Black Studies and
the Racial Mountain

Manning Marable

Behind the concept of African American
studies is essentially the black intellectual
tradition, the critical thought and perspectives
of intellectuals of African descent and schol-
ars of black America and Africa and the black
diaspora. That black intellectual tradition can
be characterized by three great points of de-
parture. First, the black intellectual tradition
has always been descriptive, that is, present-
ing the reality of black life and experiences
from the point of view of black people them-
selves. Instead of beginning the logic of intel-
lectual inquiry standing on the outside of the
lived experiences of the people, the black in-
tellectual tradition at its best has always pre-
sumed the centrality of black life. The scholar

was a participant observer, who was chal-
lenged to undertake a thick description of
cultural and social phenomena. Scholarship
was therefore grounded in the very subjective
truths of a people’s collective experience. It is
from that experience that historical knowl-
edge can be constructed that accurately de-
scribes and defines the contours of con-
sciousness and identity.

The black intellectual tradition has, sec-
ond, been corrective. It has attempted to chal-
lenge and to critique the racism and stereo-
types that have been ever present in the
mainstream discourse of white academic in-
stitutions. Our intellectual tradition has vig-
orously condemned and disputed theories of
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black people’s genetic, biological, and cul-
tural inferiority. It has attacked the distorted
forms of representation of blackness found in
the dominant culture. It has challenged Euro-
centric notions of aesthetics and beauty that,
all too often, are grounded in an implied, or
even explicit, contempt for the standards of
blackness. ‘

And, finally, the black intellectual tradition
has been prescriptive. Black scholars who
have theorized from the black experience
have often proposed practical steps for the
empowerment of black people. In other
words, there is a practical connection be-
tween scholarship and struggle, between so-
cial analysis and social transformation. The
purpose of black scholarship is more than the
restoration of identity and self-esteem; it is to
use history and culture as tools through

which people interpret their collective experi-
ence, but for the purpose of transforming
their actual conditions and the totality of the
society all around them. This common recog-
nition of the broad social purpose of intellec-
tual work did not mean that black scholarship
must be a kind of narrow advocacy or a parti-
san polemic with no genuine standards of ob-
jectivity. Black scholars in the classical tra-
dition placed great emphasis on their
methodologies and fostered rigorous ap-
proaches to the collection and interpretation
of data. But the high standards they sought to
maintain, despite their woefully inadequate
research funding and material resources, did
not contradict their belief that new knowl-
edge could in some way serve and empower
those people with whom they shared a com-
mon culture, heritage, and struggle. Thus,
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black studies was never simply the scholar-
ship of intellectuals who just happened to be
black, nor was it the research about the black
experience by just anyone of any random eth-
nic background and ideological bias. Black
studies was never a subcategory of some
race-based ideology, but a critical body of
scholarship that sought over time to disman-
tle powerful racist intellectual categories and
white supremacy itself.

The intellectual currents of what would be-
come African American studies first devel-
oped more than two centuries ago, in what
James P. Garrett has termed the “nascent pe-
riod” of the tradition. Under the early leader-
ship of ministers such as Richard Allen,
African Americans developed a network of
“African Free Schools” and a number of
church-supported educational institutions, in-
cluding Wilberforce University in 1856. In
the “conceptual period” of black studies,
from Reconstruction through the Great De-
pression, more than one hundred public and
private postsecondary institutions for African
Americans were established.’ It was from
these often underfunded and largely politi-

 cally vulnerable segregated colleges that sev-
eral generations of black intellectuals pro-
duced the classical body of scholarship that
now defines the field.

Foremost of his group was the great
scholar-activist W.E.B. Du Bois. Trained at
both Fisk and Harvard, Du Bois was thor-
oughly familiar with what constituted the
standards and norms of white scholarship. He
deeply believed that studies on the black ex-
perience should be scientific and rigorous.
But Du Bois also knew that to be a Negro,
living in the age of Jim Crow segregation, re-
quired a different kind of commitment and
approach to the study of social phenomena.
Du Bois’s 1899 study The Philadelphia Ne-
‘gro, notes Martin Kilson, “was one of the
first urban sociological surveys in America
and is a classic in the urban sociology of

blacks.” For about fifteen years, Du Bois reg-
ularly sponsored research conferences at At-
lanta University on topics relating to the
black experience, producing a series of edited
volumes that formed the modern foundations
of black studies.

At Tuskegee Institute at the beginning of
the twentieth century, Monroe Work initiated
a massive study of the socioeconomic, educa-
tional, and political conditions of African-
American people. Beginning in 1912, he
edited and published the Negro Yearbook.
This became a major source of data for schol-
ars doing work on the contemporary African-
American experience. More significant, Work
also kept a massive clipping file on lynching
and other forms of random racist violence
against black people across the South. In
nearby Nashville, Tennessee, the sociologist
Charles S. Johnson conducted a series of sci-
entific investigations into the social develop-
ment and political economy of blacks in the
South. In 1944, Johnson initiated the Race
Relations Institute at Fisk University, at-
tempting to put scholarship into public policy
practice. Other influential research in the
fields of sociology and anthropology was
produced by African-American scholars such
as Horace Mann Bond, author of The Educa-
tion of the Negro in Alabama: A Study in Cot-

_ton and Steel, published in 1937; Alison

Davis, whose 1941 book, Deep South: A So-
cial Anthropological Study of Caste and
Class, coauthored with Burleigh B. Gardner
and Mary R. Gardner, was the best ethno-
graphic survey of race relations under Jim
Crow segregation published in the 1930s and
1940s; E. Franklin Frazier, author of Negro
Youth at Crossroads in 1940 and many other
influential studies; St. Clair Drake, who pro-
duced Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro
Life in a Northern City, in 1945; and Oliver
Cromwell Cox, who in 1948 authored the
most richly detailed theoretical study of black
America and U.S. race relations produced in
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the first half of the twentieth century, Caste,
Class and Race. In the area of literature, there
was the explosion of creative works during
the Harlem Renaissance by artists such as
Zora Neale Hurston, Langston Hughes, Jean
Toomer, Countee Cullen, Claude McKay, and
Nella Larsen. Literary criticism and what to-
day is termed cultural studies was repre-
sented by Alain Locke’s The New Negro in
1925 and J. Saunders Redding’s To Make a
Poet Black, published in 1939.°

In the field of history, the Harvard-trained
historian Carter G. Woodson established in
1916 the Association for the Study of Negro
Life and History and founded the first aca-
demic journal devoted to the examination of
the black experience, The Journal of Negro
History. To reach thousands of black public
school teachers and a general audience,
Woodson launched Negro History Bulletin
and initiated Associated Publishers. Rayford
Logan, who succeeded Woodson as the editor
of The Journal of Negro History, produced
several influential volumes on the history of
race relations, including What the Negro
Thinks in 1944, and The Negro in American
Life and Thought: The Nadir, 1877~1901, in
1954. John Hope Franklin’s masterful saga of
the historical sojourn of African-American
people, From Siavery to Freedom, was pub-
lished shortly after the Second World War, in
1947, and followed in 1956 by The Militant
South, which presented a black interpretation
of the significance of white supremacy in
Southern culture and history.

There was also an influential group of
what may be termed “organic intellectuals,”
drawing from Antonio Gramsci’s concept—
African Americans who were not formally
trained in traditional universities, but who
had a critical understanding of their world
and communicated their ideas to black audi-
ences. For decades, J. A. Rogers published a
weekly newspaper column devoted to the ex-
amination of “little known facts” about black

history, which regularly reached hundreds of
thousands of readers. Arthur Schomburg, a
black Puerto Rican bibliophile, donated his
vast personal collection of books and manu-
scripts to the New York Public Library, which
led to the creation of the Schomburg Library
in Harlem in 1940. The most brilliant among
this group was Cyril Lionel Robert James,
Trinidadian Marxist, Pan-Africanist, histo-
rian, and cricketer. There is no more powerful
history in the English language, in my judg-
ment, than James’s classic study of the Hait-
ian revolution, The Black Jacobins, first ap-
pearing in 1938. Beyond a Boundary,
drawing on James’s autobiographical reflec-
tions and thoughts about race, colonialism,
and the game of cricket in the West Indies,
was in many respects the first volume of
modern cultural studies. What all of these
black intellectuals shared was a passionate
commitment to the equality and humanity of
people of African descent. They knew that
any intellectual investigations into the heart
of black life and culture had to be interdisci-
plinary, that is, the tools of scholarship could
not be narrowly confined by the parameters
of so-called disciplines fostered by white in-
tellectuals. The black intellectual tradition
questioned and challenged disciplinary
boundaries from the beginning, and of course
the best example of this is the life and
thought of Du Bois—trained as a historian,
yet making vital contributions to the fields of
sociology, political science, economics, liter-
ary criticism, and the creative arts.

The strong interest of these black intellec-
tuals in linking their scholarly production to
the lived experiences of black people says
something about their understanding of the
nature of knowledge. Who produces knowl-
edge, and what is the social utility of certain
types of knowledge? Can knowledge be a
form of private property, or should it be
freely disseminated? Such questions, espe-
cially for people who are oppressed, are not
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abstractions. The classical scholarship in the
black intellectual tradition suggests that
knowledge exists to serve the social welfare
of black people and, by extension, humanity
as a whole. Therefore, knowledge should not
be seen as a commodity, even in a capitalist
environment. Access to learning and to edu-
cational institutions should be made univer-
sal. Thus, black studies must also be an oppo-
sitional critique of the - existing power
arrangements and relations that are responsi-
ble for the systemic exploitation of black
people. In 1969, the anthropologist St. Clair
Drake articulated this perspective:

The very use of the term Black Studies is by
implication an indictment of American and
Western European scholarship. It makes the
bold assertion that what we have heretofore
called “objective” intellectual activities were
actoally white studies in perspective and
content; and that a corrective bias, a shift in
emphasis, is needed, even if something
called “truth” is set as the goal. To use a
technical sociological term, the present body
of knowledge has an ideological element in
it, and a counterideology is needed. Black
Studies supply that counterideology.®

In the quarter century following the end of
the Second World War, African American
studies was transformed from a discourse and
body of scholarly work confined largely to
racially segregated institutions to a vibrant
curriculum and hundreds of programs fight-
ing to change white higher education. One
can identify at least five important factors
that contributed to this transition. There was,
perhaps foremost, the transformation of the
global status of black and Third World peo-
ple, in the United States and intemationally.
Anticolonial and independence movements
erupted across Asia, Africa, and the
Caribbean. The newly formed United Nations
created a forum for these emerging nations,

which had struggled for years against
Western colonialism. These developments
prompted the establishment in the United
States between 1948 and 1971 of nine Title
VI National Resource Centers in African
Studies. Significantly, eight of these federally
funded centers were located at white major
institutions, including the University of Cali-
fornia, Los Angeles; Northwestern Univer-
sity; and the University of Wisconsin—Madi-
son.” Many of the new political leaders of
independent African states, such as Nnamdi
Azikiwe and Kwame Nkrumah, and the theo-
reticians of Pan-Africanism, such as George
Padmore, had been educated in black Ameri-
can universities and were widely known by
African Americans. Dialogues across the
black Atlantic grew more frequent, as sym-
bolized by the 1956 Congress of Negro Writ-
ers and Artists held in Paris. Foreshadowing
much of the political language of black stud-
ies, Frantz Fanon argued that Third World
people have to reclaim the study of their own
history and culture in order to emancipate
themselves: “The plunge into the chasm of
the past is the condition and the source of
freedom.”

The rise of the Cold War and the global
competition between two superpowers, the
Soviet Union and the United States, con-
tributed to the impetus for the new interest in
black culture and history. The Soviet bloc
astutely attacked U.S. credibility on issues
of democracy and freedom by pointing to
the American system of lim Crow segrega-
tion at home and U.S. support for colonial-
ism abroad. The United States Information
Agency countered by subsidizing tours
of black cultural groups and lectures
by prominent black Americans throughout
the Third World. Through programs such
as the Peace Corps in the early 1960s, the
U.S. government attempted to display altru-
ism and benevolence in underdeveloped na-
tions.
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Within the United States, the preconditions
for the growth of black studies were both de-
mographic and political. Between 1945 and
1965, over 3 million Negroes left the South
and migrated to the northeastern, north cen-
tral, and western states. This vast migration
changed the racial composition of major U.S.
cities and gave greater political clout to the
black electorate. Black elected officials and
civil rights activists aggressively pushed for
affirmative action policies and the opening of
publicly funded colleges and universities to
more African-American students. The black
freedom movement, in both its civil rights
phase, 1955-1965, and its black power phase,
1966-1975, championed the desegregation of
white civil society and the empowerment of
black people within previously all-white in-
stitutions. The change in the racial composi-
tion of U.S. colleges was very dramatic. In
1950, for example, only 75,000 Negroes
were enrolled in American colleges and uni-
versities. In 1960, three-fourths of all black
students attended historically black colleges.
By 1970, nearly 700,000 African Americans
were enrolled, three-fourths of whom were at
white colleges. Most of these white institu-
tions were ill prepared for the eruption of

black student protest they would encounter
between 1968 and 1972.

At San Francisco State University, the stu-
dent strike of 1968-1969 forced the estab-
lishment of the Division of Ethnic Studies
and full-fledged departments of black, Asian,
Chicano, and Native American studies. San
Francisco State’s Black Student Union
drafted a political statement, “The Justifica-
tion for Black Studies,” that would subse-
quently become “the seminal document for
developing black studies departments at more
than sixty universities.” The objectives listed
in the document included “to oppose the
‘Liberal-Fascist’ ideology rampant on cam-
pus whereby college administrations have at-
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tempted to pacify Black Student Union de-
mands for systemic curriculum by offering
one or two courses in Black history and liter-
ature”; “to prepare Black students for direct
participation in Black community struggles,
and to define themselves as responsible to
and for the future success of that commu-
nity”’; “to reinforce the position that Black
people in Africa and the Diaspora have the
right to democratic rights, Self Determination
and Liberation”; and “to oppose the dominant
ideology of capitalism, world imperialism
and White supremacy.” At Yale University in
the spring of 1968, nervous administrators
tried to get ahead of the protest cutve by host-
ing a national symposium on black studies.
Yale Provost Charles Taylor initiated the con-
ference by posing a series of anachronistic
questions: “Is the special study of the black
experience intellectually valid? Is it educa-
tionally responsible? And, is it socially con-
structive for blacks and whites?”"* Student
strikes and takeovers of administration build-
ings soon followed at Harvard, Northwestern,
and dozens of other universities. In the most
publicized campus conflict, black students
seized control of the student union building at
Cornell University and were widely depicted
with firearms."

The struggles for black studies on white
campuses soon extended to academic organi-
zations. In October 1969, at the annual meet-
ing of the African Studies Association (ASA)
in Montreal, Canada, a group of black schol-
ars and graduate students denounced the or-
ganization’s “complexion,” “activities,” and
“direction.” In a well-publicized statement,
the ASA was denounced for “perpetuat{ing]
colonialism and neocolonialism. . . . African
peoples will no longer permit our people to
be raped culturaily, economically, politically
and intellectually merely to provide Euro-
pean scholars with intellectual status symbols
of African artifacts hanging in their living
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rooms and irrelevant and injurious lectures
for their classrooms.”'? In May 1970, at a
conference at Howard University, the African
Heritage Studies Associ-
ation (AHSA) was
formed, “dedicated to
the preservation, inter-
pretation and academic
presentation of the his-
torical and cultural her-
itage of African peoples
both on the ancestral soil
of Africa and in diaspora
in the Americas and
throughout the world.”
The black studies
scholar Milfred Fierce recalled that the audi-
ence was “electrified . . . with chants of ‘It’s
Nation Time’, and “We Are an African Peo-
ple.”” For Fierce, the founding of the AHSA
“ranks among the most significant and elo-
quent expressions of Pan-African unity at an
intellectual gathering to take place on U.S.
soil.”"

The principal architects of these new black
studies programs were frequently young men
and women in their twenties and thirties.
Many were doctoral students, some of whom
would never complete their terminal degrees.
Most had been involved in black cultural and
political protest activities and organizations.
Although the “cultural nationalists,” repre-
sented by intellectuals like Maulana Karenga
and for a time Amiri Baraka, and the “revolu-
tionary nationalists,” who identified with
black radicals like George Jackson and mili-
tant formations such as the Black Panther
Party, were constantly at odds, there was also
a remarkable degree of consensus across ide-
ological boundaries. At the Yale University
symposium in 1968, Karenga declared that
the university “is not basically an educational
institution—it’s a political institution . . . it is
basically a political thing, and it provides

Like the historically biack col-
leges, the successful hlack
studies program should en-
tleavor 1o cultivate and main-

tain an intimate relationship
with the African-American
community.

identity, purpose, and direction within an
American context.”* To Karenga’s ideologi-
cal left, Robert L. Allen, author of the influ-
ential 1969 study
Black Awakening in
Capitalist America,
made the same point.
The American univer-
sity, Allen observed in
1974, was a “political
institution” that func-
tions as a “servant of
the bourgeois order,
preparing an academic
and professional elite
that can ‘manage’
America in behalf of the white power-holding
classes.”” The immediate challenge thus was
the construction of a militant black institution
inside a conservative white institution that
was for all practical purposes hostile to the
former’s existence. The urgent tasks of the in-
stitution building required blacks to conceive
of their curricula and research paradigms in
new ways. In 1970, the political scientist
Ronald Walters insisted that “Black life has
been distinctive enough and separate enough
to constitute its own uniqueness that the ide-
ology and the methodology of Black Social
Science rests.”'s Black studies was a useful
“tool” for the maintenance of “black iden-
tity,” noted the educators James R. Rosser
and E. Thomas Copeland in 1973:

The educational ideology, goals, and objec-
tives of Black Studies must be illustrative,
not only of emphasis on the revitalization of
the black intellectual tradition, but also of a
commitment to the eradication of weak egos,
perceptions of incompetence and educational
skill problems in general. If such is not pos-
sible within predominantly white schools,
then maybe Black Studies should not exist at
such schools.”
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Like the historically black colleges, the
successful black studies program should en-
deavor to cultivate and maintain an intimate
relationship with the African-American com-
munity. Nathan Hare, a faculty leader of the
black studies revolt at San Francisco State
and cofounder of the journal The Black
Scholar, emphasized in 1978 that black edu-
cational institutions must draw their strength
from the black masses. “We must take our
skills to the black community,” Hare insisted:

We must wed the black community and the
educational process. We must transform the
black community and make it relevant to the
educational endeavor at the same time as we
make education relevant to the black com-
munity. We must bring the community to the
campus and the campus to the community.
Because education bélongs to the people and
the idea is to give it back to them.*

In the span of three short years, from 1968
to 1971, hundreds of black studies depart-
ments and programs were initiated, many es-
pousing the blend of black nationalist mili-
tancy and idealism
outlined above. It is not
clear exactly how many
programs were estab-
lished. Robert L. Allen
estimates there were ap-
proximately 500 col-
leges and universities
that “provided full-scale
Black Studies pro-
grams” by 1971. Up to
1,300 institutions as of
1974 offered at least
one course in black
studies.”” Another estimate has the number of
black studies programs peaking at 800 in the
early 1970s and declining to about 375 by the
mid-1990s.” Yet, opposition to the institution-
alization of African American studies pro-

grams, as well as black cultural centers and of-
fices of minority affairs, never entirely disap-
peared. For example, Columbia University,
which is located near the heart of Harlem, re-
cruited Charles V. Hamilton, coauthor with
Stokely Carmichael of the militant manifesto
Black Power, to its political science depart-
ment in the late 1960s. Hamilton was hired as
a poted proponent of black studies. But Co-
lumbia, for whatever reasons, failed to estab-
lish a formal program and core faculty in
African American studies until 1993. The

black studies scholar James Jennings cites two

other examples from the early 1970s. At
Brooklyn College, part of the City University
of New York, “students were physically as-
saulted [Jennings’s emphasis] by racist whites
in a cafeteria because these Black and Puerto
Rican students had chosen the Studies pro-
gram as their major” At Hunter College,
“there was major resistance by the administra-
tion to the demand for Black and Puerto Rican
Studies. Professors would discourage their stu-
dents from any connection with Black and
Puerto Rican Studies.”?

There were also several prominent
African-American
scholars who vigor-
ously opposed the cre-
ation of such depart-
ments. Perhaps the
most vocal critic was
the Harvard political
scientist Martin Kilson.
In a 1973 article pub-
lished in The Journal of
Black Studies, Kilson
raised a series of con-
cerns. Black studies
frequently fostered
racial separation and, in Kilson’s view, “in
the white colleges, both private and state,
where now over seventy percent of all Afro-
Americans in college are in attendance, the
exclusion of whites from Black Studies is un-
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justified.” Kilson felt that it was “doubtful”
that a “large segment—perhaps the major-
ity—of black students who become school
teachers should major in Black Studies.” Kil-
son criticized African American studies de-

partments that permitted black undergraduate

students to administer curricula: “Quite
frankly, this is utter nonsense.” Faculty ap-
pointments, Kilson insisted, “should never be
made in black studies without the curricular

control of an established discipline [Kilson’s '

emphasis].” Black studies faculty without
such disciplinary-based credentials “will be
dilettantes at best, and charlatans at worst.”
Even St. Clair Drake, a strong defender of
black studies, worried about the “anti-intel-
lectual bias among some of the most commit-
ted students. . . . There are intellectual tasks
associated with the Black Revolution just as
there are with any revolution; and these tasks
are important as the ‘street tasks.””*

There is a tendency for some veterans of
the African American studies departments
and black cultural centers to mythologize the
actual origins of the majority of these pro-
grams, placing their development somewhere
in the long sweep of black revolution, per-
haps between Angela Davis’s firing from
UCLA for being a member of the Communist
Party and the prisoners’ uprising at Attica. In
truth, the militant student confrontations at
Cornell, Harvard, Berkeley, and other major
research universities that initiated black stud-
ies departments was not always the norm. At
many private liberal arts colleges and smaller
state universities, modest African American
studies interdisciplinary programs were fre-
quently started without controversy or con-
flict. Most liberal white faculty in the late
1960s and early 1970s were prepared to ac-
cept black studies as a legitimate part of the
college curriculum. They opposed the notion
that the black experience could only be re-
searched or taught by African Americans or
that whites should be excluded from black

studies classes or black cultural centers, how-
ever. They rejected what they felt was the
highly political content of black studies and
sought to steer the new programs toward tra-
ditional standards of white scholarship. A
1974 study by Elias Blake Jr. and Henry
Cobb reviewed twenty-nine black studies de-
partments and programs and found that most
were “academically oriented,” with one-third
of those queried identifying “the develop-
ment of tools of inquiry for research and pub-
lication” as their “major objective.” Only
three programs included the goal “to fashion
a black identity” in their curricula. Most of
these programs were structurally weak and
underfunded, with few tenured faculty or ad-
ministrators who possessed experience in
academic management. Blake and Cobb
found that “nearly all the programs surveyed
... did not [have] the stability that might
have been expected. . . . The inability to oper-
ate on the basis of long-term plans created an
atmosphere of impermanence.””

The vast majority of black studies units in
the 1970s were interdisciplinary programs,
not formal departments. They lacked the abil-
ity to tenure their own faculty in most institu-
tions. Their curricula were based largely on
an eclectic menu of courses initiated by fac-
ulty who were hired or tenured in traditional,
disciplinary-based departments. The director
or chair of the African American studies ma-
jor was often a faculty member tenured or ap-
pointed in a traditional department, who was
subsequently given release time to coordinate
the interdisciplinary program. By the mid-

' 1970s, some of the early radicals and cultural

nationalists who had initiated some programs
were being eased out, replaced by black aca-
demics with' more mainstream credentials. In
1974, Robert L. Allen warned that the black
studies movement was “now fighting a rear-
guard battle; its very survival on campus is in
doubt.” Part of the problem was that “some
schools simply took all their courses touching
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upon race relations and minority groups,

. lumped them together and called this pot-

pourri Black Studies.” But Allen also identi-
fied the growing interest of foundations and
the federal government as a threat to the in-
tegrity of African American studies: '

By selecting certain programs for funding
while denying support to others, government
agencies and foundations could manipulate
the political :Qrientation of these programs and
the direction of academic research. With hun-
dreds of such programs competing for limited
funds, effective control of the future of Black
Studies was thereby shifted away from black
scholars and students, and instead . . . to the
funding agencies—college administrations,
government and foundations. Departments
which were thought by the establishment to
be dangerously independent or radical could
thus be crippled or destroyed without the ne-
cessity of resorting to violent repression.*

The standard for what a “responsible” black
studies unit should look like in the 1970s and
early 1980s, from the vantage point of liberals
in higher education, was Yale University’s
Afro-American Studies Program. Yale had
been the first elite university to adopt black
studies, in December 1968, but developed the
new program along traditionally liberal norms.
The major required students to concentrate in
a traditional discipline relevant to black stud-
ies. The Ford Foundation applauded Yale’s
“high faculty standards” and its focus on “seri-
ous academic study and teaching.”” Harvard’s
“radical” black studies department, which was
led by Ewart Guinier, was largely boycotted
and isolated by the university’s administration
and other departments. In 1980, the historian
Nathan Huggins was appointed to chair Har-
vard’s Afro-American Studies department,
moving it rapidly away from the militant pro-
gram created by Guinier. The Ford Foundation
soon provided funding for the development of

the WE.B. Du Bois Institute for Afro-Ameri-
can Studies at Harvard. By 1982, Ford was
generously supporting two senior scholars and
residents for postdoctorates and a major lec-
ture series at the Du Bois Institute. That same
year, Huggins was invited by the Ford Founda- -
tion to write a comprehensive survey of the en-
tire field of black studies. Published in July
1985, the Huggins report reflected the triumph
of the liberal reformist version of black stud-
ies. With confidence, Huggins observed,
“Since the decline of interest in black studies
in the mid-seventies, supporters have seldom
talked of autonomy. . .. Most of those that
started with separatist notions either expired or
moderated their positions.”” Huggins’s admin-
istrative and ideological interventions laid the
groundwork for the appointment of Henry
Louis Gates Jr. as head of Afro-American
Studies at Harvard in 1989.

One is tempted to say that the decline of
militancy and radicalism in black studies pro-
grams was inevitable, given the nature of con-
servative academic institutions. Such an inter-
pretation would ignore the changing political
context in which African American studies
programs functioned by the late 1970s. The
1978 Bakke decision was the first decisive le-
gal step away from affirmative action and
race-based “quotas”; the urban rebellions of
the late sixties had been quelled; many promi-
nent black rebels had exchanged their dashikis
for polyester suits and were either running for
public office or employed by corporations or
the government. With the election of Ronald
Reagan in 1980, the ideological and political
environment for African American studies
specifically, and for black people in general,
became far more repressive. The Reagan ad-
ministration inspired or directed attacks on
black higher education at nearly every level.
The programs and policies that quickly fell un-
der assault included minority scholarship pro-
grams, financial aid for low-income students,
and culturally diverse curricula. Federal courts
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challenged the existence of historically black
colleges and universities for their racial com-
position. The number of African Americans
who were enrolling in doctoral programs
across the country began to decline signifi-
cantly. Many institutions no longer aggres-
sively enforced equal opportunity or affirma-
tive action measures. By the early 1990s, the
far right had begun to aggressively attack the
concept “political correctness” to undermine
nearly all of the multicultural initiatives for re-
form within higher education.

Moreover, despite the decade-long hegem-
ony of Black Power, this recent renaissance of
black nationalism was the exception, rather
than the rule, in expressing the core ideology
of the black middle class. Throughout the
twentieth century, with some important excep-
tions, the bulk of the African-American middle
class has been inclusionist or integrationist.
The inclusionists always assumed that blacks
had to succeed in the context of white institu-
tions and Euro-American standards. They per-
ceived academic training as a prerequisite to
the goal of managerial, technical, and profes-
sional advancement. The inclusionists were
generally against all forms of racial sepa-
ratism, such as the establishment of separate
all-black dormitories and cultural centers and
the creation of black studies departments.
They bitterly opposed the argument that
African American studies could not be taught
by white Americans. And they insisted that
“academic standards” should not be held
hostage to political agendas.

Although this ideological current seemed
to disappear during the height of the black
power movement, a significant number of
black educators who completed doctoral pro-
grams during these years generally supported
these views. Even in the context of black
studies programs, a number of integrationist-
oriented black teachers and scholars were
employed, especially at white private liberal
arts institutions and smaller state colleges. At

dozens of these institutions, black studies
curricula and programs did not reflect the
militancy of black nationalism. These kinds
of African American studies programs easily
coexisted with well-established and tradition-
alist white academic departments. Con-
versely, the inclusionist interdisciplinary pro-
grams often lacked any academic coherence
or intellectual integrity. The curricula were
often eclectically organized, relying on fac-
ulty who had little academic relationship with
each other. One recurrent problem was that
disciplinary-based departments always re-
cruit, promote, and tenure their faculty on
their internal set of criteria, which might have
little relationship with the interdisciplinary
scholarship, publications, and research of
African American, Latino, or ethnic studies.

- Those black studies programs that main-
tained an ideological orientation toward
black nationalism, in both its cultural and
revolutionary nationalist tendencies, also
underwent profound institutional change. As
early as 1970, a twenty-eight-year—old
scholar at UCLA, Molefi Asante, initiated
The Journal of Black Studies, which quickly
became the major publication of the field.
The African Heritage Studies Association
was largely superseded by the National
Council of Black Studies (NCBS), founded
in 1975. By 1990, NCBS claimed more than
2,000 individual members and over 100 insti-
tutional members. Its members were actively
involved in multicultural curriculum reform
“from elementary school grades through
graduate school.”” For Abdul Alkalimat, a
leading radical social theorist and political
activist, however, both The Journal of Black
Studies and NCBS “were not created as part
of the radical negation of the mainstream or
through direct active struggle.” Both were, in
Alkalimat’s view, “insulated . . . from the dy-
namics of the Black liberation movement.
They fell into idealism, ideological dogma-
tism and a careerist machine of circulating

Souls + Summer2000 27




e Black Studies and the Racial Mountain

leadership posts and awards among a small
group of loyalists.”®

The nationalist-oriented African American
studies group included a number of the field’s
most prominent and influential intellectuals.
A short list of them would include James
Turner, longtime director of Cornell’s
Africana Studies and Research Center; Ivan
Van Seritma, professor of African Studies at
Rutgers University, founding editor of the
Journal of African Civilizations and the au-
thor of They Came Before Columbus: The
African Presence in Ancient America (1976);
Asa G. Hilliard, professor of education at
Georgia State University and author of many
books, including Testing African American*
Students (1987); Tony Martin, history profes-
sor at Wellesley College since 1973, well-
known for his 1976 major study Race First:
The Ideological and Organizational Strug-
gles of Marcus Garvey and the Universal Ne-
gro Improvement Association and, more re-
cently, for his highly publicized and
controversial pamphlet The Jewish On-
slaught: Dispatches from the Wellesley Bat-
tlefront; the University of Maryland political
scientist Ronald Walters, a key interpreter of
African-American politics and adviser to
Jesse Jackson and the Rainbow Coalition;
and the late John Henrik Clarke, professor of
black studies at Hunter College and author of
many volumes in black history and culture.
Unquestionably, however, two intellectuals in
this group have been most pivotal as inter-
preters and political forces in the develop-
. ment of black studies—Maulana Karenga
and Molefi Asante.

Karenga was the principal proponent of
black cultural nationalism in the 1960s, the
creator of Kwanzaa, the Afrocentric cultural
ritnal and celebration that has been adopted
by millions of African Americans. Karenga’s
first major intervention in the field was his
Introduction to Black Studies, which in the
1970s and 1980s was perhaps the most

widely used text of its kind. He was a fre-
quent contributor to The Black Scholar, The
Journal of Black Studies, and the other aca-
demic publications. Karenga denounced
Huggins’s 1985 report, claiming that “for all
its pretensions and in spite of his previous
scholarship, {it] is little more than European
hagiography masquerading as history, and an
unscholarly melange of personal preferences
posing as meaningful analysis.” In his 1988
essay “Black Studies and the Problematic of
Paradigm,” Karenga identified seven key
“contributions” that African American stud-
ies makes:

(1) to humanity’s understanding of itself, us-
ing the African experience as a paradigmatic
human struggle and achievement; (2) to the
university’s realizing its claim of universality
... 3 (3) to U.S. society’s understanding it-
self by critically measuring its claims against
its performance and its variance with a para-
digmatic just society; (4) to the rescue and
reconstruction of Black history and human-
ity from alien hands, and the restoration of
African classical culture on and through
which we can build a new body of human
sciences and humanities; (5) to the creation
of a new social science, more critical, correc-
tive, holistic, and ethical . . . ; (6) to the cre-
ation of a body of conscious, capable, and
committed Black intellectuals who self-con-
sciously choose to use their knowledge and
skills in the service of the Black community
...; {and (7) to make a] contribution to the
critique, resistance, and reversal of the pro-
gressive Westernization of human conscious-
ness, which is one of the major problems of
-our times.”

Molefi Asante built and chaired for nearly
fifteen years what became the largest African
American studies department in the United
States, at Temple University. He authored and
edited more than three dozen books and 250
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“I’m Not Gonna Fall.” Photo by Kristen Clarke.

. articles and edited The Journal of Black
Studies. But Asante’s greatest impact was
ideological. In his 1980 book Afro-Centric-
ity: The Theory of Social Change, Asante
proposed a philosophical construct for the
development of the entire field of African
American studies. “Afrocentricity,” at its
most simple expression, is the intellectual
perspective that begins “from the standpoint
of the agency of African people and the cen-
trality of Africa in its own story.”*? Thus, As-
ante’s critique of the Huggins report begins
with the observation, “Black Studies is not
merely the study of Black people,” but a
philosophical and cultural approach to the
interpretation of social reality that takes as
its starting point the perspectives and inter-
ests of people of African descent.”® “The
Afrocentrist will not question the idea of the
centrality of African ideals and values but

will argue over what constitutes those ideals
and values,” Asante explained in 1990. “The
Afrocentrist seeks to uncover and use codes,
paradigms, symbols, motifs, myths, and cir-
cles of discussion that reinforce the central-
ity of African ideals and values as a valid
frame of reference for acquiring and examin-
ing data”* In hundreds of public lectures at
universities and within black communities,
Asante and his growing constituency of edu-
cators pushed the view that “African Ameri-
cans should be viewed not as objects or vic-
tims, but as actors and subjects of history.”*
Textbooks and curricula developed around

» Afrocentric themes were implemented in

hundreds of schools. In 1991, the Baltimore
public school system began “infusing Afro-
centric studies throughout all courses in
kindergarten through fifth grade.” In Detroit
that same year, several all-black male acade-
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mies were established, using an explicitly
“Afrocentric curriculum.”* New academic
publications such as The Journal .of Pan
African Studies, initiated by the Pan African
Studies Department of California State Uni-
versity, Northridge, in 1998, were dedicated
to the pursuit of “Africentric theory, method-
ology, and analysis.”” :
As the debate about “multiculturalism” an
cultural diversity erupted in both higher educa-
tion and public school systems, the theory of
Afrocentricity—more commonly called by
some supporters and many detractors “Afro-
centrism”—began to generate intense criti-
cism. The liberal historian Arthur Schlesinger
Jr. denounced Afrocentricity as reverse racism:
“If a Kleagle of the Ku Klux Klan wanted to
use the schools to disable and handicap black
Americans, he could hardly come up with any-
thing more effective than the Afrocentric cur-
riculum.” Diane Ravitch, the Bush administra-
tion’s assistant secretary of education, attacked
the Afrocentric curriculum, making the ridicu-
lous (and racist) assertion that “part of what
school is for is studying the society in which
you are going to live. You don’t study your
own race.”*® One major newspaper editorial-
ized that “Afrocentrisim betrays the very clien-
tele it claims to serve . .. it hucksters shoddy
goods that burden the maltutored with lifelong
grievance against the supposedly racist refusal
of whites to see gold where, in fact, there is
only dross.™ One San Diego Union Tribune
black colummnist complained in 1995 that
“Afrocentrism, which is a disguised name for
reverse racism, is attempting to overtake the
black community. Even many of our African
~ American churches have brought the lie that
for self-esteem, we must have Afrocentric-
based principles.”® These shrill attacks only
had the effect of greatly enhancing Afrocen-
tricity among millions of black people.
But frequently even the proponents of
Afrocentricity argued about the definition
and meaning of the concept. The Howard
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University Medical School professor Keith
Crawford defines “pure Afrocentricity” as a
“philosophy which has evolved as African
peoples began to understand their relation-
ship with God and Nature, and the experi-
ences of human existence.”* The editors of
The Journal of Pan African Studies suggested
that “Africentrism is not yet a scientific based
paradigm, nor yet a set of associated theories.
Its adherents and advocates simply need to
rein in the rhetoric, muzzle the egos, and do
the hard core research.”” Karenga has can-
didly recognized several frequent criticisms
about Afrocentricity, including charges of its
“dogmatic” character, its denial of the gen-
uine diversity and pluralism within African
cultures and societies, and its “static” and
“monolithic” categories of historical and so-
cial analysis.® Other criticisms of Afrocen-
tricity focus primarily on its tendencies to-
ward racial essentialism, or what might be
termed a racist pseudoscience of the black
experience. Political controversies surround-
ing the black studies department of the City
College of New York, chaired by Leonard
Jeffries, led some to unfairly associate Afro-
centrism with anti-Semitism.* Afrocentric
scholarship rarely came into constructive dia-
logue with new bodies of research—women
and gender studies, queer studies, postcolo-
nial studies, postmodernism-—and was hos-
tile toward radical interpretations of social re-
ality, most specifically, Marxism.

In everyday language, “Afrocentrism” has
come to mean a positive black consciousness
that is anchored in the knowledge of African
culture and history. Afrocentrism can be ex-
pressed in rituals, styles of dress, values, and
kinship relations. It can be equated with cer-
tain kinds of political mobilization, such as
the Million Man March in October 1995. But
in some black studies departments, efforts to
systematize Afrocentricity as a comprehen-
sive philosophical system, based on a “shal-
low, non-scientific homogenizing of dis-

e




BB QST & i mSbon st

Black Studies and the Racial Mountain

parate African cultures,” in the words of
James P. Garrett, have served as ideological
cover for what is basically an extremely con-
servative, middle-class approach toward
black education. Garrett accuses the “cultur-
alists,” or proponents of black cultural nation-
alism, with turning some departments into
“quasi-feudal enclaves which refuse entry to
non-black students and faculty as well as to
‘ideologically impure’ sectors of the Black
community.” These programs “graduate
acolytes and sycophants, while simultane-
ously and consistently trying to discourage
and isolate those students who wish to pursue
an independently critical, analytical scholar-
ship.*® :
Abdul Alkalimat has suggested that the
conflict between the two dominant currents
in African American studies, the inclusionist,
liberal integrationists and the Afrocentrists, is
more illusory than real. Focusing on the work
of both Gates and Asante, Alkalimat argues,

What unites both of these approaches is that
they are not interested in the relationship be-
tween their ideas and the historical context of
social and political conflicts in which they
live and work. Gates wants us to examine the
text and not the context and Asante wants us
to primarily concern ourselves with ancient
Egypt for our orientation. Neither of these
approaches helps us to clarify the crisis fac-
ing Africa nor that facing the American peo-
ple. Both represent an ideological retreat by
a new Black middle class that has been un-
able to find the courage to link up with the
masses of Black people fighting to survive.*

Throughout the twentieth century and into
the present, there has also been a third ideolog-
ical tendency within black public discourse
and inside the struggles to define the African-
American community. Leith Mullings and I
have characterized this tendency as “transfor-
mation,” the coliective efforts of black people

neither to integrate nor self-segregate, but to
transform the existing power relationships and
the racist institutions of the state, the econ-
omy, and society. This transformationist or
radical perspective begins with the assump-
tion that racism exists not merely at the ideo-
logical level, but has become an integral fac-
tor in the construction of the U.S. political
economy and the social class hierarchy of the
country. Thus, to dismantle institutional
racism will require much more than simply
assimilating the values and interests of the
white professional and managerial classes
within African-American life and social orga-
nization; it cannot be achieved by flights of
fantasy to ancient Egypt. It necessitates the
building of a powerful protest movement,
based largely among the most oppressed
classes and social groups, to demand the fun-
damental restructuring of the basic institu-
tions and patterns of ownership within soci-
ety. Toward this larger goal, the building of
black institutions is an essential process, in
providing the resources for African-Ameri-
can people to survive and resist. Black intel-
lectuals therefore have a special obligation to
utilize their skills and resources to contribute
to the liberation of their people.

These radical ideas were consistently ex-
pressed in the political life and scholarly
work of W.E.B. Du Bois. Many of the central
scholars in the black intellectual tradition
shared these views as well, including C.L.R.
James, St. Clair Drake, Oliver Cromwell
Cox, and E. Franklin Frazier. A radical black
perspective on issues of gender was devel-
oped through the writings of Anna Julia
Cooper, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Claudia Jones,
Ella Baker, Angela Davis, and Barbara
Ransby. The black radical perspective on in-
ternationalism and Pan Africanism is re-
flected in the thought and political activities
of Du Bois, James, Paul Robeson, Walter
Rodney, and Amilcar Cabral. A radical analy-
sis of black spirituality and faith extends
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from George Washington Woodbey to James
Cone and Cornel West. Within the most radi-
cal tendency of black nationalism, similar
ideas found expression through the militant
activism of Cyril V. Briggs, Malcolm X, and
Kwame Ture (Stokely Carmichael). And
among the writings of lesbian, gay, and bi-
sexual intellectuals, a black radical perspec-
tive is expressed through the powerful writ-
ings of Audre Lorde and Barbara Smith.
Within African American studies, the radi-
cal or transformationist perspective was rep-
resented in the late 1960s by the Institute of
the Black World (IBW). IBW was originally
conceived as an “Institute for Advanced Afro-
American Studies” in which “the work of Du
Bois could find a renaissance,” according to
the historian Vincent Harding. In the summer
of 1968, the Institute for Advanced Afro-
American Studies was planned to be part of
the Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial Center.
A nucleus of progressive black scholars
joined Harding in this process, including the
political scientist Bill Strickland, Stephen
Henderson, Councill Taylor, A. B. Spellman,
Lawrence Rushing, and Gerald McWorter
(Abdul Alkalimat). Within a year, the re-
named Institute of the Black World had come
into increasing conflict with the King Center,
and divisions developed among the original
planning group. McWorter, Spellman, and
Rushing left the institute, and by the fall of
1969 a core senior research staff was devel-
oped that included Harding, Strickland, the
historians Lerone Bennett and Sterling
Stuckey, the sociologist Joyce Ladner, and
the education scholar Chester Davis. In No-
vember 1969, IBW hosted a national working
conference on black studies, inviting the di-
rectors of thirty-five major departments and
programs to discuss models “towards an edu-
cation appropriate to our struggle.™’
Throughout the 1970s, IBW represented
the most progressive model of what African
American studies could have been. Breaking

its affiliation with the King Center, IBW
faced a continuous struggle to finance its re-
searchers and staff. Given its limited budget,
the range of activities and public programs it
initiated was truly remarkable. IBW’s
“Black-World-View” news column was
widely distributed to black media, schools,
prisons, and community groups. IBW’s mas-
sive library of audiotaped lectures and manu-
scripts documented the ideas and research of
several generations of scholar-activists. Hard-
ing and Strickland were influential in helping
to draft the National Black Political Conven-
tion’s Preamble and Black Agenda, adopted
at the Gary Black Convention in March 1972.
IBW established ongoing contacts with Viet-
namese, Cuban, and other Third World
groups. It conducted summer institutes and
seminars for teacher training and educational «
programs that reached prisoners’ study
groups, housing projects, and black caucuses
in religious denominations. IBW’s interna-
tional network of associated scholars in-
cluded Walter Rodney; C.L.R. James; and
Robert Hill, the editor of the definitive study
of the collected papers of Marcus Garvey and
the Universal Negro Improvement Associa-
tion. Howard Dodson, who was for a number
of years the director of IBW’s administrative
staff, later became the head of Harlem’s
Schomburg Center. Harding’s magnificently
crafted history of the black freedom move-
ment in the nineteenth-century United States,
There Is a River, published in 1981, has be-
come a standard text in both African Ameri-
can studies and American history.”® Alkalimat
became the founder of People’s College at
Fisk University and the author of a widely
read introductory text in African American
studies. He served as the director of black
studies programs at the University of Illinois
and later at the University of Toledo and was
a leading figure in black activist organiza-
tions and movements, from the African Lib-
eration Support Committee in the 1970s to
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the Black Radical Congress. But by the early.

1980s, IBW could no longer sustain itself fi-
nancially, and the center was forced to close.

The history of IBW provides the exception
as well as the rule regarding radical black
‘studies. When IBW’s radical research
agenda and political activities became clear,
most foundations and other external funders
rejected overtures for support. The center
lacked permanent connections with major re-
search universities, which could have subsi-
dized graduate fellowships and resident
scholars. IBW’s accomplishments are also
exceptional, because most parallel efforts to
construct radical African American studies
programs have not succeeded. The reasons
offered by progressive black scholars for this
failure are varied. The majority of black so-
cialists and Marxists are not logically drawn
into academic careers in universities. Some
are involved in trade union and labor orga-
nizing; many can be found doing commu-
nity-based work around police brutality, pub-
lic education, health care, and women’s
issues. Their involvement in a wide variety
of local and national formations, from
Brooklyn’s Audre Lorde Center to the Black
Radical Congress, often takes priority over

other concerns. Many are social workers, -

teachers, or public employees or work in
nonprofit organizations. When black leftists
do manage to circumvent the various politi-
cal road blocks in graduate school and gain
employment at colleges and universities,
they are rarely tenured. Even tenured and
productive research scholars have been sub-
jected to political harassment. Angela Y.
Davis, one of the most influential and pro-
lific black feminist scholars, has only re-
cently been the object of a right-wing cam-
Paign to remove her from the University of
California, Santa Cruz. There are several im-
rtant academic journals of the black left,
’ bly The Black Scholar and Race and
ass, but most university presses would not

aggressively solicit manuscripts from black
leftists.

A more complicated factor lies in the na-
ture of black studies as an intellectual pro-
Jject. Marxists believe that there is a close re-
lationship between knowledge and power.
As C.L.R. James observed, “All political
power presents itself to the world within a
certain framework of ideas.”® Those who
exercise state power and control society’s
resources would be truly foolish to encour-
age and support a kind of scholarship that
seeks their removal from power. Black so-
cialist intellectuals strive to place the voices
and struggles of black people at the center of
our interpretations of history and social real-
ity. But to “correct” history requires more
than “black” history. It also requires the in-
sights drawn from critical interpretations of
gender, sexuality, class, and ethnicity.
African American studies, like most black
formations and institutions, is constructed
along the terrain of society’s racial moun-
tain. That special vantage point yields im-
portant truths and insights black people have
learned about the American experience that
many white Americans refuse to accept or
acknowledge to this day. But an intellectual
project that deliberately confines the para-
meters of its inquiry to the racial mountain
alone will be of little value in the larger ef-
fort to transform the society. This careful
balance between the particular and the uni-
versal is what distinguishes the work of
scholars like W.E.B. Du Bois and Anna Julia
Cooper and public leaders such as Robeson
and King. They uncompromisingly fought
for the perceived interests of black people,
but in a language that addressed the totality
of society’s concerns. As Vincent Harding
once declared, “Negro History Week be-
comes passe, for we move toward control-
ling the total definition of society.”*

As we enter a new century, African Ameri-
can studies is experiencing a new wave of
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popularity. Most major universities now rec-
ommend as part of their core curricula or dis-
tribution requirements a menu of multicul-
tural courses that usually includes black

studies. The most prominent program today -

is Harvard’s W.E.B. Du Bois Institute for
Afro-American Studies, chaired by Henry
Louis Gates Jr. With the recruitment of the
social theorist Cornel West from Princeton
University in 1994 and the appointments of
the prominent sociologists William Julius
Wilson and Larry Bobo several years later,
Gates constructed a formidable intellectual
enterprise. Wilson is widely considered the
most influential social scientist of his genefa-
tion, the author of several important works,
including The Declining Significance of Race
in 1978 and The Truly Disadvantaged in
1987. West’s popular 1992 collection of es-
says, Race Matters, became a standard text in
hundreds of colleges. Gates established his
reputation with the publication in 1988 of
The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of Afro-
American Literary Criticism, which was fol-
lowed by a constant stream of anthologies,
collections of essays, and the autobiographi-
cal Colored People. With the Harvard
philosopher and cultural studies scholar K.
Anthony Appiah, Gates edits Transition, a
lively intellectual journal. Gates’s commen-
taries appear regularly in the New Yorker and
the New York Times. Like most prominent
public figures, Gates has his share of critics.
He has been criticized for his public celebrity
image—*‘more like that of a movie star than
an academic”—and for several controversial
essays he has written, such as a 1992 attack
against “black anti-Semitism” published in
the New York Times.'

To paraphrase Martin, however, “Where do
we go from here?” Perhaps in the quest for
public acceptance and influence within the
academic and political mainstream, we have
lost our way. Fundamental social change is
usually achieved at the boundaries of society

and not from the center. The classical black
intellectual tradition was largely constructed '
at the margins of white society, in segregated
black institutions, in close proximity to the
daily struggles of African-American people.
It was no accident that the character of black
intellectual work was frequently passionate,
informed by the urgent tasks of black survival
and resistance. This was true throughout
Africa and the black diaspora. Walter Rodney
was a rigorous, careful scholar and historian
of West Africa and the Caribbean, but he was
also a major revolutionary political leader in
his native Guyana before he was assassinated
at the age of thirty-eight. Eric Williams wrote
Capitalism and Slavery in 1944 and assumed
the leadership of the independence movement
in Trinidad and Tobago a decade later. Even
after Julius Nyerere was named prime minis-_
ter of independent Tanganyika in 1961, he
continued to write and publish works on pop-
ular education and culture that were adopted
into curricula and community development
programs worldwide. The real meaning of Du
Bois’s life and thought is that there must be
an active, dynamic link between serious
scholarship and the concerns of the black
community.

Fundamental social change is usually
achieved at the boundaries of society and not
from the center. The classical black intellec-
tual tradition was largely constructed at the
margins of white society, in segregated black
institutions, in close proximity to the daily
struggles of African- American people.

More than a quarter century ago, Robert L.
Allen posed a series of questions confronting
the future of African American studies. “The
critics are right,” Allen admitted, “when they
note that politics is a fundamental problem
for the development of Black Studies. But the
question is not politics or no politics, but
rather it is which politics? Whom will Black
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Studies serve?” Allen suggested two basic
choices ahead for the field. “Will it be truly
democratic in its intellectual and political vi-
sion, or will it become ‘apolitical’ and acqui-
esce to a narrow, elitist and bourgeois view of
education?”® The scholarship of African
American studies must reflect the full diver-
sity and conflict of theoretical perspectives
that currently exist. No voices should be sup-
pressed in the pursuit of knowledge. But de-
bates should not occupy a space utterly de-
tached from the lived experiences of the
African-American people. Black studies will
continue to be challenged to become once
again not merely another methodology for in-
terpreting the black world but an intellectual
project that seeks its transformation.
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