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Executive Order to Desegregate Wartime Production (1941)

FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT

While we think of FDR as the definitive liberal president, he had a troubled and contradictory legacy
regarding race relations during his administration. Most indicatively, in 1938 he did not support an
antilynching bill in Congress for fear of alienating Southern Democrats. Yet a few years later, during
World War 11, he issued Executive Order 83802, which prohibited racial discrimination in the defense
industries. FDR issued the order only under duress. The prominent African-American labor leader A.
Phillip Randolph had threatened a march on Washington (two decades before Martin Luther King Jr.’s
famous march) unless FDR enabled black Americans to join the surging ranks of war workers. Despite
the order’s realpolitik origins, it was a significant step towards the end of labor discrimination in the
United States, forcing industrial workforces to integrate—just as the army did. Following the war, these
interracial experiences would help shift the racial consciousness of the United States.

Reaffirming Policy Of Full Participation In The Defense Program By All Persons, Regardless
Of Race, Creed, Color, Or National Origin, And Directing Certain Action In Furtherance Of
Said Policy
WHEREAS it is the policy of the United States to encourage full participation in the national defense program by
al citizens of the United States, regardless of race, creed, color, or national origin, in the firm belief that the
democratic way of life within the Nation can be defended successfully only with the help and support of all
groups within its borders; and

WHEREAS there is evidence that available and needed workers have been barred from employment in
industries engaged in defense production solely because of considerations of race, creed, color, or nationa
origin, to the detriment of workers' morale and of national unity:

NOW, THEREFORE, by virtue of the authority vested in me by the Constitution and the statutes, and as a
prerequisite to the successful conduct of our national defense production effort, | do hereby reaffirm the policy
of the United States that there shall be no discrimination in the employment of workers in defense industries or
government because of race, creed, color, or national origin, and | do hereby declare that it is the duty of
employers and of labor organizations, in furtherance of said policy and of this order, to provide for the full and
equitable participation of all workers in defense industries, without discrimination because of race, creed, color,
or national origin;

And it is hereby ordered as follows:

1. All departments and agencies of the Government of the United States concerned with vocational and
training programs for defense production shall take special measures appropriate to assure that such
programs are administered without discrimination because of race, creed, color, or national origin;

2. All contracting agencies of the Government of the United States shall include in al defense contracts
hereafter negotiated by them a provision obligating the contractor not to discriminate against any
worker because of race, creed, color, or national origin;

3. Thereis established in the Office of Production Management a Committee on Fair Employment
Practice, which shall consist of a chairman and four other members to be appointed by the President.
The Chairman and members of the Committee shall serve as such without compensation but shall be
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entitled to actual and necessary transportation, subsistence and other expenses incidental to
performance of their duties. The Committee shall receive and investigate complaints of discrimination
in violation of the provisions of thisorder and shall take appropriate steps to redress grievances which
it finds to be valid. The Committee shall also recommend to the several departments and agencies of
the Government of the United States and to the President all measures which may be deemed by it
necessary or proper to effectuate the provisions of this order.

Franklin D. Roosevelt
June 25, 1941
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Questions

1. Do you think that the U.S. government really would have cancelled defense contracts in wartime if racia
discrimination occurred?

2. How do you think white industrial workers responded to this executive order?
3. Why would FDR not want a march on Washington in 1941?
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