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According to my calculation, there have been four generations of scholarship—of
unequal length—in Afro-American history. The first generation began auspiciously
with the publication in 1882 of the two-volume History of the Negro Race in Amer-
ica by George Washington Williams and ended around 1909 with the publication of
Booker T. Washington's Story of the Negro. Although it is difficult to characterize
this first period of serious scholarship in the field, it is safe to say that the primary
concem of the writers was to explain the process of adjustment Afro-Americans

made to conditions in the United States. Whether it was the aggressive integra-
tionism of George Washington Williams or the mild accommodationism of Booker
T. Washington, the common objective of the writers of this period was to define and
describe the role of Afro-Americans in the life of the nation. . . .

There were no trained, professional historians among them, with the exception
of W. E. B. Du Bois. . . . They wrote of “The Progress of the Race,” “A New Negro
for 2 New Century,” and “The Remarkable Advancement of the American Negro.”
. . . Obviously their concern was with adjustment, adaptation, and the compatibility
of Afro-Americans with the white world in which they were compelled to live.

The second generation was marked by no special fanfare until the publication
of Du Bois’ The Negro in 1915, the founding of the Association for the Study of
Negro Life and History also in 1915, the launching of the Journal of Negro History
in 1916, and the publication in 1922 of Carter G. Woodson’s The Negro in Our His-
tory. Woodson was the dominant figure of the period. He was not only the leading
historian but also the principal founder of the association, editor of the Journal, and
executive director of the Associated Publishers. He gathered around him a circle of
highly trained younger historians whose research he directed and whose writings he
published in the Journal of Negro History and undes the imprint of the Associated
Publishers. Monographs on labor, education, Reconstruction, art, music, and other
aspects of Afro-American life appeared in steady succession, calling to the attention
of the larger community the role of Afro-Americans, more specifically the contribu-
tions they had made to the development of the United States. The articles and mono-
graphs reflected prodigious research and zeal in pursuing the truth that had not been
the hallmark of much of the so-called scientific historical writing produced in uni-
versity seminars in this country some years earlier.

Woodson provided the intellectual and practical leadership of the second
generation. With his strong sense of commitment, be offered the spirit and enthu-
siasm of a pioncer, a discoverer. He even provided the principal theme for the
period when he said—in his writings and on numerous occasions—that it was the
objective of him and his colleagues “to save and publish the records of the Negro,
that the race may not become a negligible factor in the thought of the world.” Nor
should the record of Afro-Americans become a negligible factor in their own
thought, Woodson coatended. Thus he began doing everything possible to keep the
history of Afro-Americans before them and before the larger community as well.
Bvery annual meeting of the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History
had several sessions devoted to the teaching of Afro-American history in the ele-
mentary and secondary schools. In 1926 Woodson began the annual observance of
Negro History Week to raise the consciousness of Afro-Americans regarding their
own worth sad to draw the attention of others to what Afro-Americans had con-
tributed to American civilization. Shortly thereafter he launched the Negro History
Bulletin, a magazine for students, teachers, and the general public. Forty years be-
fore this country began to observe History Day, there was Negro History Week.
Fifty years after the beginning of the Negro History Bulletin, the American Histori-
cal Association was still wrestling with the idea of a popular history magazine for
students and the general public.

.. . Perhaps a convenient place to mark the beginning of the third generation is
with the appearance in 1935 of W. E. B. Du Bois’ Black Reconstruction. . . . In his



book on Reconstruction, as the subtitle indicates, he was interested in “the part
which black folk played in the attempt to reconstruct democracy in America.” . ..

The third geaeration of Afro-American historical scholarship spanned,
roughly, a twenty-five-year period that ended with the close of the 1960s. Most of
the members of this generation were, like Du Bois, interested in the role that Afro-
Americans played in the nation’s history. Their training was similar to that of the
second generation, but their interests were different. They looked less to Afro-
American achicvements and more to the interactions of blacks with whites, and
more (o the frequent antagonisms than to the rare moments of genuine cooperation.
They tended to see Afro-American history in a larger context, insisting that any
event that affected the status of Afro-Americans was a part of Afro-American his-
tory even if no Afro-Americans were directly involved. Mississippi’s Theodore
Bilbo, reading Rayford Logan's What the Negro Wants (1944) to his colleagues in
the United States Senate and interpreting it for their benefit, was as much a part of
Afro-American history as was Heman Swealt’s secking admission to the Univer-
sity of Texas Law School.

The third generation experienced the fire and brimstone of World War I1.
Its predicament was not one that Adolf Hitler created but one created by the racial
bigotry within their owa government and in the American community in general.
While all Afro-Americans were exposed to this special brand of racial perversion
in the form of eloquent, if shallow, pronouncements against worldwide racism,
Afro-American historians were especially sensitive to the persistent hypocrisy of
the United States from the colonial years right down to World War II. Small
wonder that they had difficulty maintaining a semblance of balance in the face of
studied racial discrimination and humiliation. One of them declared that the United
States government was “guilty of catering to the ideals of white supremacy.”
Another called on the United States to “address herself to the unfinished business
of democracy,” adding somewhat threateningly that “time was of the essence.” If
anyone doubts the impatience and anger of Afro-American historians during those
years, he or she should examine the proceedings of the annual meetings of the
Association for the Study of Negro Life and History or follow the activities of the
historians themselves.

A salient feature of this generation was the increasing number of white histo-
rians working in the field. Some years earfier the second generation of historians
had indicated that there were numerous areas in which work needed to be done.
White historians entered the field to share in the work. One of them published the
first extensive study of slavery in almost forty years and another wrote an elaborate
work on the antislavery movement. Still another presented the first critical exami-
nation of Negro thought in the late ninoteenth century. Interestingly enough, hos-
tile white critics called these white historians “neo-abolitionists.” Others worked on
Afro-Americans in the antebellum North, Afro- American intellectual history, racial
discrimination in education, and Afro-Americaas in urban settings. Meanwhile, uni-
versity professors began to assign dissertation- topics in Afro-American history to
white as well as Afro-American students. They also participated in the annual meet-
ings of the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History and contributed to
the Journal of Negro History. By the ead of the 1960s Afro-American history was
no longer the exclusive domain of Afro-Americans.



I believe that Carter G. Woodson would have been pleased with this involve-
ment of white historians in the third generation of scholarship. When he founded the
Journal of Negro History in 1916, he invited white scholars to sit on the editorial
board and to contribute articles. He was, nevertheless, a man of shrewd insights, and
1 am not suggesting for a moment that he would have approved of or even tolerated
whites of the third generation whose motives were more political than scholarly.
Even 30, he would have welcomed papers for publication in the Journal of Negro
History, whethes submitted by whites or blacks, so long as they were the product of
rigorous scholarship and were not contaminated by the venom of racial bias. . . .

In the fourth generation, which began around 1970, there emesged the largest
and perhaps the best-trained group of historians of Afro-America that had ever
appeared. The Afro-Americans in the group were trained, as were the white his-
torians, in graduate centers in every part of the country, in contrast to those of the
third generation, who had been trained st three or four universities in the East and
Midwest. No area of inquiry escaped their attention. They worked on the colonial
period, the era of Reconstruction, and the tweatieth century. They examined slav-
ery, the Afro-American family, and satebellum free blacks. Their range was wide,
and they brought educational, cultural, and military subjects, among many others,
under their scrutiny.

These new approaches as well as the accelerated intensity in the study of Afro-
American history were greatly stimulated by the drive for equality that had already
begun in the third period. In their insistence that they be accorded equal treatment
in every respect, Afro-Americans summoned the history of the United States to
than their share in making the country rich and great. Since history validated their
claims, it was important that the eatire nation should become familiar with the
facts of Afro-American history. Consequently, it should be studied more inteasely,
written about more exteusively, and taught more vigorously. Institutions of higher
education came under pressure to add courses in Afro-American history and re-
lated fields and to employ specialists in the field. Responses were varied. One dean
at a leading predominantly white university said that he had no objection to a
course in Afro-American history, but it would be difficult in view of the fact that
there was not sufficient subject matter to occupy the teachers and students for a
whole semester. Another rushed out and persuaded one of the leaders in the black
community, who happened to be a Baptist ministes, to teach 8 course in Afro-
American history. Despite the intellectual, educational, and political considera-
tions affecting their decisions, many colleges and universities incorporated courses
in Afro-American history into their curricula,

.. . There was zeal, even passion, in much that they wrote, for (scholars in the
field of Afro-American history] were anxious to correct all the esrors and misinter-
pretations of which earlier historisns had been guilty. Thus, they undertook to revise
not only the racist historians of an earlier day but the Afro-American historians of
an earlier generation as well. . ..

In his History of the Negro Race in America (1882), George Washington
Williams was extremely critical of Frederick Douglass for various positions he took
on slavery and freedom in the years before the Civil War. We could excoriate
Williams, as did his contemporaries, but that would be unfair without at least first



understanding Williams’ impatience with a political party that had betrayed not only
the freedmen but Prederick Douglass, their chosen spokesman, as well. Likewise,
one could be extremely critical of Carter G. Woodson’s preoccupation with the
achievements of Afro-Americaas, but one should remember that Woodson was huri-
ing historical brickbats at those who had said that Afro-Americans had achicved
nothing at all. One could likewise be extrenely critical of the historians of the third
generstion for their preoccupation with what may be called “mainstream history.”
In the process, some claim, they neglected some cherished attributes of Afro-
American life and history, such as race pride and cultural nationalism. Such claims
overlook the important fact that the historians of the third generation were com-
pelled by circumatances to fight for the integration of Afro-American history into
the mainstream of the nation’s history. Their fight to integrate Afro-American his-
tory into the mainstream was a part of the fight by Afro-American students to break
into the graduste departments of history in every predominantly white university in
the southern states and in very many such institutions outside the South. It was also
a part of the fight of Afro-Americans to gain admission to the mainstream of Amer-
ican life—for the vote, for equal treatment, for equal opportusity, for their rights as
Americans. They pursued that course in order to be able to refute those, including
our favorite dean—our favorite whipping boy, incidentally—who argued that Afro-
Americans had little or no history. They also did so in order to support their argu-
ment that Afro-American history should be recognized as a centespiece—an
adomment, if you will—of the history of the United States,

.. .As arelatively new ficld, at least only recently recognized as a respectable
field of inteliectual endeavor, [Afro-American history] is alive and vibrant. This is
why it can easily attract and excite a large number of graduste and undergraduate
students. It provides, moreover, a very important context in which much, if not the
whole, of the history of the United States can be taught and studied. It also pro-
vides an important context in which much of the history of the United States can
be reexamined and rewritten, In its unique position as one of the most recent areas
of intellectual inquiry, it invites the attention of those who genuinely seek new
avenues to solve some of the nation’s most difficult historical problems. And, if it
is a valid area of intellectual inquiry, it cannot be segregated by sex, religion, or
race. Historians must be judged by what they do, not by how they look.

I like to think that it was more than opportunism that increased the offerings
in Afro-American history in the colleges and universities across the land. I like to
believe that it was more than the excitement of the late 1960s that provided new
opportunities to teach and learn Afro-American history. ] prefer (0 entertain the
thought that in addition to those other considerations there was the valid intercon-
nection between the history of a people and their drive for first-class citizenship.
The quest for their history, lost and strayed, was a quest in which black and white
alike could and did participate, as both teachers and writers of history. The drive
for first-class citizenship was a drive whose immediate benefit could be enjoyed
only by those who had been denied it or by those others who at least truly under-
stood the loathsome nature that such denial represented.

Some members of the fourth generation, no doubt, will regard this sentiment
as optimistic if not mavdlin. I would be the first to say that there is some of both in
it. I would only add that when one begins a poem, a hymn, a short story, or even a



history, one must be optimistic about its completion and about what it seeks to
teach. If one believes in the power of his own words and in the words of others,
one must also hope and believe that the world will be a better place by our having
spoken or written those words.





