A. PHiILIP RANDOLPH

rrom Call to Negro America to March
on Washington (1941)

In May 1941, A. Philip Randolph (1889—-1979), the African American head of the
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, threatened a “thundering march” on Washing-
ton of 150,000 blacks “to wake up and shock white America as it has never been
shocked before.” Such a dramatic public event, he decided, was the only way to con-
vince President Roosevelt to ensure that minorities had equal access to jobs in the
rapidly expanding defense industries and government agencies. Just before the sched-
uled march, President Roosevelt issued Executive Order 8802, which created a Fair
Employment Practices Committee (FEPC) to eliminate racial discrimination in gov-
ernment hiring. Randolph thereupon canceled the march. But the mere creation of a
new federal agency did not ensure justice. Randolph therefore kept the pressure on the
administration to provide adequate funding and staffing for the FEPC. Although
black employment in federal jobs increased from 60,000 in 1941 to 200,000 in 1945,
the FEPC could not directly regulate private employers or labor unions. Moreover, de-
spite these limitations, attempts to make the FEPC a permanent government agency
never generated broad-based political support.

From A. Philip Randolph, “Call to Negro America to March on Washington for Jobs and
Equal Participation in National Defense,” Black Worker 14 (May 1941):n.p.
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tional Defense. We call upon you to _lition of Jim-Crowism in all Government depart-
struggle for the integration of Negroes ments and defense employment,
in the armed forces.... = This is an hour of crisis. It is a crisis of

We call upon you to fight for jobs in Na- We call upon you to demonstrate for the abo-
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democracy. It is a crisis of minority groups. It is 2
crisis of Negro Americans.

What is this crisis?

To American Negroes, it is the denial of ml‘\ in
Government defense proj ects. It is rz:x..l
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“hation In Gmemment demnmﬂn's It bA\ﬂd“‘

$pread Jim- Cromsm In the armed forces of the
Nation. ™

" While billions of the taxpayers’ money are be-
ing spent for war weapons, Negro workers are fi-
nally being turned away from the gates of factories,
mines and mills—being flatly told, “NOTHING
DOING.” Some employers refuse to give Negroes
jobs when they are without “union cards,” and
some unions refuse Negro workers union cards
when they are “without jobs”

What shall we do?

What a dilemma!

What a runaround!

What a disgrace!

What a blow below the belt!

Though dark, doubtful and discouraging, all is
not lost, all is not hopeless. Though battered and
bruised, we are not beaten, broken, or bewildered.

Verily, the Negroes’ deepest disappointments
and direst defeats, their tragic trials and outrageous
oppressions in these dreadful days of destruction
and disaster to democracy and freedom, and the
rights of minority peoples, and the dignity and in-
dependence of the human spirit, is the Negroes’
greatest opportunity to rise to the highest heights
of struggle for freedom and justice in Government,
in industry, in labor unions, education, social ser-
vice, religion, and culture.

With faith and confidence of the Negro people
in their own power for self-liberation, Negroes can
break down that barriers of discrimination against
employment in National Defense. Negroes can kill
the deadly serpent of race hatred in the Army,
Navy, Air and Marine Corps, and smash through
and blast the Government, business and labor-
union red tape to win the right to equal oppor-
tunity in vocational training and re-training in
defense employment.

Most important and vital of all, Negroes, by
the mobilization and coordination of their mass
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power, can cause PRESIDENT ROOSEVELT TO
ISSUE AN EXECUTIVE ORDER ABOLISHING
DISCRIMINATIONS IN AIL GOVERNMENT
DEPARTMENT, ARMY, NAVY, AIR CORPS AND
NATIONAL DEFENSE JOBS.
task is not easy. In very truth, 1t
s

{ course, the tast
iS 'DI_. u;..u‘uL.D" a::é ui‘u‘_l.lf.
It will cost monew.
It will require sacrifice.
It will tax the Negroes’ courage, determination
and will to struggle. B But we can, must and will tri-

The Negroes stzke in national defense is big. It
consists of jobs. thousands of jobs. It may represent
millions, ves hundreds of millions of dollars in
wages. It consists of new industrial opportunities
and hope. This is worth fighting for.

But to win our stakes, it will require an “all-
out,” bold and total effort and demonstration of
colossal proportions.

Negroes can build 2 mammoth machine of
mass action with a terrific and tremendous driving
and striking power that can shatter and crush the
evil fortress of race prejudice and hate, if they will
only resolve to do so and never stop, until victory
comes.

Dear fellow Negro Americans, be not dismayed
by these terrible times. You possess power, great
power. Our problem is to harness and hitch it up
for action on the broadest, daring and most gigan-
tic scale.

In this period of power politics, nothing counts
but pressure, more pressure, and still more pres-
sure, through the tactic and strategy of broad, or-
ganized, aggressive mass action behind the vital
and important issues of the Negro. To this end, we
propose that ten thousand Negroes MARCH ON
WASHINGTON FOR JOBS IN NATIONAL DE-
FENSE AND EQUAL INTEGRATION IN THE
FIGHTING FORCES OF THE UNITED STATES.

An “all-out” thundering march on Washing-
ton, ending in a monster and huge demonstra-
tion at Lincoln’s Monument will shake up white
America.

It will shake up official Washington.

It will give encouragement to our white friends
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to fight all the harder by our side, with us, for our
righteous cause.

It will gain respect for the Negro people.

It will create a new sense of self-respect among
Negroes.

But what of national unity?

We believe in national unity which recognizes
equal opportunity of black and white citizens to
jobs in national defense and the armed forces, and
in all other institutions and endeavors in America.

. We_condemn _all_dictatorships,-Fascist;~Nazi-and
_Communist. We are loyal, patriotic Americans-all.

But if American democracy will not defend its
defenders; if American democracy will not protect
its protectors; if American democracy will not give
jobs to its toilers because of race or color; if Amer-
ican democracy will not insure equality of oppor-
tunity, freedom and justice to its citizens, black and
white, it is a hollow mockery and belies the princi-
ples for which it is supposed to stand. . . .

Today we call on President Roosevelt, a great
humanitarian and idealist, to . . . free American Ne-

gro citizens of the stigma, humiliation and insult of
discrimination and Jim-Crowism in Government
departments and national defense.

The Federal Government cannot with clear
conscience call upon private industry and labor
unions to abolish discrimination based on race and
color as long as it practices discrimination itself
against Negro Americans.

REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. What kind of equality did Randolph advocate?
How does his outlook compare with that of
Booker T. Washington?

2. Why did Randolph focus on a protest march as
his preferred tactic2 What other options might
have been available?

3. Assess the advantages and disadvantages of

Randolph’s linking of domestic racial equality
and global freedom.



3. A Black American Ponders the War’s
Meaning (1942)

Blacks bad bitier memories of World War I, when they bad clamored in vain to play
a magor role in the “war to make the world safe for democracy.” Despite urgent man-
power needs, in 1917-1918 African Americans bad been deemed unfit for combat
assignments and relegated mostly to “labor battalions” in the army. At home they
won only limited access to war-related jobs and were the victims of several bloody
race riots at war’s end. In the light of this sorry record, it was an open question
whether blacks would support the Allied cause in World War II. Japanese propagan-
dists tried to exploit the United States’ vexed bistory of race relations by claiming
brotherhood with African Americans as anotber “people of color” oppressed by white
rule. On what grounds did the black author of the Jollowing essay decide to support
the war? Was be being realistic? Might be bave been disillusioned or Ppleased with the
course of the civil rights movement after the war?

War had no heroic traditions for me. Wars were white folks’. All wars in histori-
cal memory. The last war, and the Spanish-American War before that, and the Civil
War. I had been brought up in a way that admitted of no heroics, I think my parents
were right. Life for them was a fierce, bitter, soul-searching war of spiritual and eco-

*The quotation is from John Marshall’s decision in McCulloch v. Maryland (1819). See Vol. I, p. 217.
3]. Saunders Redding, “A Negro Looks at This War,” American Mercury 55 (November 1942): 585-592.
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nomic attrition; they fought it without heroics, but with stubborn heroism. Their
heroism was screwed up to a pitch of idealism so intense that it found a safety valve
in cynicism about the heroics of white folks’ war. This cynicism went back at least
as far as my paternal grandmother, whose fierce eyes used to lash the faces of her
five grandchildren as she said, “An” he done som’pin big an’ brave away down dere
to Chickymorgy an’ dey made a iron image of him ’cause he got his head blowed
off an’ his stomick blowed out fightin’ to keep his slaves.” I cannot convey the scorn
and the cynicism she put into her picture of that hero-son of her slave-master, but I
have never forgotten.

1 was nearly ten when we entered the last war in 1917. The European fighting,
and the sinking of the Lusitania, had seemed as remote, as distantly meaningless to
us, as the Battle of Hastings. Then we went in and suddenly the city was flag-
draped, slogan-plastered, and as riotously gay as on circus half-holidays. I remember
one fine Sunday we came upon an immense new billboard with a new slogan: GIVE!
TO MAKE THE WORLD SAFE FOR DEMOCRACY. My brother, who was the oldest of us, asked
what making the world safe for democracy meant. My father frowned, but before he
could answer, my mother broke in.

“It's just something to say, like .. .”—and then she was stuck until she hit upon
one of the family’s old jokes—*like ‘Let’s make a million dollars.”” We all laughed,
but the bitter core of her meaning lay revealed, even for the youngest of us, like the
stone in a halved peach. . ..

And so, since I have reached maturity and thought a man’s thoughts and had a
man’s—a Negro man’s—experiences, 1 have thought that I could never believe in
war again. Yet I believe in this one.

There are many things about this war that I do not like, just as there are many
things about “practical” Christianity that I do not like. But I believe in Christianity,
and if I accept the shoddy and unfulfilling in the conduct of this war, I do it as vol-
untarily and as purposefully as I accept the trash in the workings of “practical”
Christianity. I do not like the odor of political pandering that arises from some
groups. I do not like these “race incidents” in the camps. I do not like the world’s
not knowing officially that there were Negro soldiers on Bataan with General Wain-
wright.* T do not like the constant references to the Japs as “yellow bastards,” “yel-
low bellies,” and “yellow monkeys,” as if color had something to do with treachery,
as if color were the issue and the thing we are fighting rather than oppression, slav-
ery, and a way of life hateful and nauseating. These and other things I do not like,
yet I believe in the war. . ..

This is a war to keep men free. The struggle to broaden and lengthen the road
of freedom—our own private and important war to enlarge freedom here in America—
will come later. That this private, intra-American war will be carried on and won is
the only real reason we Negroes have to fight. We must keep the road open. Did we
not believe in a victory in that intra-American war, we could not believe in nor
stomach the compulsion of this. If we could not believe in the realization of dem-
ocratic freedom for ourselves, certainly no one could ask us to die for the preserva-
tion of that ideal for others. But to broaden and lengthen the road of freedom

*Bataan was an area in the Philippines through which Jonathan Wainwright’s captured American garrison
was cruelly forced to march to prisoner-of-war camps in May 1942—the “Bataan Death March.”
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is different from preserving it. And our first duty is to keep the road of freedo.m
open. It must be done continuously. It is the duty of the whole people to do this.
Our next duty (and this, too, is the whole people’s) is to broaden the road so that
more people can travel it without snarling traffic. To die in these duties is to die for
something. . . .

I believe in this war, finally, because I believe in the ultimate vindication of the
wisdom of the brotherhood of man. This is not foggy idealism. I think that the grow-
ing manifestations of the interdependence of all men is an argument for the wisdom
of brotherhood. I think that the shrunk compass of the world is an argument. I think
that the talk of united nations and of planned interdependence is an argument.

More immediately, I believe in this war because I believe in America. I believe
in what America professes to stand for. Nor is this, I think, whistling in the dark.
There are a great many things wrong here. There are only a few men of good will.
I do not lose sight of that. I know the inequalities, the outraged hopes and faith, the
inbred hate; and I know that there are people who wish merely to lay these by
in the closet of the national mind until the crisis is over. But it would be equally
foolish for me to lose sight of the advances that are made, the barriers that are lev-
eled, the privileges that grow. Foolish, too, to remain blind to the distinction that ex-
ists between simple race prejudice, already growing moribund under the impact
of this war, and theories of racial superiority as a basic tenet of a societal system—
theories that at bottom are the avowed justification for suppression, defilement and
murder.

I will take this that I have here. I will take the democratic theory. The bit of road
of freedom that stretches through America is worth fighting to preserve. The very
fact that I, a Negro in America, can fight against the evils in America is worth fight-
ing for. This open fighting against the wrongs one hates is the mark and the hope of
democratic freedom. I do not underestimate the struggle. I know the learning that
must take place, the evils that must be broken, the depths that must be climbed. But
I am free to help in doing these things. I count. I am free (though only a little as yet)
to pound blows at the huge body of my American world until, like a chastened
mother, she gives me nurture with the rest.

4. A Woman Remembers
the War (1984)

With millions of men in the armed forces and the nation’s factories Straining to keep
them supplied, women were drawn by the millions into nontraditional Jjobs. For
many of those women, the war represented not simply a bloody conflict of global pro-
portions, but also an unanticipated opportunity for economic freedom and bersonal
growth. In the following selection, one war worker looks back on ber experience in a
plant in California. What does she remember most and least Jondly about ber
wartime job? What aspects of it challenged bher most? What was most SJulfilling about
it? What were the war’s principal effects on ber?

4From Mark Jonathan Harris, Franklin D. Mitchell, and Steven J. Schecter, The Homefront: America During
World War II, pp. 126-129. Copyright © 1984. Reprinted by permission of the author.



