
A RIGHTFUL READING OF HISTORY: 

CULTURE, CONSCIOUSNESS AND STRUGGLE 
Los Angeles Sentinel, 05-13-10, p. A7 

DR. MAULANA KARENGA 

 

 rightful reading of history and the 

signs our times unavoidably evokes 

concerns and calls for a critical assessment 

of where we are and to what tasks we should 

direct our attention and efforts in our ongo-

ing quest for a free and empowered commu-

nity, a just and good society and a good and 

sustainable world. In our assessment we are 

of necessity directed toward the continuing 

struggle to free ourselves both socially and 

culturally. In fact, the two struggles are 

linked in an unbreakable bond. For in order 

to free ourselves socially, we must build a 

consciousness, cohesion and sense of spe-

cialness in community only our own culture 

can give us. But in order to bring forth the 

best of our culture, we must struggle to clear 

social space for its recovery, reception and 

development. It is in this context that our 

organization Us (Us, African people) argued 

in the Sixties and continues to argue that the 

key challenge in Black life is the cultural 

challenge. And this challenge is essentially 

to break beyond the boundaries and catech-

ism of impossibilities of the established-

order culture, bring forth the best of our own 

culture and effectively address the funda-

mental questions of our world and our times. 

The task, as Us perceived it then and 

contends now, is to forge and embrace a cul-

ture which both prepares the people for the 

struggle and sustains them in the process of 

the struggle for a world of social justice, 

human freedom and human flourishing. This 

meant then and continues to mean selecting 

and stressing elements of Black culture 

which represent the best of African and hu-

man values, values which protect and pro-

mote human life, human freedom and max-

imum human development and extend to 

rightful concern for the well-being of the 

world. It means embracing values, views 

and practices which open up new ways of 

seeing and approaching the world, that rein-

force and raise up the people, support and 

sustain the struggle and point toward the 

new world we struggle to bring into being. 

Key to this process of deepening cultural 

consciousness and expanding struggle is the 

ongoing dialog with African culture. Kawai-

da, the philosophy of our organization Us, 

defines this dialog as the constant practice of 

asking questions and seeking answers from 

African culture to the fundamental and en-

during concerns of the African and human 

community. At the heart of this project is the 

continuing quest to free ourselves, live full 

and meaningful lives and become the best of 

what it means to be both African and human 

“in the fullness of ourselves,” as Marcus 

Garvey taught us. Moreover, it involves an 

ongoing search for models of excellence and 

possibilities within our culture, speaking our 

own special cultural truth to the world and 

making our own unique contribution to the 

forward flow of human history. 

To truly dialog with African culture 

means, first of all, using it as a resource ra-

ther than a mere reference. To simply use 

African culture as a reference is to mention 

to make a point without grounding or devel-

oping it, and never using it to answer ques-

tions, solve problems and produce and pur-

sue paradigms of excellence and possibility 

in thought and practice. To dialog with Afri-

can culture is to constantly engage its oral, 

written and living-practice texts, its 

worldview and values, its understanding of 

itself and the world, in an ongoing search for 

ever better answers to the fundamental ques-

tions and challenges of our time. 
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We must always recognize and respect 

the fact that our culture cultivates in us our 

own special way of being human in the 

world and that this particular African way of 

being human in the world provides a path-

way to the universal. Ours is a history of 

struggle, creativity, achievement and con-

stant concern for the right, the just and the 

good. And it is within the context of this rich 

and most ancient of histories and cultures, 

that we must work our way on and in the 

world, imagine excellence and achieve it, 

conceive good and pursue it. This ongoing 

search for solutions and models of human 

excellence and possibilities must occur, Ka-

waida contends, in every area of human life, 

but especially in the seven core areas of cul-

ture: history; religion (spirituality and eth-

ics); social organization; economic organiza-

tion; political organization; creative produc-

tion (art, music, literature, dance, etc.) and 

ethos, the collective self-consciousness 

achieved as a result of activity in the other 

six areas. 

In the area of history, Us maintains, we 

must study history to learn its lessons, ab-

sorb its spirit of possibility, extract and emu-

late its models of excellence and possibility 

and honor the moral obligation to remember. 

Indeed, we must measure ourselves in the 

mirror of the best of our history and con-

stantly ask ourselves how can we use the 

past as a foundation to inform, improve and 

enrich our present and expand the horizons 

and promise of our future.  

In the area of religion (spirituality and 

ethics), we must uphold our most ancient 

spiritual and social justice traditions that in-

troduced the concept of humans as posses-

sors of dignity and divinity as early as 2140 

B.C.E. (before the common era) and spoke 

to the world saying, “speak truth, do justice, 

care for the vulnerable, honor the elders and 

ancestors, cherish and challenge the child-

ren, maintain a right relation with the envi-

ronment and always raise up and pursue the 

good.” 

Our social organization must be con-

stantly concerned with values and practice 

that affirm and strengthen family, communi-

ty and culture, especially the Nguzo Saba, 

the Seven Principles which aid us in build-

ing a peaceful and harmonious togetherness 

and to struggle for freedom, justice, peace 

and human flourishing in the world. In the 

area of economics, our culture teaches us the 

principle of ujamaa which in its most expan-

sive sense means shared work and wealth 

rooted in a profound sense of kinship with 

other humans and respect the environment 

as sacred space. 

Our culture teaches us also to view poli-

tics as a collective vocation to create a just 

and good society and advance human good 

in the world. And the best of African culture 

teaches that our creative production or art is 

at its best functional, collective and commit-

ting, celebrating not only the transcendent 

and awesome, but also the ordinary, reveal-

ing the beauty and sacredness of everyday 

people and their struggles to live dignity-

affirming and fulfilling lives. Finally, our 

culture provides us with an ethos, a self-

understanding that undergirds and instructs 

our self-assertion in the world, and fosters 

human excellence, social justice and cease-

less struggle for good in and for the world. 
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