Life in the South

In the early twentieth century, African Americans had plenty of reasons to leave the rural South: disfranchisement (denied voting rights), segregation (separation between whites and blacks), poverty, racial violence, lack of educational opportunities, and the hard work of farm life. Lynching stood out as horrific and unfair. White mobs tortured and murdered black men for alleged (assumed) wrongdoings or for the “crime” of prospering economically (making money). More than 3,700 people were lynched (hung) in the United States between 1889 and 1932, the majority of them in the South.
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Life in the North
In the United States, the outbreak of World War I (1914-1918) increased the demand for industrial production while decreasing the flow of European immigration. Most white men who usually worked in factories were out to war.  Labor shortages in both factories, mines, fields, and service industries meant greater economic opportunities for African Americans willing to move north. Many African Americans heard about jobs through African-American newspapers that circulated in the South. Help

wanted advertisements, attempted to attract workers with the promise of higher wages, housing, and other benefits.
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Source: The Chicago Defender (Big Weekend Edition), Nov. 11, 1916; Oct. 26, 1918
Life in the North

“In Chicago, our people were advancing. Not only were they making money they were active in clubs and all sorts of organizations. And I don't mean this was just organizations like the NAACP. There were all kinds of civic organizations and social clubs. The people were church people, but they were talking about different things than we ever did down South—things like getting educated and going into business. The Negro was doing more than just singing and praying, and I began to see a new world.”








-Mahalia Jackson
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Ida B. Wells Homes: Community Center
National Youth Administration girls and their instructor at the Good Shepherd community center, Chicago (south side), Illinois.

Life in the North

In the summer of 1919, violence broke out between whites and African Americans in Chicago. The five-day riot left thirty-eight people dead and more than five hundred people injured. The city formed a Commission on Race Relations to study what happened during the riot and what conditions in the city contributed to the violence.
“Just the treatment some of the white people give you on the trains. Sometimes treat you like dogs.”
 - Chicago Commission on Race Relations, “Black Chicagoans Describe Their Great Migration Experiences,” HERB: Resources for Teachers
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Life in the North
Between 1900 and 1910, African Americans became to move into neighborhoods mixed with whites.  Discrimination played a big role in the lives of blacks. Tensions grew between blacks and whites. After fighting over the area, often whites left the area to be dominated by blacks. As a result, the black belt region started.  This was a chain of neighborhoods on the South Side of Chicago. Most of the Black Belt was a slum that was overcrowded had 6 to 7 people living in apartments together.  These areas did not have plumbing with one bathroom on each floor.  Buildings in these areas were not inspected to make sure they were safe and healthy.  As a result infant death rate in Black Belt was higher than all of Chicago.  Police also did not care much about the high crime rate that went on in these neighborhoods.  Many blacks in these areas were poor and prostitution was a way of survival for women.       
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