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The views expressed in this column 
are solely those of the writer and do not 
necessarily represent the views of the 
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Do We Need Black History?
   Do we need Black History? Should we set aside a month for 
the study of Black History? Do Blacks have a history anyway? 
The social media is abuzz with views on these topics. In an effort 
to answer such questions the life and times of Amos Beman is 
pertinent. The young Beman had his heart set on attending Wes-
leyan but in 1832 the college was not admitting Blacks. The 
Board of Trustees passed a resolution on October 10, 1832 say-
ing that, ‘none but white male persons shall be admitted as stu-
dents of this institution.’

Beman was tutored 
three times a week in the 
living room of abolition-
ist Samuel P. Dole as pri-
vate tutoring was quite 
common at the time. Be-
man grew up and became 
an infl uential pastor. In 
1843 Noah Webster who 
is famous for his thesau-
rus asked Beman for his 
views on Black History. 
After a discussion Web-
ster concluded that Blacks 
do not have a history and 
worse yet ‘there can be 
none.’

The view that Blacks 
are outside the main-
stream of history and are 
confi ned to barbarism 
took root among many 
intellectuals and poli-
cymakers. History has 
shown that Blacks had to 
overcome many obstacles 
before they were given 
the right to vote in Amer-
ica. Public education with 
an integrated school sys-
tem came only in 1954 
with Brown v Board of 
Education.

Colonialism left its 
mark on the black psyche 
by white-washing history 
and depicting black civ-
ilization as one that was 
confi ned to the jungle. 
But nothing could be fur-
ther than the truth. Africa 
had a complex and rich 
civilization long before 
its contact with Europe. 
According to one view, ‘ 
the miseducation upon the 
Black psyche is designed 
to corrupt African-Ameri-
cans’ sense of racial unity 
and cohesion, mold the 
character of self-hatred, 
and engender self-doubt 
and distrust among their 
groups.’

The violence of the 
colonial encounter and 
psychological damage is 
described well by Franz 
Fanon, Steve Biko, Wal-
ter Rodney, Homi Bhab-
ba, and others. They dis-
cussed how those that 
have suffered from the 
sentence of history have 
given us the most endur-
ing lessons for living and 
thinking. This ‘sentence’ 
has included subjugation, 
a feeling of embarrass-
ment, erosion of self-
worth and displacement 

quent about the evils of 
exclusion and hypocrisy 
when he spoke about the 
fracture of the cities and 
‘the bitter taste of history 
that hurts the head.’    

Black history is rich, 
inquisitive and complex. 
The ancient Kingdoms of 
Africa highlight the im-
portant contributions that 
Africans have made to 
civilization and culture. 
Its language, architecture 
and humanity have the 
potential to unite peoples 
of all persuasions. The 
marvelous inventions that 
Blacks have made can be 

seen all around us and 
they need to be taught and 
highlighted.

February means Black 
History Month. This is the 
time when some teachers 
will go into cupboards and 
pull out books and posters 
that relate to Black His-
tory. It is the time when 
students will learn about 
all the wonderful Black 
men and women that have 
contributed to our under-
standing of the world. But 
what is cause for concern 
is that the books will be 
packed way at the end 
of February to be used a  
year later.

School districts will 
do well to include in their 
curriculum some portion 
of history to remind stu-
dents that ‘everyday is 
history day.’ The internet 
and social media make it 
possible for us to learn 
about different cultures 
and their contributions to 

the grand mosaic. Black 
history needs to be taught 
on a daily basis in schools 
because many children 
are unaware of their histo-
ry and heritage. They can 
reel off from memory the 
latest songs, movies and 
brand of sneakers but can-
not say who Crispus At-
tucks was or who started 
Black History Month.

Crispus Attucks was 
one of the most import-
ant persons in American 
history. He was the fi rst to 
die in the American Rev-
olution when he defend-
ed Americans against the 

British. His name is 
emblazoned as a hero 
in the Boston Massa-
cre. The person that 
started Black History 
Month is Carter G. 
Woodson. He was the 
second Black Amer-
ican to earn a doctor-
ate in history from 
Harvard, after W.E.B 
Dubois. Woodson 
wanted people to learn 
about the greatness of 
Black culture and he 
launched in 1926 what 
was then Negro His-
tory Week. This grew 
into Black History 
Month and it was of-
fi cially recognized as 
such by President Ger-
ald Ford in 1976.

Do we need a 
month to celebrate 
Black History? There 
is a growing feeling 
that  relegating it to 
a month is an insult 
to Blacks. The actor 
Morgan Freeman has 
argued that there is 
no need for a month 
to celebrate Black 

History. ‘ It’s ridiculous,’ 
Freeman says. ‘Are you 
going to relegate my his-
tory to a month? Which 
month is white history 
month? Which month is 
Jewish history month? I 
don’t want a black histo-
ry month. Black history is 
American history. How do 
we get rid of racism? We 
have to stop talking about 
it.’

Freeman’s views res-
onated with Shukree Til-
ghman who wanted to 
fi nd out whether a month 
was indeed necessary to 
study Black History. In 
his documentary ‘More 
than a Month’ Tilghman 
suggested that a petition 
should be signed to end 
Black History Month. 
This attracted mixed re-
sponses; some persons 
felt that there was not 
enough of it while others 
saw Black History as part 
of the bigger picture that 

is America. When Tilgh-
man visited Lexington in 
Virginia he was told by 
the Sons of the Confeder-
ate Veterans that, ‘ Ameri-
ca has been dumbed down 
in history which is one of 
the reasons why we are 
celebrating Confederate 
History Month.’ But this 
begs the question: if there 
is a celebration of Con-
federate History why not 
celebrate Black History? 
How can one be under-
stood without the other?

Tilghman said that his 
own parents had misgiv-
ings about his project as 
well as other members 
of the public. But the 
idea was to jolt the con-
sciousness of the public 
that Black History was 
more than a month long. 
In the end it boils down 
to education. It is through 
learning that the powerful 
lessons of history will be 
transmitted. Many stu-
dents state that during 
Black History Month 
they would just scratch 
the surface in learning 
about Black heroes.  The 
school’s curriculum needs 
to be restructured so that 
more time is allocated to 
learn about the achieve-
ments of Blacks. It is 
argued that since knowl-
edge is at the fi ngertips of 
students why only learn 
about Sojourner Truth, 
Harriet Tubman, Mar-
tin Luther King, Freder-
ick Douglass, and a few 
others? The response to 
this is that if one learns 
about a Black hero it will 
be a good starting point 
into the world of Black 
achievements.

Do we need a Black 
History Month? Despite 
the criticisms there is 
good reason to devote 
a month to study Black 
History as a start. There 
is nothing to prevent an 

enquiring mind to delve 

further into Black History 

and if twenty-eight days 

can lead to this then the 

month would have served 

a useful purpose.

of the diaspora, among 
others.

Colonialism reduced 
many economies to a state 
of dependency, created 
internal divisions, a Eu-
ro-centric status quo and 
glorifi ed the hunter. 
Haiti was once known 
as the Pearl of the An-
tilles. Its sugar and 
profi ts fi lled the coffers 
of France and the bou-
levards gleamed in the 
summer. Haiti fought 
for its independence 
and became the fi rst 
free black republic, a 
feat that is attributed to 
the ingenuity of Tous-
saint L’Ouverture and 
the Haitian people. But 
France had other strat-
egies to try and chain 
the Haitian spirit. It 
demanded reparations 
for its loss to slave 
owners in the sum of 
150 million francs. It 
took Haiti 122 years 
to repay the debt with 
massive interest.

In 2010 President 
Nicolas Sarkozy visit-
ed Haiti for fi ve hours 
and said that coloniza-
tion had created many 
‘wounds’ but he did 
not offer reparations as 
was expected. Haitians 
thought that President 
Francois Hollande would 
make redress during his 
visit in 2015 but he also 
failed to offer reparations. 
He declared a memori-
al open and said that the 
fi ght for human dignity 
is not over.’ Mr. Hollande 
told Haitians that he was 
only in their country to 
repay a ‘moral debt.’ The 
Haiti example alone is 
worthy of a study of Black 
history and how the forces 
of colonization operated 
to deprive people of their 
self-esteem.

Sarkozy visited Sen-
egal in 2007. He wanted 
to outline a blueprint for 
African development. 
His speech in Senegal has 
continued to anger many 
people. Sarkozy said that 
Africa had turned its back 
on progress. According to 
him, ‘ The tragedy of Af-
rica is that the African has 
never really entered into 
history. They have nev-

er really launched them-
selves into the future. The 
African peasant, who for 
thousands of years lived 
according to the seasons, 
whose ideal life was to be 
in harmony with nature, 

only knew the eternal re-
newal of time, marked 
by the endless repetition 
of the same gestures and 
the same words. In this 
imaginary world, where 
everything starts over and 
over again, there is room 
neither for human en-
deavor, nor for the idea of 
progress. The traditional 
African never launched 
himself into the future.’

Predictably, Sarkozy’s 
speech struck discordant 
notes in Africa and else-
where. How could he say 
that blacks were without 
a history? This was Noah 
Webster in the twenty-fi rst 
century!

Achille Mbembe of 
Cameroon is a professor 
at Witwatersrand Univer-
sity in South Africa. He 
said that Sarkozy was like 
a master speaking to his 
slave; a white chief with a 
bad memory! The French 
rapper Roce is also elo-

Dr. Carter G. Woodson founded Negro History Week in 1926 and this 
became Black History Month 


