3. A Black American Ponders the War’s
Meaning (1942)

Blacks bad bitter memories of World War I, when they bad clamored in vain to play
a major role in the “war to make the world safe for democracy.” Despite urgent man-
power needs, in 191 7-1918 African-Americans bad been deemed unfit for combat
assignments and relegated mostly 1o “labor battalions” in the army. At home they
won only limited access to war-related jobs and were the victims of several bloody

race riots at war’s end. In the light of this sorry record, it was an open question

whether blacks would support the Allied cause in World War II. Japanese propagan-
dists tried to exploit the United States’ vexed history of race relations by claiming
brotherhood with African-Americans as another “people of color” oppressed by white
rule, On what grounds did the black author of the following essay decide to support
the war? Was be being realistic? Might be bave been disillusioned or pleased with the
course of the civil rights movement dfter the war?

War had no heroic traditions for me. Wars were white folks'. All wars in histori-
cal memory. The last war, and the Spanish-American War before that, and the Civil

- War. I had been brought up in a way that admitted of no heroics. I think my parents . -

were right. Life for them was a fierce, bitter, soul-searching war of spiritual and eco-
nomic attrition; they fought it without heroics, but with stubborn heroism. Their
heroism was screwed up to a pitch of idealism so intense that it found a safety valve
in cynicism about the heroics of white folks' war. This cynicism went back at least
as far a5 my paternal grandmother, whose fierce eyes used to lash the faces of her
five grandchildren as she said, "An' he done som’pin big an’ brave away down dere
to Chickymorgy an’ dey made a iron image of him ‘cause he got his head blowed
off an’ his stomick blowed out fightin’ to keep his staves.” I cannot convey the scorn
and the cynicism she put into her picture of that hero-son of her slave-master, but 1
have never forgotten.

I was neary ten when we entered the last war in 1917. The European fighting,
and the sinking of the Lusitania, had seemed as remote, as distantly meaningless to
us; as the Battle of Hastings. Then we went in and suddenly the city was flag-
draped, slogan-plastered, and as riotously gay as on circus half-holidays. 1 remember
one fine Sunday we-came upon an immense new billboard with a new slogan:
GIVE! TO MAKE THE WORLD SAFE FOR DEMOCRACY. My brother, who was the
oldest of us, asked what making the world safe for democracy meant. My father
frowned, but before he could answer, my mother broke in.

“It's just something to say, like .. .>—and then she was stuck until she hit upon
one of the family’s old jokes—-like ‘Let’s make a million dollars.” We all laughed,
but the bitter core of her meaning lay revealed, even for the youngest of us, like the
stone in a halved peach. . .,

And so, since T have reached maturity and thought a man’s thoughts and had a
man's—a Negro man’s—experiences, I have thought that I could never believe in
war again. Yet I believe in this one.

There are many things about this. war that I do not like, just as there are many
things about “practical” Christianity that I do not like. But-I believe in Christianity,
and if T accept the shoddy and unfulfilling in the conduct of this war, I do it as vol-
untarily and as purposefully as I accept the trash in the workings of “practical”
Christianity. I do’ not like the odor of political pandering that arises from some

groups. I do not like these “race incidents” in the camps. 1 do not like the world’s

not knowing officially that there were Negro soldiers on Bataan with General Wain-
wright.* I do not like the constant references to the Japs as “yellow bastards,” “yel-
low bellies,” and “yellow monkeys,” as if color had something to do with treachery,
as if color were the issue and the thing we are fighting rather than oppression, slav-
ery, and a way of life hateful and nauseating. These and other things I do not like,
yet T believe in the war.

This is a. war to keep men f[ree. The struggle to broaden and lengthen the road
of freedom—our own private and important war to enlarge freedom here in Amer-
ica—will come later. That this private, intra-American war will be carried on and
won is the only real reason we Negroes have to fight. We must keep the road open.
Did we not believe in a victory in that intra-American war, we could not believe in
nor stomach the compulsion of this. If we could not believe in the realization of de-
mocratlc freedom for ourselves, certainly no one could ask us to die for the preser-
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different from preserving it. And our first dul'y- is to keep the road of freedom open,
It must be done continuously. It is the duty of the whole people to do this. Our next
duty (and this, too, is the whole people’s) is to broaden the road so that more peo-
ple can travel it without snatling traffic. To die in these duties js to die for some-
thing, ...~ : : o

I believe in this war, finally, because I believe in the ultimate vindication of the

- wisdom of the brotherhood of man. This is not foggy idealism. I think that the grow-

ing manifestations of the interdependence of all men is an argument for the wisdom
of brotherhood. I think that the shrunk compass of the world is an argument. I think
that the talk of united nations and of planned interdependence is an argument.
More immediately, I believe in this war because 1 believe in America. I believe
in what America piofesses to stand for. Nor is this, T think, whistling in the dark.

4. A Woman Remembers
the War (1984)

With millions of men in the armed Jforces and the nation’s Jactories straining to keep

them supplied, women were drawn by the millions into nontraditional jobs. For
many of those women, the war represented not simply a bloody conflict of global pro-

blant in California. What does she remember most and least Jondly about ber
wartime job? What aspects of it challenged ber most? What was most fulfilling about
117 What were the war’s brincipal effects on bers ‘ .




