
How far is it accurate to describe black Americans and other ethnic minorities as second class citizens in the period 1945-53?


The term second class citizen is used to describe a person who is systematically discriminated against within a state, despite their nominal status as a citizen of legal resident there. This term applied to the black Americans and other minorities between the years 1945 and 1953 socially, politically and economically. They did not have the right to vote, laws required segregation in school, public transport, restaurants and even toilet facilities. Overall they were extremely restricted in terms of civil rights however; the black Americans recognised this and reacted by civil rights campaigns. Nevertheless, between 1945 and 1953 did these campaigns have any affect on changing their second class status? 


Socially and economically, black Americans were considered as second class citizens in late 1945. However, their conditions varied depending on whether they lived in South or North America. Many Southern blacks migrated to Northern cities such as New York, Midwestern cities such as Chicago and Western cities such as Los Angeles, in search of greater equality. Although life was usually far better in the North, inequality still remained. Blacks outside the South suffered de facto segregation, this type of segregation is present between races rather than stated in the law. The black population of such cities was concentrated in ghetto areas, where homes and schools for blacks were inferior to those for whites and their status as second class citizens was generally accepted and made aware of. Without an effective and fair education, blacks had fewer opportunities than whites. Malcolm X spent the war years in the ghettos of Boston and New York. He took the traditional low-paid and un-skilled jobs available such as a shoeshine boy and a railroad waiter. White-owned companies were often reluctant to employ blacks; this was evident in Harlem where the bus drivers were white until Adam Clayton Powell’s successful bus boycotts in 1941.  In the North, whites were just as unwilling as Southerners to mix with blacks. They refused to live near them, partly because black residents bought down property prices and also because they did not want their children to be educated alongside blacks, believing that black students diminished school standards. 


Nevertheless, not all blacks were regarded as second class citizens outside the South, despite the racial tensions in late 1945 increasing numbers of black Americans outside the South were attaining greater prosperity and equality. For example, Thurgood Marshall, whose father has been a railroad porter, had proved himself to be one of the countries most persuasive and articulate lawyers when arguing NAACP cases before the Supreme Court.  Additionally, offspring of ministers, such as Adam Clayton Powell, were college graduates for whom there were a variety of job opportunities. Before he was elected to Congress in 1944, Powell had obtained a versatile career as a minister, councillor and journalist. There were well paid jobs for thousands of other blacks, as in the car industry in Detroit or the meat-packing factories in Chicago. The power of unionised black workers was evidenced during the war by A. Philip Randolph’s pressure on the federal government where he threatened to bring Washington DC to a standstill unless there was equality within the armed forces and the workplace. Randolph and the NAACP clearly recognised that pressure on the federal government and the use of black economic power constituted effective ways forwards in the quest for equality. Between 1941 and 1945, NAACP membership rose from 50,000 to 450,000 which testified the impact of the war on black consciousness and activism. Furthermore, as a result of Randolph’s pressure there was, by 1945, the first federal agency that aimed to promote equality of economic opportunity for black workers. However, Two-thirds of the 8000 job discrimination cases referred to the FEPC were dismissed. Although FEPD accomplished too little to be considered a great success, it achieved enough to show the importance of federal aid and its establishment was nevertheless significant. 


However, black Americans’ status was considered even more second class in regards to social and economic factors in the South. They suffered from de jure education; therefore segregation was enforced through law. Every day black citizens in the South would face reminders of their legally enshrined social inequality. In 1945, Martin Luther King had just emerged from an inferior, segregated school in Atlanta, Georgia, and was attending a sound, but segregated college in that city. Importantly, he would go north to Philadelphia and Boston to complete his education in integrated and superior establishments. Although middle class and well educated, King and his father were unable to sit alongside white people in Southern restaurants, cinemas and public transport. 
The main social problem was resisting the Jim Crow laws; such laws could impose legal punishments on people for consorting with members of another race. An example of these laws is: “It shall be unlawful to conduct a restaurant or other place for the serving of food in the city, at which white and coloured people are served in the same room”. Dissatisfaction with the social inequality was increasing. Middle class Southerners were flocking to join NAACP in 1945, and some black soldiers returning from the war determined to fight racism at home as they had fought it in Europe, they found it hard to obtain jobs, respect and gratitude after returning from the front. Female lecturers at black Alabama State University would organise themselves into a Women’s Political Council in 1946. They dreamt of orchestrating a bus boycott to combat segregation and discriminatory employment practices on the buses of Montgomery, Alabama.


Education was also a major problem in the Southern states of America. It was heavily segregated, and black children only gained a poor education compared to the inferior education the whites received. The NAACP specifically targeted education, they found the inequalities between white and black education were staggering. In 1949, Carolina state spent $179 per annum educating white children and only $43 educating blacks. The blacks were not happy with the fact that their children were being heavily discriminated against and they had to suffer because of their race despite the ‘separate but equal’ decision of the Supreme Court in PLESSY v. FERGUSON in 1896. Oliver Brown, a church minister, decided to challenge segregated schools in Topeka, in the border state of Kansas. Brown could not send his daughter to a whites-only school five blocks away, only to an all-black school twenty blocks away. The NAACP had been fighting against segregated schools in the law courts, slowly eroding the ‘separate but equal’ outcome and therefore decided to support Brown’s appeal. The leading NAACP lawyer Thurgood Marshall represented Brown; he argued that segregation was against the Fourteenth Amendment. Chief Justice Earl Warren adjudged that even if facilities were equal (they never were), separate education was psychologically harmful to black children. The Supreme Court agreed. 
The BROWN ruling was highly significant; it was a great triumph for the NAACP’s long legal campaign against segregated education. Brown seemed to remove all constitutional sanction for racial segregation by overturning PLESSY v. FERGUSON. However, the victory was not total: the Supreme Court gave no date by which desegregation had to be achieved. Acceptance of the BROWN ruling also varied, in the peripheral and urban South desegregation was introduced relatively quickly: 70 per cent of school districts in Washington DC and in the border states of Delaware, Kentucky, Maryland, Missouri, Oklahoma and West Virginia were desegregated within a year. However, in the heart of the old Confederacy states such as Georgia, South Carolina, Alabama, Mississippi and Louisiana schools remained segregated. Some schools boards maintained white-only schools by exploiting the entry criteria. BROWN became a central issue in Southern politics. Most Southern politicians signed the Southern Manifesto. The signatories committed themselves to fight against the BROWN decision, and thereby the Supreme Court. As a result, politicians and white citizens began to fear that black Americans were slowly destroying their second class status; it was evident that they were slowly but surely gaining publicity, campaigners and success. 

Furthermore, there were more social and economic advantages for the black Americans living in the Southern states. There was a slowly growing Southern black middle class in 1945, of the 400,000 new NAACP members, majority were middle class teachers, lecturers, lawyers and doctors. This broadened their appeal and showed that black communities were not incapable of becoming professionals. The GI Bill of Rights (officially titled Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944) was an omnibus bill that provided college or vocational education for returning World War Two veterans as well as one year of unemployment compensation. This education increased their economic opportunities and made them more articulate in demanding equality. 

Politically, black Americans were evidently renowned for their second class status, however this once again depended on whether they lived in the North or South. Outside the South, black Americans were able to vote in late 1945 however, this was not without hindrance. Voting rights did not necessarily result in the election of sympathetic representatives and much depended upon the number of black voters within a constituency boundary. In 1945, there were merely two black members of Congress, Representative William Dawson from Chicago and Adam Clayton Powell, who had been elected in 1944 because newly drawn constituency boundaries ensured that Harlem’s quarter of a million blacks would be able to elect a black man to the House of Representatives. Black Americans outside the South, luckily, did not face discrimination set out in the law; nevertheless de facto discrimination still remained. Black policeman were significantly rare and ghetto blacks were rightly convinced that the legal system treated them more harshly than whites. Nevertheless, their political rights were considerably desirable to those who lived in the South. 

In contrast to those in the North, few Southern blacks were able to exercise the vote in 1945, although there were signs of improvement. The number of registered black voters was creeping up, from three per cent in 1940 to 12 per cent in 1947. However, this increase, although still significant, was not without difficulty. White registrars made it difficult and often impossible for blacks to register. They had to endure a literacy test, which included impossible questions, such as minutely detailed points about the state constitution, or even ‘How many bubbles are there in a bar of soap?’ The reason for this is self-explanatory; it was used to disfranchise many literate blacks while allowing many illiterate whites to vote. Additionally, when many blacks were able to register their vote, they had to pay a $16.50 poll tax which was prohibitively expensive for many blacks. The NAACP was battling to make voting easier. In 1944, NAACP had won the Supreme Court decision (SMITH v. ALLWRIGHT) that declared the exclusion of blacks from primaries unconstitutional under the 15th Amendment. On the other hand, Supreme Court rulings, similar to constitutional amendments, were frequently ignored in the South. Southern state laws kept them legally separated from whites in public places such as schools, cafeterias, libraries, parks, beaches, buses and theatres. Judges, jurors and law enforcement officials were all white, therefore when returning black servicemen were beaten or even killed ‘nothing is done about it’, as President Truman declared in 1946. 

Regarding the advancement of political rights in the South, blacks had a long way to go to gain equality in 1945. Without the ability to vote for sympathetic candidates, the path to development would be indirect and dependent upon the position of the federal government, within which only the executive and the judicature were inclined to be helpful. Congress consisted only of white men, with the exception of Representatives Adam Clayton Powell and William Dawson. The South, with a high proportion of blacks in its population, was represented only be whites. White Southern Democrats who were repeatedly re-elected, dominated important congressional committees through seniority rules, and these Democrats were the faithful opponents of racial equality. 

Overall, it is largely accurate to describe black Americans and other minorities as second class citizens in the period 1945-1953. This can be argued when taking into account whether they lived in the South or North of America, however, all black Americans were extremely restricted socially, economically and politically. They suffered from segregation, de facto in the North and de jure in the South, all black Americans suffered from poor employment opportunities regardless of where they lived and were not given the right to vote without a slow fight from organisations such as the NAACP. Individuals such as Adam Clayton Powell and Thurgood Marshall, who had obtained success and professional careers were a rarity but of extreme significance. They proved to the black community that it was possible to break away from the economic and social inequalities, and inspired many to campaign for a proper, equal education. Blacks in the North and South of America were inarguably classed as second class citizens, however pressure for change was building up and a civil rights movement was inevitable. 
