The First World War and the New Negro



The New Negro Movement defines a period in early 20" 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.* 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.? 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 2RI RQO\ GLG WKH pZDU R HQG D00 ZDUV] SURPLVH 3GUDPDILF VRFLDO IUDQVIRUPDILRQ DQG
SROLILFDO FKDQJH ~ LI 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.® In the words of Harry Haywood, an
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$IULFDQ $PHULFDQ ZDU YHIHUDQ 3TKH ZDU DQG IKH ULRIV R1 IKH pSHG 6XPPHUf RI OHII PH ELWHU
DQG IUXVIUDIHG , IHON KD, FRX0G QHYHU DJIDLQ DGUXVH iR WKH VLIXDILRQ RI %0DFN LQHTXDOLIN 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.® As
Professor Gerald Early has researched and contended, tKH IHGHUD0O JRYHUQPHQIV ZDUILPH
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



3L ZDV IRV PRI FLIL]HQV >D@ UHPRIH DQG XQLPSRUIDQI



federal government could be harnessed to aid the African American cause for positive change.*?



lobbying efforts. Arguably, the wartime expansion of the federal government inadvertently
stoked a Black-0HG FDPSDLJQ IR 3SURPRIH UDFLDO XSOLII XQLIH FRP PXQLILHV ZLIKLQ WKH $I1ULFDQ
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
$PHILFDQV IRU >IIKHLU UHVLVIDQFH WIR WKH 5HG 6XPPHU RI@ v DQILEODFN FROOHFILYH 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 UXUD0 IR DQ XUEDQ SHRSOH 3ZLIK D GLVILQFI XUEDQ FXMIXUH ~1°

Prior to IIKH RXVEUHDN RI WKH ZDU DSSUR[LPDIHO\ RIWKH FRXQIU\{V $I1ULFDQ $PHULFDQ
population lived in the rural South.?’ 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.?! The First World War had VHYHUHO\ GLVUXSIHG $SPHULFDIV QHHG IRU FKHDS LP PLJUDQN

labour at a crucial inflection point for the United States, when there was a wartime global
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GHPDQG IRU IKH QDILRQV PDQXIDFIXUHG JRRGV 22 SFFRUGLQJ IR KLVIRULDQ -RKQ + ORURZ -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.?® As a product of war,
migration, and urbanization, the New Negro Movement was able to flourish, creating the 3ILUVI
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 SURIHWLRQDOIL]HG >« (@ SRVWHWLQJ FUHGHQILDOV DQG KDYLQJ LQVILWIXILRQDO
FRQQHFILRQV ~ 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 3VXEVIDQHLD0 FRQIULEXHLRQV RQ WKH KRPH IURQW 7KH\ >«  ZRX0G@ UDLVH VRPH PLOLRQ
dollars in war bonds >« § D KXJH FRQIULEXILRQ LQ WHUPV RI WKHLU ZHDOIK ~2° An Inquirer editorial on
KH JURZLQJ $1ULFDQ $PHULFDQ ZDUILPH HFRQRPLF SURVSHULIN SURXGON VIDIHG KDl 3HKLV ZDU LV

helping the negro in an unparalleled fashion and if he uses wisely the prosperity which has come
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IR KLP KH ZL0« JHI KLV SURSHU ULJKIV “2® 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, 3IKRXVDQGV
moved from the rural South to the industrial urban North, pursuing a new vision of social and
economic opportunity.”?’

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
HQIHUHG IIKH )LUVI = RUOG GHVSLIH GHFDGHV RI 3XQIX0ILOOHG SURPLVHV VIULFH VHIUHJIDILRQ LOOHJIDO
GLVHQIUDQFKLVHPHQI DQG IUHTXHQI 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.?® 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:
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and the same social forces that we have faced in the last half-FHQIXU\« >1HZ IRUFHV KDYH

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

FRORY ~30
When the approximately 380,000 African American servicepeople arrived on the Western
Front,®! many Black Americans who fought alongside French soldiers found themselves
pleasantly surprised by D 3KRVSLIDEOH HQYLURQPHQII DQG >« § FRPSDUDILYH DEVHQFH RI UDFLVP 32
These Black soldiers, who relayed these experiences in France to Black writers, inspired a
FHOHEUDILRQ RI FRORXUEOLQGQHVV LQ )UDQFH 3DV D EHDFRQ RI #UXH HTXDOLI\ DQG GHPRFUDF\ >« { ,Q IIKLV
ZD\ )UHQFK HJIDOLIDULDQLVP ZRX0G VHUYH IR KLIKOLJKII $PHULFDfV DSSDI0LQJ UDFH UHODILRQV VKDPH LIV
SROLILFDO 0HDGHUW DQG SUHVVXUH KH QDILRQ YR UHIRUP ~33

Professor Early notably highlights how there must have been a sense of irony that struck
Black Americans, who ZHUH DQVZHULQJ 3UHVLGHQII = LOVRQfV FDO0 WR ILJIKI IRU IKH 3XOILPDIH SHDFH RI
IKH ZRUOG DQG IRU IIKH OLEHUDILRQ RI LIV SHRSOHV” DQG iR PDNH IKH ZRUG 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\ IUDQVIRUP WKH SUHZDU 1HZ 1HJUR PRYHPHQI LQIR 3D SRIHQW IRUFH IR
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confront the structure and practices of white supremacy,” in the postwar period of racial
persecution.®

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
SVRPHILPHV GLDPHIULFDOO\ RSSRVHG (HG IR IKH I0RXULVKLQJ RI D QHZ EODFN PRGHUQLIN UHIOHFIHG LQ
the poetry, novels, plays, essays, songs, memorials, and photography of the Harlem
SHQDLWDQFH “38 As a natural consequence of their involvement in the war, their sacrifices, and
WKHLU H[ SHULHQFHV RYHUVHDV %0DFN $PHULFDQV FDPH IR VHH IKHPVHOYHV DV D 3liUX0\ QDHLRQDO
community with a more informed international consciousness and this, in turn, helped to make
IKH 2HZ 1HJIUR ORYHPHQI SRWLE(H ~ 37

%H\RQG WKH LPPHGLDIH HITHFIV RI WKH ZDUfV DIWHUPDIK IKHUH ZDV DOVR WKH IR [LFLI\ R1 UDFH
UHODILRQV GXULQJ IKH u5HG 6XP PHURI , which provoked many Black veterans, like Harry
Haywood, to further 3question the meaning of their service and seek new strategies for achieving
UDFLDO UXVILFH 38 7KHVH %0DFN YHIHUDQV DV QHZO\ 3VH0I FRQVFLRXV KLVIRULFDO DFIRWY ~ ZLiK 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.*® They had experienced what it felt like, during the war, to be a

FROOHFILYH XQLILHG HQILIN\ D YHULIDEOH LPDJLQHG FRPPXQLIN 3R1 DVSLUDILRQV DQG H[ SHFIDILRQV DQG

% Krugler, 1919, The Year of Racial Violence, 15.
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QRIN'VLPSO\ D SHRSOH OLPLIHG RQO\ IR UHDFILQJ YR WIKHLU FRQGLILRQ ““° As a natural consequence of
this collective political entity, Black organizations flourished, with the 1 $$&3V membership
numbers increasing exponentially in the postwar period, gaining prominence that rivaled Marcus

*DUYH\V New Negro, politically conscious
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