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To Anna and Jack



History, as nearly no one seems to know, is not merely something to be read. And it does not refer merely, or even principally, to the past. On the contrary, the great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it within us, are unconsciously controlled by it in many ways, and history is literally present in all that we do. It could scarcely be otherwise, since it is to history that we owe our frames of reference, our identities, and our aspirations.

—JAMES BALDWIN, “White Man’s Guilt,” Ebony, 1965



INTRODUCTION

“THE RACIAL ISSUE WE CONFRONT IN AMERICA IS NOT A SECTIONAL BUT A national problem. Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” So proclaimed the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., in 1960. Nearly a half century later, our histories—and our collective memories—of the civil rights era do not reflect the national scope of racial inequality and the breadth of challenges to it. The near library of books on the black freedom struggle is full of empty shelves. Most histories focus on the South and the epic battles between nonviolent protestors and the defenders of Jim Crow during the 1950s and 1960s. Sweet Land of Liberty turns our attention northward.

Conventional histories of the civil rights movement begin with 1954 and the landmark Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of Education, and they culminate in the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which together unraveled southern-style racial segregation. They tell a story of tragedy but ultimate triumph. As a result of litigation, legislation, and grassroots activism, the Jim Crow buses, lunch counters, and drinking fountains are artifacts of a vanquished racial order. Southern blacks enjoy the right to vote. Lynchings are rare.

The story of the southern freedom struggle is fundamentally a morality play, one that pits the forces of good (nonviolent protestors) against evil (segregationist politicians, brutal sheriffs, and rednecks). It is a story of suffering and redemption, with larger-than-life martyrs and prophets. Southern civil rights activists literally put their bodies on the line, willing to make the ultimate sacrifice to advance the cause of racial equality. Through protest and moral suasion—a call to conscience—activists reinvigorated the “American Creed,” a belief in the fundamental equality and humanity of all people that is supposedly enshrined in our nation’s founding documents. Through these activists’ heroism and uncompromising faith, the civil rights movement cleansed America of its sins.

The commonplace accounts turn northward only in the mid-and late 1960s, when cities exploded in riots and black power advocates burst onto the national scene. Our accounts of this period are bleaker and briefer, focusing on King’s frustrated attempt to “bring the movement North” to Chicago; the contentious New York City school strikes of 1968; the rise and fall of the Black Panthers; and the infamous battle in the 1970s against court-mandated busing in Boston. The North is the tragic denouement of the otherwise triumphant civil rights struggle.

These histories are as much the product of forgetting as of remembering. To understand the history of civil rights—indeed, to understand modern America—it is essential to bring the North back in. As a battleground in the struggle for racial equality, the North mattered enormously. The Great Migration of blacks from the South, which began with a trickle in the 1890s and accelerated rapidly with the outbreak of World War I, meant that the North was home to millions of African Americans by 1920. Fifty years later, almost half of American blacks lived north of the Mason-Dixon Line. Yet northern blacks loom in the shadows, absent from the historical stage until the mid-1960s, when they serve as spoilers: rioting, embracing a divisive identity politics, and sparking a white backlash against an alleged consensus in support of racial equality. Northern whites—especially those who joined the interracial struggle for equality—are also largely missing from these accounts.

The exclusion of the North—or its selective inclusion as a foil to the southern freedom struggle—comes at a cost. It ignores the long and intense history of racial violence and conflict in northern towns and cities. Though the differences between North and South were real, our emphasis on southern exceptionalism has led historians, journalists, and political commentators to overlook the commonalities across regions. The long and well-publicized history of racial atrocities in the South gave northerners a badge of honor, a sense that they were not part of America’s troubled racial history. In his 1944 bestseller, An American Dilemma, Gunnar Myrdal remarked on a pervasive sense of “innocence” among northern whites. “It is convenient for Northerners’ good conscience,” wrote Myrdal, “to forget about the Negro.” Myrdal did not spend much time investigating the North, but he could not miss the yawning gap between white northerners’ self-understanding and their practices. “The social paradox in the North is exactly this, that almost everybody is against discrimination in general but, at the same time, almost everybody practices discrimination in his own personal affairs.”

As the national news media turned their attention to civil rights and black power, white denial turned into defensiveness. With charges of racism hurling past them in the 1960s and early 1970s, northern whites fiercely proclaimed their racial innocence. “If I hear the four hundred years of slavery bit one more time,” complained a white man to journalist Pete Hamill in 1970, “I’ll go outta my mind.” Michael Novak, who passionately defended “white ethnics” against “sanctimonious” civil rights activists, likewise saw the question of race and injustice as a distinctly southern problem. “Racists?” he asked with incredulity. “Our ancestors owned no slaves. Most of us ceased being serfs only in the last two hundred years.” Racial inequality was someone else’s problem—it was not the North’s responsibility.

Racial inequality took different forms on each side of the Mason-Dixon Line in the twentieth century. Most northern communities did not erect signs to mark separate black and white facilities; only some northern schools were segregated by law; and black voters were not systematically disenfranchised in the North. But in both regions, private behavior, market practices, and public policies created and reinforced racial separation and inequality. Northern blacks lived as second-class citizens, unencumbered by the most blatant of southern-style Jim Crow laws but still trapped in an economic, political, and legal regime that seldom recognized them as equals. In nearly every arena, blacks and whites lived separate, unequal lives. Public policy and the market confined blacks to declining neighborhoods; informal Jim Crow excluded them from restaurants, hotels, amusement parks, and swimming pools and relegated them to separate sections of theaters. All but a small number of northern blacks attended racially segregated and inferior schools. As adults, blacks faced formidable obstacles to economic security. They were excluded from whole sectors of the labor market. And, as a result of the combined effects of segregation, discrimination, and substandard education, they remained overrepresented in the ranks of the unemployed and poor.

Impoverishment and exclusion engendered despair. But they also fueled righteous indignation. Throughout the twentieth century, black and white activists (and occasionally Latino and Asian allies, who were a minuscule segment of the region’s population until recently) rose to challenge racial inequality in the North. Their struggles defied easy categorization at the time—and still do. Activists used the term “civil rights movement” more broadly than do many historians, social scientists, and legal commentators. The “movement”—narrowly defined—consisted of challenges to officially sanctioned, legally enforceable racial segregation. But few activists at the time saw the battle to strike down legally mandated segregation as an end in itself. Rather, it was one part of a larger, multifaceted battle that at its broadest included fights for prohibition against discrimination in the workplace, the opening of housing markets, the provision of quality education, the economic development of impoverished communities, and untrammeled access to the consumer marketplace. The keyword linking these battles was “rights.”

For most of the period, activists (and ordinary Americans) embraced a capacious definition of rights. Rights talk—the evocation of “inalienable” rights attached to citizens and groups—is as old as the American republic itself. The very notion of rights was, from the beginning, fiercely contested. Were rights to be granted only to citizens? Only to those who were independent or those who held property or those who were virtuous? To women or African Americans? These were fundamental questions throughout most of American history. Notions of rights—and who was entitled to them—expanded in two crucial periods. In the aftermath of the emancipation of slaves, the Reconstruction amendments guaranteed African Americans the fundamental rights of citizenship, including the right to vote, serve on a jury, and be tried by a jury of one’s peers. But those rights were more often than not honored in the breach—and remained a target of civil rights activists for most of the century following the Civil War.

During the New Deal and World War II, a new, broader conception of rights pervaded American politics. Blacks and whites alike came to view an empowered federal government as the guarantor of positive as well as negative rights. At the heart of the later New Deal was a sweeping redefinition of the relationship of government, entitlement, and citizenship, perhaps best summarized in Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s “Second Bill of Rights,” in 1944. Roosevelt offered a sweeping revision of the freedoms guaranteed in the first ten constitutional amendments. Under the Bill of Rights, government power was to be checked; the government could not interfere in a citizen’s lawful exercise of the enumerated rights such as free speech, religion, and assembly. Under the Second Bill of Rights, an activist government guaranteed the positive rights to “a useful and remunerative job,” “to earn enough to provide adequate food and clothing and recreation,” “to a decent home,” and “to adequate protection from the economic fears of old age, sickness, accident, and unemployment.” The twin pillars of these newly enumerated rights as President Roosevelt defined them were “equality” and “security.”

The “rights revolution”—that is, the extension of citizenship to include positive rights—fundamentally shifted the terms of debate in the civil rights movement, particularly in the period from the 1930s to the 1970s. Often such expansive notions of rights came into conflict with more traditional understandings: Did a black’s right to a decent home trump the property rights of whites to rent or sell to whom they chose? Did the right to a decent, remunerative job override the employer’s prerogative, long recognized in American law, to hire and fire at will? Was there a right to welfare? Was there a right to equal education? Were rights restricted to the lifting of negative restraints on an individual’s freedoms—the equality of opportunity—or were they to be expanded to include equality of results, such as truly integrated schools, workplaces, and neighborhoods? All these questions moved to the center of national political debate—and black activists and their white allies kept them there.

This book focuses on the moment in modern American history when activists, especially in the North, fought for their rights broadly conceived. This book uses the term “civil rights” in that sense; and it uses “civil rights” interchangeably with “freedom struggle” and “struggle for racial equality,” as did many activists throughout the twentieth century. To separate these terms artificially, or to favor one over the others, would obscure more than clarify.

The stories of the black freedom struggle are both ordinary and extraordinary. Northern activists successfully challenged Jim Crow in public accommodations. To an extent unimaginable in 1940, it is now commonplace to see blacks and whites in the same restaurants, hotels, and theaters. Through protest and legislation, civil rights organizations chipped away at the problem of employment discrimination, opening up whole sectors of the workforce to people of color. And through pickets, litigation, and moral suasion, integrationists transformed white attitudes about segregation in housing and in schools—even if the practice of racial separation proved much more difficult to uproot. Black radicals also launched an extraordinary grassroots movement to gain hold of the mechanisms of economic and political power—through the ballot box and through community economic development. By threatening disruption, they gained control, sometimes fleetingly, sometimes enduringly, over the levers of power.

At their most effective, northern civil rights activists forged unlikely coalitions that fused critiques of racial, political, and economic inequality, motivated by a common vision of a just society. During the Depression and World War II, activists overcame political, cultural, and social differences, forging a remarkably united front to demand full political and economic citizenship. Devout churchwomen, lawyers, laborers, Democrats, Republicans, Socialists, and Communists marched together on picket lines, lobbied public officials, and joined in lawsuits against segregated housing and schools. Civil rights organizations developed increasingly sophisticated strategies to influence local, state, and federal policy making. They championed litigation and legislation that advanced their goals. Black activists made alliances—often awkward and contentious, but nonetheless productive—with white unionists, religious activists, and elected officials. Interracial organizing was never easy: It was plagued by misunderstanding and miscommunication and riddled with compromises. But it was also fruitful. Laws that prohibited workplace and housing discrimination—even if they were often watery—were the result of interracial organizing. The shift in racial attitudes and practices in modern America cannot be understood without telling the stories of myriad northern civil rights activists and their organizations, most of them unknown and forgotten.

In ways that I can only suggest here, northern and southern activists influenced one another. The topic—still mostly unexplored—is worth its own book. Northern activists shared their experiences with their southern counterparts, and by turn, they were moved to action by the example of the southern civil rights movement. Many veterans of the battles against segregated facilities in the North participated in the well-known southern sit-ins of the 1950s and 1960s. They disseminated pamphlets, wrote articles, and advised southern activists, offering lessons from their own hard-won victories. The black press served as an indispensable resource for civil rights activists around the country. Widely circulating (many papers had readerships across several states) black newspapers informed their readers of racial injustices around the country and reported extensively on those who challenged racial inequality. As a result, activists in Detroit could learn lessons from their counterparts in suburban New Jersey, who in turn followed the progress of protests in places as far away as Cincinnati, Atlanta, or Birmingham. Also linking black activists around the country were national organizations, from fraternities and women’s clubs to civil rights organizations to churches. Their local chapters—at times more militant than their parent organizations—often set the agenda for protests and experimented with new strategies for social change.

While the situation of blacks—north and south—was unmistakably better at the turn of the twenty-first century than it had been at the turn of the twentieth, the history of the black freedom struggle, especially in the North, is not just one of victories. It is full of paradoxes and ambiguities, of unfinished battles and devastating defeats. At the opening of the twenty-first century, the fifteen most segregated metropolitan areas in the United States were in the Northeast and Midwest. A half century after the Supreme Court struck down separate, unequal schools as unconstitutional, racial segregation is still the norm in northern public schools. The five states with the highest rates of school segregation—New York, New Jersey, Illinois, Michigan, and California—are all outside the South. Rates of unemployment, underemployment, and poverty reach Third World levels among African Americans in nearly every major northern city, where the faces in welfare offices, unemployment lines, homeless shelters, and jails are disproportionately black.

         

TO UNDERSTAND THE black freedom struggle requires going back further in time than most histories have—to the 1920s and 1930s—and also forward into the 1990s. I am inspired by the work of a new generation of civil rights historians, most of them focusing on the South, who have challenged the tired chronologies of that region’s battle over Jim Crow. Jacquelyn Dowd Hall calls for the history of a “long civil rights movement” that took root in the liberal and radical milieu of the late 1930s, was intimately tied to the “rise and fall of the New Deal order,” accelerated during World War II, stretched far beyond the South, was continuously and ferociously contested, and in the 1960s and 1970s inspired a “movement of movements” that “def[ies] any narrative of collapse.” The history of the northern freedom struggle told here also pushes at conventional boundaries and in the process greatly complicates our understanding of the underlying causes of racial equality, the creative strategies black and white activists deployed to challenge it, and the obstacles they faced.

It is, of course, futile to search for one single moment of origin. The North was never a place of primeval racial innocence. It had a long—if mostly forgotten—history of chattel slavery. Many northern fortunes in banking, textiles, and shipping were built on the backs of unfree laborers. Cities such as New York, Philadelphia, and Providence rose to economic power because of the trade in slaves and the products of plantations in the South and Caribbean. As slavery waned in the nineteenth-century North, racial inequality persisted and, in many places, hardened. In 1835, Alexis de Tocqueville trenchantly observed that “in the North the white no longer clearly perceives the barrier that is supposed to separate him from this debased race, and he shuns the Negro all the more assiduously for fear that he might one day become indistinguishable from him.” Even in those northern states that had abolished or prohibited slavery, Tocqueville observed that “the Negro is free, but he cannot share the rights, pleasures, labors, or sorrows—not even the tomb of him whose equal he has been declared to be. There is no place where the two can come together, whether in life or death.” Northern abolitionists worked to destroy slavery both in their own region and in the South. Black and white activists, sometimes working separately, at other times collaboratively, participated in the Underground Railroad, valiantly fought the South to liberate the slaves, and struggled to abolish racially separate schools and racially restricted voting throughout the nineteenth century.

Deeply rooted, the scope and scale and form of racial protest changed dramatically as millions of African Americans moved northward in the 1920s, in search of the “promised land,” the “New Canaan,” or the “sweet land of liberty.” The Great Migration was—for many—in itself a political act. It was an assertion of independence from the economic and legal chains of semifreedom in the South. In the wake of the influx, northern cities became hothouses of organizing. Newcomers discovered that the North was a far more troubled and unequal place than they had been led to believe. Many disillusioned northern blacks compared their region unfavorably with the South. Cleveland became “Alabama North.” Detroit was “the northernmost Southern city.” Philadelphia was “Up South.” During World War II, a Brooklyn minister bluntly argued that “when it comes to the way the Negro is treated, the only difference between the North and the South is the weather.”

The period from the Depression through World War II, in particular, cannot be seen solely or primarily as a “prelude” or “foreshadowing” of what was to come later. Black militancy, especially on economic issues, reshaped local and national politics. The emergence of interracial coalitions, an emphasis on the intersection of race and class, and the explosion of organized and unorganized protests give this era importance in its own right. The vast majority of northern whites cared little about African Americans and racial justice; many were overtly hostile to blacks. Yet a small but growing number, most of them religious activists or secular leftists, joined the struggle during the Depression and World War II. Sometimes working together, sometimes apart, black activists and their allies accomplished change.

Likewise, the postwar years were not, as conventional wisdom has it, a sleepy period of consensus. Rather, it was in the 1940s and 1950s that the frames that would shape the struggle for civil rights in the United States emerged: the belief in racial inequality as a moral and psychological problem and the emphasis on racism as an individual pathology. The postwar years spawned notions about racial inequality, its causes, and its solutions that have remained influential for the last half century, namely the belief that changing images and representations of race, by fostering tolerance and promoting diversity, would purge whites of their prejudices and uplift blacks from the “inferiority complex” that was believed to be the root of their subordinate status in American society.

By beginning in the pre–World War II years and carrying the story through to the present, Sweet Land of Liberty challenges the tired clichés of recent books that fixate on the 1960s as the fundamental turning point in the history of race in modern America. Many prominent analysts of race relations argue that the ideal of a color-blind society met its demise in the destructive 1960s. The nonviolent vision of Martin Luther King, Jr., gave way to the angry rhetoric of Malcolm X. Blacks wanted too much, too fast. Whites recoiled at the angry militancy of black power. When cities exploded in riots, the “silent majority” gave up all hopes of racial reconciliation. In the aftermath of the bloody summers of the late 1960s, minorities and their well-intentioned liberal supporters embraced a pernicious identity politics that deepened America’s racial divide and destroyed the integrationist dream of a land where character, not skin color, mattered most. This story is powerful for its simplicity. It has been influential in shaping national politics. It is also terribly incomplete.

The 1960s matter, but the period was profoundly shaped by what came before. Black radicalism did not burst onto the scene in 1966 when Stokely Carmichael famously uttered the words “black power.” It had a deeper history. Contrary to the conventional story of the decline of civil rights, postwar integrationism reached its crescendo, not its doom, in the 1960s. Activists who had cut their teeth in Depression and World War II–era protests (as well as the strategies they devised) did not simply disappear. In the 1960s, they pushed once again for policies that would solve racial and economic inequality simultaneously. The history of social movements in the 1960s also confounds the sharp dichotomy between black power and civil rights. The travails of black power had less to do with its challenge to the supposedly color-blind consensus and more to do with its acceptance of the very structures of local government and grassroots self-help that were embraced by the resurgent conservative movement.

Most histories of the civil rights movement peter out in the late 1960s. Commentators write of a “post–civil rights era” when “the marching stopped,” but in the post-sixties years, civil rights activism did not cease. However, it did take new forms and faced an increasingly hostile political climate. Beginning in the 1970s, thousands of blacks were elected to office in northern cities, an unprecedented shift in the color of local and national politics. By 1996, sixty-seven cities with populations over 50,000 had elected black mayors. Unprecedented numbers of blacks served on city councils, school boards, in local and federal courts, and in statewide offices. The surge in black political power may have been the most enduring consequence of the civil rights revolution, but the gains came with ever-growing burdens. Just as blacks took the helm, federal expenditures on cities and social welfare programs began to plummet; suburbanization continued apace; and the flight of jobs and capital accelerated. Scrutinized closely by the news media, held to high expectations by their black constituents, and viewed with deep skepticism by white suburbanites, black elected officials found themselves in paradoxical situations. Outnumbered and politically marginal, black mayors and local elected officials largely sought to preserve their fragile gains, while watching angrily as civil rights and social welfare programs atrophied.

         

“COLOR IS NOT a human or a personal reality,” wrote novelist James Baldwin in 1962, “it is a political reality.” It is now axiomatic in biology that race is a meaningless concept. It is a term that describes skin tone variation but little else. The genetic and physiological variations among members of supposedly homogeneous racial groups are as great as the differences among the so-called races. What race means varies widely from society to society and in different periods of history. Yet its pretense to being anthropological or scientific allows race to persist as a means of classification, as a system for allocating power and resources, and as a tool for depriving one segment of the population of the full perquisites of citizenship. Race is a political construction, one whose pernicious consequences can be unmade only through political action.

This book is a political history. The battle for racial equality in modern America has had high political stakes and real material consequences. I define politics broadly, to encompass organized and unorganized protests, riots, grassroots organizing, intellectual advocacy and engaged journalism, electoral politics, policy making, and litigation. Sweet Land of Liberty explores efforts by ordinary citizens and civil rights activists to push at the boundaries of citizenship, to incorporate African Americans into an economy that had marginalized them, into a consumer culture that held out false promises of inclusion, into schools that deemed them uneducable, into neighborhoods where they were viewed as pariahs. It is a history of efforts to change the law, to gain a voice in electoral politics, to influence public debate. It explores the social movements that civil rights activists created, joined, and transformed—from churches to civil rights advocacy groups to political parties.

Social movements have an impact on public policy. Public policies and national politics shape and constrain the options available to activists. Many histories of civil rights artificially separate the local and the national, the micro and the macro. Policy makers at the local, state, and federal levels were influenced by grassroots activists. Most protestors did not draft civil rights laws, propose legislation, or enact regulations. But they raised the issues of racial exclusion in public forums, through demonstrations, pamphlets, and newspaper articles. They also organized politically—both inside and outside normal electoral channels. They marched through the courts, using the law as a weapon to overturn racial segregation. Their victories were seldom complete or wholly satisfying. Grassroots activists faced their opponents on an uneven playing field. Their movements were shaped and constrained by political and economic institutions over which they often had little control. Advocates of racial equality—and their opponents—were both very much products of their times, of a history not always of their own making.

The history of civil rights activism is inseparable from that of national-level political and economic history. Northern blacks—and their allies—made their own history, but on a contested terrain. Events in such far-flung places as Delhi and Addis Ababa affected activists in Chicago and Harlem. Shifting politics in Washington, D.C.—from the New Deal to the New Right—created moments of political possibility and, just as often, limited or foreclosed them. And the decisions of policy makers about where to allocate tax dollars, where to build housing, how to distribute welfare, how to fund schools, and what procedures should be in place to determine who is hired and who is fired—all of these seemingly distant, impersonal, bureaucratic decisions affected people’s everyday lives. They could be seen in overcrowded urban schools. They could be seen in the slow opening of the American workplace to nonwhite people. They could be seen in the rutted streets of the inner cities that were home to a majority of the region’s blacks. And they could be seen in the ring of suburban white prosperity, what Philadelphia reformer Richardson Dilworth called the “white noose” around the neck of the city. Even the ostensibly private realms of shopping, dining, leisure, and recreation were the product of public contests over white power and black autonomy. No issue was the subject of greater political contestation in the twentieth-century North than race.

Several currents made their way through northern politics—overlapping and reinforcing one another at some points, conflicting at others. Just as it cannot be confined to a brief historical period, the northern black freedom struggle cannot be reduced to a single impulse or political current. Except for in the pages of social science, where we try to find universal, generalizable rules of behavior, political actors and ordinary citizens seldom hold consistent views. Their motivations vary; their ideologies shift; their sense of what is possible and impossible, pragmatic and impracticable changes with the times.

One of the most deeply rooted themes in black politics was that of racial uplift and respectability. It manifested itself in the view that black elites—churchwomen, members of fraternities and sororities, ministers, educators, and organizational leaders—had the duty to use their privilege to better the black masses. Other activists embraced interracialism, arguing that collaboration across the divides of black and white was a moral imperative and a political necessity. Still others tapped a long current in black political thought, one that emphasized self-determination and self-help through the creation of all-black institutions. Weaving through these diverse positions, sometimes undermining them, at other times reinforcing them, were arguments about the root causes of racial inequality. By the 1930s, a wide range of activists—interracialists and separatists, advocates of uplift and those who promoted black unionism—were bound together by a common belief in the inseparability of questions of race and class.

Social movements for equality struggled with important questions: Should blacks organize separately or in collaboration with other groups? Should protests deploy the strategies of nonviolence and persuasion or self-defense and coercion? Should they combine them into something altogether different? Again and again, the history of northern activism confounds the simple dichotomies between integrationism and black power that shape conventional narratives of the movement. As we shall see, ordinary blacks, as well as activists and political leaders, moved fluidly between the strategies of race consciousness and interracialism. The northern civil rights movement was characterized by improvisation and reformulation. Activists and ordinary citizens could—and did—hold seemingly contradictory ideas simultaneously: working for the creation of an interracial society in the long run but supporting separatism in the short run, or deploying the tactics of peaceful persuasion but turning to more coercive forms of protest in the face of changing political circumstances. Many blacks fashioned a politics not easily defined as nonviolent or violent, integrationist or separationist.

The tensions between integration and separation also shaped white politics. Many northern whites supported integrationism in rhetoric but rejected it in practice. One of the most important stories of race in modern America is the widespread acceptance of racial separation as natural, as the result of ostensibly race-neutral market decisions, of individual choices, rather than of public policy. Among whites, racial separatism was widely practiced but, especially in the aftermath of the campaigns to discredit overt racism, dared not speak its name.

Northern civil rights activists also struggled over profound questions of morality and political theory that still have implications for the ways we think about race and inequality. From the 1930s to the present, an important cadre of northern activists argued that racial inequality was embedded in American economic, legal, and political institutions: Racial differences were not solely or primarily a matter of personal beliefs or prejudiced attitudes. In this view, achieving racial equality required contesting power—reforming or fundamentally transforming key American institutions, including the real estate industry, city governments, the welfare system, and, in the view of the most radical, the very system of American capitalism itself. Another strand of activists—those who have been most influential in modern American history—emphasized racism as an individual moral and psychological problem: one in the hearts and minds of misguided whites. Racial inequality would be solved by eliminating prejudice, by persuading whites to tolerate or accept blacks as their equals. These efforts focused on changing the boundaries of discourse and of modifying representations of race, through therapy, advertising, education, and the media. In this view, eliminating racial inequality was a matter of changing attitudes and beliefs; institutional change would follow.

Activists also grappled with another major issue: the matter of race itself. Should we accept the timeless and enduring reality of racial separation? In the North, the commitment to racial equality was often symbolic and rhetorical—and it grew as the result of civil rights activism. But at the same time, a growing number of blacks and whites accepted—even embraced—the idea that there were permanent, ultimately irreconcilable racial differences. Should blacks trouble themselves with whites, or should they imagine themselves as an oppressed colony, a nation within a nation? Should whites continue to make sacrifices for black folks, who should pull themselves up by their bootstraps and help themselves? Even as science and social science discredited notions of race as real and essential, many Americans clung to notions of race and identity as permanent, fixed, unchanging.

The pages of this book are peopled with figures—some forgotten, some famous—whose careers embody many of the major currents of racial politics in the twentieth century. Some of the stories that follow will be familiar to specialists but unfamiliar to nearly everyone else. Some give voice to activists, movements, and organizations that do not fit into conventional narratives about civil rights and black power. Many recast the histories of well-known organizations and political figures, offering new vantage points on well-researched topics. More so than most scholars, civil rights historians have emphasized individual acts of resistance, single acts of defiance, moments of sheer courage and heroism. But most of the actors in the black freedom struggle north and south did not act alone. They were part of collective efforts to accomplish change, and, however heroic, they were part of something much larger than themselves.

Political change did not happen as the sum of individual actions. Advocates of racial equality (and, for that matter, their opponents) worked collectively, through an extraordinary web of organizations. Perhaps more than any other group in American society, African Americans were joiners. Over the course of the twentieth century, black activists founded and supported a remarkable array of institutions, pressure groups, political organizations, religious congregations, fraternities, sororities, and social clubs. Most of them advocated the cause of racial equality. And when they were most successful, they forged alliances, built unlikely coalitions, often across the lines of race, religion, and class, and linked local, national, and international issues.

The North is, of course, vast. By some definitions, it encompasses everything outside of the former Confederate States of America; by others, it simply includes the Midwest and Northeast. By necessity, this book focuses on the states with the largest black populations outside the South: New York (which had the largest black population of any state in 1960), Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Ohio, Michigan, and Illinois; but, occasionally, California, Indiana, Minnesota, Washington, Massachusetts, and Connecticut appear. The battle for racial equality in the North played out with special intensity in the major cities that were home to nearly four-fifths of the black population outside Dixie. But struggles for civil rights also reshaped small towns and suburbs—a part of the northern story that has been almost completely overlooked.

The northern battles over civil rights raised fundamental questions that we still grapple with today—in the North as well as the South. Who is responsible for racial inequality, for interracial hostility, for poverty, for crime and violence, for persistent racial divisions? To understand our America, we must give as much attention to the unheralded struggles for civil rights in the factories, churches, and neighborhoods of Philadelphia, New York, and Detroit, the schools of Harlem and New Rochelle and Gary and Chicago, and the movie theaters of Cincinnati as we have to the now-epic events of Greensboro, Birmingham, Montgomery, and Selma. The history of the struggle for racial equality in the North—its triumphs and failures, its ironies and unexpected outcomes—opens up new ways of exploring the most important, and still unfinished, history of race, rights, and politics in modern America.
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CHAPTER 1
 
“SWEET LAND OF LIBERTY”
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And this will be the day—this will be the day when all of God’s children will be able to sing with new meaning:

My country ’tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing.

Land where my fathers died, land of the Pilgrim’s pride,

From every mountainside, let freedom ring!

And if America is to be a great nation, this must become true.

And so let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire.

Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New York.

Let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania.

Let freedom ring from the snow-capped Rockies of Colorado.

Let freedom ring from the curvaceous slopes of California.

But not only that:

Let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia.

Let freedom ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee.

Let freedom ring from every hill and molehill of Mississippi.

From every mountainside, let freedom ring.


AS THE REVEREND MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., BROUGHT HIS SPEECH AT THE 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom to a thundering close, Anna Arnold Hedgeman sat a few feet away. It was a long-overdue moment of recognition for the sixty-four-year-old civil rights activist, though it was bittersweet. The only woman on the steering committee for the march, Hedgeman had a place of honor on the dais at the base of the Lincoln Memorial. It was only at the last minute, at her insistence, that march organizers gave a few minutes on the program to Little Rock leader Daisy Bates and “casually” introduced Rosa Parks to the crowd. Hedgeman remained unacknowledged, her presence mute testimony to the importance of decades of grassroots organizing, much of it in the North, that had brought a quarter of a million people to the greatest demonstration in the nation’s history. It is safe to say that most of the marchers gathered that hot August afternoon had no idea who she was. At a moment when the black freedom struggle was growing younger and more militant, Hedgeman was part of a largely forgotten generation of activists, women and men, black and white, religious and secular, whose lives embodied the long history of civil rights in the North.

Anna Arnold Hedgeman’s journey began in the small-town Midwest at the dawn of the twentieth century, took her through the North, and brought her into the heart of a remarkable and diverse political and social movement to challenge racial inequality in America. She came of age as millions of blacks headed north in search of opportunity but faced a regime of racial proscription there that was every bit as deeply entrenched as the southern system of Jim Crow. During her lifetime of activism, she encountered grassroots school desegregation activists and angry Klansmen; black and white churchwomen committed to dialogue on race relations; poor black migrants and struggling women workers; hypocritical white liberals who mouthed their commitment to racial equality but continued to profit from it; musicians, activists, and intellectuals who created the Harlem Renaissance; black separatists dreaming of a proud black nation; and blue-collar activists committed to building an interracial labor movement. A tireless woman of political savvy and considerable charm, she worked with nearly every important civil rights activist in the first half of the twentieth century.

Hedgeman started life born into the “talented tenth,” a term coined by W.E.B. Du Bois for the highly educated, deeply religious, and well-connected black men and women who saw their mission as uplifting the race. Pious and proper, she was the embodiment of the black churchwoman, sometimes prone to self-righteousness but deeply committed to leading a life of faith in service of social change. For Hedgeman, as it was for many early-twentieth-century black activists, there was no boundary between politics and piety, between prayer and protest. Her calling was both spiritual and practical but also open to the dramatically changing circumstances of America as it was remade by the massive black diaspora. Hedgeman’s encounter with the troubled and unresolved history of race and inequality in the North profoundly altered her vocation. She found herself drawn to the plight of poor and working-class Americans, especially the black women born in circumstances far less fortunate than her own. Even if she never jettisoned her intense religiosity or her sense of propriety, she came to see that the project of uplifting the poor into bourgeois respectability by prayer, admonition, or moral education would never be sufficient. Because of her encounter with racial and economic injustice, she came to argue that the plight of the black poor would be overcome only through a wholescale political and economic transformation.

         

ANNA ARNOLD’S CHILDHOOD was anything but ordinary. She grew up in a nearly all-white world. Born in Marshalltown, Iowa, in 1899 and raised in Anoka, Minnesota, in a devout household, she was the daughter of a college-educated southern migrant so light-skinned that he could pass for white. William Arnold was a preacher and educator committed to the prohibition of alcohol. A stern, devout man, he had high ambitions for his children. When Anna was still an infant, the Arnolds found their way to Anoka, a relatively prosperous lumber and mill town on the northernmost reaches of the Mississippi River, twenty miles northwest of Minneapolis. Only 8,809 blacks lived in the entire state in 1920. Anoka’s tiny black population had risen from only 15 to 41 in the first two decades of the twentieth century. The only blacks Arnold knew for most of her childhood were immediate family members. Minnesota was relatively liberal, its white population more indifferent than hostile to the small number of blacks who peppered the state. Anna Arnold did not recall facing any racial hostility as a child, but it did affect others. In 1931, less than ten years after she left her hometown, a black Anokan barely escaped a lynch mob.

Comfortable as the only black person in a room full of whites, she became the first black student at Hamline University, a small Methodist school in St. Paul. It was there, in Minnesota’s capital, where racial tensions were soaring, that she had her first serious encounters with other African Americans. Several thousand blacks had moved into the Twin Cities in the early 1920s, leading to a tightening of racial restrictions in schools, housing, and employment. One member of Arnold’s social circle in St. Paul was Roy Wilkins, two years her junior and later president of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Fresh from college, Wilkins wrote a scathing account of their home state, decrying the “complacency” and “indifference” of its black leadership. “The most regrettable and almost tragic feature of life in Minnesota,” wrote Wilkins, “is that Negroes are so satisfied with their condition that they are blind to the signs of a new time.”

In the 1920s, blacks faced growing hostility in the North. Throughout the region, restrictive covenants—clauses in home deeds that forbade blacks and other minorities from purchasing or renting homes—proliferated. Nearly every new housing development built during the booming 1920s was closed to blacks. Those who attempted to breach the invisible color lines that separated neighborhoods faced violent reprisals. The result was a steep rise in housing segregation. The Ku Klux Klan gained strongholds in nearly every northern city in the 1920s. Chicago’s Klan, for example, had nearly forty thousand members, and nearly one in three white men in Indiana belonged to the group at its peak in the mid-1920s. In Detroit, a Klansman lost election to the Detroit mayoralty on a technicality in 1924. Blacks faced growing restrictions. Shopkeepers, restaurant owners, and theater managers proclaimed their premises for whites only. And racially separate schools proliferated, particularly in northern towns that attracted large numbers of black migrants. Nearly all of these proscriptions—as Wilkins called them—were defended by law enforcement authorities.

Anna Arnold had her first serious encounter with discrimination as a twenty-two-year-old. An ambitious student, she pursued one of the few professions open to educated black women—teaching. But St. Paul had a very small black population, and its school district had no interest in placing a “colored” teacher in one of its white schools. (With few exceptions, hardly any black teachers taught white students in the North until the mid-1950s.) Frustrated by her experience and eager to see the larger world, she took a teaching job at Rust College in Holly Springs, Mississippi, a small, all-black “citadel of moralistic Methodism.” The students at Rust were, for the most part, poorly educated; the school had a small budget; and Holly Springs could not have been more different from Anoka or St. Paul. Arnold found the indignities of southern-style Jim Crow difficult to negotiate, though she learned a great deal about the history of race relations from her mentor, Rust College dean J. Leonard Farmer, whose son James would later move north and spearhead the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE). Embittered by the “overwhelming difficulties” of life in the segregated South, she headed back north after two years, feeling a “deep hate” toward southern whites.

In 1924, Anna Arnold was hired by the YWCA, starting out in Springfield, Ohio. The town was hardly a refuge from the indignities that she had experienced in the South, but the Y provided a springboard for her ambition. A bastion of liberal Protestantism amid the fundamentalist revival of the 1920s, the Y attracted young, idealistic, churchgoing women who used their talents to reform and uplift poor and working-class women through continuing education, moral training, cultural events, and physical fitness programs. By the 1920s, the YWCA movement was also tentatively interracial, drawing together churchwomen who began to experiment with “interracial dialogues.” One of the few white-dominated institutions that hired black women to positions of leadership, the Y became the base for a whole generation of ambitious black social workers, educators, and administrators. Building on a Christian understanding of the “brotherhood of all mankind,” the Y’s moral integrationists worked within churches and religious organizations toward the goal of interracial cooperation. It was a daunting challenge when, as the old adage went, Sunday services were the most segregated hour in America. Most whites listened to white ministers, imagined Jesus as white, and could scarcely envision a heaven without segregation. Religious interracialists had modest goals: to foster “tolerance” of racial difference, to encourage whites to grapple with the presence of “the Negro problem” in their midst, and to create spaces for interracial dialogue through what one skeptical observer called “tea, touch, and talk.” To white interracialists, the very prospect of attending conferences with blacks was heady. And to black interracialists, especially those who aspired to respectability, interracial meetings were a rare opening to a white world mostly forbidden to them.

When Arnold started with the Y, it was part of a still-tentative religious interracialist movement. Beginning in the 1920s, the Federal Council of Churches, an umbrella organization of mainline Protestant denominations, created a Department of Racial and Cultural Relations. Through the mid-1960s, it published a bimonthly newsletter, the Interracial News Service, and sponsored “Race Relations Sunday,” an annual event in which pastors were encouraged to bring up questions of racial inequality in sermons or, for the less adventuresome, in church newsletters or afternoon seminars. However symbolic such efforts were, they attracted a dedicated cadre of activists, committed to the ideal of persuasion, who envisioned the problem of racial inequality as a moral problem. Their vision of “brotherhood,” that all were equal in the eyes of Christ, would lead a small but growing number of whites to embrace the goals of the fledgling struggle for black equality.

Protestant interracialism, especially in the Y, drew much of its vision from the missionary movement. Missionaries were often agents of American imperialism, men and women who dedicated their lives to bringing civilization and Christianity to the unchurched, uneducated, and undemocratic peoples of the world. As the United States extended its political, military, and economic reach abroad in the early twentieth century, missionaries were often on the front lines. However, overseas mission work had unintended consequences. By the 1920s, many returning missionaries, particularly white women, had been transformed by their encounter with foreign people of color. Though most were incapable of wholly jettisoning their sense of moral and political superiority, many returned from these stints humbled by their experiences and outraged at the suffering, deprivation, and political oppression they had witnessed. A small, vocal, and growing segment of churchwomen began to compare the situation of American blacks to that of the oppressed peoples overseas. Haltingly, they began to demand that their own churches extend their mission work to Negroes—and, even more important, they began to argue for the full recognition of blacks within their own churches. By the late 1920s, they began to push even further, forging alliances with like-minded black churchwomen.

The Y movement was influenced by similar interracial currents, but like most institutions in the early twentieth century—even the most progressive—YMCAs and YWCAs were still strictly segregated by race. Any self-respecting northern city had its “White-WCA” and, if its black population was large enough, its Negro Y, a place that provided social services, housing and food, and education for urban blacks. The Negro Y was one of the most visible manifestations of a politics of respectability and race uplift that had infused black politics since the late nineteenth century. In this vision of social reform, the black elite had a special duty to promote a new vision of “the race,” one that challenged prevailing white assumptions about innate black inferiority. Well-to-do blacks emphasized the importance of propriety, embracing a set of Victorian values of decorum, restraint, and caution that distanced them from the black masses, whose dress was garish; music profane; religion overly emotional; accents backward and folkish; and habits feckless and irresponsible. Respectability required abstinence from the pleasures of the flesh, a proper and restrained religion, and conservative dress. The politics of uplift was deeply condescending, but also hopeful that the poor and working classes could be redeemed through the charitable efforts and good example of their betters.

Black women such as Arnold played a special role in the politics of uplift and respectability. Since the late nineteenth century, black women had created an extraordinary base of sororities and clubs. At lunches and teas, they gathered to socialize and to build lasting networks of friendship. As much as clubwomen liked to don their fine dresses, hats, and gloves, they were motivated by a higher purpose, a deep sense of responsibility toward their disadvantaged sisters. As “race women,” they had a twofold duty: first, to embody the very virtues that whites believed were inherently lacking in black culture, and, second, to instill those virtues in the downtrodden. Through their moral example, but also through reform institutions, churches, and schools, black women hoped to modify the behavior and values of the poor and thus undermine the racial stereotypes that prevented the full recognition of Negroes as citizens. To be sure, early-twentieth-century black elites had no monopoly on the ideology of uplift. Progressive-era reformers—black and white alike—condescended toward the poor and created a bevy of institutions to control and discipline the ill-behaved, the “uncultured,” and the unruly. But because of the deep currents of racial oppression, blacks viewed uplift as a distinct task to be performed by blacks themselves. At the very core of the politics of uplift was a belief in racial solidarity and self-help. It was up to Negroes to pull their disadvantaged people out of spiritual and economic impoverishment.

One of the most established women’s groups, the National Association of Colored Women (NACW), had more than one hundred thousand members, including Anna Arnold, in 1924. Its motto, “Lifting as we climb,” expressed its members’ aspirations. Working through their churches, they provided food, clothing, and other supplies to impoverished families, paying special heed to the needs of new migrants to northern cities. Under the leadership of Mary Church Terrell, the NACW did more than provide charity. It also joined women’s voices in a collective demand for political reform. NACW members pushed for antilynching and antidiscrimination laws, demanded an end to racially inferior education, and collaborated with a wide range of black and white groups to push for social welfare policies that would benefit poor and working women, regardless of race.

The Great Migration gave a real sense of urgency to advocates of racial uplift. Established northern blacks—the “old settlers”—recoiled at the influx of southerners, many of whom arrived with few skills, little education, and little familiarity with urban life. But many blacks pooled their resources to create charities and reform organizations—usually with the support of white philanthropists—to facilitate the “adjustment” of newcomers to the North. The Travelers Aid Society and other local charitable organizations fanned out through train stations to rescue women arrivals from the lures of illicit life in the city. Settlement houses provided migrants with social services and education. And one of the most important black reform organizations, the Urban League, was founded in 1910 to provide job training and economic opportunity to penniless southern migrants. Urban League chapters—often in collaboration with Y’s and church groups—conducted studies of the newcomers and, armed with data, set forth to rescue them, particularly the young women, from the disreputable boardinghouses, dance halls, and bars that they believed would lure migrants into a life of crime and vice. One of the league’s most innovative programs was to instill black migrants with the values of thrift and discipline and, through connections with white employers, find them steady employment. The Y also put an emphasis on the transformative power of uplift. Through Christian education, edifying lectures, courses on hygiene, and camping and recreation programs, the Y would transform simple country women into upstanding, respectable urban citizens.

A natural leader, Anna Arnold rapidly moved up the ranks of the YWCA. Her Springfield posting was eye-opening. An industrial city of 60,000, Springfield was part of a belt of Ohio towns that had been bastions of abolitionism and Republicanism and, because of that, magnets for black southerners—first slaves, then impoverished southern blacks—in search of freedom. Its long-established black population of nearly 8,000 supported a Negro Y, a thriving NAACP chapter, and a black newspaper. But despite its storied past, Springfield was racked with black-white conflict in the early twentieth century. By the time Arnold arrived, race relations were raw. Three years earlier, whites had rampaged through the city’s black section after rumors spread that a black man had attacked a white girl. It was the third riot that had devastated the town in two decades. In the aftermath of the 1921 riot, Springfield’s newly organized Ku Klux Klan chapter attracted many of the town’s most respectable, middle-class Protestant citizens, just as Klaverns did throughout the North. Its membership, numbering about three thousand, even included the school board president, who led the school district—against Ohio law—to create an all-black elementary school in 1922.

Springfield’s blacks did not sit back passively. As the 1922–23 school year began, a large group of black parents boycotted the colored school. While parents held their children from classes, the local NAACP branch filed a lawsuit against the district for violating Ohio law. Not all Springfield blacks supported the boycott and litigation. A minority—led by black educators—supported separate education because the new school provided teaching jobs for women who did not stand a chance of employment in the town’s white-dominated schools. The Springfield school controversy was a foreshadowing of how divisive the issue of race and education would become in the North. The parents won their suit—a judge ruled that the separate school was illegal—but were powerless to enforce the ruling. The district retaliated by firing its black schoolteachers. Arnold was surely outraged, given her experience in St. Paul. Springfield’s elementary schools remained almost completely segregated by race because of the growing concentration of the town’s black population in its new “Negro ghetto.”

Separate and unequal was not just the rule in Springfield’s schools. Jim Crow northern-style also pervaded the town’s everyday life. The town’s hotel, white-owned restaurants, and theaters excluded blacks. Although she was a YWCA official, Arnold could not even take a meal in the cafeteria of Springfield’s central Y. The segregation of public accommodations was the norm in the North in the early twentieth century. It outraged Arnold, and shortly after she arrived in Springfield, she made common cause with Springfield’s civil rights activists. With a small group of black women, she demanded the desegregation of the well-equipped central YWCA. As a fallback—if Springfield’s Y’s remained separate—she demanded funding to bring the facilities at the Negro Y up to the white standard. Arnold and her fellow activists pursued a strategy common among northern advocates of racial equality in the early twentieth century. They wanted access to first-class facilities, but if integration failed, they would settle for a separate but equal solution. The all-white board of the Community Chest (the white-led group that funded the Y) rebuffed their demands. Springfield’s Y, like most of the town’s institutions, would remain separate and unequal. “There were no signs ‘colored’ and ‘white,’” she recalled, “but the wall of separation was as vivid in the minds of Negroes and whites as though the signs were present.”

Arnold did not stay in Springfield for long. She was a young woman of great talent, destined for a more prominent post. With the encouragement of her colleagues, she won a position at the Jersey City, New Jersey, YWCA. There she gained more bitter experience with northern poverty and discrimination and sharpened her critique of racial inequality. A gritty riverfront town full of small factories, warehouses, and wharves, Jersey City had a rapidly growing black population. Many YWCA members were washerwomen and recent migrants who toiled in the city’s industrial laundries. It was grueling work, “hot and disagreeable and…poorly paid.” In the drying rooms, temperatures regularly rose over one hundred degrees. You could tell a laundress by her hands, chapped by exposure to water or raw with contact with lye and bleach. Striving to overcome her privileged background, Arnold worked a weeklong stint in a laundry, where she jettisoned her “dearly cherished Midwestern ideas about the ability of the individual to accomplish on his own.” Slaving shoulder to shoulder with black workers entrapped by discrimination, she grew increasingly distrustful of northern whites. “Good Christian white people who thought of themselves as ‘liberal’ if they invited a Negro speaker to their meetings” turned blind eyes to workers pushed into the “lowest paid and the most menial” jobs. She also came to realize that Jersey City’s poor and working-class women needed uplift much less than they did good pay and workplace safety. Economic injustice and pervasive discrimination knew no regional boundaries. “The North and the South” shared a “basic philosophy,” she concluded. “In the South the weapon was a meat axe; in the North, a stiletto. Both are lethal weapons.”

Between 1927 and 1933, as the Harlem Renaissance gave way to the ravages of the Great Depression, Arnold joined the staff at the segregated YWCA on New York’s West 137th Street, in the capital of black America. No place was more exciting for a single, black woman in her late twenties and early thirties than Harlem, and no place more challenging to a young social reformer. The 1920s had witnessed a black political and cultural awakening in the North. As millions of blacks migrated to New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Detroit, a remarkable cadre of “New Negroes”—black artists, writers, activists, and intellectuals—celebrated the distinctive contributions of black culture. Like Chicago’s Bronzeville or Detroit’s Paradise Valley but on a larger scale, Harlem was institutionally rich, home to the churches, political clubs, jazz clubs, and speakers’ corners that created a public space for the “New Negro,” assertive, race-conscious, and politically engaged.

Anna Arnold was too prim, too much of a small-town midwesterner to be drawn into Harlem’s bars and dance halls, as alluring as they were. But she was never isolated from the city’s vital cultural life. The Harlem YWCA was a social, political, and intellectual hub. Nearly every major and minor poet, politician, civil rights leader, and minister made an appearance there. Poets Langston Hughes and Countee Cullen gave readings; NAACP founder and towering black intellectual W.E.B. Du Bois addressed its assembled members; Paul Robeson filled its auditorium with song and black classical musicians held packed recitals; A. Philip Randolph, founder of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, rallied for support of the trade union movement. Black clubwomen Mary Church Terrell and Mary McLeod Bethune, both staunch advocates of women’s welfare, offered inspiring lectures. Black travelers from all over the country—even celebrities—took rooms at the Y because they were excluded from nearly all white-owned hotels. In its meeting rooms, religious groups prayed, labor activists organized, and civil rights organizations planned demonstrations.

Arnold also reveled in the rich cultural life of Harlem outside the walls of the Y. Brilliant, socially graceful, and well positioned, she quickly found herself a part of New York’s black elite. She frequented soirées in the elegant ballroom of Harlem’s Hotel Theresa, where, like many “society ladies,” she took an apartment. There, she socialized with writers, musicians, and artists. And in 1933, she married former Fisk Jubilee singer Merritt Hedgeman, a well-regarded member of Harlem’s artistic circles.

Even as she led the charmed life of a socialite, Anna Arnold Hedgeman walked through the grim streets and alleys of New York misery. Wrenching poverty was inescapable in Depression-era Harlem. Unemployment skyrocketed to 60 percent and employers slashed wages for those lucky enough to keep their jobs. As an administrator at the Y, she heard countless stories of families forced to beg and steal, living on the brink of starvation amid the country’s worst economic downturn. She walked past the corners where hungry men and women gathered, desperate for jobs as day laborers. She felt the anguish of the emaciated women and children who “searched in garbage cans for food, foraging with dogs and cats.” And she grew increasingly frustrated that the Y, like most private charities during the Depression, simply did not have the resources to provide for the legion of poor people it valiantly struggled to serve.

Harlem provided Hedgeman with a crash course in politics. In Springfield, she had been introduced to grassroots organizing around equal education. In Jersey City, she had had her first experience with the labor movement. But it was in Harlem where she experienced northern black politics in all its complexity and diversity. Hedgeman arrived in New York when black political life was in a state of flux. The 1920s had marked the zenith of post–Civil War black separatism. Harlem was the movement’s center. From at least the nineteenth century, an influential current of black activists had advocated the creation of separate, all-black communities within the boundaries of the United States; others held a vision of black people liberated by their return to Africa. In the 1870s and 1880s, freed blacks had created separate towns scattered throughout the South. Others had migrated westward to Kansas, and later, Oklahoma, where they hoped to free themselves from the chains of southern peonage and Jim Crow. Some former slaves headed to Liberia, where black American colonists created their own republic. Many southern migrants had carried northward a deep sympathy for the vernacular separatism of the emigrationist societies; others had a sense of nationhood that had been nurtured in the fraternal lodges and churches of the post-Emancipation South. All these currents came together in Harlem, where emigrationists and advocates of Pan-Africanism, religious nationalism, and black economic self-determination debated on Harlem’s street corners, published tracts, and held mass meetings.

The largest of the separatist movements was led by Marcus Garvey, a Jamaican immigrant and entrepreneur whose Harlem-based Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) called for black economic independence. Garvey encouraged American blacks to reclaim their African identity and laid the groundwork for what he hoped would be a mass migration back to Africa. Founded in 1916, Garvey’s movement reached its pinnacle of influence just after World War I, fueled by black discontent at the limitations of black progress both in the rural South and in northern cities. The postwar experience proved an especially bitter pill for blacks. Leaders such as W.E.B. Du Bois had supported the war effort, hoping that blacks would be rewarded with the full rights of citizenship in exchange for their service. And hundreds of thousands of former sharecroppers, manual laborers, and household servants had migrated north, hoping that wartime employment would lead to real economic advancement. Blacks found themselves among the proverbial “last hired and first fired at war’s end” and faced a torrent of racial violence in the aftermath of the war (including bloody race riots in East St. Louis and Chicago) and routine police abuse on the streets of nearly every major city. In this climate of intense racial hostility, Garvey’s call for black dignity and self-determination resonated deeply. “No more fear,” he proclaimed, “no more cringing, no more sycophantic begging and pleading.”

Garvey offered a powerful alternative vision—one that combined a popular critique of imperialism with a call for black self-determination and independence. Few Garveyites actually seriously considered leaving the United States, but the UNIA offered a compelling vision of self-help and a celebration of the pride of African ancestry. More than any black leader in the early twentieth century, Garvey galvanized audiences with his powerful rhetoric and built an enormous, if short-lived, mass movement. “Being satisfied to drink of the dregs from the cup of human progress,” proclaimed Garvey, “will not demonstrate our fitness as a people to exist alongside of others, but when of our own initiative we strike out to build industries, governments, and ultimately empires, then and only then will we as a race prove to our Creator and to man in general that we are fit to survive and capable of shaping our own destiny.” At the core of Garveyism was a vision of the empowered, militant black man defending the black homeland of Africa against European imperialists. Garvey organized paramilitary units, including the Universal African Legion, to be served by Black Cross nurses and the Black Star shipping line. On a smaller scale, local Garveyites founded black cooperative stores and self-help community institutions, all vehicles for economic independence, short of emigration.

The separatist impulse ran like a black thread through northern politics in the 1930s, even if it was sometimes only barely visible. By the onset of the Great Depression, when Hedgeman arrived in Harlem, the Garvey movement was greatly diminished. Garvey himself was jailed in 1925 and deported in 1927 on fraud charges. In his absence, the UNIA shattered. But many of Garvey’s supporters, who gained political experience and revolutionary zeal in the UNIA, remained vocal grassroots activists. Harlem’s remaining Garveyites staked out the famous “Speakers’ Corner” at 125th Street and Seventh Avenue, where they harangued passersby. But the marginality of the UNIA did not mean that such sentiments had disappeared among African Americans. Many former Garvey supporters, such as Audley “Queen Mother” Moore, recast their race-conscious politics in the Communist Party, in black-led trade unions, and in other radical groups. Ex-Garveyites played a leading role in the “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” boycotts that proliferated in the 1930s and influenced the budding cooperative movement, an effort to create independent, member-owned black stores in Harlem during the Depression. Even if most Garveyite businesses and cooperatives disappeared, the idea of black self-help enterprises remained powerful throughout the 1930s and beyond.

Separatist politics also remained alive among small cadres of black nationalists, religious separatists, and advocates of race pride. A lesser-known contemporary of Garvey, Noble Drew Ali, had launched the Moorish Science Temple of America in Newark during World War I. Ali’s followers rejected their slavish Negro past for a newly assertive “Asiatic” identity. In Detroit, a peripatetic prophet named W. D. Fard, probably influenced by Ali, launched the Lost-Found Nation of Islam in 1930. By the mid-1930s, the Nation of Islam movement, led by Fard’s successor, Elijah Muhammad, had outposts in a number of northern cities, including Harlem. Other separatists, most of them not as godly, embraced the “Forty-ninth State” movement, demanding that the United States set aside land for a separate Negro-controlled government.

Even if these movements remained small, separationism continued to appeal in a commonsensical way to ordinary blacks. Whatever their views on Garvey or religious nationalism, most northern blacks, especially in large cities, lived in a deeply segregated world. Between 1920 and 1940, blacks found themselves confined to neighborhoods left behind by fleeing whites, usually the most decrepit and overcrowded. Working-class whites often violently defended their neighborhoods against the “Negro invasion.” In rapidly growing urban black neighborhoods, racial separation was an everyday reality, even for those who did not adopt it as an ideal. “There come times when the most persistent integrationist becomes an isolationist, when he curses the white world and consigns it to hell,” wrote James Weldon Johnson during the depths of the Depression. “This tendency toward isolation…springs from a deep-seated, natural desire—a desire for respite from the unremitting, grueling struggle; for a place in which refuge might be taken.”

All-black churches, social clubs, fraternities and sororities, and civic groups provided solidarity in the face of racial oppression. A later generation of activists (and scholars following them) drew a bright line between separationism and integrationism, between those who called for black self-determination and those who hoped to work with whites to demand civil rights and racial equality. But few could be so easily pigeonholed. Even Hedgeman found herself in a wholly black world, with only the most perfunctory contact with whites. She found solace in Harlem’s blackness. “I developed no white friends,” she recalled, “and wanted none.” Hedgeman would never repudiate her commitment to racial integration, but throughout her career she argued that racial solidarity was a necessary precursor to racial equality. Later in life, she recalled hearing Malcolm X at Speakers’ Corner. “I stood and I listened and I had to admit to myself that I was deeply moved.” In 1966—nearly forty years after she
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