Civil Rights during World War II
The Civil Rights Movement as we know it today did not begin in earnest until the advent of World War II.  The war brought into focus the contradictions between our ideals of freedom and the dignity of all humans with the reality of Jim Crow.  Hitler's belief in the supremacy of the Aryan race and the consequences of his hatred towards the Jews and other minority groups inferior brought into question the validity of white racial supremacy in America.  

The basic American democratic values of freedom and liberty were denied to African Americans during Jim Crow (1896-1954). Along with the cold war ideological struggle (tyranny versus freedom), the United States government became more receptive to African American demands for Civil Rights. Due to the changing political climate, African Americans’ struggle for civil rights became more urgent and successful. 
As Hitler was taking over Europe, America was mobilizing for the impending war. Now more than ever the United States needed a united nation, one in which all of its people were willing to make sacrifices in the name of freedom and democracy.  President Roosevelt expanded the meaning of freedom by proclaiming the "four freedoms":  freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom from want, and freedom from fear as fundamental goals of the United States.  While Roosevelt's concept of freedom was in line with America’s core values, some have argued that it was contradicted by the harsh realities of Jim Crow. Under Jim Crow laws, African Americans were segregated from the rest of society. African Americans were forced to live in separate areas, go to separate inferior schools, sit in the back of buses, live through the fear of white violence, and were denied suffrage by the poll tax. This contradiction between the ideology of the United States and the reality of Jim Crow divided America at a time when it needed all of the nation’s resources. 

During the mobilization and actual fighting of World War II, African Americans called for the integration of the National Defense Industries and the armed services. The first method used was that of black lobbying in Congress and the White House through letter writing and personal pleas. This form of quiet pressure did little to change the status quo.  With the backing of the NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of Colored People), civil rights organizations were able to bring considerable pressure on the government.  In pushing for more integration in National Defense employment and the armed forces, these groups threatened to march on Washington with over ten thousand blacks. The march was to only include African Americans out of fear that it would be taken over by white liberal communists. Moreover, if blacks were the only ones in the march then it would show that African Americans could organize and mobilize people by themselves. 

A. Phillip Randolph, the organizer of the march, was able to mobilize enough people to exert political pressure on politicians in Washington.  President Franklin D. Roosevelt was concerned that the march would cause the country to divide more along racial lines than it already was at a time when unity was needed in the war effort.  As a result, on June 25, 1941 President Roosevelt signed Executive Order 8802. The order mandated that "there shall be no discrimination in the employment of workers in defense industries or government because of race, creed color, or national origin." Furthermore it was “the duty of the employers and labor organizations …to provide for the full and equitable participation of all workers in defense industries." The order also established the Fair Employment Practices Committee (FEPC), whose job it was to investigate complaints of discrimination in the defense industries and to take the necessary steps to resolve the problem.  Although it was supposed to stop discrimination in the defense industry, the FEPC lacked any real enforcement power.  Yet, for the first time since the Civil Rights Act of 1875, the federal government took concrete action to protect the rights of black Americans. 

Not only did African Americans become more militant during the war, but white Americans became more accepting of African Americans especially those who served with blacks in the service. In a poll that measured the "Attitudes of White Soldiers toward Serving with Black Units,” about 33 percent of white officers and 35 percent of Non-Commissioned Officers (NCOs) felt favorable in initial feelings about serving with black units. After serving with black units, 77 percent of officers and 77 percent of NCOs felt more favorable in serving with black units. 

Questions

1. What techniques did African-Americans use to promote Civil Rights during the war?

2.  What successes did Civil Rights activists achieve during the war?

3.  What obstacles remained despite the successes?

4.  What motivated some white Americans to be more accepting of African-Americans?
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