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by racial protocols. If it is becoming increasingly apparent to historians
that structures of class and gender relations were at least as important
as race in shaping social relations in the early twentieth-century
South, the influence of class and gender was at the time probably
more real than apparent. Comparisons that stimulated black south-
erners to migrate drew largely on perceptions of the opportunities
available to them as black people. The migration process itself drew
upon and extended networks in which black institutions played a
central role. Thus, when they went North migrants brought with
them a consciousness of racial categories, and what they found easily
reinforced that world view. Newcomers lived not near their work-
places as most white workers did, but in neighborhoods whose obvi-
ous defining characteristic was race. Although entrance into the
industrial economy represents a crucial stage in the development of
the Afro-American working class, the contours of that class were
shaped by racial preconceptions of employers, black workers, and
white workers. Given those preconceptions and the segregation of
black communities away from the workplace, it is not surprising that
black institutions and leaders offered an appealing alternative orga-
nizing matrix for black workers. When options existed, most migrants
apparently chose the comfort and familiarity of black institutions;
their view was less integrationist than pluralist.

Many migrants viewed migration as an opportunity to share—as
black people—the perquisites of American citizenship. These in-
cluded not only participation in what seemed to be an open industrial
economy from which they had previously been excluded, but also
good schools, the right to vote, the right to be left alone or to share
public accommodations with other Americans, and in general the
right to live a life free from the fears and daily indignities that char-
acterized southern race relations. What they would eventually learn
was that access defined as mere entry was not enough. Jobs did not
mean promotions or economic power; votes and patronage implied
neither political power nor even legitimacy as civic actors; seats in
classrooms did not set their children on the road toward better jobs
or places of respect in the city. Their initial optimism might seem
naive in this retrospective light, and in many ways it was. But they
had come from a society legally, socially, and seemingly economically
defined by racial categories, and it was not at all illogical for them to
assume that, freed from racial proscriptions, they could share Ameri-
can freedom and prosperity.

Seventy years after the Great Migration it is clear that many of the
migrants’ hopes foundered on the shoals of northern racism, the
business cycle, and class relations. If the history of the South since
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emancipation embodies what one histo'rian has. catlled- “the terr.ible

aradox of black men and women segkmg adm}551’(3n into a society
that refuses to recognize their essential humanity,” then the Great
Migration perhaps represents a prolqgue tf) a further stage of dlSﬂ.lu-
sion. State Street once symbolized Chicago’s OpI:"OI‘tunl.tIES and exc1te-.
ment to thousands of black southerners preparing to journey North;
it is now lined with dismal high-rise public hogsmg projects shelt_er»
ing thousands of black urbanites who 'have !1ttle. hopg of escaping
poverty or the physical environment in which it thrives. But the
movement cannot be dismissed as a failure or as merely part of the
evolution of the inner city.t Viewed forward, rather than.backward,
the Great Migration and the men and women who shaped it can teach
us much about not only the Afro-American diaspora, but.the mean-
ing and boundaries of American citizenship and opportunity as well.




