Interpreting African-American History

1. The Brownies’ Book Encourages Black Children
to Know Their History, 1920

We gathered 'round the fire last night,

Iim an’ Bess an’ me,

And said, “Now let us each in turn

Tell who we’d rather be

Of all the folks that’s in our books.”

(Of course, we wouldn’t want their looks.)

Bess wished that she’d been Betsy Ross,
The first to make the flag.

She said, “T"d like to do some deed

To make the people brag,

And have the papers print my name,—
If colored girls could rise to fame.”

An’ I stood out for Roosevelt;

[ wished to be like him.

Then Bess said, “We’ve both had our say,
Now tell who you'd be, Jim.”

Jim never thinks like me or Bess,

He knows more than us both, I guess.

He said, “1'd be a Paul Dunbar

Or Booker Washington.

The folks you named were good, | know.
But you see, Tom, each one

Of these two men ['d wish to be

Were colored boys, like you and me.

“Sojourner Truth was colored, Bess,
And Phyllis Wheatley, too;

Their names will live like Betsy Ross,
Though they were dark like you.”
Jim's read of "em somewhere. I guess,
He knows heaps more than me or Bess.

2. Carter G. Woodson on His Goals for
Black History, 1922

We have a wonderful history behind us. We of the Journal of Negro History shall
have going the rounds soon a lecture on the ante-bellum period, setting forth the
stories of Negroes who did so much to inspire us. It reads like the history of people
in an heroic age. We expect to send out from time to time books written for the
express purpose of showing you that you have a history, a record, behind you. If
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4 Major Problems in African-American History

you are unable o demonstrate 1o the world that you have this record, the world will
say 10 you, “You are not worthy to enjoy the blessings of democracy or anything
else.” They will say to you, “Who are you, anyway? Your ancesiors have never con-
trolled empires or kingdoms and most of your race have contributed little or nothing
to science and philosophy and mathematics.” So far as you know, they have not: but
if you will read the history of Africa, the history of your ancestors-——people of
whom you should feel proud-—you will realize that they have a history that is worth
while. They have traditions that have value of which you can boast and upon which
you can base a claim for a right to a share in the blessings of democracy.

Let us, then, study this history, and study it with the understanding that we are
not, after all, an inferior people, but simply a people who have been set back, a
people whose progress has been impeded. We are going back to that beautiful his-
tory and it is going to inspire us to greater achievements. It is not going 1o be long
before we can so sing the story to the outside world as to convince it of the value of
our history and our traditions, and then we are going o be recognized as men.



