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ABSTRAKT 

BŊhem dvac§tĨch let 20. stolet² se Afroameriļan® ¼ļastnili jedn® z nejvĨznamnŊjġ²ch 

demografickĨch zmŊn v historii SpojenĨch st§tŢ. Kombinace rŢznĨch soci§ln²ch a 

ekonomickĨch faktorŢ zapŚ²ļinila pŚesun pŚibliģnŊ jednoho a pŢl milionu AfroameriļanŢ 

bŊhem let 1915 aģ 1930. Tato pr§ce se zabĨv§ z§sadn²mi soci§ln²mi, ekonomickĨmi, 

demografickĨmi a kulturn²mi dopady, stejnŊ tak jako rasovĨmi probl®my, kter® n§sledovaly 

migraci. Z§roveŔ tato pr§ce pŚedstavuje snahu AfroameriļanŢ o prok§z§n² jejich soci§ln²ho 

postaven² kulturn²m ¼sil²m, kter® kulminovalo v ĂHarlemskou renesanciñ. Jako vĨsledek 

tato pr§ce prokazuje, ģe Velk§ Migrace dala lidem pŚ²leģitost ke zmŊnŊ, kulturn² rovnosti a 

svobodŊ, coģ jsou z§kladn² pil²Śe souļasn® demokratick® spoleļnosti.   

 

Kl²ļov§ slova: Velk§ Migrace, Afroameriļan®, Harlemsk§ renesance, hnut² ĂNew Negroñ, 

Harlem, Chicago, rasov§ povst§n², afroamerick§ kultura, dvac§t§ l®ta   

 

 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

During the twentieth century, African Americans participated in one of the most significant 

demographic events in the United States history. Urged by variety of push and pull factors, 

over one million African Americans migrated between 1915 and 1930. This bachelor thesis 

present profound social, economic, demographic, and cultural changes as well as racial 

issues which found their way into northern cities. Additionally, it displays rising African 

American eagerness to prove worthiness, social position by culture activity, which resulted 

in ñthe Harlem Renaissance.ò In conclusion, it proves that the Great Migration gave people 

the opportunity for change, together with cultural equality and freedom, which are main 

pillars of the current democratic society. 

 

Keywords: The Great Migration, The Harlem Renaissance, African Americans, Harlem. 

Chicago, racial riots, The New Negro Movement, Harlem, African American Culture, 

1920ôs 
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INTRODUCTION  

 ñThe United States was born in the country and moved to the city.ò1 During the Gilded 

Age, science, technology, urbanization and immigration reshaped the United States, still 

controlled by village values, individualism, laissez-faire and a ñdivinely ordained social 

system.ò2 In response to this reshaping of American society, Americans embarked on a 

search for order known as the Progressive Era. The Great Migration was among the most 

important events of this era. This significant demographic shift of over one million African 

Americans between 1915 and 1930 from largely rural areas of the southern United States to 

northern cities altered the ñeconomic, social, and political fabric of American society.ò3  

Southern racial injustice, lynchings, and natural disasters provided strong incentives to 

migrate, as did the northern labour vacuum created by World War I, media propagation and 

visions of greater freedom. Urged by a variety of these push and pull factors, African 

Americans created a migration stream that lasted until 1960. Nevertheless, northern life 

proved far from easy, as African Americans migrants often met with racial segregation, 

inadequate housing, expensive rents and work discrimination. Despite these challenges, 

African Americans began to build political organizations, lodges, clubs, professional 

baseball teams, social service institutions, newspapers, and businesses. Furthermore, the 

Harlem Renaissance, a literary, artistic, and intellectual movement, ignited the desire to 

develop a new black cultural identity known as ñthe New Negro.ò Even though the Great 

Depression stymied these efforts, a solid foundation for further African American 

urbanization and cultural development had been laid. 

                                                 

 1 Quoted in Robert J. Allison, "Great Migration: What Caused the Great Migrations?," History in 

Dispute 3 (2000): 70;    

 2 Book cover of Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform: From Bryan to F.D.R. (New York: Vintage 

Books, 1955).  

 3 Spencer R. Crew, "The Great Migration of Afro-Americans, 1915-40," Monthly Labor Review 110, 

no. 3 (1987): 34. 
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1 CAUSES OF THE GREAT MIGRATION 

In 1900, only 10 percent of the entire African American population lived in the 

northern part of the United States. Of these 881,000 African American northerners, 70 

percent lived in urban areas. Of the 90 percent of African Americans living in the South, 75 

percent lived in rural areas.4 However, a significant demographic shift was about to occur, 

as African Americans would soon migrate in large numbers from the rural South to the urban 

North, forever changing American society.5 Urged by a variety of push and pull factors, 

between 1910 and 1930, over one million African Americans moved north, most during the 

World War I years.6 Among the push factors were the boll weevil, flooding, 

disfranchisement and ongoing racial injustice, while employment and racial tolerance served 

as pull factors.7 First, understanding the South at this time is crucial to understanding the 

ñexodusò and those who made it.8 

1.1 Push factors 

1.1.1 Southern economic situation 

 Compared to the rest of the country in 1910, the South was economically isolated and 

backwards. African Americans, frustrated by inferior education, low literacy levels, a lack 

of basic services and poor communication with the government began to migrate in a manner 

resembling the Gold Rush a century earlier.9 Making matters worse for African American 

Southerners, a boll weevil infestation led to a diversification of farm production, thereby 

lowering labor force requirements.10  

 Economic historians stress that these factors created a disparity of wealth between the 

rural South and urban North. According to historian Robert J. Allison, in 1916 a black laborer 

in Chicago could earn as much in a day ($2.50) as black laborer in the South could earn in a 

                                                 

 4 Robin D.G. Kelley and Earl Lewis, To Make Our World Anew (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2005), 345. 

 5 Crew, "The Great Migration of Afro-Americans, 1915-40," 34-36. 

 6 Carole Marks, "Black Workers and the Great Migration North," Phylon 46, no. 2 (1985): 148; Carter 

Godwin Woodson, A Century of Negro Migration (New York: Russell and Russell, 1969), 107. 

 7 Robert J. Allison, "Great Migration: What Caused the Great Migrations?," History in Dispute 3 

(2000): 70-77; Joe William Trotter, "The Great Migration," OAH Magazine of History 17, no. 1 (2002): 31-

33. 

 8 Jack Temple Kirby, "The Southern Exodus, 1910-1960: A Primer for Historians," Journal of Southern 

History 49, no. 4 (1983): 587. 

 9 Marks, "Black Workers and the Great Migration," 154-155. 

 10 Kelley and Lewis, To Make Our World Anew, 351. 
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week.  Although living expenses were higher in urban settings, the black northern laborer 

still came out on top.11 Some economists view this wage rate difference as major motivating 

factor for migration.12 

 Other scholars consider natural disasters, the boll weevil infestation together with 

floods, to be the most infamous ñpushò factor. Infested areas specializing in cotton 

production suffered from immediate and lasting negative effects and land value declined 

dramatically. The majority of southern farmers refused production diversification, but those 

who did diversify required less labor force. Furthermore, a small number of land owners 

began mechanizing production, further lowering the labor requirements.13 Nevertheless, 

some scholars still do not think that natural disasters, diversification, and mechanization 

were enough to cause a mass ñexodusò of blacks from the South.14 

  Another factor was that by 1900, only one-fourth of all black Southerners owned the 

land they tilled. To buy land, plant a crop, and support themselves and their families until 

harvest, black farmers required loans. One bad harvest, which often served as collateral for 

the previous yearôs loan, resulted in an ñunstable gripò on land ownership and often the loss 

of the land.15 Renting land either for cash or on a sharecropping basis often became the only 

feasible option for Afr ican Americans farmers. Sharecroppers were paid in ñfurnishes,ò 

payments determined by the landowners after the harvests. In order to cover regular 

expenses, sharecroppers borrowed money. The inability to cover the expenses created a 

vicious cycle of debt.16 

 The unstable and erratic agricultural economy fueled desperation, leading to a 

distribution shift in the Southern work force. Firstly, Afr ican Americans sought different 

types of work, such as ñcutting lumber at sawmills, extracting turpentine, cooking, and 

cleaning.ò17 Secondly, black workers moved to southern urban areas, where economic 

                                                 

 11 Allison, "Great Migration,ò 3-4. 

 12 Neil Fligstein and Peter H. Rossi, Going North: Migration of Blacks and Whites from the South, 

1900-1950 (Burlington: Elsevier Science, 2013), 2ï3.  

 13 Allison, "Great Migration,ò 3-4; James  N. Gregory, The Southern Diaspora: How the Great 

Migrations of Black and White Southerners Transformed America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 

Press, 2005), 24; Alan L. Olmstead, Fabian Lange, and Paul W. Rhode, "The Impact of the Boll Weevil, 

1892-1932," Journal of Economic History 69, no 3 (2009): 714 ï 715. 

 14 William J. Collins, "When the Tide Turned: Immigration and the Delay of the Great Black 

Migration,ò Journal of Economic History 57, no. 3 (1997): 622. 

 15 James R. Grossman, A Chance to Make Good: African Americans, 1900-1929 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1997), 347. 

 16 Ibid., 347-349. 

 17 Allison, "Great Migration,ò 3-4. 



TBU in Zl²n, Faculty of Humanities 12 

conditions were better than in rural areas. This interregional migration provided a certain 

degree of autonomy to skilled and confident African Americans.18 

1.1.2 Southern political and racial situation 

 Sociologist Stewart Tolnay, among others, insists that economic reasons were not the 

only factors that forced the migration. Certain noneconomic and social factors influenced 

black southerners to consider migration as a ñpossible remedy.ò Inferior educational 

opportunities, restrictions caused by Jim Crow segregation laws, and racial violence are 

among the most frequently mentioned.19    

Education was a motivating factor for migration, as southern education, denied to 

blacks before the Civil War, was of low quality in the postbellum era.  Only 58 percent of 

children aged 6 to 14 attended school. Furthermore, few children remained in school beyond 

5th grade. Plus, out of 1,238 southern high schools, only 64 offered education for black 

children.20
 Furthermore, the quality of southern schools reportedly varied from ñinadequate 

to abysmal.ò21 White civic leaders considered African American education redundant and 

extravagant, as they ñwanted black children in the fields, not wasting their time sitting on 

the crude benches of a one-room schoolhouse.ò22 Additionally, some schools functioned for 

only two months a year, only when manual work in the fields was not required.23  

 Regarding the racial situation in the South, most white southerners continued to believe 

that African Americans are a lower stage of civilization.24 Widespread ñJim Crow,ò a wide-

ranging set of local and state statutes, declared that the races must be segregated. 

Furthermore, lynching remained a relatively-common practice. Sociologist John Dollard 

stated, ñevery Negro in the South knows that he is under a kind of sentence of death; he does 

not know when his turn will come, it may never come, but it may also be any time.ò25 Of the 

estimated 1,893 African Americans lynched between 1882 and 1910, one-third were in 

                                                 

 18 Marks, "Black Workers and the Great Migration," 149. 

 19 Stewart E. Tolnay, "The African American 'Great Migration' and Beyond,ò Annual Review of 

Sociology 29 (2003): 215. 

 20 Diane Ravitch, "A Different Kind of Education for Black Children," Journal of Blacks in Higher 

Education 30 (2000-2001): 98. 

 21 Kelley and Lewis, To Make Our World Anew, 376. 

 22 Ibid.  

 23 Ibid.; Julie K§rov§, "Velk§ migrace AfroameriļanŢ v letech 1916-1930 a jej² dopad na afroamerickou 

spoleļnost a kulturu" (bachelorôs thesis, Charles University, 2010), 9. 

 24 Kelley and Lewis, To Make Our World Anew, 357. 

 25 Quoted in W. Fitzhugh Brundage, Under Sentence of Death: Lynching in the South (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 7. 
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Mississippi and Georgia.26 Tolnay and Beck proved a connection between the Great 

Migration and lynchings, as ñsouthern blacks were more likely to leave areas where mob 

violence was greatest.ò27 

1.2 Pull factors  

 During 1915 and 1916, the war in Europe influenced industry in the American north. 

The immigrant labor force rapidly declined from over 1 million new arrivals in 1914 to only 

110,618 in 1918. Furthermore, the United States adopted more-restrictive immigration 

policies, further fueling the rapid decline.28 Additionally, thousands of European workers 

returned to their native countries.29 As a result, the northern industrial market experienced a 

labor vacuum for the first time since the U.S. Civil War. Black workers presented a large 

and readily available substitute for this new labor shortage. Job opportunities acted as pull 

factor for them.30  

 Racial prejudices against African Americans allowed European immigrants to occupy 

even menial positions. Additionally, African Americans, being such a small minority in the 

North prior to 1915, were unable to force the general community to respect their status.31 

However, the sudden change in workforce supply and distribution forced the northern 

industrial recruiters to look for another source of labor, while African Americans remained 

the only feasible option.32 After the United States joined World War I in 1917, the labor 

shortage further increased. Mills, factories and railroads previously prohibiting African 

Americans from entering the workforce now required their labor.33 

1.3 Migration process 

The Great Migration was a complex process. Firstly, specific migration movements 

took place in southern regions. Between 1900 and 1920, the majority of African American 

                                                 

 26, Stewart E. Tolnay and E. M. Beck, "Racial Violence and Black Migration in the American South, 

1910 to 1930," American Sociological Review 57, no. 1 (1992): 104; K§rov§, "Velk§ migrace AfroameriļanŢ 

v letech 1916-1930 a jej² dopad na afroamerickou spoleļnost a kulturu," 9. 

 27 Tolnay and Beck, "Racial Violence and Black Migration," 113. 

 28 Tolnay, "The African American 'Great Migration' and Beyond," 215. 

 29 Milton Charles Sernett, Bound for the Promised Land: African American Religion and the Great 

Migration (Durham: Duke University Press, 1997), 38. 

 30 Kirby, "The Southern Exodus," 590. 

 31 Woodson, A Century of Negro Migration, 107. 

 32 Kirby, "The Southern Exodus," 590. 

 33 Woodson, A Century of Negro Migration, 107. 
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southerners migrated from rural areas to southern cities.34 They then made use of existing 

railroad connections to move north, usually on a direct axis.35 For instance, North and South 

Carolinians headed to New York, Philadelphia, and Baltimore, while those from Alabama 

and Kentucky often ended up in Pittsburgh, and those from Mississippi, Louisiana and 

Tennessee headed for Chicago.36 Yet, secondary streams developed upon arrival to northern 

cities, as African American migrants looked for the most feasible and economically valid 

option.37  

 Furthermore, a stream of messages describing working opportunities, salaries and racial 

dignity led to referring the North in enthusiastic Biblical terms. Migrants were on a ñFlight 

out of Egypt,ò and ñGoing into Canaanò or to ñthe Promised Land.ò African Americans 

seemingly viewed the Great Migration as a God-ordained and God-blessed escape from 

racial oppression, segregation and political injustice. Firstly, railroad employees who 

travelled back and forth between the north and south shared information.38 Secondly, written 

communications in form of letters and publications emphasized the benefits of the 

migration.39 The Chicago Defender, a major black newspaper with a print run of between 

150,000 and 300,000 per issue, constantly posted stories of career opportunities and the 

freedom from racial oppression that could be found in the North.40 Published statements 

about the North, among them, "our people are in a different light" and "up here, a man can 

be a man," sustained this belief and served as a catalyst for action.41 Furthermore, northern 

labor agents published targeted ads to attract black laborers to specific northern employers.42 

Additionally, many African Americans learned about possibilities of transportation, jobs and 

housing via family and friends networks.43 The combination of these factors helped to create, 

spread and sustain ñthe moving fever.ò44 

                                                 

 34 Trotter, "The Great Migration," 31-32. 

 35 Ibid.  

 36 Kelley and Lewis, To Make Our World Anew, 389. 

 37 Ibid.; K§rov§, "Velk§ migrace AfroameriļanŢ v letech 1916-1930 a jej² dopad na afroamerickou 

spoleļnost a kulturu," 13. 

 38 Trotter, "The Great Migration," 31-32. 

 39 Collins, "When the Tide Turned,ò 622. 

 40 Jonathan Holloway, "Jim Crow and the Great Migration," Gilder Lehrman Institute of American 

History, accessed March 12, 2017, https://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-by-era/jim-crow-and-great-

migration/essays/jim-crow-and-great-migration. 

 41 Trotter, "The Great Migration," 31-33.; Marks, "Black Workers and the Great Migration," 149. 

 42 Ibid. 

 43 Trotter, "The Great Migration," 31-32. 

 44 Marks, "Black Workers and the Great Migration," 155. 
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 A combination of push and pull factors thereby created one of the most significant 

migrations in modern history. Southern social conditions such as Jim Crow measures, poor 

education and the threat of racial violence, combined with a negative economic situation, 

affected by a boll weevil infestation and a declining demand for African American labor, 

functioned as push factors.45 At the same time, Word War I increased the need for black 

labor in northern industry, providing the economic motivation for migration. An overly 

optimistic view of the North sustained the interest and motivation. 

 

                                                 

 45 Tolnay and Beck, "Racial Violence and Black Migration," 103-106. 
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2 RISE OF URBAN TENANTS  

 Although black urban migration was occurring before World War I, a combination of 

push and pull factors dramatically increased the flow of migrants. Pre-war, African 

Americans mainly emigrated to Chicago, Philadelphia and New York, the major industrial 

cities at the time. However, in search of the ñPromised Land,ò African Americans now 

moved to urban areas throughout entire North and West.46 For instance, the city of Hartford, 

Connecticut was home to 1,745 African American in 1910, but by 1920 that number had 

jumped to 4,199, and by 1930 to  6,510, an almost fourfold increase.47 In larger industrial 

urban areas such as Cleveland, Pittsburgh, Detroit and Milwaukee, the ñpercentage of black 

men employed in industrial jobs increased from an estimated ten to twenty percent of the 

black labor force in 1910 to about sixty to seventy percent in 1920 and 1930.ò48 Growing 

cities created an immense need for new infrastructure, yet those needs were seldom 

fulfilled.49 

2.1 Seeking shelter 

 A wartime housing shortage presented difficulty for most migrants. Grossman gives an 

example of a family arriving in Chicago that lived for a week on the pavements of the South 

Side ghetto before finally settling into a five-room apartment, small yet sufficient and 

probably larger than the farmhouse they left behind in the South.50 With limited possibilities 

emerging, African American ghettos provided starting points in the largest cities. As a matter 

of expediency, new migrants also commonly moved in with friends and family who had 

migrated previously.51 Large urban ghettos such as New Yorkôs Harlem and Chicagoôs South 

Side were well known among Southerners. African American author Richard Wright 

presented Harlem in his 1940 Native Son as ñthe real townò and the ñplace to go.ò52  

                                                 

 46 Michael B. Katz, The "Underclass" Debate: Views from History (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1993), 58-59. 

 47 Peter Tuckle, Kurt Schlichting, and Richard Maisel, "Social, Economic, and Residential Diversity 

within Hartford's African American Community at the Beginning of the Great Migration," Journal of Black 

Studies 37, No. 5 (2007): 712 ï 713. 

 48 Trotter, "The Great Migration," 31- 33. 

 49 Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform: From Bryan to F.D.R. (New York: Vintage Books, 

1955), 174 ï 175. 

 50 Kelley and Lewis, To Make Our World Anew, 388. 

 51 Tolnay, "The African American 'Great Migration' and Beyond," 219. 

 52 Richard Wright, Native Son (New York: Harper and Bros, 1940), 112. 
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 The Great Migration further bolstered the pre-existing Jim Crow segregation in these 

locations.53 Furthermore, local geography played an important role in certain cases. 

Cincinnatiôs hills and lowlands, Chicagoôs flat area, or New Yorkôs Manhattan Island 

resulted in different neighborhoods. Pittsburgh lacked a single district. Instead, migrants 

created a series of segregated communities around steel mills.54  

 By 1920, a northbound migrant was excluded from most of the black neighborhoods, 

increasing the likelihood of having white neighbors. By 1930, ghetto segregation and 

expansion, combined with ñwhite flight,ò became so prominent that this likelihood almost 

completely vanished.55  Using different methods, whites confined African American 

housing. As James Gregory states, ñreal estate brokers and neighborhood associations 

organized the market, using housing covenants and zoning ordinances to back up the 

informal system of racial exclusion.ò56 Violence and terror often served as instruments to 

keep African Americans in predetermined borders.57 Incidents of damaged or destroyed 

houses by either fire or explosives were reported in northern cities during the 1920s. Take 

for instance Dr. Ossian Sweet, whose Detroit house was located outside the black belt. 

Despite attempts at self-defense, white mobs bombed and destroyed his house.58 

 Little possibility to move beyond ghetto borders resulted in overcrowding.59 As 

Holloway states, ñbrownstone apartment buildings originally designed for five families, for 

example, would be carved up to hold five or six times as many people, significantly 

compromising sanitation and public health.ò60 The majority of residents, unable to find 

individual rooms, crowded into the same room and often even the same bed: ñsometimes as 

many as four and five sleep in one bed, and that may be placed in the basement, dining-room 

or kitchen where there is neither adequate light nor air.ò61 Men working different shifts 

would even share beds. The lack of running water and sewage connections created serious 

sanitation issues. Cooking was often by ñcoal or wood stoves or kerosene lamps.ò62 

                                                 

 53 Tolnay, "The African American 'Great Migration' and Beyond," 219.; Tuckle, Schlichting, and 

Maisel, "Social, Economic, and Residential Diversity," 720 ï 722. 

 54 Kelley and Lewis, To Make Our World Anew, 388-389. 

 55 Ibid.  

 56 Gregory, The Southern Diaspora, 101. 

 57 Robert H. Wiebe, The Search for Order, 1877-1920 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1992), 290. 

 58 Gregory, The Southern Diaspora, 101. 

 59 Kelley and Lewis, To Make Our World Anew, 390. 

 60 Holloway, "Jim Crow and the Great Migration."  

 61 Woodson, A Century of Negro Migration, 114-116. 

 62 Ibid. 
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 The residential containment further amplified effects of job discrimination, racial 

segregation and especially black housing costs.63  Higher housing costs were often created 

artificially by real estate speculators who purchased homes on the ghetto borders at reduced 

prices by frightening the white owners with the probability of ñNegro invasion,ò and then 

selling the homes to African Americans at inflated rates.64 In the 1920s, Harlem rents were 

at least 20 percent higher than prices for comparable accommodations for whites.65 In such 

areas, rents reached almost half of all family expenses. This phenomenon forced some 

families to take in lodgers, who were often people from their southern social network.66 Even 

so, some still found the means  to send part of their earnings to their families in the South.67  

 All ghettos were not necessarily slums, certainly not before Great Migration. Harlem, 

in particular became the ñmecca of black cultureò and home to such figures as W. E. B. 

DuBois, James Weldon Johnson, and Marcus Garvey.68 Furthermore, Harlem was the initial 

center of media attraction as well as a haven for artists.             

 On the other hand, Chicago offered migrants ñsome of the cityôs most deteriorated 

neighborhoods.ò69 Yet, this housing was for many still better than southern dwellings. In 

Chicago, the majority of migrants headed to the South Side ghetto or to State Street. South 

Side and State Street suffered serious overcrowding and sanitation problems. Occupants 

often moved, but were restricted within the borders of the ghetto. This made quality-of-living 

improvements difficult.70 Despite the surplus in housing in other parts of Chicago during 

1919, a severe housing shortage in the African American community resulting in race riot 

that year.71  

2.2 Finding a job 

 Racial segregation affected the labor market. Employers usually offered the least 

desirable jobs to black workers. The majority of African American men occupied unskilled 

positions in foundries, meatpacking companies, services (porters, janitors, cooks and 

                                                 

 63 Gregory, The Southern Diaspora, 101. 

 64 Kelley and Lewis, To Make Our World Anew, 390. 

 65 Gregory, The Southern Diaspora, 101. 

 66 Kelley and Lewis, To Make Our World Anew, 390. 

 67 Woodson, A Century of Negro Migration, 115. 

 68 James R. Grossman, Land of Hope: Chicago, Black Southerners, and the Great Migration (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1989), 4. 

 69 Ibid., 135. 

 70 Ibid., 135 ï 138. 

 71 Ibid.  










































