Jim Crow: From Hoover to Thurmond to Helms (Part III)
         In the US South in 1890s, black success, not black deficiency helped push whites to solidify their grip on power and disenfranchise and segregate blacks. Since the American Revolution, black patriots’ sacrifice had amounted to little more than footnotes in some obscure history book. This time, if the country demanded unity, it must first extend democracy to all. They aimed to avoid their mistakes in World War I when they had bargained their support away for a hypothetical reward that did not materialize. Nearly 400,000 served in WW I, yet no black officer (or reserve officer) had been in the regular army. The federal courts made great leaps forward as NAACP lawyers & allies isolated common issues: presumption of guilt, police brutality, coerced confessions, inadequate counsel, discriminatory jury selections and “mob-dominated trials.”
         After the 15th Amendment, white Southerners preserved their Congressional power by disenfranchising the poor, esp. the black poor. There had never been a time when the South was a democracy. By 1941, the Georgian who chaired the House Rules Committee had been elected by only 5,187 voters, while a WA State congressman represented 147,061 voters. RI elected only 2 congressmen with 314,023 votes when 4 poll tax states elected 32 congressmen with only 264,429 votes. Denial of the right to vote on the grounds of property, race and sex have given way before the advance of common men and women along the rough road toward democracy. Across the road, the poll tax stands as a surviving barrier.
         Public anti-Communism returned during World War II. J Edgar Hoover believed those who pursued black civil rights were definitely subversive and probably Communists. The debate went this way: civil rights = subversive = Communist = anti-USA. Throughout the war, Hoover dispatched agents to black newspapers to interrogate (intimidate) writers. A national network of agents shadowed their leaders, tapped their phones and broke into their apartments/homes. He pursued the black press and vigorously sought to indict several newspapers for sedition and espionage. The FDR administration thwarted it. Five times Hoover tried to convince DOJ to prosecute particular mainstream black newspapers; 5x DOJ refused.

         Five weeks after Pearl Harbor, at a Conference of the National Organization on Problems on Negroes in a World at War, the overwhelming majority of delegates voted “the Negro was not” ready to rescue democracy, until democracy rescued African-Americans from discrimination. When the Selective Service Act took effect in 9/40, it prohibited racial discrimination in its integration or execution. But reality was a different thing. In Charlotte, NC recruiting officers beat up a black teacher for wanting to enlist. In the South, “a khaki uniform and a brown face were an open invitation to cold-blooded murder.” The alliance between blacks and Jews was born out of the formers’ reaction to Hitler’s monstrous atrocities against the Jewish people. They were both victims of persecution and degradation because of their race.

         Sen. Strom Thurmond told the country “there is not enough troops in the army to force the southern people to break segregation.” Whites thought that courtesy or cheerfulness was an index of subservience to the white man. Jesse Helms, a young radio commentator in Raleigh formed front organizations (precursor of the “527” groups) to give his candidate maximum deniability. He denied being a racist, mastering white circumlocution that substituted for truth. Lee Atwater followed his footsteps which benefited a lot of Republicans from dirty politics. These North Carolinians were notorious for their smear campaigns and character assassinations.

         There was nothing unusual about the goals of African-Americans: defeat of Fascism, workers’ right to organize, full equality for them, and a more equitable economic structure. It was their persistent hard work and sacrifices to bring us all closer to what MLK Jr. proclaimed in his “I have a Dream” speech and make us witness the entry of an African-American in the race for president in 2008. If other immigrants (also peoples of color) will look at American history, they will realize that we owe our black brothers and sisters an enormous debt of gratitude for integrating America, or we would be sitting today in the back of the bus, drink at segregated water fountains, eat at segregated counters, use segregated & smelly toilets. Because of them, we can categorically say with pride that we are “Americans” regardless of race, color and national origin.           
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