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The New Negro Movement defines a period in early 20th century African American 

history in which there was a spirit of regeneration among Black Americans, as expressed through 

visual art, literature, poetry, theatre, music, Black organizations, political protests, 

demonstrations, and more.1 As a movement and political identity, the New Negro characterized 

itself through being modern, progress-oriented, and vocal in race pride, particularly through the 

very use of the term negro, which had for so long been weaponized against African Americans to 

be derogatory and which was now being reclaimed as a proud assertion of race, just one 

generation removed from slavery.2 The New Negro Movement was outspoken in its agitation for 

dignity and refusal to acquiesce to the racial discrimination of Jim Crow, which was even more 

glaringly bigoted in the wake of the First World War, which had espoused values of democracy.  

Historiography may differ widely on which factors were most impactful in influencing 

the New Negro Movement and subsequent Harlem Renaissance, but across historiographical 

traditions, there is consistently one theme that garners the focus of historians, largely due to its 

transformative effect in bringing about a watershed moment in American history. This paper will 

argue that the most significant factor accounting for the rise of the New Negro was the First 

World War��1RW�RQO\�GLG�WKH�µZDU�WR�HQG�DOO�ZDUV¶ SURPLVH�³GUDPDWLF�VRFLDO�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�DQG�

SROLWLFDO�FKDQJH�´�LW�DOVR�championed values like democracy, liberty, and equality, all of which 

sounded increasingly hollow to the ears of Black war veterans who returned to the United States 

to find their social and political conditions unchanged.3 In the words of Harry Haywood, an 

 
1 *UHJRU\�+ROPHV�6LQJOHWRQ��³%LUWK��5HELUWK��DQG�WKH�µ1HZ�1HJUR¶�RI�WKH�����V�´�Phylon 43, no. 

1 (1982): 29, https://www.jstor.org/stable/274597. 
2 /DLOD�+DLGDUDOL��³7KH�1HZ�1HJUR�	�7KH�+DUOHP�5HQDLVVDQFH´��OHFWXUH��4XHHQ¶V�8QLYHUVLW\��

Mackintosh-Corry Hall, 3 October 2023). 
3 *HUDOG�(DUO\��³7KH�1HZ�1HJUR�DQG�WKH�*UHDW�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�7UDQVIRUPDWLRQ�´�American 

Studies 49, no. 1/2 (2008): 9, https://www.jstor.org/stable/40644195. 
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$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�ZDU�YHWHUDQ�³TKH�ZDU�DQG�WKH�ULRWV�RI�WKH�µ5HG�6XPPHU¶�RI������OHIW�PH�ELWWHU�

DQG�IUXVWUDWHG��,�IHOW�WKDW�,�FRXOG�QHYHU�DJDLQ�DGMXVW�WR�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�RI�%ODFN�LQHTXDOLW\�´4 

However, despite the disappointment in the immediate aftermath of the First World War, 

the conflict did provide African Americans with three distinct avenues for improving their social, 

economic, and political condition, all of which paved the way for the rise of the New Negro.5 As 

Professor Gerald Early has researched and contended, tKH�IHGHUDO�JRYHUQPHQW¶V�ZDUWLPH�

consolidation of immense power in the economy, judiciary, and legislature allowed African 

Americans to more effectively agitate for their full civil rights by applying pressure to a federal 

government that now had a greater ability 
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³LW�ZDV�IRU�PRVW�FLWL]HQV�>D@�UHPRWH�DQG�XQLPSRUWDQW´�
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federal government could be harnessed to aid the African American cause for positive change.12 
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lobbying efforts. Arguably, the wartime expansion of the federal government inadvertently 

stoked a Black-OHG�FDPSDLJQ�WR�³SURPRWH�UDFLDO�XSOLIW��XQLWH�FRPPXQLWLHV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�$IULFDQ�

diaspora, and undermine the ideological and structural props of white supremacy. The wartime 

fashioning of this New Negro identity armed and readied, figuratively and literally, African 

$PHULFDQV�IRU�>WKHLU�UHVLVWDQFH�WR�WKH�5HG�6XPPHU�RI@�����¶V�DQWLEODFN�FROOHFWLYH�YLROHQFH�´18  

 The war also brought about an economic boom within the United States, which affected 

Black Americans and the rise of the New Negro by creating new jobs, increasing wages and 

incomes, and resulting in greater African American economic success, visibility, urbanism, and 

modernism. Crucial to understanding the wartime economic effect on Black Americans and the 

New Negro Movement, is a recognition of the fact that the First World War was a significant 

factor driving the First Great Migration, which made African Americans an increasingly urban 

population, an integral aspect of the New Negro identity. As argued by Professor Early, the New 

Negro Movement was inherently a product of an age in which African Americans were 

transformed from a UXUDO�WR�DQ�XUEDQ�SHRSOH�³ZLWK�D�GLVWLQFW�XUEDQ�FXOWXUH�´19  

Prior to WKH�RXWEUHDN�RI�WKH�ZDU��DSSUR[LPDWHO\�����RI�WKH�FRXQWU\¶V�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�

population lived in the rural South.20 But, by the 1930s, over 1 million African Americans had 

migrated to the urban South, North, and Mid-West, largely in response to the wartime demand 

for labour.21 The First World War had VHYHUHO\�GLVUXSWHG�$PHULFD¶V�QHHG�IRU�FKHDS�LPPLJUDQW�

labour at a crucial inflection point for the United States, when there was a wartime global 

 
18 Krugler, 1919, The Year of Racial Violence, 37. 
19 (DUO\��³7KH�1HZ�1HJUR�´���� 
20 /DLOD�+DLGDUDOL��³*UHDW�0LJUDWLRQ´��OHFWXUH��4XHHQ¶V�8QLYHUVLW\��0DFNLQWRVK-Corry Hall, 26 

September 2023). 
21 +DLGDUDOL��³*UHDW�0LJUDWLRQ.´ 
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GHPDQG�IRU�WKH�QDWLRQ¶V�PDQXIDFWXUHG�JRRGV�22 $FFRUGLQJ�WR�KLVWRULDQ�-RKQ�+��0RUURZ�-U��³7KH�

war created opportunities for African Americans in the North, in war industries, in metal working 

industries, [and] in shipbuilding industries,´ which drove migration, with the North and Mid-

West, having industrialised the century prior, also offering African Americans relatively lucrative 

jobs in steel, oil, auto production, manufacturing plants, and factories.23 As a product of war, 

migration, and urbanization, the New Negro Movement was able to flourish, creating the ³ILUVW�

modern and modernist black elites, that is, professional cadres of trained black people in artistic, 

bureaucratic, commercial, and academic circles. As black people became more modern, they 

EHFDPH�PRUH�SURIHVVLRQDOL]HG�>«@�SRVVHVVLQJ�FUHGHQWLDOV�DQG�KDYLQJ�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�

FRQQHFWLRQV�´24 

As argued by Morrow, many African Americans who felt compelled to migrate, to fill the 

northern demand for labour, subsequently increased their incomes and socioeconomic standing, 

PDNLQJ�³VXEVWDQWLDO�FRQWULEXWLRQV�RQ�WKH�KRPH�IURQW��7KH\�>«�ZRXOG@�UDLVH�VRPH�����PLOOLRQ�

dollars in war bonds >«@�D�KXJH�FRQWULEXWLRQ�LQ�WHUPV�RI�WKHLU�ZHDOWK�´25 An Inquirer editorial on 

WKH�JURZLQJ�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�ZDUWLPH�HFRQRPLF�SURVSHULW\�SURXGO\�VWDWHG�WKDW�³WKLV�ZDU�LV�

helping the negro in an unparalleled fashion and if he uses wisely the prosperity which has come 

 
22 

https://www.theworldwar.org/learn/about-wwi/how-wwi-changed-america-african-americans-wwi#:~:text=African%20Americans%20made%20substantial%20contributions,political%20landscape%20of%20the%20U.S
https://www.theworldwar.org/learn/about-wwi/how-wwi-changed-america-african-americans-wwi#:~:text=African%20Americans%20made%20substantial%20contributions,political%20landscape%20of%20the%20U.S
https://www.theworldwar.org/learn/about-wwi/how-wwi-changed-america-african-americans-wwi#:~:text=African%20Americans%20made%20substantial%20contributions,political%20landscape%20of%20the%20U.S
https://www.theworldwar.org/learn/about-wwi/how-wwi-changed-america-african-americans-wwi#:~:text=African%20Americans%20made%20substantial%20contributions,political%20landscape%20of%20the%20U.S
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WR�KLP�KH�ZLOO«JHW�KLV�SURSHU�ULJKWV�´26 Therefore, as a result of the First World War, which 

drove the First Great Migration, African American urbanism, the subsequent economic 

prosperity of many Black Americans, and the spread of the New Negro identity, ³WKRXVDQGV�

moved from the rural South to the industrial urban North, pursuing a new vision of social and 

economic opportunity.´27 

Finally, the most important provision of the war to the rise of the New Negro, was its role 

in mobilizing the African American community and inspiring a new militant urgency in fighting 

back against discrimination and systemic inequality. Many African Americans had voluntarily 

HQWHUHG�WKH�)LUVW�:RUOG�GHVSLWH�GHFDGHV�RI�³XQIXOILOOHG�SURPLVHV��VWULFW�VHJUHJDWLRQ��LOOHJDO�

GLVHQIUDQFKLVHPHQW��DQG�IUHTXHQW�YLROHQFH�´28 Many more African Americans, including leaders 

of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), believed that the 

war would prove useful in the struggle for civil rights and against racial oppression.29 The Crisis, 

a prominent widely read Black magazine, really pushed the narrative that because of this war, 

African Americans were on the precipice of change: 

³:H�DUH�IDFLQJ�D�QHZ�ZRUOG��1HYHU�DJDLQ�DUH�ZH�JRLQJ�WR�FRSH�ZLWK�WKH�VDPH�FRQGLWLRQV�

and the same social forces that we have faced in the last half-FHQWXU\«>1@HZ�IRUFHV�KDYH�

been loosed and a new situation [the First World War] has arisen. It is the business of the 

 
26 -DPHV�0HQQHOO��³$IULFDQ-$PHULFDQV�DQG�WKH�6HOHFWLYH�6HUYLFH�$FW�RI������´�Journal of Negro 

History 84, no. 3 (1999): 279, https://www.jstor.org/stable/2649006. 
27 ³1$$&3��$�&HQWXU\�LQ�WKH�)LJKW�IRU�)UHHGRP�´�/LEUDU\�RI�&RQJUHVV��DFFHVVHG����1RYHPEHU�

2023, https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/naacp/the-new-negro-

movement.html#:~:text=World%20War%20I%20created%20a,of%20social%20and%20economi

c%20opportunity. 
28 1DQF\�*HQWLOH�)RUG��³5HYLHZ��(WKQLFLW\��5DFH��DQG�WKH�*UHDW�:DU��([SORULQJ�DQ�

8QGHUH[SORUHG�7RSLF�´�Journal of American Ethnic History 30, no. 3 (2011): 65, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/jamerethnhist.30.3.0062. 
29 -RQDWKDQ�5RVHQEHUJ��³)RU�'HPRFUDF\��1RW�+\SRFULV\��:RUOG�:DU�DQG�5DFH�5HODWLRQV�LQ�WKH�

United States, 1914-�����´�7KH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�+LVWRU\�5HYLHZ 21, no. 3 (1999): 601, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/40109078. 
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American Negro not to sit idly by and see this rearrangement of the world, hoping that 

something will come out of it of good for him. It is rather his business actually to put 

himself into the turmoil and work effectively for a new democracy that shall know no 

FRORU�´30 

When the approximately 380,000 African American servicepeople arrived on the Western 

Front,31 many Black Americans who fought alongside French soldiers found themselves 

pleasantly surprised by D�³KRVSLWDEOH�HQYLURQPHQW�DQG�>«@�FRPSDUDWLYH�DEVHQFH�RI�UDFLVP�´32 

These Black soldiers, who relayed these experiences in France to Black writers, inspired a 

FHOHEUDWLRQ�RI�FRORXUEOLQGQHVV�LQ�)UDQFH�³DV�D�EHDFRQ�RI�WUXH�HTXDOLW\�DQG�GHPRFUDF\�>«@�,Q�WKLV�

ZD\��)UHQFK�HJDOLWDULDQLVP�ZRXOG�VHUYH�WR�KLJKOLJKW�$PHULFD¶V�DSSDOOLQJ�UDFH�UHODWLRQV��VKDPH�LWV�

SROLWLFDO�OHDGHUV��DQG�SUHVVXUH�WKH�QDWLRQ�WR�UHIRUP�´33 

Professor Early notably highlights how there must have been a sense of irony that struck 

Black Americans, who ZHUH�DQVZHULQJ�3UHVLGHQW�:LOVRQ¶V�FDOO�WR�ILJKW�IRU�WKH�³XOWLPDWH�SHDFH�RI�

WKH�ZRUOG�DQG�IRU�WKH�OLEHUDWLRQ�RI�LWV�SHRSOHV´�DQG�WR�PDNH�WKH�ZRUOG�³VDIH�IRU�GHPRFUDF\,´34 

while not seeing that realized at home. African Americans were laying down their lives in the 

name of democracy while being systemically discriminated against and legally oppressed by 

their own nominally democratic state. It was African American experiences in the First World 

War that would FUXFLDOO\�WUDQVIRUP�WKH�SUHZDU�1HZ�1HJUR�PRYHPHQW�LQWR�³D�SRWHQW�IRUFH�WR�

 
30 5RVHQEHUJ��³)RU�'HPRFUDF\�´ 603. 
31 :LOOLDPV��³9DQJXDUGV�RI�WKH�1HZ�1HJUR��´�347-348. 
32 )RUG��³5HYLHZ��(WKQLFLW\��5DFH��DQG�WKH�*UHDW�:DU�´ 66. 
33 )RUG��³5HYLHZ��(WKQLFLW\��5DFH��DQG�WKH�*UHDW�:DU�´�67. 
34 5RVHQEHUJ��³)RU�'HPRFUDF\�´����� 
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confront the structure and practices of white supremacy,´ in the postwar period of racial 

persecution.35  

As argued by Professor Mark Whalan, because of the Great War, its antecedents, and its 

ramifications, there was a watershed moment in the United States in which racism, patriotism, 

nationalism, and imperialism intersected with the wartime experiences and memories of African 

Americans, and reverberated through communities across the nation. These ideological forces 

³VRPHWLPHV�GLDPHWULFDOO\�RSSRVHG��OHG�WR�WKH�IORXULVKLQJ�RI�D�QHZ�EODFN�PRGHUQLW\�UHIOHFWHG�LQ�

the poetry, novels, plays, essays, songs, memorials, and photography of the Harlem 

5HQDLVVDQFH�´36 As a natural consequence of their involvement in the war, their sacrifices, and 

WKHLU�H[SHULHQFHV�RYHUVHDV��%ODFN�$PHULFDQV�FDPH�WR�VHH�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�D�³WUXO\�QDWLRQDO�

community with a more informed international consciousness and this, in turn, helped to make 

WKH�1HZ�1HJUR�0RYHPHQW�SRVVLEOH�´ 37  

%H\RQG�WKH�LPPHGLDWH�HIIHFWV�RI�WKH�ZDU¶V�DIWHUPDWK��WKHUH�ZDV�DOVR�WKH�WR[LFLW\�RI�UDFH�

UHODWLRQV�GXULQJ�WKH�µ5HG�6XPPHU¶�RI�����, which provoked many Black veterans, like Harry 

Haywood, to further ³question the meaning of their service and seek new strategies for achieving 

UDFLDO�MXVWLFH�´38 7KHVH�%ODFN�YHWHUDQV��DV�QHZO\�³VHOI�FRQVFLRXV�KLVWRULFDO�DFWRUV�´�ZLWK�D�

heightened racial, social, political, gendered, and diasporic consciousness, would thus forth 

commit themselves to dismantling the systems of oppression and racial inequality that had 

persisted in the postwar period.39 They had experienced what it felt like, during the war, to be a 

FROOHFWLYH��XQLILHG�HQWLW\��D�YHULWDEOH�LPDJLQHG�FRPPXQLW\�³RI�DVSLUDWLRQV�DQG�H[SHFWDWLRQV�DQG�

 
35 Krugler, 1919, The Year of Racial Violence, 15. 
36 )RUG��³5HYLHZ��(WKQLFLW\��5DFH��DQG�WKH�*UHDW�:DU�´���� 
37 (DUO\��³7KH�1HZ�1HJUR�´���� 
38 :LOOLDPV��³9DQJXDUGV�RI�WKH�1HZ�1HJUR��´����-348. 
39 :LOOLDPV��³9DQJXDUGV�RI�WKH�1HZ�1HJUR��´����� 
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QRW�VLPSO\�D�SHRSOH�OLPLWHG�RQO\�WR�UHDFWLQJ�WR�WKHLU�FRQGLWLRQ�´40 As a natural consequence of 

this collective political entity, Black organizations flourished, with the 1$$&3¶V membership 

numbers increasing exponentially in the postwar period, gaining prominence that rivaled Marcus 

*DUYH\¶V�New Negro, politically conscious 



 12 

References 

 

(DUO\��*HUDOG��³7KH�1HZ�1HJUR�DQG�WKH�*UHDW�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�7UDQVIRUPDWLRQ�´�American  

Studies 49, no. 1/2 (2008): 9-19. https://www.jstor.org/stable/40644195. 

)RUG��1DQF\�*HQWLOH��³5HYLHZ��(WKQLFLW\��5DFH��DQG�WKH�*UHDW�:DU��([SORULQJ�DQ�8QGHUH[SORUHG� 

7RSLF�´�Journal of American Ethnic History 30, no. 3 (2011): 62-70. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/jamerethnhist.30.3.0062. 

Haidarali, Laila. ³*UHDW�0LJUDWLRQ.´�Lecture at 4XHHQ¶V�8QLYHUVLW\��0DFNLQWRVK-Corry Hall, 26  

September 2023. 

---------³7KH�1HZ�1HJUR�	�7KH�+DUOHP�5HQDLVVDQFH.´�Lecture at 4XHHQ¶V�8QLYHUVLW\�� 

Mackintosh-Corry Hall, 3 October 2023. 

+LJJV��5REHUW��³+RZ�:DU�$PSOLILHG�)HGHUDO�3RZHU�LQ�WKH�7ZHQWLHWK�&HQWXU\�´�,QGHSHQGHQW� 

Institute. N.d., 1 July, 1999. https://www.independent.org/publications/article.asp?id=113. 

Krugler, David F. 1919, The Year of Racial Violence: How African Americans Fought Back. New  

York: Cambridge University Press, 2014. 

0HQQHOO��-DPHV��³$IULFDQ-$PHULFDQV�DQG�WKH�6HOHFWLYH�6HUYLFH�$FW�RI������´�Journal of Negro  

History 84, no. 3 (1999): 275-287. https://www.jstor.org/stable/2649006. 

³1$$&3��$�&HQWXU\�LQ�WKH�)LJKW�IRU�)UHHGRP�´�/LEUDU\�RI�&RQJUHVV��$FFHVVHG����1RYHPEHU� 

2023. https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/naacp/the-new-negro-

movement.html#:~:text=World%20War%20I%20created%20a,of%20social%20and%20e

conomic%20opportunity. 

N.d. How WWI Changed America: African Americans in WWI. U.S. World War One Centennial  

Commission, Doughboy Foundation. The National WWI Museum and Memorial. 5 

August 2020. Video, 7:03. https://www.theworldwar.org/learn/about-wwi/how-wwi-

changed-america-african-americans-

wwi#:~:text=African%20Americans%20made%20substantial%20contributions,political

%20landscape%20of%20the%20U.S. 

5RVHQEHUJ��-RQDWKDQ��³)RU�'HPRFUDF\��1RW�+\SRFULV\��:RUOG�:DU�DQG�5DFH�5HODWLRQV�LQ�WKH� 

United States, 1914-�����´�7KH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�+LVWRU\�5HYLHZ 21, no. 3 (1999): 592-625. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/40109078. 

6LQJOHWRQ��*UHJRU\�+ROPHV��³%LUWK��5HELUWK��DQG�WKH�µ1HZ�1HJUR¶�RI�WKH�����V�´�Phylon 43, no.  

1 (1982): 29-45. https://www.jstor.org/stable/274597. 

³8QLW���:RUOG�:DU�,�DQG�WKH�*UHDW�0LJUDWLRQ������-�����´�1HZ�-HUVH\�6WDWH�/LEUDU\��$FFHVVHG� 

15 November 2023. 

https://www.njstatelib.org/research_library/new_jersey_resources/highlights/african_ame

rican_history_curriculum/unit_9_world_war_i/. 

:LOOLDPV��&KDG�/��³9DQJXDUGV�RI�WKH�1HZ�1HJUR��$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�9HWHUDQV�DQG�3RVW-World  

:DU�,�5DFLDO�0LOLWDQF\�´�Journal of African American History 92, no. 3 (2007): 347-370. 

https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/JAAHv92n3p347?journalCode=jaah. 

 


