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Tennessee State University
African Americans in World War I, 1914-1919

History 492 Lecture Notes      “We Open Minds”                   Dr. Lovett

See: Chapters 15, 16, and 17, “the Color Line, in Pursuit of Democracy, and Democracy Escapes,” in J.H. Franklin, your required textbook. 

The Prelude to World War I: “The Color Line” 

By 1912, African Americans had lived a generation under Jim Crow, and the advancement they had made during Reconstruction (1865-1890) had been seriously corroded. Negro leaders responded by organizing the Afro-American League (1890), the Niagara Movement (1907), the NAACP (1909), and the National Urban League (1910). The Republican Party, which they remained loyal to, passed no new legislation to help the freedmen and their descendants, although the Republicans controlled the federal government from 1860 until 1912, except for the election of a Democratic president for two terms during that 52 year period of American history. 

In the election of 1912, therefore, some Negro leaders, including W.E.B. DuBois, advised fellow Negroes to vote Democratic. However, most Negro voters cast ballots for Wm H. Taft (R), who was the lesser of the evils between Teddy Roosevelt (Bull Moose Party) and Woodrow Wilson, a southerner, a segregationist, and head of the Democratic Party. Wilson won the election in November 1912, and promptly ordered all government offices to segregate their employees. 

Wilson, his cabinet members, and members of the Supreme Court had a private viewing of W.D. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation (1915), a film that depicted Negroes as brutes and allies of the Yankees, who used Reconstruction to destroy the South. Birth of a Nation justified Jim Crow and the treatment of Negro citizens as second-class citizens, who must be controlled. Griffith called for a united white response, white nationalism, to protect European American domination from the Negro threat. 
The nation became more color and race conscious than ever before, and Negrophobia came out of the closet and into the open in American society.
Madison Grant, the white supremacist, published his popular book, The Passing of the Great Race; or, The Racial Basis of European History (1915). Grant argued that the Nordic race would become degenerate if Negroes and even darker skin Europeans (Poles, Jews, Slavs, Italians, and Iberians) were allowed to intermingle with the original European race. Brooks Adams, The Law of Civilization and Decay (1898), argued that race and civilization were one and the same. This book influenced Madison Grant, a New York socialite and intellectual. 
Madison Grant, The Passing of the Great Race (1915), wanted to stop miscegenation, which was so common during Slavery in the South. He said “The cross between a white man and an Indian is an Indian. The cross between a white man and a negro (sic) is a negro. The cross between any three of the European races and a Jew is a Jew.” 

In simple terms, Madison Grant spelled the roots of racial suicide. His book sold hundreds of thousands of copies. The lynching of Negroes for being accused of being with a white woman increased dramatically in the North and the South. Grant believed that northern Europeans were the true race, and must be kept “ivory white.” Madison Grant made the white nationalist movement in America come alive, and white race consciousness began to dominate t he nation even until now. 
The New Negro: While the European Americans were defining themselves more clearly as “the whites,” persons of African descent, who were the targets of these new definitions, began to try to come to grips with who they were in the scheme of things in America. 

The Negro advocate of social justice and integration, DuBois, who wrote Souls of Black Folk (1903), became preoccupied with the notions of race and color during this perverted period of American history. DuBois, was, and for the rest of his life, would try to find an answer to the problem of race in America.—David L. Lewis, W.E.B. DuBois, 1868-1919: Biography of a Race (1993).
Between 1915 and 1930, Americans engaged “the hypnotic division of Americans into black and white,” bitterly said the novelist, Jean Toomer, who wrote the brilliant novel, Cane (1923). The new “race-consciousness” posed particularly vexing problems for Americans who desired to be neither white nor black, as the second-generation mulatto Toomer, did. 

Nevertheless the North, too, was increasingly southernized in racial discourse.—Matthew P. Guterl, The Color of Race in America, 1900-1940 (2001); for further readings, also see: 

National Research Council, Neil J. Smelser, et al, edited. America Becoming: Racial Trends and Their Consequences, 2 volumes (2001), www.nap.edu, for your free copies; Carl T. Rowan, The Coming Race War in America: A Wake-Up Call. (1996); Matthew F. Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race (1998); Mia Bay, The White Image in the Black Mind: African American Ideas About White People, 1830-1925. (2000); Carol M. Swain, The New White Nationalism in America: Its Challenge to Integration. (2002).
World War I: “In Pursuit of Democracy”
When America entered World War I, Negroes eagerly wanted inclusion, in an effort to show their loyalty to the country and perhaps convince other Americans that the Negro, too, deserved to be treated equally and fairly in American society. They served as laborers, stevedores, and combat troops in Europe, despite being segregated into separate units, 1917-1919. 

Discrimination in the WWI draft: Negroes comprised 20,000 of America’s soldiers before America entered the war, but in 1917 more than 2,290,525 Negro men registered for the draft, and 367,000 were called into service. That is: 36 percent of blacks compared to 26 percent of whites were drafted during WWI. In the South, especially Georgia, the draft boards, which included no black members, discriminated against Negro men. The white draft board members often chose to send young Negro men to war while young white boys stayed home. After the NAACP complained, one draft board in Georgia was actually dismissed. The draft boards in Memphis, with a heavy Negro population, also were notorious for discriminating against Negro registrants. 
Tennessee A. & I. State Normal School for Negroes lost over 90 faculty and students to the military draft, and a ROTC unit was stationed on the campus in Nashville during 1919-1921. Negro women served in Red Cross units. President Wm J. Hale, founders Henry A. Boyd and James C. Napier, helped to lead the Negro community in the war bond drives.
At one point, 50,000 Negroes, one-third of the American force in France, were the backbone of American efforts to help that nation turn back the German army. The Germans circulated leaflets: “Do you enjoy the same rights as the white people do in America, the land of Freedom and Democracy, or are you rather not treated over there as second-class citizens? Can you go into a restaurant where white people dine?” But none of the Negro soldiers ever deserted their units in Europe. They won the highest honor in France for bravery, the Croix de Guerre—the Medal of Honor in war—117 medals.
Near the end of the war, however, President Wilson sent a Negro, Robert R. Morton, BTW’s successor at Tuskegee, to Europe to speak to the Negro troops and tell them they must behave in France, stop mixing with the French women, and be reminded that racial segregation was still practiced in America. American military officers insulted black soldiers by calling them “coon”, “nigger,” “boy,” Darkie,” and “monkey.” The idea was to let the Negro soldiers know he was still a “black” and would not be welcomed into majority society in America just because he helped with the war against Germany. 

But the labor unions (i.e., the AFL) called for uniting of all races in presenting a common front against the abuses of industry, which had been allowed to get beyond control under Wilson. President Wilson threatened to censor the Negro newspapers, some of which criticized the treatment of Negroes at home and abroad. DuBois, editor of Crisis magazine (July 1918), advised Negroes to “Close Ranks.”

The war ended in late 1918, and most troops were back home by April 1919. American refused to sign the Treaty of Versailles, which ended World War I. Some Negroes did not want to leave France and return to American and segregation. They knew what awaited them in Georgia, Mississippi, Alabama and other dark places south of the Ohio River. When the 369th Negro Regiment marched down Fifth Ave. in New York, more than a million people welcomed them home. When the 8th Illinois reached Chicago, they were honored with a downtown parade. 

DuBois wrote in the Crisis magazine (May 1919): 

“We return from the slavery of uniform which the world’s madness demanded us to don to the freedom of civil garb. We stand again to look America squarely in the face and call a spade a spade. . . . We return from fighting. We return fighting. Make way for Democracy! We saved it in France, and by the Great Jehovah, we will save it in the USA, or know the reason why!”

After World War I: “Democracy Escapes”

But, as we shall, see, the period after World War I was the most convoluted period in American race relations. The nation became even more racist, and the Negro citizens were forced to retreat before the onslaught of Jim Crow and white terrorists, including the enlarged KKK, which grew to over 100,000 members. 

Pan-African Conference, 1919, called by DuBois to discuss problems of persons of African descent. 16 Negroes, 20 West Indians, and 12 Africans attended the conference in Paris. They called for liberation of African colonies, liberation of blacks in the West Indies, self-determination of all peoples in the world, and equal human rights regardless of color and race. However, Wilson, the British, the France, and other European powers ignored the Pan-African Conference and put none of those principles into the treaty that ended World War I. 

American racism turned vicious after the war: 70 blacks lynched in 1919; 10 black soldiers lynched in Mississippi and Georgia; 14 blacks burned alive in public. 

James Weldon Johnson called the summer of 1919 “the Red Summer.” Race riots took place in several American towns, including Knoxville, Tennessee and Elaine, Arkansas.
July 1919, mob in Longview, Texas, turned back by gunfire when they tried to lynch a Negro teacher who wrote to the Chicago Defender newspaper about how blacks were treated in Texas. The mob reconvened, invaded the Negro neighborhood, burned it down and ran the leaders out of town. July 27, Chicago Race Riot left 15 whites and 23 blacks dead; Tulsa, Oklahoma Race Riot left thousands of Negroes dead, after whites used airplanes to bomb the community, in 1921—many of the Negroes buried in trench graves; leaders trying to get Oklahoma to pay reparations to the victims’ families; so far, Oklahoma’s governor has given an apology for that tragic history; and the Detroit, Michigan, Race Riot, 1925, began when Dr. O.H. Sweet, a black physician, tried to move into his new home in a white neighborhood.
The NAACP began an effort to pass a federal anti-lynching law. By 1921, when the NAACP published Twenty Years of Lynching in the United States, edited by Walter White, more than 2,000 Negroes, including several WWI veterans, had been lynched or burned alive by mobs, mostly in the South.

Moreover, the criminal justice system in the South contributed to the deaths of thousands of Negro prisoners, and many of the prisoners were innocent victims of the criminal justice system. In 1923, however, Congress failed to pass the anti-lynching bill, partly because conservative and southern congressmen opposed the legislation on the grounds of “states rights.”
Marcus Garvey established the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) to promote self-help, black separateness, and racial consciousness. The NAACP, DuBois, and other Negro integrationists opposed Garvey. UNIA chapters not only existed in the North, but several chapters, including a half dozen in Tennessee, existed in the South. The Negro World was the UNIA’s official newspaper. Garvey ended up in prison in 1925 on trumped up charges. President C. Coolidge pardoned him in 1927, and exiling him from the country. Marcus Garvey died in 1940 in London, and is buried in his native Jamaica.—Robert A. Hill, editor. The Marcus Garvey and Universal Negro Improvement Association Papers (1983-), 9 volumes. Also for further reading, see: Amy Jacques-Garvey, edited. Philosophy and Opinions of Marcus Garvey (1992). Read about the conflict with DuBois.
Commission on Interracial Cooperation (CIC) formed in 1919 to improve race relations through dialogue between black and white leaders. W. J. Hale, President of Tennessee State, headed the “Colored Division” of the Tennessee CIC until his death in 1944. The CIC across the South died out, too, in 1944. 

In response to race consciousness and the growth of white nationalism, DuBois published The Negro (1915) to show the rich African background and history of the Negro. In The Gift of Black Folk (1924), he depicted the uniqueness of the Negro, but DuBois, a mixed-race person, never favored one race over another, and thus he often credited Europeans, too, with major contributions to human civilization. Thus, Garvey, and others, often argued that DuBois always favored his “white side.” 
New Negro’s responses included the Harlem Renaissance, 1921-1931. A literary and humanities movement wherein the Negro expressed his culture, his racial pride, and the feelings about being oppressed in America.—Nathan I. Huggins, The Harlem Renaissance (1971); Steven Watson, The Harlem Renaissance: Hub of African-American Culture, 1920-1930 (1995). 
