed forces, stationed throughout the world since 1945,
served as an even more visible symbol of the United States than its capital
city. Truman had ordered their desegregation in 1948, and the process was
well under way when Eisenhower took ofªce. By 1955 the American military
had become an integrated institution in an otherwise still segregated society.
The armed forces thus served as a laboratory for social change in the years be-
fore the rise of the modern civil rights movement. “In effect,” historian Ber-
nard Nalty notes, “the Department of Defense was operating a racially inte-
grated society sealed off from nearby civilian communities, with its own
stores, its own sources of recreation, and in many instances its own family
housing.” Military desegregation was not perfected in the 1950s, as many Na-
tional Guard and reserve units remained all-white, and incidents involving
civilian employees and black service personnel continued to fester. The scale
of the problem was, after all, enormous: the massive institution of the Ameri-
can military had to make a 180-degree turn, from enforcing segregation in
every detail of its collective life (as it had for most of two hundred years) to
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banning it completely. But the symbolism of the change could not be missed
by foreign observers, as Eisenhower—like Truman—intended.18

Beyond these circumscribed areas of clear federal authority, Eisenhower be-
lieved that changes in race relations could only come slowly in the United
States. He assured his “great friend” James Byrnes, the segregationist gover-
nor of South Carolina, over lunch in the summer of 1953 of “my belief that
improvement in race relations is one of those things that will be healthy and
sound only if it starts locally. I do not believe that prejudices, even palpably
unjustiªed prejudices, will succumb to compulsion.” Six years later he wrote
to Atlanta newspaper editor Ralph McGill that “coercive law is, by itself,
powerless to bring about complete compliance with its own terms when in
any extensive region the great mass of public opinion is in bitter opposition.”
To those who insisted on the elimination of racial discrimination, he coun-
seled—to their dismay—only greater patience. “No one,” he told a skeptical
group of black newspaper publishers in May 1958, “is more anxious than I am
to see Negroes receive ªrst-class citizenship in this country . . . but you must
be patient.” Whites, he believed, deserved more time to adjust themselves.19

Eisenhower repeatedly condemned what he called extremists on both sides
of the civil rights issue, a calculus equating whites engaged in violence with
polite, peaceful protesters seeking the fulªllment of their constitutional
rights. He insisted that those “who want to have the whole matter settled to-
day” were no different than those “so ªlled with prejudice that they even re-
sort to violence.” He rejected suggestions that he meet with civil rights lead-
ers, arguing that he would then also have to meet with ofªcers of the Ku Klux
Klan. The president failed to grasp the elemental moral distinction between
people of enormous courage, willing to sacriªce their lives for the highest
principles of American life, and people of marked cowardice, eager to wound
and even kill others while showing no willingness to risk their own well-
being.20

In contrast to such “extremists,” Eisenhower hewed to what he called “the
center line, which is the only path along which progress in great human af-
fairs can be achieved.” He was sure that the passage of time would bring
change in the hearts of white segregationists, and he believed that more ob-
servant African Americans recognized this. Speaking with Republican con-
gressional leaders in the summer of 1956 about his administration’s pending
civil rights bill, the president repeated a story he had heard recently in
Augusta from golªng legend Bobby Jones, of a black ªeld hand supposedly
saying, “If someone doesn’t shut up around here, particularly these Negroes
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from the North, they’re going to get a lot of us niggers killed!” Like self-
described white moderates of the South, Eisenhower saw himself as a pro-
tector of the majority of moderate blacks, who were imperiled by “outside
agitators” likely to provoke a violent white response. Ultimately, Dwight
Eisenhower believed that he was the right man to lead all Americans respon-
sibly along “the center line,” including all black Americans.21

Declarations of Liberty and Equality: Brown, Bandung, and Montgomery

The nineteen months from mid-1954 to late 1955 marked a sea change in
American and international race relations. The U.S. Supreme Court declared
racial segregation in public schools unconstitutional; leaders of color from
around the world gathered for the ªrst time in history, to declare their soli-
darity and to reject white supremacy; and the African American community
of Montgomery began a boycott of segregated city buses that initiated the
modern black civil rights movement. The Court’s decision in Brown v. Board
of Education in May 1954 was carefully limited: it addressed only schools, and
it was to be enforced only “with all deliberate speed” rather than with any
speciªc timetable. In fact, school desegregation took place so slowly that by
the end of the Eisenhower administration almost seven years later, only 6.4
percent of black schoolchildren in the South were attending integrated
classes. It would take ten years before Congress broadened the scope of that
judicial decision by outlawing racial discrimination in all public places. But
the symbolic signiªcance of the case could not have been greater. By a unani-
mous decision that included three Southern justices, the nation’s highest
court reversed the political and moral context of race relations in the United
States. Racial discrimination was no longer allowed by the laws of the land.
What had previously been considered by most whites subversive—racial inte-
gration—acquired the full moral authority of the Constitution.22

The Court’s logic in Brown was at least partly international. The Justice
Department brief in the case, ªled just weeks before Eisenhower took ofªce,
emphasized that “it is in the context of the present world struggle between
freedom and tyranny that the problem of racial discrimination must be
viewed.” The Court’s decision did not speciªcally cite the Cold War or the
retreat of colonialism in the rest of the world, but the justices could not help
being affected by the dominant political and social realities of their time.
American racial segregation, so little questioned in legal circles even a decade
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earlier, carried much heavier baggage in a world now dominated by the
United States but marked by the rapid decline of white supremacy.23

The Eisenhower administration certainly understood this reality. The
Voice of America immediately beamed the news of the Court’s decision
around the world in thirty-four languages, along with background materials
emphasizing the history of supposedly steady black advancement in the
United States. Foster Dulles and the State Department were enthusiastic
about the beneªts of the decision for America’s foreign relations. Interna-
tional reaction to the Brown decision was uniformly favorable, with the pre-
dictable exception of the South African government. Some African Ameri-
cans resented the administration’s emphasis on Cold War logic over genuine
belief in the fundamental validity of racial equality. Sociologist Franklin
Frazier, for example, argued that “the white man is scared down to his bow-
els, so it’s be-kind-to-Negroes decade at last.” But most blacks, including
even some Communist Party members, were impressed by the Court’s deci-
sion. Cold Warriors of all but the most racist stripe found cause for celebra-
tion. The black-owned Pittsburgh Courier agreed with the administration and
with most other newspapers outside the South that “this announcement will
. . . stun and silence America’s Communist traducers behind the Iron
Curtain.”24

The administration as a whole, however, along with many other white
Americans, seemed more sure of what they wanted the world to think of the
Brown case than of what they thought themselves. Many local media outlets
were silent, and Universal Newsreels declined to mention the case because of
fears that it would prove too controversial. Eisenhower himself refused to en-
dorse the Court’s decision or to offer any leadership to the country—beyond
a quiet agreement to desegregate Washington schools—as it grappled with
the implementation of this monumental cultural change. The president also
declined to speak of the case as one involving a moral issue. A few months be-
fore the Court’s announcement, he had even gently lobbied Chief Justice Earl
Warren on behalf of segregationists. “These are not bad people. All they are
concerned about is to see that their sweet little girls are not required to sit in
school alongside some big overgrown Negroes.” Afterward, Eisenhower made
clear in private his dislike for the decision, his fears of white Southern resis-
tance, and his certainty that the Court had guaranteed a worsening of race re-
lations in the South. Four years later he admitted publicly that he would pre-
fer a slower version of school desegregation, to which NAACP chief Roy
Wilkins could only respond that if the snail’s pace of the previous four years
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represented swiftness, “then we certainly do not understand the word speed.”
Eisenhower’s abdication of leadership on school desegregation would come
back to haunt him in the 1957 crisis in Little Rock, before an international
audience.25

Eleven months after the Supreme Court changed forever the shape of race
relations in the United States, an event of comparable signiªcance for inter-
national race relations unfolded in the Indonesian city of Bandung. There in
April 1955 representatives from twenty-nine nations of primarily Asia, Africa,
and the Middle East met in what host president Sukarno of Indonesia called
“the ªrst international conference of colored peoples in the history of man-
kind.” The agenda was threefold: to promote cooperation among the
nonaligned nations of the Third World; to deliberate about such common
problems as colonialism and racism; and to advocate world peace. The gath-
ering had an ecumenically ideological cast, mixing Communist, pro-
Western, and neutralist states. What almost all the representatives shared, be-
sides a non-European phenotype, was a common historical relationship of
colonialism with the West. The conference therefore carried an implicit con-
demnation of the West that was bolstered by an explicit call for eliminating
vestiges of colonialism and racial discrimination.26

Delegates at Bandung tended to hold a nuanced view of the United States.
President Carlos Romulo of the Philippines noted the centrality of the doc-
trine of white supremacy in all versions of Western colonialism and under-
lined “the role played by this racism as a driving force in the development of
the nationalist movements in our many lands.” He urged Western nations to
cut themselves free from the “albatross” of racial discrimination that still
hung around many of their necks—an undisguised reference to Jim Crow
practices in the United States and South African apartheid. But Romulo also
noted the considerable amount of goodwill evident at Bandung toward the
United States, stemming in part from such evidence of progress as the Brown
decision. Sukarno observed in his opening speech on 18 April the anniversary
marked by that date: Paul Revere’s ride through the Massachusetts country-
side, warning of the approach of British troops and helping precipitate the
American Revolution, “the ªrst successful anti-colonial war in history.” To-
ward the United States, then, the new nations of color in the 1950s had mixed
feelings.27

Few white Americans expected anything good to come out of the Bandung
conference. The nonaligned position of the representatives regarding the
Cold War made Dulles and his colleagues deeply suspicious. In contrast, the
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Soviets and Chinese strongly supported the gathering, and the United States
feared that their inºuence would subvert the neutralism of the new African
and Asian nations. The Soviet Union was excluded from the actual meeting
as a white, European nation, despite its claim to being part Asian. China, of
course, was invited as an Asian nation, and the U.S. government worried
about its impact on the others. As the National Security Council (NSC)
noted a few years later, the People’s Republic had “an important advantage”
over the Soviet Union in the Third World: “They can put themselves forward
as an under-developed country which has recently been freed from foreign
domination.” The Bandung conference was not likely to win much support
in ofªcial Washington, a place dominated in 1955 by such ªgures as Texan
Lyndon Johnson, the Senate majority leader, Georgia segregationist Walter
George, the chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, and segrega-
tionist sympathizer Dwight Eisenhower.28

The Eisenhower administration sent no greeting to the conference and did
its best to ignore it or sabotage it. Foster and Allen Dulles agreed in January
1955 that Bandung likely portended an aggressive new Communist strategy in
Africa. The secretary of state convened a meeting of the Southeast Asian
Treaty Organization in Bangkok in February as a forum to condemn neutral-
ism. Escalating U.S.-Chinese tensions in the Taiwan Straits that spring led to
Eisenhower’s public warning about American readiness to use nuclear weap-
ons in the region; Navy Chief of Staff Robert Carney then leaked to the press
American contingency plans for an all-out attack on China in case of war be-
tween the two nations. Administration ofªcials hoped to discourage the con-
solidation of an African-Asian bloc in an effort to keep Africa more oriented
toward the West, and they were careful not even to use the term “Afro-Asian
group” without the adjective “supposed.”29

Adam Clayton Powell, one of three black members of the U.S. House of
Representatives, attended the conference in Indonesia as a journalist. With
great fanfare he criticized U.S. foreign policy as insufªciently anticolonial,
but he strongly defended American race relations. His presence in Bandung,
he reported to Eisenhower afterward, gave “living proof to the fact that there
is no truth in the Communist charge that the Negro is oppressed in Amer-
ica.” Powell returned to the House to receive a standing ovation, a singular
experience for a man generally resented by his colleagues, especially those
from the South. Several months later Foster Dulles tacitly acknowledged the
success of the gathering in Indonesia when he called privately for a “Bandung
Conference in reverse” as a forum for colonial and ex-colonial powers to lay
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out an independence program “in a dramatic way”: as a means, that is, for re-
treating white powers to cut their ideological losses.30

African Americans in the cradle of the old Confederacy later that year fol-
lowed the same logic as the Supreme Court and the Bandung delegates in de-
claring their own opposition to the tradition of white supremacy. The Brown
decision had set the Constitution squarely on the side of desegregation, and
the black American press widely hailed the Bandung conference as, in the
words of the Baltimore Afro-American, “a turning point in world history” and
perhaps even the most important event of the twentieth century in its “clear
challenge to white supremacy.” The Montgomery bus boycott initiated the
modern era of mass civil rights organizing in the United States. Lasting from
December 1955 to its successful conclusion one year later, the boycott took
advantage of the easing of the Red Scare that had dominated the American
political landscape of the early 1950s and had made efforts at social change
appear traitorous. The peaceful black protesters in Alabama, while framing
their actions in patriotic language and while concerned primarily with local
issues, also identiªed their cause with that of people of color abroad. King de-
scribed the Montgomery movement as part of a global process in which “the
oppressed people of the world are rising up” against colonialism, imperialism,
and segregation. The retreat of Europeans from Asia and Africa seemed
clearly to African Americans to be part of their struggle for racial justice.31

Despite its explicitly Christian style and commitment to nonviolence, the
Montgomery bus boycott represented just the kind of social change “from
below” that the Eisenhower administration hoped to avoid. The president
himself simply sat it out, refusing to make any public comment on the issue.
He ignored appeals from King and a variety of other Americans to support
the boycotters in their quest for polite treatment on public transportation.
Eisenhower confessed in his diary in November 1956 his disappointment in
the Supreme Court’s upholding of a lower court decision banning segrega-
tion on intrastate buses: “In some of these things [I] was more of a ‘States
Righter’ than the Supreme Court.” Other Americans were pleased by the
outcome of the boycott, ªnding in its peaceful, patriotic, and religious char-
acter precisely the kind of afªrmation of the American political system that
the country needed in the Cold War. Even many white citizens of Montgom-
ery seemed ready to accommodate themselves to some change in race rela-
tions. On 21 December 1956, the ªrst day of integration on the city’s buses,
one white man found himself—for the ªrst time in his life—sitting behind a
black man and piped up: “I see this sure isn’t going to be a white Christmas.”
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His fellow passenger smiled back, “Yes, sir, that’s right,” and those within ear-
shot laughed. Such good humor seemingly found little echo in the Oval
Ofªce that holiday season.32

Southern white resistance to the changes suggested by Brown, Bandung,
and Montgomery tended to divide into two camps that differed in strategy
and often in class origins but not in essential goals: the violent and, in the
common phrase of the time, the “respectable.” The ªrst approach had an im-
pressive pedigree in Southern history, renewed for a national and interna-
tional audience in August 1955 by Roy Bryant and J. W. Milam of Money,
Mississippi. Enraged at reports that a fourteen-year old black Chicago resi-
dent, visiting relatives nearby, had whistled at Bryant’s wife, the two men kid-
napped, tortured, and murdered Emmett Till. This was actually the fourth
known interracial homicide of the year in Mississippi. The ªrst three victims
had been prominent black Mississippians engaged in voter registration cam-
paigns. Those political assassinations had received some notice in the na-
tional press, but nothing like the enormous attention brought by Till’s death.
The difference had to do with his age, his being merely a visitor to the South,
and his mother’s insistence on an open casket at his funeral back in Chicago,
which allowed press cameras to record the particular brutalities inºicted
upon the young man. Bryant’s and Milam’s immediate acquittal by an all-
white jury, despite eyewitness evidence against them (and, indeed, their later
admission of guilt to a journalist paying them for their story), further
inºamed opinion outside the white South and beyond the United States.33

Many white Southerners sympathized with the murderers of Emmett Till,
seeing their action as a regrettable but understandable response to the Brown
decision and to black Southern organizing, as well as to the supposedly ever
present threat of black male lust for white women. One local white at the
Bryant and Milam trial explained the realities of preserving the status quo to
a Northern reporter with a nod toward the Tallahatchie River, where Till’s
body had been found: “That river’s full of niggers.” Some white Southerners
dissented, like novelist William Faulkner of nearby Oxford, who argued that
in 1955 to “be against equality because of race or color, is like living in Alaska
and being against snow.” Black Americans were disturbed, if not surprised,
by what the NAACP called the “state of jungle fury” among white Mississip-
pians. Foreign observers tended to share that estimation, in Europe as well as
in the Third World, and the Eisenhower administration could not miss see-
ing how the Till case undercut the goodwill that the Brown decision had re-
cently won for the United States abroad. The FBI, for its part, was certain
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that the only whites who cared about the Till case must have been Commu-
nists. Hoover could ªnd no other explanation for Chicago mayor Richard
Daley’s protest against federal inaction in the case than that he had been
duped by the Communist Party. Liberals used anti-Communist logic in a
converse fashion, believing the jurors in the trial of Till’s murderers deserved,
in the words of NAACP chairman Channing Tobias, “a medal from the
Kremlin for meritorious service in communism’s war against democracy.”34

“Respectable” defenders of the South’s traditional racial hierarchy avoided
the overt viciousness of Emmett Till’s murderers but tapped into the same
broad reservoir of resentment of black self-assertion in the second half of the
1950s. White moderates no less than white conservatives were uncomfortable
with African Americans who did not defer to their wisdom and power. White
anxieties escalated as the decade wore on and evidence piled up that Jim
Crow was under siege: the founding of the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference (SCLC) in 1957 as the political arm of the black church in the
South; the rising alienation of some civil rights workers, like Monroe, North
Carolina, NAACP chapter president Robert Williams, who spoke openly by
1959 of meeting “violence with violence”; and the growth of the Nation of Is-
lam, which whites unanimously disliked for its unºinching rejection of white
leadership and even white people. Like their president, most white Ameri-
cans were not yet ready for social upheaval along the color line.35

White Southerners generally saw the Brown decision as a terrible mistake.
Powerful U.S. senators like Strom Thurmond and Richard Russell believed
that racial integration would subvert the fundamental social order of the
United States. The civil rights movement was as great a threat to the national
security of the country as the Soviet Union. They were determined that racial
equality would not be, in the words of one South Carolina newspaper-
woman, “rammed down our throats.” Governor Herman Talmadge of Geor-
gia argued that the Supreme Court had “violated the law” in the Brown deci-
sion and called for white Southerners as a “sovereign people” to now become
“the Court of Last Resort.”36

In the absence of support from Washington for the implementation of the
Brown decision, “respectable” Southern resistance built up over the next two
years, culminating in the Southern Manifesto of 12 March 1956. Almost every
U.S. senator and representative from the South signed this Declaration of
Constitutional Principles, as it was ofªcially known, condemning the Court’s
decision as an unconstitutional “abuse of judicial power” that usurped states’
control of public education. Several state legislatures in the former Confeder-
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acy had already passed resolutions declaring that Brown had no legal force
within their borders. In the ªrst week of March, the University of Alabama
expelled Autherine Lucy, a black student whom federal courts had just or-
dered admitted. These developments were keenly watched abroad; American
journalist Carl Rowan, traveling in India and Ghana, was struck by the in-
tensely negative responses to these events that he encountered. The early
spring of 1956 thus marked a high-water point of national division over
whether or not the United States would join the rest of the world—outside
southern Africa—in moving away from racial discrimination.37

In this period of crisis for the United States in determining its future as a
society, the Eisenhower administration maintained a low proªle. Having
ducked the original Court decision, the president also avoided confronting
subsequent Southern resistance until his hand was forced in Little Rock in
the fall of 1957. Eisenhower responded publicly to the announcement of the
Southern Manifesto by seeing the issue from the white Southern viewpoint:
he emphasized that the Court had upheld segregation for the previous sixty
years, and that white Southerners’ “deep emotional reaction” would take time
to moderate. Brownell’s Justice Department was working quietly on some
limited civil rights proposals regarding voting, but white Southerners kept a
close eye on the White House. Governor Allan Shivers of Texas, a Democrat
who had supported Eisenhower in 1952, deªantly tested the president in Sep-
tember 1956 by using state police to prevent court-ordered desegregation in
two Texas cities. Eisenhower ducked again, evading reporters’ questions and
denying there was any federal role in the case. White Southerners understood
the White House’s message, and violence against blacks by both police and
private citizens continued unabated. In January 1957 the Koinonia Commu-
nity, a racially integrated Christian group of sixty people farming near
Americus, Georgia, appealed directly to Eisenhower for protection from the
barrage of physical harassment and destruction—shootings, burnings, and
dynamitings—they faced daily. The administration replied that it had no ju-
risdiction in the situation. Two weeks later, the president ºew to
Thomasville—just one hundred miles south of Americus—to enjoy twelve
days of white Georgian hospitality at the Humphrey plantation.38

The presidential election of 1956 demonstrated anew the tepidness of sup-
port for equality in the United States in the era of Dwight Eisenhower. Afri-
can Americans who could vote split their ballots between the two candidates,
ªnding little in either to arouse enthusiasm. In his continuing appeal to
white Southerners, Eisenhower refused to let the Republican platform explic-
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itly link his administration to the Brown decision. Unlike four years earlier,
when the platform had called for the “liberation” of white “captive peoples”
in Eastern Europe, the president’s party avoided any inkling of support for
the liberation of black Americans from the chains of Jim Crow. The Demo-
crats again provided little pressure on their opponents to identify with the
cause of equality. Presidential nominee Adlai Stevenson represented a party
deeply divided along sectional lines by the issue of civil rights. He therefore
hewed to the middle ground of advocating only gradual implementation of
the Supreme Court’s ruling on school desegregation, and he opposed the use
of federal troops for that purpose. Leadership on the crucial issue of race rela-
tions did not come from within the traditional political leadership of the
United States in the 1950s.39

With little enthusiasm, Eisenhower allowed his attorney general to con-
tinue developing proposed legislation bolstering black voting rights.
Brownell was concerned by the increasing tension in the South between vio-
lent whites and organizing blacks; he hoped that the bill would appeal to
moderates of all colors by focusing on voting rather than the more emotional
issue of school desegregation. The purpose was to restrain further racial po-
larization in the South. Signed into law after considerable compromise with
the Southern congressional leadership, the Civil Rights Act of September
1957 represented the ªrst federal law of its kind in eighty years, but its course
through Congress also revealed how little the president cared about it or lob-
bied for it. Two months earlier he had declared at a press conference that he
did not understand parts of his own bill, the parts that were toughest on vio-
lators of black voting rights. Recognizing encouragement when they saw it,
white Southerners seized the opportunity to amend further the legislation.
Most Southern senators saw the weak ªnal version as such a clear victory for
their side that they were embarrassed by Strom Thurmond’s unsuccessful
last-minute ªlibuster. Civil rights advocates were equally dismayed at the law
itself. King warned Nixon that any impact of such inadequate legislation de-
pended on “a sustained mass movement on the part of Negroes”—precisely
what the Eisenhower administration hoped to avoid.40

Like their domestic counterparts in the American South, defenders of the
traditional international social order also resisted change in the mid-1950s.
Just as white Southerners reluctantly gave up peonage, prison labor leasing,
and frequent lynchings, so Western Europeans relinquished most of their di-
rect colonial control of the Third World. But the imperialists abroad, like the
segregationists at home, refused to retreat quietly. While white Southerners
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drew the line at school desegregation in 1956, the British and the French
joined Israel in drawing their line at the Suez Canal that same year. Their co-
ordinated assault on Egypt at the end of October after Gamal Abdel Nasser’s
nationalization of the canal confronted the Eisenhower administration with
an international crisis that played out along racial lines. Time magazine noted
that “the ‘nonwhite’ nations of the world lined up against Britain and France
in a virtually solid front.” Eisenhower told his advisers not to overemphasize
the role of Nasser, as the British had, because the Egyptian president merely
embodied the broader desire of Arab peoples for full independence and for
“slapping the white man down.”41

The assault on Suez represented precisely the kind of escalation of conºict
between the First and Third Worlds that the Eisenhower administration
sought to avoid. The president was furious with the precipitous action of the
British, French, and Israelis, which he and Foster Dulles saw as such an egre-
gious act of aggression that they had to condemn it. Eisenhower particularly
resented his closest allies, the British, for forcing him to line up against them
at the United Nations. His reaction would be the same a year later when
white Southerners put him in a similar situation in Little Rock. The presi-
dent and his advisers shared the dismay of one British Labour Party ofªcial
who bemoaned the reversal of supposedly traditional racial roles: “Nasser’s
behaving like an Anglo-Saxon—we’re behaving like Arabs.” Henry Cabot
Lodge, Jr., the U.S. ambassador to the UN and one of the most liberal mem-
bers of the administration, reported to Eisenhower with relish “the enthusias-
tic reactions from Afro-Asian nations about your policy here in the Near East
crisis”—forcing the British and French to withdraw from the canal—and
other U.S. ofªcials were also pleased by the positive responses from non-
European countries. But the president discounted his novel, and brief, status
as a hero in the Third World, criticizing instead what he saw as non-Europe-
ans’ hypocritical lack of concern with the contemporaneous, brutal Soviet oc-
cupation of Hungary. To Asians and other nonwhites, he complained to the
British ambassador, “colonialism is not colonialism unless it is a matter of
white domination over colored people.” The president found few non-
European governments that he could trust.42

White resistance to racial change in the Eisenhower years culminated in the
desegregation crisis at Central High School in Little Rock in September 1957.
There the violent and “respectable” streams of segregationism ºowed to-
gether. Governor Orval Faubus and other Arkansas ofªcials deªed the federal
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courts ªrst by using the Arkansas National Guard to prevent nine black stu-
dents from entering the school and then, after the courts ordered them to
halt such obstructionism, by openly encouraging the white mob that shut
down Central High. Faced with blatant deªance of federal authority and ap-
parent anarchy in the streets of Little Rock, a furious Dwight Eisenhower had
no choice but to send in the U.S. Army. On the evening of 24 September, the
joking young men of the Arkansas National Guard who had abetted the mob
disappeared. They were replaced by a thousand unsmiling, steely-eyed para-
troopers of the 101st Airborne Division, a unit whose experiences with the
Nazi Wehrmacht and the Chinese People’s Liberation Army left it unim-
pressed by civilian hooligans. They escorted the black students to school for
the next two months. The president’s years of sympathizing with segregation-
ists had ªnally caught up with him, as white Southern extremism forced
Eisenhower to become the ªrst president since Reconstruction to use military
might to protect black American citizens and their constitutional rights.43

Eisenhower responded to the situation in Little Rock much as he had to
the crisis at Suez, with white Southerners in the role of the First World and
black Southerners cast as the Third World. In each case he lost his patience
with people with whom he usually agreed but who had ªnally gone too far by
choosing violence rather than moderation. And in each case he seemed some-
what uncomfortable with the approval he received from anticolonialists and
racial egalitarians, whom he saw as not much less extreme than the members
of the hysterical crowd outside Central High. In a televised address to the na-
tion on 24 September, Eisenhower explained his actions in Little Rock as a
matter of preserving domestic order, not promoting racial justice. The issue
was anarchy, not desegregation, he said. The president emphasized his “many
warm friends” in the South and his own years of residence there, and declared
that his personal opinion about the Brown decision had “no bearing on the
matter of enforcement” of federal court decisions. Eisenhower felt personally
betrayed by Faubus, who had backed out of an agreement with the White
House not to obstruct the court order further. As David Halberstam ob-
served, the former ªve-star general “did not look kindly on frontal challenges
by junior ofªcers.” Insurrection, not integration, brought the crisis to a head
for the man in the Oval Ofªce.44

Little Rock displayed America’s racial dilemmas to a fascinated interna-
tional audience. Television cameras from around the world whirred as vicious
white mobs taunted and assaulted the handful of orderly, well-dressed black
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schoolchildren behaving with great dignity. African American residents of the
city were astonished and encouraged by the scope of world attention, includ-
ing mail from well-wishers around the globe to the nine black students. The
name “Little Rock” quickly became the foremost international symbol of
American racism, with hostile crowds in Venezuela chanting it as they at-
tacked Nixon’s motorcade in Caracas in 1958. Rejecting American warnings
about Communist inºuence in South Africa, Nelson Mandela declared that
Africans “do not require any schooling from the U.S.A., which . . . should
learn to put its own house in order before trying to teach everyone else.”
Moscow Radio mockingly included the Arkansas capital in its daily itinerar-
ies of cities passed over by Sputnik I, the world’s ªrst orbiting satellite
launched just ten days after Eisenhower’s dispatch of troops. Western Euro-
peans emphasized the connection between American behavior at home and
its leadership abroad. French commentators concluded, in the words of an
administration summary, that “the United States could hardly hope to set
world standards for morality in the face of such degrading spectacles.” A
white captain based at Little Rock Air Force Base asked the obvious ques-
tion about U.S. foreign relations in a letter to the editor of the Arkansas Ga-
zette: how could the peoples of Asia and the Middle East “have faith in our
government when we so openly show hate for anyone outside the white
race?”45

The Eisenhower administration again seemed more certain of how it
wanted its racial policies portrayed abroad than at home. Once the president
had dispatched U.S. troops, his advisers moved to ensure maximum propa-
ganda beneªt from the decision. His initial address to the nation was swiftly
translated into forty-three languages, and the Voice of America broadcast
generous details of the federal military intervention in an American state.
The Eisenhower administration, as Moscow Radio enjoyed pointing out,
showed more concern with the international repercussions of the events in
Little Rock than with the actual violations of human rights and democratic
practices there. The president himself refused to offer any hint of approval
for the federal court decisions underlying the situation, emphasizing instead
how “our enemies are gloating over this incident and using it everywhere to
misrepresent the whole nation.” Above all, he regretted how “it would be
difªcult to exaggerate the harm that is being done to the prestige and
inºuence” of the United States abroad. For Eisenhower, white racial violence
appeared to remain a strictly political rather than moral problem.46
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Race as an International Issue for the United States

Despite signiªcant progress in the military and the schools and in popular
sports and entertainment, racial discrimination remained a fact of American
life. Indeed, it was even exported, to the ªerce resentment of people of color
abroad. In the private sector, this meant the establishment of segregated
workplaces by American companies abroad, such as Firestone in Liberia, of
which Eisenhower himself was fully aware. In the public sector, this included
the often disdainful attitudes of American diplomatic personnel posted in
various Third World countries. Not until 1956 did the State Department
seem to realize how offended Africans were by the American practice in
South Africa and Rhodesia of inviting only whites to Fourth of July celebra-
tions at the U.S. embassies and consulates. Members of the U.S. delegation
to the UN lobbied the U.S. government to change this tradition, especially
in light of “the recent disgraceful race riots in Alabama” over the possibility of
integrating the state university in Tuscaloosa. Dulles agreed in principle but
refused to issue any speciªc orders on the matter. Those American diplomats
abroad who refused to join all-white social clubs, such as Henry Ramsey in
Madras, India, often felt the stinging resentment of colleagues who believed
they had “gone Asiatic.” The White House chief of protocol complained
about having to invite “these niggers” from Africa to receptions, and African
diplomats experienced enormous difªculties in ªnding decent housing both
in Washington and in New York. The new states of Africa, swiftly passing
legislation to ban racial discrimination, could not avoid knowing the deep
American ambivalence about racial equality.47

Racial thinking inºuenced Eisenhower’s evaluation of the two states he
most feared, the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China. With his
advisers and friends, the president referred to the Chinese as “hysterical” and
“fanatical” and warned, “we are always wrong when we believe that Orientals
think logically as we do.” Long-standing anti-Asian feelings among white
Americans had been exacerbated by three years of war against the People’s Re-
public in Korea, as old images of the Chinese as cruel, inscrutable, robotlike,
and ultimately inhuman resurfaced. One American ofªcer recalled Chinese
soldiers’ bravery in the face of withering U.S. ªrepower: “It was like dealing
with mass lunacy.” Those Americans impressed by the Chinese military per-
formance showed no less surprise, like the administration ofªcial who ex-
claimed: “I was brought up to think the Chinese couldn’t handle a machine.
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Now, suddenly, the Chinese are ºying jets!” Like many Americans, Eisen-
hower was angered by what he saw as Chinese ingratitude for all that Ameri-
cans had done for their country. American frustration with the Chinese apos-
tasy in rejecting the pro-American Chiang Kai-shek in favor of the
Communist Party remained enormous in the 1950s. The convergence of the
Yellow Peril with the Red Peril in the People’s Republic helped China to sur-
pass Russia in the 1950s as the enemy whom many Americans most loathed.48

The racial and ideological constitution of the Soviet Union was more am-
biguous to Americans in the 1950s than that of China. Fresh from their revo-
lution and from holding their own in Korea against the vaunted U.S. mili-
tary, the Chinese openly encouraged the spread of anticapitalist revolution
throughout the Third World. By contrast, the Soviets shifted after Stalin’s
death to a less confrontational stance toward the West. The Eisenhower ad-
ministration appreciated this change. In contrast to the “hysterical” and “ir-
rational” Chinese who did not seem to fear American nuclear threats, Rus-
sian leaders, according to the president, despite “all differences in culture and
tradition, values or language, . . . were human beings, and they wanted to re-
main alive.” Foster Dulles called the Russians “calculating” in their actions,
while arguing that “emotion played a large part in [China’s] conduct.” Never-
theless, the inclusion of a vast swath of Asia and its peoples within the Soviet
Union made many Americans unsure of the country’s racial dependability. In
its coverage of the Soviet occupation of Hungary in 1956, Time described the
“big new tanks . . . protected by trotting groups of Asian-Russian infantry-
men.” Obsessed by racial categorization, Americans were not completely sure
what to make of the Soviets.49

Cold War competitiveness with the Soviet Union highlighted the hypoc-
risy of American racism amid U.S. claims to leadership of the “free world.”
Eisenhower campaigned in 1952 on a platform calling for liberation of the
“captive peoples” of Eastern Europe, and Congress joined him in proclaim-
ing a Captive Nations Week in 1959. Such a narrow vision of who was not
free omitted vast numbers of people south of the Mason-Dixon line and the
Sahara. An editorial in The Crisis, the monthly journal of the NAACP,
pointed this out: “The time has come for the ‘Free World’ to devote as much
attention to liberating the ‘enslaved peoples’ behind the various bamboo and
liana curtains of Asia and Africa as behind the Iron Curtain of Europe.” Afri-
can Americans denounced the discrepancy between their secondary status in
their own country and the generous refugee programs established by the U.S.
government for white aliens ºeeing the 1956 invasion of Hungary. “The ad-
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vocacy of free elections in Europe by American ofªcials is hypocrisy,” Martin
Luther King, Jr., declared, “when free elections are not held in great sections
of America.” Africans, Indians, and other nonwhite foreigners were equally
skeptical of U.S. policies favoring those with fairer skins, as numerous ob-
servers pointed out and as Eisenhower and Dulles privately acknowledged.50

The standard American explanation of racial discrimination in the South
during the 1950s involved the doctrine of federalism and states’ rights: the di-
vision of authority among federal, state, and local governments precluded
federal interference into such matters as education and criminal justice,
which were the states’ responsibility. The awesome reach of the U.S. govern-
ment around the globe, however, convinced many foreigners that such rea-
soning was either absurd or disingenuous. John Hope Franklin discovered
this opinion at a scholarly seminar he attended in Salzburg, Austria, in the
summer of 1958. A French participant told him: “It appears to the outsider
that federalism stands in the way of nothing that the national government ac-
tually wants to do; but it is always used as an excuse for the national govern-
ment’s not protecting the rights of Negroes.” A Yugoslav at the same confer-
ence noted the contrast between Eisenhower’s ready dispatch of troops to
Lebanon in 1958 and his great hesitancy in sending paratroopers to Little
Rock a year earlier. The Eisenhower administration likewise refused at ªrst to
become involved in the 1958 North Carolina “kissing case,” in which two
black boys under ten were arrested and sentenced to indeªnite terms in the
state reformatory for kissing a white female playmate. The administration
changed strategy, encouraging a swift release of the young “subversives,” only
after local black protests spurred extensive international media coverage of
the case, which led in turn to major demonstrations at U.S. embassies
throughout Europe.51

As Americans wrestled with issues of racial equality and Communist
inºuence, the two most contentious problems of the 1950s, a debate emerged
about their precise relationship to each other. Liberals and racial egalitarians
argued that the Cold War competition with the Communist bloc required
the United States to live up fully to its proclaimed ideals of freedom and
equality for all. Otherwise, the Soviets would win over the world’s nonwhite
majority and the future of the globe would be theirs. Black labor leader
A. Philip Randolph encouraged Eisenhower in 1953 to stand up for African
independence; since Africans were now determined to be free, he wrote, the
United States had to help them see that the Soviets were not “the only cham-
pions of revolutions for nationalism and revolt against landlordism, poverty,
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disease, illiteracy and tyranny.” Congressman Adam Clayton Powell of New
York called the arrests of black bus boycotters in Montgomery in February
1956 “another ghastly victory for communism” and urged federal interven-
tion. Eisenhower’s refusal to render any public judgment about the events in
Alabama was, other critics noted, “exactly what the communists desire” and
directly counter to what the United States had fought for in World War II.
African American journalist Rowan learned on a 1954 tour of India how of-
fended Indians were by domestic American racial practices and how effec-
tively local Communists could make political points out of them. Blitz, a
Communist Party newspaper, connected the antiblack riots in Chicago’s
Trumbull Park with Rowan’s simultaneous State Department–sponsored lec-
ture tour under the headline “rowans babble while negroes burn.”52

Conservatives and segregationists disagreed ªercely with the liberal con-
junction of domestic and foreign racial policies. Their equally anti-Commu-
nist language targeted support for racial equality and integration as subver-
sive of American freedom. Even as red-baiting in general declined in
American politics after the end of the Korean War in 1953 and the Senate cen-
sure of Joseph McCarthy in 1954, white Southerners increased their use of
anti-Communist rhetoric after the Brown decision as part of a strategy to
equate integration with Communism. Governor Talmadge explained this po-
sition in You and Segregation, a 1955 book immensely popular among white
Southerners: “Too many things are being done in this country and by our
country because we keep looking back over our shoulders at the Commu-
nists. Who cares what the Reds say? Who cares what Pravda prints?”
Talmadge and other prominent Southerners like Georgia senator Richard
Russell believed liberals were being suckered by Moscow’s Cold War rhetoric.
Rather than try to satisfy Soviet demands, the United States should stand up
proudly for its own traditions. If Communists supported racial integration,
could there be any clearer sign of its immorality?53

The Eisenhower administration agreed with elements of each side in this
debate about Communism and racial equality. The president and his advisers
recognized the logic of not driving African states toward the Soviet bloc for
assistance, but they shared an underlying assumption about the potential
subversiveness of alienated African Americans. Dissatisfaction breeds dissent,
and J. Edgar Hoover argued that the civil rights movement in the South, be-
ing angry and reformist, was thoroughly penetrated by Communist Party
operatives. No one in the administration disagreed with the nation’s chief po-
liceman. The FBI responded to school desegregation incidents by investigat-
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ing them for disorder and subversion rather than for the local obstruction of
federal court orders. Accordingly, bureau reports were treated above all as
“domestic intelligence” and were sent ªrst to the Internal Security Division of
the Justice Department and only later to its Civil Rights Section. Foster
Dulles revealed the depth of the administration’s distrust of black people in a
1953 lament about “the problem of getting colored people cleared by the
FBI.” As recorded by a note-taking assistant, Dulles said, “there was practi-
cally no negro, even Ralph Bunch[e], who could come through an FBI check
lily white, because all of their organizations had been inªltrated at one time
or another.” Despite the White House’s insistence on “getting lily white
clearances on everybody” working for the government, the secretary of state
concluded that “it is impossible to do this with negroes.”54

Even with their uncertainty about the loyalty of black Americans, Eisen-
hower and his advisers recognized that accelerating changes in race relations
abroad in the late 1950s would inevitably impact racial practices at home.
Nixon returned from Ghana in 1957 to tell the president bluntly: “We cannot
talk equality to the peoples of Africa and Asia and practice inequality in the
United States.” In a discussion of the 1959 lynching of Mack Parker with
Governor J. P. Coleman of Mississippi, Eisenhower did not indicate any con-
cern for the victim, but he made very clear his unhappiness with the damage
such incidents were doing to the U.S. image abroad. The end of white su-
premacy in the rest of the world, journalist Isaacs observed, “made its survival
in the United States suddenly and painfully conspicuous . . . It was like being
caught naked in a glaring spotlight alone on a great stage in a huge theater
ªlled with people we had not known were there.” The increasing appearance
of African diplomats in Washington and at the United Nations in New York,
and their respectful treatment by white American policymakers who had
never previously dealt with people of color as peers, signaled the decline of
rigid racial hierarchies.55

For Americans of African descent, the liberation of Africa from colonial
rule carried particular meaning. As citizens of a country that had long associ-
ated Africa with savagery and darkness, few black Americans had been able to
embrace their African heritage without ambivalence. Some, like John Lewis,
grew up cheering from segregated balconies for the African warriors in Tar-
zan movies; more probably agreed with Roger Wilkins that “to identify with
the black clods of Tarzan’s Africa never entered my mind.” Malcolm X re-
called, “we did not realize that in hating Africa and Africans we were hating
ourselves,” including the very features and hues of an African phenotype.
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The appearance of proud, capable statesmen from the emerging independent
African nations in the halls of the UN in the late 1950s changed that percep-
tion of primitive Africa with dramatic suddenness. Black Americans across
the political spectrum shared a newfound enthusiasm for African culture and
an admiration for black Africa’s political leaders. The new civil rights move-
ment drew encouragement from events across the Atlantic. Martin Luther
King, Jr., repeatedly equated colonialism with segregation—“they are both
based on a contempt for life, and a tragic doctrine of white supremacy”—and
emphasized African Americans’ awareness that their “struggle for freedom is a
part of a worldwide struggle.” Antiracist organizers understood at least as
clearly as American policymakers that racial hierarchies in the United States
and abroad formed a seamless web, and they correctly foresaw that independ-
ence in Asia and Africa would hasten the demise of Jim Crow.56

Many black Americans traveled to the new nations of West Africa in the
ªrst years of independence, from 1957 onward, searching for their roots in
their ancestral continent. They were inevitably impressed by the sight of
black people occupying all positions in a society, from the most menial to the
most elite. They thrilled to the absence of racial harassment and humiliation.
“Two whole months,” one told an American journalist, “for the ªrst time in
my life, two whole months without incidents or insults.” For most African
American visitors, however, the intense feeling of racial familiarity was bal-
anced by the reality of alienation from a vastly different African culture. Like
all peoples traveling abroad, they tended to become aware of their own strong
personal and cultural attachments—in this case, to the United States. Faced
with African pride in hard-won independence over white colonial rule, black
Americans were sometimes made to feel disadvantaged because of their still
segregated American homeland. Some African Americans in West Africa
found themselves in the unexpected position of defending the United States
against African criticism. For most black Americans, the precise character of
their renewed relationship with the ancestral continent remained open to ne-
gotiation.57

Eisenhower, the Third World, and Africa

In contrast to his counsel of patience for people of color at home, Eisenhower
seemed to understand that nonwhites abroad had gone too far down the road
of change to wait any longer for gradual progress. Most of the peoples of Asia
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and the Middle East had achieved their independence from European rule
before 1953, and Africa swiftly followed. As at home, the issue of race was cru-
cial abroad. Colonialism had been grounded in racial inequality and discrim-
ination, and the successful struggles for national liberation brought a new
day of formal racial equality to the world’s nonwhite majority. Eisenhower
generally recognized the power of nationalist sentiment and commitment in
the Third World. Within certain ideological boundaries, he tried to position
the United States in support of the governments of newly independent na-
tions. The U.S. government itself controlled a handful of largely nonwhite
territories, most importantly Hawaii and Alaska. Unlike Southerners in Con-
gress who opposed statehood for them because of the accompanying infusion
of citizens of color, Eisenhower supported the two territories’ bid to join the
Union on an equal basis. He signed the bills designating them the forty-
ninth and ªftieth states in 1959.58

Beyond a basic recognition of the inexorable character of anticolonial inde-
pendence movements, however, Eisenhower and his secretary of state, Foster
Dulles, knew little about the Third World. Like most white Americans con-
cerned with foreign affairs in the 1950s, they were men of Europe. Eisen-
hower had forged close ties with the British government as commander of the
European theater in World War II, links he further strengthened as NATO
commander in the late 1940s. His most prominent biographer, Stephen
Ambrose, notes that the Atlantic alliance was “the issue closest to his heart.”
With the exception of his work on the Japanese peace treaty, Dulles’s exten-
sive background in foreign affairs had focused primarily on Europe before
1953. The secretary of state’s general opposition to European colonialism in
the 1950s derived from his understanding of U.S. interests in the Cold War,
not from sympathy with nonwhite liberation ªghters. Even his differences
with the Europeans over preserving formal colonialism sometimes blurred. In
February 1956 he dismissed the Indian claim to the city of Goa—a tiny vesti-
gial Portuguese colony surrounded by Indian territory—insisting instead that
“all the world regards [Goa] as a Portuguese province.” “The world” for the
American secretary of state in the 1950s still meant Europe.59

The administration’s thin veneer of anticolonialism masked not only a
sturdy Eurocentrism but also a marked disdain for most non-European lead-
ers, including even those with close ties to the West. White House assistant
C. D. Jackson was plainly disgusted by what he called “the swirling mass of
emotionally super-charged Africans and Asiatics and Arabs that outnumber
us.” Even Vice President Nixon, the administration’s “liberal” on racial issues,
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who generally argued for greater U.S. attention to Africa, referred to the con-
tinent in a 1960 NSC meeting as “a horrible place.” Foster Dulles’s successor,
Christian Herter, warned the president that Cuba’s Fidel Castro was “very
much like a child” who became especially “voluble” and “wild” when he
spoke in Spanish; Eisenhower responded by recalling that India’s Nehru “ac-
cumulated emotional frenzy” as he spoke. The image of Third World leaders
as volatile children was especially enduring for the administration. Sounding
remarkably like his white South African counterparts, Foster Dulles la-
mented in June 1958 the “tremendous surge in the direction of popular gov-
ernment by people who have practically no capacity for self-government and
indeed are like children in facing this problem.” Whether these “children”
could mature remained uncertain to U.S. policymakers.60

Non-Europeans abroad were frequently skeptical of American foreign poli-
cy and occasionally demonstrated their displeasure in ways that further alien-
ated U.S. ofªcials. Crowds of angry protesters in Caracas, for example, as-
saulted and nearly killed Nixon on his would-be goodwill trip to Latin
America in the spring of 1958. The Tokyo government canceled its invitation
for Eisenhower to visit Japan in the summer of 1960, after enormous street
protests broke out; a ªerce attack by the crowds on the advance party of press
secretary James Hagerty required U.S. marines to rescue him by helicopter.
Even Third World peoples more admiring of the war hero president showed
some ambivalence, like the sign visible in Rio de Janeiro during his stopover
there in February 1960: “We like Ike; We like Fidel, too.” Third World dubi-
ousness about the administration’s actions in Iran, Guatemala, Indochina,
the Taiwan Straits, Lebanon, Indonesia, Cuba, and the Congo—often stri-
dently expressed—exacerbated ofªcial American dislike for much of the
world beyond Western Europe.61

The willingness of the Eisenhower administration to acknowledge the seri-
ousness of nationalism in the Third World was undercut by its growing anxi-
ety about Communist inºuence there. From 1955, with Stalin dead and post-
war Europe mostly stabilized, the Soviet government under Nikita
Khrushchev sought to expand its contacts with the new governments of Asia
and the Middle East and the emerging nations of Africa. Mao Tse-tung’s sim-
ilar intentions provoked American fears that China’s history as the largest
nonwhite nation exploited by the West might position it to provide leader-
ship to other similarly exploited countries in the Third World. Just as the FBI
and other elements of the U.S. government assumed that African Americans
in the South were naturally docile and could be organized only by subversive
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and usually white outsiders (“outside agitators”), Eisenhower and his advisers
believed that dark-skinned, childlike leaders of non-European nations were
vulnerable to the pernicious inºuences of subversive outsiders like the Soviets
and the Chinese. In the steely light of the Cold War, American policymakers
saw the dark hand of Moscow behind all challenges to a Western-dominated
capitalist order.62

The Eisenhower administration found it difªcult to convince Asians and
Africans that the expansion of Soviet inºuence represented a new and more
powerful form of colonialism. For most countries, European colonialism re-
mained a far more clear and present danger than Communism. The close
American relationship with the colonial powers of Western Europe and with
South Africa, along with American racial practices at home, often brought
U.S. rather than Soviet intentions into question. The National Security
Council acknowledged this problem privately in March 1958: “African desires
for self-government[,] as well as the racial policies of the Union of South Af-
rica, make Soviet pretensions to be the champion of the oppressed colonies
acceptable in some areas, so that Western attempts to picture Soviet Russia as
a colonialist power itself have simply not been believed by African leaders.”
Later that year the U.S. Information Agency (USIA) warned the White
House of the deteriorating image of the United States abroad. American
inºuence in the world was being perceived increasingly as a form of cultural
and military imperialism, it feared, with the creation and maintenance of
states like South Vietnam, Taiwan, and South Korea—with their Christian,
pro-Western leaders—as prime examples. The USIA paraphrased the Indian
perspective: “We don’t see the Russian ºeet in Oriental waters. We see only
the American ºeet. We don’t see the Russian Army in mainland China but
we see a good deal of the American Army in Formosa, and Japan, and Korea,
and Okinawa, and the Philippines.” Worst of all, the USIA concluded that
the United States was behaving exactly like one of the Third World nations
that the administration disdained: “Our chief problem is to grow up psycho-
logically.” Boasting about “our richness, our bigness, and our strength, . . . we
continue to act like adolescents.”63

Fearful of Soviet inºuence and distrustful of the newly independent na-
tions, Foster Dulles lashed out at those countries seeking to remain
nonaligned in the Cold War. In a commencement address at Iowa State Col-
lege in June 1956, the secretary of state declared that neutrality “has increas-
ingly become an obsolete conception, and, except under very exceptional cir-
cumstances, it is an immoral and shortsighted conception.” Even those in the
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State Department more sympathetic to the Third World considered neutral-
ism a product of “the strong irrational nationalist tendency” in those coun-
tries, ruled by people the NSC called “still immature and unsophisticated
with respect to . . . the issues that divide the world today.” An internal State
Department study of the problem in 1955 did acknowledge, however, that
neutralism was a complicated issue, as the United States had itself promoted
its neutral position regarding other nations’ conºicts for almost all of its his-
tory, most recently in the years 1914–1917 and 1939–1941. The study also em-
phasized that “color consciousness is closely linked to anti-colonialism,” and
that neutralism was often defended on the grounds that “the racial intoler-
ance of the Western powers is just as bad as anything that might be practised
by the Communist bloc.” Despite Dulles’s severe public words about neutral-
ism, his department concluded privately that “this sensitivity about race is
one of the chief obstacles to sympathy with the West.”64

The success of independence movements in Asia and the Middle East in
the Truman years meant that the problem of colonialism for the Eisenhower
administration was conªned increasingly to Africa. Africa’s signiªcance for
the United States in the 1950s included economic, strategic, and political ele-
ments. This bright continent represented the world’s last great frontier of
natural resources, offering vast quantities of such critical minerals as gold, di-
amonds, columbite, cobalt, chromite, and uranium. “It is our Last Frontier,”
declared John Gunther in 1955 in his popular book Inside Africa. “Africa lies
open like a vacuum, and is almost perfectly defenseless—the richest prize on
earth.” The American economic stake in the region, while smaller than in
other parts of the world, still amounted to 3.5 percent of U.S. foreign trade.
The continent’s strategic importance for raw materials for modern weapons
was ampliªed by its location astride major shipping lanes and its utility in
wartime for military bases, as Eisenhower himself had learned in command-
ing forces along its northern shore in World War II. Africa’s political
signiªcance to the United States lay mostly in its meaning to America’s
NATO allies. The Eisenhower administration acknowledged privately the
pervasive African resentment of European economic exploitation and racial
discrimination. “Should serious disorders develop in the area,” the NSC
warned the president in 1957, “there might be a further military and eco-
nomic drain on some of the more important NATO powers.” Worse, the
current easy access to Africa’s mineral wealth might be cut off. The NSC con-
cluded that the United States therefore had “a very real interest in orderly po-
litical evolution in Africa.”65
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Uranium was the key to the American perspective on Africa at the start of
the Eisenhower administration. The preeminent military might of the
United States depended on its nuclear arsenal, and over 95 percent of the fuel
for those weapons since the original Manhattan Project had come from the
Shinkolobwe mine in the Belgian Congo. It would be difªcult to overstate
the strategic importance of this resource for the United States in 1953. The
chairman of the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission, Gordon Dean, was care-
ful to remind Foster Dulles of this in his ªrst weeks as the administration’s
chief foreign policymaker. Just behind the Belgian Congo came the troubled
land of apartheid, Dean told Dulles: “Within two to three years South Africa
will be our most important uranium supplier.” As the 1950s progressed, other
sources of the crucial ore became available, from expanded operations in
Canada and on the Colorado Plateau at home, while production at
Shinkolobwe tailed off until the mine ªnally closed in 1960. But throughout
the years of the Eisenhower administration, ªrst the Belgian Congo and then
South Africa held a unique place in American strategic planning.66

South Africa epitomized the problems that Eisenhower faced in Africa.
Control of that nation’s vast mineral wealth and strategic materials rested in
the hands of its small white minority. By the mid-1950s the largest producer
of uranium ore, South Africa also received the bulk of American investment
and trade with the entire continent. His State Department superiors empha-
sized to Henry Byroade as he settled in as U.S. ambassador to Pretoria in 1956
that American relations with the apartheid state “are very friendly and har-
monious. South Africa is strongly anti-Communist and pro-West” and
looked increasingly to the United States rather than Britain as its closest
ally.67 But these same friendly white folks had already begun, as one State De-
partment ofªcial reminded Foster Dulles, “to create a police state.” The NSC
privately agreed, regretting that South African “political development has
been retrogressive.” And the whites seemed immune to friendly persuasion.
The next U.S. ambassador to Pretoria after Byroade, Philip Crowe, referred
privately to Prime Minister Henrik Verwoerd as “a fanatic with a fanatic’s ab-
solute faith in his own righteousness,” especially about racial issues. So while
an earlier U.S. ambassador, Waldemar Gallman, had urged Dulles in 1953 to
remember that “peace in the mines, in the homes and on the streets [of South
Africa] is essential” to American security interests, other U.S. ofªcials grew
more worried as the decade progressed. Mason Sears of the State Department
warned Dulles of the “contagious inºuence of racism” on neighboring Afri-
can states, and many in the administration began to fear that the brutalities
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of anti-Communist apartheid might drive Africans into the arms of the
Communist Party.68

The Eisenhower administration believed it could have little inºuence on
the racial policies of the South African government. Following the ruling Na-
tionalist Party’s electoral victory in April 1953, Dulles directed Ambassador
Gallman to suggest gently to the prime minister the virtues of some mild re-
forms. Gallman agreed with that approach, while warning Washington that
the possibility of massive African organizing in South Africa was more immi-
nent than he had previously believed. African National Congress (ANC) lit-
erature reºected increasing hostility toward the United States during the
1950s, as Washington preserved its close ties to Pretoria. One young ANC ac-
tivist suggested African disillusionment with the United States: “I think
America has lost African friendship. As far as I am concerned, I will hence-
forth look East where race discrimination is so taboo that it is made a crime
by the state.”69

South Africans, however, could not help noticing changes in American ra-
cial practices. In January 1955, the U.S.S. Midway docked in Cape Town for a
shore leave; the American ofªcers not only refused a South African request to
keep sailors of color on board but also opened up the ship to South African
visitors on a nonsegregated basis. Over 20,000 South Africans of all colors
came aboard over two days to see the inside of an integrated American war-
ship. In a quiet but revealing administrative shift, the State Department by
1956 moved its coverage of South Africa out of the Bureau of European Af-
fairs and into the Bureau of Near Eastern, South Asian, and African Affairs.
It was as though, for Washington, South Africa had disembarked from Eu-
rope and ªnally arrived in Africa. If this was true, then perhaps the African
majority of South Africa would now show up more clearly on Washington’s
radar.70

The overall thrust of U.S. policy toward Africa in the 1950s was the same as
the administration’s policy toward civil rights at home: to avoid it as much as
possible. The greater American interest in Africa by the end of the decade
came only in response to decolonization, not in support for it. If top U.S.
policymakers knew little about the world outside Europe in general, they
knew almost nothing about Africa. Dulles devoted only two sentences to the
continent in his initial speech as secretary of state. Blaming “Communists”
rather than white authorities for any unrest in the area, he worried “if there
should be trouble there”—indicating that the Deªance Campaign of Afri-
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cans in South Africa against apartheid, the Mau Mau rebellion of Kenyans
against British rule, the full-scale revolt in Madagascar in 1947, and the out-
breaks of anti-French violence in Morocco and Tunisia had made little im-
pression on the chief U.S. diplomat. Africa remained a future problem for
the administration, one that it ªgured to avoid for now.71

At least until 1958, when accelerating African independence began to re-
quire the United States to establish direct political ties to most of the conti-
nent, Eisenhower and his advisers sought to leave African issues generally to
the Western European colonial powers. Europe and Africa remained “funda-
mentally complementary areas,” according to the NSC. Sounding much like
a white American Northerner speaking of white Southerners and the need to
preserve close ties to them, Henry Byroade—then an assistant secretary of
state—emphasized in a 1953 speech the crucial importance of African inter-
ests to the Western European economy, “which we have contributed so much
to support.” The success of the Marshall Plan investment, in other words, de-
pended to a great extent on Africa. Byroade warned that “a sudden break in
economic relations might seriously injure the European economies upon
which our Atlantic defense system depends.” American policymakers be-
lieved that orderly progress toward African self-rule would develop best un-
der European tutelage. The U.S. government itself depended in large part on
European experts on Africa in the 1950s, owing to the dearth of such special-
ists in the United States.72

Ofªcial American policy toward colonialism in Africa changed little be-
tween 1953 and 1958. Independence was the eventual goal, but “premature in-
dependence” remained the great danger. “It is a hard, inescapable fact that
premature independence can be dangerous, retrogressive, and destructive,”
Byroade declared in 1953 in the administration’s ªrst major statement on Af-
rica. In a world populated by Soviet predators, there was no room for roman-
ticizing about immediate liberation. “Unless we are willing to recognize that
there is such a thing as premature independence,” Byroade concluded, “we
cannot think intelligently or constructively about the status of dependent
peoples.” Here was the key: while supporting the principle of “eventual self-
determination,” the United States implicitly claimed the right to determine
when African peoples were “mature” enough for independence. The image of
parent and child—and the reality of what Africans increasingly called neo-
colonialism—could not have been more clear. In the administration’s second
major statement on Africa, George Allen sounded the same notes three years
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later. On the very cusp of the great turn in African history toward independ-
ence, the U.S. assistant secretary of state could only manage to call the Euro-
peans in Africa “the so-called colonial powers” and attribute antiracist orga-
nizing in South Africa to “Communists.”73

The Eisenhower administration did not intend this approach as a recipe for
simply preserving the status quo. Gradual but steady preparation for eventual
independence was crucial to avoid a rerun of the previous decade’s events in
Asia. In his report to the president on his 1957 visit to Africa for Ghana’s inde-
pendence celebration, Nixon spoke of his “distinct impression that the com-
munist leaders consider Africa today to be as important in their designs for
world conquest as they considered China to be twenty-ªve years ago.” Many
Americans in the 1950s were still traumatized by “losing” China to Commu-
nist revolution and hoped to prevent a similar development in Africa. Real-
izing that “the grandchildren of Dr. Livingstone’s porters [now] go to Ox-
ford,” as John Gunther put it, they sought to make allies rather than enemies
of the new nationalists taking power south of the Sahara.74

Beginning with the Suez crisis in the fall of 1956, several developments con-
verged to move the administration to a position of greater support for Afri-
can independence and even a limited openness to African neutralism in the
Cold War. As black African independence began to unfold in Ghana in 1957
and in Guinea in 1958, civil rights also emerged as a major political issue at
home with the Little Rock school desegregation crisis of 1957–58, while Vice
President Nixon’s ambitions for the White House in 1960 led him to push for
a more active U.S. policy regarding Africa. By 1960, the year in which seven-
teen new nations emerged on the continent, Eisenhower himself could be
heard at the United Nations declaring America’s acceptance of African
nonalignment. U.S. ofªcials shifted ground to increase American inºuence
with the new nonwhite majority in the UN General Assembly and its promi-
nent political role in international affairs. Race relations were an important
element in producing this change. Americans both inside and outside the
government acknowledged that racial discrimination was “in many ways the
heart of the colonial question,” as Chester Bowles noted. At the same time,
the rise of the civil rights movement in the United States was changing the
domestic calculation in African policy. George Allen advised Dulles of the
importance of a “multi-racial approach” to African problems: “Any other
course of action would, in the long run, meet with such domestic opposition
within the United States that it would be next to impossible to carry out.” A
new day was coming in American relations with Africa.75
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African Challenge and American Response

The white Southern challenge to desegregation that crystallized at Little
Rock was soon eclipsed for the Eisenhower administration by the rising wave
of African independence. That wave began to crest in Ghana in 1957 and bur-
ied most of the remaining European colonial ties to the continent in its thun-
derous crash from 1960 to 1963. Asian independence in the early postwar
years had provided a crucial precedent, bolstered by the addition of three
Arab north African states—Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia—by 1956. Most
British and French efforts to prop up collaborative regimes in the Middle
East failed during the decade; the 1958 revolution in Iraq was just one exam-
ple. The outbreak of the lengthy Mau Mau uprising in Kenya in 1952 and the
start of the protracted Algerian revolution two years later marked the spread
of wars of national liberation to Africa. Severe British repression of the Ken-
yan rebellion highlighted the racial hostility present under colonial rule. Sen-
ator John Kennedy’s July 1957 speech supporting Algerian independence sig-
naled his new prominence in foreign affairs, while his future opponent in the
1960 presidential race, Vice President Nixon, worried instead about the ac-
tions of the minority of one million Frenchmen living in Algeria should the
colony become independent. Racial polarization in much of Africa by the
late 1950s was creating a similar problem for the Eisenhower administration
to that represented by the crisis in Arkansas, as politically active black Ameri-
cans were quick to note.76

Racial divisions in Africa stemmed above all from the resistance of white
settlers to African liberation movements. Tensions rose in direct proportion
to the number of white settlers in an area; South Africa, Southern Rhodesia,
Kenya, and Algeria formed the strongest white redoubts, while West Africa
moved most quickly to majority rule. Metropolitan administrations mat-
tered, too: the British, moving steadily toward independence for their colo-
nies, seemed more like moderate white Southerners, while the Portuguese
and the South Africans, digging in for a last stand, appeared analogous to
white “massive resisters” in the South. The administration was stumped by
the question of how “to force the obdurate right wingers among the ‘settlers’
to become cooperative with the Africans,” and feared that a mere “handful of
. . . white die-hards” might spark an international racial conºict certain to
damage the interests of the United States abroad, not to mention its domestic
stability. The administration had precisely the same concern regarding vio-
lent white Southerners.77
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In addition to apartheid in South Africa and insurrections in Kenya and
Algeria, another manifestation of the white settler problem that coincided
precisely with the tenure of the Eisenhower administration was the Central
African Federation (CAF). Formed in 1953 out of the British territories of
Nyasaland and the two Rhodesias, the federation was intended by Britain to
tie the self-governing colony of Southern Rhodesia more closely to the rest of
black Africa to the north, thereby discouraging the growing political orienta-
tion of Southern Rhodesia’s white community toward South Africa. Apart-
heid might thus be contained at the Limpopo River. The British government
framed the creation of the CAF as a step toward “racial partnership” in an
eventually independent, multiracial state. But the actual effect of the federa-
tion was to increase white political and economic domination over Africans.
Africans in the three territories had opposed the idea of the CAF from the be-
ginning, and they resented the intensifying racial discrimination and harass-
ment they experienced during the 1950s. The NSC acknowledged in March
1958 that “the hardening of European settlers’ attitudes” was “undermining
the principle of racial partnership” and thus destroying the “U.S. hope that
the Federation would serve as an example for the development of multi-racial
societies.” African resistance to white rule in the CAF accelerated after 1957,
leading to independence under majority rule for Nyasaland and Northern
Rhodesia early in the 1960s. The more numerous and powerful whites of
Southern Rhodesia, like their neighbors in South Africa and the Portuguese
colonies, held out. As one boasted to an American visitor, “this country is like
the American South at its best.”78

The problem for the Eisenhower administration in dealing with Africa was
that Africans across the continent saw white domination rather than Com-
munism as their chief stumbling block. Ndabaningi Sithole of Southern
Rhodesia spoke for most Africans in his widely read 1959 book, African Na-
tionalism, which declared that “African nationalism is a struggle against white
supremacy.” Sithole and others argued that white rule in Africa was precisely
analogous to Soviet control of Eastern Europe. Washington’s anti-Commu-
nist prescription for dealing with unrest elsewhere in the world therefore was
unlikely to work in Africa, as American policymakers reluctantly admitted.
The CIA acknowledged that most African nationalists were political moder-
ates “well-disposed by education (and sometimes religion) toward the West.”
In fact, the agency reported, “most of them have sought to avoid violence ex-
cept as a last resort,” and outside South Africa “none is a known Commu-
nist.” The agency warned instead of increasing interracial tensions in areas of
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heavy white settlement. And an aide to Foster Dulles, returning from a tour
of the continent in 1958, emphasized to the secretary of state the often savage
character of white rule in African colonies. As a result, he said, “the black Af-
rican’s attitude toward the white man shades from universal envy through
mistrust and fear to burning hate.”79

At midnight on 5 March 1957, in a celebration rich in symbolic impor-
tance, Ghana became the ªrst black African nation to declare its independ-
ence from European colonial rule. Africans, white settlers, and colonial
ofªcials alike knew this marked the beginning of the end of the Africa they
had known. Events in Ghana encouraged nationalists elsewhere on the conti-
nent in their own struggles against white rule. African Americans also recog-
nized the impact that events in West Africa could have on their movement
for equality in the United States. Martin Luther King, Jr., had been unable to
get an audience with Richard Nixon before the two met by chance in Accra
at the independence celebrations; in that atmosphere, the astute vice presi-
dent treated King with great respect and arranged to see him again at home.80

President Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana overnight became the leading politi-
cal ªgure on the continent. Like Sithole, Nigerian journalist Nnamdi
Azikiwe, and most other African leaders, Nkrumah had important personal
and cultural ties to the West. He had spent ten years studying and working in
the United States and recalled that period with affection in conversations
with Nixon. But he also remembered his ªrst experience south of the Mason-
Dixon line, when the future world ªgure asked a white waiter in a bus termi-
nal restaurant for a glass of water and was told with icy disdain: “The place
for you, my man, is the spittoon outside.” Nkrumah’s determination to help
lead all of Africa out of colonialism made him skeptical of Eisenhower’s luke-
warm approach to African independence. Events in the Congo in 1960 di-
vided him further from the United States, and Ghana moved soon thereafter
into a new and close relationship with the Communist bloc.81

After Ghana, independence came swiftly to most of the rest of the conti-
nent. Throughout 1958 African representatives gathered in a series of confer-
ences to encourage the liberation of the remaining colonies. The All-African
Peoples Conference that convened in Accra in December symbolized a rever-
sal of the famous Berlin Conference seventy-four years earlier; where the del-
egates at Berlin had divided up the continent under European rule, those at
Accra called for the departure of the remaining colonialists and the uniªcat-
ion of the continent under African rule. Guinea declared its independence
from France in October 1958, and by the end of 1960—the Year of Africa—
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seventeen more nations had come into existence, with the rest outside south-
ern Africa soon to follow. Prime Minister Harold Macmillan aligned the Brit-
ish government with these developments by traveling to the heart of white
supremacy—Pretoria—and telling the South African parliament on 3 Febru-
ary 1960 that “the growth of national consciousness in Africa is a political fact
and we must accept it as such.” The leader of the greatest colonial power in
Africa afªrmed that “the wind of change” blowing through the continent was
not to be denied.82

The U.S. government responded to the rise of neutralism in Asia and the
Middle East and the growth of nationalism in Africa in part by emphasizing
cultural diplomacy with the Third World. The State Department, for exam-
ple, dispatched African American speakers to India and other nonwhite na-
tions to explain the progress being made at home in eliminating racial dis-
crimination. In 1956, the Voice of America began broadcasting jazz, an
American music form wildly popular in much of the world. In the spring of
that year, Louis Armstrong played before an enthusiastic audience of 100,000
in the Gold Coast, and trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie received State Department
sponsorship to tour Asia and the Middle East with his racially mixed eight-
piece jazz orchestra. Gillespie remembered afterward that he “wasn’t going
over to apologize for the racist policies of America,” but he did enjoy dispel-
ling some of his audiences’ worst assumptions about the state of race relations
in the United States. He recalled how being the black leader of a multiracial
band surprised many foreign listeners: “They’d heard about blacks being
lynched and burned, and here I come with half whites and blacks and a girl
playing in the band. And everybody seemed to be getting along ªne.”83

The Eisenhower administration’s strategy of using African Americans as
cultural diplomats in the Third World undoubtedly helped create some
goodwill abroad, but it also occasionally backªred. This was hardly surpris-
ing, given the ambivalence most black Americans felt about their country
and its treatment of them. Gillespie and his band found that while they were
shown off abroad by the U.S. government, they were often ignored or mis-
treated at home, as when they were harassed by police in the Atlanta airport
for not waiting to board a plane until all white passengers were on board. The
news of white treatment of black schoolchildren in Little Rock—and the ini-
tially hesitant response of the president—so angered Armstrong that he
promptly canceled his much anticipated tour of the Soviet Union for the
State Department. He was dismayed by Eisenhower’s role in allowing the cri-
sis to develop. When asked by the press about the Russian trip, Armstrong re-
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plied: “I’ll do it on my own. The people over there ask me what’s wrong with
my country, what am I supposed to say?” Given the limits on the role black
Americans could play in this administration’s diplomacy, Henry Cabot
Lodge, Jr., suggested to Eisenhower that high-ranking white ofªcials “who
are temperamentally so inclined” could be put to great use in Asian and Afri-
can countries; they could demonstrate that white Americans, unlike Europe-
ans, would not only work with people of color but also would “play with
them and treat them as social equals.” Lodge concluded that “a certain
amount of sociable drinking, dining, dancing and laughing” by elite Ameri-
can policymakers visiting Third World nations would go a long way toward
building goodwill for the United States.84

Lodge was one of a handful of inºuential Americans pushing the adminis-
tration toward a more positive view of an independent Africa by 1956. Re-
publican Congresswoman Frances Bolton of Ohio was another. She toured
the continent at the end of 1955 and called for an immediate effort by Ameri-
cans to overcome their “apathy or ignorance” regarding the continent. A
third was the rising critic of the administration’s African policy in the Senate,
John Kennedy. The most important was probably the vice president, who re-
turned from Ghana in 1957 to recommend paying much more attention to
Africa and creating a bureau for African affairs in the State Department in
recognition of the continent’s new signiªcance. By 1958 Nixon was arguing in
the National Security Council for the United States to “take the initiative
in encouraging neutralism, which the national independence movements
favor, instead of assuming that a neutral is on the Soviet side.” Nixon con-
cluded that in place of military or political connections with the West for Af-
rica, the United States should instead promote “educational and cultural
ties.” NSC note takers recorded the revealing argument of Eisenhower him-
self in August 1958 that “rather than slow down the independence move-
ment,” he would “like to be on the side of the natives for once.”85

The president was articulating, in his own condescending fashion, the shift
in American policy toward Africa that occurred in 1958. The new Bureau of
African Affairs created that summer in the State Department initiated the
idea of a uniªed U.S. Africa policy. No longer would the continent be under-
stood primarily through its relationship with Europe. Career diplomat Jo-
seph Satterthwaite ªlled the new post of assistant secretary of state for African
affairs, and, despite his known sympathies for white South Africans and his
subsequent ambassadorship to Pretoria, eschewed references to “premature
independence” or the priority of America’s NATO allies. Instead, the admin-
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istration focused on countering the Soviet and Chinese diplomatic initiatives
on the continent and preventing Communists from posing as the friendly al-
ternative to colonialists. The NSC emphasized the need to avoid letting
“thwarted nationalist and self-determinist aspirations” be turned to the East-
ern bloc’s advantage. The United States could no longer afford to remain be-
hind the curve in its relations with Africa.86

On 30 October 1958 the administration signaled another change in its
thinking about Africa by voting, for the ªrst time, in favor of a UN resolu-
tion condemning South Africa’s apartheid policies. Lodge had lobbied for a
year in favor of this new position, arguing that the Brown decision and the
Little Rock crisis had made it “even more important that we express ourselves
positively on racial issues.” Ambassador Byroade tried afterward to mollify an
unhappy South African foreign minister, Eric Louw. When Louw suggested
that the change in the U.S. position on apartheid resulted from the United
States’ anxiety about its own domestic racial conºicts, Byroade conceded that
it could “hardly be denied that our problems at home had made more people
aware of and think about racial problems than in years of the recent past.” By
1959 the United States even voted for a resolution opposing the continuation
of racial discrimination anywhere in the world—a remarkable stance in light
of Jim Crow’s abiding presence in the South at home.87

Africa’s acquisition of a more positive policy from Washington after 1958
did not mean that Africans had won over the hearts and minds of the Eisen-
hower administration. Even as they established friendly relations with the
new nations of the continent, white American policymakers could not hide
their ambivalence about newly independent black people. A 1958 NSC report
praised by Eisenhower captured the dilemma for many Americans: “The
Spirit of 1776 was running wild,” it said—showing American pride in being a
model for other nations—but this phenomenon was “rather terrifying” in Af-
rica. Other advisers to the president deplored the “juvenile delinquencies of
these new nations,” while admitting the need to “cheer for freedom.” The
NSC referred to “the contagion of the nationalist fever,” a disease sure to
spread even to the isolated and presumably healthy Portuguese colonies. Part
of the problem, as one American ofªcial admitted, was the “serious and un-
necessary handicap” that burdened the administration because it had “rela-
tively little direct association with Africans, or knowledge of what they are
thinking.” That lack of information was a direct cost for U.S. foreign policy
of the administration’s willing participation in racial segregation, both at
home and abroad: if one talks only with whites, one can know only what
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whites think. The extent of this ignorance of Africans among American
policymakers as late as 1960 sometimes appeared unlimited: Nixon, the ad-
ministration’s strongest supporter of Africa, announced to a National Secu-
rity Council meeting in March that “some of the peoples of Africa have been
out of the trees for only about ªfty years.” Budget director Maurice Stans re-
sponded that his recent visit to the continent convinced him that “many Afri-
cans still belonged in the trees.”88

While Britain, France, and even Belgium were easing themselves out of
most of Africa by the end of Eisenhower’s second term, the Portuguese dug in
to stay. The U.S. government, as one American diplomat noted in 1955, was
“well aware of the oppressive and medieval practices of the Portuguese” in
Angola and Mozambique. The same NSC report that Eisenhower praised so
highly emphasized how “badly governed and administered” the two colonies
were, how common forced labor—that is, slavery—was, how rare educa-
tional opportunities of any kind were for Africans, and how “mercilessly” the
Portuguese authorities exploited the resources of the area. None of this ap-
parently troubled the president. Fresh from the disappointment of his can-
celed summit meeting with Khrushchev in Paris in May 1960, he stopped
over in Lisbon to an enthusiastic welcome. There Eisenhower praised the
“real progress” made by the dictatorship of Antonio Salazar, afªrmed that
ofªcials from Washington and Lisbon “have worked together without a sin-
gle difference of opinion,” and called for even closer ties between Portugal
and the United States in their mutual struggle against Communism. The
New York Times report of the visit could not help noting the disappointment
of Portugal’s own persecuted democrats, who watched Eisenhower’s apprecia-
tion for the Salazar regime provide cover for “the continuing lack of civil lib-
erties, censorship, repression of political activity and police rule” at home in a
member nation of NATO.89

The experiences of the growing number of African diplomats working and
traveling in the United States indicated the tentativeness of the new U.S.
warmth toward Africa in the last three years of the Eisenhower administra-
tion. High-proªle visitors, like Nkrumah and Sekou Touré of Guinea, were
carefully shielded by their American handlers from chance encounters with
venomous white racism. Others were less fortunate, especially along the
Maryland and Delaware sections of the corridor between New York and
Washington. The eviction of Ghanaian ªnance minister H. A. Gbedemah
from a Howard Johnson restaurant in Dover on 9 October 1957 received con-
siderable publicity, coming as it did at the height of the Little Rock crisis.
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Eisenhower acted swiftly to make amends by inviting Gbedemah to the
White House for breakfast. But the ease with which any white American
could embarrass the U.S. government in this way was striking. Whether in
Baltimore, Charlottesville, Houston, or elsewhere, white American citizens
frequently failed to hide the feelings they shared with their vice president and
president about people of color and wound up insulting African visitors. The
swiftness of the administration’s response to such incidents molliªed many
black diplomats from abroad, but the contrast between Eisenhower’s concern
for the treatment of foreigners of color and his seeming indifference to the
treatment of Americans of color raised doubts about his sincerity. African
Americans were both amused and disturbed to see white ofªcials suddenly
fawning on dark-skinned foreigners while keeping mum on Jim Crow for the
home folks.90

1960: The Challenge Intensiªes

During Eisenhower’s ªnal year as president, three major challenges arose to
the American hope for a multiracial, postcolonial Western alliance against
the Communist bloc. The ªrst was the Sharpeville massacre that completed
the racial polarization of South Africa; the second was the crisis of national
disintegration that followed the Congo’s independence; and the third was the
campaign of Cuban president Fidel Castro against U.S. leadership, waged
partly along racial lines. All of these emerged against the domestic backdrop
of the student sit-in movement that began on 1 February in Greensboro,
North Carolina, and spread rapidly throughout the South. African American
resistance to segregation at home thus increased hand-in-hand with the
Third World struggle for racial equality. Phaon Goldman noted in the Negro
History Bulletin in the fall of 1960 that much of the students’ inspiration
came from African nationalists “who recognize that the ‘go slow’ school of
moderates didn’t tell the Hungarians and Tibetans [in their rebellions against
the Soviet Union and China] to ‘go slow’ and they don’t want to hear it ei-
ther.” Four black residents of Haughton, Louisiana, distilled the problem for
Eisenhower in a letter in January. Citing the denial of their right to vote and
the campaign of terror against African Americans throughout much of the
South, they told the president: “This country can no longer be a leader of the
free world and speak for freedom when its citizens suffer as we do.”91

On 21 March 1960 police in the small town of Sharpeville opened ªre on a
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peaceful crowd protesting the apartheid pass laws for nonwhites, killing
sixty-nine—many of them shot in the back—and wounding over two hun-
dred. So began a major turn in South African history. The outraged black re-
sponse led to the banning of political organizations opposed to apartheid.
With all forms of protest against white supremacy now illegal, the ANC and
other black groups went underground and took up weapons for the ªrst
time. U.S. ambassador Philip Crowe reported home that the radicalization of
Africans in South Africa in the days after the massacre had created “a danger-
ous and explosive situation” in which African leaders “no longer are thinking
of very gradual revolution some time in the future.” CIA chief Allen Dulles
shared with the National Security Council his discouragement about the in-
creasingly remote prospects of a negotiated settlement of the South African
racial conºict. He saw only trouble ahead: “Especially after the Congo be-
comes independent [in three months], there would be great opportunities for
smuggling arms to the natives of South Africa.”92

The confused response of the Eisenhower administration to the Sharpeville
killings demonstrated its uncertainty about how to accommodate rising ra-
cial egalitarianism while protecting America’s perceived interests abroad.
Typically, the U.S. government avoided critical comment on internal events
in other countries, especially friendly ones. But the slaughter at Sharpeville
seemed too egregious for the United States to have “no comment.” Without
checking ªrst with their superiors, State Department ofªcials released a mild
statement of “regret” at what had happened and of hope that Africans would
be allowed to use peaceful means to “obtain redress for legitimate grievances”
in South Africa. Many black South Africans and other opponents of apart-
heid were encouraged, believing that the world’s greatest power was at last on
their side. Lodge reported the “unanimous thanks” coming in at the United
Nations from Asian and African delegates. But Eisenhower and Secretary of
State Christian Herter, Dulles’s successor, were furious. The president in-
sisted on an apology to the South African ambassador—though “this action
should be kept secret”—and told Herter that if it were his choice, he would
ªre the bureau chief responsible for the statement. Herter was especially trou-
bled by such criticism “on a subject which not only has world-wide interest,
but also involves domestic political factors.” In a discussion with British
prime minister Macmillan a few days later, Eisenhower emphasized his sym-
pathy with white South Africans and their “difªcult social and political prob-
lem”; it reminded the president of his good wishes for his “friends in Atlanta
on some of their difªculties.”93
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In addition to having sympathetic feelings toward white South Africans
and perceived vital economic and military interests, American policymakers
believed pragmatically that the apartheid regime was not about to crumble in
the face of rising dissent. When asked by an audience in Ann Arbor, Michi-
gan, a few months earlier what he predicted for the future of South Africa,
Kenyan labor leader Tom Mboya had responded simply: “Black.” Washing-
ton’s view would have been “black eventually, white for now.” At the ªrst
NSC meeting after the news from Sharpeville arrived, Allen Dulles afªrmed
that South African authorities “would probably be able to maintain order for
some time”—a period the CIA calculated as at least the next few years. An
NSC analysis of Africa two months earlier had underlined the “resiliency” of
the South African economy, with its vast gold reserves and industrial
diversiªcation. Confronted with this situation, and given U.S. strategic and
economic interests in the region, including plans for a new missile tracking
station on South African soil, the Eisenhower administration chose to main-
tain its close relationship with the masters of apartheid.94

The next crisis of 1960 with strong racial overtones unfolded three months
later a little further north on the African continent. Belgium’s unexpectedly
swift withdrawal from the Congo left that vast new nation on the verge of
disintegration after its 30 June independence ceremonies. The mineral heart-
land of Katanga province immediately seceded, under the leadership of anti-
Communist Moise Tshombe and with considerable help from Belgian min-
ing corporations, along with Belgian citizens and soldiers. Prime Minister
Patrice Lumumba, a man of neutralist and socialist inclinations, stood ªrmly
for national unity. He called for outside assistance—ªrst from the UN, and
later from the Soviets—in opposing the Belgian-backed effort to detach the
wealthiest part of the brand new country. Eisenhower’s goals in this crisis
were twofold and somewhat contradictory: to preserve Western access to
Katangan minerals (for which Tshombe was the best instrument), and to
maintain a uniªed Congo with a central government oriented more to the
West than the East (for which Lumumba was probably the best instrument).
Belgium emphasized the ªrst goal. The United States gave priority to the sec-
ond, while keeping both options open. With the Soviets eager to intervene as
a way to jump-start their inºuence on the continent, the Cold War thus
came to Africa in the same year that the civil rights movement embarked on a
newly mobilized campaign in the United States.95

The Eisenhower administration decided within two months of Congolese
independence and the beginning of the political crisis there to remove
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Lumumba from power. State Department ofªcials were at ªrst hesitant to
adopt such a radical view of American needs in central Africa. Throughout
July and well into August, U.S. diplomats in the Congo and their superiors at
Foggy Bottom believed Lumumba was “an opportunist and not a Commu-
nist.” They saw him as a neutral African nationalist. They were impressed
with his leadership skills and believed there was “no better alternative on the
horizon than a government built around him.” But Lumumba was deter-
mined to drive out the Belgian forces defending secessionist Katanga, and his
willingness to ask the Soviets for assistance after a slow initial response from
the UN brought a sharp change in the United States’ attitude. In late July Al-
len Dulles told Eisenhower that Lumumba was “a Castro or worse” who “has
been bought by the Communists.” The American ambassador in
Leopoldville, Clare Timberlake, began referring to the “evil” Congolese
prime minister as “Lumumbavitch.” In the frigid Cold War climate of mid-
1960, amid the Laos and Cuban crises, the downing of the American U-2
plane, and the cancellation of the Paris summit, the president was taking no
chances. He apparently granted permission to the CIA in late August to try
to eliminate Lumumba.96

The discussions within the Eisenhower administration that surrounded the
decision to try to kill Lumumba revealed an array of American anxieties
about this proud African nationalist. Foremost was white Americans’ resent-
ment of what they saw as the Congolese leader’s ingratitude to the departing
Belgians. The American press had reported favorably on Belgian rule in cen-
tral Africa during most of the 1950s. “Nowhere in Africa is the Bantu so well
fed and housed, so productive and so content as he is in the Belgian Congo,”
Time effused in 1955; thanks to Western technological improvements, “the
sons of cannibals now mine the raw materials of the Atomic Age.” Eisen-
hower’s closeness to King Baudoin of Belgium made him unlikely to appreci-
ate Lumumba’s refusal to offer humble or even polite words at the new na-
tion’s independence ceremonies. “We are no longer your monkeys!” the
prime minister declared. “We have known ironies, insults, and blows which
we had to undergo morning, noon, and night because we were Negroes.”
This was precisely the kind of language that the American president was al-
ready hearing more than enough of across the American South in 1960.
Lumumba concluded in that speech that the Congolese would not forget the
deaths and imprisonment at Belgian hands of countrymen who resisted “a re-
gime of injustice, suppression, and exploitation.”97

This ºagrant lack of appreciation for the beneªts of Belgian colonial rule
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suggested to some in the Eisenhower administration that Lumumba might
not even be mentally competent. This was a major question for American
policymakers who dealt with the Congo. During Lumumba’s visit to the UN
on 26 July 1960, Lodge found him “a little ºighty and erratic” but someone
who “knows exactly what he is doing” and, overall, “not a bad man to deal
with.” Lumumba also made fairly positive impressions on several State De-
partment ofªcials in Washington and on Averill Harriman during the latter’s
tour of the Congo on behalf of presidential candidate John Kennedy.98 But
most of the administration viewed the Congolese prime minister differently.
Undersecretary of State Douglas Dillon judged him “impossible to deal with”
and “just not a rational being”; Herter agreed with Secretary General Dag
Hammarskjold of the UN that Lumumba was “deªnitely a dope ªend”;
Ralph Bunche declared him “crazy”; and Allen Dulles concluded that
Lumumba’s actions “indicate that he is insane.” The leap from mental debil-
ity to witchcraft followed swiftly. Dillon agreed with the assessment of Pierre
Wigny, the Belgian foreign minister, that Lumumba was “a sorcerer” who
could entrance the Congolese parliament, and the U.S. ambassador to Bel-
gium, William Burden, referred to an upcoming meeting with him as a se-
ance. This was demonization in its most literal sense.99

Ingratitude and insanity combined with one other issue that stirred the
men of the Eisenhower administration: sexual intercourse between black
men and white women. During the ªrst weeks of the Congo crisis, which was
initiated by the mutiny of Congolese soldiers against their Belgian ofªcers,
reports began reaching the United States of Congolese troops raping white
women, including nuns. Stimulated by press coverage of the reports and de-
tailed accounts given to the UN Security Council by an outraged Belgian for-
eign minister, this issue became, in the words of a State Department memo-
randum, the “continuing preoccupation” of the White House and the State
Department. The passion and fascination with which the subject was dis-
cussed within the administration ªnally drove one State Department ofªcial
to remind his superior in writing that “the UN did not go into the Congo to
save white women from being raped.” Southern segregationists shared the
horror of the administration and were explicit about where they thought de-
segregation would lead. Conºating Africans with African Americans, white
supremacist organizer Leander Perez told a segregationist Citizens Council
meeting in New Orleans that fall: “Don’t wait for your daughter to be raped
by these Congolese. Don’t wait until the burr-heads are forced into your
schools. Do something about it now.”100
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Suspected of being a dupe of the Soviets and nominally responsible for the
apparent sexual atrocities of Congolese troops, Lumumba helped seal his fate
with the Eisenhower administration during his one visit to Washington by
asking his State Department liaison, Thomas Cassilly, to procure him a
blonde companion for the night in Blair House. The request was turned over
to the CIA, which satisªed it, and was duly reported to the White House.
Eisenhower and his advisers were outraged. Sympathetic to the Soviets,
antiwhite, ungrateful, probably insane, head of a nation of black rapists, and
now lusting after blonde American women: Lumumba seemed to represent
everything wrong about African independence. The extreme licentiousness
of certain American political leaders, such as the Democratic presidential
candidate that year, was not used as a standard for judging Lumumba—not
when the issue was seen as race. The only historical analogy left for white
Americans to call on in viewing the Congo leader was that of a slave revolt.
Budget director Maurice Stans provided this comparison in an August NSC
meeting when he argued that it was “the objective of Lumumba to drive the
whites out and take over their property.” The oldest and deepest fear of white
Americans seemed to be coming true on the international stage in the midst
of the Cold War: Patrice Lumumba was Nat Turner.101

Eisenhower liked Lumumba even less than Nasser, and he disapproved of
the Belgians for creating a problem in the Congo similar to that of the British
and French at Suez. The Congolese Force Publique mutiny had begun 6 July
after Belgian ofªcers made it clear that independence would have no effect
on their control of the army. One general, for example, wrote on a black-
board in front of his troops: “After independence = before independence.”
Once Belgium sent in military reinforcements to protect Belgian lives and
defend Katanga’s secession, Eisenhower reluctantly supported UN military
intervention in the Congo to reestablish order, hasten the evacuation of Bel-
gian forces, and end Katanga’s would-be independence. Belgian behavior had
called attention to the racial coding of the conºict in the Congo—just as
white Southerners had done with their massive resistance campaign at
home—and the administration was eager to avoid further racial polarization
that could only hurt the West and beneªt the Soviets. Eisenhower insisted
that the UN troops going to the Congo not be white, but preferably African
or at least Asian or Middle Eastern. Ambassador Timberlake reported from
Leopoldville that some Belgian soldiers were shooting civilians in the streets
without provocation. The Belgians, he concluded with dismay, “have become
completely irrational and in many instances have behaved worse than the
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worst Congolese.” Supposedly traditional racial roles were once again not
holding up. American policymakers feared that Belgians determined to re-
main in an independent Katanga were opening another front in the white
settler problem of Africa, like the situations in Algeria, Kenya, Rhodesia, and
South Africa.102

Tensions along racial lines between First and Third Worlds in 1960 were
pointed up by one other international incident: Fidel Castro’s ten-day stay at
Harlem’s Hotel Theresa while attending the September session of the United
Nations. The Eisenhower administration’s initial view of the revolutionary
Cuban leader and his associates as needing to be treated “more or less like
children,” in Allen Dulles’s words, had darkened considerably by this point,
as Cuba’s relationship with the Soviet Union warmed. Castro responded to
U.S. hostility in part by using race as a weapon. Though phenotypically
“white” himself, his racially egalitarian government was popular with Afro-
Cubans, who constituted a substantial minority of the island’s population.
Castro equated and denounced the racial prejudices of many of Cuba’s coun-
terrevolutionary elites and of white American Southerners, abetted by the
U.S. government’s disinterest. When the somewhat bohemian Cuban entou-
rage met with hostile treatment at the plush Shelbourne Hotel in New York,
the traditional lodging for prerevolutionary Cuban diplomats, Castro sought
a public relations coup against the Eisenhower administration. He brieºy
considered camping in Central Park and then seized on the idea of staying in
Harlem to highlight American racism and Cuba’s greater commitment to ra-
cial equality.103

Castro’s sojourn in Harlem proved a triple success in racial terms: it im-
proved his standing among Afro-Cubans, black Americans, and Africans.
Harlem residents, regardless of their views of the Cuban revolution, appreci-
ated the global attention their neighborhood received, as world leaders like
Khrushchev, Nehru, and Nasser came up to 125th Street to meet with Castro.
Black Americans applauded the Cuban leader’s opposition to racial discrimi-
nation and savored his explicit challenge to white American authority. They
enjoyed the prominent place in the Cuban delegation accorded to the black
army chief of staff, Major Juan Almeida, in an era when Americans could
hardly dream of General Colin Powell’s comparable stature thirty years later.
Castro also met with Malcolm X and discussed their common support for
Third World independence from white control. In his ªve-hour speech to the
UN General Assembly, the Cuban leader stressed his country’s support for
Lumumba in the Congo crisis and for African self-rule throughout the conti-
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nent. He emphasized the parallels between Cuba and the Congo, as both
emerged from rule by racially discriminatory elites, whether pro-American
white Cubans or colonialist Belgians. He and Lumumba also shared the un-
enviable status of being targeted for elimination by the CIA. In this widely
publicized visit, Castro challenged the idea of U.S. leadership in a predomi-
nantly nonwhite world. By putting race at the center of his message, he pin-
pointed America’s greatest weakness in the Cold War.104

Fo r e i g h t y e a r s Dwight Eisenhower presided over a nation undergo-
ing, like the larger world around it, fundamental change in its race relations.
Both at home and abroad, people of color mobilized in the late 1950s to over-
come racial discrimination and colonialism. Most whites resisted this chal-
lenge to their traditional authority. Whether in the American South, in the
settler communities of Africa, or in the metropolitan governments in West-
ern Europe, they worked to build bulwarks against the rising tide of equality,
independence, and desegregation. It was the unique historical opportunity of
the Eisenhower administration to wield power at a turning point in national
and global relations. How the administration performed in these difªcult cir-
cumstances says much about Eisenhower’s leadership and wisdom, as issues
of race pervaded the politics and diplomacy of the 1950s.

The president and his advisers were astute, sophisticated men, as two de-
cades of “Eisenhower revisionist” scholarship have now made clear. Recog-
nizing at least some of the political costs of Western white racism in the Cold
War, they took a few symbolic steps to accommodate the new realities of a
changing global racial order, like desegregating Washington’s public spaces
and trying to avoid close identiªcation with segregationism or colonialism. A
few members of the administration, like UN ambassador Lodge, openly sup-
ported desegregation and swift decolonization. The administration as a
whole was quicker to acknowledge change abroad than at home, as the reality
of African independence forced its hand in a way that the still developing
civil rights movement at home could not yet do. Most notable, American
policymakers showed their frustration with short-sighted white resistance in
the crises at Suez, at Little Rock, and in the Congo, which required the presi-
dent to align himself—brieºy and somewhat uncomfortably—with Third
World and African American causes. These three incidents marked the high
points of the administration’s efforts to contain racial hostilities and co-opt
demands for racial equality.
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But Eisenhower and those closest to him also remained in part blinded by
their nostalgia for the stability of the white-ruled era now slipping away.
They consistently refused to demonstrate almost any sympathy for black
Americans or Africans in struggles for liberation. Put off by even the su-
premely polite, respectful behavior of early civil rights organizers like King,
they could hardly imagine the perspective of those promoting armed self-
defense by the late 1950s, like Malcolm X of the Nation of Islam or Robert
Williams of the Monroe, North Carolina, chapter of the NAACP. Yet those
voices only grew louder and more numerous after 1960, as did those in south-
ern Africa calling for armed struggle to overcome the entrenched forces of
white supremacy there.105
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