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"I Believe in
This War"
BY J. SAUNDERS REDDING

At the time of the Second World War, American society was a seg-
regated society. Racism was institutionalized in laws and customs

that kept African Americans apart from white citizens. What the
war meant to African Americans is poignantly and forcefully told
here. Its legacy and its connections with the CivilWar are detailed.
Redding also discusses patriotism and what it meant to him.

War had no heroic traditions for me. Wars were

white folks'. All wars in historical 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 economic attrition;1 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

I attrition-wearing down.
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valve in cynicism about the heroics of white folks' war.
This cynicism went back at least as far as my patemaF
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 Chickymorgy3 an' dey
made a iron image of him 'cause he got his head blowed
off an' his stomick blowed out fightin' to keep his
slaves." I cannot convey the scorn and the cynicism she
put into her picture of that hero-son of her slave-master,
but I have never forgotten.

I was nearly ten when we entered the last war in

1917. The European fighting, and the sinking of the
Lusitania, had seemed as remote, as distantly meaning-
less to us, as the Battle of Hastings.4 Then we went in
and suddenly the city was flag-draped, slogan-plastered,
and as riotously gay as on circus half-holidays. I remem-
ber 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. . . If-and then she
was stuck until she hit upon one of the family's old
jokes-"like 'Let's make a million dollars. Iff 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 I 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 I accept the shoddy and unfulfilling
in the conduct of this war, I do it as voluntarily 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. I do not like the
world's not knowing officially that there were Negro
soldiers on Bataan with General Wainwright. I do not
like the constant references to the Japs as "yellow bas-
tards," "yellow bellies," and "yellow monkeys,"S as if
color had something to do with treachery, as if color
were the issue and the thing we are fighting rather than
oppression, slavery, and a way of life hateful and nause-
ating. These and other things I do not like, yet I believe
in the war. . . .

This is a war to keep men free. The struggle to
broaden and lengthen the road of freedom-our own
private and important war to enlarge freedom here in
America-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 wI:!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 democratic freedom for ourselves, certainly
no one could ask us to die for the preservation of that
ideal for others. But to broaden and lengthen the road of
freedom is different from preserving it. And our first
duty 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 people can

"I 1 paternal-on the father's side.

3 Chickymorgy-the Civil War battle of Chickamauga.

4The Battle of Hastings took place in 1066. This date is the traditional
beginning of modern England.

s "yellow bastards," "yellow bellies," and "yellow monkeys"-derogatory
terms used to describe the Japanese during the war.
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travel it without snarling traffic. To die in these duties is
to die for something. . . . "

I believe in this war, finally, because I believe in the
ultimate vindication6 of the wisdom of the brotherhood

of man. This is not foggy idealism. I think that the
growing 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 argu-
ment. I think that the talk of united nations and of

planned interdependence is an argument.
More immediately, I believe in this war because I

believe in America. I believe in what America professes
to stand for. Nor is this, I think, whistling in the dark.
There are a great many things wrong here. There are
only a few men of good will. I do not lose sight of that.
I know the inequalities, the outraged hopes and faith,
the inbred hate; and I know that there are people who
wish merely to lay these by in the closet of the national
mind until the crisis is over. But it would be equally
foolish for me to lose sight of the advances that are
made, the barriers that are leveled, the privileges that
grow. Foolish, too, to remain blind to the distinction that
exists between simple race prejudice, already growing
moribund7 under the impact of this war, and theories of
racial superiority as a basic tenetS of a societal system-
theories that at bottom are the avowed justification for
suppression, defilement and murder.

I will take this that I have here. I will take the"demo-

cratic theory. The bit of road of freedom that stretches
through America is worth fighting to preserve. The very
fact that I, a Negro in America, can fight against the evils
in America is worth fighting for. This open fighting
against the wrongs one hates is the mark and the hope
of democratic freedom. I do not underestimate the
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struggle. I know the learning that must take place, the
evils that must be broken, the depths that must be
climbed. But I am free to help in doing these things.
I count. I am free (though only a little as yet) to pound
blows at the huge body of my. American world until,
like a chastened9 mother, she gives me nurture with
the rest.

9chastened-havlng learned one's lesson; humbled.
41
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

I. Why do you think war has no heroic traditions for Redding?
What war heroes did he hear about growing up?

2. What does Redding not like about this war?

3. What does he mean when he saysthe interdependence
of all men is an argument for the wisdom of the
brotherhood of man?

4. What does he mean when he says there is a difference
between "simple race prejudice" and "theories of racial
superiority as a basic tenet of a societal system"?
What societal system is he referring to?

5. Why do you think Redding believes in this war?
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6 vindication-proof.

7 moribund-in a dying state.

8 tenet-belief.
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