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Overview:
From the end of Reconstruction through the first two decades of the


twentieth century, African Americans, virtually abandoned by the federal


government, were victims of racial segregation, discrimination, 

disenfranchisement, lynching and mob violence.  When the United States 

entered a war “to make the world safe for democracy,” the Black 

community’s loyalty and patriotism were severely tested.  Would African 

Americans support the nation’s war effort or would they use the conflict to 

increase their protests for social and political equality?


In this lesson, students will study this issue by analyzing a controversial 


editorial written by the great Black scholar and militant civil rights 


advocate, William Edward Burghardt Du Bois.  Du Bois’ 1918 editorial “Close Ranks,” published in the NAACP’s “The Crisis,” urged Blacks to stop agitating for civil rights during the war and give unwavering support to the American war effort.
Essential
Understanding:
In spite of racial horrors and loss of rights suffered by African Americans, the

majority of Blacks faithfully and patriotically supported the United States during World War I.  African Americans hoped that their support for a war to preserve democracy abroad would result in a new birth of democratic rights and freedoms for all Americans.

Essential


Question:
Was W. E. B. Du Bois’ advice in “Close Ranks” the correct policy decision


for the Black community to take in 1918?

Connecticut
Standards:
Grades 9 – 12


Content Standard #1:  Historical Thinking


Content Standard #2:  Historical Themes


Content Standard #3:  Applying History

Content Standard #4:  U. S. Constitution and Government
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Objectives:
Students will be able to:
1) Analyze and interpret the Du Bois editorial “Close Ranks” in its historical context.

2) Consider the paradox of Black American patriotism in an era of extreme American racist, anti-black sentiment.

3) Examine the diversity of opinion in the African American community in the early twentieth century.

4) Debate the issue of Black support for the World War vs. Black demands for justice and civil rights during the War.
5) Consider Du Bois’ judgment regarding his “Close Ranks” position.

Material

Needed:
1)
“Close Ranks,” the editorial written by W. E. B. Du Bois in The Crisis 



(July 1918)


2)
“In Pursuit of Democracy” (Chapter 16) in From Slavery To Freedom by 



John Hope Franklin and Alfred A. Moss, Jr.

3)
“”Closing Ranks” and “Seeking Honors”:  W. E. B. Du Bois in World


War I,” an article by Mark Ellis in Journal of American History


(June 1992)
Lesson Plan
Prior to beginning the lesson, students will be assigned to read Chapter 16 of  From Slavery To Freedom, pp. 323-325, and an article by Mark Ellis, “”Closing Ranks” and “Seeking Honors”:      W. E. B. Du Bois in World War I.”

Day 1:
Class Discussion Questions:

1) What were the social, political and economic conditions of Blacks in America by the time of the First World War?

2) What had the United States government done to protect and guarantee the civil rights of its African American Citizens?

3) Should an oppressed, denigrated minority group be expected to faithfully support their nation in war time?
Homework Assignment
Read Du Bois’ “Close Ranks” and prepare for a class debate on the subject of the editorial.

Day 2:
Class Debate:  “Close Ranks”:  Was Du Bois Right or Wrong?


Divide the class into two groups to debate the following statement:


“Black patriotic support for the American war effort in World War I would


Lead to a new era of freedom and democracy for African American citizens.”
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Homework Assignment

Research the actual or perceived response of the following World War I era 


Black leaders to Du Bois’ “Class Ranks” policy:

1) Emmett J. Scott
6)
Marcus Garvey

2) Robert Russa Moton
7)
James Weldon Johnson

3) A. Philip Randolph
8)
Archibald H. Grimke

4) Ida B. Wells
9)
William Monroe Trotter

5) Mary Church Terrell
10)
Kelly Miller
Day 3:
Discussion and Essay:  The Black Response to Du Bois and his “Close 


Ranks” editorial


Most African Americans appeared to endorse Du Bois’ position by 


enthusiastically supporting their country at home and abroad during the War.


Many radical Black leaders, however, accused Du Bois of being a traitor and 


an accommodationist.  There were even serious charges that Du Bois wrote 


“Close Ranks” in order to obtain a position in United States military 


intelligence.

Class Discussion

Allow students to share and discuss their findings of the views of several


major African American leaders regarding Du Bois’ position on Blacks’

participation in the War.


Homework Assignment

Write a three page essay on the following question:


“Was W. E. B. Du Bois a traitor, a coward, an accommodationist, naïve or 


justified to believe that the temporary abandonment of the civil rights 


struggle by Blacks and their wholehearted support of the United States during


the First World War would result in revolutionary democratic gains for Black

citizens after the War?

Suggested Assessment / Evaluation

Students will be evaluated based on the following criteria:

1) Each student must actively participate in the group discussions and debate.

2) Students must evaluate the primary source material critically and analytically.

3) Students must demonstrate an understanding of the historical context of the document.

4) Students must defend their point of view.

5) Students must write an essay supporting their position on the issue with historical evidence.
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