
Factors Causing the Great Migration 

This lesson is an introduction to a civil rights unit that spans two weeks in an 11th grade AP US 
History class. 

Aim: What were the major factors that caused millions of African Americans to migrate 
from the South to the North between 1916 and 1970? 

Note – these students would have already done extensive units on Reconstruction, Jim Crow, etc. 

  



  

Do Now: Examine these photos of infamous lynchings (the first from Indiana and the second 
from Florida).  Turn and talk to the person next to you and jot down some observations from the 
photos.  What stands out to you? 

Observations can include (and are not limited to) the “outing” type atmosphere, particularly in 
the first photo.  The way the people are dressed, also indicating an “outing” as well as the fact 
that the upper classes in the society also participated in the lynchings.  No one seems particularly 
ashamed or fearful of being photographed while participating in multiple murders, which would 
indicate the deep-rooted “normality” of the action as well as the lack of any fear that there would 
be legal consequences.  The second photograph obviously stresses the young girl who does not 



seem particularly troubled by the brutal murder, which has far-reaching ramifications for 
normalizing these awful acts in future generations, thereby perpetuating the system. 

  

Next, analyze the map above.  Turn and talk and come to some conclusions about one factor 
explaining the Great Migration. 

1) The Great Migration is said to have begun in 1916 and estimates range that 6 million 
African Americans moved from the South to the North through 1970.  What was 
happening in the country when the Great Migration began and how might that have been 
a contributing factor? 

Students will need to recall what they learned earlier in the year about World War I and the 
need for labor in northern factories. 

2) Show this clip from The Eyes on the Prize documentary concerning the Emmett Till 
lynching. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PxK8u58PqTE 

Hold a discussion about the case, including some corrections about the narrative of the 
story (gained from my participation in the NHS Most Southern Place on Earth workshop).  
Many scholars believe this brutal murder and the ensuing court case helped start the 
modern civil rights movement.  What was unique about this case that may prove the 
preceding statement? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PxK8u58PqTE


3) Provide the lyrics below to Muddy Waters’ Mannish Boy while also playing the Blues 
song for the class.   

Everythin', everythin', everythin's gonna be alright this mornin' 
Ooh yeah, whoaw 
Now when I was a young boy, at the age of five 
My mother said I was, gonna be the greatest man alive 
But now I'm a man, way past 21 
Want you to believe me baby, 
I have lots of fun  
I'm a man  
I spell mmm, aaa child, nnn 
That represents man 
No B, O child, Y 
That mean mannish boy 
I'm a man  
I'm a full grown man  
I'm a man  
I'm a natural born lovers man 
I'm a man  
I'm a rollin' stone  
I'm a man  
I'm a hoochie coochie man 

Sittin' on the outside, just me and my mate 
You know I make the moon honey, 
come up two hours late 
Wasn't that a man  
I spell mmm, aaa child, nnn 
That represents man 
No B, O child, Y 
That mean mannish boy 
I'm a man  
I'm a full grown man  
Man  
I'm a natural born lovers man 
Man  
I'm a rollin' stone  
Man-child 
I'm a hoochie coochie man 
The line I shoot will never miss 
When I make love to a woman, 
she can't resist 
I think I go down, 
to old Kansas Stew 
I'm gonna bring back my second cousin, 
that little Johnny Conqueroo 
All you little girls, 
sittin'out at that line 
I can make love to you woman, 



in five minutes time 
Ain't that a man  
I spell mmm, aaa child, nnn 
That represents man 
No B, O child, Y 
That mean mannish boy 
Man  
I'm a full grown man  
Man  
I'm a natural born lovers man 
Man  
I'm a rollin' stone  
I'm a man-child  
I'm a hoochie coochie man 
well, well, well, 
hurry, hurry, hurry, hurry 
Don't hurt me, don't hurt me child 
don't hurt me, don't hurt, don't hurt me child 
well, well, well, well 

Yeah 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bSfqNEvykv0 

Discuss the origins of the Blues.  The song’s lyrics, while seemingly simple, contain a 
commentary on life in the South for African Americans and how different it was in Chicago.  
Turn and talk and discuss what that commentary might be. 

4) Have students analyze the linked document below put out by the Mississippi Freedom 
Democratic Party showing voter registration statistics in 1964. What could explain the 
disparity? 

https://www.crmvet.org/docs/ms_voter_stats.pdf 

Discuss Freedom Summer and the goals of the MFDP.  Then show the following two clips 
concerning Fannie Lou Hamer’s efforts. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=07PwNVCZCcY 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aP2A6_2b6g8 

Discussion (starting with a turn and talk) about how these developments contributed to the 
Great Migration. 

5) Students would already be familiar from prior units with the basic structure of the 
sharecropping system.  Provide them with the following excerpts from Isabel Wilkerson’s  
The Warmth of Other Sons for a deeper example of the system (pp. 165-170 & 183-184). 

How did the sharecropping system work in practice as opposed to theory (even with a more 
“reasonable” planter like Mr. Edd)? Why would Ida Mae and George need to fear whether 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bSfqNEvykv0
https://www.crmvet.org/docs/ms_voter_stats.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=07PwNVCZCcY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aP2A6_2b6g8


Mr. Edd would “let them go”?  Many participants in the Great Migration had to sneak out of 
the South, almost like their forebears escaping slavery using the Underground Railroad.  Why 
would they need to sneak out? 

Discuss the Great Migration Map below and what ramifications it would have for the nation as a 
whole. 

  

Closing Activity: 

Write a paragraph summarizing the push and pull factors that led to the Great Migration.  What 
caused African Americans to leave the South (push factor) and what drew them to the North (pull 
factor).


