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The Harlem Renaissance and Black Identity


In the 1920s and 1930s, the Harlem Renaissance helped African-Americans form an identity as a people that they had lacked since their emancipation from slavery. Harlem became an epicenter for educated blacks where they expressed themselves through works of art, writing, and music. Leaders of the New Negro Movement explored African-American roots to develop a diverse style and gain new social influence in America. The Renaissance also had influence on civil rights, the black power movement, and future African-American art. 


The Harlem community of the Renaissance period was a result of the Great Migration of African-Americans to northern cities that began around 1915. Whites and politicians worked to keep city neighborhoods segregated in cities like Chicago, New York, and Detroit, though, so blacks often formed their own communities within a city. Harlem was the best example of one of these communities. About 200,000 African-Americans congregated in the section of upper Manhattan that had basically been all-white only fifteen years before (Jazz Age). Blacks developed a social scene and Harlem was famous for its nightlife. The Cotton Club was very well-known and provided black entertainment to white-only audiences (Wintz).

Before the Great Migration, the majority of African-Americans were sharecroppers in the South. If they weren’t stuck in the unfortunate cycle of sharecropping, they were likely working menial jobs for low salaries. The Jim Crow laws in the South and other legislation inhibited black success in almost every way. It was hard for an African-American to obtain a respectable job, save money, or get a good education for themselves or their children. In addition, blacks had very little political influence and often were intimidated into not voting or kept from voting by poll taxes and other unjust practices.

Along with migrating to the North and forming black communities, African-Americans started organizations to help themselves progress. Leaders taught that self-reliance was needed and sometimes promoted separatism. Marcus Garvey started the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) in 1917 that expanded into 38 states and even the West Indies. The UNIA published a newspaper and ran black businesses like laundromats, restaurants, clothing factories, and even a steamship line. W.E.B. Dubois’ National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) fought for rights in the Supreme Court and won significant victories against grandfather clauses for voting, restrictive covenants that kept blacks out of white neighborhoods, and segregation in schools. The National Urban League helped blacks find jobs in cities (Jazz Age).


The Harlem Renaissance was known more for its cultural and artistic achievements than its political ones, though. Alain Locke published one of the first works of the literary movements and led others to write more with his book New Negro. In the book, Locke encouraged black writers to deal with and set high standards for African-American life as well as to draw inspiration from Africa for their writing (Harlem Renaissance). Locke stated, “Each culture group has its own identity and it is entitled to protect and promote it” (Bolicher). He wanted African-Americans to develop their own identity and he promoted it in New Negro. Another noteworthy writer that shared Locke’s view and added to it was Langston Hughes. In The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain, Hughes “rejects imitating the white world and argues for African Americans ‘to express their own dark-skinned selves’” (Kuehner).  Hughes was the most famous writer of the Harlem Renaissance and produced a multitude of poems, essays, novels, and plays. Identity was often the subject of Hughes’ work and he also wrote about the dreams, goals, and past of African-Americans. He references blacks African heritage in his poem “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” by noting, “I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it” (Digital History). He also helped create an individual black style by integrating elements of traditional verse with black artistic elements like blues and jazz (Bolicher). Black artists were helped in the late stages by the Federal Arts Project of the Works Progress Administration from the New Deal. Aaron Douglas painted black subjects geometrically and showed aspects of jazz music and folk traditions in his work. Augusta Christine Savage sculptured busts of influential African-Americans and cultivated future artists in the Savage Studio of Arts and Crafts (Black American Artists).  


In order for blacks to write about their past and express their culture, they had to know and understand both. The Harlem Renaissance was made possible by research by African-Americans on the two subjects. Blacks pursued improved education and those who were fortunate enough to receive the highest education shared it with others. Carter Woodson earned a Ph.D. from Harvard and proceeded to found the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History and publish the Journal of Negro History. Locke was also educated at Harvard, Hughes and author Zora Neale Hurston studied at Columbia, and many others from Harlem received similar prestigious educations. Education was essential for African-Americans to prove they were as intellectually capable as whites and to gain the respect to have their works regarded meaningfully. 

An important facet of the Renaissance was diversity. Blacks wanted to form an identity but they didn’t want to be known for one thing. There were accomplished poets like Langston Hughes and authors like Hurston and Claude McKay, but the New Negro Movement produced successes in other areas, too. Louis Armstrong was a very famous jazz musician and bandleader, Jelly Roll Morton was a pioneer pianist who played ragtime and blues, and Duke Ellington was a renowned composer. From Harlem alone, sixteen black writers published over 50 volumes of poetic and fictional writings between the mid-1920’s and mid 1930’s (Wintz).

The Harlem Renaissance also had a significant impact on other black movements like the struggle for civil rights and the Black Nationalist movement. Garvey and Du Bois were black nationalists, though Garvey was more of an extreme separatist. Du Bois didn’t advocate full integration and preached self-sufficiency, but Garvey believed in separatism so much that he organized the “Back to Africa” movement. The “Back to Africa” movement would help blacks emigrate from America to their homeland in Africa. Many poets and leaders embraced more violent means and encouraged protest against whites keeping rights and respect from blacks. Claude McKay wrote, “If we must die – oh let us nobly die…dying, but fighting back!” (Jazz Age). Even the black Islamist movement had roots in the Harlem Renaissance because it grew out of Black Nationalism.

During the Harlem Renaissance many of the works focused on black identity. For instance, in Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937), Zora Neale Hurston used folklore to comment on the influence of race and gender by writing about a woman who finds her true identity in the black rural south. There were many works published after the Harlem Renaissance and artistic contributions later that had their roots and influences in the Renaissance, though. African-American literature in the 1980’s and 1990’s by writers including Alice Walker and Toni Morrison had roots in and drew inspiration from the Renaissance. Harlem Renaissance music paved the way for black musicians like Ray Charles to be successful. The Renaissance also established Harlem as a cultural center as it stays influential with artists and gathering places like the Apollo Theater. One of the most famous novels by a black author is Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison. Published in 1952, the book chronicled an unnamed black man’s search for his role in the world and set forth the idea that society intentionally neglects blacks (Ralph Ellison). 

The Harlem Renaissance was most influential to blacks in America and around the world by proving to them “that the white race did not hold a monopoly on arts and literature” (Wintz). Before the movement, it was easy for whites to argue that blacks could not learn as well and were unworthy of strong educations. It could no longer be said that blacks were unable to think creatively or produce quality artistic expression. It gave them a new identity as writers and musicians. African and Southern stories became associated with black literature. Jazz, blues, ragtime, and scatting were thought of as black music and led to later forms of music usually performed by blacks like beatboxing, hip-hop, rhythm & blues, and freestyling. Langston Hughes and Louis Armstrong were some of the most popular members of their respective fields of writing and music at the time and overshadowed many of their white counterparts. Blacks became more proud of their African heritage and their part in shaping the Southern culture. As individuals they could have as great an impact on American society as whites except for the fact that they didn’t have the same rights. Some of the newfound respect translated into wider support for civil rights, though, since it was harder to argue that blacks were not equal to whites after their talent was displayed through the movement.

Without the Harlem Renaissance, African-American progress would have been delayed. The Renaissance made them feel more powerful and equal. They overcame the challenge of becoming successful artists, writers, and musicians, and some of the first African-American political leaders arose. Before the Renaissance, blacks had only been proved to be equal in unskilled labor. After the Renaissance, blacks proved to be socially and intellectually equal. They then closed in on economic quality during and after World War II and finally reached political equality after the 1960’s and civil rights era was successful in winning them their deserved rights.    
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