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The Migration of the Negro, panel 1 1940-1941. By: Jacob Lawrence

After Reconstruction ended in 1876, the quality of life for Southern blacks severely deteriorated. States adopted "Jim Crow" laws, restricting the voting rights of African Americans and requiring them to use separate public facilities. The Ku Klux Klan and other racist groups terrorized blacks, forcing them to live in fear of violence and lynching. Education facilities were poor and work opportunities were limited. Economic problems included boll weevil infestation of the cotton crops, land erosion brought on by floods and drought, and a decline of cotton prices.

At this same time, the North was experiencing an economic boom. In the early 1900s, northern mines and railroad businesses began to prosper, increasing the demand for unskilled labor. Although European immigrants initially filled these positions, during World War I, northern industry turned to southern blacks as a source of cheap labor. Thousands of blacks left the South in response to promises of a better life and opportunities in the North. The majority of migrants traveled north by rail.

This painting is the first one that Jacob Lawrence made about migration. It shows a crowd of migrants about to embark on journeys to three big cities. Lawrence painted the migrants without facial features. Using a limited palette, Lawrence defined their clothing, hats, and luggage as silhouetted shapes, enhancing a sense of collective action as the crowd surges toward the station.
This Article was published by the Whitney Museum of American Art. It can be found at:

http://www.whitney.org/jacoblawrence/art/migration.html

