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The Harlem Renaissance

The Harlem Renaissance commenced at the beginning of the 20th century in Harlem, an
African American neighborhood located in northern Manhattan, New York. African Americans
migrated from the South to more northern cities to occupy jobs that opened up due to World War
L. This sparked an outburst of black culture called the Harlem Renaissance, an artistic movement
by the African American communities that altered the way society viewed this group. The
Harlem Renaissance positively affected humanity politically and artistically. The Harlem
Renaissance helped break stereotypes and contradict racism by utilizing African Americans’
artistic voice in a political manner. This movement generated a creative outlet for African
Americans to express themselves and create influential art that still holds relevance today.
Without the Harlem Renaissance, society may lack some of the inspiring artistic figures that
millions of people idolize today. If the Harlem Renaissance took place in the novel 7o Kill a
Mockingbird, by Harper Lee, the story and general effect of the story would dramatically change.

In the 1920’s, America stereotyped African Americans as an uncultured community. The
Harlem Renaissance helped terminate this prejudice through using their voices to send a political
message about the necessity for equality in America. In his poem “Open Letter to the South”,
Langston Hughes writes, “let us become instead, you and I,/One single hand/That can united

rise/To smash the old dead dogmas of the past-/To kill the lies of color” (Hughes Open). This



powerful poem reached both the black and white population of America and called upon them to
unite. This political message led to the progression of acceptance of black culture and the end of
segregation. This unification led to humanity opening to foreign ideas, therefore creating less
conflict between races. Without the freedom that the renaissance granted, Hughes’s impactful
and influential voice would never reach the millions of people for whom he inspired. Since the
Harlem Renaissance acted as the primary movement for black pride its relationship to the “Civil
Rights movement was to some extent symbiotic, what one historian describes as a ‘civil rights
arts movement,” or ‘civil rights by copyright.” That is, it was a cultural movement that used art to
express the Civil Rights movement's goals of freedom and equality” (Smith 1). Though this
movement didn’t end racism, it allowed people to question the prevalence of inequality and hold
more importance in black voices. Once America started to realize the importance of these
opinions, the process of acceptance began. As the Harlem Renaissance started it “revitalized
political organizations [that] also furthered the cultural revival. First, the creation of the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) brought African Americans and
white supporters into a coalition to protest discrimination and open the door for expanded civil
rights” (Faue 1). The Renaissance acts as a catalyst for other political movements for the
furthering for black rights. By offering an organized platform for black and white people to unite
in an attempt to fight discrimination, it formed an encouragement for society to follow suit. The
Harlem Renaissance opened political doors for the African American community to express their
voice and break harmful stereotypes while granting creativity and an influx in art.

The Harlem Renaissance acts as a time when African Americans could express

themselves artistically and this led to millions of influential and outstanding works of art.
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Langston Hughes, a famous poet and author, once wrote, “We younger Negro artists who create
now intend to express our individual dark-skinned selves without fear or shame. If white people
are pleased we are glad. If they are not, it doesn't matter. We know we are beautiful. And ugly
too” (Hughes 4). This movement not only helped the white people of America better accept the
African American population, but helped African Americans accept themselves and create art
without worrying what others thought of them. This fearlessness to express themselves led to
many artistic advancements that furthered American culture. Hughes goes on to say, “And
within the next decade I expect to see the work of a growing school of colored artists who paint
and model the beauty of dark faces and create with new technique the expressions of their own
soul world” (Hughes 3).The creation of African American art increased, causing a new
understanding and appreciation for their culture and ethnicity. This art affected the future
innovations and creative processes that led to many pieces of art in modern society. Hughes
believed that this renaissance would lead to more African Americans creating art, and he remains
correct. In fact, “Harlem brought notice to great works that might otherwise have been lost or
never produced. The results were phenomenal...For the first time, white America could not look
away” (ushistory.org 1). The mark that these African Americans left on America could not be
ignored. White Americans that once ignored and outcasted African Americans, now began to
listen. Once white America began to listen, the process of cultural acceptance began. Jean

Toomer, an activist in the Harlem Renaissance and an African American author,

...experimented with lyrical modifications of prose form in his...book Cane(1923),
which to many seemed a radical new departure in writing about black

life...Weaving together poems, sketches, short stories, and dramatic narratives, the
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book seamlessly melded high Modernist literary techniques with African American
style and subject matter that alternated between the rural South and the urban
North... For many young black writers, Cane therefore marked the literary future.

(Hutchinson 1)

His novel Cane inspired other writers and showed an original way to write novels in that time.
Books of the time not only reflect the important ideas and advancements of the time, but they
educate the reader. Books entertained and informed, and once books such as Cane popularized,
society started to accept the concepts the books described. This novel exemplifies only one of the
millions of works of art that came about because of the Harlem renaissance. This artistic outlet
that the Harlem Renaissance opened to millions of African Americans resulted in beautiful and

inspiring art that positively affected humanity.

Harlem Renaissance's political and artistic movements that broke stereotypes and
cultivated the growth of African American art positively impacted humanity. Although the
Harlem Renaissance happened over 90 years ago, it still contains a long lasting impact to our
society. Langston Hughes, Aaron Douglas, and Billie Holiday represent just a few of the
influential voices birthed by the Harlem Renaissance that millions still look up to and admire.
Today there a myriad of black artists that reach people of all races and ethnicities. J.Cole, an
African American rapper, exemplifies an artist today who still preaches equality. In his song, Get
It, he states, “All created equal looks like equal to a less than, Depending on your race, or
depending on your address” (Cole). Preached since the Harlem Renaissance, this message of
equality, or lack thereof, still holds relevance today and continues to impact the modern art. If an

outlet such as the Harlem Renaissance took place in 7o Kill a Mockingbird’s, Maycomb,



Alabama, the white population of Maycomb might seem more accepting toward African
Americans in their community, thus resolving many of the large conflicts between the two races

within the novel.
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