
HILR DIASPORA COURSE SYLLABUS: WEEKS 1-4 
 
Note! During the week before each class I will post an essay on the blog outlining my plan for the 
upcoming week. This little essay is always part of the required reading and I will, barring 
catastrophe, have it posted on Thursday afternoon. 
 
Also Note! A few meetings will include a music listening assignment in addition to the reading. I will 
post the playlists on 8tracks.com. This is a free service for which you will have to register (info here). 
You will be able to listen on your computer or on your iPhone (you will need to download a free app). 
You will hear an ad now and then. You will not be able to upload the music. For my last group I 
burned a ton of CDs for everyone, but this group is too big. I will do that for gospel week only 
because the music is so unbelievably great.  
 
The Southern Diaspora was the largest internal migration in American history: almost 30 million 
participated. It changed America in ways we are only now beginning to thoroughly understand, and our text 
has played a part in that new understanding. Dr. Gregory considers the white and black migrants (two thirds 
of those who left the South were white) not simply as actors in history, but as architects of it. He has also 
used newly available census data to dispel some of the myths upon which earlier histories have been based. 
He provides an important new look at the Great Migration. 
 
Here is a week-by-week look at what we'll be doing in class, with links to the week's readings included. 
Remember that my weekly essays and occasional class handouts will provide more detail. 
 
September 14 - Week 1: Introduction 
 
The Southern Diaspora, as Gregory characterizes it, lasted from about 1915-1975, and involved at least two 
distinct phases. We'll look at the who, what, where and when of the migration and fill in a bit of historical 
background as well. We'll look at some of the big themes we'll need to keep in mind as the course 
progresses, with particular attention to those areas where Gregory's emphases are different from those of 
other recent scholars. We'll also discuss how migration narratives play a part in American history, and how 
the Southern Diaspora narratives fit (and don't fit) into this framework. If we have time we'll discuss how 
personal narratives of migrations (of which we'll encounter many) might help us understand the bigger 
picture. 
 
Reading: 
Gregory, Introduction and Chapter 1 
 
Emmett J. Scott, Letters of Negro Migrants of 1916-1918. Journal of Negro History, Vol. 4, No. 3, (July 
1919). pp. 290-340 
 
The Scott reading is 50 pages. but almost all of it is letters from prospective Southern migrants addressed to 
the Chicago Defender, Urban League and sources of prospective employment. I think once you start 
reading them you won't be able to stop, but if you want to stop, go ahead and stop. You'll get the flavor of 
what's going on from a generous sample. 
 
September 21 - Week 2: Migration Narratives 
 
At the end of week 1 we will (I hope) have had time to talk a bit about how the Southern Diaspora fits into 
our larger national narrative, and how personal migration narratives structure the diaspora story. Today 
we'll stick with the narrative topic, but change the perspective. 
 
Each phase of the migration had its own narrative, as did the separate, but interdependent, white and black 
migrations. These narratives differed depending on who was telling the story, and who was listening. We'll 
consider today the respective roles of the mass media and academia as they not only documented the event, 
but amplified it and changed its nature. 



 
Mass media and academia not only helped determine how migrants were seen, but influenced how they saw 
themselves. Governments based policy decisions on these narratives, often reinforcing them. 
 
As we might expect, many of these narratives weren't exactly on point. But that story has to wait for next 
week. 
 
We'll finish the session with a look at, and a discussion of, Jacob Lawrence's wonderful 60-painting 
"Migration Series." 
 
Reading and Listening: 
 
Gregory, Chapter 2 
 
Louis Adamic, "The Hill-Billies Come to Detroit". The Nation, February 13, 1935 
 
Albert N. Votaw, "The Hillbillies Invade Chicago". Harper's Magazine, February 1958. 
 
Life Magazine, July 5, 1943 
 
NY Times Article on Jacob Lawrence 
 
There will also be a playlist on 8Track.com - content TBD - I'll link when it's ready. 
 
The Votaw and Adamic articles are short magazine pieces Gregory mentions in the chapter. He also 
references the Life Magazine I've linked to. This is the whole magazine, ads and all - take a look at the 
"Race War" article (pp.93-103) and whatever else you like.  
 
September 28 - Week 3: Success and Failure 
Were the migrants, as is often supposed, ill-prepared for urban life and disadvantaged by their often-
deprived southern backgrounds? Gregory takes a close look at the conventional wisdom and mostly rejects 
it, while acknowledging the crucial factor of race and how it made black migrants' adjustment much more 
difficult than whites'. We'll discuss this for the first hour of our meeting. 
 
The second hour contains our first filmic adventure of the semester, as we watch the first half of Within 
Our Gates, the earliest surviving film (1920) directed by black pioneer film maker Oscar Micheaux. 
Micheaux's films clearly portrayed his definition of success for blacks in their new urban setting. His film 
making career was in part inspired by the rousing success in 1915 of D. W. Griffith's Birth of a Nation. 
Griffith's film encouraged the rebirth of the Ku Klux Klan and inflamed racial prejudices that hardly 
needed inflaming. Micheaux's films presented a very different view of black society, although his films 
were seen only by blacks. We'll precede Within Our Gates with a scene from Griffith's epic. 
 
Reading: 
 
Gregory, Chapter 3 
 
William Attaway, Blood on the Forge (pp. 43-62) 
 
The Sweet Trials 
 
Attaway's novel Blood on the Forge tells the story of three Kentucky brothers come north to work in the 
steel mills. It provides a contrapuntal twist to Gregory's statistical story of migrant success. Gregory 
mentions Dr. Ossian Sweet in the text: he was a black doctor whose attempted move into a white 
neighborhood ended in a white man's death and a murder trial. We may not get a chance to talk about this 
in any detail, so if you have time constraints you can probably skip this. But if you do take a look (its a 



website, not a reading), check out the background section and do not miss Clarence Darrow's brilliant and 
emotional closing statement. 
 
October 5 - Week 4: Micheaux and Intro to Black Metropolis 
 
We begin week 4 with the second half of Within Our Gates. I think the film will stimulate enough 
discussion to fill most of the rest of the hour but we might have enough time to set the scene for next 
week's more detailed discussion of Chapter 4, in which he revives the name of "Black Metropolis" for those 
newly settled, crowded, bustling, violent, vital areas that might just as easily be called ghettos. 
 
Reading 
 
Gregory, Chapter 4. 
 
Playlist: Music of the Black Metropolis. Link to follow. 
 
We're not going to be able to give this chapter more than a few minutes this week, but since there's nothing 
else on the list, you might as well at least give it a quick read. It will be back on next week's list along with 
a couple of other related readings. 
	  


