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Preface:

The Mythof |

Self-Esteem

by Linda Chavez

ithin the last decade, Afrocentric curricula

have hecome a staple of many urban schools.

Afrocentric programs now operate in school

svstems from New York City ro Portland,

Oregon, but they arc most widcspread in districts with large

African American student populations. The idea behind

Afrocentrism is that black schoolchildren can learn effective-

lv only in an environment that recognizes and amplifies their

African heritage. The theory 1s that if students learn about

the accomplishments of those who share their own racial or

ethnic identitics, they will develop an enhanced sense of self-
estecrn, which n turn will promote learning.

Muost Afrocentric materials try to bolster student confi-

dence by emphasizing the achievements of African cultures,

especially ancient Egyptian culture, and of individuals of

African descent. Nonetheless, Afrocentrists can summon
scunt empirical evidence to show that students actually
improve performance when they feel good about themselves
and their heritage, despite the conventional wisdon in edu-
cational circles on this point. A major study by a group hop-
g to contirm a nk hetween self-esteen and achievement,
the California Task Foree to Promote Self-1Ssteem and
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Personal and Social Responsibility, actvally found little asso-
ciation between the two. After rigorous scholarly examina-
tion of the connection between self-estcem and academic
achievement, drug use, tecnage pregnancy, crime, child
abuse, and welfare dependency, the authors concluded that
individual selt-esteem did not cause or explain behavior in
any of these arcas. “One of the disappointing aspects of every
chapter in this volume ... is how low the associations benwveen
self-esteem and its consequences arc in rescarch to date,” the
group noted in its 1989 book, The Social Lnportance of Self-
Esteem (University of California Press).

Still, school administrators arc cager to trv anvthing
that might improve student achievement and discipline
svstems plagued by poor physical plants; indifferent parents;
and drugs, crime, and violence in communities and schools.
A legion of Afrocentric scholars, consultants, and publishers
claims that their philosophies and historical revisions provide
a sc “ation, The range of materials and services they provide
vary considerably in both cost and quality, but many offer
shoddy scholarship, and some cven promote intolerance and
racism. School administrators and teachers often have inade-
quate resources to judge the good from the bad but are nev-
ertheless under enormous pressure to adopt something chat
will satisty the desire to teach African Americar students
mare about their heritage, both in the ULS. and in Africa. In
an effort to provide better information to help educators, par-
ents, and other interested groups evaluate Afrocentric curric-
ula, the Center for Equal Opportunity has commissioned
this volume of essavs, Alternatives to Afrocentrism.

This is actually the second edition of a monograph orig-
inally published 111 1994, More an expansion than a revision,
the second edition includes almost the complete text of its
predecessor, as well as entirely new material. The monograph
has grown out of two academic conferences held in Se. Touis
i 1993 and 1995 and sponsored by CEO, the Manhattan

Institute, and Washington Universin’s Department of

African and Afro-American Studies. Although several cri-
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tiques of Afrocentrism have appeared both in scholarly jour-
nals and in the popular press, most of these have not attempt-
ed to place the current Afrocentric movement in its historical
context or to offer alternative suggestions about how to teach
African American students about their history. This book
intends to deal direetly with these issues.

In the first section, essavists recount the roots of
Afrocentrism, analyze the content ot Afrocentric books and
curricula, and discuss the impact of Afrocentrism on the
African American community. Gerald Early's “The Arato-
my of Afrocentrism” describes the several impulses that drive
Afrocentrism, from the anti-Western analvses currently fash-
lonable in the academy to the ideology of historical black
nationalism to the self-improvement and positive-thinking
movements of the 19th and 20th centuries. Wilson J.
Moses'’s essay, “In Fairness to Afrocentrism,” traces the
utopian roots of modern Afrocentrism. Louis Wilson's
“Africa and the Afrocentrists” describes the irony in the Afro-
centrists’ essentially Buropean conception of Africa, which
treats the continent and 1ts people in monolithic and ahistor-
1cal terms.

Several of the essavs concern the historicat inaceuracies
and fallacies in many Afrocentric books and curricula. Mary
Lefkowitz's “The Origins of the ‘Stolen Legacy’ ™ discusses
George G.M. James’s classic Afrocentric book and details the
errors in its claim that Greek philosophy was stolen from
black sche.ars in ancient Africa, “The Distortions of Afro-
centric Historv,” by Clarence E. Walker, describes the
Atrocentrists” ernphasis on clites—the kings and queens of
ancient civilizations—while ignoring the history, traditions,
and practices of the vast majoritv of African peoples. Erich
Martels “What's Wrong With the Portland Baseline
[esavs?” criticizes not only the numerous factual errors in this
most popular of the Afrocentric studv guides but the racial-
tsm that provides the essays” unifying theme.

Gilbert T. Sewall, in “Afrocentrisnt in the Textbooks,”
shows how this ideology has infected important teaching
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tools. Resalind Johnson's “A Teacher’s Look at Afrocen-
trism” describes her own frustration with Afrocentrism as the
latest in a series of failed fads intended to improve student
achicvernent. Michael Meyers's “The Racial Idiocy of Afro-
centrism’ urges educators to break outside the confines of
race. Nonetheless, argues David Nicholson in “The Need for
Myths,” every group wants its heroes and stories of courage
and accomplishment, and Afrocentrizm tries, however clum-
sily, to fulfill that need.

The final essays in this section examine the concept of
race itself. In “This African American Still Feels Black,”
Leen Wynter discusses name changes and racial pride. In
“Race Is Still a Black and White Issuc,” Hugh Pearson says
that blacks and whites are the focus of all this country's race
talk. David A. Hollinger critiques bureaucratic race classifi-
cation in “How Multiculturalism Abuses Ethnoracial Cate-
gorics.” Finally, Stanley Crouch, in his essay “Beyond the
Afrocentric Con,” asserts the need for the black community
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g to reaffirm its commitment to excellence.
Cetter fio The second section of this book offers practical wlterna-
Lguel 1 tives to the current Afrocentric fare. Frank J. Yurco describes

Opportunity . . . «
4 " | useful books, materials, and techniques i “How to Teach

About Ancient History,” urging teachers to take advantage of
direct translations of primary sources rather than rely on the
often faulty interpretations of Afrocentrists. Joe Clark,
Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Sen. Carcl Moseley-Braun, Hazel
O'Leary, Anthony Walten, and other prominent educators,
writers, and scholars suggest what hooks every American
high school student should read on the African American
experience and why, Gerald Early concludes this volume
with a bibliography of additional sources.

As several of the essays in this book note, Afrocentrism
has deep roots in the African American community and rep-
resents o traditional belief with some impressive expoents,
including W.E.B. DuBois. Nevertheless, much of what is
currently taught in Afrocentric curricula in schools and uni-
versities lacks intellectual foundation and, what's worse, pro-
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motes racial animus. Those truly interested in improving the
achievement of African Arerican students and helping all
students understand more about the history of blacks in
America and throughout the world should not stand for care-
less scholarship or racial intolerance, even when promoted s
a way to build self-esteem.

More than 40 years ago, the U5, Supreme Court hand-
ed down its landmark ruling, in Browi v. Board of Education,
that separate cducation based on race was inherently unequal.
Yet today, the most radical Afrocentrists advocate not only
Afrocentric curricula, but separate schools for African
American students as well, promising that segregation will
bring better discipline, more learning, and higher self-
esteern. The re-racialization of American education in the
name of Afrocentrism does not represent progress on the
oath to cqualicy—it marks an impulse to put us right back
where we were betore Brown. It demonstrates the now com-
mon inversion of the traditional principle of equality. We
have alrcady tried separating schoolchildren by race, and we
have vet to overcome fully the legacy of decades of such seg-
regation. It would be tragic indeed if we perpetuate that lega-
¢y 1t the name of helping this new generation of African
Amcrican students.

9

Alternatives
fo
Afrocontrism




T

o




The Anatomy
of Afrocentrism

by Gerald Early
frocentrism i not monolithic—there are actually
many varictics ot Atrocentrism. Some are dema-
gogic and cven faseist or racist in their assertions.
Others are more nuanced, thoughttul, and proba-
blv worth our attention and engagement.

Despite their own diversity, most Atrocentrists tend to
held three beliets in common. They believe that sociens
dominant bodv ot schotarship exhibits a dectdedly “white” or
“Eurocentric™ bias in support of a “white” or "Furocentric”
political and social hegemony, Thev believe that the Western
world has smothered divergent ideas that promote a disuncet-
v African or non-white viewpoint. They believe that African
peoples around the globe can come to a full selt-deterniina-
tion and complete humanity onlv when thev are pernvitted to
overthrow “white” or “Lurocentrie” intellectual premises and
when thev can fully realize and articulate themselves througlh
self-creation. |

Where do these 1deas come from? Why are they <o
popular at this particalar momentz T ooght suggest three
Areits of negury.

M The Post-Modern Academyv: \rocentrism T had
its Diggest impact on educagon, and the univernsities hawe
Plaved a leading vole in this development. Marxisin, existen-
talism, deconstruction. and other theories have soared

popularity among acdemics sinee the Seeond World W,

Together, these ideas sugaest that the hourgeois soctal onder

ocormpt, repressive, ad arbitrarys that knowledazo s power
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that truth is a bourgeois illusion; and that anyone is capable
of forming an individual truth to suit personal purposes.
Therefore, the rise of everyone from Jacques Derrida to
Stephen Greenblatt has been just as important to
Afrocentrism and its oft-shoot, multiculturalism, as the polit-
ical turmoil of the 1960s. In the current academic climate,
where the most fashionable scholarship is often sharply anti-
Western, certain kinds of Afrocentrism—as harsh critiques of
the West—are made possible. At the same time, they rein-
force the intellectual trends that helped spawn them.

B Black Nationalism: Afrocentrism also has roots in
earlv forms of black nationalist thought, like the Black
Aesthetic of the 1970s, Black Power of the 1960s, and Pan
Africanism in its many forms since the 18th century. As an
ideology, Afrocentrism represents the continued longing
among black Americans for some set of ideas that can bind
them as a community and also offer an alternative to assimi-
lation, which is seen by many blacks as not a viable option
because of white racism or ¢ven as an outright admission of
inferiority. Black people’s search for a common group idea
that makes litile reference to a shared history of oppression
helps explain why Afrocentrism has arisen at a time when
blacks feel their sense of physical and spiritual community
under siege by many aspects of post-industrial, liberal demo-
cratic capitalist culture. In the academy, Afrocentrism draws
together the various strands of African and African American
Studies, transforming them from an interdisciplinary hodge-
podge into a unified discipline with its own ideological and
intellectual goals, political purposes, and set of commonly
understood methods and theorics.

W Group Therapy: Afrocentrism also stems from the
great American tendencey to seck mind cures and mental
health through right living and right believing. Manv of the
recent attempts to create Afrocentric schools—which, one

omight say, are the black pohtical equavalents of Hebrew or

Cartholic schools—come trom un understandable desperation

mspired within black communitics beset by glaring social




problems that they cannot handie. In this respect, Carter G.
Woodson’s confused argument for the therapeutic value of
black history for the Negro, presented in his 1933 book, The
Mis-Education of the Negro—a virtva! bible for many
Afrocentrists—is not rnlike the works of the great mind
healers and positive thinkers from Mary Baker Eddy to
Norman Vincent Peale, from Father Divine to Elijah
Muhammad. Woodson made the connection between black
history and black education and black self-esteem leag before
self-esteem became a cultural buzzwerd. Woodson's asser-
tions now exist as a virtual truism among blacke. But there 1s
no real evidence to support the claim that black history,
taught in certain ways, produces black self-esteem. Indeed,
some pedagogical approaches suggested by Afrocentrists
might actually induce nore black resentment or intensify
black alienation. Neither resentment nor alienation, of
course, are building blocks for a sense of community.
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In Bamness w
Afrocentrism

by Wilson J. Moses

he Afrocentric movement must be understood as a

varicty ot uropian or millennialist movement,

Athough the Afrocentric utopr s m a romanti-

cized past, rather than a chiliastic tuture,
Afrocentrism Is not a1 new movement. One of the first
appearances 18 1 an 1827 editonal in Freedoms Journal, the
first black newspaper m the United States, which asserted the
relationship between  black  Americans and  ancient
Egvptians. American historians recognize in the latest revival
of Afrocentzism patterns deseribed by the lare E.L. Tuveson
of the University of California at Berkelev and the late
Wiltiam G. McLoughlin ot Brown University, both of whom
developed usetul methods for looking at the history of
American millennid movements, revivals, awakenings, and
reforms. The Afrocentric tradition may also be understood
within the pattern that Harold Walter Turner describes in his
article, "Tribal Religious Movements,™ in the Enevclopacdia
Britanaica (1979). Reeently, the late St Clar Drake, a dis-
tinguished  Afro-Caribbean  anthropologist at Stanford

- Ulpiversity, published the wwovolume Blad 1otk Here and

There, which offered, among its many treasures, a restraned

and compassicnare critique of Afrocentric utopianism.

‘ Karl Mannheim, i lus classic {deology amd Utopia,
*defined autopia as an idea or movement that resembles a reli-
gion more coselv than a political ideology. Nillennialist
- movements attract the tope ot person lrie Hotfer describes
i e Drue Belicees, Mrocentrists are true believers who have
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undergone the charismatic experience that Atrican American
psvchologist William R. Cross has called “the Negro to Black
Conversion Experience.” They start out as Saul and end up as
Paul. The person who converss to Afrocentrismn often
changes his or her name as a sign that he or she has, to use
St. Paul’s language, “put off the old man and put on the new
man.” Afrocentrists are like the people who come knocking
on your door to present vou with the good news, the truth,
the real truth. You cannot argue with them because they are
convineed that vou are the one who is confused. The person
converts because he or she finds the message appealing, then
works backward from what he or she needs to believe through
a system of rationalizations, in order to construct “proofs.”
Converts speak with prophetic conviction and the more you
arguc with them, logically, the more passionately they explain
why vou are wrong. Afrocentrism is not an intellectual move-
ment; it is a seeular religion. To put it in Karl Mannheim's
terms, it is not an ideology, it 1s a utopia.

Afrocentrism, to a social scientist, is as understandable
as Chrnstan fundamentalism. Ire this connection, 1 must
mention the work of Professor Dovothy Nelkin of the
Sociology Department ot Cornell, whose arca of research has
been the problem ot “ercation science” in the schools. T want
to make use of her model, because I think Afrocentrism and
“creation science” are in the same category of behavior. They
represent cvangelical utopian movements that couch their
belicf systems in pscudo-scientific terms, and they represent
the frustration of their adherents as they attempt to cope with
the stresses and anxietics of modern urban life. Such enthu-
stasts are often well-educated people, even people with scien-
tific and technical training, who find in religious fundamen-
talism some insulation from a corrupt socicty.

In defense of Afrocentrism, it must be ob »rved that the
father of contemporary Afrocentrism, Cheikh Anta Diop. in
his Crvtlization or Barbariom?, demonstrates a respect for the
concept of cultural Tieeracy. Tle is opposed to the vulgar
stereotype of black culture that has been dominant since the
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Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s. Diop is also suspicious of
the sentimental black cultural nationalism associated wth
Leopold Senghor and the French Negritude School. Like the
late African American critic Sterling Brown, Diop condemns
the treatment of black folk as jazzy exotic primitives and crot-
ic barbarians. Afrocentrists resent the tendency to define
black culture in terms of “primitivism grafted oato deca-
dence.” Diop's ardent followers are also opposed to the pro-
tane, scatalogical variety of black ghetto culture that is asso-
ciated with gangster rap, “signifying monkeys,” and “plaving
the dozens™ (word games based on ritualized insult). The
Afrocentrist dreams of appropriating the high culture of clas-
sical civilization and disdains the low culture of gangster rap.
Although some nay defend 2 Live Crew on First Amend-

ment grounds, few are sympathetic to the proposition that 2
- Live Crew represents black culture. Most black nationalists,

including Black Muslims and Afrocentrists, insist, to their
credit, that gangster rap must be understood as a social path-
ologv. Unfortunately, many of these same black nationalists
have undermined their credibility by their fundamentalist
anti-intellectnalism and their paranoid ravings about the ice
man inheritance, Jewish conspiracies, and melanin theory.
Onec of the great ironies of black American life is that
historically—not so much today, but historical—black
nationalism, while urging political separatism, has been a
conduit for the transmission of high culture. Classical black
nationalists and Afrocentrists since the 19th century, includ-
ing John Russwurm, Frances EW. Harper, Martin Defany,
Alexander Crummell, Edward Wilmot Blyden, Pauline
Hopkins, W.E.B. DuBois, and Marcus Garvey were com-

mitted te a cwvilizing mission. They made references to
Egvptian civilization in the hope of tocusing the minds of
black folk on noble and uplifting universal values, on “the
i best which has been thought and said in the world.™ They
were not cultural relativists, They believed that some cultures
are better than others. They were not amused by the specta-
cle of illiterate schoolboys insulting one another’s mothers,
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just for fun. Many people feel that at least this much can be
said in behalf of Afrocentrism: It focuses young minds on
pyramids and temples rather than on priapic displays and
foul-mouthed monkeys.

It should be remembered that the Afrocentric tradition
grew up in antcbellum America, where nine out of ten
African Americans were slaves. The editors of Frecdoms
Journal were called “Free Atricans,” but in reality they were
quasi-free. Americans, deprived of both their African and
their American heritages. Their assertion that knowledge was
deliberately kept from them was correct. They and their chi'-
dren were banned by force of law from schools, universities,
and libraries. As late as 1960, the year | graduated from high
school, there were many universities in this country from
which | was barred by force of law. In the schools and colleges
that T did attend, I was sometimes driven to the verge of tears
bv the cruelty of students and of teachers. If there is a reac-
tive anger and resentment in some Afrocentric writing, it ia
certainly understandable. Afrocentrism is not hate literature,
however. Tt is a quaint, fantastic reminder of problems that
our socicty has not vet solved, but no more anachronistic than
our societv's residual racism. Leviticus 1s not “hate literature.”
Netther ts Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn, nor Shakespeare’s
The Merchant of Tonice, nor Milton's Areopagitica, although cach
of these classics contains some ideas that most living Ameri-
cans find embarrassing, offensive, or'downright hatetul.

Another point to remember is that the classics of the
Afrocentric tradition, which argued that the ancient
Egyptians were black, were written at a time when “one drop
of Negro Blood™ was enough to make anvone a Negro. Faen
today, this insanc reasoning remains the basis for classifving
appreciable numbers of people a: “black” despite their blue
cves and blond hair. Near-white individuals as fair-skinned as
Thurgood Marshall and Lena Horne were still classified as
Negroes. Walter White and Adam Clavton Powell, who were
absolutely white in appearance, were classitied as Negroes by
people who could become apopleetic at the idea that the
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Pharachs were not whir It was in the face of this illogic that
the mulatto author J.n. Rogers classified his Pharaohs as
black. In fact many of the Pharaohs, if transplanted across
time and onto the Chattanooga Choo-Choo in 1945, would
have had a hard time obtaining a Pullman berth or being
seated in a dining car.

These historical arguments do not, of course, excuse the
excesses of a few atvpical cult authors who shamelessly
expioit the fears and resentments of contemporary readers.
Even here it should be remembered, however, that otherwise
harmless traditions of Afrocentrism are most likelv to be per-
verted among the unlettered, culturally deprived, and slum-
shocked classes of black Americans. It is extremely unlikely
that Afrocentrism will gain much of a following among the
establishmentarian black scholars, who constitute the facul-
ties of the clite universities. They do not have to live under
the vicious, terrifving, humiliating conditions of” Southern
segregation and lvneh law that drove George James over the
brink in the carlv 1950s.

But most people do not go over the brink. Most black
Americans know Afrocentrism as o quaing, folksy cultural
tradition that they encounter from carly childhood in their
homes and churches, their sewing circles, and. their barber
shops. Like most mythologies, it is only half-believed and
simply represents an attempt on the part of respectable, hon-
est people to create a positive folk mythology. This mytholo-
gv 1s no more dangerous than the fictions associated with
Bets Ross, Honest Abe, or George Washington.

Perhaps 1t 1s possible to redeem Atrocentrism from its

- modern misuse by racists, anti-Semites, aad pscudo-intellec-

tuals. Perhaps not. [ am certain of one thing. Afrocentrism,
m its most disturbing and extremist forms, is a charismatic,
not an intellectual movement. It is a born-again, true-believ-
er tvpe of enthusiasm, similar to creation science and ratio-

nalized with the same sort of evangelical passion. It is not
likelv to be stopped by intellectual arguments or politically
correet dogmas from the right or from the left,
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Africa and the
Afrocentrists

by Louis Wilson

anv Afrocentrists tend to look at Africa as the

starting point of their movement. This is at

best a ditficult place to begin since these schol-

ars are not Africanmists. Hence, this raises a

rather large problem that most Afroceatrists cither try to

avoid or simply tgnore: Despite countless claims to the con-

trarv, the Afrocentric idea does not hal from Africa.

Traditionally, Africans don't sharc any innate sensc of African
unity, be it cthnic, linguistic, religious, or biological.

The word “Atrican™ is not even indigenous to Africa.

It an external term with an external detinition. It actually

has Latin roots. (To the Greeks, thev were *Ethiopians™—sce

Blacks in Antiguity by Frank Snowden, Jr.). Whenever we talk

about “Atricans” and use the term “Afrocentrism,” we must keep

in mind that these terms are not even native to the continent. |

So how did the people living in Africa view themsclves?
They mainly saw themselves as members of particular cultur-
al groups. Many cultural groups in Africa difterentiated
themsclves by language—the Egyptians, the Yoruba, the
Akan, the Kamba, the Ty, the Ga, the Zulu, and thousands
of others cach spoke a different tongue. Geography and envi-
ronment aso affect culture, so it's more than just language
that separated these people. The forest civilizations differed
from the river civilizations, which in turn differed from the
desert cultures. Africa s linguistically and culturally the most
diverse continent on the planet. Only when the Europeans
arrived on the scene in great numbers did these diverse peo-
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ples begin to think of themselves as “Africans.”

The Krobo of West Africa, an Adangme-speaking peo-
ple, provide a good example of how Atricans have tradition-
allv viewed their own communities. I've studied the Krobo
since 1971, living among them for stretches of time and look-
ing very closelv at the question of community. How does one
join the Krobo, how does one become a Krobo? It didn't mat-
ter that cvervbody involved in the transaction was “African.”
Those who entered Krobo society from outside had to trans-
form. If vou were from the Akan, vou would need to abandon
vour Akan heritage and become Krobo. You had to give up
vour language, vour religion, vour dietary habits. The Akan
people themselves did essentially the same thing—they were
inclusive, but they also demanded accommodation.

West Africa has plaved home to several large empires
over time, and nobody has ever constructed an empire out of
mutual understanding. The Akan created their empire as a
result of military expansion, which was rooted in political and
cconoric accomplishments. The same is true of the ancient
empires of Malt and Ghana. When we consider the achieve-
ments of the ancient African empires, we need to keep these
tensions in mind. There were Asante and anti-Asante people
wlio resented the Asante’s domination. Shaka and the Zulu
rose to prominence because thev were able to dominate their
immediate neighbors. Consider also the rise of Fulani over
the Hausu and other people in the Sudan.

When colonial rule eventually came to the continent,
the Africans in West Africa, North Africa, and Southern
Africa did not risc up as a unified nation. It didn't happen
with the Atlntic sfave trade, cither. The Akans saw them:
sclves as Akan, the Krobo saw themselves as Krobo. Most
had no problen in selling other people into slavery. That's
not a moral statement, that's history.

Similarly, when colonial rule came to Lgypt—the land
revered by Afrocentrists as the pinnacle ot African cultural
development—other African nations did not join together in
oppasition, The occupation didn't affect them directly, so
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they by and large let 5t stand. Many of them didn't even know
about 1t. When independence finally did come to various
Africart nations in the 1950s and 1960s, cach nation respond-
ed to its own unique circumstances. Ghana had its particul r
nceds, Nigeria had its own conecrns, and Kenva had its spe-
cial problems.

If Atrocentrism even exists in Ghana, Nigeria, or Kenva,
it 1s of minor importance. Afrocentrism comes from the
United States. Tt has ne African foundation. This doesn't
mean to sav that no cultural or linguistic artifacts trom Africa
tound their wav to the United States. But it does suggest that
we should understand where these artifacts come from, and
why none of them 1s asseciared with anv kind of African unity.
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The Onigins of the
“Stolen Legacy”

by Mary Lefkowitz

f the Afrocentrists have a best-seller, it's surely Srofen
Legacy, by George G. M. Jamies. The message of Stolen
Legacy, tirst published 1n 1954, is sensational and revo-
lutionary: “the Greeks were not the authors of Greek

i philosophy, but the Black people of North Africa, the Egvpe-

ans.” Anvone who has studied ancient Mediterranean histo-
rv will realize immediatelv that these claims are not true, Bur
to anvone unfamiliar with Egvptian or Greek history, or the
works of the Greek philosophers, Jamess argument scems
coherent and plausible, given its scholarly Tavout and frequent
reference to ancient source materials and modern studies,

James's basie premise is that Greek phitosophy is based
directly on an “Egvprian Muystery Svseem,” which Greek
philosophers allegedly copied after they studied in Egype. In
reality, however, the very notion of an Egvptian Mvstery
Svstem 1s a relatively modern fiction based on several non-
Egvptian ancient sources. How these fundamentally Greek
practices came to he understood as originatly Egvptian is a
fascinating story.

The carliest deseription of “mysteries” (i.e., initiation

- rituals) and academies for Egvptian priests, with large
: Bibraries and are galleries, first oceurs not in any ancient text,

but in a 1732 French novel: Séthox, by Abbé Jean Terrasson.
The novel was widely read and heavily influenced fater por-
travals of Egyptian religion, as in Mozart's, The Magic Fute,
In particular, the initiation of Terrasson's hero into the
Egyptiun pricsthood served as the inspiration for many Ma-




sonic rituals, The Masons regarded their rituals, established
in the 18th century, as both ancient and Egyptian whien m
tact they were neither. All authentic information about carly
Egyptian religion was maccessible to them, mainly because
the documents veseribing them could not yer be read. Like
Mozart, James seems to have been inspired by Masonic ritu-
al; he speaks of Mason-like "Grand Lodges™ in Egypt and
cites Masonic literature, His visions of a racially black 17 sypt
are 1n fact unique to African American Masons, who claim
descent trom ancient black Egyptians,

The "Egvptian” rituals deseribed by Terrasson and his
Freemason tollowers were actually taken from Greek and
Fatin literature. The Egvptian goddess Isis, for example,
Lssumes aparticular importance m his work, as well as in

works derived from it, such as Mozart's Thamos, King of

Egypt and The Magre Flute. But the portrayal of Isis and her
cult 1s clearly Greeo-Roman in character. The 12-day initia-
ton into the Mysteries of Isis is prumarily based not on an
Egvptian source, but on the deseription of the hero Acncas’s
visit to the underworld in the Roman pocet Virgil's # neid,
weitren in the first century B.C. Terrasson also relies heavily
on Apuleius’s account ot his nitiation to the Roman cult of
[sis in his second-century Laoin novel The Golden Ass.

With the translation of the Rosetta Stone in 1836, new
information about Egyvpr suddenly became available. The
Masons didn't use the occaston to revise their rituals and
sense of history, but neither did they lay claim to sericus
scholarship. James, on the other hand, purports to have writ-
ten an wsademic book; he ought to have taken recent discov-
cries it consideration. e nonetheless refuses to concen-
trate on what is known about Lgvptian mvth and ritual and
cites Anacalypiis (or “Revelation”) by Godfrey Higgins, who
died three years hefore Jean Irangois Champollion definitive-
[v deaphered the Egyptian hieroglvphics. FHiggins argues
vigorously against Champollion’s carly work and even calis
the Rosetta Stone a torgery. Higgins was, of course, comn-
pletely wrong. James certainly knew of Champollion, but his
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reference to Higgins rather than a more authoritative and
modern source demonstrates the hostility he bears toward
Greek civilization.

Higgins argued (in vain) that Egvptian writing could
never be deciphered because it was a secret system. In Srolen
Legacy, James likewise insists that no records of the Egyptian
Mysterv System have come down to us in any language
because 1t was secret. Because 1t would not suit his purpose,
James neglects to mention the other and more ebvious expla-
nation for the absence of records, which is, of course, that no
such svstem cver existed. As we have seen, the rituals that late
ancient writers identtied as Egvprian are basically Greek;
these ersatz Egvptian nituals served as models for the impres-
sive “Egyptian” rituals described by the French author
Terrasson: and Terrasson helped inspire the Masons. Thus,
most ironically, the Egvptian Mystery Svstem described by
James 1s not African, but essentially Greek, and in its details,
specifically European.

In order to prove that Greek philosophy was based on
Egyptian philosophy, James must show how 1t came to
Greece trom Egvpt Here be can draw some Timited support
from ancient Greek sources claiming that certain important
Greek philosophers studied in Egvpt. Since other philoso-
phers studied in Egvpt (though ancient writers don't explain
what thev learned there), James insists that Socrates and
Aristotle must also have gone there, even though no ancient
writer savs so. James argues that silence about Socrates's and

~Anistotle’ presence in Favpt is proof ot a conspiracy by the

Greeks to coneeal from posterity the extent of their debt. The
wime evidence of silence, of course, has led other scholars to

- the natural conclusion that neither of them actually ever went

- there. In fact, Plato, a close contemporary, savs that Socrates
. never traveled outdde of Athens unless he was on militare
Ccampaien in reece.

It the Greek philosophers had <tolen their ideas from
the Lgvptians, as James asserts, we would expect i to pro-

~vide parallel rexts that elearly demonstrate a theft. But James
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manages only to point to some general similaritics between
Egyptian religious ideas and Greek theories. Aristotle wrote
a treatise On the Soul, and the Egyptians believed in the im-
mortality of the soul, James writes. But the similanty ends
there. James admits that no close resemblance exists, since
Aristotle’s theory 1s only a “verv small portion” of the
Egyptian “philosophy” of the soul, as deseribed in the
Egvptian Book of the Dead. But anvone who examines the
Book of the Dead will see that it 1sn't a philosophical treatise
at all, but rather a series of ntual prescriptions to ensure the
soul’s passage to the next world. Nothing could be more ditf-
ferent from Aristotle’s abstract consideration of the nature of
the soul.

Many more examples of Srolen Legaey's fraudulence
exist: For instance, James insists that the Greeks did not win
their wars against Persia in 490 and 480-79 B.C., as has
always been thought, but states (in spite of overwhelming
evidence to the contrary) that the battles of Maiathon and
Salamis were indecisive. James musrepresents history in this
way in order to depict the ancient Greeks as a quarrclsome
and chaotic people incapable of producing philosophy, which,
according to James, “requires an environment which is free
trom disturbance and worries.” Such misinformation entitles
Stolen Legacy to a place on the shelf with other hate literature,
such as The Secret Relationship Between Blacks and Jews. But it
also deserves to be rated as one of the most successful, and
(alas) influential “mvths” in recent history. And it is distinct-
Iv trightening that schoolchildren are being taught to believe
that this myth is frue.
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"The Distortions of
Afrocentric History

by Clarence E. Walker

frocentrism is not the first attempt by blacks in the
United States to seinvent themeeives. Black people
adopted the "new Negro™ trope in the 19206 to
break awayv from a painful past. In the 1960s and
1970s, we abandoned “Negro™ to hecome “black” or “Afro-

American.” Today, manv would have us call ourselves

“"African American.” These constant name changes suggest

i that the history of the Negro in North Ameiica involves a

beliet that such cosmetic alterations not only confer pride,
but also refashion reality. Afrocentrism, for its part, tries to
rewrite history, But as 2 form of historical revisionism, it
entirely bankrupt. It nothing more than a serics of tenden-

| tious assertions rooted 1n black cultural nationalism.

As a torn of historical explanation, Afrocentrism is

»what French cconomist Frangois Simiand once called “the
i chronological idol ... the habit of Josing onesclf in studies of

origin.” Although modern historical scholarship has moved

" bevond this preoccupation, self-stvled Atrocentrie scholars
- take 1t to new heights of narcisaism. They almost single-
- nundediy set out ro chim ancient gvpt as a “black™ civiliza-
- tion. Then thev try to trace the origins of various imventions,
L art forms, and philosophical developments o Egyvpt. This
; way, they think, modern-dav blacks can take pride in the
~world alories,

But tocusing on “who G what firet™ reveals vers e

i about ancient Egvnt, or any other society, What, for exam-

Thicocis oadupse d o e 995 o Prospeet




ple, were the aature of socidl relations i the Old and New
Kingdoms of Egvptz How did the common people relate to
the Pharaoh and his court? Was ancient Egvpt a slave-based
society? [t so, what role did slaves plav in the production of
wealth? How did ancent Egvprians construet gender? At
what age did people marry* These are the questions thar

mterest professionat historans, and they lie at the heart of

recent historical inquiries into ancient Egypt. But they are
not part of the race-obsessed Atrocentric enterprisc.
Afrocentrists tocus on clites. They purport to studv the
vabues and precensions of hegemonic groups. But this top-
down history is inaccurate. Tt gives a distorted pictare of the
past, since societies contain much more than kings and

queens and their accomplishments. Teignores the vast major-

ity of people who lived , and created, a culture,

This concentration on rulers constitutes a return to an
older mode of black historical analvsis called “contribution-
sm.” As an effort on the part of an carlier generation of black
histortans to clude their people in the history of the West
and North America, the contributionists tried to correct the
notion that black people come out of a historteal void.
Today’s Afrocentrists sav that they we doing the same
thing—that is, showing that black people throughout history
were more than hewers of wood and drawers of water.
Atrocentrist Ron Karenga calls on whire people “to recognize
the cultural and historical richness of African civilization and
its contributions to history” and to acknowledge that Atrica
wis “the paragon of human societ.” The contributionists
were not quite this bold wa their claimg; but they tried to
denuty many individual citzens o the ancient world s
racially black. Robert B. Lewis, tor nstance, cited Moses,
Hannibal, Cicero, Pompey, Scipio Africanus, and others as
black. The Afrocentrists build upon the contributionist
approach, laving claim to whole categories of human achieve-
raent rather than justa group of distinguished individuals.

Quite apart from the exaggeration of some of these
clatms, <omething s wrong here. On the one hand,
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Afrocentrists say that Africa led the way in many of the arcas
that traditional scholars have designated collectively as “civi-
lization.” At the same time, however, they profess to con-
demn this model of civilization, exalting the richness of cul-
tures whose values and achievements lie elsewhere. How can
they simultaneously reject the European model of “civiliza-
tion” and claim, within the European context, some kind of
superiority over it? Prominent Afrocentrists like Molefi Kete
Asante, Wade Nobles, and Leonard Jeftries say that they use
a new methodology, but Afrocentrism actually fails to trans-
cend European categories of race, class, and culture. Their
tools of social analysis are Western, not African. Like the

. contributionists, they borrow freely from the old Eurocentric

canon. The very notion of a “classical civilization™ is a
Western idea, for instance. Ultimately, Afrocentrism is Euro-
centrism in blacktace. It repeats what it sets out to repudiate.

The Afrocentrists also like to claim that Africans pos-
sess a special nature. African values, they sav, emphasize the
community over the individual and splrltuahsm over materi-
alism. Such grand claims completclx ignore the size and
diversity of the African continent in order to cultivate an
Edeniec myth. Africans, in this view, lived in harmony with
cach other before the rise of European expansionism. But this
is racial Romanticism, a rehash of Edward Witmot Blvden
and Leopold Senghor’s “Negritude” movement. Africans, of
course, don't have any special nature that other people lack.
Besides, if African sensibilities were significantly different
from those of the Europeans, then why did the ancient
Egyptians prey upon weaker black societies tor slaves> Why
did the supposedly non-materialistic Africans of a later era
sell as many as 11 million of their peers to white slave traders?

The Afrocentric denial that Afticans played any kind of
role in the trans-Atlantic slave trade creates an unaceeptable
gap m Afrocentric historical analysis. Any Iustorical under-
standing of black Americans today must begin with an exam-
mation of the role slavery plaved in shaping ULS. history. The
Afrocentric obsession with ancient Egypt is a form of psy-



chological evasion.

But then again, Afrocentrism evades the real issues fac-
ing todav's black Americans. Will Afrocentrism fix the plight
of the urban underclass? Will it keep black families together?
Will 1t kalt gang violence? Will it encourage high school stu-
dents tostay in school Will it provide jobs? It won't do any
of these things, of course. The most pressing problems facing
the black community today have very little to do with a faulty
knowledge of history or low group self-csteem. What black
people need todav 15 a usable present, not a usable past.
Untortunately, Afrocentrism ofters neither.
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What's Wrong

With the Portland
Baseline Fssays?

by Erich Martel

cachers who want relizbic information on African
and African American history often dont know
where to tum. Many have unforrunately looked to
wnreliable hooks and publications by Afrocentrie
writers, The Africun Amernican Baseline Essavs, developed by
the school system in Portland, Oregon, are the most wide-

spread Afrocentric teacher resourees. Educators should be
aware of their erippling flaws.,
The essars divide into sixoseparate sections, cach tryving

U to detal African aud African American contributions to art,

history, the language arts, math, music, and science. They
might as well be called "Egvpt-centrie,” however, since so
much of their content revolves around ancient Egvpt. Openly
disdainful of protessional Egvptologists, most of the authors
attempt major revisions of ancient Egvprian history,
Although they cliim to advance long ignored facts and to
correct Darocentrie distortions of histo. o manv of their

s clanms and theories turn out to be lirtle more than *African-

tzed™ versions of diseredited and discarded European ideas.
A 19th century conception of race binds the essavs

~wgether, Thev v to portray all Africans across thousands of

bl h Yoo Wb con Tleds Sobee 20 e by e DLC 200 [,

vears and miles as part of asingle “race” and culture simply on
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the basis of a few observable physical teatures, such as skin
color und hair form. According to Philip Curtin, a professor
of African history at Johns Hopkins University, “The tunda-
mental problem is that [the soctal studies essay] puts forward
racial theories that have been long ago abandoned by main-
line scholars of Africa.”

Despite this, the essavs” many inaceuracies have gained
a toothold in a number of school districts. Two widelv report-
ed distortions are that ancient Egvpt was a black nation and
that Cleopatra sas black.

W “Ancient Egypt was a black nation” or Egypt was
“The Land of the Blacks,” claim the essays on art and
music.

"Black™ and “white” are hard o define. Ancient
Egvptian and Greek views of skin color were not the prod-
ucts of a legacy ot racial diserimination, as they e in the
modern ULS. Aceording to Frank . Yureo, an Egvptologist at
the Field Muscum of Natural History in Chicago, these
terms are simplva “chimera- -cultural baggage trom our own
soctety that ¢ onlv be imposed artificiallyv on ancient
Egvptian society.” Morcover, Yurco points to studies in phvs-
wal anthropology and ancient Egvptian art that suggest the
ancient Egvptians “were of varving complexions of color,

trom the light Mediterranean tvpe (like Queen Nefertiti), o

the tight brown ot Middle Egvpt, to the darker brown of

Upper Egvpt, to the darkest shade around Aswan and the
First Cataract region, where even today, the population shitts
to Nubian,”

The phrase “Land of the Blacks" 15 2 iistranslaton of

the ancient Egvptian word “KNMT™ (Kemet). Tt means “the
black land,” and reters to the black alluvial so1l deposited by
the Nile's yearly tlooding, not the skin color oi nearby resi-
dents, “IKMTT contrasts the word “Deshret,” or “the red Jand,”
which reters o the sarrounding desert. The ancient Egypt-
rans, who owed their Tives to the Nile and the soil it made

rich, often clled themselves *the people of the black land.”
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B The famous Ptolemaic queen “Cleopatra VII ...
was of mixed African and Greek parentage. ... She was not
fully a Greek,” says the section on social studies.

For proof of this claim, the author cites Shakespeare,
who “calls [Cleopatra] ‘tawny™ in onc of his plays.

Frank Snowden, Jr., a professor emeritus of classics at
Howard University, savs that Cleopatra “Is well attested on
coins that depict the Prolemaic queen as white.” Yurco adds
that members of the Ptolemaic dvnasty, which was
- Macedonian and came vo Egvpr with Alexander’s conquest,
| were “so concerned to retain its Greek purity that they
I eneaged regularly in brother-sister marriages. ... Though you
cannot prove that Cleopatra VII had no indigenous Egvptian
admixture, the probability is that she did not.”

Other problems with the Portland essavs run much
deeper. Worldwide phenomena such as pentatonic scale in
| music, use of prophecy, body language, creation storics, rock
art, as well as the carliest pottery, sculpture, and musical

32 instruments are often described as it they originated in
Conter fin l Africa. Features that might be considered unique to Africa,

o ’{“’/”,"/ L such as trickster stories, are not highlighted at all.
Lpnayiiity ¢ *

The "Science and Technology™ essav endorses pseudo-
scientific notions, including “the extra-terrestrial origin of the
Nile” and “water-laden micro-comets” as the source of the
oceans. The author misinterprets a small bird effigy in the
Cairo Museum as a model of a glider and writes that ancient
i Egvptians developed full-sized gliders 4,000 vears ago and
“used their carly planes for travel expeditions and recreation.”
He attributes mystical powers to the pyramids and misinter-
prets artifacts in trving to show that the ancient Egyptians
experimented with antennae and electricity. He also makes
the startling claim that “for the ancient Egvptians as well as
contemporary Africans worldwide, there is no distinction and
thus no separation between science and reli sion.”

Bernard Ortiz de Montellano, a professor of anthropol-
{ogy at Wavne State University in Detroit, comments that
“the seience” that the essav deseribes 1s pseudo seience—a
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farrago of unsubstantiated and outrageous claims, argum.cnts
for the cxistence of the paranormal, and advecacy of the
supernatural as an integral part of science.” Writing in the Phs
Delta Kappan, Irving Klotz, professor emeritus of chernistry
at Northwestern University, notes that “[t]he most devastat-
ing effect of the spread of this kind of material taught in the
Portland Baseline Essavs will be the inculcation in a genera-
tion of young people of an uncritical, superficial attitude
toward science.”

Even the portion of the essay devoted to African
Amcrican scientists contalins easily avoided inaccuracies. The
cssav states that “Thomas Jefferson appointed Benjamin
Banneker to survey the site for the capital, Washington,
D.C." and that Banneker “wrote a proposal for the establish-
ment of a United States Department of Peace.” Had the
author consulted The Life of Benjanin Banncker by Silvio
Bedini, which is considered the definitive biography, he
would have discovered no evidence for these claims. Jefferson
appointed Andrew Ellicott to conduct the survey; Ellicott
made Banncker his assistant for roughly three months in
1791. Benjamin Rush authored the “Department of Peace”
proposal; the contusion arosc among carlier biographers
because the proposal appeared in Banneker’s 1793 almanac.

Another telling inaccuracy lies in repeating the widely
circulated rumor that Dr. Charles Drew, who pioneered
blood plasma storage, died after an auto accident because “not
one of several nearby white hospitals would provide the blood
transtusions he so desperately needed.” The 1972 Dictionary
of Negro Biography, however, savs that “Conflicting versions
to the contrary, Drew received prompt medical attention.”

At best, the essays’ errors demonstrate a severe amount
of sloppiness; at worst, they reveal an ideologically-driven
willingness to prefer the claims of non-specialists over the
documented rescarch of trained professionals. The most tla-
grant example of this is the author of the science cssay.
Although credited as a “research scientist” at Argonne
National Laboratories, he turns out to be an industrial
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hygiene technician with a high school diploma.

The Portland Baseline Essays d& contain some accurate
information. The math essay’s coverage of ancient Egypt
includes a good deal of reliable information. The art, lan-
guage arts, and music essavs, despite many errors m therr cov-
crage of ancient Egvpt, appear to treat their African
American sections accuratelv. Nevertheless, the essavs as a
whole are seriously flawed.

Manyv schools stll need to update their curricula on
Africa and the African American experience, but those that
look to Portland tor help tace an impossible task: how to find
reliable informition among the specious. The real solution is
tor teachers to stay informed of developments in their fields

of study. Thev should read protessional journals, artend con-

terences, and eetablish links to local universities and muse-

i ums. Thev should argue among themselves in faculty

Jounges. They should remain open to new ideas, but alwavs
skeptical of dramatic and revisionist claims. Whije modern
views of the past constantly change as new data emerge and
new interpretations come torth, all of us should emplov cau-
rion when confronted by clairs purporting o veveal a “real

truth” that sweeps away well-documented information about
| the past.




Afrocentrism m the

Textbooks

by Gilbert T. Sewall

he discourse on American history pronnses to con-

tinue to be as vitriolic as ever. Nationally, we have

a hard ome cdking abour what we have in com-

mon, what we should do in classrooms, what
teachers should conver, and what texthooks should contain,
I'm interested primarily i the latter, that is, what happens
when the editors decide on the content of textbooks. Ja the
vast majority of U.S. classrooms, the textbook is the essential
instrument of teaching. Highly respected and economical,
the textbook s the pivot around which classroom conversa-
tion turns. In the 1990, the textbook has been a primary bat-
tleground in the struggle over Amecrican history, and
although explicit Afrocentrism has not won widespread
acceptance, its influence has been pervasive and troublesome.

[n 1990, the state of California adopted a new sct of

history textbooks for use in kindergarten through eighth-
grade classrooms. California, like Texas and other large
states, has an extraordinary power to shape the textbook mar-
ket because of its size and hecause of what textbook publish-
crs do for the stare, Once a publisher has sold a textbook in
large state, the publisher then tries to sell it in smaller states
and localities around the nation. Californkt is an enormous
textbook marker: Each grade fevel has an enrollment ot about
400,000 students. So when California undertook this land-
mark adoption, Houghton Miftlin deugned a textbook serices
to try to meet the standards of the California curriculum
tramewoerk. Thar 1988 framework, cratted under the divee-
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tion of then-Superintendent Bill Honig, was taken by most
discerning educators across the political spectrum to strike a
responsible balance, to represent what multiculturalism could
do with enlightened state leadership. The textbook adoption
scemed to show that states could act both decisively and
cffectively in behalf of curriculum reform.

The oversecing cditor of the text was Gary Nash of
UCLA, later to become better known for his controversial
architecture of the proposed National History Standards.
Nash and his co-authors brought into these textbooks a great
deal of African and African-American histery. The ¢ ve
trade and plantation life were dealt with explicitly and at
length. Bur the books were attacked not only by Afrocentrists
but by Moslems, the Christian Right, and gay radicals. These
four groups, which heretoforc had not been particularly
prominent in discussions of history and history textbooks,
were at the center of the protest, which became so unpleasant
that by the second state hearing police had to be called in to
calm the crowds.

What didn't the Afrocentrists like? They didnt like
what they took to be a Eurocentrie, monocltural approach
to history. (At the time, “Eurocentric” and "monocultural”
were relatively new terms.) The Afrocentrists wanted a bold-
er and, they said, less biased view of African-American his-
tory, claiming that the books were “slanted, racist, and
wrong,” designed by “European people,” and that they con-
tributed to a “mental holocaust” for black students.

The following year, Afrocentrism became a news item,
The city of Portland, Orcgon, had, some time carlier, pub-
lished a series of essays that laid out an Afrocentric curricu-
lum across subjects. By 1991, this curriculum had generated
considerable attention. Suddenly Portland was selling thou-
sands of copies of this series, and around the nation the
“Portland essavs” were becoming a touchstone  of
Afrocenvrism,

Reputable historians dismissed the Portland essays as
fanciful, and overwhelming historical evidence contradicted




cul ke

B

T e

j'l'h._ v,

5 ,n}}

Afrocentric “fact.” But these professional critiques did not
persuade many black educators, who took them to be evi-
dence of lLingering structural racism in the curriculum.
Indeed, at this time, Afrocentrism was developing into some-
thing close to a system of belief and cthnic religion. We
should not discount the role of sympathetic or credulous
journalists in helping to create this phenomenon. When the
spotlight of media attention fastened on Afrocentrism, one
reporter and editorialist after another decided to write about
the Portland essays and the Afrocentric movement in schools.
Very few of these journalists were trained historians, They
welcomed “new” or “muliiple” perspectives uneritically,
including points of view that Afrocentrists said had been cov-
ered up by traditional “white” history.

Today, five years later, media interest in Afrocentrism
has faded substantially. Inquiries into Afrocentric programs
have virtually halted, and adoption of the Portland essays and
other Afrocentric curricula has slowed to a few predominant-
lv black districts. Some explicitly Afrocentric schools have
sprung up in urban centers around the nation. The move-
ment nas influenced many more schools in black neighbor-
hoods, such as Prince George’s County, Maryland.

Meanwhile, American mass-market textbooks have
adopted a more “mainstrearn” version of Afrocentrism’s his-
torical analysis, one that is not explicitly Afrocentric but
which shares many of the methodological faults of
Afrocenrrism. Scholastic standards have been changed.
Diversity, inclusion, and group consciousness drive textbook
content and narrative. For the last 25 vears, race and gender
rights have tended to replace political, diplomatic, military,
and cconomic history as animating themes in classrooms.
Misguid~1 efforts to advance student sclf-estcem and “iden-
tity” in examining the past corrupt the subject of history.

One typical cxample of this is a textbook called
Exploring American History, published by Globe, a subsidiary
of Simon & Schuster. Exploring Americair History is what's
called an “casv reader.” Unlike most textbooks that go for a
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. broader audience, it's targeted toward urban audicnces. Even
i a quick look at this textbook is enough to see that it’s objec-
~ tionahle for many reasons other than its treatment of black
" America. The writing is dieadful. The text is extremely hard
: to track as it moves almost capriciously from one subject to
- another. Ir's a very, very bad textbook. Only the rudiments
. and the barest material are presented, and that so incompre-
- hensibly that students with limited reading skills will be lost,
1t a scandal that such a book is targeted toward inner-city
school districts.

In the section tided “An Industrial Nation,” the book
attempts to give an overview of the Industrial Revolution in
the United States i only two and a half pages. In this very
brict and curious treatment of the Industrial Revolution, one
figure stands out: Jan Matzeliger, who invented a shoe-mak-
ing machine in the late 19th century. His story takes up a siz-
“able share of the text’s entire coverage of the Industrial
Revolution, and he’s there for one reason only. He's black.
© This is what we used to call "tokenism,” but it now might
better be called “soft Afrocentrism” or “inclusion.” Morcover,

< we tind out that, because hie sold the patent for his machine,

he recerved only asmall share of the profits from it It 1s a
mott that runs through this and similar books—and comes
througl. repeatedly Tike a drumbeat—that black people in
American history have been universally oppressed, under-
compensated, and shortchanged.

An up-to-date history texthook like Exploring American
{Iivtery acconnnodates, seeking to add plenty of “role models™
and to reshutfle history, Texes are “inclusive,” and thev reflecr
the popalar convept of cubimal equivalency i the examing -
ton of the nation annd world, These texts and their creators
~are extremely sensitive to numerous groups and themes, and
no group more than black~ and no theme more than race.
MMy black edncators want to alert black students to social
mpestices and veotozation, and i the process of doiae <
they are willing to write themeeles and their race out of a
Pocer Ymenraan wdentioe: A anti-historical and divisive cnr




riculum me. ients such as Afrocentrism atiain the power to
shape textbook content, history texts that transcend race, eth-
nicity, gender, and ascriptive condition will vanish, at great
peril to tomorrows understanding of the nation and world.
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A Teachers ook
at Afrocentrism

by Rosalind Johnson
society must impart rules, rituals, and beliefs to its
vouth if i intends to survive for more than a sin-
glc generation. How our society fulfills this mis-
sion 1s now at the center of heated debate: whose
rules? whose rituals? whose beliets? As our country moves
awayv from the 19th cenrury’s cookie-cutter conception of
mass schooling and heads toward the high-tech and mulu-
ethnic 21st century, we must redefine our educational goals.
We still intend to deliver an education to all of our country's
children, but how we do it remains an open question.

The education debate never reallv goes awavs it just
changes topics. Many vears ago, controversy swirled around
compulsory attendance and teaching evolution theory. Today,
the arguments rage over multicultural and Afrocentric curric-
ula, At stake is the ultimate cultural prize: the education of
our children.

Virtually all of us can agree that American schools des-
perately needed systerric change vesterday. But as a practic-
g teacher for 26 vears, | know that the curricular combat-
ants have had little to no effect on America's classrooms. In
order to achieve desirable change, we must calmly focus our-
selves on a handful of basic principles that most Americans
will find acccptnablc. We must convey a proper sense of the
United States, its history, and its place in the world. A school
curriculum that ignoves the diverse peoples of the world can-
not produce a tolerant or learned citizensy for the next cen-
turv’s toughest challenges.




The United States is the only country both fortunate
and plagued at the same time to have citizens who hail from
nearly every ethnic stock on the globe. The survival of the
American experiment requires that we continue to balance
the delicate demands of this fragile pluralism. Many cduca-
tors now suggest that black children, who face a unique set of
obstacles, retreat into the racial enclave of Afrocentrism. But
Afrocentrism is no magic bullet. It risks balkanizing our chil-
dren-—and ultimately our nation.

I'm the child of many cthnicitics. My mother 15 a
Choctaw Indian from Oklahoma. My great-grandmother is
the chiid of a black slave and a white slave owner. What cur-
riculum i best for me? T was educated in the public schools
of Prince George’s County, Marvland. We used the hand-
me-down textbooks of white students. I read the European
classics of Dante, Goethe, Shakespeare, Bacon, and Cer-
vantes. 1 read the American c¢lassics of Hawthorne,
Dickinson, and Whitman. My textbooks taught me next to
nothing about African Americans, aside from the institution
of slavery.

Whale m college, I guined a broader view of black peo-
ple and their significant role in the world. I also acquired a
greater knowledge of other cultures. I don' claim to have a
deep academic understanding of my manv heritages, but nei-
ther do I cordemn my carly cducation as invalid. I still make
use of what ; learned in those old textbooks. As a woman of
African hervage, 1 feel revulsion over slavery and its sordid
Jegacy. But I'don't revile my own existence. I'm an American.
I'm proud of myv multiple ethnic heritages. I'm proud of myv
citizenship. My Eurocentric education, as it's called these
davs, made me literate and tolerant of new ideas and human
differences. This is the trpe of education I strive to give to my
students.

I've observed several Atrocentric programs and read
about many more, Most have flopped, but a few have pros-
pered. Whenever the children succeed in these programs, ics
tvpically because the classes are smaller, the parents are mo ¢
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involved, and the teachers have aides. The children are gen-
tly prodded to explore the unknown. They don't fear failure.
Anv child would sour in this tvpe of environment.

But Afrocentrism tries to do more than provide a sate
lcarning environment. Some of the children will graduate
from these programs with alousy edicadon. They might come away
thinking that the continent of Africa was and s a monolith-
ic society, rather than a place where millions of people speak

_ thousands of didects and live mn both conflict and harmony.

1 worrv that Afrocentric curricula promote fantasy as
fact. [worry that its children learn to feel self-worth by deny-
mg any worth to other cultural groups. T worry that these
children won't value the cultural diversity of their own coun-
try, let wlone the world. Tworry that thev will feel no comfort
tiving and working outside of the black experience. 1 worry
that they will grow up intolerant.

Many Afrocentrists argue that black chilaren learn dif-
ferently than white, Hispanie, or Asian children, and that

thev need a different kind of education tor this reason. Butif

this 1s the basis of Afrocentrism, then | think it seriously
Hawed. Tve never seen e empirieal evidenee to suggest that
the children of ditferent races tearn ditterently. When I began
my teaching career in Prince George's Lounr\ in 1968, 99
pereent of my students were white. Today, 89 percent are
African American., Thes do not Jearn differently.

What I see in my students are the etfects of cconomic
stress, o lack of Lum]\' stability, and little or no parcntdl
involvement. 1 see students wha don't have hopes or a vision
for the future. Thev have no expectations bevond instant
gr‘lt‘lﬂcalﬂnn.

My siudents need to believe that they can achieve. My
students must learn to tunction well enough to survive and
prosper in a bhustling world cconomy. My students must see
themselves as members of a global village—not an African
village, As their teacher, T must help them learn o0 read,
write, and compute, to understand the country and world
thev will inherit, and o have goals to aim tor and conquer.
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The Racial Idiocy
of Afrocentrism

by Michael Meyers

nder Afrocentrism, intellectuals need not be bor-
ing anvmore. Afrocentrist intellectuals only need
to know how to rap, how to rhyme, and how to
emote. They are like preachers in this regard, and

that's what thev are doing: preaching, as well as singing the |
siren song of separatism and nationalism. These individuals’

fixations with dogmatism and victimization are not qualities
of the mind but handicaps to clear thinking and ficedom as
we have come to understand and value these coneepts. Before
Afrocentrism, hollering and emoting used to be done in
church and mavbe in the home, but certainly not in the class-
room, the textbooks, or the librany, where the mind must be
able to hear and read complex and conflicting ideas.

Gerald Early wrote 1w Croifization magazine that
Afrocentrism 1s an intcllectual movement, “a political view, a
historicallv traceable evolution, and a religious orthodoxy....”
If Afrocentrism had only been developed by whites, many
might have dismissed it by now as a “European plot,” as a
weh of condescension placed around black Americans in
order to divert them and ensnare them to a it ot diver-
stonary rhetoric and introspective babble.

I 'wish I had thought of this sooner. If, decades ago,
had thought of convincing people that Afrocentrism was a
European idea and dangerous to blacks, T might have single-
handedly stopped the Afrocentric movement, and a confer-
ence or a publication about the dangers of Afrocentrism
would not have been necessarv or relevant, Gerald Farly
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might even have written about my theory m Crvtlization—
using virtuallv the same words that he uses to describe Louis
Farrakhan, as 2 man who “especially exploits the idea that he S
1s a heroic black man at grave risk for daring to tell the truth e
3 about the white man.”

But Afrocentrism, of course, 1s not “the white man’s”
mvention, and that makes a black’s criticism of it the more )
necessary. | think it is so in part because Afrocentrism has o
caught on in black America. In mv experience, it has become |
mainstreamy; it's evervwhere. It is scen or heard at NAACP
meetings, on black talk-radio stations, in the black-owned
« press, even in some black churches where a Caucasian Jesus
has been replaced with a black or “African American” Jesus.
N Afrocentrism has infected the American body politic in vot-
ing and redistricting schemes, and of course it is prevalent on
many campuses, where cthnic diversity seems to be the only
thing the campus populations say they have in common.

The Afrocentric movement has been building. Earlier,
44 black Americans who identified with their alleged African

Conter 1 | TOOLS flocked to Marcus Garvev. The Garvevites were
Eeual

%
"ﬂ Qp/m'ful::l_\' e . . " .. "
e often criticized Atrocentrism as a “political drum” movement,

with evervbodv marching in step to the same beat. Well, the
Garveyites quite Literally had and beat their drums. They also
had trumpets and plumes, and they built up a significant -
a grassroots following. Historians recount how Garvey had

established his own black church, complete with a black Holy E
Trinity, a black Chris. and a black Madonna. These are the o
historical antecedents to the modern-day Afrocentrism that

Afrocentrists before the terny was coined, perhaps. T have

Swihili as a language to be studied in the curriculum. 1 rec-

::‘;% t has attracted vouths on campuses and adults in ghettoes
i | across Amcrica.
,§ My first confrontation with Afrocentrism came in 1966
~ 5 ' or 1967, when 1 was a high school student. [ was one of a .
i - class of 50 blacks from Harlers who had integrated William »
?; " Howard Taft High School, Deated in a then mostly-white
e i section of the Bronx. Some black activists suggested adding

|

|

i




ollect that 1t was the Congress of Racial Equality that then
championed this awful idea. I also recall that the initiative
was welcomed by the school's white principal. Swahili was, of
course, to be added as a benefit for black students. Other stu-
dents, including myself—because 1 was not interested in
negritude—took French and Spanish as foreign languages.

I opposed the adding of Swahili because it was part of a |

movement to racialize and ghettoize the curriculum. But the
supporters of high school Swahili said that it was to be a life-
affirming experience for blacks, to ensure that blacks were
properly recognized and included in the curriculum. And
Swahili was heralded as the black African’s language. French
and English were not regarded then as African languages, not
because they were not spoken in parts of Africa but because
they were not the indigenous Janguage of black Africans.
Swahili, it was said, was an authentic black African language,
and black Americans needed to identify with Africa, because
all other Americans had a country to look back to and iden-
tify with. Blacks got an entire continent to make up for their
lost herirage.

Around this time in the 1960s, we had the black revo-
lution in New York public education, including concepts like
community control of schools. At first, Swahili and other
changes in the curriculum were offered as inducements to
integration, but in a short time “liberation” became the rally-
ing cry. Blacks themsclves were to interpret the so-called
black experience. Negritude became an end in itself-—partic-
ularly as the importance of integration waned, and it became
“impractical,” as a consequence of white flight and black ret-
rogression and retreat into separatism. Under the guise of
redefining or authenticating  the  black  experience,
Negro/Black History Week became an integral part of the
school culture. Today it is African-American Historv Month.
In some locales it 1s considered essential for elementary and
junior high school students to know the Nguzo Seba—the

seven principles, a ritual made up by a black academic, as a !

way to value and perpetuate “the race” through unity, sclt-
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determination, collective work and responsibility, cooperative
economics, purpose, creativity, and “lmani”—faith. For
Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, South Americans, and all the
rest from Spain, there 1s Hispanic Heritage Month.

Much of this racial and cultural identity has been rein-
forced at colleges and universities where new programs and
new faculev and statt to run them have balkanized the acad-
emy Political scientist Leonard Jettries, as I recall, not having
first published a book, got tenure as a protessor, and became
chair of the Black Studies Department at City College in

i New York. And the rest is history. Of course, academic stan-

dards stipped with the introduction of “black studies.”

By definition, whites could not validate or propagate
the black experience. Because it was a “black thing,” whites
could not understand it. So, at mv college, for example, vou
vot such things as "black karate.” Not black-belt karate, but
biack karate, At other colleges there were classes on “black
English,” “black psvehology,” and the catch-all—"black stud-
tes”—which covers evervthing “Atrican” and “African-
American.” Thus, scholarship was reduced, with religious
tervor, to a color In schools and colleges, race, to paraphrase
Henry Louis Gates Jr., became “the most important thing”
about people.

[ have no truck for or identfication with whatever
blackness is. Whether it’s “black English™ or “black talk™ or
black this or black that, 1t’s all racial diocv. It’s all racial non-
sense. Inaword, 16's bunk. To quote an old saving, “T have no
time for negritude....” But this bunk is passed on to black
children as the absolute gospel, as necessarv and important to
building sclt-esteem. And, of course, “self™ is always defined
in terms of race. This 1s the measure of what I call the dioc-
racy that grips American institutions, on its campuses and in
its schools, from first grade through graduate school. It the
pursuit of knowledge upscts some, “make the student teel

comfortable” is the mantra; place him at the center of his own
universe of cultural knowledge. What ut-2r nonsense.
Anarticle in the Angust/September 1995 issue of Crisis
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magazine quotes Tiger Woods, 4 sophomore golfer at Stan-
ford University. He's the reigning U.S. amateur golfer, and

according to the article he “chooses not to have a race or color |

preference.” He has volunteered, I am one-quarter black,
one-quarter Chinese, one-quarter Thai, one-cighth Ameri-
can Indian .ad one-cighth white.” The articie savs: “To refer
to himself as just one of these races, he contends, is to negate
the others. For Woods, ‘golt is all that watters.”™ Afrocentrists
might say that Woods doesn’t understand his identitv—after
all, he plays a “white sport.” That's the kind of language and
stereotvping we have fallen into in America; Golt is “white,”
haskethall is “black.”

The tragedy of the ractal approach to education is that
it 15 built upen the quicksinds of stercotipe, condescension,
and paternalism. It some blacks do not speak or know stan-
dard English, tell them that broken English is fine, that its a
racial or cultural dialect. It major universities and colleges
relax standards in faculey or statt hiring, tell theni its OK just
to hire blacks as “role models™ or to teach the new college
population the fundamentals of racial pride and identifica-
tion. This i~ Tiberal racism, Call it “black studies,” call it
“black politics,” call it “black psvehology,™ call it "black reli-
gion,” call it “black culture,” but don't cal] it what it is: mis-
guided fiberal claptrap. It vou do, and vou are black, vou'll be
ridden out of the race by Africanists and ignored or castizat-
ed by their white svmpathizers. That s the measure and
renacity of the cult of idiocracy that has taken hold of
America on its campuses and inits schoole, Teis an idiocraey
to which intellectuals must object,
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The Need
for Myths

by David Nicholson

he recent fuss over Afrocentrism docsn't come from
nowhere. Certain realities of black urban life in the
1980s and 1990s help explain the rise of
Afrozentrism. Incompetent teachers and substan-
dard schools, drugs and violence, out-of-wedlock pregnancies
and gangs that offer boys their only chance at a sense of
belonging—these are all reasons why parents and teachers in
Washington, Portland, Detroit, Atlanta, and many other
citics want to sce an Afrocentric curriculum in their schools.

Perhaps more important, Afrocentrism fulfills a deep
need tor myvths among black Americans. With all their teach-
ings abourt black Lygvptians building a glorious civilization,
the proud kingdoms of sub-Saharan Africa, and the Grecks
borrowing the hasis of their philosophy from black Africans,
the Afrocentrists provide something that many black people
both need and want. Some call Afrocentric ideas racist, and
perhaps they are, at least to the extent that they claim that
blacks are somehow superior to whites.

There need not be, however, anything inherently racist
unsupplving an evervday myvthology that leads people to look
at themselves and their history in a difterent way.

The truth of the matter is that we all live by myths.
George Washington confessed to chopping down the cherry
tree because he could not tell a lie. Abraham Lincoln freed
the slaves. The cowbov shot straight and never killed except
i a tair fight at high noon. At bottom, all of these are out-
right falsehoods or half-truths, But we've heard them so

D




often that they've taken on their own reality to become a part
of the American mythology.

The point is that everybody needs myths. Afrocentrism
finds an audience, even among middle~class blacks, for that
reason. There is also, of course, the fact of slavery, a histori-
cal reality no American can ignore. Slavery vanished more
than 100 years ago and the civil rights movement has pried
open the doors of opportunity for many black Americans, but
a sense of disillusionment has nonetheless set in. We've made
many gains and established rules to ensure fair play, but many
believe that nothing has fundamentally changed.

We hear about glass ceilings. The Hashington Post,
where [ work, has a good record for hiring blacks. Yet there
is a genuine fecling of frustration among many blacks who
work there, a sense that thev've gone as far as they can go,
that they will never climb to management’s top rungs. 1f men
and women who have master's degrees and, in some cases,
vears of professional experience feel this way, then what docs
the future look like to a high school dropout?

Afrocentrism 1s an understandable response to this
despair.

The entire debate over the Afrocentric movement has
heen cast as a social phenomenon, but it's also about power.
After centuries of comparative privilege, white people in
America will have to get used to the idea that they must share
power. Many whites find this difficult. Converscly, many
blacks have trouble with the notion that the suffering of their
forefathers and foremothers does not confer a special entitle-
ment in today’s world.

I sometimes like to think of Anerica as a hanquet at
which whites have always sat at the table while blacks have
grown the food, prepared the meal, and served it. Tt's to our
credit that anvbedy who would like a place can now sit for
suppet, but some whites may feel dispossessed at having to
share. And some blacks are unable to understand that thev
cannot nourish the spirits of their dead ancestors by cating
morc than their fair portion.
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There is olso this: Creating a new American com-
munity, evolving a collective and inclusive sense of identity
that will allow us to continue as a nation means that somc of
us are going to give up our myths. Some time ago, [ wrote an
article about Afrocentrism. I spoke with a white woman from
a conscrvative think tank who-—and T put this charitably—
scemed unaware that blacks {or women or Hispanies) had
contributed to the making of America before the 1800s. She
was clearly committed to some bizarre whites-only mytholo-
v of her own.

But I also interviewed a proponent of Afrocentrism
who found it strange that anv black American could refer to
the Founding Fathers. This, despite the evidence that, ves,
some signers of the 1.5, Constitution may have had black
descendents.

The peint is that Americas is not an casy history. A vear
or so ago, | visited a friend who works for the U.S. Forest
Service in northern California. He is one of & handful of
blacks living in the arca. We were looking at a map of his dis-
trict, and he pointed out a small river, Sambo Creck.
“Shame,” T said, tut-tutting the racist implications, until he

said that the creck mav have owed its name to the presence of

black settlers. Whesher vou like the name or rot, 1t stands as
evidence that demands the acknowledgment of the men and
women who may have lived there.

It also stands as evidence of something that is too often
lett out of the history books. From the very first, Africans and
Europeans came to these shores together. And, if 1t 1 true
that the Buropeans were making the Africans into
Americans, then the reverse is so true, The Africans were
making the Iuropeans into Americans as well.

Both parts of this fast proposition are tough for some to
understand, perhaps because it means surrendering the myth
that Europeans were all-powerful and Africans entirehy pas-
sive. \We must, somehow, get bevond that, and Atrocentrism

F may actually represent an opportunity tor those of us who

truly believe in the possibility of a new American communi-




- ty. Afrocentric thinking contains some distortions and many i
= claims that are ditficult to prove. But we ignore the reasons g: )
tor its ascendence at our peril. It 1s equally dangerous to allow
= this debate to devolve into a question of whose mythology s
= will prevail. We have to find a way out of the cither-or trap £
] as we work our way toward reaftirming the fact that we are all - '
= Americans. In the end, it all we have. P
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"This African

American St

Feels Black

by Leon Wynter
(é lack tells vou about skin color and what side of
town vou live on,” the Rev. Jesse Jackson said

a few vears ago, as he and others called for our
name to be changed. “African American

- evokes a discussion of the world.”

It’s hard to argue with the gut feclings behind this iden-
tity enhancement, or to question the gnawing hunger within
communitics of color tor a sustaining sense of self-worth. T'll
<o along withor because the intention 1s positive, but T quee.
tion the logic and doubt that “African American” witl replace

" “black™ in the hearts of people who fought for that appella-

+ tion 20-odd vears ago.

“Black™ sn't good enough anvmore, its small “b" was
ahwavs an aftront, holds one of the arguments for change. Tt
vion out (over Afro- and African American) only because it

ietinidared white folks, thev say, becatise “black” sounded

ik there was niot going on, -« trae revolution, Dut sy it
J ) .

Cwas more than monosylfabic stvlishness.

11 the "Dlackest”™ hue was the most despised pigment in
the UUNDmelting por we turned it around, made i+ the most

loved, and overcamne the self=hatred that racism nnposed. To

cme, S Vriean American” takes a hall-~tep back frons this attir-

mation of what we have donc==vhat we have made of

Reprinec b oond poroaegon of fhe Wall Stect Toannal - 70849 10,
foriw o O gy, D A viehrcaee




America in our image—to gain supposediy firmer footing on
African shores.

Black people have incorporated so much into our
African selves over the centurics, in genes as well as culture,
that identity has always been a source of confusion and divi-
sion. Some will argue at lengti: is to whether a coffee-colored
American resident born in Cuba should properly think of
himself as American, Cuban, Hispanic, Spanish, African,
Nigerian, Yoruba, or some mixture. And many argue that as
long as this man is bla.’ he can't be an American, because
America has never wanted him. But there is no argument
now about the basis upon which he faces discrimination here;
being an African won't change the way America sees his skin.

There is a verity that holds that you “don’t have to do
nothing but he black and die,” which pre-dates the 1960s
identity struggle. When that struggle ended, “black” declared
that our blood runs from Africa through every corner of the
world and that our claim to wherever we stand, whether in
Jamaica or Georgia, 1s valid. I've looked forward with pride to
being “black”™ until T die. Or at least untl America realizes
that we're all one race, human, which T expect will be at least
that long,

The appellation "African Americi.i” is no such assertion
of humanity, but of a divided cultural nationality. T fear its
pursuit will be to the detriment of our coming to terms with
our citizenship without modifier, and our capital. My doctor,
who thinks “African American” will suffice “until we drop the
damn American part,” disagrees. Hectoring me through a
physical exam, she sad Africa, the continent and the con-
sclousiess, 1s our tuture, not our heritage.

But <he had to admit that “"African American” didn't
gain undivided allegiance 20 years ago, “because people

weren't ready to be African back then.” 1 thought of her -
words while waiting for i subway train, three levels under a |

corner of west 1 larlem where guntive is common after darls,

G sarting from the examination. The train was tate, and |
the platiorm was full of Afncans i Ainerica, from Haiti and

At oo
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Alabama, Puerto Rico and Detroit, most heading home from
work.

One miscreant pretended not to see us as he relieved
himself at one corner of the plattorm. I thought, “If he knew
he was an African American, with two capital letters and a
heritage, could he stand there, urinating on this outpost of
the motherland, and face himself in the mirror?” Mavhe Rev.
Jackson is right, and “black™ has tailed to keep us from self-
destruction in an identity void.

But then I thought of how no one else on the platform
even considered so degrading himself, or the community,
though the late train strained us all. For most, 1 think, it was
enough to know what our parents, grandparents, and great
grandparents, who maintained their great dignity no matter
what they were called, would sav to such behavior. T don't
need the capital letters to be proud, cven though I appreciate
my African ancestry. The brother lacking an identity needs to
be reacquainted with his most recent ancestors first, and what
thev paid for here.
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Race Is Still a Black
afld Whlte ISSU,Q

&

by Hugh Pearson
ace remains a black and white issue in our society
because blacks and whites define the polar oppo-
sites of our informal racial caste svstem. There is |
some discrimination in our society against other
non-whites, of course, particularly against Hlsp‘lmu. But
Astans and Hispanies, like Eastern European Jews, Insh, i
Poles, and Iralians before them, are moving more swittly than
blacks toward acceptance by whites at the top of the caste svs- .
tem. In other words, Astans and [Tispanies are becoming 55 .;
assimilated.

et es
On the other hand, an almost natural revulsion toward | 7 —

black people is built into our nomenclature. T hear it every Afrsientrisn. B
day in the way people use the word “black.” For example, the
actress Nicole Kidman, plugging her movie *To Die For™ on
TV, said, "well, 1t's morhid, but 165 wlso funny. You know, it
a black comedy.” On a local news channel in New York Lm,
a reporter tiling a story about a certain celebrity said, “little
did anyone know he had a dark cloud lurking in his past,” It's
bevond my understanding how we as a nation could use the

words "black™ and “dark™ in such negative wayvs and then tun
around and think positively of black people. |

Granted, we black people brought abour the change
from the Tabel "negro”™ o “black,” hoping that we could
change the meaning of the word “black.” But we futled. This
tailure was enhanced by what was ushered in by the change in

Jabels=-the vouthiul mid-1960s call for "Dlack power.” Tt was
v era of black helligerence, which onlv exacerbated the neg

)
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ative implications of the word “black.” In essence, it ended up
casting in stone our society’s negative image of black pzoplc.

Thus our racial conversation remains a black and white
dialogue, because “black” defines what it isnt good to be,
while “white” defines our loftiest societal ideals.

Will this black/white obsession change as Hispanics
become our largest minority in the next centurv? As it stands
now, assimilated whites never think of themselves as whi ite,
except to compare themselves to blacks. As other groups
assimilate, blending more successfully than blacks into a caté-
au-lait hvbrid, we will see the emergence of an opposition
between Americans and black Amcricans, as opposed to
between whites and blacks.

There is an entire range of people considered Hispanic:
black Hispanics, Cuban-Americans, Dominicans, Puerto
Ricans, Mexican-Americans, and so on. The same 1s true for
Asians. I believe that the general designations “Hispanic” and
“Astan” will fragment as these subgroups become larger and

56 more prosperous. For instance, we'll hear white Hispanics of

Center for | Cuban origin desiring acceptance as whites and insisting that ™
OPPM{;Z}';';‘-’: tllc_\’ not be i@entiﬁcd with black.(“ubuns or Hispanics of
© | Central American or Mexican origin. As more and more
Hispanic and Asian groups gain acceptance under the white
tent, the designation “white” will slowly becorne obsolete,
giving way to a general “American” designation.

We're beginning to see one variation of this movement
away from simple racial designations in the efforts to include
a “mixed-race” category in the census. These efforts are
rejected by most black Americans because what has always
glued blacks together as a people is the unwritten rule that
however America feels about the least of us 1s a burden that
must be shared by all of us. The least-accepted blacks are
those who are the darkest, and few black Americans want to
be accused of prejudice against the darkest among us,
although in fact this prejudice is quite common. White
America defined us by the “one-drop rule™—one drop of
black African blood malies you black. Today we mamtain that

B «..I‘..;,‘,?!,...,.,... T T T e T T e e -—;1-“-, -», wmmmw .m.g..w r,a-_’w‘-;
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definition, which in some ways is laudable because we are
telling America that it must accept the darkest among us.

Of course some mixed-race people with small amounts
of black African blood will be able to escape the “black™ des-
ignation if thev seek to, and a few blacks who clearly have a
significant amount of black African blood will be able to
assimilate as well. This is already the casc with many black
celebrities. But if current trends continue, most black
Americans—75 percent of whom have some European
blood, and 40 percent of whom have some Native American
blood—will neither be willing nor able to escape blackness.
And as long as a distinct selt-destructive element among
poorer blacks continues to exist, protected to a significant
extent by the rest of black America, the negative image of
blacks will remain. Eventually the nation will be talking
about Americans versus black Americans.

Blacks will remain an informal caste beneath whites as
long as there cxists a black style implving that blackness is
negative, such as the styvle accompanying rap music, and an
attitude among non-blacks that blacks are not desirable peo-
ple to be around. As long as this situation exists, most non-
blacks will continue to gauge their acceptance in America
according to how far removed they are from blacks, particu-
larly poor blacks.

Does our unique black/white history justiiv: our
black/white obsession? Ultimately, ves. Don't get me wrong:
We should include Hispanics and Asians in our history texts.
But Hispanics and Asians—especially Astans—are following
the same route to aceeptance that ethnic whites once fol-
lowed. Studving the history of our black/white divide can
help us understand how this process works, and it can also
help newcomers understand these issues. As long as blacks
are thought of so negadvely, public policy should continue to
examine and explain our bluck/white focus,
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How Multiculturalism
Abuses Ethnoracial

Categories

ry David A. Hollinger
ulticulturalism s a large movement with manv
valuable variations, but the bulk of multicultur-
alism has been too conservative in one crucial
respect: The movement has not struggled hard
enough against the authorinv that skin color and shape of the
face have historically been allowed to exert over culture. By
defining diversity in terms of ethnoraciad groups, multicultur-
alists have neglected, even suppressed, the abundant diversi-
tv within ethnoraciad groups and bevond them.

This tailure is expressed in multiculturalism’s willing-
ness to use, as a basis for advancing the cause of cuftural diver -
sity, a frameivork originally designed to diminish diserimina-
ton triggered by physical characteristics. This framework [
like to call “the ethnoracial pentagon.” We find ourselves in
this pentagon, cach with our own assigned space, whenever a
census taker or other public or private official asks us to
declare that we are one or the other of the five identities now
commonly called African Ynerican, Ystan American, Buro-

- pean American, Indigenous, or Latino,

These five categoriés constitute the ethnoracial penta-
son. Three basie fucts about the pentagon are so important,
vet so impertectlv understood, that they bear constant repeat-
ing. i<ty the bloes wear Tabels that connote historical and

Parvesof thaecvwiy e oo fiony Prejesenr Tilloioer's fool Posethinie
Amence Bevond Muduceltvalism B Boada, 110930



cultural specificity. Second, the pentagon’s architecture is that
of traditional color-consciousness (black, yellow, white, red,
and brown), and the pentagon 1s thus built on the most crude
and invidious of popular images of what makes human beings
ditferent from one another. Third, this pentagon was actual-
Iv manufactured out of enlightened, anti-racist materials—
the nced to count people in categories that could facilitate
enforcement of anti-diserimination and affirmative action
legislaticn. '

Although the pentagon has been taken up by multicul-
turalists as a convenient basis for measuring cultural diversi-
tv, the lines dividing the five parts of the pentagon are not
designed to recognize coherent cultures. They are designed.
instead, to correct injustices committed by white people in
the name of the American nation, most but not all of which
can e traced back to racial classifications based on morpho-
logical traits.

Culture abounds within all five bloes of the pentagon,
and much of it hus been created under circumstances of vic-
timization and its memory. But even it the five blocs are
understood as spaces relevant to the ereation of culture and as

rough groupings of specific cultural units, 1t remains trae that |

culture 1s more relevant to the taint lines that divide the eth-
nicitics within each of the five bloes than it is to the bold lines
that divide the blocs from one another. Americans of
Japanese, Navajo, or French descent all can claim a more pas-
ticular cultural inheritance than can reasonably be aseribed to
Astan Americans, Indigenous peoples, or European Ameri-
cans in general. The tendeney to treat the bloes ot the penta-
gon as cultural rather than political categories risks saddling
us with a sense of diversity grounded in an analvsis not of cul-
tural difterenve but of the history of victimization, justified
largely by what we now recognize to be biologically superti-
el ditterentiators of hwman groups.

The experience o1 Latinos helps illustrate the pen-

taon’s dvnamics, Since the 1970s, Luatinos have won more

widespread recognition as a0 historically disadvantaged
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minority that has suffered wrongs comparable to those suf-
fered by the groups aiready called “races.” These wrongs
include discriminatory acts by whites in the 20th-century
United States, but in the background is a slavery equivalent:
the snnevation of whatis now the southwestern scction of the
United States from Mexico in 1848. This conquest is said to
confer the status of an American-oppressed minority, even
upon recent immigrants from parts of Mexico not conquered
by the United States. Hence the logic of racial distinctions
comes to embrace Latinos—including, by indirection, immi-
grants from El Salvidor and Venczuela, countries that felt the
force of American imperialism even less directly-—despite the
traditional Latino self-conception as non-Anglo white. Even
if the victimization 1s symbolic, it is still the vivtimization
that counts.

The way this system of classifications works can be fur-
ther illustrated by comparing the status of Latinos with that
of Jewish Americans. Jews were once widely thought of as a
race, but are no longer. This transformation did not result
primarily from scientific advances in biology and physical
anthropology. Rather, prejudice against Jewish Aniericans
within the American historical experience is judged to be less
severe and damaging than prejudice against Latinos, who,
because of that greater perceived victimization, are now said
to constitute a race.

When we caution oursclves not to ignhore race by con-
flating race and ethnicity, we generally mean to remind our-
sclves of the sharpest inequalities of treatment witnin America
or in direct relation to its conduct in the larger world. Hence
the blocs of the pentagon get their integrity not from biclo-
gy, nor even from culture, but from the dynamics of prejudice
and oppression in U.S, history and from the need for politi-
cal touls to overcome the legacy of that victimization.

One striking consequence of multiculturalism’s frequent
use of the ethnoracial pentagon as a basis for advancing cul-
tural diversity 1s that inagividuals whose cultural identities are
seriou-ly distorted when placed in one or another ethnoracial




box resist the pentagon, even in contexts where it is obvious
that the function of the pentagon is political rather than cul-
tural. Consider the struggle for cultural recognition of mixed-
race people. The men and women and children who lobb:
the Census Bureau for ofticial recognition as mixed-race have
followed multiculturalism’s use of the pentagon as a list of
cultural identities. They want the census to add a “mixed-
race” category, because census categories are seen as cultural
labels, not as tools for addressing discrimination. San Fran-
cisco residents asked on a street corner how many racial cat-
egories should be listed in the census answered as often as not
in strictly cultural rerms. They took for granted that the re-
porter’s question was about the public recognition of cultures,
not about the facilitating of entitlements for victims of racism.

The routine public attribution of cultural significance to
the blocs of a pentagon originally intended for the purpose of
diminishing, economic and political inequality has brought
two valuable impulses in contemporary America into contra-
diction: first, the impulse to protect historicaily disadvan-
taged populations from the effects of past and continuing dis-
crimination; and second, the impulse to affirm the variety of
cultures that now tlourish within the United States and even
within individual Americans. Whatever we as a society
decide to do with our ethnoracial pentagon, we would do well
to remember both the tragic character and the depth of this
contradiction.

I don't think the bind we are in would be quite so bad if
academic multiculturalists had not been so determined to
demonstrate the link between politics and culture—or, to put
the point difterently, hud they not heen so prone 1o exagger-
ate the political cfficacy of cultural reforms. We now have a
situation in which the word “culture” too often functions as a
euphemism tor race and ethnicity.

Searching for wavs out of this contradiction, we might

consider a speculation about religion, How might more at-
tention to religiously detined cultures clarity our thinking about
the role that ethnoracial categories should pluy in education?
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Relirious athiliations, like ethnoracial ones, have histo-
ries, and 1t is generally accepted that the degree of involve-
ment in a religious community varies enormously. Religions
are usually chosen in contexts that presume that an individual
vl follow in the religious orient.ion of his or her parents.

But the right of exit 1s more widely aceepted in religious
than in cthnoracial communities. A multiculturalisma less
conspicuously aloof from religious caltures would necessarily
engage the right of exit as well as the dynamics of entry.
Religious groups in America certainly have had their exclu-
sions—often ethnoracial—but even the least evangelical of
Protestant groups, such as Episcopalians and Unitarians,
have generallv prided rhemselves on welcoming newcomers
to their particular communities of taith. The Roman Catholic
Church, moreover, has long been one of the most demo-
graphically comprehensive voluntary associations n the
United States. Islam is one of the most rapidly growing tel-
[owships in this society. Even most varieties of Judaism, a
more descent-defined religion, are open to converts.

To think of religious affiliations and ethnoracial affilia-
tions as comparable requires us to place m brickets 4 host of
traits that distinguish the two trom cach other. Bue this
heuristic excreise may produce some interesting results.

One result might be the conclusion that religious
groups merit some of the status and protection now afforded
to ethnoracial groups. Some cvangelical Christians have
alrcady proposed this, ottering themselves as the newest
minonty in need of protection to guarantee its cultural equal-
ity and facilitare its survival in the face of a secular intellectu-
al estabhshment. The separation between church and state
should not be construed as a barrier, they say, to federal sup-
port for educational institutions that require adherence to
certain religious doctrines.

In this view, the blurring of the line between religious
and ethnoracial affilintions serves to remake religious groups
m the contemporary image of cthnoractal munoritics. The
mcreasinglv cultural valence of the etchnoracial pentagon pro-

......




vides the potential for a group, through its cultural role in a
diverse society, to claim some of the protections provided to
minority blocs within the pentagon—which s, after all,
designed to facilitate the correction of abuses based on
ascribed categories. This requires us to see religion in terms
of an ethnic model of atfiliations, with the understanding
that ethnic affiliation holds a promise of entitlement that reli-
gious afhiliation does not,

An element of this way of thinking is alrcady embodied
i the rights Amish communities have been guaranteed by
the courts, enabling the Amish to perpetuate themselves as a
distinet social community. Amish children are not obliged to
attend school beyond the edueation provided within the
Amish communities themsclves, in order that the children
not be exposed to the wider world. But this right to remain
apart, as clanfied in Hsconsin v. Yoder, applics to a group will-
ing to rigidly separate itself trom the larger society. Whar it a
group wanting to use public schools asks tor comparable pro-
tection of its wav of life in that more public setting, demand-
ing that schools diminish attention to threatening ideas?

So far, sunts asking for this kind of protection have been
unsuccesstul. But a softer version of the same logic would
simply give greater curnicular attention to the ideas and val-
ucs of religious communities represented in a given district,
just as schools are often encouraged to develop eurricula
reflecting the cthnoracial composition of a local community.,
The widespread enthusiasm for creationism and for school
praver indicates that a strong constituency is ready to take ad-
vantage of whatever opeaings might follow from the applica-
tion of the cthntc-minony paradicm o relizious athiliations,

But one can instead reason in the opposite direction and
apply a religious paradigm 1o cthnoracial affiliations. The
implications of this approach are quite ditferent, especiallyin
view of the principle of separation of church and state.
Lthnoractal affiliations recently have come to plav a role sim-
tlar to the one that religious afthliations have plaved through-

out most ot American historv e follows, then, that somie of
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the guarded-but-respectful attitude toward religious cultures
expressed in the Constitution—and in the history of church-
state decisions by the courts—might now judiciously be
directed toward ethnoracial groups in their capacity as vehi-
cles for culture.

In this second view, cthnoracial cultures ought to look
after themsclves much the way religious cultures have been
expected to do. Both are sustained by voluntary affiliations.
The products of both are to be welcomed as contributions to
the richness of the nation’s culrural life and thus as part of the
environment for its politics. But both partake more of the
private than the public sphere, and neither is to be the bene-
fictary of outright public subsidies. In the meantime, pro-
grams for affirmative action can continue to cecupy the polit-
ical space that was theirs alonc before culture began to take
over the ethnoracial pentagon.

Movement in this second direction—the religious
model for ethnoracial cultures rather thun the ethnic model
for religious cultures—might reduce some of the pressure on
public schools and on higher education to satisfy ethnoracial
group needs for cultural self-validation. Tr mlghr also turn
cducational policy toward explorations and displays of cultui-
al diversity that are less politically pretentious. To the extent
that cducators can be relieved of some of their 1mplicit
responsibility for ensuring the prosperity of the nation’s vari-
ous communities of descent, educators may be less tempted
to divide the entirety of culture into politically functional eth-
noracial segments.
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Beyond the
Afrocentric Con

by Stanley Crouch
he emergence of Afrocentrism makes exphet a
continuing crisis in the intellectual assessment of
race, history, and culture in our nation. It serves as
another example of how quickly we will submit to
visions that are at odds with the heroic imperatives of shap-
ing a cohesive society out of its fragmentary parts. When it
comes to skin tone, we remain ever gullible, willing to spon-
sor almost any idea claiming to make tresh judgments ot our
society. Just as virtuallv anvthing can sell as art, no matter its
lack of facility, most ideas can make their wav onto our cam-
puses and mto our discussions of policy.

As a movement, Afrocentrism 15 another clever but
simple-minded hustle that has descended from what was
once called “the professional Negro,” a person whose “identi-
ty" and whose “strugzle” constituted a public commodity.
Jumes Baldwin became a master of that form, as a writer,
speaker, and television guest, but he arrived before his brand
of engagement by harangue was departmentalized. Now, like
n.ost areas of specious American ideas claiming to “get the
stotv straight,” this commadity sells as acadenie pancakes,
butterca by the naive indignation of students and sweetened
by gushes of pitving svrup.

At its core, though, Afrocentrism has little to offer of

any intellectual substance. Tt henefits in- spades from the
dectine ot faith so hasic to how mtellectuals bave tumbled the
heroie demands of our time. The discontinuity of ideals and
actions, the blood spore that is Tistory, and the Tong Tist of

65

Alfernatices

lo

Aprocenrrion

T




66

T
i ,.!,4

farnriunesy
s

! . . .
+ convinced many Western intellectuals that the only sensible
mostures are those of the defeatist and the cynic. As with the

tenured Marxist. Atrocentrists will use the contradiction to

. atrocities committed in the name of God and country have

define the whole, asserting that W tern civilization is no
more than the work of imperiadists and racists who quest tor
an order of geo-political donanation that s inextricably con-
nected to profit and exploitation, white over hlack. Where
the Marxist looks forward o a sentimental paradise of work-
cry zber afles, the Afrocentrist speaks of a paradise lost and the
possibility of a paradise regained==it onlv black people will
rediscover the essentials of their Afrcan wlentity.

For all 1ts pretensions to expanding our vision, the

- Afrocentric movement 15 not propelled by a desire to bring
! ) 8

about anv significant enrichment ot our American cnlture.

- What Afrocentrists almost always want is power—the power

- to deiine, no matter how flimsy their cases might be. As with

most movements built on conspiracy theories, only the
sourees of argument and the "proof™ provided by Afro-
contri s are aceeptables alb elve s defined as cirher willtully

Alawed or brought 1o debate solely in the mterest of main-

taining a vision of Furopean domination throughout history

and within the provinee of ideas. Thus, the worst insult iy
that crities are “LFurocentric” When charged with shoddy
\’l_‘]w]ur.\hip. the Atrocentnsts retort i~ that his or her pur-

ported v revolutionary work arrives through means ot

rescarch and assessment outside “Furopean methodology.”
Afrocentrisim, then, presents itselt as ethnie liberation,

coircine of e o within o acedomy, an attanpt o

g e Furocentric authority on the dilemima ot black intel-
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the prote-t versions of stadv that are acoulhy cutensions of

SOdp OPETas e owhieh the ~tas are ‘mitl toctote the eftfects ol
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Geople e dile not e e aporothe dandaed s of trads

toral rcenche Hongh vver coottime ae e oadein the
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come with being there. No one should be surprised, since we
live in a time in which 1t 1s not considered hypocritical to scek
emplovment within a structure vou claim is contempruous.

A central component of the Afrocentric argument is
that Egvpt was black 2nd that Greco-Roman Civilization
resulted from its influence. This means that the foundation of
Western Civilization is African, It's a relatively sophisticated
version of Eijah Muhammiad's Yaceb mvth, in which de
white man is invented by a mad black scientist determined to
destroy the world through an innately evil creature. Why this
ohsession with race and ancient Egvpt? Firstly, monuments.
There is no significant African architecture capable of rivai-
ag the grand wonders of the world, European or not.
Secondly, there is no written language or body of thought
comparable to that upon which Western Civilization has
built and develeped its morality, politics, technology, #cono-
my, and arts.

More than a tew of us vearn for pedigrees, wishing for
access to aristocracy througl the accumulated majesty of a
long famiv Tine, It family won't do, then we might snately the
unwieldy crown ot race for a coronation that defines the
group as inmately aristocratic, This ha been the appeal of the
Ku Klux Klan as well as the Nation of Islaim—membership
allows one to rise from the bottom and sudden!y become part
of an clite, the representative of a long histodcal process of
superior individual and group engagement. Poor “white
trash,” existing at the very bottom of Southern society,
become “real” white men when they don white sheets, gather
RRK ratliessand pestornviolent ace incdefense of whire
civilization.” Negro criminals embrace a distorted version of
[sLatn, coming to understand that the white man is “the devil”

and that the black race is the Soriginal™ group, the parent ot

humankimd, Collese ctndents aeallow Afrocentri~n whole
and comebnde that altof their problems reult trom Lacking an
Mrcan centercd ™ worlder v that voould proside dhenn wath
Jb edie atton bl to thear ‘hi-."rlI'\' and o then need
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These are alf responses to humiliation—expressions of
having taken the insults of the opposition too seriously,
retreats from engagement, dismissals of complexity, racial
isolationism. Essential to the justification for the myopic
vision that emerges is a list of real and imagined atrocities.
The great tragedies of the white South were the loss of the
Civil War and the humiliation of Reconstruction; for the
black nationalist, they were stavery, the colonial exploitation
of Africa, and the European denial of the moral superiority
of African culture and civilization, beginning with Egypt.

The suceess of Afrocentrism stems from these argu-

- ments, all of which have become part of the process through

which democracy has had to assess the very definitions of
humanity in order to move bevond prejudice. But we fail our-
sclves if we give in to the idea that because all human com-
munitics have equal access to greatness, then all cultures are
cqual. They are not. The ignorance, squalor, and disease of
the Third World make that quite obvious, just as the rise of
the Third Reich and the recent slide into overt tribalism in
the Balkans prove that no body ot ideas—demaocratic, capi-
talist, Marxist—is torever mvineible to the barbarian call of
the spiritual wild. Yet if there were not something intrinsical-
Iv superior and magnetic about the wav in which the West

~has gathered and ordered information and knowledge from

all over the world—North, East, South, and West—other
cultures would not so casilv fall under the swayv of what

- Malraux called " The Temptation of the West.” The West has

put together the largest and richest repository of human
vabiue, primaily becanse the vison ol universal Timanism

—and the tradition of saentifie inquary: have slowly won out

Sover provineidhism through the mose impressive investiga-

tion- into the varieties of hunman Life and the Towvs of nature.
This should be obwvious 1o the Atrocentrists, but 1ts not

Captheir career interests to look at the Weat and the rest of the

veorkd with equalle el visiones That would iake ther
niaudbine elevarion of splisie good and el o diffieal,

The vead guetion of eingine tooether ane' ethie heritane
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with ones human heritage would come forward. It would not
be s0 casy to manipulate the emotions of administrators and
insccure students. The idea of embracing a circumscribed
cthnic identity would not be scen as a form of therapy, a
born-again way of ceasing to be an American shackled by
feclings of inferiority and becoming a confident and wise
African, albeit ore connected to no specific group but bound
somchow to Egipt, eschewing the fact most Negro
Americans can trace their lincage no further than the west
coast of Africa.

The Afrecentric goal is guite similar to that of the white
South n th: wake of Reconstruction. Having lost the shoot- !

ing war, w)ite r.ists won the policy war and had victory ove:
the Constitution, raising a flag of segregaton in which racal
interests took precedence over our national vision of democ-
ratic right<. The result was that nearly a century of struggle
took place in which the Constitution—through blood, thun-
der, and jurisprudence—took its rightful placs as the faw of
the land, with no states’ rignts arguments accepted. In the
wake of s own submission at a later Appomattox,

Atrocentrists want to replicate the success of white segrega- |
tionists, arguing forar invieiate way of lite that precludes the

| 69
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natiopal vision, one that can roll along inside of America but |

decide wiiich ot its laws and prineiples are worthy of adher- |

ence. The policy war is now over a segregated school curricu-

lum. This idea of fusing genceties and cultural vision declares

that race transcends place, thar black Americans are but one !

seement ot an international black world, and that thev should
shape ther allegiances aceordingly,

[n essence, Afrocentrists want to live on a high grade |

reservittion so rhey can ignore the national vision of human

nghts when it conflicts with their own tribal views, By
wrempting toowin the souls of black colleae students and
nfluence what s taught O black ehildren in public schoals,

Mrocentrines week s Lirge enough constitueney to nantain

what pover no s tod extend i towhatsegresation once

promueed Sseparate bt egral”
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Yet the central failure of Afrocentrism is that it doesn’t
recognize that Afro-Americans have realized, over and over
and often against terrible odds, the truest meanings of demo-
cratic possibility. Lincoln understood this when he told his
secretary that, given his point of social origin, Frederick
Douglass was probably the most meritorious man in the
entire United States. Today, black Americans have risen to
the top of everv sector of our society as scientists, educators,
aviators, politicians, artists, lawyers, judges, and athletes. We
can never forget that our fate as Americans is, finally, collec-
tive. We fail our mission as a democratic nation whenever we
submit to anv sort of scgregation that would remake the rules
and distort the truth in the interest of creating or satisfying a
constituency unwilling to assert the tragic optimism so
intrinsic to our national heritage.
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How To Teach
About Ancient
History:

A Multicultural
Model

by Frank J. Yurco
odav's schoo! teachers have trouble finding reliable
and updated curriculum sources on ancient history,
particularly as it relates to the Near East. In recent
vears, Atrocentrists have tried to Hll in the gaps
with their own revisionist views. They have met with a great
deal of success, especially in urban schools, where many Atro-
centric materials have received official sanction despite their
historical distortions and misinterpretations.

Much of the problem lies in teacher education pro-
grams, which largelv fail to expose student teachers to the
most current intormation on ancient history and cultures.
Most teachers graduate from college with very little knowl-
edge ot the ancient world, which, if studied at all, was prob-
ably surveyed rather thon closely exumined. This failing
cchoes in the wocetul misunderstanding ot history exhibited
- by omany studente entering college.t Inadequate teacher

- preparation only reintorees the misinformation spread by
| [Holvwood filis, psewdo-scientitic popular imagazines, and

C the semsationadist wittings of certain non-scholarly authors,
| « !

PR

Thus, an information gap exi<ts between instinitions of
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higher learning and K-12 teachers and students. The purvey-
ors of Afrocentric ideas have exploited this gap to introduce
their skewed ideas into the curriculum with materials like the
Portland Bascline Afrocentric curriculum.?

To combat bad history, teachers should take advantage
of the many museums and universities that offer educational
outreach programs or provide enrichment courses to the pub-
lic. Other resources are also available to teachers, including
reliable translations of ancient texts as well as good histories
and cultural studies of the Egvptians, Mesopotamians,
Greeks, and Romans.? Several excellent popular journals also
handle current archacological research, such as the American
Institute  of Archacology's Archacology, the Biblical
Archaeology Society's Bidlical Archacology Review, and the
privately published Kemier. The American Institute of 2o
Archaeology offers membership to anybody interested, and it
also has local branches across the country.

Another valuable resource is the academic alliance con- .
cept. Academic alliances are organized locally between col- 73
leges or universities and school teachers. Theyv strive to create | 1,57, i
networks among professional scholars and K-12 teachers, In | % ‘
such programs, teachers arc invited to attend lectures by spe- Aprocestrism o
cialists, and to approach and sharc ideas with scholars.
Academic alliances have been formed in many places and
cover many different subject arcas. In Chicago, the Academic
Alliance helped encourage and develop a project entitled
Extending the Great Conversation (1989-1992), which
involved 150 teachers from Chicago public schools in a 15-
week program. Teachers studied the literature, history, and
culture of ancient Egvpt, ancient Mesopotamia, and ancient
Greece with authorities in the field and learned that the
whole Western literary tradition has its carliest roots in
ancient Egypt and ancient Mesopotamia. The program also
mtroduced the teachers to Chicago’s two major muscums
with exhibits and collections from Egypt and Mesopo-
tamia=—the Oriental Tustitute Museum at the University of f
Chicagirand the Field Muscun of Nataral History. Teachers
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learned how the museum exhibits can be used as enrichment
sources for their lessons, and about the varied outreach and
education programs of these muscums.

Not only were the teachers excited by the new
approaches to ancient history, but their students responded
remarkably. Reading directly about the experiences of ancient
peoples provided a distinet thrill tor the students. By using
newer and more reliable texts, rather than more traditional
but also outdated materials, the teachers were able to relate
experiences that held direet relevance for situations that the
students faced daily. Even on a kindergarten level, such an
approach excited and stimulated the students, especially
because some of the ancient texts are stories and myths.?

The ancient peoples of Egvpt and Mesopotamia wrote
not onlv kinglists and historical materials, but also literary
texts, myths, storics, poetry, economic and legal texts, and
even letters. Such materials bring these ancient peoples to lite
as no standard school text can ever do. In the ancient soci-
cties, the carcer of scribe offered a means for advancement in
society. The scribal schools thus produced literature extolling
cducation and encouraged students to exeel These school
texts are powerful motivators also for today’s students. The
words of the ancient scribal masters still ring true today:
Education is the road for advancement.

The ancient sources, directly read and translated, also
tlustrate that these ancient societies experienced no racial
prejudice. Ancient Egvpt, contrary to Afrocentric claims, was
a multi-colored sociery, with light to dark skinned peoples,
and all vhades in between.® The Ancient Egvptians ascribed

physical and language distinetions among humans to their

creator deiry, Re-Atum, and hus etfort to distinguish the peo-
ples.” Yetin their view all umans were created equally by the
creator deity, and he spread his blessings on all hunans,
including non-Lgyptians like the Svrians and Nubians,” who
lived to the north and south of ancient Favpt. Other texes

~lustrate the rudiments of social justice and equality, cope-

aadlv concerning, the rights of women™ Such readings

o
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enhance the lessons of democracy and of social justice today.

The ancient Egyptians lack of color prejudice should
serve as another salutary lesson for us all today. It also con-
tradicts the Afrocentric view that the ancient Egyptians
called themselves and considered themselves “black.™
Anthropological and artistic evidence shows that they did
not.30 Likewise, Afrocentric claims that the Egyptians were
described as black by other ancient peoples are misrepresen- L
tations of fact. Herodotus and his contemporaries distin-
guished the Egvptians from the Kushites, their Nubian
neighbors to the south. The Kushites were the blackest in
complexion, and had the woolliest hair, according to the
Classical sources, as Snowden has cimphasized repeatedly.!!
The Egyptians were not as dark as the Kushites, though they
did vary from light to dark brown, even as they do today, as
one travels southward in Egvpt.12

The ancient Mesopotamians were also echnically
mixed. From the carliest times Sumerians mingled with

[T

1

Semitic migrants from Arabia.1? Later Indo-European peo- 75 ik
- ples migrated from southern Russian areas into the Near East | 3,7, ..

. and intermingled with the Babvlonian population in whatis j o S
. called the Kassite Era. The Hittites. too. were Indo-Furo- | 77" ‘
z pean.'* Thus the whole population of Mesopotamia was )
¥ multi-cthnic, Later in the First Millennium B.C., even more

Indo-European peoples. siich as the Persians and Medes,
moved into the Near East. With the conquest of the Persian
Empire by Alexander the Great, the Greeks (another Indo- :
i European population) entered Egvpt and Babylonia. At that “n

time, Hellenic ethnie chauvinisim appears in Egyvpt under the ‘
= Protemaic Dynasty.™ Nonetheless, the Kushite-Meroitic
' peoples living south of Egyptin the Sudan were viewed very
positively both by the Greeks and by the Old Testament 10 In .
part, this stemmed trom Kushite rule i Lgvpr, 712-663
B.C., when the Kushites resisted esvrian dominagion and
helped i ezekiab in 701 B.CV Tt also sterimed from the fact |
that of all the Near Fastern powers, only the Kushites had

BE-L
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remained independent of the Perstan Einpire. ‘
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The ancient Near Eastern world also reached out to far-
ther parts of Asia and Africa, and encountered other world
civilizations. A South Indian sailor who was shipwrecked in
the Red Sea in 118 B.C,, for example, demonstrated te the
Prolemaic Egvptian navy the techniques ot sailing directly to
India by making proper use of the Indian Ocean’s monsoon
winds.!® A rich trans-occanic trade soon developed, linking

India and the Mediterrancan. The Romans took control of

this route after occupyving Egvpt in 30 B.C., and they extend-
cd the route eastward as far as Southeast Asia and China.
The Muslims later expanded it to the East Indies, and
Swahili traders opened another route southward .liong the
East African voast.1 Madagascar, though, had carlier been
settled by ocean-crossing Fast Indians, cloguent testimony to
their navigation and sea-going skills.?% All these expertences
made the Mediterrancan world even more multicultural.
Only the Americas, Australia, and Antarctica remained un-
known to them.2! Thus, the study of ancient history reveals
a multicultural world—much like the world we inhabit- today.
Seen in this Tight, the lack of racial prejudice among the
ancient peoples should be an especiallv strong legacy to us.
By studving these cultures through direet translations
and other marerials, we can learn firsthand about the ancient
worlds chief lezacies. From Egypt came the 365 and one-
quarter dav calendar thatwe still use, as well as its subdivision
into 12 months and 24-hour davs.”? The Egyptians also gave

*us a sophisticated use of geometry, as well as number usage

and caleulation based upon the power of 10, anticipating the

metric system.? Ly prian papyrus and writing Jed to the devel -

opment of books and helped develop a literary tradition. =

From Mesopotamia came the sexagesimal system, a

‘ mnnlvcr s\\rcm lmscd upnn rhc power of 00 that is still used

e u]u.mun\ also come trom A\qulmlnmiu.b Manv carly civ-

Cihzations dso developed astronomy: In Lavpr, obuervation of

Cthe star Sirias was ted o the \11( Mooding, The South

Indians, East Tndians and Pactic pecoles developed

sy
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based navigation, as well as occanic current and wave pattern
analysis, cloud and bird flight pattern analvsis—all used in
their highly sophisticated and successful trans-oceanic navi-
gation and sailing.20

The proper study of ancient history should highlignt
the brilliant achicvements of these many, diverse peoples.
Western civilization owes a considerable cultural debt jointly
to Egvpt in Africa and to Mesopotamia, and indirectly to the
wider world that those ancient cultures contacted and learned
from. This is the true legacy of the ancient cvilizations, and
not the monocultural and African-centered view the: the
Afrocentrists present. Africa does indeed have a strong
ipact on this legacy, through Egvptian and Kushite contri-
butions, but the legacy also comes trom other, non-African
cultures.

In conclusion, the dircet study of ancient texts and the
use of academically sound and scholarhy historical sources
otfer us not ony a fascinating glimpse of wonderful ancient
civilizations, but also some valuable models in multicultural,
ethnic, and racial toleration. Our entire ancient heritage is

multicultural nght from the start, with deep roots i botl
Atrica and Asia, Todays teachers and students can surely |

profit from this history,
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- tute for primary texts. The Center tor Equal Opportuniry,
" therelore, asked several prominent writeis, educators, elected

and appointed officials, and business leaders to answer this
©question:

VWhat single book on Africa or the African
American experience should every high school
student read before graduation, and why?

Sorne scleeted one book, others o certes ot books, and

- Gerald Early offered alist of 250 Tt is our hope that the fol-
- lowing recommendations will encourage teachers, parents,
and students to lewrn more about Amertcan and world histo-
rvoand the role Mricans and Airiean Americans have plaved

Cmot. —I. (.

William B. Allen
Dean, Junzes Mu dvon Corle o0 V50 S Uhiizersity
Cato, by Joseph Addison

Civoroe Wednnztons Tovonte dion, v wbe o5 ad wirhont

any rehiion wocar ot ideologicad struggles, best portravs the
choice benveen roots and virtue, whether the root - be African
or Faopcan. Bvery human bane an Aleibiades when is
conaes to this question: Which 1~ stronger, ambition or wden-
thications Onby for those tor whom ambition holds no

promise s identitication a suitable response,

Nwarne Anthony Appialy
CDvopevead e nicrian Stdicywond Phde ooy,
[ lar card Cnieocrai v
Things I'all Apart, by Chinua Achehe
Achebe s nove] i the most wideh tughc and vead hoolo i
e cccondan cchool s By readme e Amervean childien
voondd certainby e oractiane e conmon winh Mdeean
hildeen, Elecanthosseinren, i derals the besinmineges o mod

erncrel oo benceen Yo onlore and Foaeope
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Tony Brown
PBS Commentator, Tony Brown's Journal
Sexand Race (3 vols.), by J.A. Rogers

The most foolish coneept human beings have ever come up |

with s race. Rogers exposes the myvth of race in this series
while chroniching the exciting points i history with unusual |
and well-documented facrs. Best of all, Rozers encourages
further smudy.

Keith AL Butler

Detrat Ciry Coeneilnan amd

Pastor of Word of et Covistran Conter

On the Road to Economic I'reedom, by Robert Woodson
This book mives @ complete view of the African American

eaperience, and sends the message that will lead to success in
the Afncan American community. 1 think it is imperative
that every African American high schocl student, before
araduation, be made aware that Atrican Americans have nor
v beep ot he borrom ot the coononiie Lidden They need

to know that during post=stvery, Mrican Americans owned

their own banks, businessescand were entreprencurs in many

eoone mic markets, They must understind that thee ~one .
stevesses can beconte their reality m the tuture, ¢
Lynne V. Cheney
WAL Brady, [ Distingaidod T,
Taroi e Lot e it :
My Bondage and My Freedom, by Frederick Douglass '
Douglass s watobiogeraphy ot only mabwes Jdear vhe horrors o )
Lvery, but the indomirabibie of the hnnan <parie Teenpig
sizes sadues we would wish atb oo uldhen o s, partion
Loly hard vork aed perastenee, evencin the Do ol the e % |
vl adver
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Joe Clark
Former Princi w/ ot East Side l1gh School,
Eat Orange, New Jersey

" The Content of Our Character, by Shelby Steele

Youne black Americans must understand thar their ulomiate
ha}

“treedom rests with the estrication trom the manacles of vie-

S timization

Henry Louls Gates, Jr.

WILB. DBor Projesor of the Hunzanities, Harvand Uneeorary
The Souls of Black Folk, by W.IL.B. DuBois

This book i< so very important because it detined the pecu-

fiar status of the Africun American through the metaphor ot

“double-consciovsness”™ and “ehe veil” Te wasa lyrical poet,
as well as a philosopl e He was=—uand remains—the most
sublime thinker that people of Afnean deseent have pro-
(lllt‘('d.

Nathan Glazer

' 1“")‘ IANA f drcarion aid N ,'m' v R NTIEAYY

2% St T

Harwd U,

The .\cgm in thc Unitcd States, by L. Franklin Frazier
From Slavery to Freedom, by John Hope Franklin
Unfortunately I know better what students shouldn't read
than what tlu\ shoubd-=the varteny of volumes T have seen,
b people whose names Teant R\‘l” umime magmary glo-
o tor A The preblonr vy the guestion s i e sunes
A lm'l; bhetween \I!l\..l and the Mrvan Xmerican experience
that 1= ternen- ar bet=-even the ofd debate hetween 1
Froanhhin Frazier and Meholle THerskovite on Atcan survivals
deadt onlv with anvivade Tl the upsurge of Afrocentrian
ared e v et mereose of Yvo- Yoericm <tudies resalted asvet
it bonl Bovtor dhan Draneys che Newe ip e P S
or Lo S e Precder Ly Joln Phope Bantdin: Thwould
lw-ngn'q: tothe aerament tat there o bt ~iln;;ir‘ heal, bt

foa 11;:' tpent 1 Ui o o aldd o T \lm.hxin!«
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Andrew Hacker

Professor of Pelitical Scrence, Quicens College

Two Nations: Black and White, Separate, Liostile,
Unequal, by Andrew Hacker

o »
Niger Innis
. k. N . . . . .

Natisnal Spokesinan, Congress o Ractal Egnalizy
Up From Slavery, by Booker T. Washington .
The boot strap conservatism expressed m Washingron’s book
iv a1 philosophy of lite that sustained the black community
during its darkest hour and may be our onhv salvarion tor the
21t century.

Rosalind Johnsor

Teacher of French and Spanish,

Prince Georges County, Marvlaind

Maggie’s American Dream, by James Comer

Yes I Can: The Autobiography of Summy Davis, Ji.

The Contender, by Robert Lipsyte

Mageiey Aocrican Dream discusses acaulturation and the
problems of srowing up in an urban setfing. It shows what
cducational process worked in allowing Magaie, as a black
Amierizan, to become afull member of Ymerican societw The
Contender also takes place inan urban area, Tt shows the kinds
of choices the main chiaracter whowarts to hea boser. has o
muke every day in order to avoid joining o cang and partia-
pating i the dectine e es & eoond Bl 2aim Dae
Ir's autobiography fees children see the theatrniaal talent
adloveed b o achieve g place i mainstream Minericas Davis
never t(‘h hl”\ .ll'L'L‘})l(,'(l. l"l” ‘I‘A‘.‘ l“l""'\ ‘r}l“\'u\ l]l)\'{ l\L' G ta
terms watlsat,

Afrooentrim
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Conter tor
Flanal

Opparitnity

Glenn Loury
Professor of Economics, Boston Unizersity
Invisible Man, by Ralph Ellison
Native Son, by Richard Wright
The IFire Next Time, by James Baldwin
The Autobiography of Malcolm X
The Content of Our Character, by Shelby Steele
“Letter from a Birmingham Jail,”
by Martin Luther King, Jr.
VWhere Do We Go From Here: Chaos or Community?
by Martin Luther King, Jr.
Hunger of Memory, by Richard Rodriguez
The Ellison and Wright novels share a classic importance as
piece- of fiterature, despite their contrasting outlooks on the
black American condition and, indeed, the human condition.
For non-tiction, the eloquence and sheer power of language

makes Baldwin’s book required reading. 1 don't personally

agree with parts of 1t, but its historic.] significance can't be
overlooked. Further down on the list, students could read
Maleolnr Xoand Shelby Stecle in contunetion 1o learn abow
ditferent eras ot the vl rights me ement. Selected works by
Martin Luther King, Jr. would enrich these lessons. Finally,
tor African Amercan students eepectally, T would recom-
mend Rodriguez's 1linger o7 Mesiory. Even though Rodri
vuez snt black—hes Mexican American—his views of the
public and private spheres of life and the maturation of mov-

g frony home to cosmopolis are particularly valuable.

- Forich Martel

Washington, D.(.
Betore the Mayflower, by Levone Bennett
Before Color Prejudice, by Frank Snowden, Jr.

Jennetts book s very comprehensive and very eadable,

c Snowden™~ book explams how race and color prejadice did nog

ceist betore modern thne.




Deborah McGriff

Vice President of the Edison Project and

Former Superintendent of Schools, Detrott, Michigan
Before the Mayflower, by Lerone Bennett

This classic provides a comprehensive examination of the
African American experience.

Michael Meyers

Executive Director o the New Yark Civil Rights Coalition
There 1s no “single™ book T would ofter; but there are several.
I would include on such a list these books: Tnwvisible Man, by
Ralph Ellison; Befoved, by Toni Mornson; The Color Purplt,
by Alice Walker; Duré Ghetto, by Kenneth B. Clark; The
Development of Scgregationist Thought, by LA. Newbyy The
Bluck Pozeer Imperatize, by Theodore Cross (don't be misled
by the title); Go Tell It on the Mountain and The Fire Next
Time, by James Baldwin; Ro/l, Jordan, Roll, by Eugene Geno-
vese; and The Black Image in the White Mind, by George Fred-
rickson. Orlando Patterson’s £#hnic Chuweinin: s probably
too high-browed and intellectual for high school students,
but collage students should read . Patterson is a true schol-

ar; his book on slavery, Freedom in the Making of Wostern Cud-

sure, s also very good.

In terms of poetry, Rita Dove, Derck Walcort, * Tava
Angelou (I Know Ihy the Caged Bird Sings and ~ Shall Not Be
Meied), and Langston Hughes (Seleeted Pocwies have some
sulid contributions.

I would alvo recommend the Lepewnd Times of Ficlers

Dougloss, by Frederick Douglass, and Black Boy, by Richard

i
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Wright. For an casv-to-read werview of the "Civil Rights

Years,” L Williioss foves an the Prize is pretty good.
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Senator Carol Moselev-Braun 35*"%"
Democrat-Ions
The Sneetches, by Dr. Seuss
The Sncetehes is the story of the wavs in which people exploit
- prejudice. The story eliminates the extrancous and points out e
how similar we or the Sneetches) really are. .
- Wilson J. Moses -
s Projescor of Lntory, Peonvleanin St Ubirzernit '
Before the \l.wﬂowcr, bv Lerone Bennett
Three Negro Clagsics, Edited by John Hope Franklin .
The World and Africa, by W.E.B. DuBois -_
P

- for the average student, but T would like to see better students
- in the accelerated program~ and more competitive schools

My chotee would be Lerone Bennett's Before the Mayilsieer

supplement this with John Hope Franklins Three Newrs
Classioy (which cludes Booker T Washington's Up From
Stavery, W.EB. DuBotss The Soubs of Bhack [lk, and James

e
! \\(Hnn Johne s Jupshingiaphe o an FEx=Colored Man) and )
OW.EB. DuBows 7he ”fﬂ/(/ t”h/.‘{f’-u[. I stress Bennetts ,,,,
- Bofore ebe Maytlzeoer because it s written i a literate but un- ":”

- pretentious stvle. s rone 1< essentially optimistic, 1ts philos- e
Cophy is essentiallv integrationist, aml 1t encourages seli- -

- respe t, rather than ethinte chawvinism. T displvs afaith in ;3‘

. democratic radivons under constitutioaal governent. '

: I)L‘n)},‘ Murdock '

C President, Lowd & Clear Commiiedcation
Black Like Me, b\'jolm Howard Griffin “
This aripping storv of wowhiie wiiter vho artfioally darkens =
hiskin to experienee vecism i the L Crow South Tives il i
UNIUe perspecive of s an it era, His subseepent A
Jea b dne ro D caner cives B ctory g even ruone onk
Prisndi. ..
N |

e T T KT )




Michael Novak
Jewatt Chair in Religion und Public Policr.,

dnerican Enterprise Institute

Race and Economics, by Thomas Sowell

Links economics to culture, and shows that thee are severdl
ditferent black cultures in Ameriea.

Hazel O'Leary
Secrctary of Fonergy

Up From Stavery, by Booker T. Washington

Jhe book s the paradigm of how one's thirst tor knowledge ;

and education can be rewarding m spite ot obstacles,

Bruce Perry
Auihor
The Content of Our Character, by Shelby Steele

- . . . - |
To myv knowledge Shelby Steele’s book was the firt to ]
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trmization that prevasls m the Africaes Americn community,

Svlvia Peters

Fawnding Partner, The Edisor Proict

The Autobiography of Frederick Douglass

There are so many books to chonse trom, but tor more than
20 vears this one has meant the most o me.

Diane Ravitch
Sonror Pellaze, Mabatian nditule
Dicdonarv of American Negro Biography,

Lidited by Rayford W. Logan and Michacl R, Winson
Ihi- ook wwell writtens ety tesear ied collection of
Biocraphies or diengaihed Arican Yoers e Irhoves dhe
e rmots ran e ol accomplishnentin the e oo
conptnntiy andd olfer mde modc e nny difterent field.

comnee far hevond the pames enconntaed i resbooli
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Gwen Daye Richardson

Editor, National Minority Politics

Succeeding Against the Odds, by John H. Johnsen

This book, by the CEQ of Johnson Publishing (Ebony, Jer),
shows how a person can rise above poverty and racism to
become one of the richest men in Armerica.

Franklin L. Smith

Superintendent of Schools. NWashington, D.C.

Chicf Stute School Officer

Days of Grace, by Arthur Ashe

Duys of Grace, the autobiography of Arthur Ashe, is recom-
mended because Mr. Ashe’s diversitied lite depicts a univer-
sal example of extraordinary character, brilliance, strength,
and wisdom. Further, Days of Grace reveals insight concern-
ing specific universal problenis and life situations including,
but not limited to, race relations, poverty, parenting, self-
esteen, and character buildine,

Shclbv Steele
Professor of Lnglish. San Jose State Unizersity

Shadow and Act, by Ralph Ellison

. This book contains the best discussion of black American
. culture ever written. More important, it shows thar black and
. white cultures are not separate and how they have interacted
toproduce a1 common Ameriean cultise, The emphasisis on

dthe Ainerican-ness of cach.

: Abigail Thernstrom

Semvar Fellove, Manbattan Tntitut.

cdpenct Peofosor, Boston Univeraty
Blacl. Boy, by Richard Wright

A American clesies The hest single works o gmowing up i

Ih(’_['lln Crow Sonth.
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Stephan Thernstrom

Winthrap Professor of History, Harvard University

Civil Rights: Rhetoric or Reality?, by Thomas Sowcll

The best brief mtroduction to the question of when, how, and
why the civi] rights movement took the wrong track.

Clarence E. Walker

Professar of History, University of California-Davis

The White Man's Burden, by Winthrop D. Jordan

This book does the best job explaining the genesis ot black-
white contlict in America trom the 17th century to 1800

Anthony Walton
riter
Invisible Man, by Ralph Ellison

This great novel, which has ver to be tullv analvzed or under-
Phis great novel, which has vet to be rullv analyvzed d

stood m all of its trath and mmph\m coves untvarnisbed and

unsentimental insignt into virtually allareas ot mdividual and

communiry \fman American experience, for better or for + %
WOrse. \nd in that stunning last sentence, it reveals that
black experience 1s at bottom human experience, relevant and -

of deep meaning to all,

Juan Williams
Hahigion Py
Invisible Man, by Ralph Ellison

I don't think there is any more emotionally and intellecrually

L‘un‘lplctc tedhine of the tale than i this noved.

],Ulli\ \Vi]\t)ll
Avaciate Prefeven aid (e of dpe ot S,
Swaith Collepe
History of West Africa (Vals, T & 11,
Fdited by JI5 Adesjavi and Michael Crowder

97
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From Slavery to Freedom, by John Hope Franklin
Most African Americans come from various parts ot West
Africa. Ajavi's book demonstrates the complexities of West
s African societies, Frankling hook is the best survev of Afro-
American history.

' Robert Woodson e
President, National Conter o0 Netehborhsad Enterprise
i I'rom Plantation to Ghetto,
by August Meier and Elliot Rudwick
- An exeellent history of the black experience that emphasizes
*the strengths of the black communirn, A non-victim book.

Anne Wortham

Ancctate Projessor of Sscislogv, Winsis State Univerany -,
- Up From Slavery, by Booker T. Washington I
| Washington demonstrates the importance of persistence and L
92 Cpurposes He deseribe how to transeend debamantzime evpe
""”;‘I’ 1 riences and ~ull retain a human spirie. »‘i
el F B
Opfvvonny -

. Elizabeth Wright b |
ditor, isue & Fietos
. The Negro in Business, by Booker T. Washington -
' Up Irom Slavery, by Booker T, Washington o
. Entrepreneurship and Self-Help Among Black Americans, '
by John Sibley Butler
- The Content ot Our Character, by Shelby Steele
*The Batler book incorporates and - espands on the early
Washington data, Together, these three books document how
ordmary blacks, even under wocial restrictions, suceesstully
particpated in Americns capitalist sesten, before the nmasses
e direeted van fior such oot Shelln Steele's book
- helps wunder tind the forees, both socndand pachiological,
that have propedled Black s onto e casiar tack of special -
prsieses e avay trova thowe carlier el el mitiatives,
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Leon Wynrer -
Reporter, The Wall Street Journal {
Elbow Room, by James Alan McPherson :
There is no one black experience, so T can't think of the best |

single book. Allow me to recommend a collection: James Al B
an McPherson’s prize-winning group of short stories, Edbow .
Room. Tts primary virtue i that the stories iagine several -
unique black t.\:pcricm‘cs and make them real, without at- o
tcmptin(r to tell the reader what it means to be hlack. | read
it some years ago and still remember that the tirst story puts
1ou ins ide the head of a 10- vedr-old black bov coping with a
love for clementary school square daneing. The last story
puInts @ Fantastic reke of 2 black man who FCPOSSCSses cars tor o
aliving and walks on the wild side. The writing is butter; the »
characters are unforzettable,

Frank [. Yurco .
[”1 prologist, Foicld Necron ot Nazw ol oy Chivape, Wlipe i 93

Tie Legacy of Lgypt (2nd. edition), I dltcd by J. R. i larris At
This hook lavs out the legacies in various subiect tields that © 7

) . . X . ilrr"‘ l;)‘v,:\ti,:
ancient Bgvpt provided to us through the ancient Greeks and

I{()thli\
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Gerald Early
Professor of English and Director of the Department of African
and Afro-American Studies at Washington University,

St. Louts, Missour:

1. The Narrative of the Life st Frederick Dongliss, odn

American Slace

Uncte Tom Cabin, by Harriet Beecher Stowe

. Huckleberry Finn, by Mark Twain

. Pudd'nbead Wikson, by Mark Twain

. Up From Slavery, by Booker T. Washington

. Things Fall Apars, by Chinua Achebe

. Tell Frecdom, by Peter Abrahams

The Strange Career of Jim Crow, by C. Vann Woodward

When Harlem Was In Vogue, by David L. Lewis

. Not Without Laughter. by Langston Hughes

. The Big Sea: An Autohiography, by Langston Hughes

. Black Boy, by Richard Wright

. Coming of Age in Mississippt, by Anne Moodyv

. Before the Mayflower, by Lerone Bennert

. Browen Girl, Brownstones, by Paule Marshall

. Go Tell It on the Mountatn, by James Baldwin

. Middle Passage, by Churles Johnson

. The Murrow of Tradition, by Charles W. Chesnutt

. Stride Toward Freedom, by Martin Luther King, Jr.

20. The Content of Our Character, by Shelby Steele

21. Black Apollo of Science: The Life of Ernest Everett Just,

by Kenneth Manning

Race: A Study in Madern Superstition, by Jacques Barzuan

“Princes and Powers™ from James Baldwin's Nodody

Knozws My Name

24. “Harlem Ghetto” and “Notes of a Native Son” from
James Baldwin Notes of « Nutive Son

5. The Mind of the South, by W ] Cash

22.
23.




Contributors

Linda Chavez is President of the Center for Equal
Opportunity and author ot Out of the Barrio. Toward a New
Politics of Hispanic Assimilation (Basic Books, 1991). She
served as Staff Director of tac U.S. Commission on Civil
Rights. She writes a weekly column for USA Today.

Stanley Crouch is author of The Ali-American Skin Game, or,
the Decoy of Race: The Long and the Short ¢f It, 1990-199-4

(Panthcon, 1995). His articles have appearec in the Filluge

Vozce, the New York Times, the Hall Street Journal, the
Amsterdam Neaws, and elsewhere.

Gerald Early is Professor of English and Director of the
Department of African and Afro-American Studies at
Washington University in St. Louis. He is editor of Lure and

Loathing: Essays on Rae, Identity, and the dAmbivalence of

Assimilation (Vlkmg;, 1993) and author of Daughters: On
Family and Fatherbood (Addison Weslev, 1994).

David A. Hollinger is a Professor of History ar the Univer-
sity of California at Berkelev. He is the author of Postethnic
America: Beyond Multiculturalism (Basic Books, 1995).

Rosalind Johnson teaches Spanish and French in Prince
George's County, Md. She served as President of the Prince
George's Count\ Federation of Teachers (1987-1993) and
has worked L]O<Cl‘.’ with at-risk children.

Mary Lefkowitz is Mellon Professor in Humanities at
Wellesley College and the author of Not Out of Africa: Hosw
Afrocentrism Became an Excuse To Teach Myth as History (Basic
Books, 1995). She has written for the Hall Strect Journal and
The New: Republic.

Erich Martel teaches World History and  Advanced
Placement U.S. History at Woodrow Wilson High School in
Washington, D.C.
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| Michael Meyers is Exccutive Director of the New York Civil
Rights Coalition, former Assistant Dircctor of the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People, and for-
mer Assistant to the Chancellor of Higher Education in New
Jersey.

John J. Miller is Vice President of the Center for Equal
Opportunity. His articles hav APPCJI’Ld n the Hall Street
Journal, Reader’s Digest, The New epublie, Comme ntary, and

clsewhere.

Wilson J. Moses is Protessor of History at Pennsvlvanie
State University. He is the author, among other books. of The
Golden  Age 0)‘ Black Nationalism, 1850-1925 (Oxford
Umvarsm Prcss 1978).

David Nicholson is Assistant Editor of the Hashington Pos
Book Werld. He has taught courses at American Umvcrsm
the University of lowa, and the University of Marvland.

Hugh Pearson is an cditorial writer for the Tl Strect Journal
g )

96 and author of The Shadow of the Panther (Addison-Wesley,
Lonter (o) 1()94)
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Opportunity

Gilbert T. Sewall is President of the American Textbook
Council.

Clarence E. Walker is professor of history at the University
of California at Davis and author of Deremanticizing Black
History: Critical Essays and Reappravsals (University of
Tennessee Press, 1991),

.ouis Wilson is Associate Professor and Chair of Afro-
American Studies ar Smith College.

Leon Wynter writes about business and race tor the Ha#
Street Journal. He is also a regular commentator on National
Public Radio’s *All Things Considered.”

l ~ y . - . - . ~ g .

I Frank J. Yurco is i professional Egyptologist athliated with
both the Field Museum of Natural History in Chicago and
<he University of Chicago.
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