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When Woodrow Wilson asked Congress
in April 1917 to declare war in order to
“make the world safe for democracy,”
African Americans, in general, and black
newspaper editors, in particular, faced a
troubling dilemma. A. Philip Randolph
and Chandler Owen, the editors of The
Messenger, opposed the war on the

grounds that “we would
rather make Georgia safe
for the Negro,” a sentiment
shared by many Afr ican
Americans who felt that the
United States ought to take
concrete steps to achieve
democracy within its own
borders before asking blacks to
fight in a foreign land. By con-
trast,W.E.B. DuBois, the editor
of the NAACP’s Crisis and the
best-known black editor of the
period, ultimately urged African
Americans to “forget our special
grievances and close our ranks
shoulder to shoulder with our
white fellow citizens and the allied
nations that are fighting for democ-
racy.” Deeply aware that white
supremacy made a mockery of
American claims to democracy,
DuBois nevertheless concluded that
firm assertions of loyalty on the part

of African Americans were necessary for
future progress. He knew as well as any-
one that blacks had never failed to
answer the nation’s call to arms, and he
felt they must continue to do so.

In Black Newspapers & America’s War
For Democracy, 1914–1920 (University
of North Carolina Press),William Jordan
has written a fascinating account of the
efforts of black newspaper editors in the
North and South to resolve this dilem-
ma. Jordan, who has taught history at
Exeter since 1997 and who was named
the Harlan M. Ellis Instructor in 2002,
rejects claims by other historians who
see northern editors as inherently more
militant than their accommodationist
counterparts in the South. Instead, Jor-
dan skillfully unveils the extent to which
black editors throughout the country

engaged in a delicate, and sometimes
dangerous, balancing act between loyal-
ty and protest.

By the time the United States
declared war in 1917, black editors had
been developing their strategies and
refining their arguments for three years,
ever since the outbreak of war in
Europe in 1914. During this period, as
the United States debated the merits of
“preparedness,” black editors used their
columns not so much to reflect the
views of other blacks as to engage in a
national debate and to promote public
policy favorable to African Americans.
As Jordan emphasizes throughout his
book, black editors seized upon the
opportunity to address a white audi-
ence. Employing “mainstream discourse
about the war to shed light on the situ-
ation of blacks in the South,” black edi-
tors set out “to make it impossible for
white Americans who believed in the
humanitarian ideals underlying their
critique of European atrocities to con-
tinue to ignore” the horrors faced by
African Americans.

In editorial after editorial, black edi-
tors protested against the treatment of
African Americans at home,yet did so in
a manner designed to affirm their loyal-
ty.While black editors addressed a wide
range of inequities that defined white
supremacy, they repeatedly equated the
worst German and Turkish war crimes
with the lynching of blacks. Further-
more,black editors chided white Ameri-
cans by asking why they appeared more
interested in atrocities in Europe than at
home. Other editors, according to Jor-
dan, asserted that “lynching would hurt
America’s credibility among the nations
of the world and its ability to act on
behalf of humanitarian motives.” As
Woodrow Wilson moved the United
States toward an official policy of pre-
paredness in late 1915,most black editors
enthusiastically supported the president,
and used their support to argue that
blacks were not disloyal agitators, but
more loyal and more American than
most southern whites, many of whom
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opposed preparedness.Although genuine,
such assertions of loyalty did, in fact,mask
a burning desire and expectation that
meaningful change would soon follow.
“The intimation that African Americans
would not support the war if their
demands were not met was never far from
the surface of their editorial pages,”writes
Jordan.“Editorialists went to great pains to
frame their demands for democracy in a
way that made them seem in harmony
with the interests of the nation.”

In producing this lively and engaging
narrative, Jordan has mined hundreds of
editorials written by nearly two dozen
individuals, each of whom operated
within different confines.William Mon-
roe Trotter published The Boston Guardian
without interference from white
investors, and thus assumed a more
assertive posture; he began to lose influ-
ence, however, after he upbraided Wilson
in a White House meeting. W.E.B.
DuBois, by contrast, had to temper his
own militancy because of the ever-pres-
ent eyes of white officials within the
NAACP. His “Close Ranks” editorial
reflected prevailing attitudes within the
NAACP as much as his own beliefs.

Robert Abbott used the pages of The
Chicago Defender and an ingenious distri-
bution strategy to encourage hundreds of
thousands of southern blacks to move
North in the Great Migration. Abbott’s
newspaper reached southern readers via
railroad porters, despite the best efforts of
southern whites to keep The Defender out
of the region. Harry Smith, editor of The
Cleveland Gazette, led an initially successful
campaign to ban D.W. Griffith’s incendi-
ary Birth of a Nation from theaters
throughout Ohio; a judge later over-
turned the ban. In Richmond,VA, John
Mitchell hammered white Americans
over lynching and segregation in the
pages of The Richmond Planet; a decade
prior to the outbreak of war in Europe, in
fact, Mitchell had led a successful boycott
of the local streetcar company. Mitchell,
however, was as skilled as any black editor
in simultaneously affirming his own loyal-
ty and that of black Americans in general.

After April 1917, black editors had to
contend with more repressive forms of
censorship and heightened expectations
of loyalty. Congressional passage of the
Espionage and Sedition Acts allowed the
Postmaster General to censor publica-
tions deemed seditious. Consequently,
few editors opposed the war so brazenly
as did A. Philip Randolph and Chandler
Owen (the pair were arrested,but a judge
threw out the charges). Most editors, like
most blacks, supported the war, but, as
Jordan points out, few blacks ever forgot
their “special grievances.”Writing in The
New York Age, James Weldon Johnson came
tantalizingly close to drawing the ire of
censors as he warned
white Americans of the
trouble that lay ahead.
Johnson affirmed that
African Americans had
“never lost faith in . . . the
Government of the
United States” and that
no one should question
their willingness to do
their duty in the present
conflict. But, Johnson
exclaimed, “when that
duty is done [they] will
demand that this nation
live up to the protesta-
tions of democracy that it
is now making.”

The exigencies of war may have
forced black editors to protest more care-
fully, but the needs of a nation at war also
provided new opportunities. Worried
about manpower needs and concerned
that black Americans might not fully
support the war effort, government offi-
cials finally began to listen to black griev-
ances. In June 1918, the federal
government hosted more than three
dozen black leaders, most of them edi-
tors, who presented a Bill of Particulars.
Among their list of demands, the editors
called on federal officials to speak out
against lynching, to eliminate discrimi-
nation in various war-related federal
jobs, and to end segregation on railroads
controlled by the federal government.

When Woodrow Wilson urged
Congress to declare war to “make
the world safe for democracy,” the
editors of The Messenger
opposed him on the grounds that
they “would rather make Georgia
safe for the Negro.”



Woodrow Wilson did not meet with the
editors who attended the Washington
Conference, but he did issue a statement
a month later in which he condemned
lynching as lawless; he even drew upon
the tactics honed by black editors when
he compared lynching to the worst Ger-
man atrocities. Although Wilson did not
support legislation to make lynching a
federal crime, his statement was never-
theless well-received by the black editors.
By the fall of 1918,a number of them saw
signs that the federal government had
begun to address their concerns.

The war in Europe, however, ended
before significant reforms had been put in
place. John Mitchell had predicted in
1917 that “the longer the war and the
bloodier, the better it will be for the col-
ored folk.” Sadly, Mitchell proved pre-
scient. The federal government had
justified reform in terms of the war; the
end of the conflict meant that govern-
ment officials immediately forgot the Bill
of Particulars. Instead, as millions of black
and white soldiers returned from overseas
in 1919, the number of lynchings in the
South increased dramatically and race
riots erupted throughout the rest of the
country. Whites throughout the United
States sought to remind blacks that they
remained second-class citizens. African
Americans, however, interpreted the war
“to make the world safe for democracy”
in different terms.Writing in The Crisis in
May 1919, W.E.B. DuBois reminded
blacks of their special grievances and
urged them to “return fighting” from
Europe “against the forces of hell in our
own land.”That battle, as William Jordan’s
fine book so eloquently makes clear,
required several more decades and anoth-
er world war. ●■●
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ALUMNI/AE

1934—J. Frank Durham [as told
to Doug Hay]. You Only Blow
Yourself Up Once: Confessions of
a World War II Bomb Disposaleer.
(iUniverse, Inc., 2003)

1939—John H. Daniels. In the
Boat! A Ninety-Year History of
the St. Croix Fly-Fishing Club,
1913–2003. (Nothing Could
Be Finer Press, 2003)

1942—Wells Lange. Double-
clutcher! (Ivy House Publishing
Group, 2003)

1943—Gore Vidal. Inventing a
Nation:Washington,Adams,
Jefferson. (Yale University 
Press, 2003)

1947—J. Michael Mahoney.
Schizophrenia:The Bearded 
Lady Disease. (1stBooks 
Library, 2003)

1952—Karl E. Ludvigsen. Porsche:
Excellence Was Expected.The
Comprehensive History of the
Company, Its Cars and Its
Racing. [Vol. 1, 1900–1971]
(Bentley Publishers, 2003)

1955—Paul John Eakin, editor.
The Ethics of Life Writing. (Cor-
nell University Press, 2004)

1958—Robert Thurman. Infinite
Life: Seven Virtues for Living
Well. (Riverhead Books, 2004)

1961—Stuart L. Rawlings. 
Life Is a Treasure: Songs of 
Stuart Rawlings [CD].
(StuartLR@aol.com, 2003)

— Auburn, USA: Songs of 
the Auburnaires [CD].
(StuartLR@aol.com, 2003)

1962—Paul S. Ulrich. Der Weih-
nachtswanderer von Alt-Berlin:
Auszüge aus Ludwig Rellstabs
Weihnachts wanderungen in der
Vossischen Zeitung 1826–1859.
(BWV Berliner Wissenschafts-
Verlag, 2003)

1963—Donald Caplin and 
Frank Swiatek. Connecting 
With People: Essential Skills for
Building Trust and Rapport With
Others. (Swiatek-Caplin 
Associates, 2003)

1966—David Olney.The Wheel
[CD] (LoudHouse Records,
2003)

1966—Peter S. Thompson. An
English Translation of Léon-Paul
Farque’s Poëmes. (Edwin Mellen
Press, 2003)

1967—Theodore Folke. East
Timor: Betrayal and Resurrection.
[a documentary] (The Samba
Project, L.L.C., 2004)

1969—Michael Fossel. 
Cells,Aging, and Human 
Disease. (Oxford University
Press, 2004)
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1969—Christopher Kimball.
The Kitchen Detective. (Amer-
ica’s Test Kitchen, 2003)

1969—Richard Maurer. 
The Wright Sister. (Roaring
Brook, 2003)

1971—Thomas Daniels. The
Environmental Planning Hand-
book. (American Planning
Association, 2003)

1975—David McKean.
Tommy the Cork:Washington’s
Ultimate Insider, From 
Roosevelt to Reagan.
(Steerforth Press, 2004).

1983—Michael Griffith. Biblio-
philia:A Novella and Stories.
(Arcade Books, 2003)

1983—Chang-rae Lee. Aloft.
(Riverhead Books, 2004)

1988—Scott Heald [editor,
with others] Guide to the Vas-
cular Plants of Central French
Guiana. (New York Botanical
Garden Press, 2003)

— [editor, with others] 
Flowering Plants of the
Neotropics. (Princeton 
University Press, 2003)

1991—Graham Sultan. Crack-
ing the SAT II: MATH Subject
Tests [2003–2004 Edition].
Written by Jonathan Spaihts,
updated by Graham Sultan.
(Princeton Review Publish-
ing, 2003)

1994—Christopher Korenjak
(Recording as Christopher
Jak). Applause of the Rain.
[CD] (440 Records, 2003)

1996—Ketch Secor.
O.C.M.S. [Old Crow 
Medicine Show]. [CD] 
Produced by Dave Rawlings.
(Nettwerk Records, 2004)

1998—Andrew Singer
(Recording as soce,The Ele-
mental Wizard) Dream de la
Dream. [CD] (December,
2003)

BRIEFLY NOTED

1938—Charles E. Ruckstuhl.
“The Beginning of Elec-
tronic Warfare: Piercing the
Iron Curtain.” IN The World
and I. (Washington: October
2003, v. 18, issue 10)

1963—Sanford E. Gaines.
“NAFTA as a Symbol of the
Border.” IN UCLA Law
Review (v. 51, no. 1, October
2003)

— “The Problem of Enforc-
ing Environmental Norms
in the WTO and What To
Do About It.” IN Hastings
International and Comparative
Law Review (v. 26, no. 3,
Spring 2003)

1969—David A. Nimick and
others.“Diel Cycles in Dis-
solved Mental Concentra-
tions in Streams: Occurrence
and Possible Causes.” IN
Water Resources Research (v.
39, no. 9, 2003)

1977—Lincoln P. Paine. “A
Pax Upon You: Preludes and
Perils of American Imperial-
ism.” Clio’s Psyche (v. 10, no.
3, December 2003)

1987—Richard Mizuguchi.
“Diagnosing Hair Nonscar-
ring Alopecia in Women.”
IN Cosmetic Dermatology 
(v. 17, no.1, 2004)

1991—Graham Sultan [con-
tributor] “Math Workout for
the SAT II,” by Morgan
Chase. [First edition]

(Princeton Review Publish-
ing, 2003)

— [contributor] “Cracking
the AP Statistics Exam
2004–2005 Edition.”
(Princeton Review Publish-
ing, 2004)

— [contributor] “Cracking
the AP Calculus AB & BC
Exams 2004–2005 Edition.”
(Princeton Review Publish-
ing 2004)

1992—Shana Harris. “Ques-
tions and Answers.” IN Be
the Dream: Prep for Prep Grad-
uates Share Their Stories.
(Algonquin Books of Chapel
Hill, 2003)

1993—Joshua Demetrius
Bloodworth. “Prep for Prep
and the Construction of
Meaningful Democracy.” IN
Be the Dream: Prep for Prep
Graduates Share Their Stories.
(Algonquin Books of Chapel
Hill, 2003)

1993—Pang Lee. “Luckiest
Guy on the Lower East
Side.” IN Be the Dream: Prep
for Prep Graduates Share Their
Stories. (Algonquin Books of
Chapel Hill, 2003)

1996—Francine Chew. 
“Staking My Claim.” IN Be
the Dream: Prep for Prep Grad-
uates Share Their Stories.
(Algonquin Books of 
Chapel Hill, 2003)

1996—Miranda Jennings and
others.“Adaptable Defense:
A Nudibranch Mucus
Inhibits Nematocyst Dis-
charge and Changes With
Prey Type.” IN Biological 
Bulletin, 206 (2004)

FACULTY

Randy Armstrong. No Regrets.
[CD] (Crimson Ark Music,
BMI, 2003)

L. Todd Hearon. “Ancestors.”
[poem] IN Ploughshares 
(v. 29, no. 4,Winter 2003/04)

— “One Hell of a Ride”
[review of] Time’s Foolish Tale
in Verse, by Glyn Maxwell.
IN Parnassus: Poetry in
Review. (v. 27, no. 1 & 2,
2004)

Ralph Sneeden. “High-
Ranking Fugitive” [poem]
IN The New Republic. (v. 230,
no. 4,646; February 2, 2004)

— “Evidence of the Jour-
ney.” [poem] IN Poetry. (v.
183, no. 1, October 2003)

— “No River Road” and
“Double Nocturne” [poems]
IN Poetry. (v. 183, no. 5, Feb-
ruary 2004)

David Weber. “Telling Our
Stories:The Claims of Per-
sonal Narrative Writing.” IN
Independent School. (v. 63, no.
3, Spring 2004)

EMERITI /AE

Donald B. Cole. A Jackson
Man:Amos Kendall and the
Rise of American Democracy.
(Louisiana State University
Press, 2004)

Dolores Kendrick. [Selected
and interviewed by 
Adrienne Bailey] IN A
Wealth of Wisdom: Legendary
African-American Elders
Speak, by Camille Cosby,
Renee Poussaint, Editors.
(Atria Books, 2004)




