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Civil Rights Hand-Out 6: The Progressive Era

1.Background

Around 1900 a broad movement of politicians and business leaders felt that new responses were needed to the challenges of industrialization, the growth of cities, and large scale immigration from Europe.  The ‘progressives’ felt that new policies needed to be developed in the areas of government, electoral systems, healthcare and public planning. 

But what did the Progressive movement mean for Black Americans? 
2.The “Great Migration” 
(i) Causes

The White southern reaction against reconstruction had made the lives of Black Americans very difficult by reversing many of the civil rights enacted through Congress.  The Supreme Court’s judgment on the Plessy vs. Ferguson case symbolised the rise of White Supremacy, and of the failure of Federal Government to protect Black civil rights. 

Economic discrimination, as well as political, helped to destroy the position of Black people in the South, as many jobs were closed to them. Large numbers of Black Americans had suffered from the agricultural depression, and fallen into debt through sharecropping.  This, together with the violence and the denial of voting rights in states such as Mississippi and Louisiana (1895), caused many Black Americans to abandon the South.
· From 1915 to 1930 1.5 million Black Americans left the South and moved to the North and 

      West. 

(ii) The patterns of Black American migration
In the 1920s Chicago and New York City gained 65,000 and 60,000 Black Americans respectively.  At this time the northern cities were experiencing waves of European immigration, which led to intense competition and rivalry for housing and jobs. 

Although they escaped lynching and regained their political rights, Black Americans found themselves reduced to the worst jobs in the northern cities, as they were in competition against cheap immigrant labour. 

(iii) Consequences of the Great Migration 

There was a massive growth in Black communities in northern and western cities, and a corresponding reduction in the populations in the southern states. 

· In 1910 a group of black and white intellectuals formed the National Urban League, which intended to support black people in the northern states. 

3. Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois
(i) Booker T. Washington
· Founded the Tuskegee Institute which taught vocational trades such as farming to Black men. 

· In “The Atlanta Compromise Speech” of 1895 he advocated that blacks should not campaign for social equality, and should accept segregation

· Argued that Blacks should stop demanding equal rights and learn to lead their own lives independent of white people. 
· He encouraged an approach of compromise, and encouraged wealthy white people to make donations to black organisations. 
(ii)W. E. B. Du Bois
Many people attacked Washington as being too ‘accommodationist’ – willing to accept the destruction of black rights in the south. One of his strongest critics was W E B Du Bois. 

· America’s first famous black academic, a professor at Atlanta University. 

· In his book The souls of black folk (1903) he criticised Washington’s views.  Du Bois argued that black people must fight for their civil rights, and that they should not trade their rights for economic gain. This was a serious attack on B. T. Washington. 

· He claimed that Washington disliked criticism, and that he used his control of black newspapers to stifle debate about civil rights. 

4.The N.A.A.C.P. 
(i) Background
During the Progressive Era various charities and organisations campaigned for votes for women, and improvements in healthcare and housing. But the needs of Black Americans were not high on their list of priorities. 

In response to this diffidence from white politicians, Black Americans became better organised to campaign for their civil and economic rights. 

· In 1887 Thomas Fortune had founded the National Afro-American League to fight the Jim Crow laws in the South. 

· Fortune was also involved in the foundation of the Afro-American Council in 1898. 

Both of these organisations failed to make a large impact on the civil rights movement. 

(ii) The Foundation of the NAACP
Frustrated by the failures of other movements, and disagreeing with the methods of Booker T Washington, a group of Blacks and non-Blacks formed the National Association for the Advancement of Coloured People. 

Leading members included Oswald Garrison Villard (white, grandson of a leading abolitionist), and W. E. B. Du Bois (leading Black American campaigner). 

· Du Bois edited the NAACP newspaper The Crisis. 

· By the early 1920s it had 274 branches and 90,000 members, but was regarded by many as an elite and white-dominated organisation.
5. The anti-lynching campaign
· By 1918 more than 3,000 black Americans were recorded as having been lynched. In reality many more are likely to have been murdered. 
In response to this the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching (ASWPL) was founded. This movement publicly campaigned for the enforcement of federal laws against lynching.  

· A leading campaigner against lynching was a pioneering black journalist Ida Wells Barnett. 

      Her book Lynching and the excuse  attracted a large audience. 

6. Marcus Garvey
(i) The UNIA
Born in Jamaica, Marcus Garvey founded the Universal Negro Improvement Association in 1914. 

· He campaigned for full integration of blacks and whites. In 1917 he established a branch of the 

       UNIA in New York. 

· Garvey founded The Negro World  and established businesses to promote the work of the UNIA. 

(ii) Black Nationalism  

By 1920 Garvey’s views had changed from integration to Black nationalism – and believed that black people should build their own societies, and even return to Africa, and established a black-ruled state (repatriation). 

· Du Bois attacked Garvey’s “Back to Africa” programme and his Black supremacist views. 

His critics felt that Garvey’s views were the flip-side of white racism, and he was condemned for his meetings with the leader of the KKK, Edward Young Clarke. 

(iii)The collapse of the UNIA 

Tensions within the UNIA, and the weight of criticism from other black leaders, caused the UNIA to disintegrate. Many of the UNIA businesses, such as the Black Star cruise line, went bankrupt. 

In 1925 Garvey was convicted for fraud, and he returned to Jamaica, dying in obscurity in Britain in 1940. 

7. The Impact of the First World War on Black Americans
(i) Black Enlistment
When the USA declared war on Germany in April 1917, black Americans volunteered in considerable numbers.

· Du Bois urged Black Americans to join the US army, and 200,000 enlisted, of whom 

    42,000 saw active service in France. 

(ii)Segregated units: 

Black Americans were only allowed to serve in black-only units, and initially were not allowed to serve as officers. However, by the end of the war 639 Black Americans had gained commissions and had fought in France.  5000 black American soldiers were killed, and a large number received decorations for gallantry. 

(iii)Consequences of Black American service in WW I
In spite of the distinguished conduct of Black Americans in WW I, many whites feared that this was the prelude to renewed efforts to give blacks full civil and economic rights.

· Major white-on-black racial attacks followed in Washington DC, Chicago, Charleston and Knoxville. 
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