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THE RISE OF BLACK PHOENIX:
AFRICAN-AMERICAN MIGRATION,
SETTLEMENT AND COMMUNITY
DEVELOPMENT IN MARICOPA
COUNTY, ARIZONA 1868-1930

By
Matthew C. Whitaker*

Phoenix is the largest city in the Southwest and one of the largest urban centers in
the country. It has developed a popular reputation as a desert oasis, a ‘‘Phoenix,”
which has risen from ancient Hohokam Indian ruins, bursting with social, economic,
and political opportunity. This popular perception, created by the city’s modern Euro-
American founders, pioneers, and commercial boosters, fueled the enormous move-
ment which has established Phoenix as one of the nation’s premier urban centers.
Currently, more than half of all Arizonans live in Phoenix, the center of one of the
most urbanized states in the nation. A ““sunbelt metropolis” founded in 1867, it is cur-
rently one of the ten largest cities in the United States.

Although Phoenix has been marketed as something of a middle-class, white desert
mecca, there have always been, despite their small numbers, minority communities
which contributed greatly to the social, economic, and political development of Phoe-
nix. This paper will examine the origins of African-American migration, settlement,
and community maturation in Phoenix, Arizona, and their social, economic, and politi-
cal impact on the lives of African-Americans and the “Southwestern metropolis” at
large, to the “New Deal” era. It will focus on Black social, political, and economic
opportunities, the development of black leadership, and the growth of protest organiza-
tions and mutual aid societies in the greater Phoenix area.

Black Phoenicians were not simply passive, insignificant residents of the greater
Phoenix area. African-Americans in Phoenix displayed agency and resilience in the
face of seemingly arbitrary white racial malevolence and apathy. They were struggling
participants in a capitalist, white supremacist, patriarchal system. This Euro-American
social, economic, and political order systematically empowered and valued whiteness
and affluence, while disempowering and devaluing “people of color” and the poor. It
sanctioned “de jure” and ‘“‘de facto” forms of racial segregation, class discrimination
and sexism by displacing minorities, the indigent, and women because it denied them
direct and indirect access to the local and national means of production and distribu-
tion. Indeed, Phoenix has been microcosmic of the larger American society insofar as
the socio-economic condition of its black community has in essence mirrored that of
many African-American communities throughout the United States. This is not to say
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