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The American Military, whose main goal is to spread freedom and justice across the globe, had long been blind to the oppression and injustice within their own ranks. African-Americans had been forced to serve in segregated units in all branches of the military from before the Civil War until after World War Two. However, there were also times when Blacks were encouraged not to serve at all because of their supposed physical and mental inferiority compared to their White counterpart. When the United States Government decided to experiment with an all Black Air Force fighter squadron during World War II, no one knew how influential the Tuskegee Experiment would be in the future integration of the Military. The success of the Tuskegee Airmen was the primary cause for President Truman’s call for integration. 


Thanks to a pilot training program created by President Roosevelt’s administration in expectation of a Second World War, Black leaders requested that the training be available for African-Americans as well (“Tuskegee Airmen,” 2). They believed that Blacks should not be omitted from the preparations for a war that their country could be involved in. Supported by the Black media and other advocates of the Civil Rights Movement, this request led to the formation of an all Black Air Force training school at the Tuskegee Institute. The Tuskegee Experiment was the first all black Army Air Force training program in the nation’s history (“Tuskegee Airmen Leave Strong Legacy, 1). The graduates would go on to become the Tuskegee Airmen, who are renowned for their success in protecting the legacy of freedom throughout WWII. The members of the Tuskegee Airmen came from across America, primarily from big cities (“Who Were the Tuskegee Airmen,” 1). The men who graduated from the Tuskegee Experiment, however, would no longer be classified by their hometowns, but would go on to have an outstanding record: never having a bomber they were escorting be shot down by the enemy (Whatley, 7). Not only are the Tuskegee Airmen able to maintain this exceptional testimony, but are also able to claim a dominant role in the fight for integration of the American Military. The United States Air Force was the first branch of the military to adopt aspects of integration, primarily because of the success of the Tuskegee Airmen. Later, the rest of the military would follow suit according to President Truman’s orders (“Tuskegee Airmen,” 17). Because of the patriotism shown by this first all-Black fighter squadron, and their proven intelligence and flying abilities, the call for integration given by Truman was made possible and necessary.  

The irony that is most striking about the participation of Blacks in World War II is that the African-American soldiers were fighting overseas for freedom and against the oppression being spread by Adolf Hitler’s Nazi Party and its co-conspirators. This is ironic because the same Blacks who were fighting for the rights of others were being denied those rights at home, in the country they were fighting for. The reason that the Tuskegee Airmen were so influential in the fight for military equality is because they proved to the United States that Blacks, who were commonly thought by the rest of the population as unpatriotic and unable to do anything to support the war effort, could actually have a tremendous impact on the outcome of the War. 

One way that the Tuskegee Airmen did this was by proving their intelligence. Just as in the centuries leading up to the Second World War, in 1940’s America it was still common and acceptable to believe that Blacks were physically inferior to Whites. Blacks hoping to take part in the Tuskegee Experiment were held to high standards of physical fitness, as well as high standards of flying abilities (“Airmen Overview,” 3). The general racial climate at the time of the initiation of the Tuskegee Experiment was so negative towards the Black pilots that it seems any success at all by the all Black squadron would be greater than expected. The pessimistic view of the Airmen, held by many Americans as well as white soldiers before the squadron had a chance to prove their worth, dissolved with each victory in flight that the Experiment achieved. Before long the Tuskegee Experiment was a full- blown unit of the US Air Force, with an impressive résumé of triumphs. The Tuskegee Airmen were thus nicknamed “The Red Tailed Angels” because of the red paint on the tails of their planes (“Tuskegee Airmen Leave Strong Legacy”, 8).  The pilot of a bomber being escorted by the Tuskegee Airmen needed only to look out of his cockpit window and see the red tails of his escorts, and he would know he was in some of the best care that the Air Force had to offer. The success of the Tuskegee Airmen was even noted by their German enemies, who nicknamed them “The Black Bird Men.” The Airmen were  recognized as a force to be reckoned with, even by foreign fighters (“Tuskegee Airmen Leave Strong Legacy,” 9).

As historian Mickey Schubert said "America had just fought a war against militarism and racism overseas, making it hard to sustain a segregationist policy back home" (Gillert, 3). This is exactly what called attention to the fact that what these African American soldiers had fought against in Europe was the same thing that they were fighting against on the home front with the Civil Rights movement. The ability of a Black man to fight for a foreign people and their rights, freedoms, and liberties was overshadowed by his lack of abilities to fight for those same things for himself, his family, and Blacks across America. The success of the Tuskegee Airmen was the most influential development of World War Two for the Civil Rights Movement, and therefore for Blacks throughout the nation. 

President Harry S. Truman, though raised by segregationist parents, had begun to see the inconsistencies with allowing Blacks to fight for their country but not allowing them to have all of the freedoms that country could provide for them. After contemplating the matter for years, Truman decided in 1948 that the time had come to make his bold announcement: he wanted to desegregate the United States Military. After months of consideration and preparation, on July 26, 1948 the President signed executive order 9981 which called for the desegregation of the Military (“Desegregation of the Armed Forces,” 24): 

“It is hereby declared to be the policy of the President that there shall be equality of treatment and opportunity for all persons in the armed services without regard to race, color, religion, or national origin" (“Desegregation of the Armed Forces,” 24).

By placing his signature on this history- making order, President Truman changed the lives and abilities of Blacks across America. Now African Americans were not only able to fight side by side with their fellow white soldiers, but now they were sincerely fighting for freedoms that they themselves had attained.  Integration began with the Air Force and continued to spread throughout all branches of the Military due to Truman’s executive order. While the integration of the American Armed Forces would not be instantaneous, this step towards integration certainly would continue to propel the Military and all other aspects of American life towards more equality for Blacks. 


The Tuskegee Experiment was a response to President Franklin Roosevelt’s call for Military training for young men across America, in light of the possibility that the United States would possibly become involved in the war going on at Europe at the time. Black leaders requested that young Black men from across the country be able to participate in this war effort as well. This led to the formation of the first all Black military flight training school at the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama. The almost 1,000 graduates of the Experiment became the elite members of the Tuskegee Airmen fighter squadron. These brave men would go on to claim an outstanding flight record: never having lost a bomber they were escorting to enemy fire. This great success, as well as the staunch patriotism of the Tuskegee Airmen, would be a key component in President Harry Truman’s call for the integration of the United States Military, which would occur in July of 1948. The legacy of the Tuskegee Airmen is their role in the desegregation of the military by proving that Blacks were capable of serving their country with loyalty, patriotism, skill, and intelligence. 
