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Preface

F. Michael Higginbotham

Soldiers for Justice: The Role of the Tuskegee Airmen in the
Desegregation of the American Armed Forces

Perhaps because of the symbolic nature of military service or of the fear of blacks who
were organized, disciplined, and trained in the use of firearms and explosives, black mil-
itary personnel paid a high price for opposing racially discriminatory treatment and poli-
cies. Two famous incidents involving black protests and self-defense demonstrate the high
price many blacks paid for their patriotism.

The first incident occurred in Brownsville, Texas, in 1906. Soldiers of the Twenty-Fifth
Infantry were accused of rioting against white residents of Brownsville who were dis-
criminating against black soldiers. Incidents of discrimination were widespread includ-
ing refusals of service at stores open to the public, verbal and physical assaults, and false
arrests. White residents reported that in the early morning hours of August 14, a group
of six to twenty black soldiers fired hundreds of shots into several buildings within a three
block radius. One white civilian was killed and a police officer was injured. An investi-
gation failed to identify the soldiers involved in the incident, yet President Theodore Roo-
sevelt imposed a never before utilized group punishment approach and dishonorably
discharged three entire companies, totaling 167 men. Some of these men had twenty-
seven years of service and six of them were recipients of the Medal of Honor, the Na-
tion’s highest military award.

A second incident occurred in Houston, Texas, in 1917. Black soldiers were subjected
to the scorn of certain racist civilians and police officers living near the military base, just
like those at Brownsville. Not only were they segregated on trolleys, black soldiers were
spat upon, called derogatory names, assaulted, and incarcerated in the city jail. After one
particularly brutal arrest involving threats of lynching, soldiers of the Twenty-Fourth In-
fantry broke into the base armory, seized weapons, and attacked some of the townspeo-
ple involved in the incident including several of the racist police officers. Seventeen people
were killed. In response to the deaths, the military indicted 118 soldiers. Again, military
justice was swift, deadly, and severely prejudiced. Thirteen soldiers were tried, convicted,
and executed for murder and mutiny before their appeal could be heard. Six additional
soldiers were hung at a later date. Moreover, approximately sixty-three soldiers received
sentences of life imprisonment.

While duty, honor, and country were values universally embraced by the United States
armed forces, when it came to black soldiers, such values were minimized or completely
ignored. The values of duty, honor, and country were subordinated to the notion of white
supremacy. Despite a legal system based on the premise of individual guilt and respon-
sibility, African-American soldiers were collectively blamed for the alleged criminal activity
of fellow black soldiers. Despite a legal system based on due process of law, African-Amer-
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ican soldiers on trial were rushed to judgment and punishment. Finally, despite a legal
system based on the notion that the punishment should fit the crime, African-American
soldiers were given the harshest sanctions available even in the presence of numerous
mitigating circumstances.

These two incidents exemplify the military’s notion of race law prior to its desegrega-
tion in 1948. As the picture accompanying the preface so starkly portrays, race law often
involved white prosecutors, white judges, and white jurors interpreting and enforcing
racially discriminatory laws and choosing the harshest options available for non-whites
in order to maintain and strengthen the notion of white racial superiority.

8 William & Mary Bill of Rights Journal 273, 300—2 (2000).
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