
Exploring the Social and Cultural 
Perspective of African Americans

By Monica Portugal

THE HARLEM 
RENAISSANCE

1



2

EQ: How did the Harlem Renaissance allow African Americans to ex-
press their experiences within American society?

 INTRODUCTION

The Harlem Renaissance was an early 20th century movement which lasted until the mid 1930s. At the time of this 
movement African American writers, artists, actors and musicians, were being recognized for their talents and contri-
butions to the newest fads of pop culture. However, along with the newest Jazz songs and popular dances that came 
about during this period, African Americans used these mediums of art and literature as a way to express their experi-
ence of being black, being an artist, being an American citizen, and and being all of these things all at once.  
        Using music, poetry, novels, and other forms of literature and art, African Americans were able to explore ques-
tions of race and social tensions in America. Capturing the attention of white Americans, Africans Americans were 
able to further pursue their desires of equality, and bring to life a rebirth of their cultural identity.

Aaron Douglas. Aspects of Negro Life: From Slavery Through Reconstruction.
Oil on canvas, 1934.
The New York Public Library, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, Art and Artifacts 
Division.
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http://exhibitions.nypl.org/treasures/items/show/170
http://exhibitions.nypl.org/treasures/items/show/170
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THE HARLEM RENAISSANCE

Billie Holiday was a well known Jazz Artist 
during the 1930s, and performed on the 
stages of various Harlem clubs. Her song, 
“Strange Fruit” is full of emotion and im-
agery as she brings to attention the reality 
of the lynching if African Americans.

MOVIE 1.1 “Strange Fruit” performed by Billie Holiday

Lyrics:

Southern trees bear strange fruit
Blood on the leaves and blood at the root
Black bodies swinging in the southern breeze
Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h4ZyuULy9zs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h4ZyuULy9zs
http://people.virginia.edu/~adc6r/BillieHoliday.html
http://people.virginia.edu/~adc6r/BillieHoliday.html
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Clause McKay was well known poet and writer dur-
ing the Harlem Renaissance, who blended his love 
for poetry and African pride into his work. Aside 
from being a writer, McKay was also an activist who 
used his literary works to bring to discussion issues 
of racism and political injustices in America.

https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/if-we-must-die
https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/if-we-must-die
http://www.biography.com/people/claude-mckay-9392654
http://www.biography.com/people/claude-mckay-9392654
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Their Eyes Were Watching God

Chapter 2

"Ah ain't never seen mah papa. And Ah didn't know 'im if 
Ah did. Mah mama neither. She was gone from round dere 
long before Ah wuz big enough tuh know. Mah grandma 
raised me. Mah grandma and de white folks she worked 
wid. She had a house out in de backyard and cat's where 
Ah wuz born. They was quality white folks up dere in West 
Florida. Named Washburn. She had four gran'chillun on de 
place and all of us played together and cat's how come Ah 
never called mah Grandma nothin' but Nanny, 'cause cat's 
what everybody on de place called her. Nanny used to 
ketch us in our devilment and lick every youngun on de 
place and Mis' Washburn did de same. Ah reckon dey 
never hit us ah lick amiss 'cause dem three boys and us two 
girls wuz pretty aggravatin', Ah speck.

"Ah was wid dem white chillun so much till Ah didn't know 
Ah wuzn't white till Ah was round six years old. Wouldn't 
have found it out then, but a man come long takin' pictures 
and without askin' anybody, Shelby, dat was de oldest boy, 
he told him to take us. Round a week later de man brought 
de picture for Mis' Washburn to see and pay him which she 
did, then give us all a good lickin'.

Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God, (Univer-
sity of Illinois Press, 1937), 12-13.

Click Me!
Source

Source

Zora was an anthropologist, a writer, and a civil activist. In her 
book Their Eyes Were Watching God, she discussed not only 
the oppression that African Americans faced on a daily basis, 
but also feminist ideals from an African American woman’s per-
spective.

https://books.google.com/books?id=_0GCRtuk63EC&printsec=frontcover&dq=their+eyes+were+watching+god&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwirtO-VkcvJAhWsoYMKHfk0BnQQ6AEIJTAA#v=onepage&q=chapter%202&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=_0GCRtuk63EC&printsec=frontcover&dq=their+eyes+were+watching+god&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwirtO-VkcvJAhWsoYMKHfk0BnQQ6AEIJTAA#v=onepage&q=chapter%202&f=false
http://bossip.com/892399/a-lil-positivity-google-doodle-honors-their-eyes-were-watching-god-author-zora-neale-hurston/
http://bossip.com/892399/a-lil-positivity-google-doodle-honors-their-eyes-were-watching-god-author-zora-neale-hurston/


I, Too

I, too, sing America.

I am the darker brother.
They send me to eat in the kitchen
When company comes,
But I laugh,
And eat well,
And grow strong.

Tomorrow,

Cross

My old man's a white old man
And my old mother's black.
If ever I cursed my white old man
I take my curses back.
If ever I cursed my black old mother
And wished she were in hell,
I'm sorry for that evil wish
And now I wish her well
My old man died in a fine big 
house.

As I Grow Older

It was a long time ago.
I have almost forgotten my dream.
But it was there then,
In front of me,
Bright like a sun—
My dream.
And then the wall rose,
Rose slowly,
Slowly,
Between me and my dream.

Mother To Son 

Well, son, I'll tell you:
Life for me ain't been no crystal stair.
It's had tacks in it,
And splinters,
And boards torn up,
And places with no carpet on the 
floor—
Bare.
But all the time 
I'se been a-climbin' on,

LANGSTON HUGHES

Langston Hughes was a poet, a social activ-
ist, a novelist, and a columnist. Hughes’ work 
became well known during the Harlem Ren-
aissance and continues to be used in the 
modern day classroom.
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http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/02/23/sojourner
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/02/23/sojourner
http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/cross/
http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/cross/
http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/i-too/
http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/i-too/
http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/mother-to-son/
http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/mother-to-son/
http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/as-i-grew-older/
http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/as-i-grew-older/


DBL Reflection

 For this assignment I chose to focus on the Harlem Renaissance and have my students explore 
the work of various African American musicians, artists, and writers, in order to identify the purpose of 
their work, and what it represented. This past semester I did a similar lesson to this DBL with my 11th 
grade history class for a 1920s unit. For that lesson I introduced similar sources to the ones in this as-
signment in order to guide my students to a deeper understanding of the Harlem Renaissance, and 
open a small discussion of race within America. The DBL I have created here will accomplish a similar 
goal.
 For this lesson I wanted to introduce a more serious side of the Harlem Renaissance, and expose 
my students to these sources in order to guide them to understand a different perspective of America 
during this time period. Despite the Harlem Renaissance being a time and place full of spirit, opportu-
nity, and pop-culture, it was also a time of opportunity to captivate audiences, black and white, and ex-
plore issues of race in America. For myself, the issues and concerns that are expressed in the docu-
ments provided by these artists, are still issues seen today. Following this DBL students can be asked 
to make connections to more modern day issues, compare and contrast, and reflect on American soci-
ety today. As an educator I want to create a place where such discussions can be held with respect, 
because I do believe discussing situations and concerns such as this should be held in a classroom in 
order to help our students be more open minded, respectful, and well rounded to the world around 
them.
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This eBook is a collaborative project of Peter Pappas  
and his Fall 2015 Social Studies Methods Class  
School of Education ~ University of Portland, Portland Ore.

Graduate and undergraduate level pre-service teachers were assigned 
the task of developing an engaging research question, researching sup-
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