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Did World War II Launch the Civil 

Rights Movement?

Centuries of prejudice and discrimination against 

blacks fueled the civil rights crusade, but World War II 

and its aftermath were arguably the main catalysts.

By Annette McDermott

The civil rights movement was a fight for equal rights under 
the law for African Americans during the 1950s and 1960s. 
Centuries of prejudice and discrimination fueled the crusade, 
but World War II and its aftermath were arguably the main 
catalysts.

A. Philip Randolph’s crusade against discrimination prodded 
Roosevelt into action.



On January 6, 1941, President Franklin D. Roosevelt gave a State 
of the Union speech outlining the need for America to help 
Europe fight against Hitler’s tyranny.

He spoke famously of Four Freedoms for all: freedom of 
speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want and freedom 
from fear. It was an admirable vision, but few American blacks 
of the era enjoyed true freedom of any kind.

As America prepared for war, civil rights leader A. Philip 
Randolph threatened to organize a march on Washington to 
protest segregation and discrimination in the armed forces and 
defense industries.

The threat brought increased attention to race relations and 
compelled Roosevelt to issue Executive Order 8802 which 
prohibited, “discrimination in the employment of workers in 
defense industries and in Government because of race, creed, 
color, or national origin.”

Blacks served admirably in the war.

Prior to World War II, about 4,000 blacks served in the armed 
forces. By the war’s end, that number had grown to over 1.2 
million, though the military remained segregated.

Black Americans served their country with distinction: At first, 
they worked as support troops, but as casualties increased 
many became infantrymen, airmen, medics and even officers.

All-black or mostly black units such as the 320th Anti-Aircraft 
Barrage Balloon Battalion, the 761st Tank Battalion and the 
Tuskegee Airmen fought their way through Europe and earned 
reputations as courageous, honorable soldiers.

Yet, according to John C. McManus, Ph.D., Curators’ 
Distinguished Professor of U.S. Military History at the Missouri 
University of Science and Technology, “… quite commonly black



soldiers found themselves confronted with ugly discrimination 
and segregation during off-duty hours in military towns, 
especially in the South.

“Probably the most famous instance of this was when Lt. Jackie 
Robinson refused to comply with the bus segregation at Ft. 
Hood. Many other incidents led to confrontations and significant 
violence and much social activism. At times, there were riots 
between white and black soldiers, even overseas as well.”

As whites at home went to war, blacks left behind had access to 
manufacturing jobs previously unavailable to them. They learned 
new skills, joined unions and became part of the industrial 
workforce.

The ‘Double V Campaign’ fought for victory at home and 
abroad.

In 1942, African American James G. Thompson wrote a letter to 
the Pittsburgh Courier titled, “Should I Sacrifice to Live Half 
American?” which questioned if he should fight for a country that 
discriminated against him.

Thompson initiated the “Double V” campaign to encourage 
others to fight for victory and freedom abroad and at home.

The double V slogan took hold. “By serving their country, [black 
soldiers] earned a great deal of respect from fair-minded whites 
and blacks alike. This in turn gave them a greater political voice 
than they otherwise might have had,” said McManus.

Black veterans led the postwar civil rights charge.

Blacks returned home from the war to a life of bigotry and 
injustice. “[Blacks] had just helped destroy some of the most 
homicidal, racist regimes in human history and yet they had 
served in an armed force that was segregated on the basis of 
race,” said McManus.



“They were victimized by the same sort of racist views that had 
animated America’s enemies. This made zero sense and it 
created a powerful moral imperative for domestic change.”

The blatant injustice motivated blacks and unprejudiced whites 
to fight discrimination. Many blacks moved to large cities to find 
jobs using skills they’d learned in the military.

Others became civil rights activists and lent their powerful 
voices to organizations such as the NAACP, CORE, the Regional 
Council of Negro Leadership and the Deacons for Defense and 
Justice. In 1948, their efforts paid off when President Harry 
Truman issued an executive order to desegregate the military.

According to McManus, “World War II led to an explosion of 
racial reform, issues that the Civil War failed to solve and that 
had been festering for nearly a century. In my opinion, World 
War II was the most significant event in American history, to a 
great extent because of the racial change it helped foster.”

SOURCE: https://www.history.com/news/did-world-war-ii-launch-the-civil-rights-
movement

Executive Order 9981
is an executive order issued on July 26, 1948, by President Harry 
S. Truman that prohibited discrimination "on the basis of race, 
color, religion or national origin" in the United States Armed 
Forces.

The Cold War, Race, and Civil Rights

In 1958, an African-American handyman named Jimmy Wilson 
was sentenced to die in Alabama for stealing two dollars. 
Shocking as this sentence was, it was overturned only after 

https://www.history.com/news/did-world-war-ii-launch-the-civil-rights-movement


intense international attention and the interference of an 
embarrassed John Foster Dulles. Soon after the United States’ 
segregated military defeated a racist regime in World War II, 
American racism was a major concern of U.S. allies, a chief Soviet 
propaganda theme, and an obstacle to American Cold War goals 
throughout Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Each lynching harmed 
foreign relations, and “the Negro problem” became a central 
issue in every administration from Truman to Johnson.

In [an] analysis of how international relations affected any 
domestic issue, Mary L. Dudziak [professor of law, history, and 
political science at the University of Southern California] 
interprets postwar civil rights as a Cold War feature. She argues 
that the Cold War helped facilitate key social reforms, including 
desegregation. Civil rights activists gained tremendous 
advantage as the government sought to polish its international 
image. But improving the nation’s reputation did not always 
require real change. This focus on image rather than substance —
combined with constraints on McCarthy-era political activism 
and the triumph of law-and-order rhetoric — limited the nature 
and extent of progress. 

Instructor question: What was McCarthyism? Brief answer: An 
anti-communist hysteria (came to be known as the “Red Scare”) 
engendered by an opportunistic politically corrupt demagogic 
politician in the U.S. Senate by the name of Joseph R. McCarthy, a 
Republican from Wisconsin, by means of a nation-wide witch 
hunt involving false accusations against individuals during the 
period 1950-1954. As a result of McCarthyism, the human and civil 
rights of hundreds of individuals were violated; including many 
even losing their jobs and livelihood. McCarthyism also had a 
negative impact on the civil rights movement because civil rights 
activists too, not surprisingly, were labeled communists or 
communist sympathizers. McCarthyism would end when the U.S. 
Army fought back after McCarthy accused many of its officers 
and civilians working for it of being communists too. Reminder:



communism is not illegal in United States because of First 
Amendment rights that protects freedom of speech (and thereby 
freedom of thought).

Archival information, much of it newly available, supports 
Dudziak’s argument that civil rights was Cold War policy. But the 
story is also one of people: an African-American veteran of World 
War II lynched in Georgia; an attorney general flooded by civil 
rights petitions from abroad; the teenagers who desegregated 
Little Rock’s Central High; African diplomats denied restaurant 
service; black artists living in Europe and supporting the civil 
rights movement from overseas; conservative politicians viewing 
desegregation as a communist plot; and civil rights leaders who 
saw their struggle eclipsed by Vietnam.

SOURCE: https://press.princeton.edu/books/paperback/9780691152431/cold-war-
civil-rights
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