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ABSTRACT 

 

This study explores an African conception of Humanism as distinct from the European model 

and challenges the notion that Humanism is an entirely European construct. I argue that the 

ideological core of Humanism originated in ancient Kemet, the basis of which frames the 

African worldview. Furthermore, the theoretical framework provided by the African Humanistic 

paradigm serves as a model for structuring inter and intra group relations, for tackling notions of 

difference and issues of fundamentalism, for addressing socio-economic political concerns, and 

finally, to shift the currents of political rhetoric from one of jouissance to a more progressive and 

pragmatic stance.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iv 
 

 
 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENT 

 

I am grateful to my entire family—since it truly takes a village—especially my parents, Lisbeth 

and Stanley Isaac. I am grateful for their love, encouragement, and support. I am also grateful for 

all the exemplars in the academic field of Africana Studies who’ve come before leaving their 

profound insights to inspire and motivate us all. I’d also like to thank Dr. Abarry—who has 

always had great faith in me—along with all the other members of the dissertation committee: 

Dr. Monteiro, Dr. Norment, and Dr. Neptune.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



v 
 

 
 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

ABSTRACT………………….…………………………………………….…….................….…iii 

ACKNOWLEDGMENT…………………………………………………….................................iv 

LIST OF TABLES………………………………………………………….................................vii 

LIST OF FIGURES…………………………………………………………………………..… viii 

PREFACE: THE NIKE OF SAMOTHRACE…………………………………………………… ix 

CHAPTERS 

1. INTRODUCTION: PLAYING WITH RESPECT…………………………………… 1 

Statement of the Problem: Economic Forecast………………………………14 

Taking Up the Blues: Blackness as Social Construct……………….………. 20 

Political Conundrums…………..………………………..…………………...30 

Towards A Social Prescription (Purpose of the Study)..…………….………39 

2. METHODOLOGY: A QUESTION OF PLACE………….………………………… 41 

The African Worldview: Ethos and Culture………………………………… 48 

Locating Africa: Afrocentric Spaces.………………………………………...59 

Rationale: Acting From A Knowledge Base………..………………………..65 

Method………………………………………………………….……………66 

Chapter Summary………………………………………………… …………67 

Limitation of the Study………………………………………… ……………68 

3.  LITERATURE REVIEW: HUMANISM: ABSTRACT THEORY OR PRAGMATIC   

 MEASURE…………………………………………………………………………. 69 

 European Humanism…….…..…………………….………………… ……………...69 

Critical Perspectives on Humanism……………………………….… ………81 

African Humanism………………………………………………….… ……..91 

4. GOD TALK: BLACK THEOLOGY AS HUMANISTIC ENDEAVOR ………….105 

Religion as Cultural and Historic Marker………………………… ………..105 

The Black Church………………………………………………………….. 109 

The Hermeneutics of Black Theology……………………………………... 121 



vi 
 

 
 

 

 

 

5. NEITH & BLACK ATHENA BECKON: A LOVE STORY……………….. ...…..141 

The Role of Mythology……………………………………………… …..…141 

The Goddess: Stories of Power…………………………………… ………..147 

Egyptian and Greek Art in Brief………………………………… …………163 

Cultural Hybrid Markers in Sculpture……………………………….. …….170 

 

6. THE AFRICAN AESTHETIC & HUMANISM ….……………………… ……….176 

                              Ancient Kemetic Humanism………………………………… ……………..176 

      Black Magicians: African Aesthetical Spaces Through Time and Space…..184 

      Can You Feel Me? A Call to Peoplehood: The (Knew) Black Aesthetics …197 

7. ISHMAEL REED: NEO-HooDoo AESTHETICIAN……………………...… ……208 

On Mumbo Jumbo ……………………………………………………………222 

On Flight to Canada………………………………………………………….231 

On The Terrible Twos ……………………………………………………………….239 
 

8. JAMES BALDWIN: JEREMIAH, PROPHET & WITNESS ………………...........249 

The Role of the Artist: A Baldwinian Perspective……………………………...260 

Baldwin: The Price of Freedom…………………………………………… …...267 

 

9. CONCLUSION: HUMANISM AS AFRICANA CRITICAL THEORY…… …….273 

REFERENCES……………………………………………………………………..……….281 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



vii 
 

 
 

 

 

LIST OF TABLES 

 

 

Table            Page 

1. African-Oriented and Euro-American-Oriented Philosophical   48 

Characteristics 

 

2. Nichols’ (1976, 1987) Philosophical Aspects of Cultural Difference  51  

3. The African (Black) and European (White) Answers to the Cultural Aspects  55  

 

4. Optimal Conceptualization: Methods of an Ancient Afrocentric Psychology  57 

 

5. Assumptions that Guide Research and Theory in Black/Africana Studies 63

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 



viii 
 

 
 

 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 

Figure            Page 

1. The Winged Victory of Samothrace (frontal view)     x 

2. The Winged Victory of Samothrace (in its original setting)    xii 

3. Egyptian and Greek Kouroi        xxv 

4. Egyptian and Greek Kouroi        xxv 

5. Median Net Worth of Households 2005 and 2009     xlii 

6. Athena Varvakeion         152 

7. Figure 7A and 7B: illustrations of Neith      156 

8. The Goddess Neith         158 

9. Tarot Card: Temperance        195 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ix 
 

 
 

 

PREFACE 

THE WINGED VICTORY OF SAMOTHRACE 

It was at the Louvre, in Paris, that we met. I was and still am completely fascinated by 

her beauty, her pleasing and powerful aesthetic design, as well as her profound ancientness. With 

its extensive, detailed and realistic carvings on white Perian marble, the Winged Victory of 

Samothrace is awe inspiring and the magnificence of the sculpture is plain to all (see Figure 1). 

The statue’s enormous angelic wings on its female form seem to showcase a perfect blend of the 

divine and sublime with the human and mundane.  Carved from a prominent block of marble 

from the breast to the feet, the statue also contained blocks for the bust, head, wings and drapery 

which were all skillfully pieced together. Smith (1991) says of the Winged Victory: “The figure 

is a powerful combination of bold composition and virtuoso drapery carving” (p. 77) while 

Sleeswyk (1982) describes it as “most beautiful” having “incomparable grace” (p. 233). The 

statue is also often seen as a manifestation of victory and as “symbol of the triumphant spirit” 

(Havelock, 1981, p.136). It is no wonder then that the sculpture is considered to be a great 

masterpiece of the Hellenistic period.  I wanted to know more about her, and as it turns out, she 

had quite a story to tell. The sculpture is said to depict Nike, the goddess of victory, in the form 

of a winged woman, but the artist is unknown. The statue’s dynamic and dramatic portrayal of 

both a human and divine nature takes us into realm of humanism (actually the statue sparked this 

entire project). It seemed to me that the statue did indeed embody the victorious human spirit, 

and I thought perhaps that the principles of humanism might be useful in elevating our awareness 

of the primacy of human relations and serve as a reminder that human beings have the power to 

respond to socio-political events to create meaning in a constantly changing world. Additionally,  
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Figure 1: M o r va n ,  F.  ( 2 00 6) .  The Winged Victory of Samothrace, Lo uv re :  T h e  30 0  

M a ste rp iece s .  Pa r i s :  M u se e  du  Lo u vre .  
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Nike’s connection to Athena/Athene, and Athena’s connection to the Egyptian goddess Neith is 

quite remarkable.  

 In its original setting, the sculpture, 18 feet 3 inches in height, was placed high at a 

sanctuary built on the edge of a cliff with a natural landscape design setting which included rocks 

and a fountain (see Figure 2).  Sleeswyk (1982) explains the statue’s setting. 

The ‘Nike’ monument originally formed part of a fountain which consisted of two 

successive shallow basins. It stood next to the great Stoa for pilgrims to the ‘Sanctuary of 

the Great Gods’ for which Samothrace was famous for in the ancient world. The fountain 

stood on a slope, and the ‘Nike’ overlooked the sanctuary…..The site of the fountain had 

been scooped out of the hillside, and a low free-standing wall along the sides and the 

back of the upper basin hid the vertical surfaces from view.  

The marble prow stood obliquely in the nearly square upper basin the rippled 

upper surfaces of the base slabs lying beneath the surface of the water. Viewed from 

below the Victory seemed to sail forward on her ship against the strong prevailing breeze, 

her body outlined against the mountains and the sky (Sleeswyk, 1982, p. 233). 

Unfortunately, the statue is thought to have fallen from her pedestal during a severe mid-6
th 

century earthquake that destroyed most buildings in her sanctuary. In 1863, Charles 

Champoiseau, the French consul at Adrianople, discovered parts of the Winged Victory in the 

sanctuary of the Great Gods at Samothrace—a Greek island near the Aegean Sea—and 

transported it to France.   Four years after the discovery, the pieces were fitted together and 

placed on display in the Louvre. So regarded was the statue that a second mission to Samothrace 

was commissioned by the French government under the leadership of MM. G.  
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Figure 2: Lehmann, P., & Lehmann, K. (1973). The Winged Victory of Samothrace, Samothracian: 

Reflections Aspects of the Revival of the Antiques. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
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Deville and E. Coquart; however, that mission was considered a failure as no additional findings 

were had.  In 1873 and 1875 respectively, on multiple excavations, Champoiseau, M. Conze, (a 

Viennese archaeologist), and two architects, MM. Hauser and M. Benndorf, discovered new 

pieces of the sculpture. In 1879 all the fragments were fitted together to include the wings though 

the sculpture remains headless and armless (Child, 1890, p.561).  Benndorf concluded that the 

newly discovered blocks of the sculpture formed the pedestal of the Winged Victory and the 

remaining pieces formed the shape of the prow of a ship, though Champoiseau also claimed 

credit for the notion of the pedestal. The theory was supported by pointing to the figure on a 

tetradrachms of Demetrius Poliorcetes
1
 which represented Nike standing on the prow of a galley, 

blowing a trumpet, and carrying a trophy stand (Child,1890,  p. 561-2).   Consequently, the right 

hand of The Victory was also thought to have held a trumpet, or a victor’s crown, but later 

discoveries disproved that notion. In 1950, the palm and the end of the second finger of the 

statue’s right hand, her thumb, and part of her second finger were found in the reserve collection 

of the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna from Austrian excavations at Samothrace in 1873 

and 1875. In 1967, yet another discovery was made. This time, the fragments of a left hand 

found is thought to belong to the statue though the fragments were different in scale.  

Still today, neither the date of the consecration of the Victory of Samothrace, nor the 

naval battle the statue commemorates is known for certain, though ceramics seem to indicate that 

the statue dates from the late third or early second century B.C. (Haskell & Penny, 1981; 

Lehmann & Lehmann, 1973; Smith, 1991).  Dating the statue has been vexing for historians and 

archeologists alike and the date issue continues to be hotly debated. The Victory has been dated 

                                                             
1
 Silver coins made in commemoration of a great naval victory by the fleet of Antigonus, under 

the command of Demetrius, his son, off the island of Cyprus over Ptolemy in 306 B.C. 
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anywhere from 306 B.C to 31 B.C., and placed in all three centuries of the Hellenistic period. It 

has been suggested that the statue was dedicated by the Rhodians in commemoration of a naval 

victory or an offering by the people of Rhodes to the sanctuary in Samothrace. The evidence 

rests on the fact that the grey marble used for the prow and base of the statue, and the type of 

ship depicted, prove that those parts of the statue were built in Rhodes.  However, there is no 

clear evidence that the statue, like the base, was sculpted on Rhodes (Haskell & Penny, 1981; 

Lehmann & Lehmann, 1973; Smith, 1991). In fact, Lehmann & Lehmann (1973) argue that the 

Victory merely symbolized Samothrace’s own naval power however modest. They point out that 

Samothracian coins with ships printed on them were minted from the fourth (4
th

) century on, that 

in the Hellenistic period monuments with ships were very popular, and that Herodotus himself 

makes reference to the Samothrace naval power.  

Lehmann & Lehmann (1973) also suggest that the Victory’s sculptor might have been 

Hieronymos, a Samothracian sculptor who worked in Rhodes, in conjunction with other Rhodian 

sculptors. Yet, The Victory is also thought to have been sculpted by an artist of the Skopas
2
 

school (Skopas is known to have worked in Samothrace), and still others suggest that Paionios
3
 

(a contemporary of Phidias) as sculptor. The Victory was also thought to commemorate the naval 

victory won by Demetrius Poliorcetes
4
 in 306 B.C., and/or The Antigonos Gonatas

5
 victory in 

                                                             
2
 Greek sculptor and architect. He carved the decorations for the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus, 

for the temples of Artemis in Ephesus, Asia Minor, and Athena Alea in Tegea, central 

Peloponnese.  
3
 Greek sculptor and architect who worked on the great Temple of Artemis, and the Temple of 

Apollo.  
4
 Demetrius Poliorcetes (337-283 B.C.) was a Macedonian king of Macedon and the son of 

Antigonus I. In 306 B.C., they launched an assault on the Egyptian kingdom of Ptolemy I Soter 

in a naval battle off the island of Salamis. They destroyed the Ptolemaic fleet and temporarily 

assumed naval supremacy from the Egyptian kings in the eastern Mediterranean. Following the 

death of Antigonus at the Battle of Ipsos in 301 BC, Demetrius became sole king and began to 

issue coins in his own name. 

http://encyclopedia.farlex.com/Halicarnassus
http://www.answers.com/topic/temple-of-artemis
http://www.answers.com/topic/apollo
http://www.answers.com/topic/apollo
http://www.answers.com/topic/antigonus-i-monophthalmus
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the battle of Kos in 358 B.C.  Still others point out that sculpture from the workshops of 

Pergamon, in Asia Minor, like the Great Altar (especially the Gigantomachy frieze decorating 

the base) is similar in style to the Victory of Samothrace (See Figure 2). The eastern 

Mediterranean saw many battles between rival fleets when Philip V of Macedonia
6
 came into 

power in 221 B.C.  The naval battles ended in 189 B.C., with Phillip’s defeat in 197 B.C., and 

the defeat of Antioch’s ruler by Pergamon forces in 189 B.C.  Therefore, they argue it seems 

likely that the sculptor worked on the Victory of Samothrace between 220 and 185B.C, before 

beginning work on the Great Altar of Pergamon (Hamiaux, 2007). Carpenter (1960) suggests 

that The Victory be dated later than the Great Altar specifically between the period of 180-160 

B.C. Conceding that no naval successes occurred during that time, he theorizes that Perseus, the 

last of the Macedonian Kings, fled from the Roman forces to Samothrace in 168 B.C. Therefore, 

Carpenter (1960) argues that The Victory could very well be Pergamon’s memorial to defeating 

Macedon since it was the Pergamon fleet which ultimately forced Perseus’ surrender (p.204). 

There is a general consensus that identifying regional markers of Hellenistic art requires 

much conjecture to be proven.  Yet in her article, “Rhodian Sculpture Workshops,” Goodlett 

(1991) discusses the unique nature of sculpture workshops in Rhodes. Interestingly enough, she 

points out that Rhodian sculpture is linked to sculpture in other parts of the Hellenistic world, 

and that most scholars despite disagreement on specific details agree that Rhodian sculpture is 

homogenous enough to allow for “discussion of a Rhodian school of sculpture” (p. 673). 

Additionally, Goodlett (1991) points out that Rhodian sculptors are frequently connected with 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
5
 King of Macedonia from 276-241 B.C., and son of Demetrius Poliorcetes. He took the throne in 

282 B.C., when his father died.   
6
 King of Macedonia from 221 to 179 B.C.  He tried to extend Macedonian influence throughout 

Greece resulted in his defeat by Rome. He was the son of Demetrius II. 

 

 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/157038/Demetrius-II
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Pergamon based on stylistic evidence—a  similarity between Pergamene baroque  and Rhodian 

ornamental sculpture—but concedes that scholars disagree on the origins of the style, Rhodes or 

Pergamon?  Of special interest to me was that Rhodian workshops evolved with associations of 

sculptors from Rhodes, the Peraea, and Asia Minor and that those established workshops are 

easily identifiable.  The fact is, the connection between many of the sculptors are preserved since 

most of the sculptors signed with their patronymics, yet there has been little attempt to address 

the mechanics which allowed for a transmission of styles despite the ‘astonishing amount of 

information” about the sculptors who worked on Rhodes (Goodlett, 1991, p. 673). Yet Beard & 

Henderson (2001) are dismissive of the Rhodes workshops and even of the notion of a 

Pergamene style. They stress that despite the enormous emphasis on this so-called distinctive 

style, the reality is that artistic productions during this period were deliberately coy with their 

linear genealogies as works of art were aimed at outbidding the competition. Secondly, leading 

artists of this time travelled extensively across the Mediterranean to work on different 

commissions at various locations, and rulers poured resources into art patronage across the 

international stage, all of which undermines the notion of particular local schools including 

Rhodes. They imply here too that some historians have willfully made artists Rhodians despite a 

lack of evidence. Beard & Henderson (2001) suggest instead, that any notion of a Pergamene 

style be accepting of its international origins though they neglect to identify specific geographies 

(p. 158-159). I would urge that we include Egypt in that notion of international origins. Despite 

the notion that Egyptian artists were anonymous, Davis (1989) points out that we know the 

names, tiles, and identities of some Egyptian artists including the projects and life histories of 

craftsmen connected with their respective art form. To illustrate, Davis (1989) looks to Imhotep, 

Master of Works and Master of Sculptors under Djoser and Sekhemkhet in the Third Dynasty (p. 
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110). Additionally, Davis (1989) notes that works from various periods can be identified as the 

products of individual artists as some artists added their own portraits to groups of figures and 

that we also have written statements of authorship. Though the question remains whether the 

artists are claiming credit or were mere retainers on a project.  

Similarly, Beazley & Ashmole (1966) argue that starting in the fourth century, the Greek 

artists “followed the flow of wealth and power” and worked in small groups or as single masters 

on commissions for new kings and the new cities which sprang up, and even for old cities who 

desired artistic luxuries. They suggest that new schools formed sporadically, made up of various 

elements—though those elements are not identified—that produced works of one style. More 

often than not, however, sculptors would cast statues in cities not of their birth and would leave 

presumably for the next project. We are then left with nothing but a name or a nameless copy of 

their work. Beazley & Ashmole (1966) like Beard & Henderson (2001) conclude that:  

One is likely to find, instead of a consistent development, reminiscence of several styles, 

which renders it impossible, in the absence of a signature or other external evidence, to 

say to what school the sculptor of such an electric work belongs. Stylistic comparison, 

one of the most trustworthy guides to the classification of works of art, thus begins to fail 

at the same time as literary evidence and the virtual stereotyping of alphabetical forms 

robs inscription of much of their chronographical value (p. 67). 

The fact that the Winged Victory cannot be dated satisfactorily, or that the artist(s) is 

unidentifiable speaks to the difficulty of classifying artwork to a specific period especially since 

sculptors began copying and imitating the styles and creativity of artists that had come before. 



xviii 
 

 
 

While it is beyond the scope of this project to determine the linage or ethnicities of those 

sculptors at Rhodes, I thought it shocking that there was no inkling of an Egyptian influence in 

the literature regarding the sculpture generally and no Egyptian theories in terms of identifying 

who the sculptor(s) may be.  This exclusion might account for the difficulty in pinpointing the 

artist(s) and classifying the period of the statue’s consecration, especially since, as Harris (1971) 

notes, “the one substantial legacy to the ancient world is that of Egyptian architectural and 

artistic elements, freely adapted to the point of parody in Phoenicia and the Levant, and 

spreading thence throughout the Mediterranean and to mainland Greece” (p. 2). Secondly, it is 

now undisputed that that the Greeks were in direct contact with the cultures of Egypt, 

Mesopotamia, and the Levant and that by 700 B.C “their influence was deeply felt” (Fullerton, 

2000, p.60).  Woodford (2004) describes the true order of events: 

The Poleis [Greeks] eventually also began to trade more widely and so came into contact 

with the peoples and cultures of Egypt and the Near East. These ancient, literate and 

brilliant civilizations, with their rich and accomplished art forms, awed and astonished 

the Greeks. Thoroughly impressed and eager to learn, many had by the middle of the 7
th

 

century BC acquired the skills which enabled them to produce the literature and sculpture 

that later made them famous: they learned how to write and how to carve stone (p. 4) 

Batterberry & Ruskin (1968) also argue that international trade changed the artistic course of 

Greece throughout the seventh century B.C. (p.61) and Beazley & Ashmole (1966) similarly 

stress the foreign influence on Greek art. They point out that “Towards the end of the eighth 

century foreign import and foreign influence increase greatly, and eventually contribute to the 

transformation of the aspect of Greek art. Products of Hittite and Syrian art, and of the mixed art 

created out of Syrian, Mesopotamian and Egyptian elements by the Phoenicians, reached the 
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Greeks both overland and by sea” (p. 5). The Greek Miracle appears not to have emerged in a 

vacuum but from frequent and significant contact from surrounding cultures. This period of 

influence where the Greeks developed techniques from Egypt and the East deemed the Archaic 

period occurred from the middle of the 7
th

 century BC (650) until the Persian wars to the early 

part of the 5
th

 century BC (490-479).  The Classical period occurred right after the Persian Wars 

till the Peloponnesian War (404 BC) and denotes a period of artistic brilliance and excellence.  

Schäfer (1974) observes that knowledge of Egyptian art is necessary to understand the 

beginnings of Geek art, the progenitor of contemporary European art (p.2) since before 

representational art emerged in Greece, Babylonia and Egypt were the only two creative cultures 

(p. 17). He warns that we cannot underestimate the influence of Babylonia and especially Egypt 

on Greece and as those two cultures would have acted as stimulus.   Additionally, Schäfer (1974) 

identifies two routes from Egypt to Greece—there was only one route from Babylonia to Greece 

which was through Syria, and Asia Minor—which become significant after 700 B.C. The first 

route went straight across the sea and the second longer one through the coasts of Syria and Asia 

Minor. According to Schäfer (1974), the second route is especially significant because it clearly 

marks the effect of Egyptian art on European art. Here Schäfer stresses that the Greeks had to 

“analyze and dissolve” Egyptian art in order to make sense of it (p.2). Furthermore he notes: 

There may be other echoes of these changing routes in Greek myths. There are obscure 

allusions to the direct route in the descriptions of the arrival of various legendary heroes, 

such as Kekrops and Danaos, the brother of Aiguptos. On the other hand, it is as if Egypt 

had been expunged from another group of myths. All the technical processes, like glass-

making, which the Greeks derived from Egypt, are attributed to the active transmitters, 

the Phoenicians, or to native Greek inventors such as Daidalos (Schäfer, 1974, p. 2). 
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Similarly, Spivey (1996) recognizes that “Myths, manners and institutions cannot be excluded 

from any account of the shaping of art” (p. 26) and points of the Daidalos figure which he 

describes as an “arch-artist in mortal mythology” to illustrate (p.19). Spivey (1996) further 

maintains that the mythology of Daidalos allowed the Greeks to “claim the invention of various 

artistic techniques”, and “ignore the manifold borrowings that their early artists made from 

culturally senior neighbors in the Aegean, the Hittites, the Egyptians, the Assyrians and the 

Phoenicians” (p. 29). Daidalos surfaces and survives as architect and sculptor, as both a literary 

and mythological figure who manages to invent wings which account for his adventures, and as a 

symbol of human ingenuity and creativity. 

So the Egyptian influence must be considered for the following reasons. First, the 

creations of geographically or artistically distinct workshops are not always easily or clearly 

separated. In fact, Gunter (2009 ) concedes that problems exist in the artistic realm because of 

the effect of “Orientalizing” an “Egyptianizing” art works in terms of copies, adaptation and 

influence and asks: “What about stone sculpture, whose authorship—or cultural/stylistic 

label—cannot be so rigorously defined on technical grounds” (Gunter, 2009, p. 86). Influence 

here refers to type, subject, style, material, or technique or manufacture or decoration. 

Moreover, amulets, scarabs, and other small objects made of faience in workshops in Egypt, 

Rhodes, and other nearby regions have been found in significant quantities in Greek sanctuaries 

and tombs. Gunter (2009) points out that these objects have been dismissed for their size and 

their “cheap, mass-produced quality” but also points out that Egyptian faience objects found 

from Late Geometric tombs in Athens only accompanied the wealthiest burials (p.141). The 

fact that the workshops in Egypt and Rhodes were producing similar pieces suggests that the 

workshops were clearly in dialogue with each other.  
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Secondly, not only were the Egyptians the ones who taught the Mediterranean peoples 

how to “construct buildings with carefully squared blocks” we now know that they created this 

method (Schäfer, 1974, p.23).  Old Kingdom stone temples were the first to express large-scale 

architectural ideas in a clearly thought-out plan and design, and it was also in the Old Kingdom 

that sculpture becomes associated with architecture.  Experts agree that it was in the seventh 

century that life size statues appeared in Greece, and Beazley & Ashmole (1966) present the idea 

that colossal statues came to Greece from Egypt, “the home of grandeur” which was then open to 

the Greeks (p.11).   It is also significant that Egyptian representational art is intimately connected 

with architecture by their close spatial and physical association (Schäfer, 1974, p.23). 

Interestingly enough, The Winged Victory of Samothrace was designed and then placed into an 

architecturally designed space: a sanctuary built on the edge of a cliff with a natural landscape 

design. The island of Samothrace where the Victory was found, was colonized by the Greeks 

from Samos, who held close ties with Egypt, and were the first to make large scale sculptures 

which they learned from Egypt. Gunter (2009) describes the intimate ties between Samos and 

Egypt: 

Samians were among the Greek states that participated in stabling a trading 

settlement (emporion) at Naukratis, an event generally dated about 620 B.C.E. Samians 

may also have numbered among the Ionian mercenaries who fought with Egypt in 

western Asia during the reigns of the early Saite pharaohs. Herodotus describes a 

particularly close alliance between Polykrates of Samos and the Saite pharaoh Ahmose 

(570-526 B.C.E.), which may have developed from already friendly relations established 

by the mid-seventh century. Ancient Greek tradition also held that Samian artisans were 

the first to make large-scale, hollow-cast bronze sculpture, using Egyptian techniques. 
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The political and especially the commercial ties between Samos and Egypt, therefore, 

ought to account for the abundant archaeological testimony to extensive oversees 

contacts (p.143). 

So how did the Greeks gain the capacity for the production of the life-size stone figures? 

Could the production of tiny, solid, cast-bronze figures naturally lead the Greeks to large-scale 

hollow-cast sculpture? To address these issues Spivey (1996) notes that scholars take one of two 

routes. The first is the “Orientalizing” which allows for direct influence from Egypt and the near 

East and where focus is placed on places where interaction between the Greeks and the Orientals 

took place. For instance, the island of Samos, and the Greek outpost of Naukratis in the Nile 

delta which was officially established in the early 6
th

 century and where Greek traders would be 

exposed to the monuments of Egypt (Spivey, 1996, p. 116). The second route is to assume the 

automatic progression by Greek artists from small scale to large projects (p. 117). For the time 

period in question, the most logical approach is clear. It is no coincidence that with the formation 

of the trading posts that the Greeks began to create stone sculpture. Carpenter (1959) would 

certainly agree. He argues that Greek sculpture was never really primitive, but started in an early 

archaic stage, having being spared the phase of incoherence. He explains: “This rather 

anomalous situation is explained by the historic accident that the art of glyptic monumental 

statuary reached Greece in an already advanced stage of technical competence by being acquired 

by Ionian Greek visitors to Egypt in the seventh century B.C. In the course of the sixth century 

Greek sculpture evolved through its archaic period, a phase which by opening of the fifth century 

had reached a high stylistic perfection without transcending the essential quality of archaism” 

(Carpenter, 1959, p. 77). It must be reasoned the transmission of knowledge of statuary 

production and the like to the Greeks could not have happened overnight, and that the Greeks 
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would have had to have direct access to the Egyptian workshops and/or apprenticeship from the 

Egyptians. They would have had to be taught this very complex, multi-layered, and sophisticated 

process which requires much more than a fair amount of skill. In describing the workshop 

procedure of the Egyptian sculptor, Carpenter (1959) notes that “Every stage in this lengthy and 

laborious process required skill based on training out of experience such as could be assured only 

by transmission from master to apprentice pupil” (p. 9). The intimate and close alliance between 

Egypt and Samos would mentioned earlier would allow for such a transmission of knowledge to 

occur.  

Third, the Egyptians invented the “canon of proportions” used till the Renaissance to 

tabulate different parts of the body in relation to other body parts in artistic representation 

(Harris, 1971, p. 55). To ensure correct proportioning, the Egyptians also invented the grid (a 

system of squares) which represented “a geometrical projection of the canon” (Harris, 1971, p. 

59). Interestingly enough the theory of human proportions was based on science and not for 

artistic purposes. Aldred (1980) points out that if the Egyptian could produce a system of 

mensuration regarding his environment reducing it to a finite pattern, we shouldn’t be surprised 

that he would also devise a canon of proportion to which his works of art would conform (p. 13). 

The canon “…was based on the empirical observation before the Egyptians had inaugurated their 

artistic tradition, of the well-established physiological fact that the mutual relations of the various 

parts of the human body are constant and immutable in all individuals irrespective of any 

differences in size and dimensions” (Harris, 1971, p. 56-7). Davis (1989) also observes that the 

Egyptians had to have studied the human body intensely and that “the proportional canon offered 

a scientific, calculated basis for an idealizing naturalism, regularizing, standardizing, or 

normalizing the obvious diversity in actual human proportions” (p.26). So even in art, the 
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Egyptian sense of order, harmony, and symmetry was mandated and not left to chance.  

“Everything was measured and put in its place for a purpose. All art-statues, paintings, and 

buildings obeyed rules of balance and proportion and every artist had to learn the rules” (Hodge, 

1998, p.5). The proportional system was crucial to the precision and elegance of the final overall 

effect of the art work. It was for this reason that the Greek sculptors adopted the Egyptian canon 

in the late seventh or sixth century B.C. (Davis, 1989, p. 27). Egyptian sculptors’ apprentices 

were taught first to make individual parts of the body in their workshops, and provided that the 

correct proportions of the parts were adhered to multiple artists could work on the same piece 

from multiple geographical locations. We see examples of this piecemeal technique in 

Hellenistic style bronzes (Schäfer, 1974, p. 325).  

It was in Egypt that a proper theory of human proportions was first advanced and 

developed into an artistic canon determining the ratios of the various parts of the body. Schäfer 

(1974) also argues that Egyptians were probably the first to be aware of the nobility inherent in 

the human form and to express it in art (p. 16). In fact, the Egyptian bakenreneb and Greek 

kouros (plural kouroi) provide evidence for these claims (See figure 3 and 4). The Greeks began 

sculpting figures in a monumental style about the middle of the 7
th
 century B.C. , with the 

dominating figure being that of a naked youth, the kouros, which means boy or young man 

(Batterberry & Rushin,  1968, p.68; Woodford, 2004, p.7 ). Beazley & Ashmole (1966) argue 

that the kouros did not develop out of early Greek statuettes but that the model is in fact 

Egyptian. Batterberry & Ruskin (1968) claim that as “the rigid stance [of the kouroi] is 

reminiscent of the Egyptian from whom, in fact, the Greeks originally learned how to make the 

figure of a standing man and how to show the division of the body and its muscles” (p. 67).   
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Figure 3: Egyptian and Greek Kouroi. Woodford, Susan. (2004). The Art of Greece and Rome. 2
nd

 Edition. New 

York: Cambridge University Press. 

From left to right: 

 Kouros from Anavyssos, c. 530 B.C.. Height 194 cm, National Archaeological Museum, Athens, back.  

 Kouros late 7
lh
 century B.C. (same as 1.1), back.  

 Kouros (Aristodikos), c. 500 B.C., height 195 cm. National Arclicological Museum, Athens. 

 Kritios boy, c. 480 B.C., Acropolis Museum, Athens. 

 

 

Figure 4: Egyptian and Greek Kouroi. Woodford, Susan. (2004). The Art of Greece and Rome. 2
nd

 Edition. New 

York: Cambridge University Press. 

From left to right: 

 Kouros.  Late 7
th
 century B.C., height 184m, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Fletcher Fund, 1932.  

 Bakenreneb (Egyptian) mid 7
,h
 century B.C., height 50 cm, courtesy of  Museum  of Fine Arts, Boston, William 

E. Niekerson Fund. 

 K.ing Meryankhre  Mcntuhtpe (Egyptian), mid 17
th
 century B.C., height 23 cm, British Museum, London. 
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Stewart (1990) acknowledges the Egyptian origins of the Kouroi: 

 …the case of the kouroi is only slightly less clear-cut. For whereas both the type and its 

proportional canon are Egyptian-derived, once again all is immediately transformed by 

the Greeks into a series of personal statements about aristocratic self-definition.  Here as 

elsewhere, then, the Greeks stole an idea, then at once made it their own; for Egyptian art 

was so closely integrated into its culture that to have assimilated it to any greater degree 

would virtually have entailed that the Greek sculptor and his clientele turn Egyptian 

(Stewart, 1990, p. 312-313). 

Finally, Woodford (2004) likewise argues that the early Greek statues look like Egyptian 

ones because not only did the Greeks adopt the Egyptian method of working in stone, they also 

adopted the Egyptian system of proportion. Centuries earlier, the Egyptians had mastered the art 

of carving stone figures by drawing outlines of the figures they wanted on three or four faces of a 

stone block and then chiseled inward removing stone until the desired figure was completed 

(Woodford, 2004, p.7; Spivey, 1997, p. 120; Osborne, 1998, p. 76; Carpenter, 1971, p. 10-12).  

The Winged Victory was designed in just such a fashion. Not only was she carved from one 

principal block of marble from below the breast to the feet with a number of subsidiary blocks 

for the head, wings, drapery and bust, she was also put together by a seemingly piecemeal 

technique mentioned earlier (all the separate pieces were placed together rather skillfully). 

Diodorus is thought to have commented on the similarities between the Egyptian and Greek 

statues: “The style of old statues in Egypt is the same as those made by Daidalos among the 

Hellenes” (qtd. in Morris, 1992, p. 240). Diordorus provides the story of two brothers, Telekes 

and Theodorus, one in Samos the other at Ephesus, each completing a vertical half of a statue, 
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using the Egyptian grid system. The kouros fit perfectly together appearing to be the work of one 

man. The brothers who had been in Egypt, claimed that the procedure was Egyptian and not 

Greek (Cook, 1967, p. 26; Spivey, 1997, p. 120).  Diordorus states that practice of making 

composite statues “is practiced specially amongst the Egyptians, for amongst them the form of 

statues is not judged from the appearance to the eye, as amongst the Greeks” (qtd. in Murray, 

1979, p. 5).  

Clearly, the Saite canon for sculpture was copied and used by Greek sculptors, yet Morris 

(1992) is against the using Diodorus’ claims about the statues arguing that he might have simply 

been suggesting that the kouroi occupied the same venerated position as the statues in Egypt (p. 

241). Instead, Morris (1992) suggest that Greek presence was confined in Egypt, that Greek 

sculpture in Egypt does not show sufficient “native influence,” and that the near East—most 

notably Cyprus, Phoenicia, and Syria—are a more likely source of Aegean statue type and 

technique (p. 240).  Finally, Morris’ (1992) coup de grace is to lament that these recent trends in 

scholarship “discourage the use of archaeological evidence to interpret the passage in Diodorus, 

which must be understood within its historical and literary context” (p. 241). Morris’ claims 

seem rather superfluous when the statues themselves serve as archeological evidence. It has been 

generally accepted for some time now that the Greek kouros in New York found in Attica follow 

the Egyptian grid exactly. They so closely conform to each other that they are believed to have 

been made in the same workshop.  The similarities between the Egyptian bakenreneb and Greek 

kouros are clearly apparent in terms of the pose and stance of the figures (See figures 3 and 4).  

So apparent are the similarities that “Only the most desperate anti-orientalist could deny the 

derivation of the kouros from an Egyptian model” (Fullerton, 2000, p.65).  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

PLAYING WITH RESPECT 

“It is in the knowledge of the genuine conditions of our lives that we must draw 

our strength to live and our reasons for acting.”
7
 

 

No one can deny that man is a social creature; the very concept of civilization or even 

that of society supports this. Furthermore, the social spaces created by man are inherently 

political ones. Feminists of the 1960s and 1970s, including Audre Lorde, argued a connection 

between the personal and political claiming that the personal was, in fact, political. In her essay, 

“The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House,” Lorde urges a repudiation of a 

politics of difference.  Here, the master’s tools references the multiplicity of means used to 

subjugate, control and oppress the “other.” In his house, the master is able to exercise political 

power over the oppressed. The master’s house, therefore, becomes a symbol of power. Olsen 

(2000) notes that the master’s tools “designate techniques of domination through the exercise of 

political power, moral judgment, and social privilege” (p. 264), and “underscored the actual tools 

for production of such material goods as ‘the master’s house’” (p. 265). The master’s house, on 

the other hand, becomes a site of privilege and one where people with access, exercise power, 

judgment and control over the alienated and marginalized.  

Yet, while the master’s tools may provide an immediate path of a measure of power, 

Lorde argues that it will not bring about permanent or genuine change. Instead one becomes 

embroiled in occupying the current position of hegemony maintained by the “master’s house” 

should one utilize those very tools (p. 111). Instead, Lorde suggests a support system of sorts 

where relationships are nurtured and forged to allow a new and more inclusive subjectivity. In 

                                                             
7  Simone de Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity. New York: Citadel Press Books (1948). 
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this way, she argues for a perspective whereby we begin to view difference between the self and 

other as a crucial strength and creative force. Lorde maintains that: “Interdependency between 

women is the way to a freedom which allows the I to be, not in order to be used, but in order to 

be creative. This is a difference between the passive be and the active being” (p. 111). For Lorde, 

difference is not to be feared or simply tolerated, but should be viewed as “a fund of necessary 

polarities between which our creativity can spark like a dialectic” (p. 111). Relationships based 

on a mutual interdependency will only be and remain non-threatening when difference is given a 

creative function rather than used as a “master’s tool” (dominant difference). Though Lorde’s 

argument is geared towards women, it can be extended generally to group dynamics towards 

coalition building. That interdependency between persons and/or groups will promote agency, 

and Lorde suggests that it will provide the power to create new ways of being in the world.  At 

first glance, Lorde’s argument may seem abstract, but forging bonds between groups is a major 

socio-political hurdle even in a nation such as ours that claims to be committed to equality. 

Furthermore, group identity issues coupled with a difference of dominance have proven to be a 

major factor in limiting humanity’s progress/evolution. Additionally, using difference as a 

starting point to promote a process of engagement with a dialectic discourse forces all parties to 

justify their beliefs, their motives, and their reasoning.  In short, this practice will challenge us to 

investigate how we make sense of the world and the reality we chose to create. 

In her concluding statements, Lorde implores each of us to “…reach down into that deep 

place of knowledge inside herself and touch that terror and loathing of any difference that lives 

there. See whose face it wears. Then the personal as the political can begin to illuminate all our 

choices (p. 113). This call to action though personal clearly has the potential for affecting and 

redefining our notions of community both on the local level and on a global scale. 
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John Miller Chernoff (1979), in his book, African Rhythm and African Sensibility, shares 

portions of deeply profound conversations that occurred between Ibrahim Abdula, leader of the 

Takai drummers in Tamale, West Africa, and himself. These conversations also focus our 

attention on the need for a robust transformation of human relationships. Ibrahim, teaching 

Chernoff the way of the drum, instructs him that he is to “play with respect” when at one point, 

Chernoff gets frustrated with his own playing (Chernoff 1979, p. 109). Ibrahim chastised 

Chernoff and proceeds to explain his reasons for teaching Chernoff, an outsider, to play the 

drums; Ibrahim considered it to be “an exchange of respect” (p. 139). The reader concludes from 

Ibrahim’s explanation that a person gains respect when people are able to know and become 

familiar with said person. This occurs when one makes his/her self “low” and accessible to 

others of the community. Chernoff had done this by taking the time to get indoctrinated into the 

culture and community.  It is in the “knowing” that people are able to reciprocate and “give back 

your respect.”  Ibrahim’s insights, like Lorde’s, provide a framework to begin a theoretical 

analysis of justice, inter and intra ethical group play and interaction, as well as the African 

aesthetic.  The notion of playing with respect creates a site—a playground if you will—ripe for 

the analysis of the performance of the players, teams, and of a society’s performance overall. 

Ibrahim’s notion of playing with respect alludes to the aesthetical space where the sacred and the 

secular, the sublime and the ordinary converge, and to the attitude and character one must 

possess to truly be beautiful. Similar to Lorde’s, Ibrahim’s theory allows room for multiple 

perspectives with no room for hierarchy if we adhere to fair play and his admonition serves as a 

warning to the chaos which is sure to materialize when one does not play with respect. 

Noting that race, national origin, sex, religion and disability are all currently protected by 

Federal civil rights laws and that increasing number of states now include sexual orientation in 
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civil rights laws, legal scholar Yoshino (2007) argues that the covering demand is the new civil 

rights issue of our time. He stresses the importance of securing a new civil rights paradigm that 

moves away from a simple group-based equality rights to a more universal liberty rights. This 

new paradigm should not be centered only legal solutions but on social solutions as well (p.27).  

Yoshino rightly notes that both Martin Luther King and Malcolm X took such a position 

transitioning from arguing for civil rights to a more universal concept of human rights. This 

approach requires both legal and cultural action.  While his main focus is gay rights, Yoshino’s 

gay critique of assimilation has major implications for civil right groups including racial 

minorities, women, religious minority groups, and people with disabilities.  

Yoshino uses Goffman’s
8
 notion of covering to construct his own argument concerning 

assimilation, conversion and civil rights. For Yoshino, while there are some benefits to 

assimilation—it allows for fluid social interaction—he is against coerced assimilation or a 

“reflexive conformity.” Conversion, perhaps the most severe demand, refers to the pressure as 

well as the resulting internal desire to re-make oneself desirable.  While passing and covering 

will leave the identity relatively intact, conversion seeks to kill it. Covering describes the 

behavior that various groups with “spoiled” identities/stigmas attempt to mute undesirable traits. 

Passing and covering are distinguishable to the extent that passing pertains to the visibility of the 

identifiable trait while covering describes the desire to mute or tone down  the so-called identity 

markers to fit into mainstream society (p. 18). Together, conversion, passing and covering 

describe “a set of performances” on the part of the victim, but also a “set of demands” made of 

said victims to minimize or mute undesirable traits (p. 18).  Clearly, we have learned and 

adopted behavior patterns that allow us to avoid society’s penalties for being different, yet 

                                                             
8
 Sociologist Erving Goffman’s discusses his concept of covering in his 1963 book, Stigma. 
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Yoshino warns that the idea of mainstream is a myth. Since human beings can hold multiple 

identities, the mainstream is also going to be fluid. As such, none of us are entirely in it.  

The real tragedy of Yoshino’s concept of conversion, covering, and passing is the loss of 

authentic identity under the guise of assimilation. As Yoshino recognizes, gays are asked to 

minimize their gayness, racial minorities to conform to historically white norms,  women to mute 

traits associated with masculinity or to do the reverse in situation where masculine traits are  the 

desirable ones (working mothers are often asked to mute their child care demands), and  the 

disabled to discretely manage their disabilities. Positioning himself a gay Japanese-American, 

Yoshino maintains that gays cover in at least four (4) ways: (1) appearance, the way the 

individual physically presents his/her self to the world; (2) affiliation which is concerned with 

cultural identifications; (3) activism which refers to the extent to which the identity is politicized; 

and (4) associations, the visual choice of friends, lovers, colleagues, etc., (p. 79). Somehow, 

Yoshino outs even me here. These four elements can serve as markers for defining how gay one 

wants to be, or how black one wants to be, or how much of any identity one wishes to embody. 

Clearly, DuBois’ notion of double-consciousness is relevant here; the sense of always looking at 

one’s self through the eyes of others, and of measuring one’s soul by the tape of the world.   

Society’s gaze is powerful, and no one is immune to it; as a result, everyone covers to some 

extent. 

An analysis of conversion, covering, and passing, is especially important in the social, 

political and legal arenas, for they are sites ripe for the deconstructing of the role of power in the 

constructing of self, and can provide a lens for viewing the social and political values present in 

our social practices and interactions with each other. Yoshino (2007) reveals that the law has yet 

to perceive covering as a threat since the law only protects traits that individuals cannot 
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change—like chromosomes, skin color, or innate sexual orientation. This position taken in both 

race and orientation cases fall under what Yoshino terms the accommodation model of 

antidiscrimination law; therefore, makes a distinction between being and doing and does not take 

into account behavioral aspects of personhood. For instance, someone fired based on his/her skin 

color will most likely win a legal battle, but someone fired for failing to cover a cultural aspect 

of her racial identity will generally lose. A black woman wearing cornrows being told that she 

must wear her hair differently, a Muslim woman being required to remove her veil, or a working 

mother being forced to dismiss her childcare responsibility. Yoshino discusses multiple legal 

cases which suggest that America’s anti-discrimination laws conflate equality with a non-

perception of difference (p. 182). The military’s don’t ask, don’t tell policy and notions of color 

blindness prove that the law’s dominant position in addressing difference is to “instruct the 

mainstream to ignore it and the outsider group to mute it” (Yoshino 2007, p.182). Yoshino 

suggests that rather than focusing on people’s ability to assimilate, the Courts should focus on 

the legitimacy of the social demands made on people and “look at difference in life as it is lived” 

(p.  182).  

Passing, covering, and conversion should therefore not be viewed as a simple omission of 

a part of the self, but as active production of selves, constructed and preserved to fit mainstream 

expectation. This of course leads to issues of authority, privilege, hierarchy, on the one hand, and 

issues of doubt, self-hatred, and silencing, on the other. We must recognize here that the 

maintenance of these systems of oppression work through and exist within that very silence, and 

therefore through covering, passing and conversion. So the demand to cover is not trivial and as 

Yoshino argues, “it is the symbolic heartland of inequality—what reassures one group of its 

superiority to another” (p. 107). Covering demands a modern form of subordination, and when 
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we cover, pass or convert, we’re choosing not to enter into dialogue with the human narrative. In 

fact, we write ourselves out of that narrative, and fail to produce language/discourse—certainly 

ones that challenge and dismantle privileged and hierarchical bodies of knowledge. We cannot 

underestimate the role of language in positioning human subjects in specific ideological 

discourse. When we cover, pass or convert we fail to create a space for the articulation of that 

which we mute, we fail to shape or fashion our version of reality and truth. We fail ourselves.  

Martha Minow (1987) in her introduction to the legal brief, “The Supreme Court, 1986 

Term,” points out that each term the nation and the Supreme Court regularly address cases that 

reveal the “enduring grip of ‘difference’” and the social and economic implication of what 

difference come to mean over time. Minow maintains that the legal treatment of difference is to 

view as a non-sequitur the point of view from which difference is centered rather than conceding 

that the problem of difference can be understood from multiple points of views. She highlights 

three (3) versions of what she terms the dilemma of difference.  In the first version of the 

dilemma, difference is recreated when it is observed. For instance, while decisions about 

employment, benefits and treatment in society should not be contingent on one’s race, gender, 

religion, social class, or group membership, refusing to recognize difference will matter and 

continue to matter in a society where one group is privileged over another. The second version of 

the dilemma, the riddle of neutrality, centers on governmental neutrality where neutral means 

might not produce neutral results. In this instance, governmental neutrality will keep in place 

past consequences of difference, yet to depart from that stance of neutrality will be dependent on 

government power and discretion to make differences matter. This process will in turn 

symbolically reinforce the highlighted difference. The third version of the dilemma is the choice 

between broad discretion which allows for individualized decisions, and categorical decisions in 
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utilizing public or private power. Here Minow (1987) points out that while judges and legislators 

may pass on directly engaging the use of difference in their decision making, granting that 

discretion to other officials simply allows others to do so. While formal rules may constrain 

public/private discretion, that very specificity makes differences significant. 

Despite its appearance of being insurmountable, Minow (1987) stresses that there is a 

way past the dilemma of difference. She concedes that the risk of non-neutrality and the risk of 

discrimination accompany “efforts both to ignore and to recognize difference in equal treatment 

and special treatment; in color- or gender-blindness and in affirmative action; in governmental 

neutrality and in governmental preferences; and in decision makers’ discretion and in formal 

constraints on discretion” (p. 31). However, Minow argues like Lorde does that should we 

examine and articulate our own assumptions about the nature of difference then we begin a 

process where those assumptions take a place among the other choices of how we should address 

difference. Minow (1987) identifies five (5) major assumptions that we should question. First, 

we often view difference as intrinsic rather than viewing them as expressions of comparisons 

between people (relational). Secondly, we adopt an unstated point of reference when assessing 

others. That unstated premise/point of reference is what we perceive to be the norm, but it is vital 

to recognize that unstated point of comparison is not neutral.  Thirdly, we treat the perspective of 

the person who judges as objective rather than subjective, but Minow stresses that no one is free 

from having a perspective and that no one can fully take on the perspective of another. Fourth, 

we assume that the perspective of those being judged are irrelevant or already taken into account 

so that we are dismissive of a person’s self-conception or worldview in our treatment of that 

person. Lastly, we believe that the existing social and economic arrangements are both natural 
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and neutral, and that individuals are free to form and act on their own accord.  To act outside of 

this belief will immediately be viewed as wrong and discriminatory. 

The self-reflective act of questioning our assumptions echoes Lorde’s call to action to 

explore our stereotypes and treatment of others who we deem to be different,  Ibrahim’s 

admonition that we play with respect, and Yoshino’s demand that we recognize the loss of our 

authentic selves when we convert, cover and pass. Like Lorde, Ibrahim, and Yoshino, Minow 

argues the importance of dialogue, of human relationships, and of celebrating difference rather 

than fearing it. All four theorists argue against the pervading notion that justice is blind and hold 

that the very act of viewing contrasting perspectives will help to resolve the dilemma of 

difference. These four theorists have allowed me to see that it is in the discussion/dialogue, the 

space created for multiple narratives that we challenge those unstated assumptions so powerful 

and pervasive that they need no defense but are privileged over alternative views. Ultimately, 

Minow (1987), like Yoshino (2007) argue for justice that is neither abstract, universal nor 

neutral, but one that “reflects human engagement with multiple perspectives” and “framed by, 

but not limited to, the relationships of power in which they are formed” (p.16). Minow’s justice 

requires that judges seek our multiple and even unfamiliar perspectives, and consider the human 

consequences of their cases rather than “insulating themselves in abstraction” (p.89). Minow also 

sees value in judges allowing themselves to feel and be moved by the parties involved in their 

cases and to canvass their own personal experiences to help forge connections. 

Much of my current interest on a philosophical take on humanism, empathy and liberal 

democracy stems from my concern of the status of Blacks, or people of African descent, in 

America, the Caribbean (my place of birth) and  on the African continent. Liberalism seems 

unable to address issues of pluralism and race, and the failure of democracy to protect the poor 
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and working class seems clear.  Confusing theory with practice, I failed to recognize the 

distinction between Democracy as a social idea and democracy as a system of government 

(political), the very sin John Dewey warned against. Martin Luther King (2010) writes that he 

was so enamored with liberalism at first that he was almost “uncritically accepting” of its 

doctrine. He admits that Liberalism gave him an “intellectual satisfaction” that fundamentalism 

was unable to. However, while King revered liberalism’s devotion to the search for truth and to 

reason, he too began to question the so called liberal theology when faced with “the glaring 

reality of collective evil” in his quest for a social ethics that would eradicate racism. King (2010) 

argues that liberalism presented a false idealism regarding human nature in its sentimental 

approach, and that it also failed to recognize that reason by itself can serve only to justify man’s 

own rationalization. King finally reasons that the truth of man is found neither in liberalism nor 

in neo-orthodoxy but that each position represents only a partial truth. He concludes that “an 

understanding of man is found neither in the thesis of liberalism nor in the antithesis of neo-

orthodoxy, but in a synthesis which reconciles the truths of both” (p.156 ).    

What King terms the “superficial optimism” of liberalism is not enough to weather the 

brewing turbulence of our current political times. The lack of civility/respect and the racial 

undertones apparent in the health care reform debates, as well as in public discourse in response 

to an African American president; the complete lack of bipartisanship in addressing political 

matters; greed, the extent to which it served as a primary cause of the current economic 

recession; America’s flip-flopping ideology on torture, the current anti-immigrant and anti-poor 

rhetoric, the ugly business of Katrina, the new phenomenon of extreme bullying all sadly suggest 

a lack or loss of human empathy and reflect a damaged and fragmented American and western 

psyche.  We now live in a time where diplomacy is viewed as weakness, intelligence as elitism, 
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and freedom seems defined by one’s ability to carry guns (in public meetings no less). It is quite 

remarkable that the latest/newest most publicized political group, the Tea Party,  is one in which 

the group’s members willfully choose to ignore facts. For instance, the primary demands of the 

group’s members are for lower taxes, small (less) government, and for a return to the 

Constitution. Yet, the reality is that the current administration has passed the legislation lowering 

taxes for 95% of American families. Additionally, and perhaps rightly so, the group is concerned 

with fiscal spending, but the irony is that they were completely silent during the Bush years 

where the deficit largely grew with tax cuts for the wealthy, the cost of the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, etc. They oppose health care reform, deeming it government run health care, but 

carry signs saying “keep your government hands off my Medicare.” Clearly, they are unaware 

that Medicare is a government run program. Yet, our current times of global capitalism, identity 

politics, corporate corruption, terrorism, and religious resentment against secularism, our politics 

demand a commitment to engaging each other with respect and fostering relationships based on a 

foundation of “seeing” and “knowing” the other.  

The continued separation of logic/reason and emotion (heart) in the western world—

specifically in the American psyche and personhood—manifests in a pathology of an “unwhole” 

being. Such a person is unable to reason, exhibits questionable behavior and attitudes which may 

or may not reflect their genuine beliefs; they act defensively, out of fear, and are unable to deal 

with the everyday challenges of life. Such persons are especially vulnerable to the influence of 

the media and technology and are easily led to constructed ideologies. Finally, such persons seek 

instant gratification, are prone to paranoia and narcissism, and are unable to act in their own 

interests. As a result, even in a democratic society, such as ours, we see pathologies, symptoms, 

and a very visible human cost of a society which does not “play with respect.”  
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Lifton (1993) introduces his concept of the protean self (a prototype of Proteus, the Greek 

sea god who conquered form). Proteanism reflects the fragmentation of man in the modern world 

which Lifton describes as being marked by historical change and immediate global 

communication. The protean-self functions as a defense mechanism against a constantly 

changing world and the resulting human anxiety. Lifton identifies three factors that influence the 

human capacity for proteanism: historical dislocation, the mass media revolution, and the threat 

of human extinction (end of the world notions perpetuated by nuclear weapon proliferation and 

religious accounts). The perception of threat to the personal and collective existence allows the 

protean self to embody the psychology of a survivor and while this may lead to confusion, it also 

informs the quest for form (though that process will never be completed). In taking on the 

psychology of a survivor we undergo symbolic forms of death and rebirth (elements of shape 

shifting) as we seek stability. According to Lifton (1993), Proteanism involves “a quest for 

authenticity and meaning, a form-seeking assertion of self” (p. 9). The protean self “seeks to be 

both fluid and grounded, however tenuous that combination” and involves choice (p. 9). Lifton 

(1993) further describes proteanism as “a balancing act between responsive shape shifting, on the 

one hand, and efforts to consolidate and cohere, on the other” (p. 9).  

The protean self uses mockery and self-mockery, irony, absurdity, and humor to “'lubricate' 

its experiences and to express the absence of 'fit' between the way the world presents itself and the 

way one actually feels about it" (p. 5-6). The danger here is that of diffusion where the self-

experiences the “chaos of possibilities,” where hunger for meaning is left unsatisfied, and the 

experience of self is diminished rather than enhanced (p. 190). The very same historical forces 

which bring us to proteanism also bring us to fundamentalism where the self-process is 

constricted. This takes the form of widespread psychic numbing, a diminished capacity to feel, and 
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a sense of meaninglessness. It can also lead an expression of totalism—fundamentalism is a modern 

day form of totalism—which demands absolute dogma and a monolithic self (p. 10).  Lifton (1993) 

argues that while the protean self is able to deal with ambiguity and uncertainty, the fundamentalist 

self-demands definitive truth and moral certainly (p.11). The protean self is adverse to dogma and 

instead accepts a “pluralistic spirituality” which stresses personal responsibility and allows for doubt 

(Lifton, 1993, p. 127). Ironically, fundamentalism is a direct response to proteanism. 

In man’s desire for authenticity and meaning, he is caught between two positions of 

adaptability: proteanism or fundamentalism. I am interested in Lofton’s theory because he also 

draws the conclusion that fundamentalism—expressed either in politics or religion—brings the 

fragmentation of self and a lost capacity for empathy. Lifton (1993) argues that empathy is the 

key to species awareness and it is through empathy that we assert commonality; he views 

empathy as significant to the protean self. More importantly, he notes that empathy requires that 

we “include the other's humanity in one's own imagination" (p. 214). Furthermore, he distinguishes 

empathy from both sympathy (since we may not admire the experience of the other) and 

identification because one does not need to become the other to empathize (p.214). Ultimately, 

the formation of self either protean or fundamentalist is based upon how connected we feel to 

humankind. Clearly, we aren’t able to feel connected to others if we are unable to empathize. 

While Lifton’s perspective is helpful, it fails to directly account for the high levels of anxiety 

human beings feel when faced with economic dilemmas that relegate them to the very margins of 

society which renders them powerless. The negative impact on the human psyche stemming from 

poverty and economic disparity leaves the human being despondent with an urgent sense of 

hopelessness and depression.  
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Statement of the Problem 

America’s current socio-economic and political climate is one where the poor and 

working class are unable to thrive, have little access to social capital, and instead become victims 

of an extreme form of capitalism caught up in a vicious cyclical and generational trap. All 

notions of being able to pull one’s self up by the bootstrap become fallacies in such a climate. 

The inability of American society to address the needs of the poor and working class is ironic 

when America is considered to be the richest country in the world. The irony becomes logical, 

however, when one takes into account the socio-economic structure of the country, our continued 

belief in liberal democracy, the way we address  notions of difference, and the multiple and 

powerful ways that the myth of the American dream operates. Consider the following statistics 

from the U.S Census Bureau. 

 The nation’s official poverty rate in 2008 was 13.2 percent (39.8 million), up from 12.5 
percent  (37.3 million) in 2007.  

 In 2008, 24.7 percent of blacks and 23.2 percent of Hispanics were poor, compared to 8.6 
percent of non-Hispanic whites and 11.8 percent of Asians. 

 In 2008, the family poverty rate and the number of families in poverty were 10.3 percent  

(98.1 million) up from 9.8 percent (7.6 million) in 2007.  

 The poverty rate increased for children younger than 18 to 19 percent or 14.1 million in 
2008, up from 18.0 percent or 13.3 million in 2007. 

 In 2008, over one-third (33.9%) of all black children and nearly one-third (30.6%) of all 
Hispanic children were living in poverty (increases of 0.2 and 2.0 percentage points, 

respectively, since 2007).
9
 

Poverty rates for blacks and Hispanics greatly exceed the national average and are highest for 

families headed by single black or Hispanic women. The trend has worsened. New figures on the 
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 U.S. Bureau of the Census, Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the United 

States: 2008. http://www.census.gov/prod/2009pubs/p60-236.pdf. 
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current recession show that the wealth gap between Whites and minorities is the widest in a 

quarter century with whites averaging twenty times the net worth of Blacks and eighteen times that 

of Hispanics (see figure 5 below). The median wealth of White households in the United States was 

$134,992, $6,325 for Hispanics, and $5,677 for Blacks.
10

 The Pew study defines household wealth 

(savings, financial investments, homes, cars, etc) as the full sum of a family’s asset after subtracting 

its debt (mortgages, auto loans, credit cards etc). I was shocked to read that a third (35%) of Black 

and Hispanic (31%) had a zero or negative net worth in 2009 as compared to 15% of White 

households.  

 

Figure 5
11

 

The study supports what we know to be true, that Blacks and Hispanic have been 

disproportionately affected by the collapse of the housing market, the financial crisis during 2005-

                                                             
10 Pew Research Center, (July 2011), Wealth Gap Rise to Record Highs Between Whites, Blacks 
and Hispanics. www.pwesocialtrends.org 
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2009.  It is important to note here that the federal poverty threshold as currently utilized is 

thought by poverty experts to be an inadequate measure of livable income. As I revisit this section 

of the project, the Census Bureau has just released a new measure of poverty aiming at better 

accessing disposable income. The old yard-stick ignored the need for food stamps and tax credits, 

and sums paid or owed in taxes, medical care or work expenses. The Supplemental Poverty 

Measure; the new method, not only accounts for these factors but also adjust for cost of living. The 

findings (not yet published) of the Supplemental Poverty Measure show 51 million Americans with 

incomes less than 50 percent above the poverty line (76% higher than the official report in 

September). This means that 1 in 3 Americans live in poverty or in the area just above official 

poverty line.
12

 

 EPI
13

 data tracking income and wage patterns show that 34.6% of all income growth 

over the past three decades has gone to the top one-tenth of 1% of all earners while the bottom 

90% of all earners has seen only 15.9% of all income growth over that same period.
14

 This 

means that the bulk of American workers have continued to experience stagnation in economic 

growth. So while the current economic recession highlights these income inequalities and 

America’s socio-economic grid, it is important to recognize that economic disparity across racial 

lines date all the way back to slavery. Enslaved Africans never received their forty acres and 

mules. Today, African Americans continue to face structural and racial limitations, and dire 

                                                             
12 The New York Times (2011 November 18).  Older, Suburban and Struggling, ‘Near Poor’ Startle the 

Census [Electronic version]. The New York Times. 
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 The Economic Policy Institute, is a nonprofit Washington D.C. think tank, created in 1986. The 
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straits: poverty, high unemployment, substandard education, capital incapacity, deteriorating 

health and shorter life-spans, overwhelmingly high rates of incarceration, an HIV/AIDS 

epidemic, loss of voting rights, etc. Furthermore, the current economic crisis continues to have a 

devastating effect on the already vulnerable minority communities. In fact, the unemployment 

rate for African Americans was 16.5 percent in January 2010, compared to 9.7 percent overall 

and 8.7 percent for whites.
15

 Unfortunately, the long lasting consequences of poverty will 

continue to be felt in the poorer communities even after the economy starts showing signs of 

improvement. Previous gains in private capital, education, and general economic opportunities 

are losses that will not easily be recovered.  

 It is important to recognize that even when the nation’s employment is high, the Black 

unemployment rate is more than twice that of the White unemployment rate. In fact, Ehrenreich 

and Muhammad (2009) points out that the Black recession actually occurred from 2000-2007 

when Black employment decreased by 2.4 percent, income declined by 2.9 percent, and one-

third of black children lived in poverty.
16

 What Blacks face now she argues is a depression. In 

2008, the average Black family had only a dime for every dollar of wealth owned by White 

families and only 18 percent of Blacks and Latinos had retirement accounts as opposed to Whites 

who had 43.4 percent.
17

 So while Whites also felt the impact of the current recession, Ehrenreich 

& Muhammad (2009) note that because of a legacy of discrimination in both hiring and lending 

practices, Blacks are way more impacted by the recession. The subprime mortgage disaster 
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which led to the global financial crash of 2007 depleted home values and 401(k)s also seemed 

racially biased. Even when they qualified for prime mortgages or made down payments, Blacks 

were more than twice as likely to be given predatory subprime home loans.  

 Unfortunately, the American government seems incapable of taking comprehensive and 

decisive action to address these detrimental issues. Yet, the United States of America was 

founded on the notion that every American was not only entitled to, but guaranteed equality, life, 

liberty and the pursuit of happiness. The Declaration of Independence cemented that promise, 

and government was created to secure these basic rights. It is from these ideals that the notion of 

an American dream sprouted and the dream has since been a major characteristic of American 

culture and national identity. However, despite the ideologies of equal access to limitless 

opportunities, poverty persists in America showing the failure of the American Dream.  As 

Ropers (1991) notes, “the goals of the American dream may be offered to all, but due to social 

and economic stratification, not everyone has the same means available to achieve those goals” 

(p. 28). To this, I add racial stratification as African Americans in particular, are 

disproportionately represented among the poor. Yet, as Manning Marable (2002) notes, African 

Americans (and Americans) generally continue to believe in  the  “pluralistic promise of 

American democracy:” that hard work, individual initiative, and personal responsibility secures 

success and upward social mobility, and that the acquisition of wealth and private property (in 

short, the American Dream) will serve to minimize the residual effects of racism (p.56). Despite 

the false notion of post-racial America the glaring persistence of racial inequality, globalization, 

and plutocracy, renders American democracy and liberalism vacuous. 

Ropers (1991) explains that the demographics of a nation’s poverty population will reveal 

those most vulnerable to poverty as poverty does not randomly affect everyone; he identifies 
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social class as a primary indicator of whether or not a person will succumb to a lifetime of 

poverty. Despite many assumptions and beliefs about poverty, most responses can be lumped 

into two camps: blaming the system and blaming the victim (p. 115). The blaming the system 

school of thought focuses on the external factors that affect poverty, such as sweatshop 

conditions, changing urban economics, loss of jobs through deindustrialization, etc. The blaming 

the victim camp include a measure of Social Darwinism in their reasoning. When social 

Darwinism is applied to the human social condition of poverty, the theory claims that those 

classes and races most successful economically, socially, and politically succeed because they 

are biologically superior. Social institutions and the distribution of wealth and power are viewed 

as manifestations of biological law. Since laws of nature which are reflected in our social order 

cannot and should not be altered in any way, this camp accepts inequality as an inevitable feature 

of human societies (Ropers, 1991, p. 117). 

 Similarly, West (2001) observes that recent discussion of African Americans at the 

bottom of the social ladder tend to divide into two camps. The first camp highlights the structural 

constraints placed on Black people. This usually includes a historical and sociological analysis of 

slavery, Jim Crowism, inadequate health care, poor education, high unemployment rates, 

inadequate health care, etc; this group calls for more government spending on these specific 

issues. The second camp, conversely focus on the behavioral impediments to upward mobility; 

this group stresses a Protestant ethic: hard work, responsibility, frugality, etc. They promote self-

help programs, black business expansion, non-preferential job practices, and free market 

strategies. As in Ropers’ scenario, neither of the positions (liberal/conservative) move beyond 

seeing social structures as being more than simply economic and political constructs, nor do they 

see the interconnectedness between structure and behavior/values.  The groups also shy away 
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from meaningful discussions of culture, as those discussions often lead to a discussion of race, a 

taboo even today. Can Humanism with an emphasis on empathy provide the impetus for a means 

and map a way to a solution? 

 

 

Taking Up the Blues: Race Talk (Blackness as Social Construct)  

 The very discussion of race and status will open the door to general concerns about 

human nature and ethical deliberation.  Hester (2004), citing Shuford, argues that race concepts 

can be employed as tools for liberatory practices, and that eliminating notions or racial 

essentialism does not necessarily mean the elimination of race as an area of social and ethical 

inquiry (p. 74). I advocate a parallax view of race as it allows for the awareness of a multiplicity 

of symbolic perspectives of race. African Americans rather than getting caught up in semantics 

of discussing whether race is simply a social construct, or a fundamental classification of human 

beings, should—having understood that there is no scientific basis of race and that the self as 

socially situated—recognize the social realities of “race.” We should continually address the 

racial experience to analyze the social and environmental factors affecting, defining, or 

restricting said experience, and applying a politics of prescription, project guiding principles of 

analysis to consider consequences and implications of community and “race” interests. Likewise, 

Gordon (1997) thinks that any theory that fails to address the “existential phenomenological 

dimension” of racism does not address the “situation dimension,” which Fanon referred to as the 

lived experience of race (p. 70). It is my belief that Fanon’s concept of the lived experience of 

race is the most crucial element in any discussion of race. 
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 To understand the current working of democracy, we must turn to its unique history in 

America. Democracy in America emerged in a society that established and supported 

enslavement of millions of African people. This truism shows the limits of democracy in 

America even as we attempt to deny the antidemocratic foundation of American democracy. Any 

attempt to understand democracy in this light takes us face to face with racism and white 

supremacy. This is justification enough for public deliberation and discussion of race. As West 

(2004) argues, “the lens of race becomes indispensable in our attempt to understand, preserve, 

and expand America’s democratic experiment” (p. 14). Based on a history of oppression, being 

black in America suggests that one may be subjected to white supremacist abuse, but also that 

one is a part of history and culture which has fought against this racial oppression. As such, 

people with black skin and African phenotype have interest in resisting racism (even if only for 

individual reasons). For West (2004), blackness is a political and ethical construct which claims 

to black authenticity ignores (p. 39). Marable (2002) too views race as socially and historically 

constructed, and suggests a concept of race that defines  race in term of an unequal relationship 

between social groups based on “privileged access to power and resources by one group over 

another” (p. 22). For Marable (2002) race is of a dynamic nature as it is never fixed but created 

and recreated by how people are treated and perceived in everyday life.  

Despite, Appiah’s (1998) claims to the contrary, a number of DuBois’ works including 

Black Folk Then and Now (1939), Dusk of Dawn: An Essay Toward an Autobiography of a Race 

Concept (1940) show DuBois arguing that no scientific definition of race was possible.  In 

chapter five of Dusk of Dawn “The Concept of Race” DuBois (1986) states that at Harvard and 

in Germany the concept of race “became a matter of culture and cultural history” and he admits 

that he “began to emphasize the cultural aspects of race” (p. 626).  He was very attracted to the 
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Germanic conception of kultur which emphasized the idea of a sort of folk spirit rising up out of 

the souls of the masses and adapted the concept of the Volksgeist (folk soul or people’s spirit) to 

the black American and the Pan-African condition. DuBois goes on to define race as a “vast 

family of human beings, generally of common blood and language, always of common history, 

traditions and impulses, who are both voluntary and involuntarily striving together for the 

accomplishment of certain more or less vividly conceived ideals of life” (p. 21). DuBois  

identifies eight distinct races and reasons that it was not merely physical differences that set 

these nations apart, nor did the physical differences explain the “cohesiveness and continuity of 

these groups” (p. 22).  He argues that the differences between the groups are spiritual and 

psychical.  For DuBois, The Tueton nations are held together by a racial identity and common 

blood, a common history, common laws and religion, similar habits of thought and a “conscious 

striving together for certain ideals of life.” DuBois is clearly emphasizing the cultural elements 

of race and he also reasons that the “cultural equipment” attributed to any group depended on 

who evaluated that group.  In “The White World” DuBois again argues that a scientific definition 

of race is impossible.   

The possibilities of human development cannot be circumscribed by color, nationality, or 

any conceivable definition of race; all this has nothing to do with the plain fact that 

throughout the world today organized groups of men by monopoly of economic and 

physical power, legal enactment and intellectual training are limiting with determination 

and unflagging zeal the development of other groups; and that the concentration 

particularly of economic power today puts the majority of mankind into a slavery to the 

rest. (DuBois 1986, p. 654). 

 

It is only natural that metaphysical polar opposites of nature and culture loomed in DuBois’ 

thoughts as he struggled to place race in a sound philosophical and political location because 
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nineteenth century discussion of race saturated with racist scientific theories made it almost 

impossible not to deal with these binary oppositions.  

 Afrocentrists are aware that race has no biological basis, but are concerned with race as 

it relates to culture and cultural retention. Asante (1990) explains that the African race emerged 

from a continental African gene pool which include all people whose ancestors originated there 

and who possess linguistic, or cultural qualities or traits associated with that gene pool. He also 

advances the very scientific idea that biologically all humans are African since we all possess the 

mitochondrial DNA of an African woman (Asante, 1990, p. 18). Asante goes on to argue that “in 

the present historical epoch” African/Black now means one who possesses both the cultural and 

physical characteristics similar to those currently found in some region of the continent (p. 18).  

For Asante, any study of Africology, must consider the total geographical distribution of 

Africans, and is concerned with Africans in any particular region as well as all regions (p.15). 

The geographical scope of the African world therefore include, Africa, the Americas, the 

Caribbean, regions of Asia and the Pacific, etc.  So claims of racial essentialism can only be 

viewed in light of cultural retention and not simply geographical/biological concordance (p. 

118). 

 Appiah  (1998) dismisses the Afrocentrists as he believes they have chosen to root 

African identity in imaginary history, tying us to the values and beliefs of the past, and diverting 

us from the issues of the present and hope for the future. Appiah objects to biologically rooted 

conceptions of race arguing that it is dangerous in practice and misleading in theory. He further 

argues that if we are to don an African identity as a means of empowerment we should first 

acknowledge that race, history, and metaphysics do not enforce an identity.  For Appiah, the only 

thing connecting middle class blacks with those of a lower social class is racism and the cultural 
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products of resistance, not economic interests (p. 17). As such, we should choose what it means 

to be African based on political, economic, and ecological realities. Appiah’s solution to 

America’s racial dilemma is multiculturalism, yet he is distrustful of culture claiming that it 

undergirds loyalty (which may influence the voting process). He rejects what he assumes to be 

the Afrocentrist’s answer to why should we teach African American children something different 

than other children? He strongly objects to his presumed answer which says because they are 

from different cultures as it emphasizes and entrenches differences rather than attempting to 

reduce them. He truly seeks make us e pluribus unum. Yet, Appiah’s reasoning is circular, his 

assumptions many: that different cultures create “problems,” that differences must be reduced, 

and the Afrocentrists want to teach Black English and “Afrocentric history.” The Afrocentrists 

would respond that there is no such thing as Afrocentric history, but that there is in fact a history 

of Africa or an African History. Afrocentricity is defined as a perspective; it is “a mode of 

thought and action in which the centrality of African interests, values, and perspectives 

predominate. In regards to theory, it is the placing African ideals at the center of any analysis of 

African phenomena” (Asante, 2003, p. 2).  

So despite nationalistic elements in Afrocentricity, there appears to be real room for 

mutlticulturalism as opposed to the homogeneity that Appiah calls for under the umbrella of 

securing heterogeneity.  It is counter-productive to leave behind one’s cultural body in the name 

of universalism or multiculturalism because without one’s own cultural tale there wouldn’t be 

any authentic narratives to tell or share. Ironically, Glaude (2007) notes that black identity is “in 

part, a consequence of the kinds of stories we tell about our beliefs, choices, and actions in the 

context of problem solving activity” (p. 65). After all, we can’t all be and think the same as our 

lived experiences reveal our differences; true universalism/multiculturalism would seem to 
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require the opposite.  Gordon (1997) also warns against making hasty moves towards 

universalism as “being empty, such universality is meaningless” (p. 132). DuBois, too, weighs 

in.  In “Of The Training of Black Men” he warned against being deaf to “the voice of the 

Zeitgeist” a concept similar to that of Volksgeist. To do so, is to fail to develop the Black masses 

will only lead to poverty and loss (DuBois, 1986, p. 425). DuBois’ timeless warnings must be 

heeded even today if we are to make progress against poverty. For DuBois, the development of 

culture occurs with democracy and freedom. He argues that the history of the American Negro is 

one that centers around his strife “to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into 

a better and truer self” (DuBois, 1986, p. 365). The end of his striving will occur when the 

American Negro is “a coworker in the kingdom of culture, to escape both death and isolation, to 

husband and use his best powers and his latent genius” (p. 365). In “The Conservation of Races” 

DuBois warns that “..the history of the world is the history, not of individuals, but of groups, not 

of nations, but of races, and he who ignores or seeks to override the race idea in human history 

ignores and overrides the central thought of all history” (DuBois, 1995, p.21).  

Furthermore, Appiah misses a very important idea that both West and Marable want us to 

recognize. Marable states, “the dynamics of socioeconomic and political marginalization and 

social isolation and exclusion inevitably impact the behavior the behavior of any oppressed 

group” (p.12) How people live is intrinsically determined by the social environment. Our sense 

of self is created and developed by community even as we develop community.  Micah Hester 

(2004) defines the self as social product, as “product and process of social interaction and 

community” and as a conscious interacting being in the world (p.77-8).  On one hand, liberal 

theorists see the self as an autonomous, rational being, while communitarians define the self 

within social relationships. Micah argues that both those positions subsume individuality. Instead 
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he advocates a notion of self rooted in Dewey’s and Mead’s version of self. Hester’s sees the self 

as “product and process of social interaction and community,” as “socially developed function 

that emphasizes and arises from specific occurrences, aspects, and processes in experience” and 

not as an isolated entity (p. 77). He warns that “Any ethic of race that recognizes socially 

situated selves must confront racial experiences, analyzing their sources, projecting the 

consequences of the interests expressed through racially motivated claims. Hester goes on to 

stress that this is a deeply cultural process, a habit of culture (p. 82).   

 Pragmatism (in the broad sense) allows Hester the framework to further his argument 

of race. He notes that a pragmatic view of race—it views race as cultural—requires that 

contingent qualities of life be considered. Paradoxically, to maintain real individuality means 

considering the community interests as well as the social structures of the society. 

Simultaneously, the transactional aspect of culture, will reflect our values and recognize the 

environment in which these values operate. Hester (2004) additional notes that pragmatically, an 

ontology of selves is unable to accept a substantive account of selves even as it denies that selves 

exist. Rather a pragmatic ontology remains contingent (but not arbitrary) as selves are what they 

are because of the historical and contextual situations in which they exist and operate in (p. 84). 

Asante (1990) also stresses the idea that it is almost impossible to step outside of one’s history; 

as we’re defined by space and time (no antiplace exists). More importantly, he notes that all 

knowledge results from “an occasion of encounter in place” (p. 5).  

 Appiah (1998) also fails to recognize what Marable (2002) refers to as  the “new 

leviathan of racial inequality” currently being enacted and constructed around the country 

presents itself to us and the world as a corrective, theoretically fair and color-blind (Marable, 

2002, p. 162). To be fair, Marable (2002) is discussing the systemic regulation of “black and 
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brown bodies” in the prison system and the resulting lost of voting rights when he refers to a 

“correctional system” and not the current dogma surrounding globalization and democracy. 

However, it is urgent that we recognize the signs of containment, that West, Klein, DuBois, and 

Zizek all warn that authoritarianism dictates, and the parallel loss of the fundamental democratic 

practice of voting again regulated as color-blind justice.  Citing statistics from the Sentencing 

Project, Marable (2002) notes that an estimated 3.9 million Americans have lost their voting 

rights as a result of felony convictions (p. 159). Similarly, Asante (1994) warns against wearing 

blinders to our reality. He takes us on a virtual road trip fully equipped with signs, symbols, 

“intellectual potholes,” “myopic roadblocks,” and “iconic signposts.” He warns that as travelers 

must not become “victims of a breach in good highway manners” trying to navigate “Eurocentric 

pathways of mono-culturalism and mono-historicalism” (p. 235) and the “cultural highways of a 

multi-cultural society” (p. 236). Lewis Gordon (1997) also argues that to come to any sort of 

understanding about race, and racism (in the Black and cultural sense) we must recognize the 

factors at work in rending “their invisibility as subjects of human study” (p.78). 

 Paul C. Taylor’s (2004) pragmatic account for race is perhaps an even more useful way 

of addressing the “race” issue. He posits his pragmatist metaphysics of race—as opposed to a 

nominalist rhetoric of “race”—as Deweyan in two ways. First, instrumentalism (in the narrow 

pragmatic sense) is concerned with both practicalism and contextualism. Practicalism refers to 

the ways in which knowledge enriches experience and teleology of human cognition. 

Contextualism is also concerned with knowledge but instead focuses on the pursuit of knowledge 

(inquiry), which Taylor deems to be value-laden and situational. Taylor goes on to stress that 

knowledge is produced and pursued somewhere, some when and by someone, and that these 

variables are far from inconsequential (p.164). Second, in a broader metaphilosophical pragmatic 
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view, Taylor introduces into his discussion three major points:  (1) Naturalism: the Deweyan 

methodological naturalist acknowledges that scientific inquiry can be applied to the other realms 

of human activity for the purposes of human life enrichment; (2) Pragmatic Experimentalism 

which acknowledges the need to go beyond the need for certainty, recognizes the need to 

hypothesize and experiment even without guarantees, and rejects the quest for certainty. The 

third concept of sodalism refers to a version of fellowship or community. Taylor views 

association as “a basic feature of human condition” (p.166).   

 So a pragmatic account of race would view race theory as practical to address the real 

people issues (practicalism), and it would address “race-thinking” in the context of time and 

place (contextualism). It would allow for contingency and focus on the need to act, but deny that 

race must appear on the ontological level to be “real” (experimentalism). A pragmatic account of 

race would also deny racial essentialism, even while allowing for commonalities (naturalism), 

and would reject notions of individualism. Instead, pragmatic racialism, “locate[s] individuals on 

the broader social terrain” (Taylor, 2004, p.168). Ultimately, Taylor argues that race talk is 

appropriate for the following five reasons: (1) it is a way of assigning deeper meaning to human 

bodies and bloodline; (2) it highlights the often poor fit between self-identification and social 

ascription; (3) it highlights the relationship between sex and the patterned distribution of social 

goods; (4) it makes an additional level of sociological abstraction available to us, a level of talk 

of ethnicity or national origin; and (5) we haven’t been given a good enough reason to abandon 

race talk (p.170). 

 Like West and Taylor, Glaude (2007) sees pragmatism as the answer to address the 

conceptual issues found in discussing race and Black life. He assures us that the pragmatic 

approach will get us pass the troubling issues of identity politics because it locates identity 
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politics “in the messiness of our living and problems we confront” (p. 9). He argues that there is 

a longstanding tradition of African Americans using pragmatist thinking to respond to the 

African American conditions of living. In addition, he notes that a number of black theorists and 

philosophers have taken liberalism to task for failing to have engaged philosophically the  

numerous ways white supremacy has and continues to threaten democracy. However, as Glaude 

(2007) notes, African American have taken up the task. This is actually quite logical because to 

begin to deconstruct, theorize and interrogate democracy, black culture, identity politics, and/or 

“race” all take us the realm of white supremacy. Glaude notes this; he acknowledges that to take 

up the subject of African American politics is inevitably “to take up the blues.” However to the 

extent that our conceptions of racial identity freeze us into passivity, weaken our beliefs in 

democracy, or define our notions of community we remain powerless. How we see ourselves has 

direct implications for our political efficacy. At the very least, recognition of community is 

paramount. Talisse maintains that a truly democratic community occurs when citizens even when 

divided on moral or philosophical issue remain committed to “a common method” of addressing 

political issues which they jointly confront (p. 121); and for Dewey, community is created with 

joint activity; we and our exist when combined actions become “an object of desire and effort” 

(p. 151).  

 Marable (2002) observes that black political history has been constructed around two 

major paradigms of public activism: state-based and race-based reform movements (p. XV). 

State based reform by liberal integrationist pushed for reform within the state and civil society in 

an attempt to secure social mobilization of blacks. Affirmative action is one such example of 

this, but Marable (2002) emphasizes that while affirmative action policies were successful in 

fostering racial and gender diversity within the existing social-class hierarchy, it failed to transfer 
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wealth to working class and poor minorities, and it also failed to create “greater democratic 

access to the real centers of power…” (p. XIV).  Race based politics, usually associated with 

black nationalism, emphasized the construction of strong black institutions, families, 

communities, and focused on cultural pride and integrity.  A more enlightened perspective, a 

pragmatic view of race, might help bridge a gap between those two positions. As history and our 

current political times indicate, the systems set up to enact democracy are subject to corruption, 

and so for democratic America, a (re)commitment to democratic involvement is vital. African 

Americans (and the poor generally) must redefine community to bring about the necessary 

transformation in Black life. 

 

Political Conundrums 

 Noting two opposing tendencies in American democracy (towards imperialism and 

toward democratization), Cornel West (2004) questions, “Do we now live in a postdemocratic 

age in which the very ‘democratic’ rhetoric of an imperial America hides the waning of a 

democratic America?” (p. 8). This question is especially significant in our current times.  African 

Americans, by virtue of their marginalization, and low economic standing should be especially 

concerned with America’s imperialist impulses which threaten its very existence and survival 

thrust. West argues that “In our market-driven empire, elite salesmanship to the demos has taken 

the place of genuine democratic leadership”(p. 3). He recognizes that political leadership 

regulated to the Democratic and Republican parties are both “parasitic on corporate money and 

interests” (he suggests this is a reason why citizens do not vote), and that our elected officials 

beholden to corporate elites are “bastardizing” and “pulverizing” democracy by not acting on 

and respecting genuine democratic ideas. Still, West (2004) argues that the greatest threat to 
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democracy is not disillusionment, but rather three dominating and antidemocratic dogmas: free-

market fundamentalism, aggressive militarism, and authoritarianism.  

The dogma of free-market fundamentalism gives the unregulated and unfettered market a 

god-like status which has led to a “callous corporate-dominated political economy” where the 

most powerful corporations are not relegated to democratic scrutiny, in regards to their ethics or 

treatment of workers. Rather, they are viewed as having “magical powers of salvation” (West 

2004, p. 3).  A current example of this is the Supreme Court’s January ruling which removed all 

limits on corporations in financing federal elections citing the First Amendment rights of 

corporation. This ruling clearly grants corporations the same rights as people, but will nullify the 

democratic voting process.  For West, the illicit marriage between corporate and political elites 

have turned our attention away from schools to prisons, from working conditions to profit 

margins, from civic associations to pornographic internet sites etc. Additionally, free-market 

fundamentalism yields an obscene level of wealth inequality (and with it class hatred), redefines 

our life strivings in that materialism is glamorized, emphasizes individualism and narcissistic 

pleasure, and trivializes the concern for public interest. Ultimately, this dogma centers on the 

activities of buying and selling (consumerism), promoting and advertising, while devaluing 

community, notions of charity, and improvement of the general quality of life.  

 Zizek (2006) also laments that our current politics is more and more a politics of 

jouissance
18

, more and more concerned with ways of soliciting, controlling, and regulating 

jouissance (p. 309). It is imperative that we recognize that the way we “play” is a primary 

indicator of our perceived level of efficacy and our ability to read the world. For Paulo Freire 

                                                             
18

 Jouissance, is a French word which derived from the verb jouir which refers to pleasure and 

enjoyment. It can also signify deep pleasure and sexual orgasm; in law, it signifies having the 

right to use something. Psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan made the term relevant in his works. 
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(2002) the world must be understood from the perspective of one’s own experience, 

circumstance and needs, and must be approached as a phenomenon to be understood by the 

efforts and agency of learners themselves. In addition, learners must be able to make connections 

between their own lived experience and being and the constructed “reality.” As such, even 

history and culture, like the concept of human beings, are viewed as created and dynamic and 

constantly evolving. With such a view, knowledge, and “reality” are not fixed, but can be 

influenced and shaped and so the concept of agency becomes tangible and real, but not abstract. 

When knowledge and ways of engendering meaning are not grounded or shaped by one’s own 

experience or being in the world (culture) a type of mis-education takes place.  

Freire (2002) also demonstrates the capitalist impact on pedagogy arguing that it has 

placed an emphasis on self empowerment, self-help, self-improvement, and self-reliance. 

Individualism has historical functioned and continues to function as a tool for capitalism; in fact, 

it is a major means by which the masses are divided and conquered and then organized into a 

“commercial, conformist culture” (p. 111).  Ironically, at this juncture, the capitalist systems 

begin functioning against its own individualist tenets, and replace class solidarity with mass 

culture whose primary goals are aimed at jouissance and at consuming.  Murrell (2002) too notes 

the impact of society’s emphasis on self which underlies American educational policy. 

Ideologies of rugged individualism, childhood determinism, innate ability, environmental 

determinism, merit by competition, permeate our educational systems. One need only look at our 

public school systems to know that these modules do not work.  Murrell  points to the fact that 

the teaching practices in urban schools stress the individual level of developmental of African 

American learners and that of all the development modules, the individual level is most 
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developed in theory while the cultural (collective) level is the least developed. As such, Murrell 

calls for the development of communities of learning. 

 The dogma of aggressive militarism, fashioned out of a lone-ranger cowboy mythology 

of the American frontier, goes beyond our former doctrine of preventive war to a new policy of 

preemptive strike against possible enemies, sacrificing U.S. soldiers (disproportionately working 

class and youth of color) in the process.  Military might is posited as “salvific” where the ones 

with the mightiest weapons become the most moral and masculine, and therefore worthy of 

policing others. Under this dogma, police power is expanded, prison-industrial complexes are 

augmented, male power and violence legitimated, and crime is viewed as an enemy to be 

annihilated. West (2004) notes that rather than addressing the conditions which promote the ugly 

criminal behavior—and it is often the poor who are targeted—attention is simply turned to 

containment. In practice, this dogma manifests unilateral intervention, colonial intervention, 

armed occupation abroad, shuns multilateral cooperation of nations, and undermines 

“international structures of deliberation” (p. 5).  To settle conflict, it guarantees the use of a base 

and immoral means of force and even resorts to the very terrorism it claims to want to eliminate.  

The abuse of the prisoners at Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo Bay including torture and water-

boarding  are examples of these dogmas at work.  

 The third current dogma, escalating authoritarianism, stems from our paranoia towards 

potential terrorists, our fear of too many liberties, and our deep distrust of one another. The 

Patriot Act exemplifies this as it restricts our democratic liberties, loosens our legal protection, 

and closes access to governmental activities all in response to the 9/11 attack. This myopic view 

attempts to justify “the notion that safety trumps liberty and security dictates the perimeters of 

freedom” (West 2004, p.7).  With this dogma at work in both the social and political realms, 
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West is rightly concerned that we are losing the value of dialogue/communication as the market-

driven media (abetted by profit-hungry monopolies) have narrowed our political dialogue. The 

loss of “the kind of questioning, compassion, and hope requisite for any democratic experiment” 

reflects the triumph of authoritarianism (p. 7). The fact that Americans are so divided  and 

polarized on multiple contemporary issues like immigration, abortion, terrorism, gay marriage, 

race, etc., also reflect levels of authoritarianism. The real measure of the level of authoritarianism 

is our ability to be flexible and compromise, and if the U.S. Senate is any indication that may be 

harder said than done. The value of a space where Ibrahim’s “exchange of respect” and Lorde’s 

dialogue can occur is more crucial. 

 Naomi Klein (2007), shares similar concerns and would concur with West that 

Democracy matters require that we keep track of both domestic issues and foreign policies. In 

her book, The Shock Doctrine, Klein provides an exhaustive historical account of the rise of free-

market fundamentalism around the world. Klein describes her book as “a challenge to the central 

and most cherished claim in the official story—that the triumph of deregulated capitalism has 

been born of freedom, that unfettered free market go hand in hand with democracy” (p. 18). She 

goes on to argue that the fundamentalist form of capitalism has historically been accompanied by 

brutal forms of coercion, inflicted on both the “collective body politic” as well as countless 

individual bodies, and written in shock (p. 18).  Klein's draws a parallel between the electric 

shock experiments performed by McGill University psychologist, Ewen Cameron (on contract 

with the CIA) and the economic shock approach developed by Milton Friedman at the University 

of Chicago. Friedman constructed the most extreme version of capitalism ever attempted, and 

predicted the speed, suddenness and scope of the economic shifts that would bring about 

psychological reactions in the public that would facilitate the necessary adjustments; he called 
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this disturbing tactic economic shock treatment.  Shock is described here as either a foreign 

invasion, like the "shock and awe" takeover of Iraq in 2003,  natural disasters like the tsunami 

and Hurricane Katrina, or even an economic meltdown examples of which occurred in Southeast 

Asia in 1997 and Argentina in 2001.  

 The imposition of Milton Friedman’s free-market capitalism often takes place when the 

targeted population is reeling from some shock. The orchestrated raids on the public sphere 

following catastrophic events, and the view and treatment of disasters as exciting market 

opportunities, Klein calls Disaster capitalism, a violent system that often requires terror to do its 

job. The kind of disaster that shocks a society into losing its bearings, according to Klein, 

enables foreign investors of the free market to come in and restructure entire countries. 

Neoliberal capitalism thrives on catastrophe in two ways:  (1) fortunes made from the 

misfortunes of the masses, and (2) global dominance of free-market capitalism built on the 

infliction of disasters on the world's less fortunate. Klein (2007) argues that radical free-market 

transformations were and are not imposed democratically; while Friedman’s economic model 

can be partially imposed under democracy, authoritarian conditions are required for “the 

implementation of  its true vision” (p. 11). Klein views torture as being a silent partner in the 

global free market, more than a tool used simply to contain, but also as a metaphor of the 

underlying logic of the shock doctrine. Torture is designed to instill a deep state of disorientation 

and shock in the prisoner or to get the prisoner into a state of psychological paralysis, a very 

human response to trauma. The shock doctrines works in the same way. The original disaster 

(terror attack, war, hurricane, market meltdown) puts the entire population into a state of 

collective shock, enabling the powers that be, to rewrite their desires on the “posttrauma 

consciousness” of the group (Klein 2007, p. 16). The dogma which emerged after 9/11 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/ac2/related/topic/Iraq?tid=informline
http://www.washingtonpost.com/ac2/related/topic/Southeast+Asia?tid=informline
http://www.washingtonpost.com/ac2/related/topic/Southeast+Asia?tid=informline
http://www.washingtonpost.com/ac2/related/topic/Argentina?tid=informline
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prescribed notions of a threat: clash of civilizations, Axis of evil, Islamo-fascism, homeland 

security, etc., (p. 16). 

  September eleven appears to have provided the Bush administration with the green 

light to stop asking countries if they wanted  the U.S. version of “free trade and democracy” and 

to “start imposing it with Shock and Awe military force” (Klein, p. 9). Seizing upon the fear 

generated by the attacks, the administration not only launched the “War on Terror” but ensured 

that it was a completely for-profit venture, and a booming new industry that would breathe life 

into the U.S. Economy (Klein calls this the disaster capitalism complex).  To implement this 

disaster capitalism complex, the administration outsourced—with no public debate—many core 

functions of government. We should be concerned here because the current role of the 

government isn’t  one of an administration managing its network of contractors, but rather one of 

a venture capitalist who provides the seed money for the complex’s creation and then becomes 

the biggest customer for its new services. Klein argues that “This is a global war fought on every 

level by private companies whose involvement is paid for with public money, with the unending 

mandate of protecting the United States homeland in perpetuity while eliminating all ‘evil 

abroad” (p. 12).  

 On the home front War for instance, the homeland security industry insignificant 

before 2001 is now a two hundred billion dollar sector; and yet the real money is being made in 

fighting wars abroad (p. 13). Beyond weapon contractors whose profits have also soared, 

maintaining the U.S. military, and humanitarian relief and reconstruction are now two of the 

fastest growing economies in the world (producing better profits than even the dot-com days). In 

fact, Klein (2007) maintains that the for-profit relief and reconstruction has already become the 

new global paradigm—regardless if we’re dealing with natural disasters or preemptive war—for 
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the ways wars are fought and how human disasters are responded to. Wars and disasters 

responses are now so privatized that they are themselves are the new markers, and these private 

contractors—Blackwater and Halliburton to name a few—don’t even need to wait for the end of 

the war to see the economic boom. The economic benefits are now seen almost instantaneously. 

Zizek (2006) also observes that the current economic strategy of today’s capitalism is 

outsourcing, which he defines as the handing over the dirty process of material production—but 

which includes much more—to another company via subtracting in order to avoid ecological and 

health regulations. He argues that even torture is being outsourced, and left to the Third World 

allies of the U.S (p. 371).These happenings all point to the emergence of a powerful alliance 

between a few very large corporations and a class of wealthy politicians, who far from freeing 

the market from the state, simply merged, “trading favors to secure the rights to appropriate 

precious resources previously held in the public domain” (Klein 2007, p. 15).  

 A basic aim of a democratic government is to curb the use of such arbitrary powers 

against its citizens, yet the past administration took on corporatist traits which left the country 

with massive deficits. Its major characteristics included huge transfers of public wealth to private 

sectors, a strategy which is often accompanied by huge debt, a widening gap between the rich 

and the poor, an aggressive nationalism which justifies the endless spending on security, 

aggressive surveillance—with government and larger corporation trading favors and contracts,—

mass incarceration, shrinking civil liberties and sometimes torture (Klein 2007, p. 15). The 

wealthy, those benefiting from such an arrangement, may have no issues with this, but 

recognition that the masses are shut out and oppressed ascertain that measures be taken to 

contain them; they are dehumanized and then they become expendable. In fact, the country is 

still reeling from the high cost of our wars, and the impact of the current economic recession. 
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The high levels of uncertainty and fear surrounding the economic instability of the country show 

that the impact is felt physically, emotionally, and psychically, yet our banking systems continue 

unscathed with little regulations in place. 

 DuBois’ decades old concerns about the relationship between race, democracy, and 

empire, exemplified in his theory of Democratic despotism is still very applicable today. In his 

essay, “The African Roots of the War,” DuBois posits Africa as a starting point to correct global 

narratives of imperialism. The growth of capitalism along with liberal democracy within the U.S. 

and Europe led to the creation of a labor aristocracy.  Dubois argues that “It is this paradox 

which allows in America the most rapid advance of democracy to go hand in hand in its very 

centers with increased aristocracy and hatred toward darker races, and which excuses and 

defends an inhumanity that does not shrink from the public burning of human beings” (p. 644-5). 

The  spoils of the world, mainly the “darker nations of the world:” Asia and Africa, South and 

Central America, the West Indies and the Islands of the South Seas were being fought over by 

Europe and America. While colonialism may now seem ancient, its effects remain and the game 

of global dominance continues even now. West (2004) notes that this despotism would include 

acts of genocide against people of color around the world (p. 45) while Zizek (2006) warns 

against having the benign view of capitalism as simply a mode of technological domination. 

Instead he suggests viewing the relationship between the economic excess (surplus integrated 

into the capitalist machine which drives it to continually self-revolutionize) and the political 

excess of power which is needed for its manifestation. Zizek describes this ongoing process as 

“the constitutive excess of representation over the represented” (p. 298).   
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Toward A Social Prescription (Purpose of the Study) 

It seems that the problem of the twenty first century is the problem of humanity’s lack of 

empathy towards its own species not merely because of difference—though difference will 

continue to serve as a useful tool to conquer and divide and foster a crab in the barrel 

mentality—but purely to create conditions where the wealthy and their lineage will be able to 

amass historically unprecedented wealth and dominate all avenues of power through the now 

legitimate means of assigning personhood (humanity) to corporations while denying that same 

humanity to the poor. This issue will be a global one and the new veil will symbolize the 

inability of the poor to achieve social mobility or the move out of poverty. This study seeks to 

present a critique of America’s cultural, political, and economic landscape which implicitly 

posits Humanism as a meaningful agent of social change towards a more just society. 

 A significant question then becomes, how do we find way(s) to (re)build and inject 

civic aspirations and agency into Americans, and specifically African Americans, arguably the 

most disadvantaged group in American democracy? And how should African Americans address 

their glaring discrepancies in economic and poverty status?  Poor Americans overall, and most 

specifically African Americans, must adopt a politics of prescription; Africa Americans must 

view full equality, and certainly racial equality, as a point of departure and a supposition to be 

maintained in every circumstance, rather than a goal to be attained. We must address the issue of 

poverty now and make robust efforts at implementing holistic antipoverty initiatives and policy 

so we can provide a measure of economic freedom for ourselves and for the generations to come.  

Zizek (2006) describes the notion of a prescription as direct, as focused on the here and now, and 

not as a distant goal; a politics of prescription determines a reference point to serve as a guiding 

principle of action, and demands it direct implementation (p. 320).  
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 In her essay, “The African Aesthetic and National Consciousness,” Marimba Ani/ 

Dona Richards (1993) maintains that when we place the issue of aesthetics in a political context, 

“we simultaneously define ‘political behavior’ as that which proceeds from an understanding of 

the collective (racial, cultural) self-interest as being potentially threatened by or compatible with 

the self-interest of other groups” (p. 63). Once the aesthetics is placed in a political context, 

actions will ensue that are motivated by group interest which Marimba Ani describes as “the 

centering force of political behavior and consciousness” (p. 63). She furthers describes this as 

African centered or Afrocentric behavior. To speak of aesthetics from an African centered 

perspective first means considering the African worldview.  I argue that the root core of 

Humanism did not originate in ancient Greece, but in ancient Kemet. As such, this study aims to 

investigate an African-centered notion of humanism; to do so we turn to an African aesthetics to 

mobilize a collective and national economic consciousness. I also argue that humanism as a 

philosophical stance will provide a model of agency. African humanism is by no means new, 

though the tradition is often ignored both in academia and in general world knowledge.  Since 

the foundation of African religion, art, ethics, and aesthetics are grounded in ancient Egypt, I will 

attempt a Kemetic theoretical model/framework of African humanism which links the principles 

of thought and action.                                                                                                          



 

 

 
 

CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY 

A QUESTION OF PLACE  

 

“It is clear that, without the contributions of the Africana thinkers, reflections on such concerns 

as existence, ethics, aesthetics, politics, and human studies exemplify, at best, a false universal. 

Such a consequence is, however, of little relevance where, as in the Africana tradition, these 

thinkers are engaged and honored by the practice of a critique. For people of African descent, we 

need, then, an emancipation of ideas in which we can engage, without subordination, thoughts 

that we can treasure far into subsequent generations. A task faced by our generation is the 

liberation of such ideas.”
19

  

 

 

Philosophical assumptions are embedded in all methodology and paradigms, and in the case of 

the social sciences the same is true. Organizational Theories will reflect a people’s ideology and 

conceptual frameworks. Indeed, Asante (2003) points out that “the most important finding of 

modern intellectual history is that all analysis flows from ideological assumptions” (p.145). 

Certainly, Western Science, and particularly the social sciences have been used to oppress and 

suppress other ways of being in the world, and the cultural values and realties of Africans and 

people of African descent (Akbar, 2003; Asante, 1987; Carruthers, 1996; Dixon, 1976; Karenga, 

1982; Schiele, 1990). Questioning existing bodies of knowledge, Carruthers (1996), in his essay, 

Science and Oppression, argues that whenever one is engaged in inquiry, discovery or the 

dissemination of knowledge, that one is subscribing to a particular theory of knowledge (p.186). 

He points out that modern science tends to “merge the theory of knowledge and the theory of 

knowing into a single methodological solution” to conclude that “valid knowledge is that which 

can be verified by any qualified observer using the same methods, all other things being equal” 

(p. 186). Carruthers therefore takes issue that the experimental method has itself become a 

science with standards of validity being determined and pre-determined by the same and then 

                                                             
19 Lewis R. Gordon, Existentia Africana: Understanding Africana Existential Thought (NY: 
Routledge, 2000), p. 40. 
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legitimized by others of the science community however imperfect the science. Likewise, 

Stephen Jay Gould, a paleontologist, biologist, and historian of science, often considered the best 

known and widely read scientist of the late 20th century, illuminates the fallibility of science 

which he views as a social activity. In his seminal works, Gould (1996) sets out to "criticize the 

myth that science is itself an objective enterprise," and stresses that "Science must be understood 

as a social phenomenon, a gutsy, human enterprise, not the work of robots programmed to collect 

pure information” (p. 53).  He further notes that:  

The idea that observation can be pure and unsullied (and therefore beyond dispute) – and 

that great scientists are, by implication, people who can free their minds from the 

constraints of surrounding culture and reach conclusions strictly by untrammeled 

experiment and observation, joined with clear and universal logical reasoning – has often 

harmed science by turning the empiricist method into a shibboleth. The irony of this 

situation fills me with a mixture of pain for a derailed (if impossible) ideal and 

amusement for human foibles – as a method devised to undermine proof by authority 

becomes, in its turn, a species of dogma itself. Thus, if only to honor the truism that 

liberty requires eternal vigilance, we must also act as watchdogs to debunk the 

authoritarian form of the empiricist myth – and to reassert the quintessentially human 

theme that scientists can work only within their social and psychological contexts. Such 

an assertion does not debase the institution of science, but rather enriches our view of the 

greatest dialectic in human history: the transformation of society by scientific progress, 

which can only arise within a matrix set, constrained, and facilitated by society (Gould 

1998, p.19). 
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Nobles (2006) makes another significant observation about science: that in modern times, 

science has become the critical thought of society and that it has even replaced philosophy 

(p.73), and  Dixon (1976) provides an insightful explanation about the complex relationship 

between science, worldviews, and their impact on research methodologies:  

In the social sciences, research involves, in general, the process of making assumptions, 

constructing models, hypothesis, or theories, testing them, and, if valid, formulating 

policies, strategies or courses of action. One major characteristic of this process is that 

models, tests, and policies cannot contradict their initial assumptions. Stated differently, 

assumptions place the rabbit in the hat, while logic pulls it out. Assumptions are 

statements about phenomena that are accepted as valid without submission to tests of 

their validity (Dixon, 1976, p.51). 

DuBois (1995) also expresses suspicion towards objectivity, neutrality claims and notions of 

universality stressing that “no system of learning – no university can be universal before it is 

German, French, Negro” (p. 72).  

 Gordon (2000) also recognizes a historic and present day dilemma of Black thinkers. 

Gordon argues that Black theorists and philosophers have been victims of the “fallacy of 

reductionistic ‘experience’” (p.22). That is, Black thinkers are engaged for their lived experience 

of being Black rather than for the quality of their ideas and thoughts.  The consequence, Gordon 

notes, is that “their historicity is robbed of its contingency and collapsed into necessity or a form 

of essentialism” (p.23). Ironically, this leads to “epistemic closure” wherein the knowledge of the 

theorists being black locks in knowledge claims with the theorist being positioned neither within 

the universal, nor within the particular, but outside of the historical. So that the ideas and theories 
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of W.E.B. DuBois, Franz Fanon, Martin Delany, Frederick Douglass, Marcus Garvey, Anna 

Julia Cooper, C.L.R. James, to name a few, are only discussed in terms of biography, and in 

relation to accepted European systems of thought. To further complicate matters, Akbar (2003) 

adds that African social scientists fail to recognize that the tools and skills acquired in our 

training in the Western social science tradition do not provide us with the functional and robust 

means to assist in the social, political, economic, and psychological liberation of African people  

(p.131). In fact, Akbar argues, that our very failure to question those assumptions of Western 

science is to participate in our domination and oppression (p.131). This is precisely what 

Carruthers (1996) means when he notes that our students “are caught between the philosophy of 

liberation and the methodology of oppression” (p.190).   

DuBois, writing in 1933, also sounded the alarm having recognized the relationship 

between a researcher’s methodology and his or her location even as he recognized the 

university’s role and responsibility in addressing the social problems and concerns of its locale. 

He drew a parallel with a Spanish University just as he later does with the French university. 

DuBois stressed that the Spanish University is in fact a Spanish University, that it is located in 

Spain, that it uses the Spanish language and that it starts with Spanish history and makes the 

social conditions in Spain its pedagogical focus. Therefore, DuBois concludes that the 

“American Negro problem is and must be the center of the Negro American University” and that 

it is upon these foundations that we build (DuBois, 1995, p.69).  Diop (1991) would fully agree 

and in fact noted that “Viz-a-vis Black Africa, Egypt has played the same role that the Greco-

Latin civilization has played vis-à-vis the West. A European specialist, in any domain of the 

humanities would be ill advised to conduct any scientific work if he cuts himself off from the 
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Greco-Latin past. Similarly, the African cultural facts will only find their profound meaning and 

their coherence in reference to Egypt” (p. 309). 

Furthermore, DuBois believes that African American pedagogy should focus and be 

founded on knowledge of African history, and of the history of African people in the United 

States as well as their present conditions. Like Garvey, DuBois (1995) stresses the importance of 

an African awareness or consciousness—“without whitewashing or translating wish into fact’’—

thereby laying the foundation for Afrocentric thought (p.70). DuBois also identifies an African-

centered praxis, that of functionality, which is at the heart of the African aesthetics; he charges 

that the university must not only be a center of knowledge but must also serve as a center of 

applied knowledge and guide of action (DuBois, 1995, p. 72). Knowledge must itself be 

functional, and pedagogy “must root itself in group life and afterwards apply its knowledge and 

culture to actual living” (p.72). Likewise, Karenga (2001) also insists that the paradigmatic grand 

theory of Black Studies be “self-consciously a holistic enterprise of critique and corrective” 

which Karenga describes as being a major contribution to human consciousness and liberation 

(p. 290-1).   

In response to the exclusion of other perspectives in the academic arena, Schiele (2003) 

identifies three objectives of Afrocentricity: (1) It seeks to promote an alternative social science 

paradigm more reflective of the cultural and political reality of African Americans; (2) it seeks to 

dispel the negative distortions about people of African ancestry by legitimizing and 

disseminating a worldview that goes back thousands of years and that exists in the hearts and 

minds of many people of African descent today; and (3) it seeks to promote a worldview that 

will facilitate human and societal transformation toward spiritual, moral, and humanistic ends 

and that will persuade people of different cultural and ethnic groups that they share a mutual 
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interest in this regard (p.188-189). To that end, the Afrocentric paradigm must be hailed as a 

critical component to challenging hierarchical ways of viewing, existing, and being in the world.  

According to Asante (1990), Africalogy, Egyptology and Afrocentricity must be viewed 

as legitimate responses to the human condition. He defines Africalogy as an “Afrocentric study 

of phenomena, events and ideas, and personalities related to Africa” (Asante, 1990, p. 14). The 

concepts, paradigms, theories, and methods of Africalogy is shaped by centrism, which grounds 

observation and behavior in one’s own historical experience. Using the African origins of 

civilization and the Kemetic high culture as a classical starting point of a study will secure 

centrism when performing an analysis of Africa. In addition, Asante argues that Africalogy 

should exist alongside other centric pluralisms without hierarchy and without seeking hegemony.  

As Asante notes, “As a discipline, Africalogy is sustained by a commitment to centering the 

study of African phenomena and events in the particular cultural voice of the composite African 

people. Furthermore, it opens the door for interpretations of reality based on evidence and data 

secured by reference to the African world voice” (Asante, 1990, p. 12).  It is important to note 

here that Africalogy is concerned with Africans of all regions. The geographical scope of the 

African world includes Africa, the Americas, the Caribbean, and various regions of Asia and the 

Pacific. Africalogy consists of seven (7) general subject fields: social, communication, historical, 

cultural, political, economic, and psychological, and three (3) paradigmatic approaches to human 

knowledge: functional, categoral, and etymological (Asante, 1990, p.12). The functional 

paradigm is concerned with issues of needs, policy, and action, the categoral paradigm centers on 

issues of schemes, gender, class, themes, and the etymological paradigm addresses language 

especially in terms of word concept and origin (Asante, 1990, p. 13).  
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It is also crucial to recognize that the Afrocentric paradigm is framed and supported by 

cosmological, epistemological, axiological and aesthetic issues and as such accessing those 

elements will naturally lend itself to an African-centered voice in relation to external phenomena 

(Asante, 1990, p. 8). The cosmological realm encompasses the role of African culture in its 

myths, legends, literatures and oratures—the mythological level—as well as the ways in which 

Africans regard the cosmos. In terms of research, emphasis is placed on the issues of racial 

formation, culture, gender, and class. The Epistemological realm focuses on questions of truth 

and ways of knowing, and in Africalogy, these issues are addressed in language, myth, ancestral 

memory, dance-music art, and science. Questions of value are addressed in the axiological realm 

with notions of the good/the beautiful and right conduct at its core. Aesthetically, the African 

enterprise is informed by seven “senses” developed by Kariamu Welsh-Asante’s Umfundalai 

theory of dance:
20

  (1) polyrhythm: the simultaneous occurrence of several major rhythms; (2) 

polycentrism: the presence of several colors, movements or themes within the context of a 

presentation of art; (3) dimensional: the energy, depth and vital force of the art work; (4) 

repetition (the reoccurring theme reflected in the creative piece); (5) curvilinear, wherein the idea 

of indirection wherein the lines are literally or symbolically curved onto or into the creative 

work; (6) epic memory: the notion that the art work carries the historic memory that allows both 

the artist and the audience to participate; (7) and wholism which refers to the unity of the 

collective parts of the creative work.
21

  

 

                                                             
20

 See Kariamu Welsh-Asante, Commonalities in African dance: An aesthetic foundation for 

African dance,” In  African culture: The Rhythms of Unity, eds. M. K. Asante & K. W. Asante  

 (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1985), pp. 71-82. 
21

 For a fuller discussion of these principle issues of Afrocentric inquiry see Molefi Kete Asante, 

Kemet, Afrocentricity, and Knowledge, (NJ: Africa World Press, Inc., 1990), pp. 8-22. 
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The African Worldview: Ethos and Culture 

Dixon (1976) strongly argues that worldviews shape research methodologies; he informs 

that (1) value orientations influence assumptions which in turn influence models or hypotheses; 

(2) that those assumptions and models are informed by logic or the mode of organizing 

knowledge; and (3) that one’s version of reality controls the methods of verifying the constructed 

models (p. 77). Though he does not pretend to explain the origin, historical development, or the 

genetic bases for the differences in the African and Euro American worldviews as Diop does, 

Dixon identifies major differences in axiology, epistemology and logic as in the following table.  

Table 1: AFRICAN-ORIENTED AND EURO-AMERICAN-ORIENTED 

PHILOSOPHICAL CHARACTERISTICS
22

 

 

ORIENTATION EURO-AMERICAN AFRICAN 

AXIOLOGIES 

 Human/Nature 
Relations 

 

 

 

 

 Time 
 

 

 Activity 

 

Man-to-Object 

(I – IT) 

Mastery over Nature 

Individualism 

 

Future, Divisible 

 Linear Clock 

 

Doing 

 

Man-to-Person 

(I-Thou) 

Harmony with Nature 

Communalism 

 

Past-Present, Continuous  

Felt 

 

Being 

EPISTEMOLOGY 

 

Object-Measure 

Cognition 

Affect-Symbolic 

Imagery 

           LOGIC Either-Or Diunital 

 

                                                             
22

 Dixon, Vernon, “Worldviews and Research Methodology,” In African Philosophical 

Assumptions and Paradigms for Research on Black Persons eds. L. King, V. Dixon, & W. 

Nobles, (LA: Fanon Research & Development Center, 1976), pp. 56. 
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For Dixon, the most prominent value orientations in the Euro-American worldview is the Man-

to-Object relationship while for Africans and people of African descent it is the Man-to-Person 

relationship (p.54-5). This separation of the self and the non-self leads to the phenomenal world 

being perceived as an Object with a gap/separation between the knower and the phenomenal 

world. This separation of man from the phenomenal world also leads to a future orientation of 

time, an emphasis on doing, mastery over nature, and gaps in relation to others. Dixon (1976) 

points to the rise of individualism as a natural result of this phenomena observing that “There is 

no conception of the group as a whole except as a collection of individuals. ‘We are, because I 

am; and since I am, therefore we are’” (p.58). On the other hand, the African worldview 

dominant value-orientations of Being, Felt-time, Communalism, and Harmony with Nature all 

intertwine with each other leading to an emphasis on the Man-to-Person relationship (Dixon, 

1976, p.67).  The saturation of connectivity and communalism is reflected in the maxim: “I am, 

because we are; and since we are; therefore, I am” (Dixon, 1977, p 129). A major and 

fundamental difference between the two worldviews crucial to this research centers first on the 

conception of self, and, two, on the perceived relationship between the self and the other. 

Additionally, the difference in perspective has great implications for the design, study, and 

conclusions drawn in research generally. 

In terms of Epistemology, it is important to note that this is not a discussion of 

intelligence but rather one based on a person’s ability to know or how one knows or measures 

reality. According to Dixon (1976), the dominant mode of knowing in the Euro-American model, 

the Object Measure Cognition, hinges on an “empty perceptual space,” where the knower 

deliberately distances his or herself from what is being known and extreme focus is centered on 

knowing and arranging  phenomena into qualifiable and then quantifiable measures. 



                                                                                                                                                      50 
 

 
 

Furthermore, I’ve observed that under this model, to understand phenomena, not only is there a 

consistent attempt to objectify, but also to develop a construction of the “other” and then to make 

exotic and/or even eroticize that “other.” No such space exists in the dominant mode of knowing 

in the Africanized worldview where reality is defined by what Dixon terms the Affect-Symbolic 

Imagery Cognition. Here knowledge is produced with the synthesis of the Affect
23

 and Symbolic 

Imagery.
24

 The African epistemological approach suggests “I feel phenomena; therefore I think; 

I know” (Dixon, 1977, p.136) while the Euro American approach is “I step back from 

phenomena, I reflect; I measure; I think; I know, and therefore I am and I feel (Dixon, 1977, 

p.133). In terms of logic (validity in reasoning), the Euro-American approach is Either/Or logic 

but for Africans it is diunital in nature. As Dixon explains, the Either/Or approach is consistent 

with a worldview oriented towards maintaining distance between the self and the phenomenal 

world, and so from that perspective it is difficult to perceive, for example, of “a room being 

simultaneously empty and not-empty” (p.75) Diunital logic allows for the conceptualizing of 

“something apart and united at the same time” and completely consistent with the “harmonious 

oneness” between the knower/observer and that which is being known (Dixon, 1976, p.76). 

Dixon (1977) concludes by providing several general guidelines for a "sure" African-oriented 

research methodology which this researcher intends to adhere to:  

 The researcher must be a full participant observer in the black community. 

  Assumptions and models in content, must incorporate the values of the African-oriented 
world view-dynamic, circular, collective, situational, etc. 

 

                                                             
23

 Dixon describes Affect as the feeling self which engages phenomena holistically, and as one 

factor of the Africanized mode of knowing, but Affect should not be confused with intuition. See  

Vernon Dixon, “Worldviews and Research Methodology,” pp. 76. 
24

 Dixon defines Symbolic Imagery as “the use of phenomena (words gestures, tones, rhythms, 

objects, etc) to convey meaning.” Though not an illustration of reality it is a stand in for the 

phenomenal world. See “Worldviews and Research Methodology,” pp. 70. 
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 Assumptions and models, in form, must be Diunital. They are mutually inclusive rather 
than mutually exclusive. 

 

 Verification or testing procedures must use Object-Measure cognition. They must 
incorporate the criteria of collective black metaphor. Affect must unite with numerical 

measures (Dixon, p. 151). 

 

Similarly, Nichols (1976) discusses philosophical differences in a number of cultures and 

stresses that in the African worldview the highest value lies in the interpersonal relationships 

between persons (Member to Member). Nichols also highlights the Diunital approach to logic in 

the African worldview and the Either/or dichotomy found in the Euro-American worldview.  In 

terms of process in the African worldview, actions occur with the Ntuological perspective where 

human and spiritual networks intertwine, but relegated to technology where all sets are 

repeatable and reproducible in the European worldview (See Table 2 below).  

Table 2: Nichols’ (1976, 1987) Philosophical Aspects of Cultural Difference
25

 

 

Cultural Dimension African/African-American European/European-American 

Axiology Member-Member 

The highest value lies in the 

interpersonal relationships 

between persons. 

Member-Object 

The highest value lies in the object 

or the acquisition of the object. 

Epistemology Affective 

One knows through symbolic 

imagery and rhythm. 

Cognitive 

One knows through counting and 

measuring. 

Logic Diunital 

The union of opposites 

Dichotomy 

Either/or 

Process Ntuology 

All sets are interrelated through 

human and spiritual networks. 

Technology 

All sets are repeatable and 

reproducible. 

 

                                                             
25

  See Anne M. Nicotera, Understanding Organization Through Culture and Structure Rational 

and Other Lessons from the African American Organization (NJ: Lawrence Earlbaum Associates 

Publishers Inc., 2003), p.69. 
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        So within the African worldview, one becomes oriented towards a spiritual perspective and 

harmonious oneness between the self and nature. Nobles (2006) also recognizes this; he states: 

In terms of the African ethos, then the first order or guiding belief (one with nature) 

suggests that African peoples believe themselves to be part of the natural rhythm of 

nature. The second order or guiding principle (survival of the tribe) suggests that African 

peoples believe in the cosmological and ontological importance of life which says that 

people are paramount and permanent. In accordance with the notions of one with nature 

and survival of the tribe, the African consequently thinks of experience as an intense 

complementary rhythmic connection or synthesis between the person and reality (p.127).  

Ultimately, the ethos and world view of a people refer to their collective culture and culture 

encompasses the totality of a people’s thought. An understanding of culture is important because 

as Marimba Ani (2007) argues, a people’s world view affects and determines behavior and 

thought. Ani’s construct of the Asili, a conceptual tool for cultural analysis, is one that combines 

mythoform, mythology, and ideology and serves as the logos and germ seed of the culture. It is 

the Asili which will provide explanations for the behavior, thought (Utamawazo)
26

 and creations 

of a people. Both the Utamawazo and the Utamaroho, the vital force/energy source, emerge out 

of the Asili and exist as its manifestations.  Ani further maintains that understanding the 

traditional African worldview allows for an understanding of the African American ethos and its 

response to the aggression of western European culture.  

                                                             
26

 Culturally structured thought which shows the ways in which a people’s cognition is impacted 

by a cultural Asili. For a fuller description see Marimba Ani, “Utamawazo: The Cultural 

Structuring of Thought” In Yurugu, (DC: First Nkonimfo Publication, 2007), pp 29-108. 
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Nobles (1985) informs us that a people’s worldview defines what they believe to be their 

nature and the ways in which the world should operate. Growing out of the worldview are the 

normative assumptions which summarizes a people’s perception of “the good life” and with it 

the political, cultural, and economic forms and processes necessary to meet those conditions. A 

people’s frame of reference primarily concerned with academic disciplines and scientific inquiry, 

Nobles argues, is “the lens through which a people perceives the experiential world (p. 36-7). In 

“Culture, Communication and Afrocentrism Some Rhetorical Implications of a New World 

Order,” Smith (1998) argues that “Our reality is a product of our symbol-making, symbol-using, 

and symbol-misusing behavior” (p. 107).  Furthermore, our worldview, the way(s) human beings 

make sense of the order of things and people in our lives, is essential to how we view ourselves. 

So that access and control of the powers that aid in image and vision making is essential to the 

creation of any world order. Smith then utilizes Hatch’s definition of culture: “The way in which 

any group has constructed solutions to the universal problem of how we live” (qtd in Smith, p. 

110); and concludes that “the cultural context is an important variable affecting human behavior 

and perceptions of human behavior and communications” (p. 110). For instance, Vernon Dixon 

and Badi Foster (1971) identify at least six (6) aspects of the Black referent—critical to this 

research—which he describes as “a worldview reflecting a particular collective psyche:” (1) The 

value of humanism, (2) value of communalism, (3) the attribute of oppression/paranoia, (4) the 

value of empathetic understanding, (5) the value of rhythm, and (6) the principle of limited 

reward (p.10). 

DuBois (1995c) and Harold Cruise (1967) have placed major emphasis on the role of 

Africana culture and history that still resonate with profound validity even today. DuBois 

(1995c) argued that “It is the duty of the black race to maintain its cultural advance, not for itself 
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alone, but for the emancipation of mankind, the realization of democracy and the progress of 

civilization (p.618). For Dubois, deconstructing culture reveals truth, and it is this truth which 

allows African Americans to exist above the limitations of the veil. Veil here is used as a 

metaphor for elements of racism that separated and limited Blacks. Harold Cruse also argues: 

As long as the Negro’s cultural identity is in question, or open to self-doubts, then there 

can be no positive identification with the real demands of his political and economic 

existence. Further than that, without a cultural identity that adequately defines himself, 

the Negro cannot even identify with the American nation as a whole. He is the left in 

limbo of social marginality, alienated and directionless on the landscape of America, in a 

variegated nation of whites who have not yet decided on their own identity (Cruse, 1967, 

p. 13). 

 Both these theorists attribute the means and power to determine agency, the construction of 

identity, and economic and psychological liberation to culture.  

So just how crucial is the role of culture in our lives? Azibo (2001) building on Karenga’s 

and Nobles’ discussion of culture argues that the African worldview is a product of Africa’s 

history, culture and philosophy.  Karenga (1980) defines culture in Kawaida Theory as “the 

totality of a people’s thought and practice” wherein human beings “celebrate and introduce 

ourselves to history to history and humanity” (p.22) and equates culture with “all the thought and 

activity of a given people or society, but places stress on the ideological—i.e., the view and the 

value dimension of social life which informs social practice” (p.17). Additionally, Karenga 

(1980) identifies the seven basic areas of culture: (1) Mythology, (2) History, (3) Social 

Organizations, (4) Economic Organization, (5) Political Organizations, (6) Creative Motif, and  
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(7) Ethos.  Ethos, developed by the other six  areas of culture, Karenga describes as a social and 

historical product  by a people in order to shape the world in their own image and the sum 

characteristics and achievements of a people which give it its national/ethic character (p. 90).  

Nobles (1985) provides a more in-depth definition of culture and its levels of operation. 

For Nobles, culture is a scientific construct. “It is the montage of a people….the vast structure of 

language, customs,  knowledge, ideas, and values which gives a people a general design for 

living and pattern for interpreting reality” (p.54). Nobles  provides a three level model for 

interpreting culture which Azibo structures in table form (See table 3). 

Table 3: The African (Black) and European (White) Answers  

to the Cultural Factors and Cultural Aspects 
27

 

 

CULTURAL FACTORS  

Cosmology:   The structure and origins of the universe  

African Answer An interconnected and interdependent edifice, all things in the  

universe are interconnected and independent; origination by the Divine 

(Supreme Being, etc.)  

European Answer  Independence and separation of entities constituting the universe; human  

exists apart from/outside of nature  

Ontology:   The nature of being or existence  

African Answer  “Spirit” or “force” endows all things, the Divine provides a spirit essence  

to all creation; world is inherent in being 

European Answer Materiality; worth only in utility for exploration  

Axiology:   The defining/governing character of universal relations  

African Answer  Rhythmic and harmonious interchange of syntheses (connections) and  

contradictions (antagonisms)  

European Answer  Conflict of opposing forces; one force must conquer the opposers 

  

CULTURAL ASPECTS  

Worldview:   The most comprehensive ideas about order  

African Answer  Divine law, as revealed in the laws of nature (interpreted  

Afrocentrically), governing an active, alive universe; order is inherent 

European Answer  Order is imposed by the stronger force; overcome chaos and impose or  

reorder order (to fit one’s own interests)  

                                                             
27

 Daudi Azibo, “Articulating the African Worldview,” in The African-American Studies Reader, 

ed., Nathaniel Norment, (NC: Carolina Academic Press, 2001), pp. 424. 
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Ethos:    Set of guiding principles for determining human conduct 
African Answer  Life is primary; the oneness of all things; “one with/harmony with” nature  

European Answer  Control and mastery of nature and all life  

Ideology:   How a people should see their reality; how things should be 

African Answer  Oneness of things and the primacy of life reflecting a Divine nature; group  

maintenance, collectiveness, sharing 

European Answer  Survival of the fittest; drive for mastery and control of nature;  

accumulation of possessions  
 

CULTURAL MANIFESTATIONS 

Note:    The philosophical and sometimes mystical elaboration relevant to these  

notions is beyond the scope of this article, but nonetheless must be  

achieved (e.g., Memphite Theology, Dogon Cosmgony, Akan Philosophy,   

etc.). 

 

Table 3 continued 

 

  

As Azibo (2001) explains, the ‘primary’ level unfolds into and influences the ‘secondary or 

intermediary’ level which, in turn, unfolds into and influences the ‘surface’ level” (p. 423). The 

primary level of culture consists of ‘cultural factors’ of cosmology (the structure and origins of 

the universe), ontology (the nature of being or existence) and axiology (the governing character 

of universal relations). The secondary/intermediary level of culture consists of “cultural aspects’ 

which would include the worldview, ideology and ethos. The primary and secondary levels of 

culture, as described here, make up the “deep structure of culture.” A people’s patterns for 

interpreting reality would be generated in the primary and secondary levels, and their general 

design for living comes out of their patterns for interpreting reality. This is expressed in their 

values, behaviors, customs, idea, beliefs, symbols, language, etc., (Azibo, 2001, p. 423). 

Emerging from a people’s cultural definition are issues of ideology, ethos, and worldview; 

Nobles stresses that the relationship among that trilogy is cybernetic (Nobles, 2006, p.72). 
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Linda James Myers (1998) likewise recognizes that culture determines quality of life in 

large measure. In other words, the way we view the world greatly determines our experience and 

history. Myers describes Nobles’ notion of the deep structure of culture as the philosophical 

assumptions (ontology, epistemology, axiology, cosmology) reflected in the culture’s worldview, 

ethos, and ideology. Adherence to these philosophical assumptions creates a conceptual system, 

“a pattern of beliefs and values that define a way of life and the world in which people act, judge, 

decide, and solve problems” (p. 5) which presents the worldview at the cultural deep structure 

level.  Therefore, Myers (1998) supposes that we can reliably differentiate between an European 

conceptual system as well as an African conceptual system with “each being distinctly different 

from the other in terms of basic survival thrust and fundamental character” (p. 5). According to 

Myers, an optimal conceptual system yields a holistic worldview which assumes the 

interrelatedness and interdependence of all things; it is optimal because “it is structured toward 

the achievement of everlasting peace and happiness” (Myers, 1988, p.13). A sub-optimal 

conceptual system, on the other hand, while not limited to a particular culture or race, leads to 

chaos and fragmentation. So despite the fact that our political, social, and economic institutional 

structures assign the highest value to the acquisition of objects (materialism) which is in turn 

reflected in the worldview, at the start of culture and history an optimal worldview predominated 

and it happened to be African (Myers, 1988, p. 8). The Afrocentric conceptual system views 

reality as being both spiritual and material and so assumes a spiritual/material ontology. The 

African conceptual system places the highest value on interpersonal relationships, and reasons from a 

diunital perspective   (see table 4). 
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Table 4: Optimal Conceptualization: Methods of an Ancient Afrocentric Psychology 

Conceptual Systems 

Assumptions Optimal Sub-Optimal 

Ontology (nature of 

reality) 

Spiritual (known in an extrasensory fashion) 

and material (known through the five 

senses) as one 

Material with possible spiritual 

aspect that is separate and 

secondary 

Epistemology (nature 

of knowledge) 

Self-knowledge known through symbolic 

imagery and rhythm 

External knowledge known 

through counting and measuring 

Axiology (nature of 

value) 

Highest value in positive interpersonal 

relationships between wo/man 

Highest value in objects or 

acquisition 

Logic (reason) Diunital—union of opposites Dichotomous—either/or 

Process Ntuology—all sets are interrelated through 

human and spiritual network 

Technology—all sets are 

repeatable and reproducible 

Identity Extended Self, multi-dimensional Individual form 

Self-Worth Intrinsic in being Based on external criteria or 

Value Guiding 

behavior 

Spiritualism, oneness with nature, 

communalism 

Materialism, competition, 

individualism 

Sense of well-being Positively consistent despite appearance due 

to relationships with source 

In constant flux and struggle 

Life-space Infinite and unlimited (spirit manifesting) Finite and limited (beginning with 

birth and ending with death) 

Perspective Holistic/oneness Segmented, fragmented (duality) 

Peace, happiness, 

orientation 

External Temporal (temporary) 

Stress, anxiety 

orientation 

Carefree/flow Continual confrontation 

Love orientation Unconditional (see beyond to truth) Conditional (focus on 

appearance) 

Close interpersonal 

relationships 

Manifestation of sharing spiritual union Manifestation of material 

attraction 

Group orientation Unity through ideology Unity through common goals or 

specific aim 

Aesthetic orientation Tied to ethics and character External, superficial 

 

Myers (1998) also argues that the outward physical manifestations of culture as well as 

its artifacts, (language, specific knowledge of tribal origins, customs, rituals, socioeconomic 
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organizations, etc.) are vulnerable to change and destruction, but concedes that the worldview 

formed of a specific set of philosophical assumptions can be preserved in the conceptual system 

that those assumptions structure, define and sustain.  

It appears to this researcher, that (1) people generally have a superficial understanding of 

culture and its functional operation so that they erroneously consider dress, speech and food to be 

the totality of a culture; (2) that the role of ideology and its impact on culture has been severely 

underestimated; and (3) that a reductionist approach to culture is detrimental to a people’s 

inherent survival thrust even when this approach is apparent among the group members 

themselves. 

 

 

Locating Africa: Afrocentric Spaces 

A key assumption of this study is that an African-centered perspective is the best 

approach to examining and interpreting African phenomena. Here I use the terms African-

centered, Africa-centered, Afrocentricity, and Afrocentrism interchangeably. Karenga (2002) 

situates Afrocentricity as “a methodology, orientation and quality of thought and practice rooted 

in the cultural image and human interest of African people” (p. 556). By this he means being 

grounded in the values and views that both inform and form the same, but also being grounded 

in a human and ethical framework for supporting, enhancing, and sustaining good in the world. 

Asante (2003) defines Afrocentricity as a perspective; and as “a mode of thought and action in 

which the centrality of African interests, values, and perspectives predominate. In regards to 

theory, it is the placing African ideals at the center of any analysis of African phenomena” (p. 2). 

As such, Asante sees Afrocentricity as “liberating the African by establishing agency as the key 
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concept in freedom” (p. 21). As metatheory, Afrocentricity allows for an inclusive approach to 

studying phenomena related to Africans and people of African descent and opportunities for 

broadening human knowledge generally. An African-centered metatheory accommodates an 

emphasis and awareness of frame of mind, scope of context, structure of code, and delivery of 

message (Asante, 1998, p.48). 

Furthermore, Asante (1990) argues that the goal of the Africalogist is “to make the world 

more meaningful to those who live in it and to create spaces for human understanding” (p. 28). 

With a focus on history, the Africalogist seeks to support three (3) functions: (1) Provide logical 

explanations of African peoples’ experiences from the origin of civilization to the present; (2) 

Develop a wholistic approach to the role of Africa in world culture; and (3) Explain the behavior 

of African people by interpretations and analysis derived from an Afrocentric perspective 

(Asante 1990, p. 31). An Afrocentric approach to investigating phenomena is concerned with the 

location, perspective and orientation of all relevant players and to secure centrism, the 

Africalogist should perhaps begin his/her analysis from the classical African civilizations, 

including Egypt (Kemet). This provides a reference point which will allow for a more profound 

understanding of African culture in its most natural state, and logically places Africa and the 

African worldview at the center of the investigation. Karenga (2003) also notes that Africana 

Studies discourse dedicated to academic excellence and social responsibility is informed by four 

(4) basic concerns: (1) the search for meaning and truth in history and social reality; (2) a robust 

and intellectual challenge to the existing ways  of viewing social and human reality; (3) a moral 

critique of the social constraints on human freedom (specifically those rooted in race, gender, 

and class issues; and (4) a commitment to establishing a truly multicultural, democratic and just 
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society based on mutual respect of persons and people, and mutual cooperation for mutual 

benefit (p.76). 

Another major element of Black Studies paradigm is the identification and restoration of 

classical African civilizations. It is now an undisputed fact that humanity gave birth to itself in 

Africa—a point in fact that Diop was forced to remind the world—so it is quite logical that we 

correct all misguided notions Africa’s role in history. So much so in fact, that Diop (1974) 

maintains that “the history of Black Africa will remain suspended in air and cannot be written 

correctly until African historians dare to connect it with the history of Egypt” (p. xiv). He further 

argues that for Blacks to be conscious of their history is perhaps the first step toward a retrieval 

of self.   In terms of research, this process only adds credibility to the Afrocentric mission as it 

provides a cultural basis for building a new body of human sciences and paradigm of authentic 

African social thought and practice. As Diop (1991) maintains:  

For us, the return to Egypt in all domains is the necessary condition for reconciling 

African civilizations with history, in order to be able to construct a body of modern 

human sciences, in order to renovate African culture. Far from being a reveling in the 

past, a look toward the Egypt of antiquity is the best way to conceive and build our 

cultural future. In reconceived and renewed African culture, Egypt will play the same 

role that Greco-Latin antiquity plays in Western culture (p. 3). 

Karenga (2001) agrees with Diop’s argument that we can only build a discipline in the human 

sciences by legitimizing a return to Egypt and states that Egypt’s role in constructing an African 

worldview is vital for the following reasons: (1) its antiquity, (2) authenticity, (3) level of 

achievement, (4) document availability, (5) relevance to other Africans including us, and (6) its 
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relevance to world history and culture (p. 291).  Ultimately, the systematic reclamation of the 

African worldview necessitated and continues to necessitate a historical paradigm. Interestingly 

enough, this process of Sankofa has been an active part of black resistance in the United States 

and the Diaspora from the start, climaxing at various recognizable periods of our history.     

Similarly, Keto (2001) maintains that “The Africa-centered paradigm above all represents the 

quest to define and affirm an African center for philosophizing, a framework for conceptualizing 

African reality and a paradigm for accumulating knowledge about Africans” (p. xvii). He notes 

that the paradigm asserts itself into the study of the past by first establishing Africa as the 

historical place to perform its analysis of the experience of African people (p.18). Keto also 

notes that outside a theoretical concept, the African centered paradigm operates as “an engine of 

social activism” and an ideological model can and guides the social practices of Africans in 

American seeking the well being of African people and humanity as a whole (p. xii). For Keto, 

concern about the humanity of all people undergirds an African centered perspective.  Terry 

Kershaw (1992) likewise points out that Afrocentricity emphasizes the life experiences of all 

people of African descent that have shaped Black reality.  He points to four assumptions of a 

Black Studies discipline informed by Afrocentricism: 

(1) That Black experiences are worthy of intellectual pursuit; 

 

(2) That the historical and contemporary experiences of people of African descent can prove 

instructive about human relations; 

 

(3) That the cultural, historical and contemporary experiences of African descended people 

are unique; 

 

(4) That one of the most significant tasks of an Afrocentric scholar is to help develop tools 

that help generate knowledge designed to describe, analyze and empower people of 

African descent to change negative social forces into positive social forces as they impact 

on life chances (Kershaw,1992, p. 29). 
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If we agree that generating knowledge in any discipline promotes its own particular 

philosophical worldview, it follows quite logically that the Black Studies scholar’s primary focus 

would be on factors that impact the quality of life of people of African descent.  Kershaw 

charges the Afrocentric scholar to identify both the social and non-social factors that impact the 

life experience of their subjects and to generate knowledge that would humanize and legitimize 

the lived experience of people of African descent. In the following table, Kershaw (2003) 

identifies some key assumptions that assist in illuminating the parameters of the Black Studies 

paradigm and the role of the Black Studies scholar. 

 

Table 5: Assumptions that Guide Research and Theory in Black/Africana Studies
28

 

1. Reason for Research  Relocating African people to their “African” Center(s).   

 Describing and explaining the agency of Africans in the 

shaping of their life experiences. 

 Empowering Africans to positively affect their life chances 

and experiences. 

 Generating “authentic” knowledge. 

2. Nature of Human Beings  All people act from a cultural center and in their own best 

interest. 

3. Role of Common Sense  Common sense consists of intuition and individual and 

group understandings based on historical and cultural 

context. 

4. Theory as an Approach and 

Orientation to data 
 Connects African people to their common heritage. 

 Rejects the agenda of any oppression (historical and 

cultural specific). 

 Seeks to ensure harmony throughout humanity. 

 Searches for “truth.” 

5. Place of Values  All searches begin with a value position. 

 The research must reflect an understanding of the subject 

group’s value system. 

 

                                                             
28

 Terry Kershaw, “The Black Studies Paradigm: The Making of Scholar Activists,” in 

Afrocentricity and the Academy: Essays on Theory and Practice, ed. James L. Conyers (NC: 

McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 2003), p.34. 
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For Kershaw, the purpose of Black studies research is to describe, explain, and empower 

African people to “positively affect their life chances and experiences” and he charges the 

researcher to maintain a dialogical relationship with the people as this will lead to research that is 

both subjective and political (p. 36).  Kershaw (2003) concludes that the history and the needs of 

people of African descent highlights the path and areas that Black scholars need to pursue, and 

that they must be centered, critical and empowering i.e., scholarly activists.  Asante (1990) also 

directs the African-American scholar; he stresses that the Africalogist, must begin analysis from 

the classical African civilizations, Kemet (Egypt), Nubia, Axum, and Mero (p. 14). After all, as 

Kawaida
29

 contends: “to realize themselves, a people must know and produce themselves and 

both self-knowledge and self-production are rooted in social and historical practice and are a 

social and historical process” (Karenga, 1980, p.90). Clearly, Afrocentricity places much 

emphasis on history and a working definition of the term might shed some light on its 

importance. Kawaida defines history as the human practice directed towards self, social and 

world construction and as the struggle and record of humans in the process of humanizing the 

world even as humans struggle against four fundamental opposing forces: (1) nature, (2) society, 

(3) other humans, (4) our immediate self (Karenga, 1980, p.29). So rather than simple nostalgia, 

or an aggrandizement of the past, Afrocentricity lays claim to the ways in which African people 

determined their existence in the past to make sense of the ways in which we exist today. This is 

                                                             
29 A theory of cultural and social change/cultural critique and corrective created by Karenga 

which he describes as an ongoing synthesis of Black nationalist, Pan-Africanist, and Socialist 

thought and practice. See Kawaida Theory: An Introductory Outline. (Inglewood: Kawaida 

Publications, 1980). 
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especially important for a people who have robbed of their own history and roots, and the 

interrupted continuity of their cultural development.  

The literature has convinced this researcher that reconnecting Africans with their own 

past and historical philosophy will empower and re-locate Africans and people of African 

descent to a cultural center and reconnecting to Egypt and other classical civilizations will 

provide knowledge relevant and crucial to our survival today. 

 

Rationale:  Acting from A Knowledge Base    

In The Afrocentric Idea (1998), Molefi Asante, maintains, “My objective has always been to 

present a critique that propounds a cultural theory of society by the very act of criticism. In other 

words, to provide a radical assessment of a given reality is to create, among other things another 

reality” (p.2). Similarly, I will attempt to create a space which will place African humanism 

alongside other African centered traditions of creativity, action, and resistance. By that very act, I 

hope to create another reality and/or awareness and space where a new discourse can begin. This 

study seeks to enter into the narrative and discourse where knowledge of the past will serve as a 

tool for consciousness-raising. It will help to provide a new self image and new subjectivity 

which will in turn foster agency and political efficacy. As Edward Said (2004)  notes, the time 

has come “to reconsider, reexamine, and reformulate the relevance of humanism as we head into 

a new millennium with so many circumstances undergoing enough dramatic change to transform 

the setting entirely” (p.6). 

 Franklyn E. Frazier (1968) bemoaned the fact that Black intellectuals of his time 

“failed to study the problem of Negro life in America in a manner which would place the fate of 

the Negro in the broad framework of man’s experience in this world” (Frazier, 1968, p. 274). 
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The Negro intellectual had also failed to “dig down into the experience of the Negro and bring 

about a transvaluation of that experience so that the Negro could have a new self-image and 

conception of himself” (p.278) Frazier charges the Negro intellectual to provide people of 

African descent with “positive identification” through their own history, literature, art, music, 

and drama instead of turning to foreign cultures.  Today, leading Afrocentrists and African-

centered scholars have developed and contributed to a body of work which critiques the racist 

and exclusionary actions in the fields of the social sciences, law, political theory, etc. These 

works/studies reveal and critique the dominance of Eurocentric thought. If we hold that 

constructs of reality are shaped by political and socio-economic forces and that dissenting 

perspective simply remain ideologies while prevailing dominant views are regarded as truth then 

we must recognize and legitimize our version of “truth.”  In that vein, this study seeks to 

challenge and displace the prevailing and privileged notion that Humanism is an entirely 

European construct. Secondly, the study stresses that the historical experiences and knowledge of 

people of African descent provides systematic guidelines for forging human relationships. 

Furthermore, by taking stock of the current socio-economic and political climate, the study 

argues that people of African descent must themselves become vehicles of social change and 

activism.  

 

 

Method 

I am drawn to the African-centered paradigm’s call to action to reformulate our ways of reading 

the world into “holistic ‘people-centered’ conceptual disciplines” (Keto, 2001, p.65) as well as 

its critique of Social Darwinism, liberalism, and capitalism.  I am also drawn to the paradigm 
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because it does not seek a hegemonic structure or location, nor does it seek to replace structures 

of domination as it is not a hierarchal discourse. This project will adopt a historical approach to 

demonstrate the origins of ideas of humanism in Egypt as well as a holistic approach to provide 

a synthetic theoretical framework of praxis to motivate agency among people of African descent 

and among the poor. This paper considers knowledge/critical pedagogy as an activity which 

promotes agency, cultural transmissions and consciousness-raising. This African-based 

philosophical framework is vital in revealing the connections between truth, rationality, 

knowledge and power. Additionally, the knowledge generated here will contribute to Conflict 

theory, Critical theory, Pan-Africanism, Historical materialism, Philology, Religious Studies, 

Phenomenology, and Existentialism.  

 

Chapter Description 

The subject matter of the chapters in this investigation is representative of the African roots of 

Humanism as praxis. Chapter one lays the foundation for the necessity of the study by attending 

to the current functioning of a politics of difference and interjects the concept of “playing with 

respect.” Chapter two addresses method and methodology. Chapter three follows with a 

discussion of Humanism and introduces Black Humanism as well. Chapter four presents Black 

theology as it relates to concepts presented by Black Humanism. Chapter five speaks to the role 

of mythology and art and familiarizes the reader with Goddesses Neith and Athena. Chapter six 

places Humanism within the African Aesthetic and worldview and in Kemetic thought while 

Chapter seven and eight locate writers Ishmael Reed and James Baldwin ( respectively) within 



                                                                                                                                                      68 
 

 
 

the African aesthetic. The final chapter will address the deeper theoretical implications of my 

findings. 

 

 

Limitations of the Study 

This brings me to the limitations of this study.  First, my focus on Humanism and Black theology 

is not an exhaustive investigative tale of its history—that would be a topic in itself—rather my 

focus is primarily concerned with Humanism and Black Theology as critical and cultural practice 

that informs how one thinks and what one does.  Additionally, my access to Kemetic texts is 

limited to translations, and often based on the interpretation of other scholars with direct access 

to those primary texts and with direct access to the languages in which they were written. 
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CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW 

HUMANISM: ABSTRACT THEORY OR PRAGMATIC MEASURE? 

“All western nations have been caught in a lie. The lie of their pretended humanism, this means 

that their history has no more moral justification and that the west has no moral authority”
30

 

“We must restore the historical consciousness of the African peoples and reconquer a 

Promethean consciousness.”
31

 

 

European Humanism 

Corliss Lamont, a key figure in the modern Humanist movement, who once served as an 

honorary president of the American Humanist Association, stresses that the supreme ethical aim 

of Humanism is the well-being of all of mankind. To achieve this end, humanists rely on 

methods of reason and science, democracy and love (p. xii). Citing the essence of Declaration of 

Independence, The Preamble to the Constitution, The Bill of Rights, and America’s belief in 

democracy, progress, science and invention, as well as America’s idealism, Lamont (1990) 

maintains that American tradition is fundamentally Humanist in character. He broadly defines 

Humanism as a man-centered theory of life where all persons are able to partake in the material, 

cultural and spiritual goods of the natural world, and as a multi-faceted philosophy.  More 

specifically he describes twentieth century humanism as “a philosophy of joyous service for the 

greater good of all humanity in this natural world and advocating the methods of reason, science 

and democracy” (p. 12). Though he stresses reason as the premiere indicator of the truth, the 

good and the beautiful, Lamont tempers this by stating that reason should “recognize the 

                                                             
30 James Baldwin, No Name in the Street  (New York: Vintage Books, 1972), 83. 
31 Cheikh Anta Diop, The African Origin of Civilization: Myth or Reality, ed. and trans. Mercer 

Cook (New York: Lawrence Hill Books, 1974), xx. 
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emotional side of man, and that Humanism will free the emotions from “irrational restrictions” 

(p. 12). Lamont’s view of Humanism is that it needs to function in such a way that it makes 

philosophical truth both a powerful force and a reality in the minds and in the actions of men. 

His Naturalistic Humanism rejects all notions of the supernatural and regards Nature as supreme.  

Lamont goes on to identify ten (10) central propositions in the Humanist philosophy in its 

most modern form: 

First, Humanism believes in a naturalistic metaphysics or attitude towards the universe 

that considers all forms of the supernatural as myth; and that regards Nature as the totality of 

being and as a constantly changing system of matter and energy which exists independently of 

any mind or consciousness. 

Second, Humanism, drawing especially upon the laws and facts of science, believes that 

man is an evolutionary product of the Nature of which he is part; that his mind is indivisibly 

conjoined with the functioning of his brain; and that as an inseparable unity of body and 

personality he can have no conscious survival after death.  

Third, Humanism having its ultimate faith in man, believes that human beings possess the 

power or potentiality of solving their own problems, through reliance primarily upon reason and 

scientific method applied with courage and vision.  

 Fourth, Humanism in opposition to all theories of universal determinism, fatalism, or 

predestination, believes that human beings, while conditioned by the past, possess genuine 

freedom of creative choice action, and are, within certain objective limits, the masters of their 

destiny.  

 Fifth, Humanism believes in an ethics or morality that grounds human values in this-

earthly experiences and relationships and that holds as its highest goal the this-worldly 

happiness, freedom, and progress—economic, cultural, and ethical—of all mankind, irrespective 

of nation, race, or religion.  

 Sixth, Humanism believes that the individual attains the good life by harmoniously 

combining personal satisfactions and continuous development with significant work and other 

activities that contribute to the welfare of the community.  

 Seventh, Humanism believes in the widest possible development of art and the awareness 



                                                                                                                                                      71 
 

 
 

of beauty, including the appreciation of Nature’s loveliness and splendor, so that the aesthetic 

experience may become a pervasive reality in the life of man.       

 Eighth, Humanism believes in a far-reaching social program that stands for the 

establishment throughout the world of democracy, peace and a high standard of living on the 

foundations of a flourishing economic order, both national and international.  

 Ninth, Humanism believes in a complete social implementation of reason and scientific 

method, and thereby in democratic procedures, and parliamentary government, with full freedom 

of expression and civil liberties, throughout all areas of economic, political, and cultural life.  

 Tenth, Humanism, in accordance with scientific method, believes in the unending 

questioning of basic assumptions and convictions, including its own. Humanism is not a new 

dogma, but is a developing philosophy ever open to experimental testing, newly discovered facts, 

and more rigorous reasoning (Lamont, 1990, p. 12-14). 

 

Lamont (1990) credits the beginning of this tradition to ancient Greece and specifically to 

Democritus, Aristotle, and Protagoras who Lamont deems to be the first notable Humanist of 

which there is reliable record. Other fifth century philosophers who exhibited a Humanist stance 

were the Sophists (teachers of wisdom) who focused on an analysis of man. Socrates is also 

credited for his Humanist maxims such as “Know Thyself” (though we know that maxim 

decorated Egyptian temples before his time). During this time, two other systems of thought 

emerged which supported     : Naturalism and Materialism. According to Lamont, Naturalism 

helped to develop a scientific outlook and man’s reliance on reason. Lamont credits Aristotle 

with being the first great naturalist in history though he concedes Aristotle’s version of 

naturalism was flawed.  Materialism which also relies heavily on scientific method, holds that 

the foundation of all being is matter in motion, and adheres to the atomic structure of things 

(Democritus is considered to be the father of the atomic theory). The tradition continued with 

Lucretius in ancient Rome, but was submerged in the Dark Ages, revived in the seventeenth 
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century by the Dutch philosopher Spinoza, only to be continued into the eighteenth century by 

the philosophers of the French Enlightenment most notably Diderot and Voltaire. John Dewey—

who Lamont describes as America’s greatest philosopher—brings the humanist tradition to its 

peak in the twentieth century along with Britain’s leading philosopher, Bertrand Russell.  

When referencing culture, Humanism usually refers to the European Renaissance which 

began in Italy in the fourteenth century and which would spread throughout Europe and to 

England. This       was primarily a revolt against medieval Christianity, the authority of the 

Catholic Church, and religious limitations on knowledge (Lamont, 1990, p. 20). Renaissance 

figures such as Rabelais, Montaigne, Francis Bacon, Erasmus and Thomas Moore, and artists 

Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinciare are heralded since they rejected Christian 

supernaturalism and celebrated the immediate existence of man in life.  

Paul Kurtz, generally considered the father of the council for secular humanism and the 

center for inquiry, emphasizes the importance of action which he regards as a virtue. 

Additionally, he considers creative achievement to be the very essence of human life and at the 

very heart of human enterprise. He heralds Prometheus: “The humanist saint is Prometheus, not 

Christ; the activist, not the passivist; the skeptic, not the believer; the creator, not the conniver” 

(p.3). Kurtz (2000) describes Humanism not as a religion, but as a “philosophical, scientific, and 

ethical outlook” (p. 169) and as a life stance (p. 172). The first principle of humanism is a 

commitment to free inquiry into all fields of human endeavors and Kurtz provides three 

epistemological criteria which can be used in every discipline to justify truth claims: skepticism, 

probabilism, and fallibilism. Kurtz also cites the general methodology used by humanists to 

warrant truth claims. This methodology includes reason, rationality and reasonableness, but he 

also advocates the following criteria: experience, predictability, and rational tests of deductive 
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coherence (p. 177).  Humanism emphasizes freedom of thought and conscience (religious, 

philosophical, scientific, political, and moral freedom) and is very focused on procuring the good 

society. Since justice embodies the concept of harmony, order and reason, Kurtz maintains that a 

just society will allow for alternative points of views, and a plurality of lifestyles, beliefs, and 

moral values. As such, Kurtz calls for “peaceful negotiation of differences and compromise not 

force or violence” (p. 187). A central value of humanism and democracy is tolerance and for the 

liberal democratic humanist the full range of civil liberties must be recognized. For Kurtz, a fully 

democratic society will provide the opportunity as well as the means for all individuals to satisfy 

their basic economic and cultural needs. 

To distinguish between humanistic ideals and other nontheistic ideals, Kurtz combined 

Greek roots—eu (good/well), praxis (action/practice), and sophia (wisdom)—and coined the 

term Eupraxosophy which he defines as “good practical wisdom.” (p. 169). According to Kurtz, 

Humanist eupraxosophy is committed to a set of political ideals and presents a cosmic theory of 

reality which is situated in the best knowledge of its particular time. It combines a philosophy of 

living with a Weltanshauung (worldview) but is further infused with both passion and a cognitive 

based commitment. In short, it applies wisdom to the “conduct of life” (p. 172). Accordingly, the 

primary task of eupraxosophy is to “understand nature and life and to draw concrete normative 

prescriptions from this knowledge” (Kurtz, 2000, p. 173).  As a eupraxsophy, humanism is 

unique in that it seeks to “extend the method of objective inquiry into all areas of life, including 

religious, philosophical, ethical, and political concerns that are often left examined (Kurtz, 

2000, p. 178). With regards to social polity, Kurtz relies on John Dewey’s definition of 

liberalism, and notes that the first commitment of the humanist is to the method of intelligence as 

the most reliable way of solving problems. The most sensible way of political governance and 
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social change is by democratic methods of persuasion. Therefore, it is imperative that we have a 

well educated public, and Kurtz argues that educational opportunities must be available to all. He 

views this is a human right, as well as a major way for society to solve its problems. 

 Kurtz (2000) contends that a humanist ethics is sufficient to provide grounds for 

obligation as well as a theory of moral responsibility, and that a belief in God is necessary for 

moral obligation is fallacious. In fact, Kurtz argues a humanistic ethic of freedom but concedes 

that without moral growth the humanistic ethic would be lacking. As such, he argues that two 

additional conditions must be met for the humanistic ethic to flourish: (1) the theory and practice 

of moral education and (2) the recognition of a correlation between a set of prima facie ethical 

principles and their impact upon human action (p. 134).  Kurtz describes these  principles—

integrity, trustworthiness, benevolence, fairness—as “common moral decencies” which provide a 

framework for ethical conduct and choice (p.143).  Furthermore, Kurtz reasons that dispensing 

with classical religious foundations for moral behavior does not leave human beings without 

guidelines for ethical behavior. Instead empathy which Kurtz views as the “originative source of 

moral awareness” along with ethical rationality will emerge to further develop a sense of 

responsibility (p. 157). He views caring for others as a central moral imperative and argues 

naturalistic grounds for ethical behavior, and so concludes demanding that we develop an 

appreciation for human rights, that we apply them to globally and to all members of the human 

family, and that we make an “ethical commitment to the planetary community as our highest 

moral devotion” (p. 187). 

Fowler, former head of the Department of Philosophy and Religious Studies in the United 

Kingdom, describes humanism as being in complete opposition to any notion of the supernatural. 

She defines Humanism: “It is the degree of emphasis on human-being-ness and on the 
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exploration of the nature of human beings and their innate and developed potential which 

characterizes true Humanism, and this really necessitates a human-being centered rather than a 

God-centered perspective” (p.6). Fowler (1999) stresses that though it is anachronistic to apply 

the term humanism to periods of time before the 19
th

 century, it is useful if only to gain a 

chronological perspective. Differentiating between Humanism and humanism, Fowler notes that 

everyone is a humanist to some extent, that there are a numerous humanist theories, that even 

religious groups have been humanistic in their approach to humanity, and that famous names 

have contributed to the humanist ideal. Clearly, humanism covers the broad space covered by 

humanism, but if humanism is broad, so too is Humanism because as Fowler notes since 

Humanism is involved with life it is wide in dimension. Humanism (capital H) refers to the more 

specific ideology of humanism as perspective or as life-stance.  Fowler is not apologetic for 

Humanism’s broadness stressing instead that ‘its dynamism makes it indefinable, fluid, 

constantly changing and non-rigidified, in life with the characteristic of life itself, and distinctly 

out of line with dogmatic definitions” (p.7). Furthermore, as humanists come from different 

walks of life, and from different disciplines, they may not even agree on a definition of 

Humanism, but the definitions that do exist all stress the full potential of the human being.  

Fowler credits the Greeks for their perspective of the human being and maintains that 

Greece served as exemplar to the two later periods of history that exemplified the humanist 

ethos: the Renaissance and the age of Enlightenment. Fowler states: “With the influence of 

Greek thought and culture on so many areas outside Greece, it could be said, therefore, that it is 

in the arena of Greek ideas that humanism really begins” (p.12). Similarly, Walter (1998) notes 

that the most basic principle of humanism, centered on human relationship with ourselves, was 

expressed in antiquity. In Greece, this was expressed with the concept of paideia (the highest 
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cultural and moral ideal) later passed on to Rome through the Stoic thinkers. In his work, Walter, 

an atheist and anarchist, provides a history of the development of the humanism and informs that 

the words humanism and humanists were not used in antiquity or even in the Middle Ages, but 

instead emerged separately in the cultural discourse of modern Europe. Humanist and Humanism 

are of Latin origin humanus and humanitas derived from homo/hominis (man). The words 

Humanist and Humanism first emerged in Italy during the Renaissance, late fifteenth (15
th

) 

century, as a university term to describe studies of humanity and not as titles of ideological 

systems. The first humanists therefore were scholars, teachers, and students who studied the 

classics of ancient Rome and Greece. However, the term would spread from the purely academic 

arena to acquire ideological meaning. During the nineteenth (19
th

) century the term would be 

used “retrospectively” and “unhistorically” to reference the fifteenth (15
th)

 century wherein 

scholastic and humanistic scholarship were reinterpreted as “doctrinal controversy” between 

theistic and humanistic belief (Walter 1998, p. 33).  The expanding definition of the terms led to 

vaguer meanings and to many people being labeled humanists even if they weren’t in the strict 

sense of their time. Ultimately, the ideas of antiquity and of the Middle Ages would be called 

classical humanism/medieval humanism while the ideas of the early modern world which 

followed Renaissance humanism would be called Enlightenment humanism (France), new 

humanism/third humanism (Germany), and Augustan humanism (Britain). 

 According to Walter (1998) the earliest appearance of the term humanism in English was 

in a collection called Omniana, written in 1812 and first published in The Literary Remains of 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge in 1836. The term was used by Coleridge in the sense of the 

Unitarianism. Followers of that doctrine believe that God is only one person—as opposed to a 

belief in the trinity—and that Jesus was only human. Later in the early nineteenth (19
th

) century, 
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an anti-religious ideology was also taking root in Germany. Followers of Hegel, the “Young 

Hegelians” argued that man should take the place of God in philosophy. This movement adopted 

the term humanism to describe its ideology. Anti-religious ideas also morphed in France and the 

ideology behind the term was embodied in the French phrase “principe humanitaire” where 

“religion is replaced by philosophy, magic by science, God by man, divinity by humanity—and 

theism by humanism” (Walter, p. 37). This philosophical humanism was applied to the realm of 

politics as well. Ideologies of liberalism, socialism, individualism and communalism were 

subjects of intense inquiry. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels (young Hegelians to start) approved 

of humanism because of its anti-religious perspective but did not think it went far enough to 

create revolutions. So Walter (1998) argues that the first deliberate and permanent adoption of 

humanism by an intellectual system occurred in the philosophical doctrine of Pragmatism in the 

late nineteenth (19
th

) century by C.S. Pierce and William James. The doctrine spread to Britain 

though its main proponent, F.C.S. Schiller who deemed it humanism. 

 Jim Herrick (2005), a British humanist and former editor of the New Humanist, describes 

humanism as “a human philosophy of life whose emphasis is on the humane, the human, and the 

here-and-now” (p. 1), as “a realistic and pragmatic philosophy” (p.19), and as “a questioning, 

questing philosophy of life and linked to those philosophical ideas which lead to scepticism, 

empiricism and realism” (p.12).  Herrick views scepticism as being fundamental to the humanist 

outlook, emphasizes that all ideology including religion, science, and philosophy are open to 

questioning, but also concedes that complete scepticism serves no purpose as it could lead to 

cynicism or nihilistic beliefs. He stresses that a sceptical tendency is apparent in Greek thought 

exhibited by the question and answer technique of the Socratic Method. To further exemplify 



                                                                                                                                                      78 
 

 
 

this notion, Herrick tells of the medallion of Montaigne, which had inscribed on one side: ‘What 

do I know’ and on the other ‘All that is certain is that nothing is certain’ (p.12).  

Herrick is empathic that humanism is not a religion and adds that humanists are atheists 

or agnostic with no expectation of an afterlife; however, humanists believe in bringing value and 

meaning to life. He writes: “Humanism is a way to live, to give meaning to life and to find an 

understanding of our place in society, and, indeed the universe” (Herrick, p.3). Herrick views the 

morality of humanists as social in origin having evolved into recognizing the benefits of 

behaving well towards each other, and stems from “our situation as social animals” and human 

need. He points out that the codes of behavior of humanists are based on “our social agreements, 

our social construct of morals that benefit us all” (p.2), and that without the ability to empathize 

with others, morality is ineffective.  Arguing against the view of humanists as dry rationalists 

who worship pure reason, Herrick (2005) points out that the emotions and the aesthetic sense are 

important to a full and rich life whether in nature or in the arts. He underscores that an open 

democratic society is important to humanists and though not religious, humanists believe in 

freedom for religion even as they believe in freedom from religion. There is no need for society 

to privilege religious groups but neither do they support the persecution of religion.   

Kuvakin, director of the Center for Inquiry in Moscow, Russia (2003) argues that 

humanism starts from the simple premise that to understand the place of human beings in the 

world we need a human framework and the recognition of the personality as a central reality i.e., 

a starting point from where we begin to understand any phenomena (p.12). He too credits the 

ancient Greeks along with the ideologies of Epicureanism, skepticism, and stoicism for 

Humanism’s development noting that they laid the foundation for freethougth and Humanistic 

ideas which emerged during the Renaissance. The ideas focused on the natural realistic image of 
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humanity, and human cognitive and creative abilities—as reflected in the works of Shakespeare, 

Thomas Moore, Rabelais, Galileo, Francis Bacon, Leonardo da Vinci etc.,—which liberated 

Europe from religious dogmatism and  affirmed notions of individualism. The focus on the 

individual can be seen in the works of Voltaire, Rousseau, Helvetius, Lessing, Schiller, Diderot, 

all of whom articulated that human beings were endowed with sovereign natural rights with an 

atheistic bent. On the other hand, Karl Marx, Saint-Simon, and other socialist thinkers of the 

time focused on the formation of a harmonious society based on collectivism, cooperation, 

friendship, and social equality wherein social values were prioritized over individual ones (p. 

37). Kuvakin (2003) concedes that Humanism was not an articulated and organized phenomenon 

until the end of the nineteenth (19
th

) century where first, religion is rejected (secular humanism); 

second, human beings are viewed as autonomous beings (evolutionary or naturalism humanism); 

and third, a trend where human beings were viewed as “political animals.” The perspective that 

the social informs the consciousness of people led to societarian (libertarian) humanism and/or 

socialist humanism.  

It is not sufficient to define humanism as simply a worldview doctrine that advances 

humanity towards self-consciousness. Kuvakin (2003) argues that Humanism is not mere 

awareness of humanity or inhumanity, but rather that Humanism supposes a reflective 

personality wherein reason and knowledge are considered to be an imperative for practical 

reason and conduct in all fields of value (p. 19). This reflective element embodied in Humanism 

allows it to serve as the self-consciousness of humanity and as evaluator of humanity and 

inhumanity. Kuvakin describes Humanism as “…an outlook of a free and reasonable person who 

is self-sustaining, who has a developed sense of humanity, and who seeks as much as possible to 

harmonize his inner world and conduct within the multiactual spaces of personalities, society, 
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nature, nothing-ness, and the unknown” (p.34) and as “a powerful theoretical, ethical, intellectual 

and practical movement in the history of humankind” (p.13). He likens it to a control module for 

a person’s reason and conscience which collects and analyzes information and which is located 

at the foundational level of a personality and “at the same time be the personality’s highest 

intention and goal—to become and be a human being (p.18).  

According to Kuvakin, Humanism achieved its theoretical base having evolved since the 

Enlightenment period as “a systematic attempt to understand humankind’s positive resources” 

and as a lifestyle in sync with those resources. As a systematic theory, it has impacted language 

and coined new terms including: freethought, secular, atheism, worldly agnosticism and 

rationalism, and as a cultural advance, Humanism’s imprint is seen in numerous fields: poetry, 

literature, science, music, architecture, philosophy, etc., its tradition passes on from generation to 

generation (p.19). Clearly, humanism helps people to go beyond themselves and into the realm 

of society and nature. 
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Critical Perspectives of Humanism 

“The Secular ideas of liberty, justice, security and brotherhood, the very components of the 

so-called American Dream, have not been realized in the experience of the oppressed”
32

 

 

I am attracted to Humanism as philosophy because of its existential element; indeed Jean Paul 

Sartre (2007) argues that existentialism is humanism. Martin Luther King credits existentialism 

for conceptualizing the “finite freedom” of man, and the anxiety and inner conflict produced by 

the perilous structures of existence (King, 2010, 157). Atheistic existentialism of which Sartre 

was a proponent, holds that since there is no God, man/human reality is the only being whose 

existence precedes essence. This means that “man first exists: he materializes in the world, 

encounters himself, and only afterwards defines himself….Man is not only what he conceives 

himself to be, but that which he wills himself to be, and since he conceives of himself to be after 

being thrown into existence, man is nothing other than what he makes of himself (Sartre, p. 22). 

Man will only realize himself as truly human “not by turning inward, but by constantly seeking a 

goal outside of himself in the form of liberation” (p.53).  In the absence of a God—even if there 

were one it wouldn’t change the existentialist position— Sartre argues that man must recognize 

that “there is no legislator other than himself and that he must, in his abandoned, state, make his 

own choices” (p.53).  Sartre describes his concept of man as being the first principle of 

existentialism, but this first principle is also a focal point for humanism which emphasizes 

similar ideals with its emphasis on positioning the human being as central. Arguing against the 

accusations of pessimism and inaction leveled against existentialism, Sartre emphasizes that 

                                                             
32 J. Deotis Roberts, A Black Political Theology, (Philadelphia, The Westminster Press, 1974) 193. 
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existentialism stands against quietism in that it declares “reality exists only in action” and that 

“Man is nothing other than his own project. He exists only to the extent that he realizes himself, 

therefore he is nothing more than the sum of his actions, nothing more than his life (p. 37).  Man 

is therefore, creator, judge and jury of himself, of even his own creations, and of his life 

experience; he is the master of his destiny and even of his conception of what it means to be 

human.  

In Humanism and Democratic Criticism, Edward Said (2004) examines Humanism as 

discourse and claims that self-criticism is vital in the process of self-knowledge; without it 

Humanism and its disciplinary fields will not be robust. The study of Literature (the arts), and 

criticism, opens up avenues for human beings to become self-critical. Said believes that it is 

when pedagogy is centered on criticism, when we are fully engaged in criticism at the university 

level, and when we critically study other cultures, that we become actively engaged in the 

activity of self-criticism. Furthermore, it is then that we answer the question of the relevance of 

the Humanities. The belief in humanism as a cultural and educational ideal especially in a 

pluralistic nation is to recognize humanism as democratic and open to everyone, and as critique 

of the present state of affairs.  For Said there is no contradiction between participatory 

citizenship and practice of humanism. On the contrary, Humanism’s purpose is to make available 

for critical examination both the “human energies for emancipation and enlightenment,” and 

human misreading of the past and present, as the product of human labor (p.22).  

Said locates himself as a humanist, and at first glance one might be tempted to place him 

squarely in the Renaissance school of Humanism given his focus on the humanities. However, 

Said also trumpets notions from the Enlightenment Humanism (18
th

 century) where human 

reason triumphed over notions of the supernatural. Yet, Said separates himself from the 
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Eurocentric dominant model of Humanism. Here he dismisses conservative intellectuals like 

Allan Bloom that seek to protect a European centered canon and empire which naturally 

promotes Eurocentric values.  Said (2004) defines Humanism as follows:  

Humanism is the exertion of one's faculties in language in order to understand, 

reinterpret, and grapple with the products of language in history, other languages and 

other histories. In my understanding of its relevance today, humanism is not a way of 

consolidating and affirming what "we" have always known and felt, but rather a means of 

questioning, upsetting, and reformulating so much of what is presented to us as 

commodified, packaged, uncontroversial, and uncritically codified certainties, including 

those contained in the masterpieces herded under the rubric of "the classics" (p.28). 

 

Moreover, Said rejects poststructualism and postmodernity and their theorists such as Foucault 

and Lyotard because of their rejection of the grand narratives of enlightenment and 

emancipation. He still sees people all over the world being “moved” and motivated by the ideals 

of justice and equality—he cites the South African victory against apartheid as an example.  

I think that like Martin Luther King verdict on direct action, Humanism does not create tension 

but it will reveal those areas where tension abounds; Humanism in this sense does not allow for 

security in the status quo. Elsewhere Said (2004) provides another insightful definition of the 

term: 

...the core of humanism is the secular notion that the historical world is made by men and 

women, and not by God, and that it can be understood rationally according to the 

principle formulated by Vico in New Science, that we can really know only what we 

make or, to put it differently, we can know things according to the way they were made. 

His formula is known as the verum/factum equation, which is to say that as human beings 

in history we know what we make, or rather, to know is to know how a thing is made, to 

see it from the point of view of its human maker. Hence Vico’s notion also of sapienza 

poetica, historical knowledge, based on the human being’s capacity to make knowledge, 

as opposed to absorbing it passively, reactively, and dully (p.11).   
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For Said, humanism allows for the notion of human agency in impacting and creating history. 

Said has faith in the ability of human beings to respond to socio-political events because we 

possess the ability to contribute to the dynamic historical task of creating personal and 

intercultural meaning in a changing socio-political world.  

Marxist theoretician, George Novack (1973) notes that the powers of production in modern 

science and technology, can assure all of humanity—not just the wealthy—the satisfaction of 

their basic needs.  As such humanity can progress into “a superior mode of life” where creative 

possibilities can be made manifest (p.8). To achieve that end, liberals introduce reforms aimed at 

the private property system to lessen inequality. However, Novack dismisses this approach 

noting that its lack of progress against the harsh imperatives of maintaining capitalism’s 

dominance, and locating himself as a Marxist socialist, argues a Marxist approach to the problem 

of inequality. He also insists that the supreme task of this age is to abolish capitalism which he 

describes as a dangerous system, and to build socialism globally. Clearly, he sees liberalism 

reliance on capitalism as its weakness. 

 Building on the premise that labor, social organizations, language and consciousness are 

distinctive characteristics of man, both inseparably linked and mutually determining one another, 

Novack argues that “any inquiry into the essential nature of humanity is inseparable from the 

problem of the making of the human race” and that “the socialist humanism of the Marxian 

school teaches that the essence of humanity is creative practice” (p.43).  He also states elsewhere 

that God did not create humankind or anything else and that the supreme being for humanity is 

humanity (p.134).  The belief that humanity creates itself is a major humanist tenet and it means 

that humanity “is the product of its processes of producing the means of life” (p.45). Novack 

considers that Marxism is a humanism, points out humanism is much older that Marxism, and 
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concedes the impact of humanism on Marxism, yet argues that the two schools of thought can 

only be neighbors as “they proceed from different premises, advocate incompatible methods of 

actions, and rely upon different social forces to realize their objectives (p.116). Novack deduces 

that this is primarily because liberal Humanism is not a philosophy of the working class and its 

teachings are not founded on the facts of economic life but on “allegedly universal ethical 

standards” binding on all people because of their humanity. Interestingly enough, Novak infers 

that this perspective conforms to the abstract individualism upon which the ideology of 

bourgeois democracy rests (p.116). Additionally, Novack maintains that in the social and 

political realm, Humanism sees the main source of social conflict comes from ignorance, 

indifference, and prejudice and not from “opposing material interests.” As a result, humanism is 

entirely dependent on the effects of education, reasonable arguments, and moral appeals to 

address prevailing “hostilities of contending social forces” (p. 117).   

Secondly, Novack accuses the humanists of being idealistic in their approach to history 

and their solutions to social problems, though he concedes that they reject supernaturalism. He 

insists that while humanists may be radical democratic and social reformers, they are not 

working-class revolutionists nor scientific socialists as they fail to correctly analyze the “real 

structure of capitalism and the character and consequences of its class antagonisms” (p. 138). 

According to Novack, for the humanist, “the motive force of historical progress does not come 

from the development of class conflicts brought about by changing economic conditions but 

from the diffusion of democracy, intelligence, moral values, and higher ideals, which stands 

above narrow class considerations and crass material interests” (p. 117). Furthermore, Novack 

stresses that society is not the product of human nature (as the humanists believe) but that human 

nature is the product of society. 
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Despite the criticism, Novack concludes that it is not necessary to renounce humanism or 

its heritage to be a Marxist, and appears to advocate for a type of socialist humanism. Socialist 

humanism believes in the power of intelligence and in the cultivation of consciousness, but does 

not err in detaching reason from the social context—they are rational without being 

rationalistic—as does the idealistic humanism. Social humanism also believes in the human 

decency, but is moral without erring on the side of empty moralizing. Novack argues that a 

practical and progressive morality cannot be separated from actual social conditions including 

class based issues and other contending forces. He states: According to the moral code of a 

socialist humanism, whatever aids the exploited against the exploiters and the oppressed against 

their oppressors, and whatever actions clear the way to a free and equal society—whether these 

are directed against capitalists, colonialists, or usurping bureaucrats—are justified and morally 

right” (p. 142). 

There are currently two major Humanist organizations in the United States: The Council 

for Secular Humanist (CSH) in Amherst, New York, and The American Humanist Association 

(AHA). The CSH describes itself as a not-for-profit educational corporation whose activities 

include publishing and campaigning on ethical issues. The organization also supports a network 

of local groups and publishes a journal titled Free Inquiry with Paul Kurtz as Founder and Chair 

Emeritus. The mission of the CHS “is to advocate and defend a nonreligious lifestance rooted in 

science, naturalistic philosophy, and humanist ethics and to serve and support adherents of that 

lifestance.”
33

  Of interest is a sub-group of CHS which is the African Americans for Humanism 

(AAH) who are engaged in developing Humanism in the African American community. On the 

                                                             
33

  About the Council for Secular Humanism. Retrieved June23, 2010, from the Council for 

Secular Humanism, Inc. Web site 

http://www.secularhumanism.org/index.php?section=main&page=about 
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organization’s website, they explain that Humanism has a rich, though neglected, history in the 

African American community and argue that by utilizing this strong humanist heritage, African 

Americans will have a better understanding of their problems and possible solutions.  The 

organization also lists a number of great Black humanists: Cheikh Anta Diop, Langston Hughes, 

Paul Robeson, Zora Neale Hurston, J. A. Rogers, W. E. B. DuBois, Hubert H. Harrison, Carter 

C. Woodson, Lorraine Hansberry, Richard Wright, and Arthur A. Schomburg. 

The AHA defines Humanism as “a progressive philosophy of life that, without theism 

and other supernatural beliefs, affirms our ability and responsibility to lead ethical lives of 

personal fulfillment that aspire to the greater good of humanity.”
34

 Its mission is to serve as “a 

clear, democratic voice for Humanism in the United States, to increase public awareness and 

acceptance of humanism, to establish, protect and promote the position of humanists in our 

society, and to develop and advance humanist thought and action.”
35

 Additionally, the AHA 

views publishing and the disseminating ideas as core tasks. In 1927 the first humanist 

organization, the Humanist Fellowship, formed at the University of Chicago in 1927, published 

the first humanist periodical, the New Humanist. Humanist Manifesto I was published in its 

pages in 1933 and by 1941 the Humanist Fellowship was reorganized into the American 

Humanist Association (AHA). The Humanist magazine would replace the earlier journal which 

is still in existence today.  The first Manifesto was constructed by a group of thirty four (34) 

humanists, including clergy and academics, and philosopher John Dewey who emphasized the 

                                                             
34

   About the AHA Frequently Asked Questions.  Retrieved June 23, 2010, from the AHA Web 

site  

http://www.americanhumanist.org/who_we_are/about_the_AHA/Frequently_Asked_Questions 
35

 About Humanism.  Retrieved June 25, 2010, from the AHA Web site: 

http://www.americanhumanist.org/Who_We_Are/About_Humanism 

 

http://www.americanhumanist.org/who_we_are/about_the_AHA/Frequently_Asked_Questions
http://www.americanhumanist.org/Who_We_Are/About_Humanism


                                                                                                                                                      88 
 

 
 

vital necessity for reason, science, and democracy, and called for a redefining of the role of 

religion. These Humanists declare: 

Today man's larger understanding of the universe, his scientific achievements, and deeper 

appreciation of brotherhood, have created a situation which requires a new statement of 

the means and purposes of religion. Such a vital, fearless, and frank religion capable of 

furnishing adequate social goals and personal satisfactions may appear to many people as 

a complete break with the past. While this age does owe a vast debt to the traditional 

religions, it is none the less obvious that any religion that can hope to be a synthesizing 

and dynamic force for today must be shaped for the needs of this age. To establish such a 

religion is a major necessity of the present. It is a responsibility which rests upon this 

generation (Kurtz, 1973). 

 

In 1973, forty years after the publication of Humanist Manifesto I, in response to a new 

global consciousness after WWII and the Civil Rights Movements, Humanist Manifesto II with 

seventeen principles was published (drafted by Paul Kurtz and Edwin H. Wilson). Two African 

Americans of note signed the second Manifesto: A. Phillip Randolph and James Farmer, and this 

time, in addition to science, reason, and democracy, the emphasis was on ethics, and on 

individual action. In closing, these Humanists issue a warning that resonates even now. 

The world cannot wait for a reconciliation of competing political or economic 

systems to solve its problems. These are the times for men and women of goodwill to 

further the building of a peaceful and prosperous world. We urge that parochial loyalties 

and inflexible moral and religious ideologies be transcended. We urge recognition of the 
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common humanity of all people. We further urge the use of reason and compassion to 

produce the kind of world we want - a world in which peace, prosperity, freedom, and 

happiness are widely shared. Let us not abandon that vision in despair or cowardice. We 

are responsible for what we are or will be. Let us work together for a humane world by 

means commensurate with humane ends. Destructive ideological differences among 

communism, capitalism, socialism, conservatism, liberalism, and radicalism should be 

overcome. Let us call for an end to terror and hatred. We will survive and prosper only in 

a world of shared humane values (Kurtz, 1973). 

On a global level, the International Humanist and Ethical Union (IHEU) is the sole world 

humanist umbrella organization which was founded in Amsterdam in 1952.  Their vision is to 

create:  “a Humanist world; a world in which human rights are respected and everyone is able to 

live a life of dignity” (IHEU 2007).” The mission of the organization is to support, build and 

represent the global Humanist movement that defends human rights and promotes Humanist 

values world-wide. The international non-governmental organization is based in London and has 

Special Consultative Status with the UN (New York, Geneva, Vienna), General Consultative 

Status at UNICEF (New York) and the Council of Europe (Strasbourg), and maintains 

operational relations with UNESCO (Paris). IHEU has observer status at the African 

Commission on Human and People's Rights. The long term strategic aims of IHEU are:  (1) To 

promote Humanism as a non-theistic life stance throughout the world; (2) To represent 

Humanists within the international community and organizations; (3) To defend human rights 

and the rights of Humanists; (4) To develop organized Humanism in every part of the world; (5) 

To build a strong and effective global organization (IHEU 2007). In 1996, the IHEU General 

Assembly adopted the following resolution, and any organization wishing to become a member 

http://www.iheu.org/glossary/term/407?Array
http://www.iheu.org/glossary/term/204
http://www.iheu.org/glossary/term/248
http://www.iheu.org/taxonomy/term/68+50+80
http://www.iheu.org/glossary/term/453
http://www.iheu.org/glossary/term/203
http://www.iheu.org/glossary/term/411
http://www.iheu.org/glossary/term/411
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of IHEU is now obliged to fully accept this definition of Humanism. "Humanism is a democratic 

and ethical life stance, which affirms that human beings have the right and responsibility to give 

meaning and shape to their own lives. It stands for the building of a more humane society 

through an ethic based on human and other natural values in the spirit of reason and free inquiry 

through human capabilities. It is not theistic, and it does not accept supernatural views of 

reality.”
36

   

It is beyond the scope of this research project to determine the effectiveness of the current 

Humanist organizations though this research recognizes the value in Declarations as a means of 

establishing precedents. Humanist Manifesto I and II join the ranks of other declarations such as 

the Declaration of Independence, the Declaration of the Rights of Man, The Universal of 

Declaration of Human Rights, and the Declaration of the Rights of Women, etc., though they 

may not yet carry the same weight. 
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African Humanism 

Any assessment of the relation between black humanism and traditional Western humanism 

must incorporate this understanding of the genesis of Afro-American nontheism. Though 

black humanism and those humanists who trace their lineage to the enlightenment or the 

scientific revolution are akin in attacking the superstructure of theism, their criticism develop 

from radically different socio-economic contexts. Accordingly, the question of God is poised 

in quite different ways.
37

 

The European centered literature clearly shows the longevity of the Humanist tradition, 

the glorification of the ancient Greeks as the foundation of the humanist thought, a reverence for 

Greek mythology in the figure of Prometheus (the Promethean spirit), an atheistic posturing, and 

an elevation of man to a god-like status. Though the body of literature on Black Humanism is 

way smaller, the African centered view of humanism reflects a complex narrative. That African 

philosophy is humanistic is an observation maintained by Lewis R. Gordon, professor of 

Philosophy at Temple University, director of the Institute of Race of the Institute for the Study of 

Race and Social Thought, and of the Center for Afro-Jewish Studies and President of the 

Caribbean Philosophical Association. Gordon (2008) also stresses that a common misconception 

of African humanism was that its values were brought into Africa rather than emerging from 

African communities on the Continent. Gordon views this error as being a false interpretation of 

humanism as emerging in the European Renaissance and subsequently from the modern world.  

However, when Humanism is defined as values that emphasize human dignity, worth and 

welfare Gordon (2008) argues that humanism’s presence can easily be found in precolonial 

African religious and philosophical thought; I concur.  

                                                             
37 William R. Jones, Religious Humanism. In By These Hands: A Documentary History of African 

American Humanism, ed., Anthony B. Pinn (New York: New York University Press, 2001) 42. 
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 Despite the fact that many ethnic groups exists in Africa, there are major similarities in 

their cosmologies that can be seen today. According to Gordon (2008), a major reason for this 

commonality is that many of these groups are descended from communities that existed along 

the Sahara-Sahelian region of Northern Africa; he describes their influence as “the earliest 

foundation sources of those peoples” (p.186). The second influence is an external one and 

connected with Egypt’s history with invasions, conquests, and colonization which resulted in the 

people from the older kingdoms being pushed away from their original location and today are 

known as the sub-Saharan groups of today. To support his theory, Gordon offers up the 

connections between languages of those groups and the Egyptian language made by linguistic 

anthropologists. These indigenous African systems place great weight on human action and 

human subjects on earth and do not seek redemption or punishment in the afterlife. He further 

notes that the cosmologies of these groups commonly hold “a concomitant ontology, or 

conception of being, and a system of values in which greater reality and value are afforded to 

things of the past” (Gordon, 2008, p. 187).  

In addition to the indigenous models of humanism, Gordon (2008) also references 

modern African humanism which emerged from Africa’s response to colonization, conquests, 

and the slave trade. Modern African humanism usually contains elements of Christian and 

secular liberal values. Secular Humanism emerged in Africa during the twentieth century 

through Senegalese intellectuals, Cheikh Anta Diop (1923-1986) and Leopold Sedar Senghor 

(1906-2001). Gordon views Diop’s contribution to the field as “a strong historicist humanism” 

that focused on the advancing the theory that ancient Africans were the first Homo sapiens who  

provided the impetus for the cultural life of the species and what Paget Henry deemed “the 

historicist tradition of Africa secular humanism” (p.191). Of Senghor, Gordon states that he is 
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the father of the poeticizing tradition and that Senghor defended the humanity of black Africans 

primarily through literature. The secular humanist tradition also fermented in Ghana through the 

efforts of Kwame Nkrumah (1909-1972) with his theory of Consciencism, but Gordon stresses 

that the most famous formulation of secular humanism on the African continent emerged from 

Frantz Fanon who impacted the full spectrum of Africana philosophy. The most influential 

formulation of secular humanism to emerge from South Africa was concerned with questions of 

consciousness including Solomon Tshekisho Plaatje (1876-1932)—who co-founded the South 

African Native National Congress in 1912 which became the African National Congress in 1926. 

Plaatje’s work would influence Steven Bantu Biko (1946-1977) who also developed a theory of 

black consciousness which the South African, Rozena Maart expands to address apartheid as did 

the works of Noel C. Manganyi that Gordon describes as “an exemplar of South Africa 

humanistic thought” (p. 194). In the Christian liberal tradition, stands Nobel Peace Prize laureate, 

Bishop Desmond Tutu who formed the South African’s Peace and Reconciliation Commission 

and whose efforts Gordon describes as being “highly political Christian humanist responses” (p. 

194).    

Gordon (2008) also notes that the last quarter of the twentieth century shows a rise of 

African academic intellectuals as “chief spokespersons” for secular African humanism. These 

intellectuals position themselves in their respective disciplines of philosophy, political theory, 

and political economy and often as critics of development studies. Reflected in this stage of 

African secular humanism are themes including postmodern skeptical humanism, liberal 

cosmopolitanism, New Left Marxism, and feminism. As such, Gordon argues that none of these 

intellectuals should be read exclusively in academic terms, despite their academic achievements.  

Gordon also observes that many of these intellectuals are expatriates living in North America and 
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Europe except for Kwame Gyekye (Ghana),  Noel Manganyi (South Africa), Mabogo P. More 

(South Africa), Benita Parry (South Africa), Achille Mbembe (Cameroon, but teaching in South 

Africa), Ernest Wamba dia Wamba (Democratic Republic of the Congo) and Samir Amin 

(Egyptian in Senegal).  Others include, V. Y. Mudimbe (Congo/Zaire), Ato Sekyi-Otu (Ghana), 

Mi Mazrui (Kenya), Kwasi Wiredu (Ghana), K. Anthony Appiah (born in Britain and grew up 

visiting Ghana), Nkiru Nzegwu (Nigeria), Oyèrónké Oyéwümi (Nigeria), D. A. Masolo (Kenya), 

Tsenay Serequeberhan (Eritrea), Clarence Sholé Johnson (Sierra Leone), Teodros Kiros 

(Ethiopia), Souleyman Bachir Diagne (Senegal), Elias Bongmba (Cameroon), Hionipha 

Mokoena (South Africa), Luc Ngowet (Gabon), and Samuel Imbo (Kenya). Interestingly enough, 

Gordon includes in this group East Indian and white Africans such as Mahmood Mamdani 

(Uganda), Pal Ahlulawia (Kenya), Ash-win Desai, Ebrahim Moosa, Leswin Laubscher, Jean 

Comaroff, John Comaroff, Sander Gilman, David Theo Goldberg, Neil  Lazarus, Jonathan 

Judaken, and Richard Pithouse (all from South Africa), and Helène Cixous (Algeria). Gordon 

also includes African expatriates, Algerians Albert Camus and Jacques Derrida, and Tunisian 

Albert Memmi noting that although associated more with Europe, they were profoundly 

impacted by the African colonial experience which shaped their intellectual formation. The 

poeticist-humanist tradition which continues to evolve through many novelists and dramatists 

who have also greatly impacted the contemporary literary canon including Wole Soyinka 

(Nigeria), Chinua Achebe (Nigeria), Ngugi wa Thiong’o (Kenya), Ama Ata Aidoo (Ghana), Ayi 

Kwei Armah (Ghana), Assai Djebar (Algeria), and South African Nobel laureates Nadine 

Gordimer  and John Coetzee (both white). Gordon also notes a form of musical poeticist 

humanism that has been part of the rise of “world music,” whose artists perform as critical 

commentators on Africa’s contemporary condition. The most famous example of artists of this 
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type is Nigerian Fela Anikulapo-Kuti (1938-1997). The powerful connection between 

Humanism, the arts and political engagement is a site which has clearly been neglected. 

Similarly, Norm Allen Jr., former executive director of African Americans for Humanism 

(AAH) maintains that humanistic ideals influenced major Black leaders but little attention has 

been given to the humanist thoughts of King, Malcolm X, Du Bois, Frederick Douglass, etc. His 

work—he has published a number of anthologies on Black humanist thoughts—is geared 

towards to highlighting this neglected side of Black thought and history. Allen (1991) defines 

Humanism as having “a belief in reason, science, democracy, openness to new ideas, the 

cultivation of moral excellence, a commitment to justice and fairness, and a belief in the inherent 

worth of humanity” (p. 10). He also emphasizes that it is humanity and not divinity that is the 

primary concern of Humanists, but stresses that all secular humanists do not criticize religion. 

Elsewhere, Allen (2003) describes Humanism as “a rational, human-centered life stance that is 

primarily concerned with life in the here and now” (p 9). 

Allen (1991) observes that Humanism has a rather long history on the African continent 

despite that fact the Indigenous Africans have often been thought to be very religious. In his 

interview with Martin Bernal, author of Black Athena, Allen admits: “As secular humanists, we 

generally look toward Greek roots for our ideals. Your theory has a great impact on how we view 

the ancient Greeks” (p. 254). Bernal responds:  

I think that in fact humanism is rooted in the late-Egyptian religious concept that 

human beings can become “god.” The belief that humanity has divinity within 

itself is essentially Egyptian or African, and was transmitted to modern Europe 

through the hermetic texts. These texts drew on Egyptian tradition, are mystical, 

and place great stress on the divinity of humanity. Some of these texts were 

known in the West and were referred to by the earliest humanists, but the big 
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wave of neoplatonic thought came about during the 1470s, after a mass of these 

texts was discovered. They were extraordinarily influential. They influenced 

magic, for instance, which in a way is related to humanism in that the magician 

supposedly has the power to control outside forces, rather than praying to those 

forces. But they also had a more general influence. So though you could say that 

the atheist tradition can only be traced back to Greek and Latin thinkers, 

humanism, in the centrality of the “person,” is a very Egyptian idea (p.254-255). 

 

Allen admission that he looks to Greek culture for inspiration to address humanism from 

a Black perspective is troubling indeed. First, it highlights the complexity of identifying the 

differences in African and European Humanism. Second, it identifies the effects of the colonial 

domination—that Fanon theorized about—where the disruption of the cultural life of a people 

occurs with the erasure of a national reality and the enslavement of said people. It also raises a 

number of crucial questions. How can Africans and people of African descent seek refuge in 

European Humanism when it has failed us historically—slavery and colonization—and continues 

to fail us today?  Novack’s critique of liberalism’s reliance of capitalism, and his skepticism of 

reforms aimed at lessening inequality while maintaining capitalism’s dominance is especially 

relevant here. Kent (1972) also warns against forming allegiance with what he terms high ground 

humanism. He states: 

By high ground humanism, I mean the established values implicit in white writers 

(whether agonized over or promoted), derived from Hebrew, Greek and Roman 

traditions: the triumph of the individual, the clarity of truth, the existence of 

transcendental beauty, the shining virtues of rationality, the glory of democratic freedom, 

and the range of Christian and Platonic assumptions that tend to form stubborn threads in 
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the ward and woof of white tradition as a systematic and abstract universalism (Kent, 

1972, p.9). 

Kent (1972) goes on to suggest that this high ground humanism will not be useful for Black 

unless it is infused with “our own triumphant rhythms” as was done with Christianity by Black 

religion and Black folkloric forms (p.10). Even Allen (2003) concedes that rationality and 

secularism are not exclusively Western values (p.10). 

Gerald Early (2006) is also wary of what a distinctively black humanistic perspective 

might look like though he does identify three major African American humanistic intellectuals of 

the first part of the twentieth century: DuBois, Carter G. Woodson, and Alain L. Locke (p. 97). 

Early raises an extremely important question: “If one understands humanism as a code of action, 

what is black professionalism’s relationship to the creation of a black humanist tradition?” 

(p.103). Recognizing humanistic trends in both the New Negro Renaissance and the Black Arts 

Movements, he argues that the difference in the goals of the movements reveals contrary 

impulses. He states: “The differences in emphasis between these two movements represent the 

historical dilemma of Black Humanists, who have been caught between trying to gain access to 

institutions controlled by whites and creating their ‘shadow’ institutions….” (p. 96). Though 

both movements were attempts to forge connections between African American liberation with 

art production and humanistic criticism, Early (2006) suggests that the New Negro Renaissance 

seemed to have been focused on assimilation and gaining access to social capital (the Black Arts 

Movement embodies a strong entrepreneurial element). Blacks were focused on owning and 

running their own “organs of commentary and criticism, publishing their own books, developing 

their own critical audiences, controlling the political and polemical nature of the humanities 

fields in which they had a stake…” (Early, 2006, p. 96). Early makes another insightful 
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observation that “The way that blacks humanized America was as much a moral as it was an 

aesthetic achievement” (Early, 2006, p.98).   

Early’s focus and depiction of Humanism centers on the role of Blacks in the humanities. 

Starting with the beginning of the black studies programs in the 1960s which seemed to suggests 

the triumph of African Americans in liberating themselves and others through “their own 

hegemonic counter-claims of self-determination” (p. 100). Black studies was humanistic— in 

contrast to the vocational emphasis of Negro studies—but it was also revolutionary in that it 

opened white institutions to blacks. Early (2006) views the creation of “a set of black publics” 

who pursue “intellectual representation and scholarly legitimation” along with all the 

“dispensing mechanisms” for a public culture and for a public humanities (p. 101). Yet, he also 

views the relocation of black scholars to white institutions as a major concession that historically 

black colleges had failed the black humanist. Early concludes: 

To understand the complexities and paradoxes of the quest for a black humanist 

tradition; to understand both Negro studies and black studies as episodes in that quest; to 

understand how different black intellectuals and educators have constructed conflicting 

myths and competing codes of professionalism—this is to begin to understand something 

about how Americans of African descent have made a place for themselves within, and 

against, the humanist traditions of the West (p. 104).     

The inclusiveness of the totality of the Black experience suggested by Early is useful for a robust 

analysis of the ways in which the humanist tradition has functioned in our history, arts, and 

culture. 
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Anthony B. Pinn, a prominent African American humanist provides another useful way 

of framing a discussion of Black humanism.  Pinn identifies with the Prometheus figure and 

describes the hero as “a powerful icon and symbol of humanism’s fundamental assertions and 

meanings.” Historically the myth serves as “an orientation or model meant to topple superstition 

and nurture the best of humanist’s intellectual and physical abilities” (Pinn, 2004, p. 1). 

However, Pinn (2004) also argues that people of African descent who rejected supernaturalism 

were not identified with Prometheus nor with “the ‘best’ of the Western tradition of human 

potential and optimism” but with Nimrod
38

 (p.3). Nimrod was thought to have led the 

construction of the Tower of Babel, an objective Pinn (2004) describes as an attempt to “unify 

humanity around one socio-cultural reality in defiance of God” and one that “…challenged the 

constructive and technological dominance of God, thereby threatening the cosmic framework of 

the universe” (p.3). Brilliantly, Pinn draws a parallel between Prometheus and Nimrod noting 

that ideologically they function in the same way. Like Prometheus, Nimrod also takes knowledge 

from the realm of the gods and brings it into the realm of humans. Pinn argues against easy 

dismissal of Nimrod’s legacy and instead stresses extensive historical and damaging 

ramifications of the Nimrod’s legend—the most pressing being slavery. Nimrod was black; his 

father, Cush, was thought to be an ancestor of Ethiopians and his grandfather, Ham, the first 

Negro. Cursed by Noah, Ham and his descendants were alienated from God in punishment, their 

dark bodies became a symbol of all that was evil, and so Nimrod’s lineage provided theological 

justification for slavery. Yet, Pinn suggests that Nimrod can serve as “a powerful mode of 

                                                             
38

 Biblical figure of the book of Genesis who was consider to be a great hunter and ruled Babel; 

Nimrod was the son of Cush, grandson of Ham—who was cursed by his father, Noah—and 

great-grandson of Noah.  

http://www.christiananswers.net/dictionary/noah.html
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existential and epistemological reformation” (p.5) and as a heroic symbol and metaphor for 

African American humanism or might I add African humanism generally.  

Pinn (2004) argues that humanism comes in many colors and to ignore that history is to 

engage in a form of revisionist history. An accurate sense of humanism and its basic principles 

cannot be ascertained without evaluation of the input of African American and their agency in 

fostering social transformation. In fact, Pinn emphasizes that European humanism and White 

American humanism developed with an assumption of human worth and integrity and as the 

“surface” of Renaissance and Enlightenment privilege, but as Pinn reminds us the advances 

made in those periods occurred because of slave trade and the dehumanization of Africans.  In 

this light, Pinn maintains that African American humanism is a reaction against modernity and 

its notions of freedom again reminding us that those were African bodies that provided the raw 

material for this sense of European freedom. In this light, a re-interpretation of Nimrod provides 

African American humanists “intellectual and praxis-related grounding” in a history of active 

rebellion in areas of oppression. Pinn firmly maintains that “it is this quest for a fuller sense of 

being—for greater existential and ontological worth—that also informs the basic principles of 

African American humanism” (p.6). While Pinn refuses to provide a single definition of 

humanism, he does provides a set of principles crucial to humanism though he does concede that 

this does not solve the immediate issue of defining humanism from other forms of disbelief. He 

describes these five (5) principles as representing a pattern of belief and action that provide a 

humanist tradition in African American communities: 

(1) understanding of humanity as fully (and solely) accountable and responsible for the 

human condition and the correction of humanity’s plight; 
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(2) suspicion toward or rejection of supernatural explanation and claims, combined with an 

understanding of humanity as an evolving part of the natural environment as opposed to 

being a created being. This can involve disbelief in God(s); 

 

(3) an appreciation  for African American cultural production and a perception of traditional 

forms of black religiosity as having cultural importance as opposed to any type of 

“cosmic” authority; 

 

(4) a commitment to individual and societal transformation; 

 

(5) a controlled optimism that recognizes both human potential and human destructive 

activities (Pinn 2004, p.7). 

 

Juan Floyd-Thomas, professor of Black Churches and co-founder and executive board 

member of the Black Religious Scholars Group (BRSG), call s for a reconstruction of the 

concept of Humanism and how it works for people of African descent. He examines Black 

Humanism as a religious tradition which aligns Black people’s religious responses to life’s 

challenges with a focus on Unitarianism specifically on Revered Ethelred Brown. Floyd-Thomas 

(208) suggests that instead of viewing Black humanism as a repudiation of faith, it should be 

considered a redirection of faith in the work of human heads and hands (p.4). 

According to Floyd-Thomas, there are major differences in the evolution of Black 

humanism and White humanism.  He rejects the notion of Black Humanism as a by-product, “a 

sepia-toned subsidiary” or “chocolate-covered clone” of White Humanism. Despite a shared 

emphasis on individual human action, free will, moral agency, reason, and an attraction for 

democratic self governance, both the objectives and obstacles are vastly different as illustrated 

by the history of race and the permanence of racism. Floyd-Thomas (2008) charges that white 

humanists are able to benefit from key presuppositions denied to Blacks: (1)  people of European 

descent are human beings upon birth; (2) people of European descent have their personal 

freedom as both natural birthright and normative existential expectation;(3)  people of European 
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descent are recognized as thinking, feeling creations and deserved to be acknowledged as such; 

(4) and  people of European descent can be considered fully functioning, holistic, independent, 

and moral actors free to choose isolation or community (p. 5). Furthermore, the 

binary/oppositional view of strong versus weak humanism offered by present day black 

humanists such as Pinn fall short (this perspective is not incorrect but incomplete) because while 

sufficient in a biographical or theological sense, it fails on a grand historical sense. As such, 

Floyd-Thomas (2008) argues that rather than viewing Black Humanism as a “static system of 

thought and experience” with diametrically opposed positions, we need to utilize a framework 

that includes both the historical and developmental phases to understand the full range of 

nontheism in the Black religious experience. He identifies three (3) phases which do exactly that: 

contextual humanism, contractual humanism, and constitutive humanism.  

Contextual humanism refers to the external factors that highlight notions of theism (belief 

in God) combined with theodicy (critical examination of the divine role in human suffering) 

(p.6).  This is best exemplified with the African holocaust/Middle Passage where millions of 

Black bodies became cargo and property during the Atlantic slave trade. The horror, terror, and 

shock to one’s system and sense and sensibility would result in an extreme shift in 

consciousness, a rupture in one’s world if you will, which would lead to an existential crisis and 

a questioning of any concept of a Divine creator. This questioning and doubting of a divine order 

would continue with slavery, Jim Crow, and the Civil Rights Movements. Enslaved people 

offered resistance on multiple levels to slavery, exploitation, rape, abuse, and all measures of 

travesties, and were aware of the contradictions embedded in the religion being forced upon 

them.  As Floyd-Thomas notes, their resistance to human bondage showed Blacks to be engaged 

in “an undeniable radical act of free inquiry” (p. 11).  Ironically, Europeans arrived at the their 
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“cultural and intellectual apex” notable the Renaissance and the Enlightenment while fully 

engaging and benefiting from human trafficking (p.9). 

The next phase, Contractual Humanism, emerged after the American Civil War where 

Reconstruction proved to be just as injurious to Blacks despite promises of new possibilities and 

access to economic opportunity, social progress, and political power. During this stage, people of 

African descent turned to philosophical and ideological systems including Marxism, Black 

nationalism, Pan-Africanism, existentialism, communism, and secular humanism to affect social 

and political change. A crucial point here is that these systems all rejected Christian theism. By 

their very treatment on American soil, people of African descent were able to see the hypocrisy 

embedded in white Christianity. Awareness of their social situation as Black on American soil 

and frustrated by the Jim Crow era where they were denied true citizenship, Black 

thinkers/intellectuals, activists, artists and radicals embraced this mode of Humanism in their 

attempts to forge new structures and garner resource to ensure their survival. The final state, 

Constitutive Humanism, is grounded in the notion that “the humanist perspective is neither 

incidental nor ideological to the Black experience but rather an intrinsic dimension of the Africa 

worldview that requires equal consideration alongside theistic expressions of Black religious 

experience” (16). To illustrate, Floyd-Thomas (2008)  uses efforts of modern day Black 

humanists including Norm Allen Jr. , Anthony Pinn, and the emergence of African Americans 

for Humanism (AAH). So, a major component of this mode of Humanism is the exploration of 

Black religious discourse in useful and constructive ways. 

It seems to me that the literature on African/Black Humanism needs to be categorized 

into a more systemized framework that legitimizes the African world view. The term 

encompasses such a broad dimension of meaning, it is used to reference anything from a feeling 
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of goodwill towards mankind, to describe a belief system where man takes center stage, to the 

study of the humanities, and even to promote atheism. It is perhaps because of this vast array of 

meaning that we have failed to see the presence of a uniquely Black conception of Humanism in 

the art forms of Africans and people of African descent and the many ways this Black conception 

of humanism has functioned as a survival tool for people of African descent. Further research 

must also be done from a Pan-Africanist perspective. 
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CHAPTER 4: GOD TALK 

BLACK THEOLOGYAS HUMANISTIC ENDEAVOR 

“If it be here shown beyond reasonable doubt…that the ancient Egyptians, Ethiopians 

and Libyans…were the ancestors of the present race of Ham, then the Negro of the 19
th

 

century may point to them with pride; and with all who find in him a return to racial 

celebrity, when in the light of a Christian civilization, Ethiopia shall stretch out her hands 

unto God.”
39

 

“We are not permitted to transcend our finiteness and rise to a vision of God unrelated to the 

human condition.”
40

 

 

Religion as Cultural and Historic Marker 

It is generally believed that Africans and people of African descent are a deeply religious 

lot. There is also general consensus on the long tradition of political activism, resistance and 

protest found within the culture. Still, mainstream political psychology research has given little 

attention to the ways these two traditions impact each other (Matthis, 2001, p.263). This, despite 

the fact that research conducted in Sociology, Political Science, and Religion, demonstrate that 

religion plays a central role in structuring African American political life. The intersection of 

these two trends is significant because it was through religion that African Americans 

“challenged the notion that civil and secular definition of reality as authoritative” (Matthis, p. 

275). From sociological and anthropological perspective, and in the tradition of Durkheim, 

Weber, Freud, and Malinowski, Geertz (1989) argues a theory of religion as a cultural system. 

                                                             
39 Rev. Rufus L. Perry ex-slave Baptist pastor in Brooklyn, NY Author of The Cushites: or the Children 

of Ham as seen by the Ancient Historians and Poets.   

 
40 Cone, James, A Black Theology of Liberation, (New York: J.B. Lippincott Company, 1970).  
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He defines religion as: (1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, 

and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general 

order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the 

moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic (p.90).  Geertz contends that religion organizes 

people into cohesive social groups and maintains the order necessary to preserve a functioning 

society. Religion also provides people with common symbols, a shared collective identity and 

systems of meaning resulting in a shared worldview. The approach to the study of religion as a 

system of symbols wherein people communicate and develop their knowledge and attitudes 

towards life (both shaping and being shaped by religion) is a useful one.  It allows religion to be 

understood as a dynamic or even fluid system rather than a static one.  Geertz (1989) further 

explains: 

As we are to deal with meaning, let us begin with a paradigm: viz., that sacred symbols 

function to synthesize a people's ethos—the tone, character, and quality of their life, its 

moral and aesthetic style and mood —and their world view—the picture they have of the 

way things in sheer actuality are, their most comprehensive ideas of order (p. 89). 

Elsewhere, Geertz maintains that religion “relates a view of the ultimate nature of reality 

to a set of ideas of how man is well advised, even obligated, to live. Religion tunes human action 

to a view of the cosmic order and projects images of cosmic order onto the plane of human 

existence” (Geertz, 2005, p.14). This all suggest that (1) religion reinforces a people’s ethos and 

worldview, and (2) cements a relationship between a people’s patterned behavior and their 

beliefs systems. Geertz’s paradigm allows room for the view of Black religion as a cultural 

symbolic system impacted by the social, economic, and political circumstance of the Black 

experience in North America, the very approach DuBois suggests. DuBois (1986c) described the 
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Negro Church of his day as the “social center” of Black life in America, as the foundation of 

family life, a conserver of morals, and an authority on the good; he also notes its economic and 

political potential (p.496). He maintains that the study of Black Religion is a vital part of the 

history of the Negro in America (p.495), and obviously one which must be studied (as he did). 

He observed and identified three characteristics of the religion of the slave: “the Preacher, the 

Music, and the Frenzy” (Dubois, 1986c, p.494). The preacher, he describes, as a leader, 

politician, boss, intriguer and idealist, and the music as “the most original and beautiful 

expression of human life and longing yet born on American soil” (p.494), and the greatest gift of 

the Negro People (p.537).  

Like DuBois, Eugene Genovese (2001) maintains that religion is embedded in the core of 

human life (material and spiritual). For Genovese, religion highlights the tension between 

individual and society and between civil and political society; as such, it is political by nature. 

Religion’s truth can be found in its “symbolic” rendering of man’s moral experience (through 

imagination and intuition), while its falsehood comes with its attempts to substitute itself for 

Science (p. 285). Gyeke (1995) states that one’s philosophical thinking if  pursued will resolve 

itself into basic problems of metaphysics which he describes as a “universal intellectual activity” 

that people of all cultures partake (p. xiv). He adds that ontology (the theory of being or 

existence) is part metaphysics which he sees as the core of western philosophy (p. 5).  

Metaphysics lies at the core of African thought since African people like all other people have 

given attention to these fundamental matters. According to Gyekye (1995), that reflective 

impulse is also manifested in African religious thought which is why it is generally accepted that 

Africans religious people because  they possess elaborate systems of religious beliefs and 

practices. Some of these beliefs are philosophical in that they deal with such fundamental 
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questions as the meaning of life, the origins of all things, death and related questions. In religion, 

therefore, we seek answers to questions of ultimate existence; philosophy also is concerned with 

similar questions of ultimate existence (p .8). Gyekye argues that the philosophical enterprise is 

connected ultimately with the search for the wisdom needed to form the basis for a satisfactory 

way of life. Lee (2005) likewise notes that religion is always present in man’s view of his place 

in the cosmos in his relation to man, non human nature, and to reality. 

We can therefore conclude, that man’s attempt to find his place in the universe will 

ultimately lead him to issues of a supernatural or metaphysical nature.  With regards to religion 

and theology, J. Deotis Roberts observes that “so closely are God and man tied together in 

theological reflections that it is almost a matter of indifference whether one begins reflection 

upon man and moves to God or whether one begins with God and moves to man” (Roberts, 

1973, p. 76). If reflecting on the human condition and man’s place in the universe leads to 

pondering something bigger and larger than man, how then do we explain the extreme level of 

suspicion, and the charges of inertia and escapism, leveled at religion specifically at Black 

people and the Black Church? Black Theologians have responded with an impressive body of 

theoretical work which clearly identifies a Black philosophy of religion. In fact, Black liberation 

theology emerged as one of the most important expression of the Black consciousness movement 

during the 1970s (Calhoun-Brown, 1999). Between the late 1960s and early 1970s, we see the 

flourishing of Black theological writings. The seminal writers on the subject of Black Theology 

during the period include: James Cone, Cecil W. Cone, Major J. Jones, William R. Jones, J. 

Deotis Roberts, Albert Cleage, Joseph R. Washington and Gayraud Wilmore. 
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The Black Church 

 When delving into African American religious life, Cornel West and Eddie S. Glaude Jr., 

(2001) point to five significant historical moments of note. The time line is a significant one 

because it illustrates the necessity of a historicist approach, and the way(s) religion and politics 

have dominated African American life often in tangent even when taking oppositional positions. 

The first stage, African American Religion as the Problem of Slavery, lasted from mid-eighteenth 

century to 1863 (from the Great Revivals to the Emancipation Proclamation). In this stage, 

African Americans take on a Christian perspective in response to slavery with churches being 

formed in the North as well. Here too, there is an emerging connection between Black religion 

and a developing national Black politics. The second stage can be viewed as, African American 

Religion and the Problem(s) of Emancipation, (1864-1903). This period goes from 

reconstruction to the publication of DuBois’s Souls of Black Folk. During this period of Jim 

Crowism and “institutional terror’ leveled against Blacks, there is also a resurgence of a distinct 

Black religious language urging a return to Africa as well as the formation of a Black Baptist 

Convention. The third stage, from 1903 to 1954, deemed, African American Religion, the city, 

and the challenge to racism, lasted from DuBois’s publication to the Brown vs. Board of 

Education landmark decision. This period includes the Great Migration, and a plurality of black 

religious expression including Black Pentecostalism, Black Jews, the Nation of Islam, and the 

civil religion of the Garvey Movement. Here, there is continued development in African 

American religious studies with master’s theses such as Carter G. Woodson’s History of the 

Negro Church, 1921; Benjamin Mays and Joseph Nicholson’s  The Negro Church, 1933; and 

Arthur Fauset’s Black Gods of the Metropolis, 1944. The fourth stage, African American 
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Religion and the Black Freedom Struggles (1954-1969), cumulates with James Cone’s seminal 

work, Black Theology and Black Power (1969). During this phase, the Civil Rights Movements 

is at its heights. There is the prophetic leadership of Martin Luther King Jr., and the Black 

Church fights to end segregation. In this phase, the Black Power Movement emerges with 

Malcolm X, there is the demand and struggle to implement Black Studies programs, and the 

emergence of Black Theology. In The Golden Age of African American Religious Studies, the 

fifth stage, from 1969 to the present, an extensive body of literature is created. Such scholars 

include: Albert Raboteau, John Blassingame, Sterling Stuckey, Eugene Genovese, Lawrence 

Levine, Joseph R. Washington, Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, etc. When studying black 

religion, Charles Long (1997), a historian of religion, suggest three interrelated perspectives 

which prove useful here: (1) Africa as historical reality and religious image; (2) The involuntary 

presence of the black community in America; and (3) The experience and symbol of god in the 

religious experience of blacks. (p.25). I noted that those three elements are glaringly present in  

the Black theology which emerged in the sixties.  

Genovese (2001) provides a rather significant insight that captures the complexity of the 

origins of African religion on American soil that we must keep in mind in addition to our 

timeline as we discuss Black Theology. Genovese (2001) states: 

The origins of black Christian religion in the slave quarters—the roots of an embryonic 

national religion in the consciousness of the slave class—embodied two contradictions, 

the transcendence of which has yet to be effected. First, Christianity bound master and 

slave together in universal communion while it contributed to their separation into 

antagonistic peoples. Second, it imparted to the slaves, and through them to black 
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America, a collective strength that rested on a politically dangerous kind of individualism 

(p. 302). 

 

When pondering the conversion of enslaved Africans to Christianity, there’s always been a 

hidden undercurrent—at least in my experience—of the notion that the enslaved Blacks were 

truly conquered when they gave up their Gods. At those moments very little agency is given to 

the enslaved Blacks. However, Genovese point should give us pause. Given the enslaved Blacks 

deep suspicion of Christianity, there must have been powerful reasons for their change of heart. 

Under slavery’s yolk, enslaved Blacks clearly saw and understood the corruption of the so-called 

Christian ideology they were presented with. In their narratives, for instance, enslaved people 

used Christianity to both condemn slavery and Whites as well as to prove their own humanity. 

Could the adoption of Christianity then be viewed as a tool of survival if not a tool of resistance, 

or both?  Historians of Black Religion and Black Theologians provide further insight.  

West (1993) points out that despite never acquiring the majority of Black people within 

its walls; Black churches have had undue influence in Afro-American society. Martin Delany 

notes this as well in his article in The North Star dated February 16, 1849. He states “among our 

people generally, the church is the Alpha and Omega of all things. It is their only source of 

information—their only acknowledged public body—their state legislature…their only 

acknowledged advisor.”  Of the Black Church, West reminds us that it was the product of a 

courageous and creative people who battled political oppression, economic exploitation, and 

cultural degradation, and that it was in Black Christian discourse that the subversive desires of 

African Americans were cultivated (p. 1042). West (2003) states: 
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Black churches permitted and promoted the kinetic orality of Afro-Americans—the fluid 

and protean power of the Word in speech and song along with the rich Africanisms such 

as antiphonality (call-and-response), polyrhythms, syncopation, and repetition; the 

passionate physicality, including the bodily participation in liturgical and everyday 

expressions; and the combative spirituality which accents a supernatural and subversive 

joy, an oppositional perseverance and patience. Some of these churches served as places 

where slave insurrections were planned—such as those of Gabriel Prosser, Denmark 

Vesey, and Nat Turner. And legal sanctions against black people worshiping God without 

white supervision were pervasive throughout the southern USA. In short, black churches 

were the major public spheres in Afro-America where strategies of survival and visions 

of liberation, tactics of reform and dreams of emancipation were put forward (p. 1043). 

 

Not only does West suggest that elements of African religiosity survived in America and 

in the Black church, his references to Gabriel Prosser, Denmark Vesey, and Nat Turner also 

serve as a reminder that first slave owners feared slaves who rejected religion, but later came to 

fear slaves who embraced religion; hence, the laws drafted to prevent Blacks from worshiping 

without white supervision. This shows that religion does not necessarily function as the opiate of 

the masses as Karl Marx suggest. To be fair to Marx, we have truncated his statement to be point 

of losing the complexity of his meaning on the way religion functions in society. I’m much more 

impressed with statement within context:   

Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul 

of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people. The abolition of religion as the 

illusory happiness of the people is the demand for their real happiness. To call on them to 

give up their illusions about their condition is to call on them to give up a condition that 
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requires illusions. The criticism of religion is, therefore, in embryo, the criticism of that 

vale of tears of which religion is the halo (Marx, 1977, p. 127). 

It seems to me that Marx is in essence stating a premise that proponents of Humanism and 

religious advocates need to remember. No matter how we think we feel about religion, we need 

to recognize the space it inhabits as fundamentally significant markers of both societal and 

personal freedom.  As such, both the humanist and the preacher/pastor must remain focused on 

the social conditions of the people. In that sense, their agendas are one and the same. Marx’s 

statement also raised the following question for me: did the enslaved Africans passively turn to 

the Bible and to Christianity/religion for momentary comfort or as a means to demand their real 

happiness in this life? I’m sure that both these premises contain some measure of truth. DuBois 

observed both these trends. In his view, Black religious life alternated between deep religious 

fatalism and a  “pragmatic social ethic centered on the racial advocacy in the here and now” 

(Glaude, 2000, p. 30). In fact, religion was only accepted by the enslaved African masses in the 

South when it was removed from the established church buildings with their “nigger heavens” 

and into the bushes with singing praying and testifying and where preachers could “preach the 

Bible real” during the Great Awakening  (Lincoln, 2003, p. 175). However, the theology of 

Black Christianity seems to reject White Christianity, its conception of God, Jesus, and even the 

biblical stories are adapted to the Black experience. We see this with the Jeremiad where 

preachers prophesized the downfall or punishment of the evildoers. Blacks use of the Jeremiad 

form rejected White Evangelical Christianity, but they themselves participated in the form by 

seeing themselves as the “chosen people.” In fact, the Jeremiad may very well represent the 

earliest roots of Black nationalism in rhetorical form (Glaude, 2003, Moses, 2003). Under the 

tutelage of Blacks, the Jeremiad rhetoric of social criticism and prophecy was directed towards 
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Whites and the evils of slavery. A present day example of this form is Jeremiah Wright’s rhetoric 

in “God damn America.” Wright’s sermon was actually titled “Confusing God and Government” 

and presents a damning critique of the Bush government specifically, and their tactics to justify 

taking America into war with Iraq. One of the earliest Jeremiad statements, I recognize, was 

made by David Walker in 1829, in his Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World, “When God 

almighty commences his battle on the continent of America for the oppression of his people, 

tyrants will wish they never were born” (Walker, 1965, p.13).  

The Negro Church in America and The Black Church Since Frazier (1974) by E. Franklin 

Frazier and C. Eric Lincoln are two long essays (at least twenty years apart) packaged together 

by publishers to provide a long history of The Black Church. Frazier (1974) argues that slavery 

destroyed and stripped blacks of their social heritage, the traditional African system of kinship, 

and social cohesion. DuBois (1986c) on the other hand, concludes that the Negro Church became 

Christian only after many generations. Before that there was only the “veneer of Christianity” 

(p.498) as the enslaved Africans had retained elements of their own religious beliefs. Interesting 

enough those beliefs DuBois describes as witchcraft, and heathenism. DuBois (1986c) describes 

slavery as the “dark triumph of evil” for the slave (p. 499), and ascribes a measure of agency to 

the Black Church and Black Religion, noting that for at least fifty years, Black religion identified 

itself with the dream of Abolition (p.501). Yet Frazier (1974) seeing absolutely no continuity of 

African religion practices—except for dancing and shouting—in the Negro Church, concludes 

that it was Christianity and not the remnants of African culture or religion that provided a new 

system of social cohesion. Frazier then observes that it was the Bible that provided Blacks with a 

new theology and a “new orientation towards God and man” (p.19). According to Frazier, it was 

the Christianity of the enslaved persons, the “invisible institution,” along with that of the free 
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Blacks that made the Black Church possible.  Frazier describes the Black Church in America as a 

nation within a nation to exemplify the role of the Church in the everyday lives of African 

Americans. Jones R. Washington claimed similar notions in Black Religion: The Negro and 

Christianity the United States (1964). He states:  

Religion for the Negro is inherited and changed by the contemporary mood 

without reference to the theological dimension of faith. His religious institutions exist 

without any meaningful goals, with the sole exception of providing refuge for the 

disinherited. The only possible change is from the statue of disinheritance and 

inheritance. But this change is not completely within the power of the Negro. Though he 

is involved in a separated religion he cannot create a separate faith, nor enter into this 

faith by his merits as a functional and respectable fashioner of a small-scale model of 

white denominations. Those who assume that change is possible from within the Negro 

religious life are either seeking to perpetuate personal rewards or to exclude him from the  

Christian faith as it finds its life in the Christian community (Washington, 1964, p.161)  

Both Frazier and Washington held a rather dismal view of the Black Church; they saw the Black 

Church as a powerless institution without the means to create any real change in the Black socio-

political circumstance. Ironically, Washington’s text sparked major debates among Black clergy, 

and may have inadvertently sparked the emergence of a significant body of Black theological 

texts.  To be fair, Washington’s criticism was heavily influenced by what he perceived as a lack 

of a theological foundation in the Black Church. In fact, he argued that Negro Churches were not 

churches but simply religious societies (p.142-143). 
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Renowned scholar of the Black Church, prolific writer, Minister, and sociologist, C. Eric 

Lincoln (1974) believes that an understanding of the religious history of a people reveals much 

about their politics, social habits, national identity, fears, etc. He sees no distinction between the 

Black Church and the Black community (p115). According to Lincoln, the Negro Church Frazier 

wrote about died in “Savage Sixties” where the call to “personhood” demanded a repudiation of 

the connotation of Negro, and where the Negro Church faced the realization that being Negro 

and Christian could very well be incompatible. Yet, the Black Church should not be considered 

the Negro Church radicalized but instead “a conscious departure from the critical norms that 

made the Negro church what it was” (p.106). While there has always an American theology, 

Lincoln argues that that theology has always been unable to view humanity beyond the white 

race allowing the stain of racism to permeate.  However, Lincoln (1974) maintains that it wasn’t 

until Martin Luther King that the Black Church became aware of its power to create change in 

the world because King was the first to put together a real coalition of Christian leadership first 

as leader of the Montgomery Improvement Association and then as founder of the Christian 

Leadership Conference. Lincoln (1974) also point out that the Civil Rights Movement was 

anchored in the black church and that secular civil rights groups such as CORE (Congress of 

Racial Equality) and SNCC (Students Nonviolent Coordinating Committee) were influenced by 

church culture.  He also cites Aldon Morris who argued that it was the Black Church that 

provided an ideological framework “through which passive attitudes were transformed into a 

collective consciousness supportive of collective action” (qtd. in Lincoln, 1974, p. 165). Clearly, 

Lincoln attributes much more agency to the Black Church than Frazier and Washington do, a 

theme which continues to saturate his work. 
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Arguing against the myth of the black church wherein religious Blacks are viewed as less 

politically active, Lincoln and Mamiya (1990) describe the religious worldview of African 

Americans as the black sacred cosmos related both to the African heritage and to the conversion 

to Christianity during slavery. Furthermore, they note that the core values of black culture—

freedom, justice, equality, an African heritage, and racial parity—are legitimized by the black -

cosmos (p.7).  Lincoln and Mamiya (1990) go on to present a view of the black church with the 

"dialectical model" consisting of six related but polar opposite values: the dialectic between 

priestly and prophetic functions, otherworldly versus this- worldly, universalism versus 

particularism, communal versus privatistic, charismatic versus bureaucratic, and resistance 

versus accommodation (p.13-14). They argue that the dialectical method provides a more 

dynamic and comprehensive view of the Black church. Ultimately, Lincoln and Mamiya assert 

that the Black churches are involved in a constant series of dialectical tensions: between the 

survival and liberation traditions, between the process of cultural assimilation and the 

preservation of a unique African American cultural heritage, and between accommodation to the 

American mainstream and being independent (p. 228). This is logical if we view the entire 

historical continuum of the positioning of the Black Church in light of their attempt to gain 

freedom. A major aspect of the black Christian belief is found in the symbolic importance given 

to the word “freedom.” Lincoln and Mamiya (1990) note that “depending upon the time and the 

context, the implications of freedom were derived from the nature of the exigency. During 

slavery it meant release from bondage; after emancipation it meant the right to be educated, to be  

employed, and to move about from place to place. In the twentieth century freedom means 

social, political, and economic justice” (p.4). They also lament that despite our awareness of 

these historical experiences, black intellectuals continue to separate religion from politics (in the 
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analysis) and instead denigrate religion as “illusion ideology” (p. 197). Long (1997) makes a 

similar observation. He explains that enslaved Blacks on American soil with no memory of 

Africa encountered a “complexity of experience” revolving around the physical self and one’s 

origins. A result of being alienated from the society in which they found themselves, the image 

of Africa related to historical beginnings and became a “primordial religious image” of major 

significance for Blacks (Long, 1997, p.26). This observation is supported by the fact Black 

nationalistic movements tend to be guided by the image of Mother Africa, though Long also 

notes that the image of Africa or Ethiopia has relevance even among religious groups not nearly 

as nationalistic.   

Gayraud Wilmore, a social ethicist, professor of Afro-American Studies at New York 

Theological Seminary, and former chairman of the National Committee of Black Churchmen 

(NCBC) claims that Black radicalism is the thread which binds the developmental factors of 

Black religion. Wilmore informs that the two main assertions of his book are (1) that embodied 

with American culture there has been and continues to be a distinctive subculture which can be 

designated as Black or Afro-American; and (2) that religion has been and continues to be a major 

part of black culture despite heterogeneity in regional differences and socio-economic 

backgrounds (p.220). He also notes that the nationalistic aspect of Black religion in the United 

States but especially in Africa, and the Caribbean has been greatly neglected.  He stresses that 

Black people have always been fascinated with God, but that that fascination reveals the 

yearning of a subjugated people for economic, political, religious and social freedom. According 

to Wilmore (1995): “It is this radical thrust of Black people for human liberation expressed in 

theological terms and religious institutions which is the defining characteristic of Black 

Christianity and of Black religion in the United States, from the preacher-led slave revolts to the 
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Black Manifesto of James Forman and the 1970 ‘Black Declaration of Independence’ of the 

Committee of Black Churchmen” (p. x).  Black people were especially attracted to the Old 

Testament because of its liberation stories especially the story of Exodus. Indeed the fascination 

of the Egyptian captivity of the Jews, their deliverance from captivity and from the Pharaohs, 

and finally their inheritance of the land promised by God still fascinates even today. In fact, 

Wilmore notes that whenever the Judeo-Christian tradition was introduced to oppressed people, 

the scenario of election, captivity, and liberation seem to take root (p.37).  

 Wilmore (1995) emphasizes that present day Black religious systems are predisposed to 

the Judeo-Christian tradition, but that the Christianity developed among the successive 

generations of the enslaved Africans was a different version that of the descendants of the slave 

master (whether Catholic, Protestant or Jew). He argues that Blacks did not use Christianity as it 

was presented to them but as “its truth was authenticated to them” in their experience (p.4). 

According to Wilmore, there is sufficient evidence to proclaim that Black religion in the United 

States, the Caribbean and Latin American was a “resilient” form of the Judeo-Christian tradition 

fused with an African base (p.7). Slavery only served to drive the African impulses underground, 

where those impulses remained (re)surfacing at moments of extreme adversity. According to 

Wilmore, the folk religion of Blacks would permeate the wit, wisdom, music, literature, politics, 

prophecy, in short, the whole spectrum of Black life. He also points out that Black nationalism 

and the Civil Rights Movement with Martin Luther King (its High Priest) and the Southern 

Leadership Conference (its institutional Church) emerged from that same vein as did the music 

of Duke Ellington and Mahalia Jackson, the works of ideological opposed Black writers, James 

Baldwin to Amiri Baraka, and in the cultural inters of Blacks in the ghettos of Harlem, Watts, 

Chicago, etc.(p.28). The history of Black religion reflects two oscillating trends of conservatism 
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and radicalism, a characteristic of Black life in the United States, Africa and the Caribbean. 

Enslaved  people denied access to forms of “self-affirmation and “group power” used religion 

and religious institutions as a vehicle to express their people-hood and their will to exist 

(Wilmore, 1995, 221).  

Though conceding that Black religion did not in every circumstance function in the best 

interest of Black people, Wilmore (1995) nevertheless explains: “Black religion, fluctuating 

between protest and accommodation, and protesting in the context of accommodating strategies, 

has contributed considerably to the ability of Afro-Americans to survive the worst forms of 

dehumanization and oppression. Beyond survival, as leaders and followers became more 

sophisticated about how to use religion, it has helped them to free themselves, first from slavery, 

then from civil inequality and subordination…” (p.221). Wilmore also identifies two strands of a 

survival tradition embodied in black ethics and religious life; one leaning towards radicalism and 

the other towards an “alternative form of spirituality,” a sort of “hypocritical compromise” (p. 

225).  Addressing detractors who argue that Black Christianity did not produce a “militant 

millennialist tradition,” West (2003) concedes that the strong prophetic tradition did not promote 

“strong revolutionary action on a grand scale” and provides reasons for this primarily focusing 

on survival (p. 1043).  Martin Luther King is the proven exception representing both a “heroic 

effort to reform” and a “suicidal effort to revolutionize” (West, 2003, p. 1044).  Yet, West (2003) 

also warns that Black prophetic practices will remain truncated unless all forms of oppression, 

dogmatism and despair are addressed on a more “sophisticated,” “moral,” “open-ended,” “ 

theoretical,” and “ political” plane which would reject  uni-dimensional analyses and master 

discourses but would remain rooted in the everyday lives of ordinary folk (p. 1049). 
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The connective links between black secular culture and black religion, (provided by the 

survival tradition) are explored in the literature of Black America and the West Indies by such 

writers as Richard Wright, James Baldwin, Alice Walker, Derek Walcott, Claude McCay, 

Countee Cullen, Alice Walker, Andrew Salkey (Wilmore, 1995, p.227).  The liberation tradition 

also stems from a determination to survive, so that both the liberation and survival traditions are 

responses to the Black experience and basic to Afro-American life and culture. Wilmore 

emphasizes that the two traditions are intertwined in profound ways throughout the history of the 

Diaspora (p.227) and that it was out of the survival-oriented religious consciousness that shout 

songs and spirituals emerged.   

 

The Hermeneutics of Black Theology  

  African American Humanists generally agree that African American Humanism emerged 

directly from the experiences of Africans in America, and so apparently do the theologians 

regarding Black theology. The National Committee of Black Churchmen defined Black 

Theology in a 1969 statement as follows: 

Black Theology is a theology of Black Liberation. It seeks to plumb the black condition 

in the light of God’s revelation in Jesus Christ, so that the black community can see the 

gospel is commensurate with the achievement of black humanity. Black Theology is a 

theology of “Blackness.” It is the affirmation of Black humanity that emancipates Black 

people from racism, thus providing authentic freedom for both white and black people. It 
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affirms the humanity of white people in that it says “no” to the encroachment of White 

oppression. 
41

 

Ethics professor of Theology, Theodore Walker Jr., (1993) reflects that Black theology is rooted 

in the experience of enslaved Africans and their adoption of the Scriptures to reflect their lived 

experience. However, he reminds us that Black Theology does not follow in the philosophical 

and theological tradition of the Western academy with its medieval and Greek forebears. Instead 

Walker argues that the non-western roots of Black Theology is concealed because most Black 

churches wear European-American Protestant denomination labels despite the fact African 

American denominations are not “Protestant” against Catholic abuses, but “Protestant” against 

the oppression experienced by European American Protestant denominations (Walker, 1993, 

p.37).  

Cornell West (1993) contends that Black theological reflection began the moment the 

enslaved people of African descent began to think of their situation in light of biblical texts, 

Protestant hymns and Christian testimonies (p.410). Focusing on the Prophetic stream in Black 

Christian tradition, he identifies four (4) stages with a fifth currently emerging: (1) Black 

Theology of Liberation as a Critique of Slavery; (2) Black Theology of Liberation as a Critique 

of Institutional Slavery; (3) Black Theology of Liberation as a Critique of White North American 

Theology; (4) Black Theology of Liberation as a Critique of United States Capitalism; and (5)  

Black Theology of Liberation as a Critique of Capitalist Civilization (West, 1993). According to 

West, the institutional roots of the prophetic tradition lie in black churches (p. 1041). The 

                                                             

41“Black Theology: A Statement of the National Committee of Black Churchmen.” In James H. Cone and 

Gayraud S. Wilmore (eds.), Black Theology A Documentary History. I. 1996–1979 (NY: Orbis Books, 

1993), 101. 
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distinctive features of prophetic activity include (1) a strong faith in the capacity of human 

beings to transform their circumstances, (2) the act of criticism and self-criticism, and (3) the 

ability to project visions, analyses, and practices of social of freedom (p. 1037).  

Lincoln (1974) maintains that Black theology began with the first sermon given by an 

enslaved person to other enslaved persons though he concedes that it was not yet a systematic 

theology (it would later evolve with the dawning of freedom). However, even then Lincoln 

(1974) describes it as a theology of liberation because it challenged the notion of man being 

reduced to an object/thing (p. 147).  He notes: 

Black people have always taken their religion seriously. For them religion is personal—

almost tangible; it is never an abstraction disassociated from the here-and-now, the 

experiences that shape the life situations of real people who are suffering and dying and 

struggling against forces they don’t understand. Black Christians have never learned to 

rationalize God; they personalize him and include him in their life situations. Hence, a 

Black God is not only logical—he is practical (Lincoln, 1974, p.149). 

Noting the reoccurring cultural need to claim a Black rather than White God, Lincoln stresses 

that Black Theology is not completely focused on the color of God but “the nature of God as 

revealed through His color.”  This became a major theme of Black theological discourse from 

Marcus Garvey onwards.  

Hopkins (1999) states that within the context of the African American church, black 

theology illuminates the question:  “What does it mean to be black and Christian for a people 

situated in the midst of American racism and called by God to be full human beings?” (Hopkins, 

1999, p.4) For Hopkins, Black theology, as a prophetic theology of liberation, highlights the 



                                                                                                                                                      124 
 

 
 

efforts of African Americans to simultaneously claim their blackness and freedom as a people of 

God and serves as “the critical conscience” of the church’s mission to liberate the poor “in their 

journey with God to full humanity” (p.4). He argues that a major contribution of black theology 

is discovering the message of personal and structural liberation in the Hebrew and Christian 

Scriptures and connecting this message with God’s presence in the African American movement 

for justice (p.6). He correctly notes that this interpretation of Black theology presents the 

movement as the first form of an American radical Christian theology.  Furthermore, Black 

theology came from a mix of Martin Luther King’s Christian gospel of racial justice and 

Malcolm X’s black nationalist philosophy (black power black liberation nationalism). 

During its development, Black theology combined slave theology with a new interpretation of 

the Bible and with an affirmation of Black pride and resistance against racism heavily influenced 

by the leadership of Martin Luther King and Malcolm X.  According to Hopkins, twentieth 

century Christian theology, arose from three main endeavors: (1) a critique of Joseph R. 

Washington; (2) the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s; and (3) the black power 

movement of the 1960s and 1970s.   

Hopkins identifies four stages of black theology with the first three developing under the 

tutelage of the first generation of pastors and professors. The first stage began on July 31, 1966, 

with the publication of theological manifesto by the National Committee of Negro Churchman 

(NCNC) in the New York Times. The organizational beginnings of this stage began with the 

emergence of the National Committee of Negro Churchmen, and the later creation of the Society 

for the Study of Black Religion in 1970.  During this period, Black clergy, administrators, and 

educator made a clear attempt at separating the theological practice of black religion from their 

white counterparts. The second stage began with the creation of the Society for the Study of 
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Black Religion in 1970 and it is during this period that black theology became an academic 

discipline. Stage three is identified with the birth of the Black Theology Project (1975) made up 

with church persons, community activists and scholars including participants from Africa, Asia 

and Caribbean. The fourth stage of black theology which began in the mid-1980s involved a 

second generation of black religious scholars and pastors. In this stage, there was an emphasis on 

theology as it relates to black life including womanists who pressed for a “holistic” black 

theology which would includes race, class gender, sexual orientation and ecological issues” 

(p.10). In this period tight knit bonds were forged between the Black church and the academy. 

This led to more publications and research which, according to Hopkins, center on primary 

sources in African American culture and politics. Hopkins also notes that Afrocentrism has 

added its mark to African American theological concerns and that in religious studies African 

American theology cuts across numerous disciplines. In this stage too, we see the ministers and 

clergy challenged on their stance on homosexuality. Hopkins’ stages not only provide a historical 

perspective of Black Theology but also a perspective that proves that theology is capable of 

addressing and adapting to the social and political issues of the time. In that vein and to further 

deepen our understanding of black theology, Hopkins (1999) identifies the norm, sources, and 

rhythm of Black theology. Black theology is God-talk and God-walk because it is infused with 

the spirit of liberation so that “God’s spirit of liberation (the spirit of freedom, justice, and the 

move towards full humanity) represents the norm” (p.46).  The sources of Black theology 

include the following:  (1) the Bible; The focus here is the biblical stories and on the biblical 

representation of Jesus. (2) The African American Church; Respect is given to the Church as an 

institution. (3) A faith tradition of struggle for liberation; The Black church has a long tradition 

of standing for justice (4) African American women’s experience; the concerns of Black women 
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must address the concerns of Black women especially because they make up a disproportionate 

number in the church and even in the community. (5) Culture—art, literature, music, folktales, 

black English, and rhythm; here culture is deemed crucial to the celebration of self and 

specifically Blackness. (6) Radical Politics; politics provide the direction that African Americans 

can pursue to achieve full freedom including economic freedom. (p. 42-43). The rhythm of Black 

theology, according to Hopkins,  is theology’s return to practice of faith to further the pastoral, 

ethical, political, cultural, economic, linguistic, and everyday way of life of Black people, with 

God,. As such, the rhythm of black theology starts with faith in and commitment to the poor in 

the Black community. 

Wilmore (1983) identifies three sources of Black Theology. The first source of Black 

Theology is in the Black community where folk religion continues to exist alongside the 

institutional church, and the second is the writings and addresses of both preachers and “public 

men of the past,” (the exemplars); Included in Wilmore’s list is Nat Turner, Martin Delany, 

Edward Blyden, and DuBois. The final source is the traditional religion of Africa where 

importance is placed on understanding the way(s) Africans and people of African descent 

responded to and assimilated elements of Christianity and Islam (p. 236-238). Wilmore (1983) 

also reminds us that the ideological roots of black theology must “go down into the soil of the 

folk community” to remain credible in its pursuit of freedom and social justice, and suggest that 

Black theologians learn the roots of Black theology before turning to white scholars for 

comprehension of the meaning of God, human existence, and freedom (p. 235). The Black 

theologian must therefore show the critical correlations existing between black life/experience 

and traditional theological categories (God, humanity, Christ, eschatology, and so forth), and 
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between black religion and black radicalism. The following Black theologians have clearly taken 

up that challenge. 

Black theologians have brought a new way of perceiving Christianity and the issue of 

faith and religion in addressing social ills. Bishop Albert B. Cleage (1911-2000), who changed 

his name in the early 1970's to Jaramogi Abebe Agyeman, established the Central United Church 

of Christ in 1956. The church would later become the Shrine of the Black Madonna Pan African 

Orthodox Christian Church. Cleage (1969) argued that everything we have been taught about 

Christianity—the slave version—was a lie (p.37), and that Jesus, was in fact the Black Messiah 

who didn’t just build a church but built a movement. Blacks were rejecting this corrupted version 

of Christianity including three specific things. First, that Christianity was concerned with the 

individual and not the group. Cleage (1969) argues instead that “the group concept is historic 

Christianity” while individualism is slave Christianity (p.43). Second, Bishop Cleage argues that 

the emphasis on personal morality is also a symptom of slave Christianity.  Cleage instead 

teaches that Jesus in the New Testament is concerned with social group morality, how a group of 

people act towards each other, and what they’re concerned about. Finally, Cleage also wants to 

correct the other worldly emphasis of this slave Christianity which he argues is not apparent in 

the Old Testament nor in Jesus’ teachings. The emphasis on the otherworldly, Cleage contends, 

was deliberate, an attempt to distract from the everyday problems of this world. 

Providing history lessons in his sermons, Cleage (1969) argues that Christianity is 

essentially and historically a black man’s religion (p.39), and that until Black Christians were 

ready to challenge the lie that Jesus was White, they have not freed themselves from spiritual 

bondage. He emphasizes this: “Black people cannot build dignity on their knees worshipping a 

white Christ. We must  put down this white Jesus which the white man gave us in slavery and 
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which has been tearing us to pieces” (Cleage, 1969, p.3).  Cleage concedes, that while the Black 

church has always been relevant to the needs of Black people, it has not always been 

revolutionary. He argues that even if the preacher may have been uneducated, he was relevant 

and significant in that he offered an ingenious interpretation of a slave Christianity to meet the 

needs of the oppressed Blacks. However, the time had come for the Church to reinterpret its 

message in terms of the needs of a Black Revolution (p. 6). Theologian, Major Jones (1987), 

recognized that as well. He argues that a theological system must be a statement of truth about 

the Christian message and its interpretation for its community. It must also reflect unique cultural 

context which directly addresses the community’s “temporal situations” (M. Jones, 1987, p.1). 

Jones further concludes that since theology’s primary purpose is to “render intelligible” God’s 

actions in the world, then it stands to reason that the theological and ethical interpretations of 

communities of faith will take different forms in different cultural contexts every age. Therefore, 

the meaning of Christian faith must be re-examined existentially in different historically settings. 

As such, it is the responsibility of the Black theologian to construct a systematic theological 

discipline for Blacks that “discovers, expounds, and defends” the truths of the experience of the 

Black Christian community (M. Jones, 1987, p.2).   

 The tasks of Black Theology is to continue in its tradition of protest (theological protest),  

call and commit to radical and revolutionary change,  and free and redefine Blackness for Blacks 

since Black theology is liberation theology which seeks to inspire self-esteem and agency within 

subjective blackness (M. Jones, 1987, p .6). Furthermore, if Black Theology is to serve the Black 

church, the God-concept must be more than mere abstraction (M. Jones, 1987, p.21). Jones 

makes the significant point that unlike Western traditions in philosophy, psychology, and 

theology, that Afro-American religious thought does not view religion as “an expression of the 
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human desire to replace God” nor is God’s power thought of as counter to human personhood or 

power. Jones states: “ In contrast to Western psychological and theological ideas that set God 

apart as the Totally Other, Black Theology has concerned less with the question ‘Does God exist, 

and how?’ than with the question: ‘Does God care?’’’ (M. Jones, 1987, p. 21). Jones concludes 

that God-talk within the Black religious tradition speaks of God as coextensive and 

complementary rather than counter.  Within both African and Afro-American thought, God is 

awarded a central place because he is equated with human existence itself. Jones (1969) explains 

that Blacks have not viewed themselves as more than human, but instead aspire to be God-like 

by doing God’s will. He states: “Neither threat nor rival, God is, rather, the very basis or ground 

of the creature’s fullest possible self-realization. That is what Black religious experience is all 

about: it is about being and becoming more human under God.” (p.22). He concludes noting that 

the human act of the Black religious quest is a turning to God wherein human beings become 

aware of themselves “at the highest possible level of self-awareness (p.23). 

Rev. James H. Cone, the major proponent of black liberation theology—which is 

grounded in the ideology of the Civil Rights and Black Power movement of the sixties—and a 

leading proponent of Black theology in America, argues that Christian theology is a theology of 

liberation. It is “a rational study of the being of God in the world in light of the existential 

situation of an oppressed community, relating the forces of liberation to the essence of the 

gospel, which is Jesus Christ” (Cone, 1970, p.17). According to Cone, theology, as a discipline 

which seeks to analyze the Christian faith from the perspective of the oppressed arose from the 

biblical tradition where God aligns himself with the downtrodden. In the biblical circumstance, 

Israel is the oppressed tribe though Cone knowingly steps away from addressing why this is so. 

The task of theology then is to “explicate the meaning of God’s liberating activity so that those 
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who labor under enslaving powers will see that the forces of liberation are the activities of God 

himself” and to “analyze the meaning of hope in God in such a way that the oppressed 

community of a given society will risk all for earthly freedom, a freedom made possible in the 

resurrection of Christ” (Cone, 1970, p. 20-21). As such theology can never be neutral or fail to 

take sides on issues related to matters of the oppressed. In fact, a Black theology which 

recognizes black oppression will demand the creation of new values independent of white 

society (Cone, 1969, p. 127).   

  Cone establishes that Black theology, an earthly theology, refuses to accept any notion of 

a God which condones black suffering as the will of God. Since the idea of heaven becomes 

irrelevant to Black Theology, Black theology must then reject traditional eschatology, the notion 

that God is removed from human suffering and/or that suffering is the means by which one 

enters heaven (Cone, 1969, p. 125).  From a black perspective, eschatology becomes 

participating in the world in an attempt to improve the human condition without the expectation 

of reward or salvation. In fact, Cone argues that to look towards heaven is to deny freedom in the 

now. Instead Black Theology asserts an eschatology that confronts a racist society and world 

with Black Power. Major Jones (1987) similarly maintains that should the black religious quest 

lose the relation to God, it also becomes void of the needed quality of authentic eschatology. He 

views Black eschatology as “the theological knot that ties God and humanity, being and 

becoming, together” (M. Jones, 22). A unique element of Black eschatology is that it must be 

grounded with the in the now experience of Blacks. 

Cone (1969) weds black theology with Black Power—which he sees as its counterpart—

uniting religion with racial empowerment, self-determination, and autonomy. He ties Black 

Power to the slogans “Freedom Now” and to “All or Nothing” where the lowly slave knowingly 
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risk death because he understands these concepts to be bigger than himself. As such, the slave’s 

actions are motivated by values common to all men. Cone further parallels Black Power to Paul 

Tillich’s notion of the “courage to be” which Tillich defines as an ethical act wherein man 

affirms his being despite oppositional factors that conflict with that process of self-affirmation. 

Black Power, then, is seen as a humanizing force, as an attitude, and as affirmation of the 

essential worth of Blackness (Cone, 1969, p. 8). With these ideas in mind, Cone describes Black 

theology as: 

a religious explication of black people’s need to redefine the scope and meaning of black 

existence in white racist society. Black power focused on the political, social, and 

economic condition of black people, seeking to define concretely the meaning of black 

self-determination in a society that has placed definite limits on black humanity. Black 

theology puts black identity in a theological context, showing that black power is not 

only consistent with the gospel of Jesus Christ: it is the gospel of Jesus Christ (Cone, 

1970, p. 106). 

According to Cone, The Black church in America was founded on the belief that God 

condemned slavery and that Christian freedom meant political emancipation” (Cone, 1970, 

p.74). Black theology came into being on American soil because of the failure of white 

religionists to connect the gospel of Jesus Christ to the oppression of being black in a racist 

society, and because Blacks sought to interpret the Gospel of Christ in light of their own 

experience. Therefore, Black theology is Christian theology, and possibly the only expression of 

Christian theology birthed on American soil since all theology comes from oppressed community 

revolutionary situations. Cone warns that God is never color blind in a racist society. 
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Black Theology, in the Tillichian interpretation of symbols, views blackness as an 

ontological symbol where blackness stands for all victims of oppression. Cone (1969) explicitly 

states that the purpose of Black theology is “to analyze the nature of the Christian faith so that 

Black people can say Yes to Blackness and No to whiteness and mean it” (p.117). However, 

Black theology rejects the limitations placed on Black people and those who counsel black 

people to do so (Cone views this as suicide). He identifies six (6) sources in Black Theology: (1) 

The Black Experience wherein he maintains that there can be no Black theology that does not 

take seriously the black experience. “This means that Black Theology realizes that it is man who 

speaks of God; and when that man is Black, he can only speak of God in the light of the black 

experience” (Cone, 1970, p.54).  (2) Black History, because it accounts for the very existence of 

Blacks in America and the conditions under which it they were brought here (though he does 

note that Black history is more than what whites did to blacks). Furthermore, Black Theology 

views black history as a source because there can be no understanding of Black Theology 

without the recognition that it evolved with the history of that community. (3) Black culture, 

which Cone ties closely to Black History, and (4) Revelation; In the Christian faith, Revelation, 

is an event in human history. For instance, Jesus Christ functions as the revelatory event in the 

New Testament. Cone points out that White theologian’s never get beyond the first century in its 

analysis of Revelation. However, for the Black theologian, Revelation is not simply about a past 

event but rather “Revelation is a black event, i.e., what black people are going to do about their 

liberation” (Cone, 1970, p.65).  

Five, (5) Emphasis is placed on scripture since Black Theology is kerygmatic theology, 

i.e., it takes the scripture seriously. However, since God is not the author of the Bible, Cone 

warns against viewing the Bible as infallible. This is especially important because it was used by 
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slave owners to render enslaved people docile and because of the way the Ham narrative justified 

the dehumanization of Blacks. Cone warns against using scripture as a guide on which we base 

our decision making, but instead suggests that scripture serve as a source of inspiration where a 

community can encounter a resurrected Christ “and thus be placed in a state of freedom” (Cone, 

1970, p. 69).  The final source, tradition, refers to the long historical theological perspective on 

the nature of Christianity. Black Theology, however, is in fact critical of the history of Western 

Christianity. In regards to tradition, Black Theology only perceives rare moments of authentic 

identification with “the ethical implications of the gospel of Christ” (p.73). This is because, as 

Cone (1970) notes, the righteousness of God is not the abstract quality in the being of God, as 

with Greek philosophy. It is rather God’s active involvement in history, making right what men 

have made wrong”(p.19).  

Ultimately, Cone argues that human self-consciousness is the point of departure for God 

talk and likens theology to anthropology (the idea of God being a projection of man’s view of his 

own greatness (Cone, 1970, p. 87). He sees God as a symbolic word pointing to the dimension of 

reality which is the answer to the human condition. From a Black Theological perspective, the 

word God is not uniquely special except that it is a symbol; and if that symbol loses its power to 

point to black liberation it must be destroyed.  For Cone (1969), God talk is not Christian talk 

unless it directly related to the liberation of the oppressed (p.115). So the point of departure of all 

God-talk seeking to be black-talk within Black theology must be an accounting of the reality of 

black folk. Cone rejects European Humanism on the ground that it does not account for the 

inhumanity leveled against Black people even as it calls for a “death-of-God theology.” He 

states: “they ask us to embrace this New Humanism but fail to relate this new humanism to the 

inhumanity committed against black people” (p. 154). Furthermore, Cone (1969) credits the 
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Black Church as being the only hope for renewal and revolution in organized Christianity, but 

also issues a challenge. He concedes that while the Black Church warrants its existence because 

it provided comfort from racism, and offered a sense of freedom to Black people, Cone also 

stresses that this does not warrant its existence in Christ (p.112). In other words, to truly exist in 

Christ, the black church must act to counter oppression. 

Much of Theologian William R. Jones’ scholarly work argues that religious humanism is 

a neglected but authentic aspect of Black religion and culture. Jones, a professor of philosophy or 

Religion at Yale, identifies two religious traditions in black culture: a mainstream tradition of 

Christian and non-Christian theism and a minority tradition of  humanism/nontheism.  He points 

out that researchers of black religion generally narrow the focus to the history of the black 

church and its “monolithic theological perspective of Christian theism” (W. Jones, 2001, p.27).   

W. Jones (2001) also identifies causal factors of the invisibility of Black Humanism.  Even when 

the elements of the nontheistic tradition is acknowledged, it is not recognized as religious nor as 

a legitimate part of the family of black religion. This is not simply because of its minority status 

in black culture but because humanism itself is viewed as a hostile adversary with a goal of 

eliminating religion altogether and “suspect as something alien to the black psyche” (p.29). 

Furthermore, W. Jones stresses that to affirm black religious humanism as a tradition in black 

religion is to recognize that it has been dominated by the entrenched theism in the black church 

(religious humanism is a philosophical/theological perspective while the black church is an 

institution). Next, W. Jones points to the impact of the value structure of black culture. Religion 

has been “blessed” by black culture while philosophy has been denied a comparable status. As 

proof, W. Jones observes that while there are a heady number of black theologians, we only a 

minuscule number of black philosophers.  
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Finally W. Jones (2001) addresses the issue of methodology. He suggests that we would 

benefit from viewing black religion as a “pluralistic” and “multi-faceted” phenomenon  

encompassing the full spectrum of theistic and nontheistic options” (p. 36). In addition. W. Jones 

argues that current researchers of black religion miss the fact the origin and current position of 

black religious humanism is a direct response to “perceived inadequacies” of black Christian 

theism (p.41). This is a major insight because it advances the principle that black humanism 

emerges not as a “spinoff of the enlightenment, the scientific revolution…a borrowing from 

Comte” but as “part of a debate that is internal to black life and thought” (W. Jones, 2001, p. 41). 

If black humanists fail to challenge the continued equation of religion with theism, then they 

continue to leave room for the claim that religious humanism is not authentically black. Clearly, 

W. Jones sees Black Humanism as a strategy and philosophy of liberation that emerged and 

evolved out of the lived Black experience and Black religiosity.  W. Jones also argues that a 

phenomenological analysis of oppression reveals that suffering is detrimental to a 

person’s/people’s highest good. It follows then, that the aim of a theology of liberation is to 

eradicate any form of oppression that leads to suffering. Any such liberation theory must not 

only identify said oppression, but must also prove the identified oppression is not the will of 

God.  One can therefore conclude, that the primary aim of liberation theology is to “free the 

mind of the oppressed from the enslaving ideas and submissive attitudes that sabotage any 

movement towards authentic freedom” (W. Jones, 2001, p. 46). This means that all such 

concepts must be examined—including God—so that ideas that perpetuate oppression get 

replaced with “humanizing and liberating beliefs.”  

It seems that W. Jones has always been willing to ask the difficult questions: Is Black 

Christian theism an authentic expression of the black religious consciousness or is it white 
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Christianity in black mask? In another major work, W. Jones chose a very controversial title and 

question, Is God a White Racist? A Preamble to Black Theology (1973). There he argued that 

claims made by African American theology concerning God’s efforts on behalf of the 

downtrodden must be proven and supported with historical evidence in light of his concept of 

divine racism. Divine racism appears to be a two-tier system where the “in” group is privileged 

by God above the “out” group. This imbalance, racial inequality, is justified by the will of God. 

However, W. Jones (1973) also points out that the common understanding of theology 

emphasizes the etymology of the word— theodicy from the Greek word theos meaning God, and 

dikē which means justice—but that another dimension should also be considered: a concern to 

determine the cause of suffering (p. xviii).  Theologians view the primary focus of theodicy as 

apologetic (defending/preserving faith), and black theologians are no exception here. However, 

they are also concerned with showing that the glaring presence of “ethnic suffering” does not 

negate a belief in Christian theism (W. Jones, 1973, p. 185). Since, black religion is essentially 

theistic, W. Jones argues that any black theology that wants to be an effective stance on black 

liberation must adopt a theological stance as well—a shift from that stance can only occur if it is 

proven that it hinders black liberation—and charges the black theologian with developing a 

theistic framework for theodicy (for pragmatic reasons).  

It is at this junction, that W.  Jones reveals his own theological position, that of secular 

humanism which he views as an “appropriate complement for contemporary black religion” (W. 

Jones, 1973, p. 172).  Here too W. Jones (1973) offers up humancentric theism, which draws 

upon Martin Buber (the Jewish existentialist), Rabbi Richard Rubenstein, and theologian, Harvey 

Cox, as a viable theodicy for Black theology. Humancentric theism assigns an exalted status to 

man and to human freedom which affirms an ontological status to man as co-creator in human 
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existence, but does so with the recognition that this is God’s will. It also emphasizes in a major 

way the activity and choice of man especially in the context of achieving man’s highest good. 

This emphasis on humanity’s power takes us to another significant insight that W. Jones (1973) 

himself anticipates: “Is God simply another way of talking about man?” (p. 191). If 

Humancentric theism is accepted, it removes God from taking sides in history and refutes the 

concept of divine racism. It also allows a perspective of human history that unfolds as the result 

of human activity (choices and actions). W. Jones notes that it provides a consistent framework 

for discussing the freedom of man, and can serve as an antidote against quietism since it 

emphasizes human activity. The notion of a God for the oppressed must be challenged if 

Humancentric theism is accepted. This is quite logical when one considers that if the notion of 

God as existing only for the oppressed continues to exists, then black theologians will likewise 

have to continue to search for an explanation for the quandary they find themselves in when 

forced to explain the inherent contradiction of Black suffering in light of believing in a 

benevolent God. Finally, W. Jones sees Humancentric theism as having the capacity to address 

an emergent secularism for which Black theology is currently unprepared.  

Humanists are focused with the human condition and notions of freedom in the here and now are 

primary concerns. Ironically, so is Black theology. In fact, Black theology explicitly states that 

its relevance is in direct proportion to its ability to connect to the human condition and black 

people in particular. Like Black Humanism, the fundamental and laudable goals of Black 

Theology are aimed at a re-configuring and restructuring of society to improve human existence 

and the conditions under which human beings experience the world.  It is important to recognize 

that not all Black theologians agree on every single premise. Black theology is far from 

monolithic; there appears to be a range and spectrum of beliefs. Some of the beliefs of the major 
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theorists themselves have evolved. In the broadest sense, the sharpest distinctions occur around 

issues of revolutionary liberation and reconciliation. Matters get even more complicated when 

we contemplate someone like William R. Jones who is a theologian with a humanist orientation. 

However, there are sufficient places where Black Humanists and Black Theologians can come 

together to make a difference. Religion, God/talk, is not enough of a reason to separate. In fact, 

America’s current political climate and neglect of the poor/worker class demands that groups 

find common ground.  Black Humanism and Black Theology have much to offer in terms of 

solutions and a specific lens which can impact the political rhetoric and choices. After all, what 

would Jesus do? Clearly, Black liberation theology has established itself as part of the larger 

praxis of liberation theology. Furthermore, Black theology offers a version of God and the good 

that demands actions in the here and now, and one that demands that we recognize, celebrate and 

seek liberation; an ethics of action/social activism if you will. Black Humanism, perhaps without 

the religious lens, offers the same.  The Yoruba philosophical concept of Orita which means 

“where the ways come together” is useful here.  At this junction, opposing views converge. In 

this case, Black Humanism and Black Theology, when placed at the crossroads of orita, 

illuminates similar concerns. According to Thomas (2004), the Orita is where “the dialogical 

space is expected and affirms the African view of ontology, ethics, and politics as 

methodologically and practically inseparable” (Thomas, 2004, p. 117). At the Orita Black 

Humanism and Black Theology can co-exist in a dialectical relationship with the joint aims of 

fostering liberatory and emancipatory praxis. However, the tension between two streams of 

thought need not be resolved since they both function to the better of our earthly existence. 

Functioning under the umbrella of Africana critical theory Black Humanism and Black Theology 

can co-exist in a dialectical relationship with the joint aims of fostering liberatory and 
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emancipatory praxis. However, the tension between two streams of thought need not be resolved 

since they both function to the better of our earthly existence. 

Humanism and Theology, we become “toilers for the universal triumph of justice and 

human rights…demanding an entrance not through a gateway for ourselves, our race, our sex, or 

our sect, but a grand highway for humanity” overall. Anna Julia Cooper’s goal was clear, that the 

universal title of humanity to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness become inalienable to all. 

Similarly, DuBois’ Credo, which serves as a call to service, and self-knowledge, is Black 

theology, and decades after it was written, we see these ideas flourish in developing liberation 

theories.  

 

DuBois’s Credo 

I BELIEVE in God who made of one blood all races that dwell on earth. I believe that all men, 

black and brown and white, are brothers, varying, through Time and Opportunity, in form and 

gift and feature, but differing in no essential particular, and alike in soul and in the possibility of 

infinite development. 

 

Especially do I believe in the Negro Race; in the beauty of its genius, the sweetness of its soul, 

and its strength in that meekness which shall yet inherit this turbulent earth.      

 

I believe in pride of race and lineage and self; in pride of self so deep as to scorn injustice to 

other selves; in pride of lineage so great as to despise no man's father; in pride of race so 

chivalrous as neither to offer bastardy to the weak nor beg wedlock of the strong, knowing that 

men may be brothers in Christ, even tho they be not brothers-in-law. 

 

I believe in Service -- humble reverent service, from the blackening of boots to the whitening of 

souls; for Work is Heaven, Idleness Hell, and Wage is the "Well done!" of the Master who 

summoned all them that labor and are heavy laden, making no distinction between the black 

sweating cotton-hands of Georgia and the First Families of Virginia, since all distinction not 

based on deed is devilish and not divine. 

 

I believe in the Devil and his angels, who wantonly work to narrow the opportunity of struggling 
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human beings, especially if they be black; who spit in the faces of the fallen, strike them that 

cannot strike again, believe the worst and work to prove it, hating the image which their Maker 

stamped on a brother's soul. 

 

I believe in the Prince of Peace. I believe that War is Murder. I believe that armies and navies are 

at bottom the tinsel and braggadocio of oppression and wrong; and I believe that the wicked 

conquest of weaker and darker nations by nations whiter and stronger but foreshadows the death 

of that strength. 

 

I believe in Liberty for all men; the space to stretch their arms and their souls; the right to breathe 

and the right to vote, the freedom to choose their friends, enjoy the sunshine and ride on the 

railroads, uncursed by color; thinking, dreaming, working as they will in a kingdom of God and 

love. 

 

I believe in the training of children black even as white; the leading out of little souls into the 

green pastures and beside the still waters, not for pelf or peace, but for Life lit by some large 

vision of beauty and goodness and truth; lest we forget, and the sons of the fathers, like Esau, for 

mere meat barter their  

birthright in a mighty nation. 

 

Finally, I believe in Patience -- patience with the weakness of the Weak and the strength of the 

Strong, the prejudice of the Ignorant and the ignorance of the Blind; patience with the tardy 

triumph of Joy and the mad chastening of Sorrow -- patience with God (DuBois, 1999, p1-2). 
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CHAPTER 5: 

NEITH & BLACK ATHENA BECKON: A LOVE STORY! 

Chance has never yet satisfied the hope of a suffering people. Action, self-reliance, the vision of 

self and the future have been the only means by which the oppressed have seen and realized the 

light of their own freedom.
42

 
 

 

The Role of Mythology 

Karenga (1980) describes mythology as the totality of secular and sacred assumptions 

that join the human and natural  with the supernatural in order to answer the existential questions 

and to validate behavior and institutions; religion. He further identifies some positive aspects of 

mythology. It serves as a source of ultimate values; a source of community; a psycho-social 

coping strategy (for the oppressed); a source of an expansive self concept (checks egos, cosmic 

identity); and a potential support system for social change (alternative vision, leadership 

training). On the other hand, mythology may be simplistic and erroneous; become a method of 

escapism; reflect a diminished sense of human worth and potential; encourage/justify cultural 

intolerance, political violence, and intellectual closure; and serve as an effective method of 

domination and exploitation. Trauneckner (2001) who stresses the socio-political element 

embodied in mythology sees myths as political events transposed into the realm of the 

transcendent (p. 9). 

Gyekye (1987) views myths to be imaginative representations of religious or 

philosophical (metaphysical) ideas or propositions which presuppose conceptual analysis and 

conceal philosophical arguments or conclusions (p.15).  Campbell (1991) suggests that myth, 
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like all our names and images for God, are masks of God and a metaphor which signifies a 

reality that transcends language and art beyond the visible world (p. xviii).  He states: 

“Mythology is not a lie, mythology is poetry, it is metaphorical. It has been said that mythology 

is the penultimate truth—penultimate because the ultimate cannot be put into words. It is beyond 

words, beyond images,…” (p. 206). Furthermore, Campbell (1991) notes that myths are clues to 

the spiritual potentialities of the human life (p.5). He identifies four functions of myth: (1) a 

mystical function, (2) a cosmological dimension, (3) a sociological dimension, and (4) a 

pedagogical function (p. 39). The mystical dimension allows us to experience the mystery of the 

universe and humanity with awe while the cosmological dimension adds the elements of science 

to the mystery. The sociological dimension is concerned with the ways in which myths support 

and validate the social order and ethical laws while the pedagogical aspect is concerned with the 

information being taught about living in the human world. Ultimately, Campbell emphasizes that 

mythology is the study of mankind’s one great story which centers on our search to find our 

place in the drama of life. Myths are connected to ceremony and ritual, so when human beings 

participate in ritual, they are in fact participating in a myth. As such, civilizations are grounded 

in myth.  

Despite its usefulness, mythology is controversial in at least two areas: (1) cultural/racial 

bais and (2) its representation of “truth.” Des Bouvre (2002) supports Marcel Detienne’s 

accusation that Western research on mythology has habitually presented stories produced by the 

“natives” as “myth” but widely accepts its own religious stories and tales as “truth” (p. 12). Des 

Bouvre (2002) concludes that this habit not only reflects bias but also the Western habit of 

juxtaposing the other against the self, combined with a Eurocentric approach. Detienne describes 

this as a “colonial mentaliteʹ” of assuming a fundamental segregation between the culture of ‘the 
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natives’ and our Western, contemporary, ‘enlightened’ world” (as cited in Des Bouvre, 2002, p. 

12).  Taking these concerns into account, Des Bouvre reminds us that what is most important in 

the study of “myth” is the “native’s” perception, i.e., their reception, their experience, and their 

reactions to the tale being told. Furthermore, we should avoid the term “myth” outside the body 

of tales identified as a group’s “traditional tales.” Instead the term “symbolic phenomena” might 

be used to discuss the working of the traditional tales, and “symbolic tales” to discuss verbal 

expression that manifest “symbolic workings” (Des Bouvre 2002, p.21). Des Bouvre also 

suggest that we should not assume that a “symbolic quality” is inherent in the narrative, but that 

it is only an aspect of “narrative in performance and activated in the audience at a particular 

moment…” (p.21). Des Bouvre also shares Claude Calame’s suggestion of abandoning the 

“essentialist” connotations” of myth which he believes would restore the argumentative and 

rational functions (i.e the pragmatic/rhetorical function) to the “narrative manifestation of 

symbolic thought” (p. 15-16). 

Myth reflects ideology and creates its own discourse even as it encompasses all 

significant human activity; in fact, it is the paradigm for all significant human activity. In the 

sense of a “sacred tradition”, “primordial revelation”, and “exemplary model” it supplies models 

for human behavior and therefore gives value and meaning to life (Eliade, 1975, p. 3). 

Understanding the structure and functions of myths in traditional societies will reveal a stage in 

the history of human thought but will also help us understand our own current categories of 

thought. An extremely complex cultural reality, myth not only narrates a sacred history and 

events in primordial time, it also discloses the spaces where the sacred or supernatural enter the 

world (Eliade,1975, p. 3). Eliade(1975) sums up his notion of myth: 
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The mythology not only constitutes, as it were, the ‘sacred history’ of the tribe, not only 

does it explain the total reality and justify its contradictions, but it equally reveals a 

hierarchy in the series of fabulous events that it reports. In general, one can say that any 

myth tells how something came into being, the world or man, or an animal species, or a 

social institution, and so on. But by the very fact that the creation of the world preceded 

everything else, the cosmogony enjoys a special prestige..(p. 19). 

When one lives a myth, one emerges from chronological time and enters a sacred time 

which is both “primordial” and “indefinitely recoverable” (p.6).  Myths are the most effective 

means of awakening and maintaining consciousness of the beyond whether it is the world of the 

ancestors or the world of the divine (Eliade, 1975, p.6). Ironically, it is through myth that that 

ideas of reality, value and transcendence become fixed though it does not guarantee goodness or 

morality. And while we may be tempted to view myths as limiting because they present 

themselves as models, the reality is that  myth can actually motivate and stimulate human agency 

and creativity. In fact, Hoffman (2002) indicates that symbolism and/or the process of symbol-

making is well known to both the artist and the mystic simply because it is only the symbol 

which links the material and immaterial worlds (p.71) as with the case of The Winged Victory. 

This linking of the “tangible outside” and “intangible within” or even the transformation of the 

“visible” into the “invisible” really occurs within us. As such, myths and symbols can be viewed 

as instruments which “stimulate and catalyze the ongoing process of consciousness formation” 

(Hoffman 2002, p.72). For Hoffman, this explains why myths and symbols play a central role in 

so many of the world’s spiritual traditions. 

 Symbols and myths have probably always existed, but when they have religious qualities 

they become “points of crystallization” since they do not change as quickly as other things in the 
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flux of real time. These myths and symbols will only die when they no longer plan a role in the 

communication between human beings and the ‘inner and outer realities” we encounter in life, 

and when they no longer play a role in the human quest for sense and meaning (Waardenburg 

1980, p.41). While myths have their own historical development, they can also be used as an 

indirect source of historical knowledge. Furthermore, myth also reveals human involvement in 

creating history.  

It may be contended that myth, like symbol, is born out of the human confrontation with 

reality and that it expresses both a quest for and a transmission of meaning as a response 

to this confrontation. A symbol or myth may function, accordingly, as a channel of 

meaning for people in the particular cultural and religious tradition to which it belongs. 

Symbolism and the processer of symbolization and myth making are an attempt to 

integrate symbols and myths into larger wholes and open the possibility of arriving at a 

reasoned knowledge with regard to reality (Waardenburg, 1980, p. 64) 

Myth can also be said to be a construction of reality through symbols or a symbolic 

construction of reality. In fact Asante (1998) describes it as “the organizing principle in human 

symbolic discourse” (p. 108). In order to understand said symbols, we must know the context 

and the cultural tradition from which it emerged. All symbols recognized as such have a social 

dimension and function, yet Waardenburg (1980) notes an additional dimension of sensitivity. 

This dimension is threatened by rationality and old symbols lose their power when “intellectual 

constructions are superimposed upon more “basic ‘natural’ structure and capacities” (p. 47). 

Conversely, symbols, when understood and experienced can liberate from the intellect and “the 

claims of the reasoned word” (Waardenburg, 1980, p. 47). In the latter scenario, Waardenburg 

notes that it is symbolization which dominates and not what is being symbolized. Therefore, 
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when studying religious symbols we must determine its immediate literal meaning as well as its 

socio-cultural context. Waardenburg (1980) identifies three considerations for interpreting 

religious symbol: the general, the sociopolitical, and the philosophical (p. 49). The general refers 

to “a firm point where one may find an orientation and a truth.” This may be a point of reference 

which highlights an emotion, an action or a memory, or words which point to fixed ideas which 

one may choose from. The symbol may also point to something “indefinite” perhaps an 

“indeterminate power or reality” but it can also go beyond pre-established notions and highlight 

the path to transcendence (p. 49). The second consideration focuses on the sociopolitical where 

we must consider the social reasons why specific content are expressed in a symbolic and/or 

religious way. Hidden meanings may be revealed especially when one discovers the 

“underground” character of certain symbols. The philosophical dimension, the third 

consideration, brings our attention to meaning and interpretation. Wardenburg additional posits 

four (4) philosophical questions as being hermeneutically relevant within the context of 

interpreting symbols.  

 Whether we assume that there is something universal in its content, form, appeal, or 
symbolic power;   

 

 Whether we concentrate on a few specific—for instance, religious—interpretations of a 
particular symbol or on all of them; 

 

 Whether we search for the most powerful meaning of a symbol or also pay attention to 
other resonant meanings; 

 

 Whether we take the meaning of a symbols to be located in the possible solution which it 

offers to a particular problem or in its own autonomous radiation (p. 51-2). 

 

Campbell’s (1991) four functions of myth as well as Waadenburg’s (1980) three 

considerations for interpreting religious symbol are useful here. The Winged Victory along with 
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Athena and Neith functions as both myth and symbol. The Victory functions both on a mystical 

and cosmological level and becomes a tool paving the way for transcendence. All beholding the 

statue ponders the female form as beautiful, powerful, victorious and divine. The Sociological 

dimension combines with the pedagogical function to provide a consciousness of victory, the 

dominance of Greek culture, the significance of man’s agency, and a lens through which to 

perceive Greek culture in its time and place. As religious symbol, we are concerned with three 

considerations for interpretation: the general, the sociopolitical, and the philosophical (p. 49). 

The general points us to the Greek version of truth embodied in Athena, the most powerful 

anthropomorphic creation of the Greeks (Deacy, 2008, p. 4). Ironically, Neith was one of the 

earliest deities to be depicted in human form and the first anthropomorphic representations of 

Neith occur in the Early dynastic period (Wilkinson, 2003, p. 157). A consciousness of victory is 

especially significant primarily because of the socio-political climate. 

 

 

The Goddess: Stories of Power 

How is the Winged Victory, a Nike, connected to Athena? One theory goes that Nike (victory) is 

an attribute of Athena who later separated off and developed her own distinct personality. It is 

Athena who reigns giving good counsel, skill in handicraft, and victory (Nike). However that 

separation is not a complete success and Athena Nike is born instead (perhaps existing along 

with Nike herself). The other school of thought suggests that it was Athena who incorporated the 

title and some of Nike’s functions into herself. Sikes (1895) who is of that school of thought 

argues that the cult of Athena Nike is only particular to Athens, and that Nike can only be an 

abstraction from Zeus (if she must be regarded as an abstraction of a greater deity). Yet, even 
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Sikes is forced to concede that Nike survived and became the servant of Athena who Sikes 

describes as being “a Victory par excellence, Our Lady of Victory” (p. 282). Shearer (1996) 

describes an image of Athena on the Acropolis of Athens that became the most famous in the 

Western world (the statue is no more). 

In the Parthenon, the maiden’s chamber, loomed Pheidias’s colossal Athene Parthenos, 

forty feet high this time, they say, clad in all gold and ivory…The goddess stands erect in 

an ankle-length tunic, staring fixedly ahead, her huge helmet ornately spiky with griffins 

and sphinx and set four square across her brow. Round her shoulders is a neat little 

snake-trimmed tippet, which we know to be her father’s goatskin aegis, and as neatly on 

her bosom sits the Gorgon’s head. Perched on her right hand is Nike, goddess of victory 

and itself no less than eight feet high. Her left hand holds her huge shield, against which, 

as it rests on the ground, coils a large serpent (p.7-8).   

Even this creative piece, described by Shearer (1996), suggests that Nike is a servant of Athena. 

Furthermore, we do know that beyond her connection to Athena and to Zeus she never really 

acquired her own distinct mythology. In either case, both the Winged Victory, and Nike, really 

are representations of Athena in her manifestation of victory. 

Furthermore, the representation of Athena highlights the huge range of attributes assigned 

to her. For instance, her shield and helmet show her to be a warrior while her aegis and gorgon 

highlight her power and magical abilities. Her animal attributes connect her to nature; Athena 

was often associated with the sphinx, serpent, crow and owl. Additionally, Athena has held 

special appeal since the time of Antiquity and today she is still representative of the warrior 

woman and nationhood. She still serves as a symbol of such qualities as justice, wisdom and the 
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arts.  Deacy (2008)  notes that “her image endures in representations of armed females: the likes 

of Britannia, the Statue of Liberty, and Justice, a statue…which towers above the Central 

Criminal Court of England (p.1). The myths surrounding Athena identify her birthplace as the 

river, Triton, in Libya and/or other Greek sites including Arcadia and Krete.  Zeus, receiving a 

prophecy that the second child born of his wife, Metis, would overthrow him, swallowed her 

while she was pregnant with Athena. Zeus would later complain of an intense headache and 

Hephaistos, god of stonemasonry, sculpture, and metalwork, splits his head open with an axe to 

relieve the pain. Athena springs out fully grown and in full armor. The cosmos is in chaos until 

she removes her armor and in doing so Athena restores the natural state of creation.  

Athena is the terrifying goddess of war, but she also gave Athens the gift of the Olive 

tree—whose branches are still considered a symbol of peace today. She was worshipped as the 

Contriver because of her creative ability to invent both ideas and devices and as Athena Ergane 

(the Workwoman) for her ways in bringing about material transformations. She served as patron 

to potters, gold and silver-smiths who worshipped her needing her inspiration and skill in their 

works.  Her many epithets include her being Polias (city protectress), and  Promachos, 

(champion/fighter); Athena Hygieia championed good health, Athena Nike functioned as 

goddess of victory while Athena Parthenos referred to Athena as maiden (See Figure 6). As 

maiden, Athena does not marry despite numerous associations with males and male heroes. 

Athena’s independence is often noted as an illustration of her refusal to be subservient to males. 

Though not typically represented as a fertility goddess, Athena in many instances is linked to the 

earth-mother archetype; she was depicted holding a pomegranate on multiple occasions, and 

women prayed to her to make them fertile. Yet, Kingsley (1989) stresses that it is in the context 

of protectress of cities that Athena’s association with marriage and children should be viewed. 
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The emphasis should be on Athena as defender of the social order, and as goddess of creation but 

not procreation (p.145). 

Athena is also the goddess of wisdom and in hymns dedicated to her she is described as 

being “unbending of heart.” Shearer (1996) notes that Athena was known to be Polymetis—this 

title refers to her wit, understanding and ability to counsel—and as Nous kai dianoia which point 

to her mind and thought process (p. 11-12).  Athena is also referred to as Athena of the Eyes, and 

as being Glaukopis, i.e. blue or grey-eyed, but Deacy (2008) points out that it is the lightness or 

brightness that is the issue rather than any particular hue. A better translation, Deacy notes is 

“gleaming eyed,” “darting eyed,” or “owl eyed (p. 26).  Shearer concurs, adding sharp-eyed and 

hard-eyed to the list and notes that this description is an attempt to capture Athena’s energy 

particular to sight.  Hoffman (2002) explains that glaukos refers to “gleaming eyes and owl-like 

wisdom” (p. 75). Athena’s bird, the owl, signifies Athena’s ability to be all seeing as owls are 

able to see in the dark and all around. On Athenian coins, the owl often appeared on the reverse 

side of Athena’s image.  

Shearer (1996) admits that the Libyans argue that Athena is water-born, the daughter of 

Poseidon and the Tritonian Lake, and not Zeus. They argue that her eye color attest to that fact 

and that Athena was found on the lake shore and brought up the three nymphs of Libya. This 

would mean that Athena won Athens from her father, Poseidon. Both Plato and Herodotus 

appear to accept the Libyan claim. Herodotus points to Athena’s aegis, stressing that it is exactly 

like the Libyan women wear (Shearer, 1996, p.41).  Herodotus states: “It is evident, I think, that 

the Greeks took the ‘aegis’ with which they adorn statues from Athena from the dress of Libyan 

women: the only difference being that the latter is of leather and has fringes of leather thongs 

instead of snakes” (as cited in Bernal, 2006, p. 542; Graves, 1992). And Plato often identified  
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Athene, patroness of Athens, with the Libyan goddess Neith  (Bernal, 2006, Graves, 1992).  

Others argue that the aegis actually points to her rape by the hands of her father, a hairy winged 

giant, Pallas, who Athena killed, skinned, and then wore his goatskin. The Libyans respond that 

Pallas was actually the name of the childhood friend who Athena accidentally killed while they 

were playing and that Athena bore the name herself in remembrance of her friend (Athena was 

often referred to as Athena Pallas). 

 

 

 

Marble Statuette, a second century 

AD version of Athena Parthenos by 

Pheidias. This version is the Athena 

Varvakeion. Note the winged Nike 

in her right hand. 

 

 

Figure 6: Athena Varvakeion. 

Carpenter, T.H. (1991). Art and 

Myth in Ancient Greece. London: 

Thames & Hudson. 

 

 

 

 



                                                                                                                                                      152 
 

 
 

Neith is described as “undoubtedly the most important goddess during the earliest historic 

period” (Lesko, 1999, p. 50), as “the oldest one,” (Shearer, 1996, 50; Bonwick, 1956), as the 

most revered goddess at the beginning of Egyptian history, as powerful and mysterious, and as a 

“philosophical conception” (Bonwick, 1956, p.50).  Wilkinson (2003) also describes Neith as 

one of the most ancient and important deities of prehistoric and early dynastic periods noting that 

her veneration lasted to the very end of the pharaonic age where Neith is called “the eldest, the 

Mother of the gods, who shone on the first face” (Wilkinson, 2003, p.157; Lesko, 1999, p.57). 

This statement points to and emphasizes her ancientness, her power and her role as creator. 

Despite the loss of much of the history surrounding the evolution of this goddess, what we do 

know shows Neith to be an extremely powerful deity whose “roles encompassed aspects of this 

life and the beyond” (Wilkinson, 2003, p. 157).  Neith’s worship center was at Sais in the Delta 

of lower Egypt where she rose to remarkable prominence in the Twenty-sixth dynasty (664-525 

B.C.) when Sais was the capital of Egypt and home to the ruling family. The inscription of her 

temple at Sais reads “I am all that has been, that is, and that will be. No mortal has yet been able 

to lift the veil which covers me” (Lesko, 1999, p. 49; Bernal, 2006).) Neith’s temple at Sais was 

founded at the beginning of the First Dynasty, but she was also worshipped in Libya since the 5
th

 

Dynasty. Neith is often depicted with her Red Crown (the crown of lower Egypt) showing her to 

be the protectress of the king and of lower Egypt. Later when the pharaoh was the Lord of  Two 

Lands he wore a double crown—one red one white (crown of upper Egypt)—which symbolized 

his rule over both Lower and Upper Egypt. 

 As funerary goddess, Neith judges the dead and is associated as with the funerary beliefs 

and rituals.  In the Pyramid Texts, Neith, along with the goddesses Isis, Nepthys and Selket (the 

scorpion goddess) are shown as protectors of the throne and guardians to Osiris and his mortal 
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remains; In fact, in Utterance 580,  when Seth is sacrificed his spine rendered to the two 

goddesses, Neith and Selket (Lesko,1999, p.53). The goddess, along with Isis, Nepthys and 

Selket, took care not only of Osiris but of every worthy Egyptian identified as an Osiris after 

death (Wilkinson, 2003, p. 56). In the temple of the female pharaoh, Queen Hatshepsut, Neith is 

again paired with the goddess Selket supporting the bodies of the king of the gods, Amun-Re and 

his queen, in a depiction of the divine conception of Queen Hatshepsut (Lesko,1999, p.55).  In 

the Coffin Text, Neith is identified with both Sais and Mendes, and associated with creator gods 

Ptah and Thoth.   

Neith was also assigned a cosmogonic role where she is identified her with the primordial 

waters of Nun. She is credited with creation, bringing forth the first lands and with creating 

mankind by uttering a command. On the walls of The Esna temple erected for Khnum (also a 

creator god), the Esna creation myth depict Neith emerging from the chaos of Nun in the form of 

a cow, and it is Neith who first creates dawn and Egypt, and calls forth the flood that brings the 

land to life.  It reads: 

Father of the fathers and Mother of the mothers,  

the divinity  who came into being was in the midst of the  

primeval waters having appeared out of herself while 

the land was in twilight and no land had yet come forth 

and no plant had yet grown. 

She illumined the rays of her two eyes and dawn came into being 

Then she said: let this place become land for me  

in the midst of the primeval water in order that I might rest on it, 

And this place became land in the midst of the primeval 

Water, just as she said, 

And thus came into being “the land of the waters [= Esna] 

And Sais… 

Then she was pleased with the mound,  

and thus Egypt came into being in jubilation (Lesko 1999, p. 61) 
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Trauckner (2001) also describes Neith’s role in Esna cosmology perhaps borrowed from Sais: 

Neith ‘father of fathers, mother of mothers’ appears ‘by herself’ in Nun. She assumes the 

appearance of a cow, and then, without our knowing why, she turns into a lates-fish. 

Light streams from her eyes just before she beaches on the first solid land ‘in the midst of 

the initial waters.’ She utters creative words that furnish a cosmogonic etymology not 

only for the sacred places of Latopolis (Esna), but also for their equivalents at Sais, for 

Esna was the Sais of Upper Egypt. The serpent Apopis is born of Neith’s spittle and 

engages in combat. Finally towards the end of the account, the goddess turns into a cow 

called the great swimmer (Mehet-weret). Along with her son Re, the sun between her 

horns, she undertakes a punitive journey of four months duration, slaughtering her 

enemies wherever they were to be found (p. 82-3). 

Interestingly enough, the power of Neith’s gaze (her eyes), speech, and creative ability are 

emphasized in both accounts. 

The Pyramids Texts also highlight Neith’s characteristic as a bovine divinity, the creative 

cow, emerging from the primal flood familiar with irrigation and land reclamation. She is able to 

create land out of water and thus able to “open the ways” (Bernal, 1987, p. 88). As mother 

goddess, not only is Neith thought to have invented birth, she is mother of the gods and 

humankind.  Neith gave birth to the crocodile god Sobek and was often depicted either suckling 

a crocodile at her breast or with a crocodile head. She was also the one who brought forth Osiris 

and the Sun-god Ra who created mankind. An inscription says that Ra was “infanted by Neith, 

but not engendered (Bonwick, 1956, p. 107), and Amenophis II describes himself as one “whose 

being Neith moulded” (Wilkinson, 2003, p157).  Even though the goddess was viewed as a 
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mother, we also see her attributed with masculine qualities and represented as a virgin. In fact, 

she is thought to reproduce with without any male assistance and is not paired with any particular 

male. Scholars often stress Neith’s androgyny, but all representations of the goddess portray her 

as female (See Figure 7). Traunecker (2001) points out that this element which he refers to as 

bisexuality had to do with function and not with the divine person (p.45). That is with traits 

associated with gender—which frees Neith to act in any manner—rather than with Neith 

embodying any one gender. We see these issues addressed in portions of the Esna creation myth. 

You are the Lady of Sais…whose two thirds are masculine  

and one-third is feminine 

Unique Goddess, mysterious and great  

who came to be in the beginning  

and caused everything to come to be… 

the divine mother of Re, who shines in the horizon 

the mysterious one who radiates her brightness (Lesko, 1999, p. 61). 

   7B 

Figure 7A & 7B (Retrieved from the web): 

Neith is depicted here with her war goddess 

symbols, the crossed arrows and shield on 

her head, the ankh and the Egyptian goad. In 

7B she wears the Red Crown  of the north. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Goad
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deshret
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Neith is also the goddess of wisdom and patroness of marriage; her advice was sought to settle 

major matters. In “The Contending of Horus and Seth,” the gods write a letter to Neith asking for 

her advice in settling the matter of who was the rightful heir to Osiris’s throne. Like Athena, the 

goddess also presides over a school of medicine known as the “House of life” and so governs life 

and death (Shearer, 1996, p. 50). The Houses of Life/Temple libraries were consulted to address 

specific needs and while their writers were not guardians of truth they were learned people who 

knew how to use the ancient books for maximum effects with traditional rituals (Traunecker, 

2001, p.5).                  
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Figure 8: The Goddess Neith. Vassilika, Eleni., Taylor, B., Morris, A., & Bourriau, J. (1995). 

Egyptian Art. Cambridge: Fitzwilliam Museum. 
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The title of Martin Bernal’s (2006) seminal work Black Athena (though he admits his preferred 

title is African Athena) was inspired by the tetradrachms of Peisistratos which showed the head 

of Athena as an African Black. Bernal (2006) argues that Greek Athena is in fact the Egyptian 

goddess Neith and that the names Athens and Athena both derive from Hy-ntr (nt) Nt  which 

translate to temple or city of the goddess Nt or Nēit; he uses  Plato and Herodotos for support of 

his views. Plato plainly states that “The chief city in this district is Sais—the home of King 

Amasis—the founder of which, they say, is a goddess whose Egyptian name is Nēith and in 

Greek as they assert Athena” (as cited in Bernal, 2006;  p. 563).   

Bernal (2006) provides hoplolatry, the worship of armed shields as support for his thesis. 

He describes Neith’s symbol as one of the oldest “cultic symbols” of Egyptian civilization (p. 

544). Originally a beetle, her symbol merges with an hourglass shield with arrows laying across 

its sides (her symbol for the next three thousand years). Lesko (1999) explains that in the First 

Dynasty, Neith was known as the Mistress of the Bow and Ruler of arrows. She was clearly 

associated with weaponry—perhaps for hunting and/or warfare from the start—and her 

theophoric names like “Neith is victorius” and “Neith fights” point to this. In fact, Wilkinson 

(2003) notes that the ancient Greeks may have identified Neith with Athena partly because of her 

war-like aspects (p. 50). Additionally, the recognition that Neith’s Egyptian shield was the same 

as the  Minonian figure-eight shield and the discovery of a limestone table from Mycenae which 

depicted a divinity being worshipped behind a figure 8 shield allowed scholars to link this shield 

divinity to Athena and her symbol, the Palladion which represented Pallas Athena (Bernal 2006, 

p.544).  Bonwick  (1956) also notes that many illustrations of Athena with extended arms were 
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found by Schliemann
43

 in the ruins of Ancient Troy designed after Neith, and cites Proclus, a 

Greek philosopher, who stressed that “Sais and Athens had the same tutelar gods” (Bonwick 

1956, p. 119). 

Neith like Athena are both credited with inventing weaving. Bernal (2006) points out that 

both Greek and Egyptian sources discuss religious workshops at Neith’s temple at Sais where 

materials were woven for sacred use. The women cloths, the peplos, are very similar to the 

clothes/dresses made over a period of nine years to be presented to the image of Athena by 

aristocratic maidens under the guide of a priestess. A central part of the greatest Athena festival, 

the panathea, was the presentation of the Peplos to the goddess. The frieze on the Pantheon 

depicts such scenes. Neith was likewise connected with a peplos. The inscription beneath her 

statue at Sais suggests that her peplos could never be lifted by a mortal (Bernal, 2006, p. 547).  

The literal translation of peplos refer to both storm cloud as well as garment and Bernal (2006) 

points out that this links the garment or veil of Neith to the weather. Even more interesting, is 

that the weather association links Neith to the Godess Isis—who Neith would later morph into—

and Isis’s successor, the Virgin Mary, and provide support for the notion that they all derived 

from our Neith of Sais. Neith, as inventor of weaving was also associated with the funerary 

process as provider of mummy bandages and shrouds; the goddess was the spiritual force/source 

of the woven fabric. She also guards the coffins and canopic jars. The oldest form of Neith’s 

name appears like this in Pyramid text 489 and some think that the hieroglyph represents a 

shuttle which connects her name to ntt, to the root words for weave and for being (Budge, 1998, 

p. 57-58). According to Shearer (1996), Neith “took up her shuttle, strung the sky on her loom 

                                                             
43 Schliemann was a German excavator of Troy, and a number of Mycenaean sites. His work 
centered on proving true locations in Homer’s work. 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Troy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mycenaean_Greece
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and wove into existence the world itself (p. 50). Everything Neith conceived of in her heart came 

into being (Lesko, 1999, p. 62). 

It seems that Athena and Neith are inextricably bound, and may have been since the 

Bronze age, but the question remains, how would Neith come to be in Athens?  Bernal (2006) 

argues the Egyptian founder of Athens, who the ancient Greeks referred to as King Kekcrops, 

was in fact Erekhtheus, king of Athens. Bernal argues that Athens was a colony of Sais and this 

was a belief that survived since the 19
th

 century. The Egyptians saw themselves Athens as the 

daughter city of Sais and to prove this Bernal uses Diodorus and Kharax of Pergamon for 

support.  Diordorus states that “The Athenians they say are colonists from Sais in Egypt, and 

they undertake proofs of such a relationship: for the Athenians are the only Greeks who call their 

city asty, a name brought over from the city Asty in Egypt (as cited in Bernal, 2006, p. 564).  

Kharax of Pergamon maintained that “Kekrops coming from the town of Sais in Egypt colonized 

Athens. Sais according to the Egyptians, is said legetai Athena (as cited in Bernal, 2006, p. 380). 

Bernal explains that this means that Hellenistic Egyptians saw Athena as the name of Sais, and 

further maintains that Sais was the secular name of the city while its religious name was Ht Nt as 

shown in hieroglyphics.  In relating the allegorical story of Minerva’s birth—Minerva emerged 

from Jupiter’s head just as Athena emerged from Zeus—the French clergyman, historian, and 

translator, Abbe Banier, states that the worship of Minerva was “introduced from Sais in Egypt, 

where she was known by Neith, by the historical King Cecrops (as cited in Shearer, 1996, p. 

184).  

The Egyptians also stressed that similarity in the body politic to show that the founders of 

Athens were Egyptians. Athena’s gift of the olive tree and oil to Greece may have Egyptian 

connections as well. The Egyptians referred to a sector of Libyan people who lived west of the 
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Nile Delta as Thnw and who were known for their Thnw oil (olive oil). Direct references of Nt 

thn during the Saitic period, and through “sacred paronomasia” Neith is associated with the 

Thnw and their faience (bright, flashing, blue green jewels).  The faience was also seen as the 

color of the sky, as “bright eyes of divinities” and as “fragments of the firmament as they 

appeared on earth in the form of the green mineral malachite” (Bernal, 2006, p. 578). As we’ve 

already seen, Athena is noted as being glaukos (which has Egyptian etymology) and parallel to 

Athena’s owl with its special visionary abilities is Neith’s vulture.  Ironically, even the word 

parthenos has the connotation of pupil. Bernal further notes that in Utterance 317 of the Pyramid 

Texts the crocodile god, Sobek,—Neith’s son—brings “greenness to the eye of the great one 

[feminine]” and in Fifth Dynasty, the term Nt Thnw was often followed by “eye of Nt” (p. 579),  

All these descriptions certainly refer to Neith as do the images of the Black Virgin.  

Neith/Athena may have also morphed into the image of the Black Virgin whose major attribute 

is the restoration of sight (note the emphasis of the eyes).  In the 12
th

 century, the Black Virgin 

re-emerged in Europe and by the 16
th

 century there were approximately 200 representations in 

France alone (with many more throughout Europe). The Black Virgin is credited for the rise in 

cathedrals dedicated to Notre Dame during the 12
th

 and thirteenth century (Sherera, 1996, p. 169-

171). Bonwick (1956) too maintains that “Neith is...neither more nor less than the Great Mother, 

and yet the Immaculate Virgin, or female god, from whose bosom all things has proceeded” (p. 

114). 

Bernal’s work has sparked tons of controversy, and he has been relegated to the 

Afrocentric camp of scholars. Yet, Afrocentric scholars have argued the African founders of the 

Aegean prior to Bernal (Diop, 1974, 199; Parker, 1917; Winters, 1983). Furthermore, while 

Bernal believes the Hyksos were the founders of Grecian civilization in the Aegean Afrocentric 
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scholars argue that the founders of Athens were Black Egyptians who travelled to Greece in 

prehistoric times. 

Interestingly enough, Campbell (1991) suggests that mythology is a sublimation of the 

mother image (p. 207) and that the Goddess is “the field that produces form” (p.211).The 

mythology surrounding Neith illustrates her enormous power and wisdom. As creator, Neith 

cannot and will not be conquered, and so inspires faith in her abilities.  Neith was not created or 

birthed, but just is. In her “coming forth” however, Neith brings order out of chaos. Her 

inscription suggests that the human beings will never fully grasp or fully explain her. She is 

beyond human limitation.  While Neith does not appear to have a lineage, Athena’s lineage is 

emphasized in both myths of her birth. Zeus is the father to the gods as well as humankind, and 

Athena was present when Prometheus fashioned the first being from the earth’s clay and it was 

she who breathed “soul” into them. Metis, her mother, was known for her intelligence and 

wisdom (the name Metis actually refers to these attributes).When Athena breathes soul and life 

into human beings, Shearer (1996) levels that Athena like Wisdom “dwells in all flesh” and that 

her qualities not only transcend time and place but also unite “what is above and what is below” 

(p. 123); as above so below.  

It is Athena who constantly struggles to right the balance of power between the gods and 

humans, invented the jury which gave human beings the power of judgment (previously only 

held by the gods). So Athena brings knowledge and the resulting human consciousness from the 

gods to humankind just as Neith defines, shapes and creates our concept of being. Humankind is 

urged to self knowledge and to “see.”  This “seeing” which is knowledge and understanding is 

then made manifest in one’s notion of the good, the beautiful and perhaps the blurring of the 

lines which separate humans from the divine which play out in the social and political realms. 
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Human beings no longer had to accept the natural world they were in but could transform and 

shape it. This evolution created a new paradigm which forged a relationship between thought, 

action, and matter. The gifts of consciousness, visionary thinking, and comprehension are 

embodied in Athena/Neith are at the heart of human creativity and at the heart of African 

humanism.  

 

Egyptian and Greek Art in Brief 

Clearly, Greek art arose out of a great body of myth, and if its origin is elusive this is 

primarily because as Spivey (1996) proposes the Classical Greeks constructed their own artistic 

and ethnic origins (p.29). Greek art’s history then is the history of art at work and that 

relationship reveals the interconnectedness of social and political life (Osborne, 1998, p.12).  

Most or all of ancient Greek art was primarily a form of religious expression, but the religious 

aspect of ancient Greek culture was inextricably bound up with the political, economic, and 

social; the separability of these realms is a modern concept (Fullerton, 2000, p.34).  Fullerton 

(2000) also argues that Greek art must be interpreted primarily in terms of its function as a public 

statement by and about an individual or a polis and that the art served as a means of establishing 

a Greek identity (p.54). This process of identity formation required the construction of ideal 

models for emulation, a major goal of Greek art and literature.  Furthermore, in defining one’s 

self, one is also defining what one is not or should not be, and that is impossible to do without 

the consideration of what one is not. Elements of a cultural or national nature through the prism 

of identity politics, rears its head when groups compete for dominance. 

Buitron-Oliver (1993) suggests that the Greek revolution in art occurred because of the 

social and political changes occurring in Athens. In 510 B.C., the autocratic government of 
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Peisistratos and his sons were overthrown. Constitutional reforms led to a new democratic 

system of government where citizens from all classes were to participate. No longer would 

linage, wealth, and aristocracy rule the day, instead the ordinary man would be able to rule his 

own destiny and become aware of his own possibilities. This paradigm shift is reflected in more 

naturalistic depictions of the human figure where “Greek painters and sculptors strove to 

represent the human form as it actually looked when it turned and moved in space” (Buitron-

Oliver, 1993, p.32). The new concept of democracy allowed man the right to shape his world and 

his experience in it so that man becomes responsible for his actions. As character becomes an 

important concept for man’s evolution, artists of this period also became interested in expressing 

states of mind and facial expressions that indicate character and emotion. Furthermore, Buitron-

Oliver (1993) claims that when spirit and reason fuse, the natural goal of the artist is to “portray 

beauty in the image of man, but idealized (p. 19). Ultimately, it is within this context that we 

must understand the fifth century conception of the ideal human form. How human beings view 

themselves, each other, and their environment is at the heart of humanism. 

The artists in those workshops are thought to have worked on methods and new ways of 

representing the human form.  Spivey (1996) emphasizes that the Greeks were ‘compelled’ 

towards naturalism (p. 20) and accepts Gombrich’s notion that it was artistic license as well as 

the “impulse of narrative” (the need to tell a story) which pushed the Greeks towards naturalism. 

This required making the story’s figure larger than life. The drive of these sculptors to “reconcile 

the ideal with the natural” produced the Greek Revolution (Spivey, 1996, p. 53). It is important 

to note here that even classical representations of the human figure were idealized. Spivey (1996) 

also argues that a primary explanation for the “stylistic dynamics” of Greek sculptors is the 

belief that the divine and mystical realms are not beyond human comprehension. Greek sculptors 
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therefore were attempting to reconcile the ideal with the natural which Gombrich describes as 

“Pygmalion’s power”
44

 (p. 52-3).  Spivey (1996) thinks Walter Benjamin’s notion that an 

analysis of the social history of art requires an appreciation of the art’s aura is a useful one. Aura 

here is defined as “the unique phenomenon of a distance, however close [an object] may be,” as 

“a cultic function” and as “an authenticity derived from the ‘contextual integration of art in 

tradition’” (p.52). This concept stresses anthropomorphism to explain the Greek Revolution. Yet, 

Spivey is also inclined to believe that Greek sculptors surpassed the Egyptians because of the 

Greek variance of form and production (p. 26). This implies that in the Greek case the artist is 

free to create and represent whatever he wishes however he wishes; in short, the Greek artist is 

granted creative and artistic license. The Egyptians clearly held a more complex notion of the 

creative process. The Egyptian perspective held that one became a specialist in one’s art medium 

by excelling at the rules of the form of production in place. In fact, Davis (1989) proclaims that 

“Invariance in form and production was the means by which an Egyptian craftsman successfully 

maintained himself as a specialist” (p. 220).  So Benjamin’s aura theory, specifically the part 

which emphasizes the authenticity found in the integration of art within a tradition is then 

ignored by Spivey’s argument about variance. The tendency for art and architecture to be used 

for political symbolism and propaganda cannot be ignored in this discussion. 

The Ancient Egyptian civilization, its belief system, its economic systems, its arts and 

architecture all evolved along with the Nile River. A major event in Egyptian life was the annual 

inundation of the Nile which occurred between July and November. Torrential rains from the 

Ethiopian mountains and from Southern Sudan flooded the land in the Nile Valley and the Delta 

                                                             
44

 The idea suggested here conotates the power to bring things alive. This refers to the Pygmalion 

myth wherein Pygmalion fashions the ideal female statue which he brings to life with his 

romantic attentions. 
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for that duration. When the waters receded, it left behind a fertile deposit of soil ideal for 

farming.  A high flood would lead to major damage to their settlements while a low flood would 

lead to food shortages and famine. From this natural environmental phenomena, the Egyptians 

understood the concept of a harmonious existence with nature and the importance of balance. 

Malek (1999) argues at least two concepts linked to the Nile river are central to understanding 

Egyptian art. First, he stresses “the all-pervading notion of duality held in harmonious 

opposition” (p. 27).  This is a philosophical concept which suggests that everything has a 

counterpart which negates but defines it if only in contradiction, yet simultaneously makes it 

existence a reality. This concept is even reflected in the culture’s architecture where Egyptian 

symmetry emphasizes contrasting elements. Second, Malek (1999) emphasizes that the cyclical 

nature of events as another concept derived from the Nile. The inundation of the Nile was 

scientifically calculated and as such it encouraged astronomical study (p. 29). Notions of death 

and rebirth were impacted by the cyclical theory as was the Egyptian concept of history and 

myth.  

Malek (1999) also notes that “All works of ancient Egyptian art contain a multi-layered 

web of ideas, allusions and symbols which our modern eyes disentangle only with extreme 

difficulty” (p. 27), so that a modern concept of art may not have existed in ancient Egypt. In fact, 

Aldred (1980) argues that the ancient Egyptian awareness of art would not have been beyond his 

religious experience (p.11). Even though artists played a significant role in inventing and 

developing the forms of its material culture, the ancient Egyptians viewed art in technical terms 

as in “skill in execution” (Aldred, 1980, p. 11).  This refers to the Egyptian amazing ability to 

fashion material things with tools and so Aldred (1980) considers Egyptian art to be of high 

order. He states: “The mastery which the artist displays over a variety of intractable materials has 
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rarely been equaled by other peoples of the ancient world, and is hardly surpassed elsewhere” (p. 

11.). Egypt’s abundant natural resources influenced its arts as well as its architecture. While 

Egypt lacked trees capable of providing timbre for large scale construction, it possessed 

significant stone/mineral mainly limestone, Greywacke, and Diorite, granite basalt, quartzite, and 

alabaster which formed the basis of Egyptian art and architecture. Prolific artists, all Egyptian art 

was functional and served a practical purpose. Malek (1999) recognizing this, states: “A key 

characteristic of ancient Egyptian art was thus its functionality – its creation to serve a particular, 

invariably metaphysical, purpose (p. 22). And so it’s not surprising that no statues or portraits 

were made for purely aesthetic purposes. The functionality of Egyptian art however, does not 

detract from its aesthetic value. Even the flint tools which were designed to hunt animals found 

along the Nile from about 700,000 BC showed elements of symmetry—an element which would 

later be identified as a major feature of Egyptian art—and  displayed a high level of polish 

reflective of an aesthetic value. These early Egyptians can therefore be said to be the forerunners 

of the later pharaonic artists. 

Aldred (1980) identifies two other features of Egyptian art by first pointing to the 

humanity in the art, and then by referencing an element which he terms “eternal verities” (p.15).  

The Egyptians were primarily concerned with representing what they thought would last into 

perpetuity, and the main subject of this art is “man and his many activities in the Egyptian 

milieu” (p. 12).  He also notes that the Egyptian art form mirrors the ideal aspect of the natural 

world. Schäfer (1974) also stresses that “In many Egyptian work of art the observation of nature 

is striking, almost infallible…(p. 46). Egyptologists overwhelmingly concur:  

Where often in Western art the aim is to capture an event, an action of an individual as 

perceived at a specific moment, the ancient Egyptian artist’s intention is to depict an 
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object or a being by the elements that define it most clearly and unmistakably. Every 

representation combines a number of frontal and profile aspects of the given object or 

being. It is not an image true to what the artists see but true to what they know about the 

physical world. The number and selection of aspects are up the artist. Scholars have come 

to apply the term aspective art to characterize the typical Egyptian style (Binder, 2000, p. 

29). 

So even though colossal statues exist, Egyptian statues—even those of the gods—are not life 

size, but they magnify heroic and beneficent qualities. The Egyptian was primarily concerned 

with an eternal perspective of their natural world, their “truth” if you will, and not with the 

capturing of a moment in time. The Egyptian artist provided a representation of “immutable 

order of things” that had been established as an institution of the Egyptian state at the First Time. 

What was important was not the expression of an individual’s view of reality, but the conforming 

to a “sanctified creative mode” whose manifestation was only judged good when this had been 

achieved by the highest technical skill at the artist’s command (p.15). Ironically, the Egyptian 

word for sculptor means “he who keeps alive.” This is an extremely important concept as it 

placed the artist in harmony with a tradition and his worldview. The success of the artist lay in 

his ability in depicting naturalistic details at its best. Robins (1994) makes an acute observation: 

Many of the fundamentals of Egyptian history changed little over time. In addition, much 

of the subject matter portrayed remained unchanging over long periods of time. This has 

given rise to the mistaken notion that Egyptian art remained virtually the same for three 

thousand years. In fact, despite the limited repertory of subject matter, Egyptian artists 

valued variation and avoided producing exact copies of the same forms. Nevertheless, the 

content of Egyptian art was tied to its function, which was dependent on the Egyptian 
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worldview. Only if the latter had changed fundamentally would there have been a need to 

alter radically what artists depicted (p. 29). 

Hodge (1998) also argues that Ancient Egyptian art was made for eternity and furthermore 

argues that the artists achieved that aim.  Egyptian artwork has lasted and has influenced others 

for centuries, and that even the ancient Greeks and Romans copied their techniques and ways of 

showing nature for years. For instance, as recent as the 1990s, Art Deco was making use of some 

of the ancient Egyptians flat geometric compositions (Hodge, 1998, p.29). 

 Symbolic forms in Egyptian art are closely associated with an aspect of Egyptian culture, 

hieroglyphs. This system of writing consisted of concrete images (some phonetic and others 

ideographic in character), standard glyphs and signs which were easily identifiable by everyone, 

and differentiated when necessary even in schematic form.  Aldred (1980) points to a major 

connection between hieroglyphs and the drawings on which Egyptian art is based. The 

ideograms of hieroglyphic writing—signs which expressed ideas rather than sounds—were the 

models for Egyptian drawings on a larger scale with more detail and enrichment (p.16).  So 

closely are art and hieroglyphics connected that “when a figure is identified by its name in 

hieroglyphics, the expected determinative is mostly omitted, so that the representation itself acts 

as the determinative” (Robins, 1994, p.24).  The established repertoire of signs is never altered 

and once the scribe has learnt to skillfully draw the full range of ideographic signs he then 

becomes an artist (Aldred, 1980, p. 17).  Egyptian works of art therefore, represent “ideograms 

writ large” (the idea of objects rather than the exact meaning in a spatial context), and are 

primarily concerned with making statements (p. 18). Schäfer (1974) observes this as well and 

claims that “The Egyptians’ works of art remind us continually that their invention was more 

closely linked with the content of their representations than that of many other peoples” (p. 46). 
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Similarly, Binder adds: “In the literature of Western art and criticism, Egyptian art has always 

stood for more than the historical art of ancient Egypt. Instead, it has been described as 

conceptual art, stylized and highly abstract” (Binder, 2000, p. 3). Clearly, it would be accurate to 

describe Egyptian art as logographic-standing literally or metaphorically for an idea. 

 

Cultural Hybrid Markers in Sculpture 

Robins (1994) observes that “Egyptian draftsmen worked to produce what is arguably the 

finest artistic achievement of the Prehellenic world, which still holds a place among the best 

today” (p. 1). While I disagree with the Prehellenic qualifier, I certainly agree with the overall 

sentiment. The Winged Victory is considered a product of the Hellenistic period but a Hellenistic 

period in art is a modern concept and one not recognized in antiquity.  Hellenistic is not 

synonymous with Hellenic which means Greek, but in the history of Greek art, Hellenistic 

describes a chronological period marked by death of Alexander in 323 B.C. The term is used to 

distinguish the more cosmopolitan culture from the pure Classical of the fifth century B.C., so 

that a definition of Hellenistic as following Greek modes of thought or life is generally 

acceptable (Spivey, 1996, p.320). The art of this period was created for the pleasure for men and 

the kings, for the embellishment of palaces and private spaces rather than for the gods and states 

(Boardman, 1985, p. 179).  In fact, while the Greeks used statues for figures of deities, 

dedications, grave monuments and architectural decoration, it was not until the Hellenistic period 

that colossal statues were commissioned (Cook, 1967, p. 82). Statuary of this period now 

commemorated naval victories and events, create new personification, and display new Greco-

Egyptian deities (Boardman, 1985, p. 180).   Hellenistic traits include the naturalistic rendering 
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of textual surfaces, torsion and other spatially complex poses, exaggeratedly modeled muscular 

anatomy, arbitrary drapery patterns, and ornamental diversions of detail, all of which describe 

the Winged Victory (Carpenter, 1960, p.199). Additionally, the art of this period is also known 

for its extreme expressionism and extreme scope of mood (Batterberry & Ruskin, 1968, p. 158). 

Alexander is credited with the infusion of propaganda and politics into the art of this time. 

Clearly, art can become, and be used to serve as colossal expressions of political, cultural and 

religious power. And as Beard & Henderson (2001) point out,  the“…complex relationship 

between power and politics and material culture” reveal that “grandeur and hype are always two 

sides of the same coin” (p.147). 

Though few masterpieces were produced during the Hellenistic period, the Winged 

Victory being an exception, the art development then was one of “revelation rather than 

revolution” with artists delving deeper into the emotional and spiritual realms of the nature of 

man (Batterberry & Ruskin, 1968, p. 150).  In the same vein, Carpenter (1959) observes of the 

art of this period that: 

… poses are reproduced literally for their physical attraction or their energy, 

strength and power displayed in actual use. This last period is accordingly complex and 

many-sided. It is not merely the period of Naturalism and Expressive Realism, but of 

Theatricalism and Sensationalism wherein (since everything must proceed from true and 

faithful appearances) the objects of the real world are tortured into striking and 

emotionally moving poses or combined in exciting situations. We have the Victory from 

Samothrace, the Borghese Warrior, the Laokoon, the Farnese Bull, and all the other 

familiar virtuosities of the Late Hellenistic Age (p. 84) 
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 While delving into the inner recesses of man, the Greeks were also continued to delve into the 

realms of their gods, heroes along with their myths. This is clearly reflected in the art of the 

period. Batterberry & Ruskin (1968) stress that “the real passion of the Greeks was for their own 

myths and legends, the stories of gods and heroes, which were slowly becoming the chief 

inspiration for all Greek art” (p. 63). Ironically, these same artists were able to portray human 

beings with realism. The resulting blend of realism, surrealism, and the abstract, may be what  

Batterberry & Ruskin (1968) describe as “imaginary realism” (p. 154) to describe Hellenistic art; 

the term is also apt to describe The Winged Victory.  

The Winged Victory embodies Egyptian ideals in that it puts into material form 

metaphysical ideas. The statue is also Greek in its quest for aesthetic perfection and conception 

of beauty. The artist(s) was mostly concerned not with the imitation of nature but with dramatic 

effect.  Keeping in mind that selections in visual representation involve cultural choices naturally 

determined by our cultural systems, along with the relative autonomy of art, the Victory is 

clearly symbolic. Yet, the Greeks understood sculpture as an art of direct visual representation 

and  statues were not meant to be symbolic suggestions of something other than themselves, 

“illusive and allusive in their impact on the imagination of the spectator”(Carpenter, 1960, p. 23). 

What one saw was what one was meant to see. Egyptian statutes, on the other hand, like 

paintings and reliefs were not meant to copy nature, but were meant to be symbols (Hodge, 1998, 

p.23). Egyptian artists always concentrated on the solid construction of figures (static qualities) 

and not on stressing the inner strength or vitality (dynamic qualities) of the work as the Greeks 

did (Carpenter, 1960, p.19). The artists of the Winged Victory clearly imbued the statue with 

both the Egyptian and Greek approaches. Unlike the Greeks, Egyptian artists were also not 

concerned with capturing a moment in time, but with representing concepts and truth. 
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Interestingly enough, unlike most other Hellenistic pieces, The Victory manages both to capture 

a moment of time as it emphasizes movement and place, and represent concept(s). The sculpture 

captures an element of naturalism with the female form even as it rejects the same notion with 

the wings and the suggestive power of its force.  

In Egypt, the main function of sculpture was funereal and free standing statues were not 

regarded as a whole but as part of architectural decoration. In fact, Egypt’s architecture arouse 

from the lines of its landscape. The setting of the Winged Victory conforms to the Egyptian 

notion of space designed as it were to harmonize with the natural landscape. The architectural 

setting of the Victory as described earlier was also designed into the natural landscape of its 

environment. Even the Egyptian requirement for frontal views is adhered to even though 

neglected in the torso is re-established in the upper body. While the body itself is a major 

controlling factor of the statue, the wings suggest that the something otherworldly. The figure is 

not bound by human limitations in the material world or earthly laws including the law of 

gravity. While to modern eyes the wings appeal to our religious sensibilities, suggest the angelic 

realm or notions of freedom, to the Greek mind wings often portrayed speed and messengers. 

The figure of Daedalus supposedly invented wings, yet centuries earlier Egypt also portrayed her 

deities with wings. In fact, the protective aspect of the symbol of wings was a reoccurring motif 

in Egyptian thought. 

We see images of Isis standing behind Osiris, Her wings enfolding Him in the protective 

power of Her magic.  We see the Isis winged disk hovering above temple doorways, the 

Egyptian word for “to fold the wings,” sekhen, also means to embrace. The open wings of 

Isis can also be related to a posture seen in images of the ancient Egyptian Bird Goddess. 
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Whatever the case, the “wing” stance is a posture of great antiquity and numenosity and 

many researchers consider it to be characteristic of the Divine Feminine. 

  Wings also symbolize flying, freedom, knowledge and enlightenment, and signify “an 

expression of the sublime, the desire to transcend everyday reality” (Nozedar, 2007, p. 200). 

Nozedar (2007) also notes that any creature that is given wings as an attribute is connected to the 

spirit world even as a deity or as a messenger between Earth and the heavens. Birds and angels 

also embody these ideas.  

The statue’s drapery is significant as well in locating the statue as a hybrid. While the 

Greeks could reproduce the Egyptian male kouroi in its almost nude form, the same thing could 

not be done with the female form. While the Egyptian artists produced female statues with 

clinging and often transparent clothing, it was not until the 4
th

 century that the Greek female 

body could be displayed with the “Egyptian license of illusionist transparency” (Carpenter, 1960, 

p. 21). As in the case of Egyptian art, here again the human form takes center stage. In the mid-

fifth century conception of drapery, it is the body which provides the vitality to the statue. 

Without the human form to provide substance, and the pull of gravity to shape the folds, the 

drapery immediately loses it passion and reverts to helpless inanimation (Carpenter, 1960, p. 

133). Murray (1970) notes: 

The Egyptian sculptor at all times admired the human figure shown under drapery; and as 

more than three thousand years later he was the teacher of the  of the Greek artist, he 

inculcated the same admiration into his pupil. But the more complex Greek mind 

preferred a garment full of folds, the complexity of which , though it called for the all his 
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skill to represent, was not permitted to hide the beauty of the form beneath; the more 

simple Egyptian preferred and represented the straight, simple garment (p. 53). 

 So Egyptian artists, preceding Greek artists often chose to represent the human form as seen 

under a garment which simultaneously hid and revealed the human form beneath.   

From the start of Egyptian civilization, religious thought was heavily anthropocentric and 

anthropomorphic as well. Divine bodies were described as beautiful (nefer), but in the sense of 

function. Greek culture was also a religious one and that religion was also anthropocentric and 

anthropomorphic. Deities were viewed and portrayed in human form. The Winged Victory as 

with a humanistic theory portrays the human being as both godlike and human. The statue posits  

human beings as active agents in constructing their own history and lived experience. Taking all 

these elements into account, I argue that the statue’s iconography locates it as both Egyptian and 

Greek especially since it is a representation of victory, an attribute assigned to the goddess 

Athena who is none other than the Egyptian goddess Neith. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE AFRICAN AESTHETIC & HUMANISM 

 

“Black art will elevate and enlighten our people and lead them toward an awareness of self, i.e., 

their blackness. It will show them mirrors. Beautiful symbols. And will aid in the destruction of 

anything nasty and detrimental to our advancement as a people.”
45

   

 

“The arts were once described as “liberal.” But the basis of the arts, like the basis of democracy, 

was a unified culture with an enforced and dominant value system…The humanities were once 

so called to distinguish them from the divine science of theology.”
46

 

 

Ancient Kemetic Humanism 

As we’ve already discussed in chapter two, the African worldview is a humanistic one. It 

is necessary here to separate ancient civilization deep thought from traditional and modern 

African thought recognizing that in the modern there are residual traditional ideas, as well as 

ideas resulting from external factors such as slavery and colonialism (though my focus is 

primarily on the ancient and traditional). I argue that the historical foundation of the traditional 

and modern African humanistic world view as well as that of the Greeks and Romans and 

therefore Western Civilization is that of the Ancient Egyptians.   

Mbiti (1989) instructs that African ontology is anthropocentric which allows man to view 

this world and God in relation to mankind (p.47). This perspective allows for both an 

anthropocentric and anthropomorphic view where God exists for man. The African principle of 

anthropocentrism, like Humanism, regards the human experience as central; however, while the 

Kemetic perspective emphasized the human collective experience, the later emerging Western 

                                                             
45 Don Lee, in an interview with David Liorens, in “Poet is an acclaimed creator of Black Art is Writer in 

Residence at Cornell University.” Ebony Magazine, March, 1963, p73. 
 
46 Peter Malekin, “What Price Humanity” in Humanism and The Humanities in the Twenty-first Century  

by William S. Haney II and Peter Malekin, New York: Lexington Books, 2001, p. 59. 
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Humanism focused on the experience of the individual. Another significant difference occurs 

between the Egyptian and Greek perspective in their anthropomorphic representations. The 

Greeks attributed human qualities to their gods which served to normalize them. The Egyptians, 

on the other hand, tended to attribute abstract concepts and symbols to their gods.  One such 

example is our Goddess Neith, the oldest, who as a philosophical concept becomes creator by 

uttering a command and emerging from the waters of Nun (interestingly enough without a 

specified gender). Neith is credited with exceptional vision, wisdom, and speech, and is able to 

weave the desired reality into being. The goddess issues a challenge to mankind, “I am all that 

has been, that is, and that will be. No mortal has yet been able to lift the veil which covers me.” 

The instant that mankind is able to penetrate her mysteries, Neith will no longer be.  These ideas 

are represented symbolically in the illustrations and images of the goddess. The significance here 

is that in the instance of the Egyptian, mankind has to aspire to some measure of excellence. This 

naturally led to clear concepts of the ideal, while in the Greek scenario we instead have a desire 

and drive for the indulgence of a primitive satiation of the senses. This concept extends into 

Greek philosophical thought so that we see an emergence of materialism whereby there is a real 

rejection of what can’t be sensed and a separation of the divine and the secular. Diop (1991) 

argues this as well; he notes that we see the “original stamp” of Greek philosophy in the 

“materialistic domain… [where] Greece distinguishes herself” (Diop 1991, p.326). He further 

emphasizes that atheistic materialism is a purely Greek creation and that Egypt and the rest of 

Africa did not know it (p.328). Here too we see the polarization of thought and so materialism is 

pitted against the metaphysical. 

The perspective that Humanism began with the Greeks’ rejection of the Olympian gods 

and their new reliance on Reason and democracy can be challenged since those gods were never 
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rejected but synthesized into the Greek worldview for the purposes of propaganda. Democratic 

ideals existed before Greek high culture. Additionally, Democracy as a formal political system 

may have begun with the Greeks (the polis), but as a social ideology it began with older 

civilizations including Mesopotamia, Egypt and India. For instance, we know that the Egyptian 

and Mesopotamian politics included public debates, voting procedures, legislative court systems, 

etc.  Furthermore myth played as large if not a larger role in Greek culture as it did in Egypt. If 

reason is defined as a rejection of the supernatural or metaphysical then it would also mean the 

rejection of the relationship between science and technology and the analysis of phenomena. 

Ironically there is little separation between bodies of knowledge in Egyptian culture.  Asante 

(1990) notes this: 

The ancient African civilizations did not separate religion and philosophy. Indeed the 

contribution to art, literature and the sciences are directly traceable to the religio-

philosophical institutions of the Nile Valley civilizations. Expression of this unity of 

religion and philosophy appeared in the constructions of the temples, memorials, 

obelisks, causeways, and pyramids of the classical period. The finest works of 

architecture were based on the principles derived from ancient wisdom which dictated 

proportions and motifs based on the laws of harmony (p. 190). 

Furthermore, it is a now an accepted and well- known fact that the Greeks studied in Egypt.  The 

Egyptian never left Reason behind. We see this with the high culture and sophisticated 

knowledge in the arts, aesthetics, literature, ethics, and sciences (astronomy, geometry and 

biology). In fact, the curriculum of what the Greeks called the Egyptian mysteries included the 

following subjects: grammar, arithmetic, rhetoric and dialectic, Geometry, Astronomy and music 

(James, 2009, p. 114). The Egyptian emphasis on understanding the inner workings of the 
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physical human body, and the significance placed on artful but accurate presentation of it as with 

the grids, all show the dignity attributed to the human form. In fact, much of Egyptian art points 

to our humanity and depicts human beings performing life’s many mundane activities in the 

present world. Furthermore, the Egyptians studied their surroundings/environment to observe 

nature’s impact and influence on the human condition. The Egyptians saw human beings as part 

of the nature and sought to live in harmony with nature.  

 It seems to me that the recognition of a divine element in human beings is a major factor 

in the development of Humanism, as is the recognition that man is the center of all things (both 

major elements in Egyptian cosmology). Abarry (1993) states: “There is no rigid dichotomy 

between the human and the divine, the sacred and the profane. What makes all this possible is 

the multi-dimensionality of the African cosmos” (p.86). Gyekye (1995) likewise maintains that 

in the case of Africa, any abiding philosophy will have to take into account the core values of 

Humanism and communalism (p. 43). He points to the Akan who hold a conception of human 

beings as theomorphic beings, i.e., they believe human beings have in their nature an aspect of 

God; this is what they call okra, soul (p. 20). Gyekye also notes that unlike western humanism, 

the Akan concept of humanism is not antisupernaturalistic, but maintains a supernatural 

metaphysics (p. 143). According to Gyekye, “The humanistic strand in Akan philosophic thought 

is expressed in the compassionate concern that people in an Akan community feel for their 

fellow man, in the social institution of the clan (abusua) with its web of kinship ties, and in other 

social relationships” (p.14). This philosophical concept is embodied in the saying: Onipa na ōma 

onipa yē yie which means “The prosperity of (well –being) of man depends upon man” (p.20). 

Martin Bernal argues the significance of the Egyptian recognition of a divine nature in 

mankind:  
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I think that in fact humanism is rooted in the late-Egyptian religious concept that 

human beings can become “god.” The belief that humanity has divinity within 

itself is essentially Egyptian or African, and was transmitted to modern Europe 

through the hermetic texts. These texts drew on Egyptian tradition, are mystical, 

and place great stress on the divinity of humanity. Some of these texts were 

known in the West and were referred to by the earliest humanists, but the big 

wave of neoplatonic thought came about during the 1470s, after a mass of these 

texts was discovered. They were extraordinarily influential. They influenced 

magic, for instance, which in a way is related to humanism in that the magician 

supposedly has the power to control outside forces, rather than praying to those 

forces. But they also had a more general influence. So though you could say that 

the atheist tradition can only be traced back to Greek and Latin thinkers, 

humanism, in the centrality of the “person,” is a very Egyptian idea (interview in 

Allen, 1991, p.254-255). 

 

Bernal’s observation about magic as an act of creation is important idea that we will delve into 

later in our discussion of aesthetics. For the Egyptian, human beings became god-like in their 

mastery of thought, action, impulse, and in their ability to create. In fact, the main objective of 

the Egyptian Mystery System, which James (2009) describes as the first system of salvation was 

to accomplish the deification of man; it was considered Summum Bonum, the greatest good. The 

human being could be “liberated from its bodily impediments” through the disciplines of the Arts 

and Sciences (James, 2009, p.2). Through the personal efforts of the human being, he or she 

could become god-like while on earth by simultaneously “cultivating the Arts and Sciences on 

the one hand, and a life of virtue on the other” (James, 2009, p.24).  It is important to note there 

that there is no mediator between man and his personal salvation. In order to attain this highest 

potential, the Egyptians pursued the Ten Virtues of Eternal Happiness. Control of thought; (2) 
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control of action; (3) Steadfastness of purpose; (4) Identity with the spiritual life or higher ideas; 

(5) Evidence of having a mission in life; (6) Evidence of a call to spiritual orders or the 

priesthood; (7) Freedom from resentment when under persecution and wrong; (8) Confidence in 

the power of the master as teacher; (9) Confidence in one’s own ability to learn; (10) Readiness 

or preparedness for initiation (James 2009, p.25-6, Kamalu 1990, p. 142-143). James also argues 

that Plato copied these and they would become the four cardinal virtues: justice, wisdom, 

temperance, and courage (p.4). The virtues were dominant in the Hellenistic period (prudence, 

justice, courage and self-mastery) and the Romans would adopt those values naming them 

prudential, justitia, fortudto and continentia (Obenga, 2004, p.199). 

Pursuing a life of harmony and the greatest good is also achieved through Maat.  Maat is 

the moral ethical ideal and foundation of Egyptian religion. Maulana Karenga contends that Maat 

is derived from a physical concept of straightness, evenness, and levelness as the etymology of 

the word suggests, to a general concept of rightness, “including the ontological and ethical sense 

of truth, justice, righteous and order (Karenga, 2004, p. 6).  In his work, Ma’at: An Ethical Ideal 

(2004), Karenga focuses on the Declaration of Innocence of the Book of Coming Forth by Day, 

the Declarations of Virtues, The Sebait (The instructions) and the Book of Khun-Anup.  He 

further describes Maat as “a moral and political standard of rightness and the good” (p. 88) and 

notes that there is little if any separation in conduct and character in African ethics. Instead we 

find “interrelatedness” and “interactiveness,” so that “in Maatian ethics the deed is also 

central…One must do Maat, Speak Maat, and practice Maat in one’s character” (p.330). Bililo 

(1998) explains Maat functions as an epistemological (philosophical), moral, metaphysical, and 

ecological ideal since it seeks to maintain the cosmic order (qtd in Karenga, 2004, p.7). Obenga 

(2004) stresses that the concept of Maat is multi-layered and complex and presents three levels 



                                                                                                                                                      182 
 

 
 

of its functionality: (1) on the universal level Maat reflects the concept of the ordered Whole 

(cosmos) wherein the elements exist in harmony;   (2) on the political level, Maat works against 

injustice; (3) on the individual level, Maat provides guidance for living in concert with moral 

principles (p.191). Maat is also justice and a “way of intelligent, conscious living, a concept at 

once ethical and speculative, a logos” (Obenga, 2004, p.220). The term embodies the sum total 

of Kemetic philosophical thought in regards to truth, justice, harmony, balance, order, reciprocity 

and propriety. Clark (2008) describes Maat as the path/way and as “the Egyptian concept of the 

original, unadulterated universal agreement, which is perfect equilibrium. It is thus the ideal and 

the goal of all human strivings, on individual and collective scales of activity” (p. 31).  The 

concept is personified as the goddess, Maat, who wears the feather representative of truth and 

weighs the heart of the deceased. Another important aspect of Maat is its ability to create 

community. In fact, one defines oneself in terms of one’s community emphasizing “the 

importance of location in Maatian ethics” (Karenga, 2004, p.48). Maat is clearly a Humanist 

conception, the earliest one as embodied by the goddess Neith, in its symbolization of the human 

person being called to materialize themselves into being by the encounter with the divine. The 

process concludes with a transformation of consciousness, and the will to temper and balance 

thought with action. The process here will not be a purely abstract one since the results become 

tangible.  

I think Nina Simone, the high priestess of soul, captures the complexity of the experience 

of the human encounter with the divine and personal transformation that follows in her 

performances especially with Sinnerman, an old spiritual. The song questions what happens 

when in the midst of great trauma and transgression—the song provides images of great turmoil 

by reflecting on bleeding rivers and boiling seas—and God does not save you but instead says 
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run to the devil (who gleefully waits) and stresses that you should have been praying. The 

contradictions here clearly embody the need for temperance (the good and the bad) and prayer 

becomes the rhetorical act of the magician to create and make manifest. Simone, describes her 

own rising political awareness and the resulting involvement in the Civil Rights movement as a 

coming through to God. This is perhaps an apt metaphor from her childhood days playing piano 

in revivals in North Carolina in the 1930s and 40s where Simone claimed to have her most 

fantastic experiences. The other worldly place from which Simone played from seemed to be 

accessed through the music itself.  In her autobiography, I Put A Spell on you, (2003) Simone 

describes her increasing anger with the Medgar Evers assassination, and the Sixteenth Street 

Baptist Church bombing which resulted in the death of four young black women.  

"It was more than I could take," Nina recalled, "and I sat struck dumb in my den like St. 

Paul on the road to Damascus: all the truths that I had denied to myself for so long rose 

up and slapped my face. The bombing of the little girls in Alabama and the murder of 

Medgar Evers were like the final pieces of a jigsaw puzzle that made no sense until you 

had fitted the whole thing together. I suddenly realized what it was to be Black in 

America in 1963, but it wasn't an intellectual connection of the type Lorraine had been 

repeating to me over and over--it came as a rush of fury, hatred and determination. In 

church language, the Truth entered into me and I `came through.' " (Simone, 2003, p.89).   

The coming through led to her music since she discounted violence.  An hour later, Simone had 

completed the sheet music for Mississippi Goddam. Though Simone did not like the idea of 

protest songs, her music clearly began to reflect her new political consciousness since she was 

now driven to participate in the Civil Rights Movement. She states that it wasn’t until then that 
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she felt able to answer her mother's great unasked question about why she "sang out in the world 

instead of praising god” (p.91). 

In the modern world we also see traces of Maat and the humanist element which it 

embodies with the current philosophical concept of Ubuntu which literally means 

humanness/humaneness. As social and ethical concept, it suggests reciprocal relationships as the 

ground of being and becoming human which is expressed in Zulu as umuntu ngumuntu 

ngabantu, i.e., a person is a person through other persons" (Karenga, 2010). South African 

activists including Desmond Tutu and Nelson Mandela have breathed life into the concept 

making it tangible. Tutu stresses that the term focuses on our interconnectedness, and the need 

for human generosity and forgiveness while Mandela theorized and utilized the concept to 

address political concerns, specifically apartheid, in South Africa. 

 

Black Magicians: African Aesthetical Spaces Through Time and Space   

Cannon-Brown (2006) points out that the word aesthetics, derived from the Greek word 

aisthētikos, refers to a sense of perception, while the etymology of the word art, again traced to 

Greek origins, connotes excellence as a quality (p.5). Maat and nfru (neferu), the aesthetic ideal, 

is described as “a complex ancient African philosophical concept that is boundless, interrelated 

and circular” (p.3).  Maat and nefer (beauty, perfection, goodness) were manifested in Kemetic 

pyramids, temples, tombs, obelisks, and system of writing while neferu is obvious in their 

elaborate rituals and festivals, business, governmental and military affairs as well as in their 

adornment of the gods, and in the behaviors of both the living and transcended humans (Cannon-

Brown, 2006, p.3). He adds that beauty—from the Latin word bellus—refers to judgments of 



                                                                                                                                                      185 
 

 
 

appearance (p.6) and further asserts that in the African worldview, concepts of ‘beauty” and the 

“good” are synonymous, and that art and religion emerged in the West as opposing concepts 

because Christianity introduced the notion of body and soul as separate entities. However, the 

Ancient Kemetians  recognized the totality of the human being and the interconnectedness of the 

dimensions a person: the body: (keht), the soul (ba), spirit (ka) free will, spirit (akh), shadow 

(shuty) aura, and name (rn) (p. 78).  So the aesthetic ideal in Kemet is centered in the concepts of 

Maat (truth and justice) and nefer (beauty, perfection, and good). Maat is the “characterization” 

of beauty, and to be beautiful suggests elements of the divine. Karenga (2006) concurs and 

explains: “Beauty and good are intimately linked in Kemet as well as other African cultures. For 

example in Swahili, Zulu and ancient Egyptian, the words uzuri, ubuhle and nfrw mean both 

goodness and beauty for each culture respectively. Thus, conceptually, the aesthetic and moral 

are often linked and the good becomes beautiful as the beautiful is seen as good” (p.88). 

In the African worldview, beauty is both internal and external and as Cannon-Brown 

notes, beauty has very little to do the physical characteristics of a person, but certainly implies 

the presence of divine characteristics (the spiritual) (p. 54). Additionally, the beautiful can be 

perceived as a “cognitive conception” that already existed in God’s plan for the universe. 

Thought occurs first, followed by the materialization of form, so that thought produces matter. 

Human beings use the same “divine creative cognitive process” used by the Creator (Cannon-

Brown 2006, p.44). As creativity is the divine cognitive process, and a “reservoir of higher 

thought and wisdom,” man is readily able to access the divine realm (p. 44). Consequently, there 

exists a close connection between thought and reality. To imagine, think about, or visualize 

something, has the potential to bring it into being or to make manifest. Cannon-Brown 

emphasizes the point that in the realm of the sacred, magic is the ability to focus thought and 
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energy to get results on the human plane, and that invoking the supernatural through the use of 

“rhetoric” and “oratory” has always been part of the African culture. However, the process must 

be accompanied by ritual and the spoken word to be effective. Viewed in this light, the 

denotation of the word “magic” can shift to mean something other than magic, but something 

that confirms the results as “the outcome of using natural laws” (p.36).  Interestingly enough, 

LeRoi Jones’s in his poem, We Own the Night, refers to “black magicians” who make Black art 

in the “black labs of the heart.”  Welsh-Asante’s Nzuri, is one such conceptualization of the 

African aesthetic which reinforces the notion that concepts of beauty and the good are 

synonymous, complementary and interchangeable (see chapter 3). The model encompasses seven 

aspects, (meaning, ethos, motif, mode, function, method, and form); three sources, (spirit, 

rhythm, and creativity); and three principles (Ashe, Ehe, and oral principles). The model 

represents the African cosmology on ontological, axiological, and epistemological levels 

addressing as it does the African’s people’s patterns for interpreting reality and their general 

design for living. 

Similarly, Kariamu Welsh-Asante (1994) argues that the “science of perception” has 

always existed in Africa, noting that aesthetics is a branch of philosophy focused on beauty in art 

and the standards used to judge said art. She defines art for the African as “the conscious 

expression of the impression and experience, individual or collective, whether it is by memory or 

activity” (p.4).  Therefore, any discussion of the aesthetic must take into account African’s 

relationship with time and space, and the African’s conception of community, rhythm, and myth. 

This is logical as embodied in an aesthetic is the history, mythology, icons, symbols, motif, and 

creative ethos of a people. For Welsh-Asante, spirit, rhythm, and creativity are key criteria in 

discussion an African aesthetic whether derived from ancestorism, race memory, or epic memory 



                                                                                                                                                      187 
 

 
 

(p. 4).  Asante (2003) observes form, feeling, and time (rhythm) as key criteria of the African 

aesthetic and emphasizes that functionality of African art in that the work is always a 

representation of “cultural psychic conditions” (Asante, 1998, p.75).  Consequently, the form, 

feeling, and rhythm emerge out of our “cultural consciousness or memory” (Asante, 2003, 

p.107). Robert Farris Thompson (1979) also suggests the functionality of black art by defining 

art as “an intellectual mode of energy that is only operative when used” (p. 1). It is important to 

note here Welsh-Asante’s definition of Rhythm: “a ntuonic energy” and as a “life force” which 

permeates all of creation (p. 12). 

Asante (1998) writes that Africans focus on the creative process of the artist. While the 

observer is primarily concerned with the product, the artist is concerned with the creation itself 

and its function in society. One of first arts in Africa could be said to sculpture, the first being the 

Word which brought the world into being. The creation myths could be considered the original 

art form wherein the idea of God as potter who fashioned the first human being out of clay thus 

ushering in the art of sculpture (Kamalu, 1990, p. 97). The ability to influence others through 

speech is a monumental task whose success hinges on the “audience.” As such, Asante views 

rhetoric as an art form. For him, discourse is the “creative manifestation of what is called to be” 

(p. 75). The matter which is called to be satisfies the needs and demands of the society by its 

functionality which will influence and create meaning “constructed from the social, political, and 

religious moment in the society’s history” (p.75). Nina Simone’s creative process exemplifies 

this in her account discussed earlier in this chapter. Public discourse becomes a power in as 

much as it is a collective activity and community oriented.  Nommo, the magical property of the 

word that can call things into being, and can give life can also be described as “divine cognitive 

process.” The art of persuasion as it were functions when everyone is able to access the 
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knowledge, language, and concepts at hand. This is the sort of familiarity that Ibrahim alludes to 

in chapter one that allows for the reciprocity of respect, and for an arena where the opinions of 

others matter. This concept is a significant one when one considers public deliberation, in the 

political sphere, within our pluralistic society.  

The Negritude Movement is perhaps the first and only Pan-Africanist movement that 

attempted to provide an African perspective of Humanism.  The founding fathers of the 

movement include Lѐopold Senghor (1906-2001) Aimѐ Cѐsaire (1913-2008) and Lѐon-Gontran 

Damas (1912-1978); Jane and Paulette Nardal were also prominent figures in the movement 

though their contributions have often been overlooked. Damas’ book of poems, Pigments (1937), 

was heralded the manifesto of the movement (Warner, 1988, p.25). In it Damas condemned 

assimilation and adopted the rhythms of the African oral traditions, West Indian calypso, 

surrealism, and African American jazz. Damas himself points to the rhythm in his works and 

states that his poems "can be danced and they can be sung" (interview in Warner, 1988, p. 24). 

The movement has been accused of racialism and essentialism, but it seems to me that the 

movement managed to spark a Pan-Africanist Black consciousness which rivaled Marcus 

Garvey. Jean-Paul Sartre in “Orphѐe Noir,” Black Orpheus,
47

 offered seemingly measured praise 

recognizing that Negritude is “the black’s Being-in-the-world,” but he also called the theory 

“anti-racist racism” which somehow determined Negritude’s reception. Sartre’s language is 

troubling and bizarre at times especially in those places where he focuses on African 

primitiveness and sexual prowess. Fanon (1967) was not as kind to Sartre’s response to 

Negritude. He argues that Sartre in Black Orpheus, “has destroyed black zeal” (p.135), that 

Orphѐe Noir is “a date in the intellectualization of the experience of being black” (p.134), that 

                                                             
47 Orphee noir, was originally published 1948 as the preface to Anthologie de la nouvelle poesie 
negre et malgache de langue francaise, edited by Leopold Sedar Senghor. 
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younger black poets had “suffered a blow that cannot be forgiven” (p.135); and there is yet 

another major accusation though of a more personal nature: “at the very moment when I was 

trying to grasp my own being, Sartre, who remained The Other, gave me a name and thus 

shattered my last illusion” (Fanon, p.136). Fanon admits that he is very impressed with Cѐsaire; 

he was, in fact, a former student. Strongly influenced by Cѐsaire, Fanon turns to him to more 

fully understand the nature of colonial racism, and Cѐsaire does indeed deliver. “I feel that I can 

still hear Cѐsaire: ‘When I turn on the radio, when I hear that Negroes have been lynched in 

American, I say that we have been lied to; Hitler is not dead…’” (qtd. in Fanon, 1967, p.90). 

Elsewhere Fanon states: Once again I come back once more to Cѐsaire; I wish that many black 

intellectuals would turn to him for inspiration” (p. 187).   However, Fanon did see a limit to 

Negritude. It was regarding the issue of nationalism or nationalist culture. He notes that that 

geography played a major role in determining what issues were most important to Blacks 

(Fanon, 1963, p.216). Fanon is also troubled by the “racialization of thought” which he attributes 

to Europeans, but he also notes that the response of colonized people become reactionary to the 

“insults” labeled at them (p. 222).  

Despite the controversy surrounding Negritude, credit must be given in a number of 

areas. First, the movement articulated the most comprehensive review of the status of Africans 

and people of African descent which included their arts, culture politics, and economics. As a 

result, we see the establishment of a Black aesthetic predicated on the lost African past (a result 

of slavery and then colonialism). Secondly, it laid the foundation for future “ant-racist, anti-

colonialist and anti-capitalist radicalism” (Rabaka, 2009, p.112). This proves Sartre wrong when 

he declared that Negritude was a simply an insufficient “moment of negativity” and the “root of 

its own destruction” (Sartre, 2001, p.137).  Rabaka (2009) emphasizes that:  



                                                                                                                                                      190 
 

 
 

Negritude is unique in that it was one of the first modern black aesthetic movements 

whose central credo was the spiritual and cultural redemption of continental and 

diasporan Africans. In the aftermath of the African holocaust, enslavement, colonization, 

and segregation, Negritude redefined and radically politicized the black aesthetic, making 

it more modern by bringing black art into dialogue with Pan-Africanism, black 

nationalism, and African socialism, as well as, and equally important, Marxism, 

existentialism, and surrealism (p.112).     

Thirdly, the fathers constructed a dialectic of Negritude (literary, aesthetical, socio-political, 

ontological, and epistemological) which highlighted the emptiness and hypocrisy of European 

Humanism illustrating as they did the irrationality of racism and colonialism.   

It was Aimѐ Cѐsaire who coined the term Negritude and the intent was to develop and 

use the concept “as a weapon, as an instrument of liberation and an as contribution to the 

humanism of the twentieth century” (qtd. in Senghor, 2007, p.195). He defined the movement as 

“a coming to consciousness among Negroes” and then as “an affirmation of our solidarity” 

(Cѐsaire 1972, p. 70). Cѐsaire also established the concept of cultural and historical “return” in 

his poem, Notebook of a Return to the Native Land. That return was to an African set of values 

and culture, and to an African perspective of the world (pre-colonial). More importantly it 

signified a rejection of Eurocentrism.  Cѐsaire defined Negritude thus: 

Négritude, in my eyes, is not a philosophy. Négritude is not a metaphysics. Négritude is 

not a pretentious conception of the universe. It is a way of living history within history: 

the history of a community whose experience appears to be… unique, with its deportation 

of populations, its transfer of people from one continent to another, its distant memories 
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of old beliefs, its fragments of murdered cultures. How can we not believe that all this, 

which has its own coherence, constitutes a heritage?” (Césaire, 2004, p.82). 

In poetic terms, Negritude is: 

my negritude is not a stone, its deafness hurled against the clamor of day 

my negritude is not a leukoma of dead liquid over the earth’s dead eye 

my negritude is neither tower nor cathedral 

it takes root in the red flesh of the soil 

it takes root in the ardent flesh of the sky 

it breaks through opaque prostration with its upright patience (Césaire, 1983, p.67). 

 

For Césaire, the need to re (claim) an African identity or way of being in the world was 

paramount.  The message resonated in his writing. In his re (telling)/adaptation of Shakespeare’s 

The Tempest, Césaire re-writes the colonial relationship by looking at Prospero (the colonizer) 

and, Caliban and Ariel (the colonial subjects). Caliban attempts to take on the traits of the 

colonizer and is punished for it, but he was able to recognize the world of illusion around him—

that of his own racial inferiority.  

Prospero, you are the master of illusion. 

Lying is your trademark. 

And you have lied so much to me 

(lied about the world, lied about me) 

that you have ended by imposing on me 

an image of myself. 

Underdeveloped, you brand me, inferior, 

that’s the way you have forced me to see myself. 

I detest that image! What’s more, it’s a lie! 
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But now I know you, you old cancer, 

and I know myself as well (Cѐsaire, 2002, p. XV). 

Cѐsaire is clearly using his art to change the rhetoric surrounding the imaging of Blacks by 

Whites, and to expose the great white lie of European superiority. Aimé Césaire’s advanced a  

Humanism “made to the measure of the world” (Cѐsaire, 1972, p. 56). One which equalized all 

nations and cultures of the world without hierarchy. 

While both Cѐsaire and Senghor dared to think that Africa had much to teach Europe, 

Cѐsaire called for a complete severing of ties between Europe and Africa while Senghor  

advocated a neocolonial Africanity, i.e., a measured assimilation and a co-existing of   African 

and European epistemologies. Senghor of course argues that Negritude is neither racialism nor 

self-negation but is instead the “rooting of oneself in oneself, and self-confirmation: 

confirmation of one’s being” (Senghor, 2007, p. 195). He also defines Negritude as “the sum of 

the cultural values of the black world; that is, a certain active presence in the world, or better, in 

the universe…..It is essentially relations with others, an opening out to the world, contact and 

participation with others. Because of what it is, negritude is necessary in the world today: it is a 

humanism of the twentieth century” (p.196).   According to Senghor, Negritude (both its moral 

law and its aesthetics) by virtue of its ontology was a response to the modern humanism of the 

European which started in the nineteenth century. Senghor relies on scientific discoveries of his 

time—especially that of Peirrre Teilhard de Chardin—to  transcend “traditional dichotomies with 

a new dialectic” and the dualism of the scientist and the philosopher perpetuated by Marx and 

Engels who privileged matter over the spirit to argue the unity of the universe. Senghor instead 

adopts and presents the African conception of the world seeing beyond its diversity of form, a 

world as a “reality seeking synthesis” which opposed  Europe’s traditional philosophy which is 

http://www.rodurago.net/en/index.php?site=tarot&link=riderwaite_15
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static, objective, dichotomic and founded on separation and opposition (p. 198). Furthermore he 

draws parallels between the African thought system and the scientific position on matter and 

energy; the African does not believe in dead matter but recognizes life force in everything with 

each identifiable life force “from the grain of sand to the ancestor” is in itself a network of life 

forces (Senghor, 2007, p. 198).  Senghor also argues that the African is not passive in the face of 

the order or disorder, but his attitude is ethical as it evolves from this conception of the world 

where man is made up of matter and spirit, body and soul, etc. Senghor describes Man as a 

“composition of mobile life forces which interlock: a world of solidarities that seek to knit 

themselves together “(p.199). So from the African perspective, adhering to the moral law means 

living according to his nature composed of “contradictory elements but complementary life 

forces” (p.199). From the African perspective, man transcends “the contradictions of the 

elements and works towards making life forces complementary to one another: in himself first of 

all, as Man, but also in the whole of human society (p.199). Additionally, he notes: 

It is by bringing the complementary life forces together in this way that Man reinforces 

them in their movement towards God and, in reinforcing them, he reinforces himself: that 

is, he passes from existing to being. He cannot reach the highest form of being, for in fact 

only God has this quality; and He has it all the more fully as creation, and all that exists, 

fulfill themselves and express themselves in Him (p. 199). 

 Here Senghor presents a Humanist construction of God and God talk that can serve to bridge the 

gap between Black Humanism and Black theology; a “spiritual” perspective if you will which 

once again, like the Kemetians merge the sacred and the profane so that notions of the sacred 

become part of the human experience and not something that occurs outside of it (as in another 

realm). 
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In terms of art, Senghor reminds us that art like literature is an expression of a conception of the 

world, life, and ontology, and that in Black Africa art is “a social activity, a technique of living, a 

 Figure 9 
48

                                           

 handicraft in fact” (p. 200). He also observes that that the 

Greek kouroi heralded in realism, the idealized imitation of 

the object based on rationality, but if the artist is not 

producing purely objective art than he is in fact reproducing 

his spiritual self (p. 200). Senghor argues that Africa’s 

lesson to world in the area of aesthetics is that art in not 

simply a “photographing” of nature but the “taming” of it. 

Additionally, Senghor emphasizes an interesting 

observation: that African art not only reproduces that cry of 

the Other, but that it calls for complimentarity (p.201). This speaks to the pure harmony found in 

African art which he recognizes as rhythm and the main virtue of Negritude (p. 201). Senghor’s 

position appears contrary to Plato’s position on art in The Republic where he argues that art does 

not impart knowledge, and where he is clearly suspicious of the artist’s ability to sway people on 

emotional grounds which would lead to chaos or a destabilization of  the state. 

For Senghor, the African restores order in the world by re-creating it through art. 

Interestingly enough, in tarot—based on Egyptian mythology and associated with the virtues—

Temperance a Major Arcana card is associated or named interchangeable with art (especially in 

                                                             

  48
 Temperance, a Major Arcana Card, number XIV of the Rider Waite Deck, illustrated by Pamela 

Colman Smith, from the instructions of  mystic A. E. Waite, and was published by the Rider Company. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pamela_Colman_Smith
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mysticism
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:RWS_Tarot_14_Temperance.jpg
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the Thoth deck). The imagery on the Art/Temperance card is often a figure pouring liquid from 

one cup into another symbolizing the blending of opposites. At some point in history that figure 

acquired wings and took the form of an angel, In a reading, the card points to the   individual to 

seek balance, harmony, moderation and fluidity, ideas held sacred in the Egyptian conception of 

art. Fanon also echoed Negritude’s call for a new humanism. He emphasizes that he is in fact 

writing for a new humanism.   “Towards a new Humanism…/Understanding among men…/Our 

colored brothers…/Mankind, I believe in you…/Race prejudice…/To understand and to 

love…(Fanon, 1967, p.7).  He further defines his perspective of Humanism:  

A Bourgeoisie that provides nationalism alone as food for the masses fails in its mission 

and gets caught up in a whole series of mishaps. But if nationalism is not made explicit, if 

it is not enriched and deepened by a very rapid transformation into a consciousness of 

social and political needs, in other words into a humanism, it leads up a blind alley…It is 

only when men and women are included on a vast scale in enlightened and fruitful work 

that form and body are given to that consciousness (p.204). 

This new Humanism is also predicated on the notion of a consciousness which demands 

full awareness of social and political needs of the group. In Fanon’s time the needs of the group 

centered around the issue of colonization, the dehumanization of the African, and the restriction 

of freedom which occurred under that system. Secondly, Fanon’s Humanism urges the colonized 

to demand human behavior from the other. He states: “I find myself suddenly with one right 

alone: That of demanding human behavior from the other” (Fanon, 1967, p. 229).  This is a 

specially telling idea because the parameters of human behavior is then defined by the oppressed 

group, and this idea becomes even more profound when we admit that “society, unlike 

biochemical processes, cannot escape human influences. Man is what brings society into being” 
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(Fanon, 1967, p. 11). Third, Fanon’s Humanism calls for a direct confrontation with epistemic 

racism and the “racialization of thought” (Fanon 1963, p. 212). This means that other 

perspectives are equally legitimate and worthy of investigation and inquiry.  Fourth, the 

functionality of education to prepare human beings to act. Fanon says it best: “To educate man to 

be actional, preserving in all his relations his respect for the basic values that constitute a human 

world, is the prime tasks of him who having taken thought, prepares to act” (Fanon, 1967, 

p.222). The relationship between thought and action is paramount here. It must be noted here that 

Fanon was a psychiatrist, and as a psychoanalyst whose aim was to make the patient “conscious 

of his unconscious,” leave behind his “hallucinatory whitening,” and to “act in the direction of a 

change in the social structure” (Fanon, 1967, p.101).  Finally, for the betterment of humanity, 

Fanon advocates that “For Europe, for ourselves and for humanity, comrades, we must turn over 

a new leaf, we must work out new concepts, and try to set afoot a new man.” (Fanon, 1963, p. 

316). 
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Can You Feel Me? A Call to Peoplehood: The K(new) Black Aesthetics 

 

The need to define one’s experience in the world in one’s own terms will naturally 

require that one use, create, determine, and propose the criteria used to evaluate/measure one’s 

own aesthetic—here a black aesthetic—with its own iconology, symbolism and mythology. The 

African aesthetic grants us a lens from which we can evaluate the “re-centering process in our 

human history”(Welsh-Asante, 1994a, p 6). The dislocation of Africans and people of African 

descent facilitates the need to define an Afrocentric aesthetic which allows for critical analysis. 

Welsh-Asante also reasons that an Afrocentric aesthetic must be examined from multiple 

standpoints: the artist (as teacher and myth maker), the critic who evaluates the artist in terms of 

aesthetic, form, structure etc., and the patron/audience who provides critical feedback (p.14). The 

Black Power Movement, the Black Arts Movement and Black Studies revisited the issue 

aesthetics from the African perspective and its significance for people of African descent. Once 

again, DuBois had laid the foundation. In Criteria of Negro Art, (1926) a speech delivered at an 

NAACP event in Chicago, Illinois, in 1926, DuBois argues against the inferiority of Black art 

and validates a Black perspective when he states “We who are dark can see America in a way 

that white Americans do not” (DuBois, 1986, p.993). He ponders who will right the universal 

failing that allows Blacks to experience the ugly aspects of this world and clearly thinks the 

Black artists is up to the task.  He stresses that: “We must come to the place where the work of 

art when it appears is reviewed and acclaimed by our own free and unfettered judgment” 

(p.1001).  As  DuBois sees it, “it is the bounden duty of black America to begin this great work 

of the creation of Beauty, of the preservation of Beauty, of the realization of Beauty, and we 

must use in this work all the methods that men have used before" (p.1000). Those methods 

include Truth—not for the sake of truth or scientific imperative—but Truth wed to imagination, 
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“as the one great vehicle of universal understanding" and Goodness as it relates to Justice and 

not in terms of “ethical sanctions” (p.1000). DuBois then concludes: 

Thus all Art is propaganda and ever must be, despite the wailing of the purists. I stand in 

utter shamelessness and say that whatever art I have been writing has been used always 

for propaganda for gaining the right of black folk to love and enjoy. I do not care a damn 

for any art that is not used for propaganda. But I do care when propaganda is confined to 

one side while the other is stripped and silent (p. 1000). 

DuBois (1986) is clearly in the African Aesthetic tradition established since Kemet, focusing as 

he does on the functionality of art. On American soil, it is the thing that he believes will offer 

solutions to the race issue.  His question “who shall describe Beauty?” remains a powerful one 

even now especially for the poor (p. 995). Addison Gayle, a seminal theorist in the subject of the 

Black Aesthetic, agrees. In the introduction of his anthology, The Black Aesthetic (1971), Gayle 

states that: 

 A critical methodology has no relevance to the black community unless it aids men in 

becoming better than they are. Such an element has been sorely lacking in the critical 

canons handed down from the academies by the Aristotelian Critics, the Practical Critics, 

the Formalistic Critics, and the New Critics. Each has this in common (including 

contemporary Post-Modern discourse): it aims to evaluate the work of art in terms of its 

beauty and not in terms of the transformation from ugliness to beauty that the work of art 

demands from its audience” (p. xxiii). 

For Gayle, the aesthetic is to serve as a corrective, and one that should validate and honor the 

Black experience. Here too judgments surrounding issue of beauty get called to the table.  
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Gayle (2001) traces the White Aesthetic to its origins in Cultural Strangulation: Black 

Literature and the White Aesthetic, and contends that “the American critical ethic is based upon 

centuries of distortion of the Platonic ideal” (p. 95). Starting with Greece, and Plato’s major 

works, The Symposium and The Republic, Gayle argues that Plato’s aesthetic system defined 

beauty ambiguously, and in so doing, he established the poet as “the custodian of the beauty on 

earth” (p. 93). Gayle further asserts that Plato indirectly laid the foundation for the white 

aesthetic to position itself in a hegemonic manner by not firmly defining “beauty.”  For Plato 

there were only two kinds of symbols: natural symbols reflective of beauty created by God and 

proscriptive symbols reflective of beauty prescribed by man. However, Gayle does not attribute 

to Plato the use of the White aesthetic to “stifle and strangle” other cultures, but rather to his 

“hereditary brothers far from the Aegean” (p. 95). Gayle further claims that the connotation of 

whiteness as beautiful and good, and blackness as evil and ugly first appear in the Morality plays 

of England (in the middle ages) which were heavily influenced by Christianity and Platonism. 

The plot of the early plays were rather simple with good continuously trumping evil, but as 

Gayle illustrates the symbols would expand to address the full range of the human experience. 

Still, the first symbols were applied to emotional conditions—though villains were thought to be 

dark—as no racial or ethnic association were assigned to these seemingly ficticious characters. 

However, this would change with the 18
th

 century English novel when the symbols were 

racialized. To illustrate, Gayle references Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe and Hinton Helper’s 

Nojoque: A Question for a Continent, as novels which cemented the binary opposition of light 

and dark while simultaneously establishing the inferiority of Blacks and the superiority of 

Whites. In Robinson Crusoe, Crusoe the colonist is white, majestic, and civilized, while Friday is 

the black savage colonial. Crusoe must, therefore—indeed it is his Christian duty—to aid in 
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Friday’s transformation.  Hinton Helper made his objective clear in his text; he arrogantly writes 

that he intended to “write the Negro out of America” (qtd. in Gayle, p. 95). Such is the power of 

a dominant cultural aesthetic that it can literally create the desired reality.   

Asante (2002) asserts that location theory can be used to establish canons, establish 

categories and construct an organic theory of aesthetics for all art forms (p. 53). Location theory, 

a branch of centric theory,—the grounding of observation and behavior in one’s own historical 

experience which shapes the paradigms, concepts, theories and methods of Africology— is 

preoccupied with the notion of place (Asante, 2002, p. 12).  The elements of location: language, 

attitude, and direction are the “signposts” which provide the “cultural address” of the artist (p. 

239). Gayle too maintains that “behind the symbol is the object or vehicle, and behind the 

vehicle is the definition” (p.45). The definition then becomes singularly important in the way the 

aesthetic functions. Lamenting the fact that the Black artist continues to be governed by the 

powerful man proscriptive symbols which in no way reflect his reality, Gayle concludes noting 

that the acceptance of the phrase “Black is Beautiful” is a major step to loosening the strangle 

hold of the White Aesthetic. Hoyt Fuller, another major philosopher of the Black Arts 

Movement, also celebrates that the Black masses are awakening to the notion that “Black is 

beautiful.” In his article, Towards a Black Aesthetic, Fuller (1971) discusses the effects of racism 

on African Americans and their artists, but goes on to venerate blackness. He introduces the 

“elements of the black mystique” which include style, technique, and speech (p.11-12.) Fuller’s 

version of the Black aesthetic is that the Black writer does not have to separate his art from real 

life. He mocks the notion that “there are no 'universal values' and 'no universal implication' in 

Negro life" (p. 5). The problem with any notion of the universal that demands an erasure of 
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Blackness, and of the lived experiences of Blacks is that this leads to violent acts against one’s 

sense of self (Fuller, 1971, p.7). 

  Karenga, in Black Cultural Nationalism (1971), argues that Black art, must “respond 

positively to the reality of revolution. It must expose the enemy, praise the people and support 

the revolution” (p.33). Art here is defined as “everyday life given more form and color” (p.34). 

According to Karenga, all art can be judged on two levels: the social level and the artistic level 

(p.33).  The social criteria, the most significant, dictates that all art “must reflect and support the 

Black Revolution” otherwise it is invalid despite its having a questionable artistic value. (p.33). 

Black art must also be collective (from the people to be returned to the people), and committed to 

revolution and change and must “commit us to a future that is ours” (p.37). Richard Wright 

clearly feels the same. In Blueprint for Negro Writing (1937), Wright (1971) asks: "Shall Negro 

writing be for the Negro masses, molding the lives and consequences of those masses toward 

new goals, or shall it continue begging the question of the Negroes' humanity?" (p. 336). The 

Black writer must be historically aware, and must have vision defined by the “whole” of African 

culture. Additionally, the writer must be aware of the “social and cultural milieu” to establish 

theme (p.343). Further Wright (1971) states:  

The Negro writer who seeks to function within his race as a purposeful agent has a 

serious responsibility. In order to do justice to his subject matters, in order to depict 

Negro life in all of its manifold and intricate relationships, a deep, informed, and complex 

consciousness is necessary; a consciousness which draws for its strength upon the fluid 

lore of a great people, and molds this lore with the concepts that move and direct the 

forces of history today (p. 339). 
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Wright’s ideas did indeed serve as a blueprint for later literary movements. Another poet who 

delve into the question of the Black aesthetic is Langston Hughes. In The Negro Artist and the 

Racial Mountain (1926), Hughes urges the poet to not be afraid of himself. For Hughes (1971), it 

is the only way to become a great poet. Furthermore, the Black artist is already furnished with all 

he needs to be great. There is no need to seek inspiration outside of his own community. I am 

especially impressed with Hughes’ notion of perspective which he describes as the most 

“difficult of achievement” (p. 342).  Ironically, it is a place that does not even exist or  written on 

paper. Instead it is “a fixed point in intellectual space” where the writer views the abstract and 

breathes life into his vision. Wright warns that the writer isn’t always successful in achieving 

perspective (p.341). 

Dona Marimba Richards (1994) also urges us to re-conceptualize the limiting European 

construction (utamawazo) of “aesthetics” which is in direct opposition to the African conception 

of beauty. Here, we are challenged to create paradigms rooted in African sensibility that would 

naturally contain a spiritual basis. To help us fully connect the parts of our selves, and our lived 

experiences severed by the European aesthetic, Richards introduces us to Kugusa Mtima (to 

touch the heart), a Kiswahili term, which takes our understanding of the aesthetic “beyond” 

beauty, pleasure or judgment (p. 65). Kugusa Mtima instead takes us into the profound and 

sublime, dealing as it does with transcendence, transformation, and human consciousness, and 

offers an encounter with the “African experience of the universe”(p.66). The term describes a 

moment in time when consciousness is transformed and one is “touched,” “moved,” or 

“affected” by a “self-consciously created form/phenomenon” (p. 65). It is important to stress 

here that transcendence—the change from one dimension to another—is crytalized in African 

ritual drama. It is in the ritual that Africans/the artist perform(s) the sacred act of creating. As 
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Richards (1994) explains, the sacred must involve notions of transcendence since the sacred is 

simply the experience of the mundane and secular as divine and extraordinary (p.66). So the “art 

of ritual drama,” the Kugusa Mtima, is about the power and ability to transcend everyday 

existence to encounter the transformed space where the divine and human meet. 

 Neal, a major player of the Black Arts Movement of the sixties argues that the “The 

Black Arts Movement is radically opposed to any concept of the artist that alienates him from his 

community. For Neal, this movement is the aesthetic and spiritual sister of the Black Power 

concept. As such it envisions an art that speaks directly to the needs and aspirations of black 

America” (Neal, 1989, p. 62).  Consequently, the black artist is to address and engage the 

cultural and spiritual needs and aspirations of Black people. Neal further insists that both the 

Black Power concept and the Black Arts Movement—which he refers to as an ethical 

movement—exemplify the desire of African Americans for agency and self-determination, and 

that the two movements merge because of their nationalist thrust. While one movement is 

concerned with politics, the other is focused on “the art of politics,” so that political values 

entrenched in the Black Power concept get reflected in the aesthetics of the African-American 

artist (musicians, writers, poets, dramatists, sculptors, etc). Neal also argues that “The writer 

must accept the responsibility of guiding the spiritual and cultural life of his people” (p. 24) and 

that “The artist must utilize that culture to enable black people to realize that destiny and purpose 

in a collective fashion” (p.29). These statements show Neal’s attempt at providing a functional 

theoretical framework for the black creative process. Neal maintains that there was already in 

existence the basis for a black aesthetic so that the Black artist does not have to step out of his 

community for inspiration. This is important because it negates a cultural hierarchy. Neal (1989) 

argues:  



                                                                                                                                                      204 
 

 
 

Afro-American life and history is full of creative possibilities, and the movement is just 

beginning to perceive them. Just beginning to understand that the most meaningful 

statements about the nature of Western society must come from the Third World of which 

black America is part. The thematic material is broad, ranging from folk heroes like 

Shine and Stackolee to historical figures like Marcus Garvey and Malcolm X” (p.78). 

Neal’s version of the new black aesthetic transcends Eurocentric Negations of people of 

Africa or of African descent by establishing that Blacks can, should and were capable of 

establishing their own views of the world and that ultimately black life was worthy of value and 

of being meaningful. Like DuBois did, Neal questions Black acceptance of a European ontology 

of the world. He issues a challenge: “The new aesthetic is mostly predicated on an ethics which 

asks the question: whose vision of the world is more meaningful, ours or the white oppressors? 

What is truth? Or more precisely, whose truth shall we express, that of the oppressed or of the 

oppressors?” (p. 64). For Neal, it is the responsibility of the artist to define and interpret the 

black community’s truth of notions of beauty; thereby liberating the minds of Blacks from an 

inferiority complex. In addition, he argues for the necessity of Black establishing their own 

standards for judging their art.   

 The writer must somehow place himself at the center of the community’s cultural and 

political activity and perform the role as interpreter of the mysteries of life. He must resist 

and submit, at once, to the day-to-day demands of the community…For most black 

writers to engage in this kind of confrontation with themselves and their people, they 

must rid themselves of certain middle-class hang-ups about the value of their art to the 

larger society, i.e., white America, and pledge themselves to the psychological liberation 

of black people (p. 60). 
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For Larry Neal (1989), the black artist, in re-defining his role as artist, in questioning the “social 

function of art” and in re-evaluating the Western aesthetic, was explicitly developing a black 

aesthetic (p. 63).  Pointing out that the basis for such an aesthetic was already in existence in 

terms of cultural traditions, Neal’s new aesthetic is “predicated on an ethics” which demands to 

know whose truth and vision of the world should be expressed (p. 64). Neal emphasizes that 

ethics and aesthetics must merge positively and consistently for a more spiritual and African 

world. The political efficacy that Dona Marimba Richards calls for is clearly exemplified here 

with the Black Arts Movement proving seemingly abstract notions to be tangible and concrete. 

Since Neal believes that the primary duty of the black artist is to speak to the spiritual and 

cultural needs of black people, he also rejects protest literature and instead intends to speak 

directly to the people (p. 62-63).  

It is important to note here that Neal viewed human relations in terms of the collective 

and that he saw the Black Power concept working internationally. Blacks would only realize 

their true potential and destiny as a collective. He also believed that the black artist needed to 

strategically link his work to “the struggle for his liberation and the liberation of his brothers and 

sisters” (p. 22).  Therefore, Neal’s work presents a principal context of resistance, liberation, and 

action tailored to the social and political context of his times. In fact, Neal argues that Black 

Power “is a natural response to the nationalist strivings of the masses of black Americans. It is 

implicitly based on the concept of nationhood. With this understanding, the attempts by Garvey, 

DuBois, Malcolm X, Robert Williams, and Stokely Carmichael to internationalize our struggle 

are dialectically consistent with the thrust of Afro-American history” (p.138). Neal’s 

nationalistic ideology embodied in the Black Arts Movement, called for a re-evaluation of 

Western values systems. He argued that the Black Arts Movement and the Black Power concepts 
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exemplified the African American’s desire for self-determination and nationhood. He also points 

out that these concepts are nationalistic ones (p. 62).  

Employing the cultural mythoforms of Blacks, Neal also points out that Black literature, 

art, and music, and black artists like John Contrane, and James Brown, embodied nationalistic 

and political elements just as folk heroes like Shine and Stackolee, and historical figures like 

Marcus Garvey and Malcolm X did.  Neal sees the African-American struggle as being linked to 

the struggles of oppressed people everywhere and that the artist must address this linkage. He 

argues that “It is clear that the question of human survival is at the core of contemporary 

experience. The black artist must address himself to this reality in the strongest terms possible. In 

a context of world upheaval, ethics and aesthetics must interact positively and be consistent with 

the demands for a more spiritual world” (p. 64). 

  The Black Arts Movement also speaks to the necessity of the functional aspect of the 

aesthetic and likewise called for a re-evaluation of the hierarchal position occupied by a 

European concept of aesthetics. Our knowledge, understanding, recognition of the African 

aesthetic, and our ability to shape and influence keeps the African aesthetic vibrant, organic, 

malleable, and capable of “incorporating time, space, and values” (Neal 1989, p.16). Embodied 

in the African and Black Aesthetic in the Humanist thrust. We see this in the focus on human 

experience of the group and not the individual. James Baldwin and Ishmael Reed are two 

controversial African American writers who write within the African aesthetic and who construct 

their art from their own version of truth. Their works exemplify the beauty of art in the three (3) 

areas that DuBois calls for. First, both Reed and Baldwin seek Truth (i.e., a Truth that is wed to 

imagination) to make concrete observations about the world and human nature. Second, Reed 

and Baldwin, in their pursuit of the good, both seek Justice and attempt to write/right social ills 
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or a notion of injustice in their works. Finally, both writers are able to satisfy universal claims 

without deserting their own cultural locations. They show no fear of addressing or engaging the 

other even if it to chastise, criticize, or to expose their own alienation. 
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CHAPTER 7 

ISHMAEL REED: NEO-HOODOO AESTHETICIAN 

 

The poet, the writer, is a key bearer of culture. Through myth, he is the manipulator of both the 

collective conscious and unconscious. If he is good, he is the master of rhetorical imagery. And, 

as such, he is much more physically powerful than the secular politicians. Sometimes, he is 

suppressed even by the laity who must finally embrace his art, if it is to live. But the suppression 

of art, whether it occurs in the West or in the East, whether it occurs under capitalism or 

socialism, is detrimental to man's spiritual survival. Without spirit, the substance of all his 

material accomplishments means essentially nothing.
49

 

 

 

As a writer, Ishmael Reed is obsessed with the rewriting, redefining and reclaiming of 

African American history. In all of his works Reed manages to rewrite or create myth, history, 

art, fantasy, popular culture, and religion from an African American perspective.  Ironically, 

Reed, an African American writer has chosen the postmodern genre as his method of resistance 

and reconstruction. So although postmodernism does not recognize race, all of Reed’s novels 

adhere to the conditions of postmodernism, especially in terms of continuity, intertextuality, 

fragmentation, bricolage, pastiche, irony, historicity and hybrid genres. In this chapter, I’ve 

focused on three of Reed’s novels Mumbo Jumbo (1974), Flight to Canada (1976), and The 

Terrible Twos (1982), I will attempt to bridge the dual and seemingly contradictory categories of 

Reed’s work. On the one hand, Reed has chosen to write in a genre which would negate 

meaning; a genre that would also negate his “blackness,” except as it relates to the experience of 

“otherness.” On the other hand, Reed’s work seeks to create and give meaning to history, 

meaning grounded in a “black reality.” I argue that Reed’s novels are postmodern with what 

                                                             
49 Neal, Larry, Visions Of A Liberated Future: Black Arts Movement Writings (New York: Thunder’s 

Mouth Press, 1989), 54-55. 
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Henry Louis Gates classifies as a “black signifying difference.” Gates uses ‘signifying’ as a 

metaphor to represent an African American take on the literary tradition.  

Postmodernism recognizes new trends in the arts, technology, philosophy, religion and 

architecture, that deviate from trends in modernism. It allows, for example, for a fragmented 

world and does not distinguish between high and low culture. This can probably be attributed to 

twentieth century technological advances.  Postmodernism is particularly difficult to define 

because the contradictions surrounding the phenomenon also become its defining characteristics.  

Indeed the postmodern denies us the very possibility of finding meaning.  Hutcheon (1988) 

defines the term as follows: “Postmodernism is a contradictory phenomenon, one that uses and 

abuses, installs and then subverts, the very concept it challenges—be it in architecture, literature, 

painting, sculpture, film, video, dance, TV, music, philosophy, aesthetic theory, psychoanalysis, 

linguistics, or historiography” (p. 1). The postmodern is suspicious of any and all totalizing 

systems or disciplines. Notions of reason, truth, tradition and history are all meaningless. There 

are no absolutes to be found in postmodernism. Every ideal or notion of truth is completely 

deconstructed. Ironically, inclusive in its definition is modernism, the very ideology it attempts 

to negate. Postmodernism is both dependant and independent of modernism and literally came 

into existence because of modernism which preceded it. Theorists, including Jameson and 

Hutcheon, disagree about the ambivalent relationship between the two schools of thought; 

however, they share a commitment to innovation and to continually critiquing tradition.  

Modernism is characterized by its rejection of Victorian ideals, while postmodernism can be said 

to complete modernism’s break with traditional realism.  

Hutcheon (1988) further argues that theorists who view postmodernism as a cultural 

dominant also characterize it as being the result of “late capitalist dissolution of bourgeois 
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hegemony and the development of mass culture” (p. 6).  The resulting uniformization of the 

mass culture then becomes one of the things that postmodernism challenges. Also characteristic 

of postmodernism is the increasing awareness of ethnic diversity, and/or cultural pluralism. 

Technological advances, especially with computers, film and television, are also noted in the 

postmodern. Postmodernism seeks to assert differences within groups rather than a homogenous 

identity. Culture is simply seen as the way human beings make meaning of their world in order 

to integrate themselves into society. In this light, even people of different cultures share similar 

experiences, and no one culture is more important than the other. Race is therefore not 

recognized in postmodernism. The experience of “difference” and that of the marginalized and 

the oppressed is called to attention if only to appropriate oppositional standards. Power and 

status are made visible through these binary oppositions; those with power and authority and 

those without.  However, as Hutcheon contends, “Of course, the very concept of difference could 

be said to entail a typically postmodern contradiction: ‘difference,’ unlike ‘otherness,’ has no 

exact opposite against which to define itself” (Hutcheon, 1988, p.6).  Interestingly enough, 

although postmodernism seeks to recognize difference, race is not viewed as the ‘ultimate trope’ 

of differences between cultures. Though a social construct, Gates (1988) notes that:  “Race has 

become a trope of ultimate, irreducible differences between cultures, linguistic groups, or 

adherents of specific belief systems which—more often than not—also have fundamentally 

opposed economic interests. Race is the ultimate trope of difference because it is so very 

arbitrary in its application” (p. 5). Gates further suggests that to deconstruct race is to “reveal the 

hidden relations of power and knowledge inherent in popular and academic usages of ‘race’” (p. 

6). Postmodernism, primarily concerned with deconstructing totalizing systems, does this for us. 

Like biology, postmodernism negates race, recognizing that “Gender, race, or class 
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consciousness is an achievement forced on us by the terrible historical experience of the 

contradictory social realities of patriarchy, colonialism and capitalism” (Haraway 1990, p. 154).   

 How then can a black perspective on postmodernism exist?  How then can we have a 

black male author of the postmodern who claims to write in the black aesthetic?  It is important 

to note here that postmodern theory has been primarily viewed as a white male trend and that 

African American literature has traditionally sought to foster a cultural community. I contend 

that part of the answer lies in the author’s (Reed’s) literary purpose. Reed, like many black 

writers, has been struck with the desire to “make and unmake meaning, effect a simultaneous 

creative surge and destructive will” (Hutcheon, 1998, p.62). Reed’s desire for historical 

revisionism to make meaning of the present is at the crux of the matter. Juan-Navarro (2000) 

argues that “...history is seen as the eternal conflict between the tragic and repressive spirit of 

Judeo-Christian civilization and the ludic and liberating forces represented by African-American 

culture and the indigenous people of the Americas” (p. 134). His historical revisionism allows 

Reed to question the norms of standard and cultural history. In his interview with John Domini, 

when asked about his fascination with history Reed responds: 

I’ve always been a history buff, yes. Always been fascinated by it—especially the stuff 

that established historians left out of their work. The underground stuff has always been 

interesting to me...could be it seemed more human. Also, there’s something in vodoun; 

you see, according to vodoun, the past is contemporary. This is an element that many 

different African religions had in common. It was one of the guiding principles, in fact: 

the past is contemporary. In Flight to Canada I tried to make novelistic use of the 

concept, though everybody called it anachronism, after digging back into their literary 

glossaries. I was trying to work with the old vodoun theory of time. It never ceases to 

amaze me, how contemporary the past is, in our culture.... (interview in Dick, 1999, p. 

139) 
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Reed’s view of the relationship between the past and the present exemplifies the postmodern 

concept of historicity, a perception of the present as history. Postmodernism does not deny the 

reality of the past but maintains that the past is available to us only through textuality.  History is 

being rethought as a human construct (Hutcheon, 1988, p. 16). 

Postmodernism allows for the presence of the past even as it critiques the past. Hutcheon 

notes that “The postmodern, then, effects two simultaneous moves. It reinstalls historical 

contexts as significant and even determining, but in so doing, it problematizes the entire notion 

of historical knowledge. This is another of the paradoxes that characterize all postmodern 

discourses today” (p. 89). Reed takes full advantage of the genre with parody and postmodern 

intertextuality. His historiographic metafiction incorporates literature, theory and history with an 

awareness of history and fiction as human constructs. This notion provides the groundwork for 

the rethinking and reworking of the contents and forms of the past (Hutcheon, 1988, p. 5). 

Reed’s discourse in the historical sense of time is not linear but based on the African 

concept of time. With this concept of time, time’s passage has a pointed emphasis on the present. 

Dates are rarely ascribed to the past, and past events overlap with present events in narrative. 

This past/present concept is exemplified in Reed’s works in the way the characters correspond to 

the past and present as if they occurred simultaneously. Reed’s works also retain elements of 

dystaxy—a disruption of the linear narrative, with the result being a fragmented text (Martin, 

1988, p. 74).  However, in Reed’s case, his texts manage to maintain a “fragmented unity” 

precisely because of what Reginald Martin refers to as “Reed’s brand of synchronic 

development.”  This includes bits of narrative dispersed throughout the plot, which is often not 

fully understood until the end of the novel, when the plot is unraveled or revealed. Reed’s works 

also suggest concerns with the African American literary tradition and the tradition’s relationship 
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to the Western tradition. His concerns center on his desire to situate his work in the African 

American literary traditions as well as his desire to create a “literary language.” Gates argues that 

Reed’s narrative forms show: 

 .....the process of willing into being a rhetorical structure, a literary language, 

replete with its own figures and tropes, but one that allows the black writer to posit a 

structure of feeling that simultaneously critiques both the metaphysical presuppositions 

inherent in Western ideas and forms of writing and the metaphorical system in which the 

blackness of the writer and his experience have been valorized as a “natural” absence 

(p.218) 

 

Reed’s language is a language that is fully capable of critiquing the presuppositions contained in 

Western ideas and forms of writing. As postmodernism does, Reed has the desire to inscribe and 

challenge totality. Reed wants to “(re)present the un(re)presentable....activate differences and 

admit that we thus create the honor of the name and the name itself”  (Hutcheon, 1988, p. 55). 

Cornel West  (1992) contends that notions of postmodernism from a black perspective 

must be conceived differently from standard notions of postmodernism, specifically in terms of 

meaning and having a collective history. He argues that even Reed, as a postmodern writer, must 

admit to there being a “black acknowledgment of the reality one cannot not know. In writing 

about black American history, for instance, he has to come to terms with the state-sponsored 

terrorism of lynching blacks and so on. This is inescapable in black postmodern practices” 

(West, 1992, p. 219).  I would argue that this is precisely what Reed wants to do with his 

historical revisionism. Reed is giving meaning to the unique historical experience of Blacks even 

while negating dominant assumptions about African American cultural inferiority. In addition, 

there is a very real theme of the importance of having a correctly written text to be found in 
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Reed’s works. A text that correctly and completely reflects the “reality” of a black experience.  

Reed has in fact developed his own mythology and motifs in order to prove this import:  

My [Reed’s] plots are very intricate and my characterizations are based upon the 

principles of Afro-American culture, especially folk art. My work is probably more in the 

tradition of Afro-American folk art—including the art of humor, fantasy, and satire. 

When people say that I’m just a humorist, or that I just use satire—well, they’re simply 

not aware of the fact that I use a persistent non-Western form of satire. The way the 

persecuted get back at their exploiters. You see a lot of examples of this in the Afro-

American masks, although you won’t see it in assimilationist art or novels. That is, you 

don’t see it in existentialist or Marxist literature. But you do see it in Black folklore. So, 

you see, I’m a folklorist. The reason why I get so much enmity from structuralists and the 

other guys at Sunday school is because they are not acquainted with it (qtd. in Dick, 

1999, p. 213).  

Juan-Navarro (2000) maintains that Reed’s works outline his personal theory of arts and 

literature in what Reed refers to as Neo-HooDoo aesthetics (p. 135). Actually, a correlation can 

be made between Reed’s goals as a writer and Voodoo. Martin (1988) notes that  

....Voodoo, a religion formed under the pressure of degrading social conditions to give 

human beings dignity and a connection with helpful supernatural forces, thrives because 

of its syncretic flexibility; its ability to take everything, even ostensibly negative 

influences, and transfigure them into that which helps the horse. It is bound by dogma or 

ties, but such rules are easily changed with they become oppressive, myopic, or no longer 

useful to current situations (p.71). 
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Reed’s works not only challenge the Western literary canon but the African-American literary 

tradition as well. Every aspect of society is held under scrutiny including class conflicts among 

African Americans themselves. Even the black bourgeoisie was exposed for their elitism.  

Hooks (2001) argues that “postmodernist discourse has opened up a theoretical terrain where 

‘difference and otherness’ can be considered legitimate issues in the academy” (p.3). She reasons 

that that without reverting to the rhetoric of the sixties, a new language of resistance for African-

Americans is needed; Postmodernism may very well provide this new language.  However, 

though the discourse focuses on heterogeneity and the marginalized, the voices as well as the 

audience participating in the discussion are not the marginalized or oppressed. Consequently,  

Hooks emphasizes that “Radical postmodernist practice, most powerfully conceptualized as a 

‘politics of difference,’ should incorporate the voices of the displaced, marginalized, exploited, 

and oppressed black people” (p. 4-5). This is especially true when postmodern discourse is being 

used as a tool to critique dominant standards. Hooks further maintains  that “Postmodern theory 

that is not seeking to simply appropriate the experience of ‘otherness’ in order to enhance its 

discourse or to be radically chic should not separate the ‘politics of difference’ from the politics 

of racism” (p. 7). In this way, an awareness of exclusionary standards should hopefully lessen 

racist behavior. Similarly, a discussion on racism should not take place without the input of the 

oppressed.  And this is what Reed does so brilliantly in his works; he injects the voices of the 

oppressed into the American narrative in places where those voices have been largely erased. In 

this case, the oppressed are Africans and people of African descent. Postmodernism brings 

attention to commonalties shared across the boundaries of race, class, and gender and promotes 

multiculturalism and utopia.   
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               At first glance, postmodernism may seem to be threatening to an identity which 

marginalized groups may actually want to cherish as unique. This fear of losing or forgetting a 

history, and the unique culture that comes out of that history prompts blacks to be suspicious of 

postmodernism. However, Hooks argues that postmodernism is useful precisely because it 

critiques essentialism. She adds that it is important to critique essentialism while emphasizing the 

significance of “the authority of experience” (p. 11). For blacks—like Reed, I believe—

concerned with reformulating outmoded notions of identity, the critique of essentialism is a 

bonus. This critique allows blacks to embrace ‘multiple black identities’ and ‘challenges colonial 

imperialist paradigms of black identity which represent blackness one-dimensionally in ways 

that reinforce and sustain white supremacy’ (Hooks, 2000, p. 10). Engaging in a critique of 

essentialism also allows blacks to acknowledge and recognize the way class mobility has altered 

a collective black experience.  Getting rid of essentialist ideas is important because it would be a 

serious step to getting rid of racism and rejecting notions of an “authentic black identity.”  

However, as Hooks points out, this critique should not deny that experience may sometimes 

afford blacks a “privileged critical location” from which to speak. Part of the struggle—one 

which Reed fully embraces—for black subjectivity “is the quest to find ways to construct self 

and identity that are oppositional and liberatory” (p. 11).  

In his novels, Reed has shown and developed his own personal theory of art and literature 

that he refers to as Neo-Hoodoo aesthetics. The terms voodoo, hoodoo and Neo-HooDoo occur 

throughout Reed's fiction, poetry and critical essays. The term voodoo originated from the 

Dahomey language and originally signified the unknown spirit or deity. As a result of the slave 

trade, voodooism incorporates the language, mythologies, rituals, folklore, and knowledge of 

many cultures that came to the New World. It is important to recognize that voodoo emerged out 
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of the cultural exchange that occurred when members from different African tribes were 

displaced in the Caribbean and New World countries.  Despite ethnic differences, there were 

similarities in beliefs, including ancestor worship and the use of dance and music in religious 

ceremonies. Today, all these elements merge to create what is now referred to as voodoo. (Juan-

Navarro, 2000, p. 135). Voodooism arrived in the United States in New Orleans—a result of the 

slave trade. The form practiced in North America is known as hoodoo, which includes elements 

of the North American culture and therefore represents another step in the syncretic tradition of 

voodoo. The voodoo system of beliefs continues to manifest itself under new forms-Neo-

HooDoo. As Juan-Navarro notes: "Neo-HooDoo is, therefore, described as a highly flexible 

construct in which a common base—seen as multicultural, pluralistic, and participatory—is 

permanently enriched by new contributions" (p. 137). Juan-Navarro (2000) notes Reginald 

Martin’s five stage chronological configuration of the New-HooDoo aesthetic:  

(1) the pantheistic and syncretic worship of Osiris in Ancient Egypt; (2) West African 

religions (especially Yoruba and Fon) until the beginning of the Arabian and European 

slave market; (3) voodoo, as the result of the transplantation of tribes from the Gulf of 

Guinea to the Caribbean in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; (4 )hoodoo, as a 

consequence of the diaspora of African Americans in the United States during the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries; (5) Neo-HooDoo, proposed by Reed as the syncretism 

between voodoo-hoodoo forms and U.S. popular culture (p. 137)  

 

Voodoo in all of its five stages has been persecuted by followers of the 

Judeo-Christian culture. This culture has been represented in Reed's works as hierarchical, rigid 

and repressive. On the other hand, Neo-HooDoo is shown to be pluralistic, participatory, and 
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tolerant. Juan-Navarro maintains that "In Reed's vision of religious history, Judeo-Christian 

civilization defends orthodoxy and cultural dogmas. The Neo-HooDoo worldview in contrast, 

values dissension and syncretism on all possible levels” (p. 137). The Neo-HooDoo doctrine and 

the Judeo-Christian culture are set up as polar opposites in Reed's works.  Mumbo Jumbo, Flight 

to Canada and The Terrible Twos all contain elements of Neo-NeoHooDooism.   

Reed's novels are postmodern from an African American perspective in a number of 

ways. His works follow a process of continuity similar to that of the postmodern historical novel. 

The past is referred to and used to understand and explain the present as we know it. In form, the 

novels close the gap between the academic and popular culture. The novels also cross boundaries 

in terms of genre, a result of Reed’s use of westerns, science fiction, and detective novels. Reed's 

ideology, like Voodooism, is one that supports multiculturalism. His form and ideology blend to 

form a 'narrative hybrid that blends fiction and reality, satire and mysticism, the mass media and 

the African and Western literary traditions' (Juan-Navarro, 2000, p. 126). As Reed himself points 

out, the Voodoo concept of time and syncretism are important aspects of his work. Martin (1988) 

notes that, "it is this concept of syncretism that Reed turns into a literary method" (p.71). Martin 

further maintains that the emotive usefulness of syncretism brings us back to the differences 

between an oral culture and a literate culture and the origins of the Afro-American oral 

background. To receive and elicit an emotive response from the listener is of the greatest 

importance to the Afro-American storyteller of the tale or narrative. Martin also argues that this 

springs not only from the African oral background of black Americans but also from the 

degrading status Blacks have been forced to occupy in American society. Black oral culture and 

folklore placed a huge emphasis on the here and now. Ostendorf maintains that “Black oral 

culture and folklore has been trained for centuries, in the art of squeezing a large measure of 
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emotional ‘liberty’ from the enjoyment of the here and now, thus to make the lack of real and 

conceptual liberty tolerable” (qtd in Martin, 1988, p.73). 

Reed further extends syncretism into the language he uses and thus he creates a new 

language. This new hybrid language’s principal rules of discourse are taken from the streets, 

popular music, and television. A formal blend of language mixes with the colloquial to create a 

“fictive illusion of real speech.......the language Reed is using comes from concrete paroles of the 

present day” (Martin, 1988, p. 73). Reed’s language captures the essence of the way ‘real’ people 

speak in the periods allocated in his narratives. The use of synchronicity allows Reed the ability 

to take several seemingly unrelated events only to arrange them to maintain the plot. As Martin 

notes, Reed’s plot structures follow those of classic detective fiction in that they are periodic: 

details, followed by the main idea or the answer at the end. Martin further argues that flashbacks 

serving as bits of narrative--found in Reed's work--help with the traditional detective plot, along 

with Reed's brand of synchronic development. These bits of narrative are scattered throughout 

the plot and are not connected together until the end of the novel when the answer is revealed. 

Martin further argues that "This also leads to the text's reflexiveness, as the text intermittently 

turns back upon itself to explain itself" (p. 75). 

Reed's novels usually contain a metafictional element and shares its ‘referential 

spectrum’—mainly the merging of fact and fiction—with the "historiographic reflection." In 

terms of a historical referent, three possibilities are apparent: (1) references with empirical 

evidence, (2) references with an unreliable document base and (3) references without any support 

evidence. This combination allows for the intentional confusion which occurs and provides a 

necromantic view of history. The self-referential techniques used in his novels include "specular 

metaphors, intertextual summaries, allegories of the acts of reading and writing, representation of 
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the aesthetic code through analogical images, and the use of mythological emblems or narratives 

that reveal the originating reality of the text" (Juan-Navarro, 2000, p. 173). The overlapping time 

periods also help take the narrative out of the linear while exhibiting the African oral culture 

sense of time.   It is important to note that the bricolage quality found in Reed’s works may have 

been inspired by the narratives of the enslaved Blacks. The narratives usually included: 

An engraved portrait or photograph of the subject of the narrative: authenticating 

testimonials, prefixed or postfixed; poetic epigraphs, snatches of poetry in the text, poems 

appended; illustrations.....; interruptions of the narrative by way of declamatory addressed 

to the reader......; a bewildering variety of documents—letters to and from the narrator, 

bills of sale, newspaper clippings, notices of slave auctions and of escaped slaves....; and 

sermons and anti-slavery speeches and essays tacked on at the end to demonstrate the 

post-narrative activities of the narrative (qtd. in Fox, 1987, p. 51) 

 

These elements are found in Flight to Canada, Mumbo Jumbo and The Terrible Twos. Martin 

notes that Reed also uses capitalization and harsh phonetic spellings to place emphasis, and 

numerals to replace letters when using number references in the text. Reed is also fond of 

newsflashes, radio voice-overs and satire, surrounding the insertion of contemporary modes into 

the past. He also includes references to contemporary music, theatre, politics, and art work. 

(Martin, 1988, p. 67).  Mumbo Jumbo, and Flight to Canada are novels which write themselves; 

both in the literal sense as well as in the figurative sense of the self-reflexive text of the 

postmodern. The novels, in fact, contain the greatest concentration of reflexive metaphors found 

in Reed’s works. In Mumbo Jumbo Jes Grew is seeking its text; Flight to Canada describes the 

process of its own writing. Juan-Navarro notes that the works “present a self-referential dynamic 

that likens its own basic situation to the ‘self-begetting novel,’ that is, the type of novel that takes 
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credit for a character’s development to the point at which he or she is able to begin writing the 

novel we have just finished reading” (p. 131). Interestingly enough, Reed maintains that he 

writes in a true Black aesthetic. Fox (1987) argues the same:  

It is further proof of the correctness of Reed’s position when he denies that his work is 

derived from white models. Black literature and black art have their own lineage, their 

own heritage of experimentation and innovation. The uprooted (Africans in the Diaspora) 

have proven to be masters of rootwork, and, indeed, the concern with roots is a form of 

spiritual ecology, the preservation of the signs and symbols of a culture (p.51). 

 

I concur with Fox’s views. The elements of the narratives of an enslaved people are so glaringly 

apparent in the novels. In addition, Reed uses gumbo as a metaphor for his writing.  

I think one of the things I have going for me is synthesizing and synchronizing. 

Synthesizing by combining elements like making a gumbo. Synchronizing by putting 

disparate elements into the same time, making them run in the same time, together. Like 

using a contemporary photograph to illuminate a text which has something to do with the 

past and at the same time making them exist in the same space (qtd. in Dick, 1995, p. 53). 

 

All kinds of ingredients are put into gumbo. Discretion is solely in the hands of the cook. 

Gumbo’s one defining element is that it is a mixture. Reed further maintains that Neo-Hoodoo 

did not begin with him. 

There is much in the art of Afro-American past to suggest that people have been using 

this kind of gumbo approach all along. Look at the quilts that Black women made in the 

South. Also hoodoo involved art, people made conjure balls, they made dolls, they used 

many techniques that we associate with the artist, in making what they call their grisgris. 



                                                                                                                                                      222 
 

 
 

Hoodoo involved dancing, painting, poetry, it was multi-media, the kind of effect that I 

try to get in my work and not only to describe what I am doing, but so no one can put me 

in any other king of bag  (Dick, 1995, p. 54) 

 

On Mumbo Jumbo (1972) 

Mumbo Jumbo has been hailed as Reed’s most brilliant work and the work which best 

exemplifies his Neo-HooDooism.  The novel adheres to the premises of the postmodern 

historical novel and contains discursive modes such as fantasy, history, mythology, religion and 

popular culture. Along with its literary elements, the text also contains visual materials including 

photographs, posters, drawings, graphics, symbols, tarot cards, telegrams, party invitations, 

headlines, and newspaper clippings. As Juan-Navarro (2000) notes: “Mumbo Jumbo conveys the 

impression of an interdisciplinary collage and, in this way, informs the reader that the novel does 

not only refer to the literary tradition, but also includes a multifarious context (p.138). 

 Chapter one, which serves as a prologue, opens in New Orleans.  The prologue 

introduces and prepares the reader for the effects of Jes Grew.  Rather than leading to chapter 

two, the novel then lists its credits only to then resume with epigraphs that broadcast future 

events. The novel will end with an epilogue which returns the narrative to the time where the 

novel is being written. The novel concludes with a “Partial Bibliography,” where Reed lists his 

sources. After listing the epigraphs, the novel resumes in the 1920s (Harlem Renaissance) with 

white officials attempting to contain Jes Grew, a psychic epidemic which “knows no class no 

race no consciousness” (Reed, Mumbo, p. 50). We’re also told that doctors are puzzled by the Jes 

Grew epidemic because they did not understand that this epidemic was unlike physical plagues.  

Actually Jes Grew was an anti-plague. Some plagues caused the body to waste away; 

Jew Grew enlivened the host. Other plagues were accompanied by bad air (malaria). Jes 
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Grew victims said that the air was as clear as they had ever seen it and that there was the 

aroma of roses and perfumes which had never before enticed their nostrils. Some plagues 

arise from decomposing animals, but Jes Grew is electric as life and is characterized by 

ebullience and ecstasy. Terrible plagues were due to the wrath of God; but Jes Grew is 

the delight of the gods (Reed, Mumbo, p. 6). 

 

In short, Jes Grew was responsible for people “acting outside of socially conditioned roles” and 

giving up “.... racist oppressive endeavors because it was more fun ‘to shake that thing’” (Martin, 

1988, p. 85). People were speaking in tongues and dancing everywhere, even at work and at their 

jobs.  White people were not exempt and were considered to be acting black. 

There are three apparent temporal levels used to describe the historical discourses in 

Mumbo Jumbo: the narrative present which is set primarily in 1920s America, the present of the 

novel’s creation (1969-1971), and the history of both these presents that dates back to ancient 

Egypt. Mumbo Jumbo is organized into fifty-five chapters of varying lengths which range from a 

lone paragraph to chapters of more than thirty pages. The central plot of the novel deals with Jes 

Grew's desire and search for its text and the history surrounding that text. The text refers to the 

Book of Thoth which contains the mysteries of ancient Egypt.  Central characters includes Papa 

LaBas,  the  hoodoo detective who wants to find the text to unleash the beneficial effects of Jes 

Grew and Hickle Von Vampton, the Knight Templar, who wants to destroy the Book of Thoth 

and stop the Jes Grew epidemic.  A sub-plot centers around the Mu'tafikah, a multicultural group 

which steals African art from museums in order to return them to their native homes in third 

world countries. A second sub-plot revolves around the Atonists and their militia, the Wallflower 

Order, who create a fake black intellectual. This talking android will discredit true procurers of 

the African American Renaissance. 
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The text had been in Von Vampton's possession since the Middle Ages but had 

accidentally been passed on to Abdul Sufi Amid, a Muslim. Abdul manages to translate the book but he is 

killed soon after. Abdul dies with an epigram which is encoded with the location of the text. Papa LaBas 

is able to decipher the epigram and concludes that Jes Grew's text is buried in the very center of the 

Cotton Club. The search proves to be a fruitless one because the text is no longer at the Cotton Club. The 

puzzled is solved when Papa LaBas receives a letter from Abdul—reproduced as an actual handwritten 

letter—admitting that he had burnt the text because it was abhorrent. Abdul also admits that his 

translation of the text was lost in the mail when he attempted to publish it. All he received for his efforts 

was a rejection slip saying that there was no longer a market for that type of work. This is not the end for 

Jes Grew however. The reader is told that:   

Jes Grew has no end and no beginning. It even precedes that little ball that exploded 

1000000000s of years ago and led to what we are now. Jes Grew may even have caused 

the ball to explode. We will miss it for a while but it will come back, and when it returns 

we will see that it never left. You see, life will never end: there is really no end to life, if 

anything goes it will be death. Jes Grew is life. They comfortably share a single horse 

like 2 knights. They will try to depress Jes Grew but it will only spring back and prosper. 

We will make our own future text. A future generation of young artists will accomplish 

this (Reed, Mumbo, p. 204). 

The narrative concludes with a very old Papa Labas giving a lecture on Jes Grew to 

students of the sixties. 

The mythical and historical focus of Mumbo Jumbo  is found in chapter fifty-two, where 

Papa LaBas explains the origins of civilization and/or the Egyptian legend. The history of religion 

and culture is expressed from a Black point of view. As Juan-Navarro (2000) notes, "In the longest 
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chapter in Mumbo Jumbo, Papa LaBas seeks to clarify the novel's central mystery: the origin and 

meaning of Jes Grew and its Text, that is, the origin and meaning of African-American  

spirituality and culture” (p. 44). LaBas' narrative is divided into two parts: the legend of Osiris 

regarding the black origin of Western culture and the misuse of Osiris' mysteries by "Classic and 

Judeo-Christian civilizations" (p. 145).  

In LaBas' version of the myth, Osiris was a black prince, who focused on education as 

opposed to political affairs. Osiris loved nature and studied agriculture in Nysa. After traveling 

to Ethiopia and the Sudan he learned of the importance that dance and songs played in fertility 

rites that corresponded to the agricultural cycles. So intense was his love of nature that Osiris 

was associated with the myths of creation; he was son of the sky (Nut) and the earth (Geb). It is 

important to note that Osiris was an accomplished dancer and the reader is told that: "As Osiris 

danced he would experiment, but the dances were not esoteric, they in fact were quite basic and 

they caught-on. In the Sudan and Ethiopia he became known as 'the man who did dances that 

caught on” (Reed Mumbo, p. 62). Osiris' brother, Set, on the other hand, became the laughing 

stock of the country because he could not dance. "Set can't dance became the cry" (Reed, 

Mumbo, p.163).  

Under Osiris' rule, Egypt flourished only to be disturbed by the first outbreak of the Jes 

Grew epidemic. According to the artist known as Thoth, Jes Grew only needed a text to be 

contained. In this way the spirits would be fed. Osiris then devoted his energy to teaching Thoth 

all that he had learned about dance. Thoth then transcribed Osiris' teachings into a book of 

litanies. Peace was again restored to Egypt but the rest of the world continued to be tormented in 

their ignorance. Osiris, disturbed by this, traveled all around the world preaching a message of 
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peace and brotherhood. Back in Egypt however, Set was spreading rumors that Osiris traveled 

the world fornicating and drinking. On Osiris' return to Egypt, Set challenged Osiris to prove 

himself worthy of being considered a true symbol of fertility by being buried and then reborned 

in the Nile River. Osiris agreed and was then placed in a coffer and thrown into the Nile. He 

would be betrayed and dismembered into fourteen parts later that night by Set and his men. After 

Osiris' death, Thoth requested an investigation and autopsy. In response Set had Thoth arrested 

and the persecution of Osiris' followers began. However, Thoth managed to escape with the help 

of some of Osiris’ supporters. Before going into exile he managed to give his sacred text to Isis, 

Osiris' sister and wife.  

 Throughout history culture has been exploited and centuries later the story is recycled 

with Moses and Jethro. Papa LaBas tells us this with his tale of Moses, a follower of Osiris’ 

religion, and his exploitation of Jethro, a great hoodoo man. Moses deliberately set about 

obtaining the valuable information found in the Book of Thoth, from Jethro. He even marries 

Jethro’s daughter and fools Jethro into thinking that he viewed him as an equal. Set would later 

show his scorn and contempt for Jethro and his beliefs when Jethro warns him about the negative 

aspects of the obtaining the ‘knowledge.’  While meditating Moses is visited by Set's spirit. Set 

tells Moses exactly how to go about obtaining the text, including when to approach goddess Isis. 

In exchange Moses promises to restore Atonism in Egypt. In possession of the text, Moses 

exploits its wisdom. He attempts to perform Jethro's musical pieces but his concert is a failure 

obtained under the wrong conditions, the litanies of the text is distorted. Moses hid the Book in a 

tabernacle to avoid a return to the Osiris' religion. The book would remain hidden for centuries 

and would later be referred to as one of Moses’ lost books (Juan-Navarro, 2000, p 154). 
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The text in Mumbo Jumbo is a metaphor for the new African-American aesthetics that 

Reed seeks. The main characters, though fictional, are representative of real historical or cultural 

figures. Papa LaBas, for instance, represents the voodoo deity trickster Papa Legba, a Haitian 

spirit or loa. In voodoo, Papa Legba is the messenger and guardian: he regulates information 

between the visible and invisible worlds.  In Mumbo Jumbo, Papa LaBas is the character meant 

to solve the mystery. Hinckle Von Vampton is suggestive of Carl Van Vechten—author of 

Nigger Heaven (1926), and a controversial white patron of the Harlem Renaissance. Juan-

Navarro (2000) maintains that: 

Van Vechten is representative of a wave of curious whites who invaded Harlem in the 

twenties in search of the exotic and primitive, and who then commercially exploited its 

creative potential. In this sense, his fictionalization in Mumbo Jumbo enables Reed to 

attack not only the manipulation by this kind of patron, so typical of the time, but also 

something he considers endemic of the white intelligentsia: the tendency to exploit, 

manipulate, and enrich themselves at the expense of the black world’s creative efforts (p. 

140). 

Abdul’s character seems to represent Malcolm X. Both were ex-convicts, self-educated while in 

prison, and Muslim. However, Juan-Navarro notes that a Sufi Abdul Hamid actually existed and 

may have very well been a real life trickster figure.  

For the most part Reed’s retelling of the Osiris’ myth coincides with historians. However, 

Reed deviates in three major areas. The first is his usage of Osiris’ death and dismemberment as 

a metaphor of the scattered African Diaspora. The second centers around the view that art and 

wisdom belonged solely to the Negroid Egypt. The third deviation is Reed’s depiction of Osiris’ 
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Egypt as a cultural utopia (Juan-Navarro, 2000, p. 148). In addition, Papa LaBas, the narrator, 

uses irreverent language in his pastiche where he intertwines myth with popular contemporary 

culture.  Gates (1988)  notes that in Mumbo Jumbo, Reed focuses on critiquing and revising the 

mode of representation that define the tradition of the Afro-American novel and argues that 

Mumbo Jumbo attempts this critique by “signifyin(g),” and by "repeating received tropes and 

narrative strategies with a difference” (p. 217). For Gates, Reed's difference is a commentary on 

the history of the black novel. This tradition includes troping, parody, a self-reflexive history and 

even a specific and unique language-black English vernacular. The African American tradition is 

also "doubled-voiced" with elements of intertextuality (p. 218). The elements of intertextuality 

are shown here with LaBas’ story as it relates to Zora Neale Hurston’s Mules and Men (1935) 

and Moses, Man of the Mountain (1939). In both works, Hurston rewrites the Moses’ story with 

a difference. The protagonist in Moses, Man of the Mountain, is also a conjurer who receives 

knowledge through Jethro’s teachings (Juan-Navarro, 2000, p. 155) 

 Reed begins signifying on tradition with the title of the text. Gates maintains that the title 

Mumbo Jumbo "..serves as a critique of black and Western literary forms and conventions, and 

of the complex relationship between the two" (p. 221). It is important to note here that mumbo 

jumbo is defined as gibberish and as language that is difficult to understand. Reed’s title also 

signifies on the myth of Topsy in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, who “jes grew.” The phrase is used by 

James Weldon Johnson to describe the creative process of black ragtime music. Gates further 

maintains that Mumbo Jumbo signifies upon western etymology including the western practice of 

misnaming the (un) nameable black creative process (Gates, 1988, p. 221).  Here Gates is 

referring to James Weldon Johnson’s continuous designation of black creativity as being 

anonymous. Reed's book cover (designed by Reed and Allen Weinberg) also serves to signify. 
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Gates argues that the cover takes us into the realm of "doubled doubles." On the book’s cover are 

repeated images of Josephine Baker lying upon a rose. Counterposed to Baker’s image is a 

medallion depicting a horse with two riders. Gates (1988) maintains that the two signs represent 

the central oppositions of the novel’s plot.   

These signs—the rose and the medallion—adumbrate the two central oppositions of the 

novel’s complicated plot. The rose and the double image of Baker together form a cryptic 

ve… ve. A ve ve is a key sign in Haitian Vaudou, a sign drawn on the ground with sign, 

cornmeal, flour, and coffee to represent the loas. The loas are the deities comprising the 

pantheon of Vaudou gods. The rose is a sign of Erzulie, goddess of love, as are the 

images of Baker, who became the French goddess of love in the late 1920s in the Parisian 

version of the Jazz Age. The doubled image, as if mirrored, is meant to suggest the divine 

crossroads, where human beings meet their fate. At its center presides the loa, Legba 

(Esu), guardian of the divine crossroads, messenger of the gods... (p. 221)     

To counteract, the medallion is placed to represent Western tradition. This notion represents two 

distinct but warring ideals. This double theme is played out with Reed to include a narrative 

strategy of double voices and double plot lines (p. 222). The novel's narrative structure also 

signifies on the detective suspense novel.  

Mumbo Jumbo also employs features characteristic of film and music.  Gates points out 

the prologue functions like the prologue of a film with title and credits appearing next, followed 

by the continuation of the film and the action. In fact, the final words of the novel are “Freeze 

Frame.” The text also parodies the Jazz Age and the Harlem Renaissance. Interestingly enough, 

Cornel West (1992) argues that to talk about black postmodern practices is to go back to bebop 

music.  
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To talk about black postmodernist practices is to go back to bebop music and see how it 

relates to literary expression like Reed's and Charles Wright's. It is to go back, in other 

words, to the genius of Charlie Parker, John Coltrane and Miles Davis. Bebop was, after 

all, a revolt against the middle-class "jazz of the museum', against swing and white 

musicians like Benny Goodman, who had become hegemonic by colonising a black art 

form. What Parker did, of course, was to Africanise jazz radically: to accept the 

polyrhythms. to combine these rhythms with unprecedented virtuousity on the sax. He 

said explicitly that his music was not produced to be accepted by white Americans. He 

would be suspicious if it were. The sense of revolt was to be part and parcel of the 

postmodern rebellion against the modernism of the museum (p. 219). 

 

To further show the breakdown of high and popular culture, West maintains that Parker used 

whistling—expressive of common black life—in his music. Parker would sometimes play a 

chord on the alto saxophone only to repeat the same chord backwards to hear his own playing. 

Gates also describes the bebop mode of jazz as a formal metaphor for Reed’s mode of writing. It 

is important to note here the breakdown of high and low culture. Mumbo Jumbo, like Flight to 

Canada, draws attention to its own writing and its status as text in relation to other texts that it 

signifies upon. 

Thematically, in most of his novels, Reed forces the reader to view the largely untold role 

of Blacks in creating America’s culture. This act pays homage to the ancestors and places Reed 

in the Afro-American literary esthetic and canon. For Reed, it is important to claim one’s history 

or “story,” and a primary means of doing so is through writing.  
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On Flight to Canada (1976) 

Reed certainly claims that history in Flight to Canada and it is in Flight to Canada that 

he most effectively uses his hoodoo concept of time as a literary method. Nineteenth-century 

characters are introduced to the technology of the twentieth-century, including radios, 

telephones, cassettes, computers, cars, etc.  Lincoln’s assassination is replayed on television.  

Escaped slaves travel on planes (Air Canada) or via Greyhound. Raven, the protagonist, escapes 

to Canada in a jumbo jet. By introducing twentieth century elements into the novel, Reed 

undermines the role of traditional chronology (Juan-Navarro, 2000, p. 130). 

 Flight To Canada is Reed’s attempt at merging the slave narrative with black fiction and 

satire and another one of my favorite. Juan-Navarro explains the novel’s success: “The 

successful result of this work (Reed’s best after Mumbo Jumbo) stems from the multiplicity of its 

levels of interpretation, from the inexhaustible richness of its network of allusions, and, above 

all, form the effective interaction between parodic play and historiographic reflection” (p. 132). 

The plot covers many different strands that blend the past with the present and the imagined. On 

one level, Flight to Canada is a tale of the demise of a plantation owner and the subsequent 

takeover of his plantation by one of his slaves. On another level, the tale follows a runaway slave 

on his flight to freedom.  The book begins with Raven writing Uncle Robin’s biography, which 

will actually end up being Flight to Canada. The slave stories have been stolen and falsified and 

must be corrected. Flight to Canada is, in fact, Uncle Robin’s slave narrative written by Raven 

Quickskill. The reader does not recognize this till the very end of the book. 

A primary means of laying claim to one’s own history is through writing. Very early in 

the novel, Raven Quickskill informs the reader of the most well known theft of a slave narrative, 

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s adaptation of Josiah Henson’s story in Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  Raven 
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warns that “when you take a man’s story, a story that doesn’t belong to you, that story will get 

you” (Reed, Flight, p. 8). Raven further informs the reader that “a man’s story is his gris-gris,” 

and that “human hosts walk the streets of the cities their eyes hollow, the spirit gone out them. 

Somebody has taken their story.” (Reed, Flight, p. 8).   Since it is so important to claim one’s 

story and because Raven had Uncle Robin’s permission to do so, it is acceptable for Raven to 

write Uncle Robin’s story. This becomes even more appropriate when we consider the fact that 

Raven is part of this story’s history and can certainly identify with Uncle Robin’s story. Reed 

informs the reader that:  “Quickskill would write Uncle Robin’s story in such a way that, using a 

process the old curers use, to lay hands on the story would be lethal to the thief. That way his 

Uncle Robin would have the protection that Uncle Tom (Josiah Henson) didn’t” (Reed, Flight, p. 

11).  

The main protagonists in the narrative are Uncle Robin, a house slave, and Raven 

Quickskill, a runaway slave, both trickster figures. Both protagonists are named after birds, 

which symbolize freedom. It is important to note that Raven, aptly named, “...was the first one of 

Swille’s slaves to read, the first to write and the first to run away” (Reed, Flight, 14). Raven 

Quickskill is the author of the poem Flight to Canada which taunts and ridicules Arthur Swille. 

The poem simultaneously provides the motivation for Quickskill’s escape and the means for 

tracking him down. Reed tells us that “It was his writing that got him to Canada. ‘Flight to 

Canada’ was responsible for getting him to Canada and to freedom. And so for him, freedom was 

his writing. His writing was his HooDoo” (Reed, Flight, 89). The poem also brought Quickskill 

recognition as an artist and he even gets invited to Lincoln’s reception for artists at the White 

House. The poem informs the reader of Quickskill’s trickster behavior. Here, Reed is again 
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commenting and making a case for the power and importance of writing. It is important to note 

that it is because Quickskill wrote the poem that Swille learns of his whereabouts. 

The poem at the beginning of the novel mixes the time of the novel with the present. The 

poem also serves the purpose of informing the reader of what was happening prior to the start of 

the narrative. 

Dear Massa Swille: 
What it was? 

I have done my Liza Leap 
& am safe in the arms 

of Canada, so’ 
Ain’t no use your Slave 
Catchers waitin on me 

At Trailways 
I won’t be there 

 
I flew in non-stop 

Jumbo jet this A.M. Had 
Champagne 

Compliments of the Cap’n 
Who announced that a 

Runaway Negro was on the 
Plane. Passengers came up 

And shook my hand 
& waiting 10 min. I had 

Signed up for 3 anti-slavery 
Lectures. Remind me to get an 

Agent 
 

Traveling in style 
Beats craning your neck after 
The North Star and hiding in 

Bushes anytime, Massa 
Besides, your Negro dogs 

Of Hays & Allen stock can’t 
Fly 

 
By now I s’pose that 

Yellow Judas Cato done tole 
You that I have snuck back to 

The plantation 3 maybe 4 times 
Since I left her first time 

 
Last visit I slept in 

Your bed and sampled your 
Cellar. Had your prime 

Quadroon give me 

She-Bear. Yes, yes 
 

You was away at a 
Slave auction at Ryan’s Mart 
In Charleston & so I knowed 

You wouldn’t mind 
Did you have a nice trip, Massa? 

 
I burrowed your cotton money 
To pay for my ticket & to get 

Me started in this place called 
Saskatchewan Brrrrrrrr! 

It’s cold up here but least 
Nobody is collaring hobbling gagging 

Handcuffing yoking chaining & 
thumbscrewing 

You like you is they hobby horse 
 

The Misress Ms. Lady 
Gived me the combination 
To your safe, don’t blame 
The feeble old soul, Cap’n 
I told her you needed some 
More money to shop with & 

You sent me from Charleston 
To get it. Don’t worry 

Your employees won’t miss 
It & I accept it as a 

Down payment on my back 
Wages 

 
I must close now 

Massa, by the time you gets 
This letter old Sam will have 

Probably took you to the 
Deep Six 

 
That was rat poison I left 

In your Old Crow 
Your boy 
Quickskill 
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Arthur Swille is the plantation owner and, though humorous, he is nevertheless an evil 

being. Swille is a representation of all that is evil in the world. So much so in fact, that Arthur 

Swille received the licentious Hedonist Award in 1850.  In addition, he seemed to have been 

involved in a conspiracy to murder President Lincoln. A victim of “nigger fever,” Swille needs 

two gallons of slave mothers’ milk to exist. He has fathered children outside of his marriage and 

with the slave women.  Reed informs the reader that “Cato the Graffado overseer, sandy hair, 

freckles, acquiline nose,” bears a remarkable resemblance to himself, “in fact could be a 

butterscotched version of him” (Reed, Flight, p. 51). Swille has continually abused his wife, both 

mentally and emotionally. When that isn’t enough, he has Mammy Barracuda, the slave woman 

he maintains a maternal relationship with, drug and rough her up. Swille also maintains an 

incestuous and perhaps necrophilic relationship with his sister. In fact, it is Vivian, his sister’s 

ghost who brings about his demise. During one of her many scenes where Mrs. Swille confronts 

her husband about his neglect of her, Swille attempts to comfort her. Vivian’s jealous ghost 

appears and the reader hears her thoughts.  

At first I thought the notion was disgusting, abominable even. You was 

violatin’....my chaste Southern belle upbringing out there in my tomb, standing over the 

coffin lid, real hard like that. You put my hand on it and made me feel it.....And then 

there under the moonlight you slid the lid back altogether and then you climbed in...and 

each night after that, you’d hold on to me, cling to me, there in the silence of the 

cemetery. And you said I was your fair lady and you were my knight and we were 

married in Death.....(Reed,  Flight, p.136). 



                                                                                                                                                      235 
 

 
 

In her anger the ghost pushes Swille into the fire. The slaves know and hear what’s going on, but 

they do not help Swill. They deliberately let him die. The newspapers report that his old lady 

burned him.   

After Swille’s death, we learn that Uncle Robin has rewritten Swille’s will bequeathing 

the Virginia mansion of his master to himself.  Through his musing of the past, the reader learns 

the entire tale. Three slaves have escaped from Swille’s plantation: 40s, Stray Leechfield and 

Raven Quickskill. All three slaves are trying to get to Canada and to freedom. Swille is 

convinced that the slaves have contracted “Drapetomania Aethipica,” a disease that causes 

negroes to run away. Swille vows not to rest until the three are returned to him. He is especially 

puzzled by Quickskill’s desire for freedom, and as, a representation of wicked slave owners who 

stole the history of an entire population, is unable to view their slaves as human beings with a 

desire for freedom. 

Quickskill makes it over the border and into Canada. He is very much aware that he must 

remain a fugitive there, since Swille has vowed to have him back. Nevertheless, Canada is a 

disappointment. On arriving there, Quickskill runs into Carpenter, another runaway slave who 

has been beaten by whites. Carpenter warns Quickskill that Canada belongs to the Swilles of the 

world and that they just let the Canadians run it. Yet Quickskill somehow manages to become an 

anti-slavery lecturer. Quickskill is further disillusioned when he meets up with his two co-

conspirators. Leechfield, a true capitalist, sinks to making sex movies with white abolitionists 

and hiring himself out as a slave for a day to northerners. When Quickskill shows that he 

disapproves of Leechfield’s choice of careers, Leechfield responds, “Shit, everybody can’t do 

anti-slavery lectures. I can’t....I pull in more in a day than you do in a whole year (Reed,  Flight, 

p.72). Leechfield further justifies his commodification by claiming that he has sent money to 
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Swille. “I bought myself with the money with which I sell myself. If anybody is going to buy and 

sell me, its going to be me” (Reed, Flight, p.73). Quickskill then turns to 40s for inspiration but 

is again disappointed. 40s has fortified himself with guns for protection and has become bitter 

and irrational. He opens the door to Quickskill with a shotgun aimed at him. Quickskill chastises 

him, “Aw, 40s, put it away. We’re not in Virginia anymore.” 40s responds, “That’s what you 

think. Shit. Virginia everywhere. Virginia outside. You might be Virginia” (Reed, Flight, p.76). 

40s is aware that for him there is no Canada; he can never leave Virginia behind. His story or 

history will always have a hold on him.    

Quickskill nevertheless warns 40s that Swille is aware of their whereabouts because of 

his poem and 40s responds.  

“You got to be kiddin. Words. What good is words?”   

“Words built the world and words can destroy the world, 40s.” 

“Well, you take the words; give me the rifle. That’s the only word I need.  

R-i-f-l-e. Click.” (Reed Flight, p.81) 

 
To stay out of a written history or to not understand the power of words like 40s is to remain 

primitive and maybe even violent. No one agrees with Quickskill more than Uncle Robin. He in 

fact rejects Harriet Beecher Stowe’s request that she buy his story and instead sends for Raven to 

perform the honors.  Only Raven can provide the necessary “Hoodoo” that his story needs. 

Uncle Robin, at first glance, appears to be a caricature of typical Uncle Tom. Yet this could not 

be further from the truth.  While Uncle Robin had no intentions of running away to Canada, his 

resistance was nevertheless apparent. He has completely gained the trust of Swille and has the 

run of the entire plantation. He does exactly what is expected of him and is very much aware of 

his place in the world. Reed informs the reader that: “Uncle Robin knows his place—his place is 

in the shadows (Reed, Flight, p.19).  Robin’s intelligence, humor and his very personality must 

remain hidden in order to survive. 
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Swille is in fact most pleased with Uncle Robin and tells him so. “Uncle Robin, ...I don’t 

know what I’d do without you. I can always count on you not to reveal our little secret. Traveling 

around the south for me, carrying messages down to the house slaves, polishing my boots and 

drawing my bath water. All of these luxuries. Robin, you make a man feel like..., well a God” 

(Reed, Flight, p.20).  The secret referred to here is that Swille had dyslexia. It was Robin who 

did all the writing and reading for Swille, making it easy for him to doctor Swille’s will. At the 

end of the novel we also learn what Swille never knew. Uncle Robin never provided Swille with 

slave mother’s milk but was slowly poisoning Swille with coffee mate.  

 At Quickskill’s suggestion, Uncle Robin turns Swille’s plantation into a boarding house 

which housed as many as fifty people. Uncle Robin loved the suggestion as he hadn’t been able 

to figure his way out of his inheritance. Quickskill has been given the entire first floor of the 

castle. While writing Uncle Robin’s slave narrative, Quickskill ponders the past. He wonders at 

the strong friendship that has developed between Uncle Robin and himself. He admits that the 

two could not agree while they were both slaves. This was partly because the two had different 

approaches to dealing with the oppression they faced. Quickskill firmly believed that happiness 

laid outside of Swille’s plantation. Everyone was free in Canada, and he intended to be free as 

well.  Uncle Robin, on the other hand, was very much aware that “Canada” never really existed. 

He readily admits this to Swille though for very different reasons. Juan-Navarro (2000) 

maintains that “Quickskill’s flight to Canada allegorizes the search for an aesthetic utopia 

represented by writing in a state of liberty, an ideal for which Reed has fought in all his works” 

(p.131). For Uncle Robin there would be no escape from slavery, no need to search for Canada. 

He would have to find a way to exist within. Uncle Robin believed that it would be his hoodoo 

that would allow him to triumph in his lifetime. 
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 Flight to Canada is the book which best exemplifies Reed’s use of synchronicity. It is 

also the novel which best embodies Reed’s Hoodoo concept of time as a literary method (Martin, 

1988, p.74). Hoodoo is used in Flight to Canada as the omnipotent force which always give 

blacks the ability to survive. To stay out of a written history or to not understand the power of 

words allows for one’s history to be stolen or misrepresented by others. In Fight to Canada, 

Reed attempts to say a lot and succeeds. The book itself is his act of resistance. By writing the 

novel, Reed manages to lay claim to the very history that he apparently feels has been hidden or 

even stolen.   Patrick McGee (1997) argues that the novel “ ‘signifies’ in a second sense by 

rewriting the history of the United States from the perspective of those cultures and classes it has 

marginalized” (p.41).  As Martin notes, Canada, in Flight to Canada has “various levels of 

meaning (p. 96). In the literal sense, Canada is the historical region where slaves fled to be free. 

However, Canada is also literally and figuratively representative of a safe and good place or as 

Martin notes:  

Canada is used as a metaphor for happiness, that is, any set of physical constructs or 

circumstances which combine to make an individual character happy or satisfied may be 

referred to as Canada and are joined and placed on a periodic, temporal plane for the 

rhetorical end of asserting that there is not—yet must be—a Canada (p. 96). 

Juan-Navarro (2000) also argues that “.....Canada is only a state of mind, a desirable ideal the 

black writer has to strive for, no matter where he may be physically” (p. 131). For the slaves, 

Canada cannot be found even in Christianity.  When Aunt Judy, Uncle Robin’s wife, chastises 

him for deceiving Swille claiming that his actions were not Christian. Uncle Robin rejects 

Catholicism and responds “‘Christian isn’t going to work for us’” (Reed, Flight, p.184).  
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On The Terrible Twos (1999) 

Reed continues to manifest his vision of Hoodoo in The Terrible Twos and in the novel’s 

sequel The Terrible Threes.  As with the other two novels discussed, The Terrible Twos also 

contains a detective plot. As Martin notes, “In The Terrible Twos (1982), Reed maintains the 

implicit notions of Hoodoo, while using his main story line to resurrect another apocryphal tale: 

the legend of Santa Claus and his assistant/boss(?), Black Peter” (Reed, Twos, p. 102). It is 

important to note here that some black historians believe Black Peter to be the original model of 

Santa Claus. In the novel, one story line furthers Nance Saturday, a black detective/reporter’s, 

attempts to unravel Operation Two Birds as he was hired to do. Another story line centers around 

the Nicolaites and their upset over the corporate world’s desire to have only one official Santa 

Claus.  Yet another story line focuses on Black Peter, Santa’s assistant/boss, and the “usurpation 

of power planned” (Martin, 1988, p.103).   As Gates notes in his review, “Call Him Ishmael—

He’s Still a Good Reed,” the novel is also Reed’s “first attempt at a satirical analysis of the 

nature and function of the current American political and economic system” (Dick, 1999, p.151).  

In this novel, Reed appears to have left out history. The novel is set in the present and immediate 

future separated into two segments: A Past Christmas and a Future Christmas.  

With the title, The Terrible Twos, Reed continues to signify. Two stands for the voodoo 

number for devilment. It is also a common American phrase used to describe the psychological 

state of two-year olds (the title is used as a metaphor for two-century-old America).  Reed’s fake 

Santa tells us this as well. “Two years old, that’s what we are, emotionally—America, always 

wanting someone to hand us some ice cream, always complaining, Santa didn’t bring me this and 

why didn’t Santa bring me that....Nobody can reason with us. Nobody can tell us anything (Reed, 

Twos, p.95). Reed says the same:  
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Human beings at two harbor cravings that have to be immediately quenched, demand 

things, and if another human being of their size enters the picture, there’s war. Human 

beings at two have to be read to, pampered, and assisted in their toilet. Every two-year-

old is an emperor or an empress” (Reed, Twos, p.24). 

A cab driver further informs the reader of the behavior patterns of two-year-olds. 

 “ ‘You know how two-year-olds are. Their plates will be full but they’ll have their eyes on 

everybody else’s plates or they’ll have a cookie in their hand and yet ask for another cookie, or 

the whole bag of cookies’” (Reed, Twos,  p.115-116).  Two-year-olds are selfish and unable to 

see beyond their immediate wants and desires. Americans are victims of that kind of thinking. 

Indeed, our capitalistic society compounds our selfish motivations. 

 Fox (1987) argues that the title, terrible twos, does not only relate to a two-year-old 

mentality. For Fox, the title is also indicative of the superpower allies, the U.S and the U.S.S.R., 

recognizing that nuclear war would annihilate them both. The Southern Hemisphere, however, 

would remain intact. The world would “turn brown and muddy” and be populated only by “half-

clad people lying on the beach.....and everyone would live in grass huts and the world would just 

go to pot” (Reed, Twos, p.54).  For Fox, the terrible twos is also: a reference to Christmas Past 

(1980) and Christmas Future (1990), to the Second Coming, to Operation Two Birds (whose 

religious justification is the destruction of the forces of Anti-Christ [read: the Osirian 

dispensation, an un-Settling movement], and whose economic justification is the pruning to 

human ‘surplus’), and finally, to duality itself (Fox, 1987, p.77).  Juan-Navarro (2000) fosters a 

similar argument:  

Metaphorically, however, Reed’s work censures the monopolizing tendencies in North 

American culture. The United States is portrayed as a self-centered two-year-old child 
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who sees the world as an extension of himself; the diversity and depth of African-

American legends and myths serves as a contrast to this narcissistic and egocentric view 

of contemporary North American (p. 132). 

The Terrible Twos  heralds a conspiracy put into motion by big business conglomerates and by 

the White House. Their plan is to monopolize and maximize Christmas profits as well as to 

commercialize the same. This basic plot unfolds to show Reed again dismantling “the most 

sacred elements of U.S. politics (the presidency and lobbyists), economics (capitalism and large 

corporations), and folklore (St. Nicholas, Christmas, and Thanksgiving)” (Juan-Navarro, 2000, p. 

132). 

 The very first chapter of the novel is packed with the most unbelievable facts about 

Christmas or events taking place around Christmas time. In fact, except for the very last 

paragraph, chapter one is almost all factual tidbits about Christmas. The facts are as unbelievable 

as the fictional world that Reed creates; a satirical device leaving the reader questioning what is 

fact. Martin maintains that Reed does this to “lay the foundation of belief for the unbelievable 

Christmas he is about to construct” (Martin, 1988, p.105). The novel opens in the late 1980s with 

President Reagan coming into office. The Buffalo Evening News describes the upcoming Reagan 

presidency with this phrase, “The Wild West is Back in the Saddle Again” (Reed, Twos, p.4).  

Reagan made white men feel good about themselves and that he had their best interest at heart. 

He is described as “the President, whose secret service code name was rawhide” (Reed, Twos, p. 

95). As Martin notes, “Rawhide speaks about the feelings of white men whom no one cared 

about” (p. 103).  Reed shares Zumalt’s thoughts as he struggles with guilt over his actions.   

White men were fucking bleeding themselves to death over seals and the 

handicapped, but who was looking out for them buddy? I mean, when you think about it, 
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they [white men] were the ones who were oppressed, outnumbered by women and 

‘minorities’ who were getting everything. Nobody but Rawhide gave a shit about them. 

 They [white men] were oppressed by having to look after everybody else. 

Kipling was right. And so Rawhide, though not at all popular among women and 

minorities, always polled in the high sixties among white men. He was telling them, fuck 

affirmative action, this sambo or this whore is trying to take your fucking job, Charlie, 

and you’d better get wise to it pal (Reed, Twos,  p.145-6). 

 

With Reagan’s election, “a mood of grouchiness and bitchiness swept the land” (Reed, Twos, p. 

95). The non-white population objected and even the earth showed its displeasure. As Reed tells 

us: “By Christmas, 1980, the earth had had enough and was beginning to send out hints. 

Volcanoes roared. Fish drank nitrates and sulphur. A pandemic of sleepiness and drowsiness was 

sweeping the earth and scientists didn’t know what to make of it. Some said it was the coldest 

Christmas in memory as –40-degree temperatures blew down from the Arctic. (Reed, Twos, p.1) 

At first glance the book may be seen a commentary on the Reagan era but again Reed’s 

work operates on a number of levels. In the future Christmas, The North Pole Development 

Corporation run by Oswald Zumwalt has decreed that there will be only one official Santa Claus. 

Zumwalt’s company was awarded exclusive rights to Santa Claus. Businessmen, embodying a 

scrooge mentality and concerned with profit, agree. “‘Zumwalt says that we could cut costs if the 

whole industry got behind one Santa Claus and made this Santa Claus available only to those 

who could pay. We would charge people admission to come into the stores and have their kids 

consult Santa Claus. He said that Santa Claus is too dispersed as it is’” (Reed Twos, p.9-10).  In 

addition, the company plans to move to the North Pole. They also intend to construct a city there, 
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Christmas Land. The poor complain, but they have no recourse and the huge gap between the 

rich and the poor is exemplified here. The poor cannot afford to celebrate Christmas. Ironically, 

Christmas is supposedly representative of all that is good, a time for sharing and giving.    

In a future Christmas, The Nicolaites, a rebel cult group, led by Boy Bishop offer up a 

plan of resistance. Boy Bishop used to be a priest but was ousted from the Catholic Church. 

However, he has built up a reputation helping prostitutes off the street. While doing his good 

deeds, Boy Bishop encounters Black Peter, a ventriloquist and street performer. Someone had 

stolen Black Peter’s dummy, and he now has no means to support himself.  Accordingly, Boy 

Bishop allows Black Peter to join the Nicolaites. The group later splits over Black Peter’s 

decision to connect Santa Claus with Ras Tafari and Haile Selassie. Black Peter attempts to 

convince the other Nicolaites. “I can tell you why I put the face of Haile Selassie in the place of 

Saint Nicholas. Because they are both one and the same,’ said Peter......’Now, see, here is the 

Emperor who rode on a white horse the same as Nicholas and the same as Marcus Garvey, who 

predicted that the Emperor was coming (Reed, Twos, p.45). Reed further stresses the point: 

“Don’t you see that both Nicholas and Selassie were Rasta? Think of how both had to die before 

they could accomplish something beneficial for mankind—how both had insignificant careers 

until they were reborn as symbols, or miracle workers” (Reed, Twos, p.59). Fox (1987) argues 

that in The Terrible Twos, “reggae and Rastafarianism are Jes Grew’s latest manifestation” (p. 

77).  

Some Nicolaites remain loyal to Boy Bishop; others side with Black Peter. Interestingly 

enough, Jamaica Queens, a reporter, also investigating the Nicolaites informs the reader that no 

one really knows who Black Peter is. His real name is supposedly Cudjoe, but further 

investigation shows that this is incorrect as well.  Boy Bishop’s causes though positive have 
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stirred up trouble for himself and for the Nicolaites. There’s a bounty on his head and Snow 

Man, a mafia hit- man is hired to kill him. Only Snow Man is never seen again after he attempts 

the job.  Nance Saturday is then hired to find out what happened to Snow Man. Only Nance isn’t 

able to figure it out either.  Santa Claus now has a black helper who may very well be Black 

Peter.  But who controls whom? Santa makes a speech in Times Square where he riles up 

Americans over the uneven distributions of wealth among the classes. Corporate American is 

devastated by Santa’s Speech. People are protesting and looting the street. Reed shares some of 

the conversation taking place in the White House.  

Goddamnit, the interest rates have shot so high that you need binoculars to see them.  

Three department store executives have jumped from their windows and millions of 

youngsters have put pressure on their parents to follow the Christmas boycott that Santa 

requested.....Some of the protestors are lying down in front of the Christmas tree 

shipments. I’ve ordered that future shipments be sent with an armed guard escort, Krantz 

announced (Reed, Twos, p.101). 

Oswald Zumwalt is enraged but he can no longer control Santa Claus.  Santa Claus is 

blackmailing him and his past must remain hidden. The plot thickens however. We learn that the 

Santa who made the stirring speech in Times Square isn’t the real Santa after all—that is the 

person hired to play Santa—but the body of Snow Man who had been sent to kill Boy Bishop but 

was killed instead.  Black Peter was able to revive the dead man using the tears of a St. Nick 

statue. Black Peter is also magically able to summon the true Saint Nick to save the scrooge 

politicians so that they can become legends for their humanitarian deeds as opposed to becoming 

legends posthumously. St. Nick takes President Dean Cliff— Reagan’s successor and a former 

male model—to the part of hell where past presidents exist via an elevator. This is all possible 
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because of the creation of the elevator. Reed tells us that: “Crossroads figures in Vodoun are 

associated with elevators because going from time to time is like riding in an elevator. The time 

elevator is such a smooth ride that you feel as if you’re standing still” (Reed, Twos, p.126).  

St. Nick agrees on the import of the elevator and informs us that: “It was the elevator that 

made the United States, at one time, the most powerful capitalistic country in the world, 

because without elevators you couldn’t have skyscrapers. And so in the elevator we go 

from world to world, an elevator that never gets stuck between worlds (Reed, Twos, p. 

109).        

In president hell—reminiscent of Dante’s Inferno, President Dean Cliff encounters 

influential men who did not act humanely; Eisenhower, Truman and Rockefeller. These men are 

tormented with punishments suitable for their crime. They mourn their lives and caution Cliff to 

act wisely. Martin (1988) argues that, “the accoutrements of Christian myth are satirized when, 

as did Vergil and Dante, St. Nicholas and President Cliff journey to a Hell with ten levels of 

punishment for Western spirits” (p.103). Elements of intertextuality are apparent here with a 

number of classic literary pieces. Gates agrees: 

If all this sounds perilously familiar, it is supposed to. Fusing together ingredients as in a 

good chicken gumbo—Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade, Saint Nicholas, Rastafarian-

Vodoun symbolism, the novels of social realism, Dickens’ A Christmas Carol and 

Dante’s Inferno—Ishmael Reed has written a novel about tiny groups of people who seek 

to turn a profit at the expense of blacks, Indians and the vast poor (qtd., in Dick, p. 152) 

 

After this life-changing experience President Cliff is no longer willing to be a puppet. Previously 

he did just what he was told to do by his former wife and by Bob Krantz, the president’s aide. 

Krantz’s interest lay with the big business conglomerates, King of Beer and the like. No longer 
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willing to remain subservient, President Cliff goes on television and confesses his knowledge of 

Operation Two Birds. The operation consisted of dropping an H-bomb on New York, blaming 

Nigeria and then retaliating by bombing Nigeria. These actions would serve as a means to kill off 

the surplus people. McGee argues that the goal of Operation Two Birds is “simultaneously to 

destroy inner-city surps (surplus people who are too poor to be consumers) and stop the growth 

of black power in the postcolonial world (Reed, Twos, p.43).  The President would pay dearly for 

his actions. 

The Terrible Twos is postmodern in the following ways. The novel is a critique of 

capitalism. Reed criticizes everyone who favors economics over humanity. Anything can 

become a commodity if marketed correctly, even Christmas. Technology—specifically television 

and the elevator—is also examined for its role for promoting capitalism. The dangers of media 

flow information when controlled by the power structure are apparent in the novel. Almost 

everyone owns or has access to a television and Krantz convinces his cohorts that “play it on 

television and soon the public will swallow it” (Reed, Twos, p. 151).  Zumwalt’s Santa will only 

be a success if advertised properly via television. Though Reed may seem anti-capitalist, critics 

agree that he does not endorse a socialist government, even though he seems to take issue with 

the uneven distribution of wealth among the classes Reed’s use of satire and signification is 

apparent here as well; the novel is a satiric allegory. In addition, the multiple story lines merge 

and connect to allow the reader an explanation of the seemingly unrelated events. In the novel, 

the power of the center is removed by the metaphor of the title. While history is left out of this 

novel, time is again not linear (in Hoodoo, time is a circular). As Martin (1988) notes: 

The synchronic and periodic structure of the text sustains suspense, as befits a detective 

novel, as well as takes the reader out of the simple linear structure to make the text’s pace 
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swifter. Diachronic time does not pass in the novel, but since the chapters are periodically 

arranged, with linear indicators removed, the reader is unaware of the time passage until a 

character displays a temporal index (p.105). 

The only real indicators of time in the novel are labeled by Reed: A Past Christmas and A Future 

Christmas.  

 The only means of resistance available to the poor is Hoodoo and in this case, St. Nick 

and Black Peter. Black Peter has learnt to “reverse the normative relations of hegemonic culture” 

(McGee, 1997, p. 44). This may have been easier for Black Peter because he was always an 

outsider. His physical appearance and height marginalized him. It is with Hoodoo that Black 

Peter gains a measure of power; power that he realizes can be used to further his own means. 

Black Peter forms a plan to try to even out the playing field by reclaiming Christmas and its 

values. As McGee notes: “He [Black Peter] abrogates the “white” Christmas while appropriating 

it for his own ends in such a way that the voice of the oppressed virtually “colonizes” the voice 

of the oppressor” (p.44). Ultimately, The Terrible Twos is the tale of the marginalized attempting 

to resist the totalizing, sublime but negative effects of capitalism. 

 

Reed is certainly one of the most controversial African American writers around. For 

many blacks, Reed’s work is simply recognized as experimental fiction. He is known and 

expected to go against the grain as he tackles social issues with his stinging satire. His work is a 

challenge for blacks and whites because it attacks the institutions that we hold most dear, 

including American history, the church, politics, religion, technology, capitalism, and identity. It 

is important to recognize that Reed is a multiculturalist. In light of this, I believe that Reed’s 
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work should not be viewed as simply black resistance--against racism-- but also as an attack on 

universal evils. As Fox notes in his article, “About Ishmael Reed’s Life and Work:”  

 

He [Reed] is engaged in a project of emancipating an artistic heritage from predictable or 

predetermined forms and norms imposed by those who fail to fully comprehend the depth 

and complexity of that heritage, including its folkish inventiveness, hilarious 

undercurrents, and seasoned extravagances. Reed, in short, uses tradition to illuminate 

and reinvigorate tradition, combining continuity and improvisation in a cultural dynamic 

that Amiri Baraka has astutely dubbed "the changing same"  (p. 4). 

 

Like Reed, James Baldwin is greatly concerned with avoiding the predictable. Baldwin is 

similarly focused on the artist’s role in aiding society with stripping away illusions and our 

categorization of the norm.  
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CHAPTER 8 

JAMES BALDWIN: JEREMIAH, PROPHET & WITNESS 

 

My models—my private models—are not Hemingway, not Faulkner, not Dos Passos, or indeed 

any American writer. I model myself on jazz musicians, dancers, a couple of whores and a few 

junkies.
50

 

I am a preacher’s son. I beg you to remember the proper name of that troubling tree in Eden: it is 

“the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” What is meant by the masculine sensibility is the 

ability to eat the fruit of that tree, and live. What is meant by the “human condition” is that, 

indeed, one has no choice: eat, or die. And we are slowly discovering that there are many ways 

to die.
51

 

 

Perhaps no other writer has managed to draw attention to humanity’s inhumanity in 

dealing with difference and/or in our construction of the other than James Baldwin (1924-1987), 

essayist, novelist, short story writer, and activist. Despite disagreement around Baldwin’s legacy 

as a writer, there is general consensus that he did not adhere to any single ideology and that he 

was greatly suspicious of labels and categories. The extent to which his legacy has been affected 

by this is still being debated (though his brilliance is now more often than not recognized). In 

fact, as Bloom (1986) states: 

Whatever the ultimate canonical judgment upon James Baldwin’s fiction may prove to 

be, his nonfictional work clearly has permanent status in American literature. Baldwin 

seems to me the most considerable moral essayist now writing in the United States, and is 

comparable to George Orwell as a prose Protestant in stance. The evangelical heritage 

                                                             
50

 James Baldwin said this during his keynote address at “The Negro Writer's Vision of America” 

Conference in April, 1965. 

 
51 James Baldwin, As Much Truth as One Can Bear. In James Baldwin The Cross of Redemption: 

Uncollected Writings (NY: Pantheon Books, 2010), 32. 
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never has abandoned the author of Go Tell it on the Mountain, and Baldwin, like so many 

American essayists since Emerson, possesses the fervor of a preacher (p.1).  

A number of critics charge that Baldwin never reached his full potential as his first novel, Go 

Tell it on the Mountain (1953) indicated that he would.  However, he is considered a master 

rhetorian and essayist. Dupee (1986) notes this: “As a writer of polemical essays on the Negro 

question James Baldwin has no equals. He probably has, in fact, no real competitors (p.11). 

Dupee further states that Baldwin has set the ideal prose when he exclaims that no one else 

writes like this. Baldwin, Dupee adds, is in love with syntax and that his sentences “mount 

through clearly articulated stages to a resounding and clarifying climax and then gracefully 

subside (p. 12). Ford (1977) describes Baldwin as “one of the most talented American essayists 

since Ralph Waldo Emerson” and points out that the Baldwin’s first three novels won a level of 

popularity unmatched in modern times (p.85). Interestingly enough, Baldwin did not think of 

himself as an essayist, but he did concede that he wanted to write in numerous forms. Baldwin 

states: “I had never thought of myself as an essayist: the idea had never entered my mind” 

(Baldwin, 1984, p. xi). 

  Baldwin has completed at least seven novels: Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953), 

Giovanni's Room (1956), Another Country (1962), Tell Me How Long the Train's Been Gone 

(1968), If Beale Street Could Talk (1974), Just Above My Head (1979), Harlem Quartet (1987); 

seven works of non-fiction: Notes of a Native Son (1955), Nobody Knows My Name (1961), The 

Fire Next Time (1963), No Name in the Street (1972); The Evidence of Things Not Seen (1985), 

The Devil Finds Work (1976), The Price of the Ticket (1985); two plays: Blues for Mister 

Charlie  (1964), The Amen Corner (1965), The Cross of Redemption: Uncollected Writings 

(2010);  a collection of short stories: Going to Meet the Man (1965), a book of poems: Jimmy’s 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=The_Cross_of_Redemption:_Uncollected_Writings&action=edit&redlink=1
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Blues (1983); along with numerous articles and book reviews. The titles of Baldwin’s works are 

indicative of common motifs which run throughout his works. The religious symbolism is 

apparent in many of Baldwin’s above titled works.. For instance, No Name in the Street take its 

title from Job 18:16-19 where Bildad speaks to Job, The Fire Next Time get its title from an old 

slave spiritual “God gave Noah the rainbow sign,/No more water, the fire next time” as is Go 

Tell It on the Mountain.  

Baldwin was heavily involved with America’s politics even when he was abroad. He was 

criticized for this since many critics thought it took his attention away from his art. These critics 

miss a vital point of the African aesthetic which posits that art must be functional. Instead they 

demand a separation between thought and action which leads to the very abstraction of ideas that 

Africans and people of African descent have charged Europe. Baldwin has not only expressed 

his political views in his essay, but also in his novels, and certainly in his speeches and 

interviews especially in regards to racial matters.  Gibson (1977) makes an interesting case that 

while many viewed Baldwin as a political radical, he was, in fact, a moralist. Gibson states: 

“Essentially a moralist, Baldwin has continually spoken about racism as a moral problem and has 

rarely related it until recently, to social forces of other kinds. He is primarily an institutionalist 

who has been critical of the society almost exclusively in regard to moral affairs…In this regard 

he has distinguished himself from black nationalists and socialists, who have tended to see the 

problem and its solution far more in economic and cultural terms than he. (p. 3-4). While I agree 

than Baldwin’s position on issues calls for fairness and justice, I’m not sure that he the term 

moralist provides the right connotation of Baldwin. I much prefer DuBois’ connotation of the 

artist who pursues Goodness as it relates to Justice and not necessarily in terms of simple notions 

of right and wrong established by religion.  The right to define and create one’s self if crucial to 
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Baldwin and the ultimate act of freedom afforded the human being. This notion is at the heart of 

Baldwin’s dialectic: the tension highlighted between individual freedom versus group identity 

within the context of the truth of identity construction and who we are as human beings. 

 

Baldwin’s essay Everybody’s Protest Novel, originally published in Partisan Review in 

1949, brought him major recognition and heralded his entrance on the literary scene. In it, 

Baldwin dismissed Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin—an old favorite of his—as not 

as impressive a novel as he once thought. The novel, he notes, was full of sentimentality which 

he describes as “the ostentatious parading of excessive and spurious emotion” and therefore did 

not qualify as art (Baldwin, Protest, p.28). For Baldwin, excessive sentimentality is reflective of 

“the mark of dishonesty,” “the inability to feel,” and “the sign of secret and violent inhumanity” 

(Baldwin, Protest, p.28). Baldwin notes that Stowe was not really a novelist, but an activist in 

that she wanted to prove slavery wrong. While Baldwin credits the writers of protest novels with 

good intention, he demands “a new act of creation” which can save society “‘from the evil that is 

in the world’” (Baldwin, Protest, p. 32). Here Baldwin defines truth: “to imply a devotion to the 

human being, his freedom and fulfillment; freedom which cannot be legislated, fulfillment which 

cannot be charted. This is the prime concern, the frame of reference; it is not to be confused with 

a devotion to humanity which is too easily equated with a devotion to a Cause: and Causes, as 

we know, are notoriously bloodthirsty (Baldwin, Protest, p.28-9).  Causes often demand a strict 

adherence to ideology which Baldwin is suspicious of. Baldwin also maintains that the 

framework of the protest novel is held together by a “theological terror” which he describes as a 

theology of damnation (Baldwin, Protest, p.30). This is the same terror that motivated lynch 

mobs, yet the irony here is that the objective of the protest novel is to liberate the oppressed. 
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Instead this constructed framework/formula serves as another tool of oppression in that it reduces 

the human being to creature status denied human complexity. Baldwin sums up noting that the 

real failure of the protest novel lies in “its rejection of life, the human being, the denial of his 

beauty, dread, power, in its insistence that it is his categorization alone which is real and which 

cannot be transcended (Baldwin, Protest, p.33). 

Baldwin argues that it is our passion for categorization which leads to a paradoxical 

“breakdown in meaning” (Baldwin, Protest, p.31). So that the protest novel becomes a 

distraction, part of the comforting chaos which ensues with the familiarity of labels and 

categories, and what Bigsby (1986) calls a retreat into metaphor (p.125). Baldwin argues that 

Richard Wright’s Native Son’s Bigger is Uncle Tom’s descendant identifying Wright’s work as a 

protest novel and therefore part of the problem. The controversy here may have ended a 

friendship—Wright serves as a mentor early in Baldwin’s career—but it also took to task a 

celebrated novel. Bigsby (1986), however, argues that the essay was “not so much a necessary 

assault on a major icon of black literature as it was an expression of his [Baldwin’s] desire to 

resist the role which he could feel being pressed upon him. To be a Negro writer was to be 

reduced to a socio-literary category. His subject was not just himself, in the sense that it always 

is for the writer, it was himself as Negro... (p. 121). Baldwin had a right to be concerned. Even 

now we know that the “racialization of thought” that Fanon identified is still an issue. Black 

academics, theorists, philosophers, etc., are never fully studied for their thoughts. Instead they 

get pigeon holed into a role of having a “Black” perspective which is often viewed as being 

outside of the rationale and predicated on and through a racial lens of Blackness. Whites on the 

other hand, are continuously granted their own individual right to thought, and no one questions 

their own racial location. Newman (1986) sees the issue differently. He argues that:  
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Baldwin has constructed his terrible dialectic; he has drawn up the battle lines so that we 

may never be safe again. But what he has done, in scrupulously avoiding everybody’s 

social protest novel, it to write everybody’s existential novel. The problem is more than 

fashionable. For one thing, as Ralph Ellison has shown us, the Negro as a character has 

all the clichés of the existential malady built-in. The absurdity of his status, the necessity 

of his rebellion, is culturally given. He is defined as much by others’ misconceptions of 

him as by any self-perception, he is still what he always has been in our literature—the 

most immediate example of God’s default (Newman, 1986, p.52).  

Newman’s position relies heavily on an existential notion of the absurd, however, he misses a 

major part of Baldwin’s aesthetics: the beauty inherent in the life of the human being even in the 

depth of despair. It is not a beauty that the writer creates, instead it’s one already present waiting 

to be revealed and deconstructed. It manifestations, forms, and meanings will vary, though it is 

the artist/writer’s job to recreate it. The notion that Black people are beautiful, that there is 

beauty in the black lived experience, sits at the heart of Baldwin’s aesthetics. This notion is 

expressed poignantly here:  

When I was very young, and was dealing with my buddies in those wine- and urine-

stained hallways, something in me wondered, What will happen to all that beauty? For 

black people, though I am aware that some of us, black and white, do not know it yet, are 

very beautiful. And when I sat at Elijah’s table and watched the baby, the women, and the 

men, and we talked about God’s — or Allah’s — vengeance, I wondered, when that 

vengeance was achieved, What will happen to all that beauty then?  I could also see that 

the intransigence and ignorance of the white world would make that vengeance inevitable 

— a vengeance that does not really depend on, and cannot really be executed by, any 
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person or organization, and that cannot be prevented by any police or army: historical 

vengeance, a cosmic vengeance, based on the law that we recognize when we say, 

“Whatever goes up must come down” (Baldwin, The Fire, p. 104). 

For Baldwin, the separatist trend of the Nation of Islam was just another symptom of the racism. 

It wouldn’t solve anything, and it did not change what was fundamentally wrong with the 

country.  Baldwin is very candid in The Fire Next Time when he retells his experience meeting 

with Elijah Mohammed and about his thoughts on this issue. The vengeance he imagines cannot 

be stopped—he is sure that Whites won’t change—but neither will it bring victory. The cosmic 

vengeance that Baldwin seems willing to bet on, seems to be reminiscent of a natural law rather 

than the vengeance of a vengeful God. 

Nina Simone may once again prove useful here. Her lyrics in Ain’t Got No...I've Got 

Life
52

 achieves its triumph once the audience recognizes that even with everything stripped away, 

the material as well as the intangible (class, culture, god, education) she still has the body and 

life and freedom that no one can take away (see lyrics below). That human beings are inherently 

beautiful in their struggle for life and existence is a concept also expressed in the lyrics of the 

song.        

    

 

                                                             
52

 Simone, Nina. Ain't Got No, I Got Life, In "For All We Know" [CD], 2011.  
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Ain’t Got No...I've Got Life  

 

Heart, soul 

I ain't got no home, ain't got no shoes 

Ain't got no money, Ain't got no clothes 

Ain't got no perfume, Ain't got no skirts 

Ain't got no sweaters, Ain't got no smokes 

Ain't got no god 

Ain't got no father, Ain't got no mother 

Ain't got no sisters, I've got one brother 

Ain't got no land, Ain't got no country 

Ain't got no freedom, Ain't got no god, 

Ain't got no mind, 

Ain't got no earth, Ain't got no students 

Ain't got no father, Ain't got no mother 

Ain't got no sweets, Ain't got no ticket 

Ain't got no token, Ain't got no mind 

Ain't got no land 

But there is something  I've got, 

There is something  I've got, 

There is something I've got, 

Nobody can take it away 

Got my hair on my head 

Got my brains, Got my ears 

Got my eyes, Got my nose 

Got my mouth, I got my smile 

 

 

I got my tongue, Got my chin 

Got my neck, Got my boobies 

Got my heart, Got my soul 

Got my back, I got my sex 

I got my arms, my hands, my fingers, 

My legs, my feet, my toes, 

And my liver, got my blood 

I got life, I've got life's, I've got headaches, 

And toothaches and bad times too like you 

Got my hair on my head 

Got my brains, Got my ears 

 

Got my eyes, Got my nose 

Got my mouth, I got my smile 

I got my tongue, Got my chin 

Got my neck, Got my boobies 

Got my heart, Got my soul 

Got my back, I got my sex 

I got my arms, my hands, my fingers, 

My legs, my feet, my toes, 

And my liver, got my blood 

I got life, and I'm going to keep it 

As long as I want it, I got life 

 

Heart, soul 

Heart, soul  

 



 

 

 
 

  The song becomes a celebration of life even in the seasons of despair. Part of the 

Simone’s brilliance with her performance of the song, is that she is able to change the lyrics 

without ever changing its effect. For instance, in some instances she has no home, no country 

and no friends etc., but she always comes back to emphasizing life and what she does have, the 

physical: legs, toes, mouth, smile, bobbies, etc., and ethereal: the soul, the smile (its symbolism), 

soul, etc. Baldwin himself says that art is “to prove, and to help, one bear, the fact that all safety 

is an illusion.” It is for this reason that the artist must oppose and be divorced from all systems 

(Baldwin, 2010, p.42). All systems of beliefs are taken away in this song, and what’s left can 

only be experienced. Part of Baldwin’ objection to the protest novel is its ability to reduce 

humanity to a symbol or a cause. Newman’s claim that Baldwin is writing everybody’s 

existential novel is only true to the extent that Baldwin’s writing may reflect universal themes. 

Duppee (1986) shares a similar perspective. He argues the following in regards to Baldwin (as 

writer): 

His role is that of the man whose complexion constitutes his fate, and not only in a 

society poisoned by prejudice but, it sometimes seems, in general. For he appears to have 

received a heavy dose of existentialism; he is at least half-inclined to see the Negro 

question in the light of the Human Condition. So he wears his color as Hester Prynne did 

her scarlet letter, proudly. And like her he converts this thing, in itself so absurdly 

material, into a form of consciousness, a condition of spirit. Believing himself to have 

been branded as different from and inferior to the white majority, he will make a virtue of 

his situation. He will be different and in his own way be better (Dupee, 1986, p.11). 
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Not only is Baldwin Black, he is also gay (mostly open about it), and very much aware of what 

that means in America.  He therefore sees both the “Negro question” and the “gay question” in 

light of the Human Condition. As an outsider twice over, Baldwin was very aware of the limiting 

effects of labels and categories. Even now literary critics still attempt to posit one identity over 

the other, a gay writer or a Black writer. In either case, the category of writer comes in second or 

third. Not only is Baldwin aware of the effects of racism, he is also aware of the effects of 

homophobia. Perhaps Baldwin’s personal insights turned his attention to the intersection of 

sexuality and racism and discovered its origins in the construction of masculinity. This isn’t such 

a leap when we consider as Baldwin did in Nobody Know My Name, the sexual symbolism acted 

out in the lynching of Black men in the south. Baldwin arrived at the realization that: 

The American idea of sexuality appears to be rooted in the American idea of masculinity. 

Idea may not be the precise word, for the idea of one’s sexuality can only with great 

violence be divorced or distanced from the idea of the self… But no other country has 

ever made so successful and glamorous a romance out of genocide and slavery; therefore, 

perhaps the world I am searching for is not idea but ideal. The American ideal of 

sexuality appears to be rooted in the American ideal of masculinity. The ideal has created 

cowboys and Indians, good guys and bad guys, punks and studs, tough guys and softies, 

butch and faggot, black and white. It is an ideal so paralytically infantile that it is 

virtually forbidden—as an unpatriotic act—that the American boy evolve into the 

complexity of manhood (Baldwin, Here Be Dragons, p.678).  

Baldwin deconstructs this notion of the ideal masculinity set in binary oppositions with 

his reminder that we are all androgynous “born of a woman impregnated by the seed of a man 

but because each of us, helplessly and forever, contains the other—male in female, female in 
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male, white in black and black in white. We are a part of each other” (Baldwin, Here Be 

Dragons, p. 690).  Baldwin also notes that our social roles are defined by our sexual organs, and 

that freaks are called and treated as such because they are human beings “who cause to echo, 

deep within us, our most profound terrors and desires” (Baldwin, Here Be Dragons, p.689).  On 

a more personal note, Baldwin shares that he felt assaulted each time he was called faggot, 

chased and mocked  by men and boys, and puzzled when the very same approached him nicely 

when he was alone. The homophobia directed at Baldwin was also public. Despite his heavy 

participation with the Civil Rights Movement, his work with SNCC and CORE, numerous 

fundraising trips and appearances made to help foster integration on behalf of both organizations, 

his efforts with both Martin Luther King and Malcolm X, and his involvement with the Black 

Panther Party, he was still ostracized from the Black Arts Movement and its leaders. Baldwin 

was attacked for his association with Whites and for his intended audience (both White and 

Black). It seems clear to me that Baldwin always intended to force the country into dialogue and 

while the attempt could be considered naïve, it did not lessen the impact of his message. Eldridge 

Cleaver, however, in Soul on Ice (1986) criticized Baldwin primarily for his sexual orientation in  

rather forceful and derogatory terms that I will not specify here. Harold Cruise and Addison 

Gayle were also not forthcoming with praise. They both accused Baldwin of lacking knowledge 

of Black people. Yet, Amiri Baraka stated that Baldwin second play, “Blues for Mister Charlie,”  

“‘announced the Black Arts Movement.’”(qtd. in Field, 2009, p.5). It is perhaps significant to 

note that Baldwin wrote very little about homosexuality in his fiction. His one full length with 

work which dealt with the topic is Giovanni's Room—although Another Country portrayed bi-

sexual characters—wherein Baldwin had to literally construct a space (Giovanni’s room) for that 

outing. 
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The Role of the Artist: A Baldwinian Perspective 

As Dupee mentions, it is clear that Baldwin took his craft seriously; he describes his 

artistic mission as “bearing witness.” Baldwin embodied a clear desire to motivate change in the 

American psyche and he wanted to materialize this new form of consciousness with surgical 

precision. His scalpel of choice: words. Baldwin confesses in Notes on a Native Son: “I want to 

be an honest man and a good writer” (Baldwin, 1955, p. 12). In his works, Baldwin made clear 

the role of the writer, and that he attributes to the role: “the power of revelation” (Baldwin, 

Protest, p.29). In As Much Truth as One Can Bear, Baldwin argues that writers are extremely 

important people in a country, and that it is the artist who reveals the multiple truths about a 

people (Baldwin, Truth, p.30).  He states: “In my mind, the effort to become a great novelist 

simple involves attempting to tell as much of the truth as one can bear, and then a little more” 

(Baldwin, Truth, (p.29). Elsewhere he adds: 

Societies are never able to examine, to overhaul themselves: this effort must be made by 

that yeast which every society cunningly and unfailingly secretes. This ferment, this 

disturbance, is the responsibility, and the necessity, of writers. It is, alas, the truth that to 

be an American writer today means mounting an unending attack on all that Americans 

believe themselves to hold sacred. It means fighting an astute and agile guerrilla warfare 

with that American complacency which so inadequately masks the American panic 

(Baldwin, Truth, p.33). 

 

For Baldwin the private life of the writer, i.e., his experiences as well as that of others, is 

the writer’s subject which he views as the key to both ours and the writer’s success. He furthers 
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notes that people don’t really know themselves and often believe that the truth of their lives is 

unspeakable; this Baldwin describes as a contagious delusion. The writer is also vulnerable to 

that disease. According to Baldwin: “the writer trapped among a speechless people is in danger 

of becoming speechless himself. For then he has no mirror, no corroborations of his essential 

reality; and this means that he has no grasp of the reality of the people around him” (Baldwin, 

Truth, p.8). Writers must also be aware of language itself and how it used. In On Language, 

Race, and the Black Writer, Baldwin maintains that not only must the writer come to the 

realization that he must change the language he utilizes, the black writer in America must see the 

contradictions in being born into the English language. He must reconcile the fact that “to be 

born into the English language is to realize that the assumptions on which the language operates 

is his enemy (Baldwin, 2010, p.114). The way(s) language was used historically to facilitate 

cultural dominance against the African and the people of African descent is a very real 

phenomena sans a remedy (so far anyway). 

In The Creative Process Baldwin further cultivates his position on the role of the artist. 

He emphasizes that the artist must facilitate the “state of being alone” (Baldwin, 1985, p.316). 

Ironically, in his own life, Baldwin had difficulty carving out alone time. He notes that it’s 

virtually impossible for man to exist in this state of aloneness because the world demands the 

cooperation of men, but he also notes that “the conquest of the physical world is not man’s only 

duty. He is also enjoined to conquer the great wilderness of himself (Baldwin, 1985, p. 315). I 

have no reason to believe that Baldwin might have studied the philosophy of ancient Kemet, but 

I have no reason either to doubt that he did. However, the notion of the human being needing to 

conquer the great wilderness of himself is a major tenet of Kemetian philosophical thought as 

already discussed in chapter six.  It is through this process of taming “the great wilderness of the 
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self” that humanity evolves and grows beyond simple instinctive reactions. Baldwin then 

concludes that the role of the artist is “to illuminate that darkness, blaze roads through that vast 

forest, so that we will not, in all our doing, lose sight of its purpose, which is, after all, to make 

the world a more human dwelling place” (p. 315). Here the artist is charged with leading the 

evolution of humanity and to the best of what it means to be human. Charged with that tenet, the 

artist becomes the “incorrigible disturber of the peace.” Baldwin also suggests that the artist, “is 

distinguished from all other responsibility actors in society—the politicians, legislators, 

educators, and scientists—by the fact that he is his own test tube, his own laboratory, working 

according to very rigorous rules, however unstated those may be, and cannot allow any 

consideration to supersede his responsibility to reveal all that he can possibly discover 

concerning the mystery of the human being” (Baldwin, 1985, p.316). While Baldwin recognizes 

that society must accept some things as real, he urges us to understand that the visible reality 

hides a deeper one, and that our action and achievement are often not immediately decipherable. 

While the society must assume its own stability, it is the artist’s job to know and to inform that 

“there is nothing stable under heaven.” Baldwin states: “The artist cannot and must not take 

anything for granted, but must drive to the heart of every answer and expose the question the 

answer hides” (Baldwin, 1985, p.316). 

A number of themes reflective of a humanist stance appears and appears again within 

Baldwin’s works. The concern for human liberation and the human condition, alongside the 

recognition of the interconnectedness of thought and action, and its impact in and on the 

construction of the other is apparent in his work. Baldwin was also concerned with the 

construction of the American identity both locally and on a global scale. Notions of identity 

which include the categories of masculinity, sexuality, and race are also aspects of Baldwin’s 
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identity construction. Religious symbolism, music and the musician figure are reoccurring motifs 

in Baldwin’s work. Miller (2009) notes that the musician was a reoccurring character in 

Baldwin’s work and serves as Baldwin’s alter ego and/or as “a symbolic figure who was called 

to carry the burden of his race and to expose it in a public arena” (p.84).  Miller (2009) also 

informs that jazz, blues, gospel, and classical music are used by Baldwin to “reveal his 

complexity as they signify racial identity, artistic identity, and national identity. Part of 

Baldwin’s quest was to use music, especially the blues, as a key to unlock the mysteries of his 

identity as an exile, an artist, a black American in a racially hostile are, and a boy preacher who 

turned against his church” (p.84). Baldwin himself concedes that he does not know much about 

music—I think he means the mechanics of it—however he does turn our attention to the blues as 

metaphor, to refer to “the experience of life, or the state of being, out of which the blues come” 

(Baldwin, 2010, p. 57). 

My first encounter with Baldwin was in my AP English class. We read Sonny’s Blues and 

I knew even then that I was reading something powerful in the exchanges between the brothers, 

and between the talking drum and horns, but I wasn’t sure just what that thing was (it was and 

still is hard to articulate). In Sonny’s Blues, Baldwin notes that most people don’t really hear 

music, and that when we do allow music in, it is only for our own private use (Baldwin, 1989, 

p.29). The musician however is different; from a spiritual place, he makes order out of chaos. 

Baldwin writes: “Hearing something else, he is dealing with the roar rising from the void and 

imposing order on it as it hits the air. What is evoked in him, then, is of another order, more 

terrible because it has no words, and triumphant, too, for that same reason. And his triumph, 

when he triumphs, is ours” (Baldwin, 1989, p.29).  This transcendence which takes place in the 

nightclub first happens with Creole who keeps order with the rhythm, and then with the dialogue 
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between Sonny and Creole where “hearing” and “knowing” take place as they play together.  

With his playing, “He [Creole] hit something in all of them, he hit something in me, myself, and 

the music tightened and deepened, apprehension began to beat the air. Creole began to tell us 

what the blues were all about” (Baldwin,1989, p.31). It is Creole who introduces Sonny’s blues 

and then allows Sonny to reveal his blues to their audience. Furthermore, Creole was Sonny’s 

witness as he embarked into the murky waters of the musical realm. Watching his brother play, 

the narrator observes as if for the first time, ponders, and then serves as witness for the reader: 

 And, while Creole listened, Sonny moved, deep within, exactly like someone in torment. 

I had never before thought of how awful the relationship must be between the musician 

and his instrument. He has to fill it, this instrument, with the breath of life, his own. He 

has to make it do what he wants it to do. And a piano is just a piano. It's made out of so 

much wood and wires and little hammers and big ones, and ivory. While there's only so 

much you can do with it, the only way to find this out is to try; to try and make it do 

everything (Baldwin, 1989, p. 31). 

 

The relationship between the artist and his art/medium is a demanding one. In some ways, the 

artist becomes enslaved to his art. We see this when Baldwin describes the metamorphosis that 

Sonny undergoes when he first starts to learn to play the piano. The artist gives his very breath, 

but what is his reward? Once the healing occurs, the narrator also lets the music in; he hears it. 

So much so in fact, the he goes through a catharsis, and “the music seemed to soothe a poison 

out of them” (Baldwin, 1989, p. 23).  Emotional memories of his lost love ones surface (his 

mother and his daughter) as hidden scars that must be healed. The narrator is able to empathize 

with others at that moment and imagine what it’s like to fill the shoes of another. It is through 
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music/art that human beings are able to move beyond the illusion of the other. Baldwin only 

other suggestion for moving beyond the illusion of the other is love. He states: “it is only love 

that takes off the masks that we fear that we cannot live without and know we cannot live within. 

I use the word love here not merely in the personal sense but as a state of being, or a state of 

grace—not in the infantile American sense of being made happy but in the tough and universal 

sense of quest and daring growth” (Baldwin, Fire, p.95).  In the same scene, (I think the story 

reads like film) the musician’s work still isn’t done. He has to feel and then make the music his 

because that’s the only way the magic happens.  

Then they [the audience] all gathered around Sonny and Sonny played. Every now and 

again one of them seemed to say, amen. Sonny's fingers filled the air with life, his life. 

But that life contained so many others. And Sonny went all the way back, he really began 

with the spare, flat statement of the opening phrase of the song. Then he began to make it 

his. It was very beautiful because it wasn't hurried and it was no longer a lament. I 

seemed to hear with what burning he had made it his, and what burning we had yet to 

make it ours, how we could cease lamenting (Baldwin, 1989, p. 31).  

The audience has a role to play as well in this revival, so that real reciprocity can take place; 

musician and audience are both bound together in their search for freedom. Baldwin warns that 

they each must listen: “Freedom lurked around us and I understood, at last, that he could help us 

to be free if we would listen, that he would never be free until we did. Yet, there was no battle in 

his face now, I heard what he had gone through, and would continue to go through until he came 

to rest in earth (p.32). Baldwin appears to be saying that freedom can be found through music 

and with the arts. While art demands every last breath of the artist, it lures with the promise of 
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freedom. In his own personal strivings, Baldwin credits the music of Bessie Smith in helping him 

reconcile with his identity as a Black American (Kenan, 1994, p.62). 

Simawe (2000) recognizes that Baldwin aspires to become the supreme artist, the 

musician (specifically the blues singer), in just about all of his writings. Like a jazz musician, 

Baldwin claims to have been improvising since he was teenager. He recalls: “I would improvise 

from the texts, like a jazz musician improvises from a theme. I never wrote a sermon—I studied 

the texts. I’ve never written a speech. I can’t read a speech. It’s kind of give and take. You have 

to sense the people you are talking to. You have to respond to what they hear” (qtd., in Standley 

& Pratt, p.31). Simawe shares that music, a subversive art, bypasses reason to appeal directly to 

passions, emotions, and instinct in order to “liberate” them. He states: “Baldwin’s crusade 

against the established moral order and the ideological apparatuses that support it, with music as 

his primary weapon, does not seem a lonely crusade or an isolated incident if examined in the 

broader context of the traditional hostility between the philosopher, the statesman, the ideologue, 

or the doctrinaire on the one hand, and the musician, the singer, the dancer, or the artist on the 

other (p.13). The power of the arts, music in particular, has been pondered by many a Western 

philosopher and condemned by Plato, and Aristotle, to name a few. However for Baldwin, 

“music is associated with liberation, security, mystical power, self-reconciliation, a more 

democratic divine power, unrestrictive humanism, and sexuality that is inseparable from 

spirituality (Simawe, 2000, p.17). This is an accurate and apt summation of Baldwin’s view of 

music/art. Finally, In Many Thousands Gone, Baldwin holds that music embodies the Negro’s 

story, and a secret language in the guise of signs and symbols. Baldwin explains:  

It is only in his music, which Americans are able to admire because a protective 

sentimentality limits their understanding of it, that the Negro in America has been able to 
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tell his story. It is a story which otherwise has yet to be told and which no American is 

prepared to hear. As is the inevitable result of things unsaid, we find ourselves until today 

oppressed with a dangerous and reverberating silence, and the story is told, compulsively 

in symbols and signs, in hieroglyphics (Baldwin, 1985, p.65).  

 

Baldwin: The Price of Freedom  

If as Baldwin notes, the story of Blacks is embodied in the music, then this also means 

that the story developed both in and outside of the church. It seems like Baldwin’s perspective of 

music is intimately tied to his thoughts of religion. The church was the setting for at number of 

his works (both fiction and non-fiction). Something that I’ve always been fascinated by since I 

first encountered Baldwin, was that he was a preacher at the age of fourteen. He would later 

leave the church because he feared that he would be a fraud if he stayed and because he chose 

writing, his art. Much of his internal debate is shared in the semi-autobiography, The Fire Next 

Time.  “Being in the pulpit was like being in the theatre; I was behind the scenes and knew how the 

illusion was worked. I knew the other ministers and knew the quality of their lives…I knew how to work 

on a congregation until the last dime was surrendered” (Baldwin, Fire, p. 37-38). However guilt and 

doubt surfaced: “I felt that I was committing a crime in talking about the gentle Jesus, in telling 

them to reconcile themselves to their misery on earth in order to gain the crown of eternal life…” 

(p.39). The church had become “a mask for self-hatred and despair” (Baldwin, Fire, p.39).  Yet, 

the church offered something in return.  Baldwin shares his memories of the church: 

The church was very exciting. It took a long time for me to disengage myself from this 

excitement, and on the blindest, most visceral level. I never really have, and never will. 
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There is no music like that music, no drama like the drama of the saints rejoicing, the 

sinners moaning, the tambourines racing, and all those voices coming together and crying 

holy unto the Lord. There is still, for me, no pathos quite like the pathos of those multi-

colored, worn, somehow triumphant and transfigured faces, speaking from the depths of a 

visible, tangible, continuing despair of the goodness of the Lord (Baldwin, Fire, p. 33).  

The Church also offered a measure of safety, freedom, and release, from the larger hostile and 

racist society, and though Baldwin would feel stifled later on he acknowledges this. “We had the 

liquor, the chicken, the music and each other, and had no need to pretend to be what we were 

not. This is the freedom that one hears in some gospel songs, for example, and in jazz. In all jazz, 

and especially in the blues, there is something tart and ironic, authoritative and double-edged” 

(Baldwin, Fire, p.41-42). I can only conclude that Baldwin has concluded that the sanctuary 

offered by the church is a real but fleeting illusion, and one more reactionary measure to being 

locked out. 

Baldwin’s intimate knowledge of the hypocrisies of the church also allowed for his later  

rejection of its teachings.  Like the Black Theologians of the sixties, he questions the usefulness 

of religion and the usefulness of a Christian God. “If the concept of God has any validity or any 

use, it can only be to make us larger, freer, and more loving. If God cannot do this, then it is time 

we got rid of him” (Baldwin, Fire, p.41-42).  He adds an interesting postscript which suggests 

that morality is actually found outside the church. Baldwin states that to become a truly moral 

person, one must first rid oneself of the prohibitions, crimes and hypocrisies of the Christian 

church (Baldwin, Fire, p. 47).  He also points out that Christians arbitrarily pick the prohibition 

they want to focus on from the Bible (most of which have to do with sex). It seems that Baldwin 

may have been aware of the Black Theologians perspective of God informed by the Black power 
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movement. He too calls for a reconfiguration of our conception of God in In Search of a 

Majority: 

I suggest that the role of the Negro in American life  has something to do with our concept 

of what God is, and from my point of view, this concept is not big  enough. It has got to 

be made much bigger than it is because God is, after all, not anybody’s toy. To be  with 

God is really to be involved with some enormous, overwhelming desire, and joy, and 

power which you cannot control, which controls you. I conceive of my own life as a 

journey toward something I do not understand, which in the going toward, makes me 

better. I conceive of God, in fact, as a means of liberation and not a means to control 

others (Baldwin, Nobody Knows My Name, p.136). 

 

Here again, Baldwin is focused on establishing a new vision of the role of God in the life of the 

human being and specifically Black people. A new vision of God that is not as concerned with 

‘sin’ as in curbing human behavior as he/she is concerned with liberating the individual from 

external factors that continually dehumanize the human experience of being in the here and now.  

Bloom (1986) makes the point that: As a moral essayist, he [Baldwin] is post-Christian, and 

persuades us that his prophetic stance is not so much religious as aesthetic. A kind of aesthetic of 

the moral life governs his vision, even in the turbulence of The Fire Next Time and No Name in 

the Street, and helps make them his finest achievement so far (p.3). Baldwin does indeed 

establish a dialectic which centers on the full liberation of the human being (religious, economic, 

racial, and sexual). Here’s yet another example of this focus. In From Nationalism, Colonialism, 

and the Unites States, Baldwin asks a very relevant question which forces us to consider the 
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price of the human journey:  “What are you covered by?” One could be covered my many things, 

and here Baldwin is again calling for both private and public honesty in identifying forms of 

oppression, and the very ‘real’ act of assessing the way(s)  the individual is forced to conform. 

He then shares his thoughts on the issue: “We are covered by an outmoded Puritan God” who 

ironically does not recognize our history of Blacks in America (Baldwin, 2010, p.13). 

Baldwin is very concerned about the high cost of entry into the American citizenry. He 

notes that “Color is not a human or a personal reality; it is a political reality,” a notion that the 

West does not seem to comprehend (Baldwin, Fire, p. 104). Channeling Malcolm X, Baldwin 

poses the very question originally posed by X: why must Blacks fight for civil rights if they are 

citizens? He also notes that this country’s historical agenda has always been the genocide of 

Blacks, and furthers maintains that the way racial progress is measured in America is based on 

“how fast I become white” (Baldwin 2010, p.116). Despite the grim seriousness of the issue, 

Baldwin concludes by noting that Blacks still hold the trump because we have nothing to lose—

except our children but he notes that we have never lost them—so he urges that we shuffle the 

cards (Baldwin, 2010, p.116). This life lesson, is one that he publicly passes on to his nephew 

and namesake. He warns against the idea of the necessity of integration/integrating to achieve a 

measure of acceptance and informs his nephew that there is “no need to become like white 

people” (Baldwin, Fire, p.8).  Here Blackness and Whiteness serve as ontological troupes. He 

goes on to explain price paid by the white American: 

The price the white American paid for his ticket was to become white --: and, in the 

main, nothing more than that, or, as he was to insist, nothing less. This incredibly limited 

not to say dimwitted ambition has choked many a human being to death here: and this, I 

contend, is because the white American has never accepted the real reasons for his 
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journey. I know very well that my ancestors had no desire to come to this place: but 

neither did the ancestors of the people who became white and who require of my 

captivity a song. They require of me a song less to celebrate my captivity than to justify 

their own (Baldwin, Price, p. xx).  

Baldwin’s art and his fearless pursuit of truth locate him perfectly to illustrate how tightly 

connected the personal is to the political. Bloom (1986) observes that “Baldwin lacks the luxury 

of detachment, since he speaks, not for a displaced Yankee majority, but for a sexual minority 

within a racial minority, indeed for an aesthetic minority among black homosexuals (p.1).  Part 

of Baldwin timelessness is his ability to urge us to break past illusion and our fears so that we 

can truly live, or as he might say, shuffle the cards.   Baldwin manages to articulate timeless 

truths and harsh analysis of situations without giving in to the pessimism that he has been 

accused of in his later years. The pessimism is easily translated to a realist perspective. For 

instance, Baldwin states that he shares “the ideals of the West—freedom, justice, brotherhood” 

yet he also admits that he cannot say that he has “often seen these honored; and the people whose 

faces are set against us have never seen us honor them at all” (Baldwin, 2010, p. 7-8). Just as he 

writes about equality in American, he is fully away that the colonial powers never intended to 

extend those ideals to colonial people (Baldwin, 2010, p. 15). He also reminds us that “A country 

is only as strong as the people who make it up and the country turns into what the people want it 

to become. Now this country is going to be transformed. It will not be transformed by an act of 

God, but by all of us, by you and me” (Baldwin, Nobody, 126). The human urgency Baldwin 

advocates it not only political but personal as well. It demands human action and not passivity. 

For the nation to survive—in the context of time Baldwin ideas cannot be dismissed as 



                                                                                                                                                      272 
 

 
 

apocalyptic—he demands that we see each other and not look away; it is his call to justice. 

Baldwin states: 

This failure to look reality in the face diminishes a person, and it can only be described 

as unmanly, And in exactly the same way that the South imagines that it “knows” the 

Negro, the North imagines that it has set him free. Both camps are deluded. Human 

freedom is a complex, difficulty—and private—thing. If we can liken life, for a 

moment, to a furnace, then freedom is the fire which burns away the illusion. Any 

honest examination of the national life proves how far we are from the standard of 

human freedom with which we begin. (Baldwin, Nobody, p.116). 

An honest examination of national life today illuminated a stagnant economic with rampant 

poverty, and a failing public school system. It is also apparent that change isn’t coming from an 

act of God. So, as only Baldwin can say: 

Here we are, at the center of the arc, trapped in the gaudiest, most valuable, and most 

improbable water wheel the world has ever seen. Everything now, we must assume, is in 

our hands; we have no right to assume otherwise. If we — and now I mean the relatively 

conscious whites and the relatively conscious blacks, who must, like lovers, insist on, or 

create, the consciousness of the others —do not falter in our duty now, we may be able, 

handful that we are to end the racial nightmare, and achieve our country, and change the 

history of the world. If we do not now dare everything, the fulfillment of that prophecy, 

re-created from the Bible in song by a slave, is upon us: God gave Noah the rainbow 

sign, No more water, the fire next time! (The Fire Next Time, p.104). 
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSION 

HUMANISM AS AFRICANA CRITICAL THEORY 

“Theory is inescapable because it is an indispensable weapon in struggle, and it is an 

indispensable weapon in struggle because it provides certain kinds of understanding, certain 

kinds of illumination, and insights that are requisite if we are to act effectively.”
53

 

“The framework of critical social theory, joined with praxis aimed at revolutionary or 

evolutionary sociohistorical development, provides a context of understanding within which we 

people of African descent (and others) can assess our situations and achieve enhanced clarity 

regarding which concrete historical possibilities are in our best interest.”
54

 

 

 A theory is a perspective formulated to provide a specific context for conceptualizing 

phenomena. It therefore shouldn’t surprise us that historically oppressed groups do produce and 

are quite capable of producing theory though their purpose and goals may be different from 

“normed” academic theory. These theories often emerge to provide ways of analysis to address 

social ills and perceived areas of injustice, and/or advocate some measure of resistance.  So the 

elite are not the only ones capable of theory but as Patricia Hill Collins notes, they are the ones 

who “possess the power to legitimate the knowledge that they define as theory as being 

universal, normative, and ideal” (Collins, 1998, p. xiii). Naturally those accepted theoretical 

stances provide social capital to the elite while simultaneously negating the significance of the 

social theory of the less powerful in society. However, as famed writer James Joyce reminds us, 

“in the particular is contained the universal.” In other words, one’s knowledge and lived 

experience, and way(s) of being in the world, is already legitimate by virtue of being a human 
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being. Differences among men certainly exist, but no one can escape his/her humanity which 

allows for moments of empathy (at the very least) between human beings individually and 

between groups.  Joyce himself always wrote about Dublin, the place of his birth, making his 

country and culture metaphors for the human condition. Still as West (1991) warns theory ought 

not to be a fetish and that it lacks magical powers to solve problems in itself (p.34).  

Critical theory appeared to bridge the gap between thought and action, and while notions 

of justice generally fall outside the scope of the traditional definitions of social theory “they 

emerge as central to critical social theory” especially in its pursuit of economic and social justice 

(Collins, 1998, p. xiv). While traditional theory simply explains or attempts to make sense of 

phenomena, critical theory must also seek to critique and correct said phenomena. Critical social 

theory which employs multiple bodies of knowledge becomes “critical” precisely because of its 

practical/ pragmatic purposes which aim at addressing issues central to groups of people. Rabaka 

(2009) argues that the primary goal of critical theory is to “relate radical thought to revolutionary 

practice, which is that its focus—philosophical, social and political—is always and ever the 

search for ethical alternative and viable moral solutions to the most present problem of our 

present age” (p.19).  This means then, that theory becomes a tool to address specific social issues 

even as it offers solutions. Social theoretical discourse is also useful because it “provides 

individuals and groups with topographies of their social terrains” (Rabaka, 2009, p. 22). When 

“critical” the discourse will also construct perspectives to assist people in engaging and 

conceptualizing an issue to highlight the way to liberatory and emancipatory practices.  Rabaka 

further explains the critical theory from a methodological perspective. He notes: critical theory 

seeks to simultaneously: (1) comprehend the establish society; (2) criticize its contradictions and 

conflicts; and (3) create egalitarian (most often radical/revolutionary democratic socialist) 
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alternatives (p. 17). Finally, Rabaka (2002) explains that at its core, Africana critical theory is 

“theory critical of domination and discrimination in continental and diasporan African life-

worlds and lived experiences (p.46), and that the theory “advances two major dialectical 

presuppositions: The dialectics of deconstruction and reconstruction and the dialectics of 

domination and liberation" (Rabaka, 2009, p.16). Furthermore, the theory’s major endeavor is 

“synthesizing classical and contemporary, national and international black radical theory with 

black revolutionary praxis” (Rabaka, 2009, p.16). We can therefore conclude that the job of 

Africana critical theory is to illuminate sites of domination and oppression, provide  frameworks 

for understanding the issues, and then actively promote the means to promote social 

transformation in the here and now rejecting the status quo. 

While we can concede matters of existentialism to be a “fundamentally European” 

concept, we must also recognize that philosophy of existence or existential philosophy emerges 

to address “philosophical questions premised upon concerns of freedom, anguish, responsibility, 

embodied agency, sociality, and liberation” within a specific context i.e., “the situation” of  

questioning or the act of inquiry in itself (Gordon, 1997, p.3). From an African centered 

perspective, philosophy must deal with problems affecting human beings in their everyday lives 

in the present. Philosopher Lucius T. Outlaw (1997) defines the term: “A ‘gathering’ notion 

under which to situate the articulations (writings, speeches, etc.), and traditions of African and 

peoples of African descent collectively, as well as the subdiscipline-or field-forming, tradition-

defining or tradition-organizing reconstructive efforts, which are (to be) regarded as philosophy” 

(p. 267). Outlaw also includes in his definition, people who are neither African or of African 

descent, but who recognize the legitimacy and import of African American thought and 
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contribute to those efforts.  Interestingly enough, Gordon (1997) defines Black existential 

philosophy in a similar fashion to Rabaka’s and Collin’s definition of Africana critical theory.   

At first glance, the two terms seem to be the same. However, Gordon (1997) stresses that 

Africana philosophy is not to be reduced purely to the existential but rather that the “impetus of 

Africana philosophy, when the question of the black or the situation of black people is raised, has 

an existential impetus (p.4). Rabaka (2002) also differentiates between the two steams of 

thought. He notes that Africana philosophy is primarily concerned with “identifying and 

reconstructing, and creating traditions and repositories for the thought of continental and 

diasporan Africans” (p.151).  Africana critical theory, on the other hand, focuses on the aspect of 

critical and emancipatory thought and the ways in which both the thought processes and lived 

experiences of Africans and people of African descent:   

 “Have been affected and influenced, corrupted and conditioned by imperialism, and the 

invasion and interruption of African history, culture, society, and politics, economics, 

language, religion, familial structures, aesthetics, and axiology; and 

 May be utilized to critique domination and discrimination and provide a basis for theory 

and praxis in the interest of liberation” (Rabaka, 2002, p. 151). 

African critical theory, therefore, should be viewed as an offshoot of Africana philosophy both 

grounded in and growing out of the lived experiences of Africans and people of African descent 

and directly connected to Africana Studies.  

A glaring difference between European existential thought and Black existential 

philosophy/Africana Critical Theory despite the fact that they address similar issues (in theory) is 

centered around their levels of abstraction, functionality, and focus on the individual (as opposed 
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to the group). Time and time again, European centered thought/theory is constructed to be 

idealized and not necessarily expected to materialize in reality, whereas African centered 

thought/theory is expected to be useful and to materialize some identifiable end. The relationship 

between thought and practice or thought and action is a necessary condition of the survival of the 

philosophical ponderance.  Rabaka (2009) also maintains that the relationship between theory 

and praxis has always been a core concern within the classical African tradition of critical theory 

and remains significant today for contemporary Africana critical theorists (p. 286). In fact, in 

analyzing black critical thought, we can also identify the paradigm shifts that they promote 

within a particular context. Based on the insightful and profound analysis of Collins, Gordon, 

Rabaka, and Outlaw with regards to Africana critical theory, I can only conclude the following:  

 Black Humanism must function as critical social theory clearly distinguished as Africana 

Critical theory  

 Black Humanism must take its rightful place under the umbrella of Africana philosophy 

and religion 

  Black Humanism must also be articulated as a consistent presence in the African 

worldview 

 Black Humanism must operate on both the micro and macro levels of society’s social 

structures to address  inequality and notions of difference 

 Black Humanism should be considered as an aspect of Africana socio-political thought 

 African Studies should and will serve as its philosophical foundation to synthesize theory 

with practice.  

While theories which focus on the value and dignity of the human being/humanity in the present 

can be considered humanistic in the general sense, the general sense rarely revolutionizes the 
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status quo. It is true that Black Humanism did not end poverty or racism for that matter, but it did 

and continues to define a moral and ethical stance which simultaneously elevates humanity/man 

to and for humanity/man shaping public attitude, public discourse and rhetoric, as well as public 

policy and democratic theory. There is intrinsic value with Humanism; we see this in the fact that 

many radical thinkers explicitly reference that ideology.  Humanism is only sans merit when it is 

relegated to the realm of abstraction where thought is divorced from action. From an African 

centered perspective, any Humanistic endeavor must have at its core the following tenets: 

(1) The primacy of human relationships (inter and intra groups) 

(2) An  articulation of  a means of strengthening  community (unity of the group) 

(3) Coherent analysis of socio-economic and political conditions to assess and re-construct 

the necessary paradigmatic shifts 

(4) Establish frameworks for connecting thought to action 

(5) Identifying both immediate and long term goals for optimal results 

(6) Achieve a balance between recognizing  how thing are and how we’d like them vision 

and the highest good 

Ultimately, humankind evolves when people are able to realize their goals and their own 

humanity at the level of local community, self, and then the global community. So it is in this 

vein that Ibrahim’s admonition that we “play with respect” becomes representative of Africana 

Humanism.  At this junction African Humanism demands a shift in our political discourse so that 

the real issues facing the everyman—the alienated, marginalized and the poor—can be addressed 

in a meaningful manner that transforms the lives of people in meaning ways. As Fanon brilliantly 

argues, Humanism not only demands the recognition of the humanity of the other and strips 

away our illusions of difference beyond circumstance, it also requires a commitment to achieving 
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“a consciousness of social and political needs” (p 204). This transformation can only be achieved 

with the mobilization of all the peoples participating in a dialogue. Fanon (1963) reminds us that 

ultimately it is “the consciousness of self” is not achieved by partisanship or “the closing of a 

door to communication,” (p.247) but in the very engagement of the “other.”   
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