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Introduction

For My People

Remembering the “Black” in Black History Month


For the cramped bewildered years we went to school to learn to know the reasons why and the answers to and the people who and the places where and the days when, in memory of the bitter hours when we discovered we were black and poor and small and different and nobody cared and nobody wondered and nobody understood;

—MARGARET WALKER, “FOR MY PEOPLE” (1937)



AFRICAN AMERICANS HAVE ALWAYS HAD something to say about the past. Even during the time of slavery, they wrote and published accounts of their individual lives and at times produced historical accounts of their race in books, newspapers, and other forms of print culture. Some created reading rooms and literary societies during the antebellum years where they engaged with texts about the black past, with some men and women collecting historical materials to be displayed and studied in the parlors of their homes, doing so at a time when no research center or library existed that recognized what is now widely understood to be “black history” as a legitimate area of scholarship. However, even in the absence of widely accessible written texts by black people, there was an enduring tradition in African American communities of passing down stories orally, through rituals, and through distinct ways of being, from one generation to another, where historical perspectives emerged from the terrain of black consciousness; where they continued to be “carved on the fleshly tablets” of black people, as explained by the African American historian George Washington Williams in 1881.1 Simply put, African Americans, like all people, have concerned ourselves with history by studying the events and people that have influenced the development of the world we live in; and as a persecuted group, we have paid special attention to those that contributed to our oppression while also remembering those who sacrificed to advance our liberatory struggles.

The year 2026 marks the one hundredth anniversary of Negro History Week, which was established in February 1926 by famed educator and historian Carter G. Woodson, then expanded to Black History Month in 1976. This milestone presents an opportunity to reflect on the black historical tradition, a critically important task given the current political conflicts pertaining to what can and cannot be taught about race and history in American schools and colleges or engaged in public spaces. Such critical reflection is the purpose of I’ll Make Me a World, which commemorates the one-hundred-year journey of Black History Month by] deeply engaging the tradition that informed its creation.

To thoughtfully engage this legacy, I will employ the language of “black memory work” and “black memory workers” as capacious terms borrowed from black women archivists to describe the enterprise of recovering, preserving, and bearing witness to black history.2 I do so because any sincere appreciation of this tradition demands recognizing a diverse cast of characters. It requires recognizing professionals engaging in historical work as their primary occupation, such as academics, archivists, museum curators, and schoolteachers, while also acknowledging a collective of black memory workers that includes the likes of community storytellers, youth activists, preachers, filmmakers, political organizers, poets, and musicians, as well as family members who preserve old photographs marked by handwritten descriptions that can be passed down to a nephew generations later.3 Black memory work has been sustained by many hands. It can also be traced to many places: formal archives as well as less formal collections containing ephemera paperclipped together in old suitcases. This tradition is concerned less with rigid boundaries drawn around the broader historical enterprise and more with where we can look to find the most truthful and expansive visions of black life, especially histories of everyday black people, their social worlds, and their beliefs.

This book is particularly concerned with a tradition of memory work among African Americans that grew out of the perspectives of enslaved people who recognized that there were things that could be known from their social location, from a black perspective, that could not be known from any other perspective in a world built on their subjugation. I think it is important to make this clear. Black history is not just another history of a particular ethnic or racial group to be wedged into dominant narratives from which black people were previously excluded; its contributions are not limited to making such scripts about the past more multicultural or multiracial in form. For this reason, I usually reject (at least in part) proclamations that “black history is American history,” insisting instead that the former is both part of and apart from the latter. For indeed, the enslaved people who were the early shapers of the black historical tradition were categorically defined as quintessentially ahistorical by those in power, as a people absent history and culture; and early black memory workers came to recognize how such antiblack historical myths were used to justify their status as a people who could be property. Thus, they recognized the problem and promise of black memory work to be a project of historical knowledge production that was distinct in kind.

Black history therefore emerged as a criticism of racial chattel slavery and the formation of its afterlives in the modern world. What’s more, black history, from its inception, even as it developed in an American context, was always informed by an international disposition or what we might think of as an African diasporic consciousness for at least two primary reasons. First, African Americans were forced to interrogate their relationship to Africa as immediate descendants of people who were natives to the continent, having recognized that genealogical fact was partly the basis of their distinct experience of racialization as black people. Second, African Americans recognized their struggle against slavery to be connected with black struggles against slavery and antiblack colonialism elsewhere in the world. The critical importance of the Haitian Revolution in early black historical narratives by African Americans, for instance, offers striking evidence of this.4 Therefore, to frame black history as American history elides such conceptual distinctions that conditioned the origins of black memory work in the United States, just as it did elsewhere in the diaspora.

Black history, I argue, emerged as a critical history. Its task was, and is, at least threefold: to correct racist distortions that proliferate about black people in public memory and historical scholarship; to describe the facts, dates, and figures of the black past in the most compelling and rigorous ways possible; and to leverage this knowledge in the pursuit of racial justice, thus rendering a usable history that can inform action. Intellectuals in the black historical tradition have worked to recover and repair narratives about the vast array of black experiences that were long deemed unworthy of treatment within the mainstream historical enterprise in order to delegitimize the myths used to justify black oppression; and by advancing historical knowledge about the lives and culture of African-descended people grounded by black perspectives, these intellectuals engaged in black memory work. While this tradition evolved in form and style over the years—from the slavery era through the dramatic expansion of “Negro history” and “black history” through the twentieth century and beyond—the politics underlying this body of critical history has persisted.

Black history should not be conflated with just any and all historical narratives about African-descended people, as there is a long lineage of historical scholarship about black communities written primarily from nonblack perspectives that are at odds with the historical tradition derived from black memory workers. For indeed, early white scholars had much to say about black people even when they showed little concern for what black people had to say about their own lives. Yet, authentic black histories are those that account for black people as historical subjects, not merely objects in the social context of white worlds, and such narratives are written from a vantage point that takes seriously black people’s interpretations of events and social realities while also using historical sources that reflect black lives and voices as the basis for constructing narratives about the past.5 And when such authentic accounts of black life are confronted, a massive amount of historical detail emerges that disrupts the perceived coherence and truthfulness of the stories told and retold about the United States and the Western world. Black history, as critical history, names the realities of power and social hierarchies that plague the human condition in the most honest of ways, exposing those who have abused power to extract value from vulnerable populations. These histories provide a more expansive account of human life, one that presumes that black people were always present, alive, and political actors throughout the time of American history and well before.

Recognizing the political significance of such historical recovery and preservation, leaders in the black historical tradition sought to empower African Americans to collectively participate in black memory work in the hope of adding to and rounding out the historical record. However, those scholars also did so because they understood black interpretations of history to be an essential part of liberatory education; and such liberatory education they understood to be a foundational pillar of the black freedom movement. As I will show throughout this book, Black History Month grew out of this pedagogical mission grounded in liberatory struggle.

Black historical knowledge has long informed the intellectual foundation of black resistance, where knowledge about the black past has been used to achieve justice in the present and future. In raising this point, I am reminded of a story from 1807 that underscores such political uses of black history, where one enslaved community intentionally taught newly arrived captives about previous rebellions against white masters as a form of political education. The man who claimed those people as his property learned of their “Improper Communication,” as he referred to their passing on of accurate historical knowledge, specifically detailing how “all new negroes know of the insurrection of 40 years ago.” The enslaver insisted that something was afoot, that the enslaved people seemed to be using historical knowledge about past rebellions to cultivate the political consciousness of those who had recently arrived as survivors of the middle passage. Indeed, he asked, “for what [other] reason would they tell these New Negroes who have not been four months on the island of what happened before any of the negroes sent there were born?” This story is from St. Mary’s Parish, Jamaica, but it is a story that can be found across the Americas. What’s more, not only does it reflect how the teaching of black historical knowledge was used as a pedagogical practice for cultivating black consciousness, it also exposes practical concerns among powerful white elites who sought to police that consciousness and suppress the freedom struggle waged by enslaved African people.6

The social aim of black memory work—dare I say its politics—is to correct knowledge in circulation about the past by attending to more honest accounts of black life in the hope of displacing racist ideas premised on historical myths that justify and even motivate racial oppression. It aims to offer such corrections while also providing usable histories that inspire black people to see the full range of their humanity and hopefully to help others see it in the process. In this way, black people created a historical tradition for themselves—that is, for black people—though they also hoped to impact the historical consciousness of other members of the social world who were not racialized as black. They hoped that scholars and members of society who are not black-identified people would also study and help preserve and circulate critical knowledge about the black past in service of transforming historical knowledge in the broader public and for the greater good of humanity. These aims are complementary, though not reducible to each other.

Black history emerged as a rejection of foundational historical claims propping up a world structured through antiblackness, thus calling for the transformation of historical knowledge altogether. This heroic tradition of historical truth telling is one that leaned into discomforting facts of the past, because the enslaved and their progeny recognized that such details demanded witness, lest acts of wanton violence and barbarism that threaten human life be allowed to proliferate in the shadows of today and tomorrow. Furthermore, bearing witness to the past was critical, black memory workers insisted, because it helped guide contemporary battles against the forces of evil and greed within a broader moral war among the human species that demands urgent attention—one in which humanity must face the past in order to make decisions about what is right and wrong, what is good and bad, and what vision of justice is worth striving for. Black people look to the past as a usable resource, having recognized that so much justice and truth continued to be withheld from those in need of it most.

Importantly, black perspectives about the past have not aimed solely to combat the master narrative constructed by mainstream white historians, because black memory work is not merely about striking back, not just a response to white hostility and naysayers. These histories are also decidedly forward looking, aiming to equip the generations to come with lessons about what it means to live meaningful lives and tools to create a brighter future. This latter work is possible only if we diligently acknowledge the good in black history, the things worthy of holding on to, and when we remember courageous actions worthy of study and emulation; it is possible only when we appreciate and study life-giving creations such as music, art, and social relations that merit being remembered and sustained because of the positive work they do in the world. Black history, as critical history, is always about the beautiful even as it documents the terrible, even as it analyzes an archival transcript replete with unspeakable acts of violence.

Black History Month is a national observance in the United States that extends from this longer and more expansive tradition of black memory work. Over the span of the last hundred years, this tradition has seen many twists and turns: many wars in the international arena, many social movements and technological developments, many shifts in the political-economic character of the nation and global marketplace, and indeed many shifts in the racial regime that colored such social developments. Across these historical transformations, black people have experienced many gains and also many backward steps. Freedoms have been won, and they have also been taken away. All the while, knowledge about the past has been one of the most important resources for sustaining black life and inspiring meaningful political struggle. Knowledge of the past has also served as a necessary reminder of the beauty in black life despite the external realities of antiblackness. For indeed, authentic accounts of the black past have described the tension between such realities without compromising their honesty about one or the other. They remind us, as African American studies scholar Imani Perry has written, that “Joy is not found in the absence of pain and suffering. It exists through it.” Historical accounts by African American memory workers like Perry have clarified that while “racism is terrible, blackness is not.”7

Yet the “black” in Black History Month is often stripped of its political significance. The same can be said of contemporary teaching about the black past in schools and public memory, which is often done in extremely sanitized and reductionist fashion. By this I mean that public engagement with the heritage of African-descended people has drifted far away from resembling authentic black history, leading many black memory workers to say that the tradition has lost its criticality. These are legitimate concerns, and they are not new. African American historians raised similar concerns in the 1970s, just as the weeklong observance of black history was being expanded to a month. Their deliberations leading up to 1976, as what was originally Negro History Week became Black History Month, are revelatory for present-day assessments of the state of our national observance of black heritage.

IN OCTOBER 1975, members of the Association for the Study of Afro-American Life and History (ASALH), comprising professors, archivists, educators, and community members concerned with the black past, gathered at the Hyatt Regency Hotel in Atlanta, Georgia. At that annual meeting of ASALH (pronounced A-sah-luh), many historic milestones were the topic of conversation: The organization had been founded sixty years prior, on September 9, 1915, fifty years after black emancipation; the founder of ASALH and Negro History Week, Carter G. Woodson, had been born on December 19, 1875, one hundred years prior, during the Reconstruction period, as the child of formerly enslaved people; and as their members looked to the year ahead—1976—they anticipated extensive celebrations across the country for the two hundredth anniversary of American independence.

Speaking to the attendees, J. Rupert Picott, ASALH executive director and professor of history at Virginia State University, said that the organization planned to capitalize on that convergence of events in black history and the nation’s bicentennial. He said that given the national importance of the year 1976, combined with Woodson’s one hundredth birthday and the fiftieth anniversary of Negro History Week, the entire month of February 1976 would be devoted to black history under the theme “America for all Americans.” The theme selected for the first Black History Month was intentionally subversive, suggesting that America had not lived up to its potential of social equality for all despite the multiracial democracy it represented itself to be.8

Black memory workers prepared themselves for the stories of American exceptionalism that were likely to be told during the nation’s bicentennial. The country’s leaders and prominent white historians would shout from the mountaintops about how the United States had become the greatest nation in the world, a place where freedom carried the most meaning and where democracy was at its best. America was the exception in a world ruled by tyrants and antiquated political systems that stunted human civilization, they would say. Those headlines would dominate the nation’s celebrations of its past, thus frustrating the historical consciousness of black Americans, a population who traced their heritage back to the more than 500,000 Africans enslaved in the American colonies during the Revolution, a community that continued to experience aggressive neglect by the US government as the political victories black people had gained in the 1960s were being rolled back as a result of white backlash and as policing and prisons continued to disproportionately target African Americans in a rapidly growing fashion.

As ASALH staff member Thelma D. Perry explained, “we have lived almost a generation since” the victories of the Civil Rights Movement.9 Reflecting on the various manifestations of white backlash, Perry declared, “It would serve no useful purpose to rehash the assassinations, the riots and injustices of intervening years. The recent incidents are impressive enough to warrant an understanding that black people have now no other alternative than to seek power.” She continued, “The pictures that intrude are like a kaleidoscope—Medgar Evers, murdered children in a Birmingham Sunday School, murdered college students in Orangeburg, South Carolina, murdered whites in Mississippi and elsewhere because they dared to engage themselves in the freedom struggle, Fred Hampton killed in bed,” and the list went on. As a historian of African American education, Perry was also intimately aware of the chaotic struggles around school desegregation in the United States as it was rolled out in the most inequitable fashion, where black students entered hostile territory in formerly all-white schools, and as massive numbers of black teachers and principals around the country were fired. Picott agreed with Perry’s assessment of the backward steps occurring within the nation as they pertained to matters of racial justice, and he particularly noted the undermining of black education. He noted that at the time of Brown v. Board of Education in 1954, black school principals could be found in large numbers across the southern states, yet in the wake of desegregation efforts, many had been unfairly fired or demoted. He cited the number of black high school principals in the South as decreasing, between 1964 and 1973, from more than two thousand to fewer than two hundred.10

As the nation’s bicentennial approached, the Black Power era gained full momentum. The transition from Negro History Week to Black History Month was not only about the nation’s two centuries of independence; it also coincided with the pendulum swing in black consciousness as African Americans became disillusioned with the United States’ ability to fully recognize them as equal citizens deserving of the same dignity and respect as the nation’s other constituencies. The nation’s bicentennial became an important moment to express a black perspective on the nation’s history in an even more pronounced fashion, and the half-century milestone since the inaugural Negro History Week celebration made it the perfect occasion to do so. What’s more, ASALH leaders were aware that some African Americans around the country had already, in the preceding years, initiated an expansion of the weeklong celebration to a full month. Early examples can be found among Chicagoans and communities in Virginia, as well as black students on several university campuses. For instance, amid the black student movement that led to the establishment of Black Studies departments around the country, black student organizers at Kent State University organized Black History Month celebrations beginning in 1969.

Seizing the historical moment, Picott and other ASALH leaders strategized about ways to force the general public to be more accountable to the black past as the country prepared for its bicentennial celebrations. To do so, Picott helped draft a proclamation announcing National Black History Month. He, alongside other ASALH leaders, including his Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity brothers Edgar Allan Toppin and Benjamin Quarles, president and vice president of the association, respectively, hoped that the proclamation would be adopted by the US president. Therefore, they sent the proclamation to President Gerald Ford’s administrative team, and it was that action that began the process of formally declaring what has now become the nation’s annual observance of black heritage for the entire month of February.

President Ford, however, did not issue a presidential proclamation. Such an action, according to custom, could be done only with congressional support. What he offered instead was a presidential message. (A presidential proclamation of Black History Month would be issued by President Ronald Reagan only in 1986.) This distinction is important because a proclamation carries more weight and is akin to an executive order, whereas a presidential message is generally a public gesture or endorsement that demands no formal action on the part of public agencies.11

ASALH’s draft proclamation and letter to the Ford administration prompted John C. Calhoun, an African American man serving as the special assistant to the president on minority affairs, to urge presidential action. On January 9, 1976, he wrote the White House assistant general counsel a memo that included the proclamation drafted by Picott and his colleagues, as well as a note that read, “Request a Presidential proclamation proclaiming the month of February National Black History Month.” He asked that his colleague expedite the process. As he saw it, it was an opportunity for President Ford to demonstrate his commitment to African Americans and, by doing so, hopefully gain him more support among black voters in the upcoming presidential election. Accepting the recommendation of the White House assistant general counsel, President Ford issued a presidential “message,” and his endorsement was, at best, a moment of interest convergence at a time when the aims of an African American interest group converged with the political needs of a white presidential candidate hoping to increase his favor among a particular voting bloc. The president’s action seemingly had less to do with the real substance of black history itself, as it failed to honestly confront the historical violations committed against black communities, past or present. In fact, the president’s half-hearted commitment to commemorating the black past is best represented in an egregious historical inaccuracy in his message issued on February 4, 1976, in which he confused the date of ASALH’s founding with the birthday of Carter G. Woodson:


THE WHITE HOUSE

WASHINGTON

NATIONAL BLACK HISTORY MONTH

FEBRUARY 1976

In the Bicentennial year of our Independence, we can review with admiration the impressive contributions of black Americans to our national life and culture.

One hundred years ago, to help highlight these achievements, Dr. Carter G. Woodson founded the Association for the Study of Afro-American Life and History. We are grateful to him today for his initiative, and we are richer for the work of his organization.

Freedom and the recognition of individual rights are what our Revolution was all about. They were ideals that inspired our fight for Independence: ideals that we have been striving to live up to ever since. Yet it took many years before ideals became a reality for black citizens.

The last quarter-century has finally witnessed significant strides in the full integration of black people into every area of national life. In celebrating Black History Month, we can take satisfaction from this recent progress in the realization of the ideals envisioned by our Founding Fathers. But, even more than this, we can seize the opportunity to honor the too-often neglected accomplishments of black Americans in every area of endeavor throughout our history.

I urge my fellow citizens to join me in tribute to Black History Month and the message of courage and perseverance it brings to all of us.

Gerald R. Ford12



Though ASALH’s draft proclamation named Woodson’s birthday as December 19, 1875, it seems that those involved in drafting the president’s message confused it with the year he had founded the association in 1915.

In hindsight, the incorrect date is less important, though it certainly anticipates the kind of minimal engagement with the black past that would follow as observances of black heritage were scaled up across the nation, particularly by corporations and those motivated to exploit black consumers. More important is what was not included in President Ford’s message. Though it acknowledged that black Americans had made “impressive contributions” to the United States, there was no mention of their suffering. While African Americans in 1976 were publicly criticizing the abandonment of civil rights gains made in the recent past, the president’s message acknowledged only the significant strides made toward “the full integration of black people into every area of national life.” It projected to the world a model of Black History Month that could be a source of “courage and perseverance” for “all of us.” It was a version of black history that could be all the good things, all the positive achievements, absent any details that might prompt critical self-reflection by the nation as a whole or its individual citizens. Such a sanitized and whitewashed version of black history would be so tailored and depoliticized that it was unrecognizable by most black people living in the reality described by Thelma Perry or documented in the many books and academic articles published by scholars such as Picott, Toppin, and Quarles, as well as the many African American scholars who were expanding the tradition of black memory work in the 1970s, especially with the pioneering work in black women’s history launched during the same decade leading to the founding of the Association of Black Women Historians in 1979.

To be clear, African Americans certainly would not have expected President Ford to issue a radical interpretation of history informed by the full weight of critical black historical scholarship. However, they likely expected him to get basic dates right in his message to the American people. Furthermore, some gesture to the need for more political work that addressed past and present harms experienced by African Americans would have been welcomed.

THE WRITING WAS on the wall, some might say. With the scaling up of Negro History Week to Black History Month in 1976, threats to the tradition were bound to occur, and increased corporate interest in the celebration was likely inevitable. A tradition that had grown out of the labors of black memory workers, wherein a designated time of year was set aside for massive, coordinated outreach to tell the truth about black heritage in the face of persistent myths, would ironically become a shiny opportunity for capitalist exploitation. However, that was a trend reflected in many avenues of black cultural expression by the 1970s, to be clear. Indeed, scholars have documented how corporate elites found ways to exploit nearly all forms of black power politics, from the celebration of black history to demands for local political influence, as opportunities to advance capitalist expansion.13 It is interesting to note that critiques about Black History Month becoming a watered-down, capitalist-driven annual observance like most other American holidays go back to the time the transition occurred in the 1970s, and they proliferated over the decades that followed.

In 1997, the late historian John Hope Franklin expressed his discontent, arguing that “the expansion of the ‘week’ into a ‘month’ does not necessarily mean that we’re moving towards the Woodson ideal” of approaching a time when black history is so thoroughly engaged in schools and public memory that there will eventually be no need for a separate observance. Instead, he insisted, “The commercialization of the ‘month’ provides the hucksters with a longer period in which to sell their trinkets and souvenirs, corporations a greater opportunity to display their special brand of ‘civic awareness,’ and lecturers the golden chance to show off their knowledge of black history.”14

Franklin’s comments were shared in a published forum organized by The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, in which the editors posed the question: Does Black History Month still serve a useful purpose? The editors presented the inquiry to several African American historians, while also declaring that they were skeptical about the value of Black History Month. They explained, “Critics of Black History Month say that singling out African Americans for special attention in February reinforces white beliefs that black history is not worthy of general recognition. Furthermore, many African Americans object to the fact that Black History Month has been usurped by large corporations such as Philip Morris, Anheuser-Busch, and Coca-Cola, companies that make token efforts to promote an awareness of black history in an effort to further their marketing efforts in the black community.” They insisted that even the book-publishing industry exploited the month, only to then ignore black authors for the rest of the year: “Major book publishers bunch their releases on African-American topics into February in order to win Black History Month attention for their titles. In February many magazines and newspapers publish special review sections dedicated to black titles.” Some bookstores also followed the trend, the editors noted, pushing black books in February before removing the books from their shelves come March, then proceeding with “an 11-month period when black-related titles are nowhere to be found.”15

As argued by Franklin, such concerns about commercialization already existed before the week was extended to a month, and it was a phenomenon that applied to the exploitation of black heritage for commercial enterprises more generally. Black memory workers were deeply aware of that threat to their work in the 1970s. Anticipating Franklin’s comments by a little more than two decades, the senior editor of Ebony magazine, Lerone Bennett, Jr., offered language encapsulating the conundrum just months before the first National Black History Month. He criticized the way black heritage was being popularized for commercial purposes by corporations with no political commitments to black people while black communities continued to suffer and the politics of black history were being watered down and its original aims negated. Speaking to members of ASALH in October 1975, Bennett declared, “There are images and echoes of black heritage almost everywhere today. There are sights and sounds on TV. There are lesson plans in the schools and courses in colleges. Never before have we been so popular. They have even heard of us on Madison Avenue. Black heritage sells soap, whiskey, and detergent. It sells everything, in fact, except the meaning of black heritage and the humanity of black people. Which is precisely the point. Never before have so many talked so much about black heritage in so many places with so little understanding.”16

The months ahead revealed his words to be true, as did past corporate trends. The acceptance and appropriation of black heritage by commercial enterprises had its own history and was a source of mixed emotions on the part of African American people. The trend originated in corporations desiring to exploit black consumers; however, black consumer protests—from boycotts of public transportation to political demonstrations at lunch counters and department stores—forced “white business owners, advertisers, and consumers to recognize and value African Americans in the consumer sphere.” Such protests caused businesses to abandon some of the discriminatory practices that had caused much harm in previous decades. As the historian Traci Parker noted, the department store, similar to public transportation and the lunch counter, became “a training ground for black consumer protest in the twentieth century,” particularly in early civil rights struggles, that could be traced back as far as the “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” campaigns waged by black labor organizers in the 1930s. It is within this context that one must interpret even early Negro History Week observances in department stores, such as the examples that can be traced back to the 1950s in places such as Washington, DC, Chicago, and parts of California. Thus, the expansion from week to month provided an opportunity to accelerate such corporate practices while also providing a longer duration for black memory workers to organize and stimulate momentum for educational work regarding the black past throughout the year. It is important to note that it was never one or the other; both things were true.17

Bennett’s concern with superficial engagement with black heritage by the American public stemmed from his personal connections to the tradition, as someone who had been inspired by critical interpretations of black history while growing up in Clarksdale, Mississippi. Indeed, his understanding of black heritage emerged from his early exposure to Negro History Week and the knowledge he gained as a student attending segregated schools in the 1940s and ’50s. According to Bennett, his early interest in black life and culture had been stimulated by his African American teachers and local black newspapers. To emphasize this point, he recalled reading a speech by Abraham Lincoln in which the president had expressed the views that blacks should not have the right to vote, marry whites, or be treated as equals. That speech caused him to question the idea of Lincoln as “the great emancipator.” Aware that such a perspective on Lincoln was unorthodox thinking, even among black Americans at the time, he recalled that it had been an African American teacher who encouraged his emerging criticism of the master narrative. He also recalled stories about Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman, and Sojourner Truth being told frequently in his school. And they were more than just names to be memorized; they were folk heroes providing moral lessons for black students’ lives. The ideas and stories of those fugitive slaves carried ideas that inspired students like Bennett as black political subjects and budding intellectuals. For these reasons, he credited his teachers at Lanier High School as having set him on his way to publish his first book, Before the Mayflower: A History of Black America, in 1962. As he proclaimed, “I was prepared to do it.”18

It is worth noting that all five of the African American historians responding to the query of The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education in 1997 shared a similar trajectory as Bennett. They were all scholars who engaged in black memory work, having first been inspired by education within their own communities, particularly by black teachers or librarians, while growing up in the Jim Crow era. Furthermore, even as these historians critiqued the corporatization of Black History Month, they all insisted that as long as the black past continued to be sidelined in the American mainstream, there was a need to sustain the commemorative practice as a tool of public accountability and a mechanism for cultivating momentum to maintain the ongoing work of digging up, preserving, and studying black life and culture throughout the year.

Speaking from intimate perspectives about the continued undermining of black history in the broader historical enterprise, those scholars insisted that Black History Month did need tinkering with, but it should not be abandoned by any means. Their criticisms were levied in the spirit of strengthening the tradition, not ending it; as experts on the subject of black history, they had no question about the merits of the national observance. What’s more, Allen Ballard argued in response to JBHE’s query, insisting that despite its limitations, much good still results from Black History Month observances. Outside the noise of predatory corporate activities, there were people on the ground still striving to honor the tradition as best they could. At minimum, he explained, “There must be thousands of essay-writing contests going on all across the country in schools—black and white—about black history. Something good must be happening as a result of this.” He continued, “Some teachers might be incapable of doing this, and others simply might not want to do so—but at least the existence of the celebratory month stirs some kind of thought about black history amongst them.”19 Despite its
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