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� GREAT MIGRATION, THE

One of the largest movements of African Americans
from the rural South to the urban North, South, and West.

Beginning with their emancipation following the
Civil War, African Americans sought to obtain full rights
as citizens of the United States. As the promises of
emancipation dimmed during the 1880s and 1890s with
the end of Reconstruction, African Americans sought
greater opportunity and freedom outside the rural South.

This quest led many to migrate to southern cities
and especially to cities in the North and West. As Jim
Crow segregation took hold in the South in the early
twentieth century and violence and oppression
increased, greater and greater numbers of black people
headed North and West. The relocation of more than
1 million African Americans to urban industrial cen-
ters in the North, South, and West from 1910 to 1930
is known as the Great Migration.

PUSH AND PULL FACTORS

The Great Migration was at its height between 1916
and 1930. As America readied itself for possible par-
ticipation in World War I, a widespread labor shortage
occurred in the North and West. The departure of
many immigrants, who returned to Europe to fight in
support of their native countries, coupled with an
increase in war-related manufacturing jobs, created

greater employment opportunities for African
Americans. Industrial cities such as Detroit, Pittsburgh,
New York, and Chicago were the primary destina-
tions, as northern employers launched aggressive
campaigns to secure sufficient labor. Many northern
firms, including the Pennsylvania Railroad Company,
sent recruitment agents to the South and placed job
advertisements in major African American publica-
tions such as the Chicago Defender.

The motivation for the movement of African
Americans during the Great Migration was not solely
the pull of northern employers. Conditions in the South
were horrendous for the majority of African Americans.
Devastating floods, the boll weevil infestation, share-
cropping, and a discriminatory credit system left many
black farmers destitute. At the same time, legalized seg-
regation under Jim Crow left African Americans little or
no recourse for any offense committed against them. In
1917, for example, there were thirty-six lynchings
reported in the South; by 1919, that number had
increased to seventy-six. Disenfranchised and subjected
to increasing discrimination and violence, many south-
ern blacks saw migration as their only chance to escape.

Personal and cultural objectives were also key fac-
tors leading to migration. Many African Americans
migrated simply because they had, or were able to
obtain, the means to move. Often selling belongings
or borrowing from family or friends, those who could
afford to book passage on a train or steamship were
the first to go. Rumors provided a powerful induce-
ment, as the earliest migrants frequently sent home
letters telling of opportunity and exciting city life,
which inspired those who still remained behind.

THE MIGRANTS

Most of the migrants were born in the United States,
but for some, the relocation to urban centers was the
last leg in a longer journey that began in the Caribbean
islands. The majority of Caribbean migrants to the
United States were professionals—teachers, lawyers,
and doctors—or skilled workers, particularly tailors
and carpenters. Although most were well educated, the
racism they encountered in the United States forced
them into menial jobs. However, many were able to
establish community and individual businesses.
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One of the most notable Caribbean migrants was
Marcus Garvey. Born in Jamaica in 1887, Garvey
founded the Universal Negro Improvement Association
(UNIA) in 1914 and carried his message of black self-
improvement to Harlem in 1916. Appealing directly to
the black working class and believing in black pride,
unity, and self-determination, Garvey and the UNIA
provided inspiration and practical aid for numerous
migrants from the South and the Caribbean.

As agents in the pursuit of their own freedom,
African American migrants relied on kinship and
community networks to get information about their
northern destinations and to acquire guidance during
their transformation into northern urbanites. Groups
of black men and women organized migration clubs
to reduce travel costs and to foster communities and
reduce anxiety.

Railroad workers who traveled from the urban
hubs of New York and Chicago, as well as black
publications such as the Chicago Defender and The
Crisis (the journal of the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People), provided
information about conditions in the North. Upon
their arrival, African American migrants found aid
from numerous organizations such as the National
Urban League, which found jobs and housing for
new arrivals.

THE NEW NEGRO

Although the lives of most African American migrants
did improve in the North, discrimination persisted.
Black men and women were segregated into already
crowded black neighborhoods where they were
charged high rents, and they were confined to jobs
that required few skills and provided low wages and
little or no upward mobility.

Furthermore, violence against blacks was not lim-
ited to the South. Upon arrival in northern cities, many
African Americans found themselves in direct compe-
tition for jobs with white laborers. In 1917, striking
white steel workers in East St. Louis, Illinois, rioted
when their employers hired African American workers
to replace the striking employees. During the “Red
Summer” of 1919—aptly named because of the
extreme violence that occurred—twenty-six race riots

erupted around the country as black and white workers
clashed over jobs.

However, by 1919, something had changed. Prior
to that year, conflicts between African Americans and
whites had been characterized by vicious assaults
inflicted on black men and women by white men.
Afterwards, the return of African American soldiers
from the European battlefronts of World War I—
coupled with the influx of Caribbean radicals such as
Garvey and the publications of the radical black press
such as A. Philip Randolph’s Messenger—infused the
black community with a new militancy and spirit of
resistance, and African Americans began fighting
back against white violence.

The Great Migration marked an important step in
African Americans’ continuing struggle for the full
rights of American citizenship. Participants in the
movement drew on individual initiative and created a
network that facilitated movement and eased reloca-
tion. By choosing to leave their difficult lives in the
South, African Americans asserted their pride, dignity,
and human rights and transformed the social land-
scape of urban America.

—Laurie Woodard
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Summer; Segregation, Urban; Urbanization

Further Reading

Arnesen, E. Black Protest and the Great Migration: A Brief
History With Documents. Bedford, MA: St. Martin’s, 2003.

Grossman, J. R. Land of Hope: Chicago, Black Southerners, and
the Great Migration. Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1989.

Trotter, J. W., Jr., ed. The Great Migration in Historical
Perspective: New Dimensions of Race, Class, and Gender.
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991.

� GREAT SOCIETY

Programs established during the administration of
President Lyndon Johnson that were intended to
improve the lives of Americans through the increased use
of federal power, money, and government institutions.
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