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T THE VERY HEART OF CENTERING 

AND honoring the sacred narrative 

of our history is the process and 

practice of retrieval, a sankofa practice of 

remembering and reaching back to bring 

it forward and engage and employ it in 

fruitful, future-facing and meaningful 

ways. In this second Carter G. Wodson 

Centennial Black History Month Lecture 

on the celebration of Black History 

Month, I want to focus on retrieving the 

sacred narrative of our history. And I want 

to bring within the arc of our focus some 

interpretive gleanings from a century of 

studied and analyzed memories, mile-

stones and movements again engaging the 

teachings of Nana Dr. Carter G.  Wood-

son. We speak here of successfully meet-

ing challenges that have changed our lives 

as we struggled to be ourselves, free our-

selves, produce the written and taught 

truth of history, and achieve the condi-

tions and capacities to know and live the 

beautiful, soulful and sacred character of 

our history unencumbered with oppres-

sion in any form. 

The retrieval, as this second lecture 

explains, lies first in valuing our own his-

tory, seeing ourselves and it as sacred and 

central and thus, placing ourselves right-

fully at the center of our own history and 

also at the center of humanity’s origins, 

evolutions and achievements and acting 

accordingly to this self-knowledge. This 

means, Dr. Woodson states, that although 

we center ourselves, we should not give 

less attention to world history. But in that 

narrative we should place African people 

where they were and are present and as 

agents of history, also. In a word, he 

taught, we should know “not only the his-

tory of (African) people, but of all peo-

ples”. In other words, he wants us to re-

trieve “Our own particular history” in the 

context of world history, and “we should 

not dim one bit the luster of any star in 

our firmament”. 

Nana Woodson tells us that “we have 

a wonderful history behind us” which we 

must know and share among ourselves 

and with the world. It is a history of long 

and uplifting memories, numerous mile-

stones and transformative movements 

that have brought a great good in the 

world. It is a deep, wide-reaching, rich 

and most ancient initiative and narrative 

within the annals of human history, and 

we must dig up and extract its truths, dis-

cern their meanings, and use them to an-

chor and advance our lives. He says, 

“Truth must be dug up from the past and 

presented” in various ways to “permeate 

the educational system” and also our 

lives. And we must know and appreciate 

the value and weight of this transforma-

tive truth which “comes to us from the 

past . . . like gold washed down from the 

mountains”. 

As an educator, he calls on teachers 

to come forth boldly and teach the truth of 

this wonderous history. But he knows 

there are penalties to pay for such outra-

geous audacity. And he tells us, as if 

speaking of today, that the system will try 
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to “keep out school teachers who may be 

bold enough to teach the truth as it is” and 

“terrorize” them and others to the extent 

they will be afraid to speak or teach the 

truth in class and in public. But then as 

now, he challenges us all to dare to resist 

and to teach truth to the people and truth 

to power regardless. Such challenge 

speaks clearly and compelling to the anti-

Black times in which we live and our on-

going resistance to the hydra-headed at-

tempts to deny, distort and erase Black 

history and our right of  presence at the 

center of our own history and the history 

of this country and indeed, the world. 

We don’t deny others the right and 

rightfulness to see themselves and their 

histories as sacred also. Certainly, we do 

not and would not deny other peoples of 

color this self-determination and self-def-

inition, we ourselves claim. Nor do we 

deny it to Whites as Nana Woodson said, 

“the Hebrew, the Greek, the Latin and the 

Teuton”. But we rightfully resist their at-

tempts to claim sacredness for themselves 

only and to deny equal humanity and his-

tory to us and others. Indeed, it is racial 

and religious hatred and hostility and as-

sumptions of single chosenness, special 

election, racial superiority and such, that 

have produced the immoral and amoral 

claims of oppressors, enslavers, colonial-

ists, imperialists and genocidists through-

out time and history. 

Nana Woodson speaks of and teaches 

a history that educates, inspires and up-

lifts and that offers evidence of what we 

have done and can do again in new and 

ever expansive ways. It is indispensable 

to what he calls “a real education (which) 

inspires people to live more abundantly, 

to learn to begin with life as they find it, 

and make it better”. Likewise, he taught 

that lynching of the body is not the only 

form of lynching, there is also the lynch-

ing of the mind, especially in the class-

room, but also in the media and wherever 

deformed and death-dealing White su-

premacist ideas reign and rule. For such 

mind lynching teaches Blackness as a 

curse and that “the struggle to change 

(our) condition is hopeless”. This, he 

taught, undermines the will, kills aspira-

tions, instills a profound sense of inferior-

ity and teaches Black people to accept 

their oppression “as final and just”. And 

such social madness and immoral prac-

tices must be righteously and relentlessly 

resisted. 

Dr. Woodson was a consummate 

scholar and advocated the most rigorous 

research and scholarship, “to reveal the 

hidden truths of history”, and to write a 

“history of the world void of national bias, 

race, hate and religious prejudice”. But he 

recognized that even open-minded people 

harbor biases and are often victims of 

falsehood and falsifications and that 

“there are others who know the truth, but 

prefer falsehood for selfish purposes”, 

whether on the personal, class, gender, ra-

cial, or national level. But he dares to be-

lieve that the majority of the peoples of 

the world “will ultimately heed the teach-

ings of the truth” and be freed from such 

ignorance, illusions, hatred and hostility. 

Still, he advised us, in any case, to be pre-

pared, patient and persistent, for people 

do not easily or quickly change, even 
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when they see the error and evil of their 

anti-Black and anti-human ways.  

Nana Woodson calls, then, for a new 

history of humankind, as Nana Frantz 

Fanon, one not exclusive but inclusive; 

not “propaganda to justify the present, 

domination of the world by brute force”. 

What he calls for is a rigorously re-

searched and written history of “the civi-

lization of the world to which all races 

have made their contributions”. Speaking 

then as if he were responding to the events 

and conditions of today, he said this con-

cept of an inclusive history “sounds like 

heresy today”. Indeed, he says, “a teacher 

teaching history as it really is, therefore, 

would not be tolerated two weeks in some 

of our accredited universities”. For he 

says again, “what the authorities want is 

not history, but propaganda and justifica-

tion of domination and exploitation of the 

weak by the strong”, the oppressed by the 

oppressor. And certainly, whether we talk 

about the attacks on Black history and 

lives or the history and lives of other op-

pressed, marginalized and excluded peo-

ples, this reads like an understanding and 

analysis which is real, relevant and reflec-

tive of the actual state of things today. 

UR TASK, THEN, IS TO LIVE OUR 

lives, do our work and wage our 

struggles for a new history of Afri-

cans and humankind. And it will be not 

only a new written, recorded and taught 

history, but a lived and living history, un-

dergirded, informed and impelled forward 

by the quest for an inclusive, African and 

human good and the well-being of the 

world and all in it. And at the heart and 

head of it all will be spaces for us and all 

humans to be ourselves, flourish in free-

dom and come into the fullness of our-

selves as we each and all determine. 
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