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INTRODUCTION:

THE VISIONARY
BEHIND BLACK
STUDIES

The academic
discipline of Black
Studies did not emerge
by accident. It was
forged in the crucible
of the civil rights and

Black Power
movements of the
1960s, shaped by

scholars who insisted
that the experiences,
histories, and cultures
of African-descended

people deserved
rigorous intellectual
inquiry. At the center
of this transformative
project stands Dr.
Maulana Karenga, a
scholar, activist, and
creator of the Kwanzaa
holiday. An
introduction to Black
Studies through the
lens of Maulana
Karenga reveals not
only the origins of the
discipline but also its
enduring philosophical
and political
commitments.

Understanding the
Intro To Black
Studies Maulana
Karenga framework is


https://old.setefer.com/

essential for anyone
seeking to appreciate
how Black Studies
addresses the
intellectual traditions,
liberation struggles,
and cultural
expressions of African
peoples globally.

Maulana Karenga’'s
contributions extend
far beyond any single
text or holiday. As a
professor, author, and
organizer, he helped
establish Black Studies
as a legitimate
academic field while
embedding it within a
broader vision of
African cultural
revitalization. The
Intro To Black
Studies Maulana
Karenga perspective
emphasizes that the
discipline is not merely
about inclusion within
existing structures but
about fundamentally
rethinking knowledge
production from an

African-centered
vantage point. This
article explores
Karenga’'s biography,
his philosophical
system of Kawaida, the
creation of Kwanzaa,
and the foundational
role he played in
shaping the intellectual
and activist dimensions
of Black Studies.

WHO IS MAULANA
KARENGA? A LIFE
OF SCHOLARSHIP
AND ACTIVISM

Born Ronald McKinley
Everett in 1941 in
Parsonsburg, Maryland,
Maulana Karenga
emerged as a leading
figure in the Black
liberation movement
during the turbulent
1960s. He adopted the

name Maulana,
meaning “master
teacher” in Swahili,

and Karenga, meaning
“keeper of tradition.”
This name change
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signaled a deep
commitment to
reclaiming African
heritage and
languages, a theme
that would define his
life’s work. Karenga
earned his Ph.D. in
political science with a
focus on African
studies, but his
influence reaches far
beyond academia. He
founded the
organization us
(meaning “us” as
opposed to “them”), a
cultural nationalist
group that emphasized
the need for Black
people to reclaim their
African identity as a
foundation for
liberation.

Karenga's academic
training and grassroots
organizing converged
in his development of
Kawaida, a
comprehensive
philosophical

framework that

integrates African
cultural values with
political struggle. The
Intro To Black
Studies Maulana
Karenga approach is
inseparable from
Kawaida, which serves
as the theoretical
backbone for
understanding the
discipline’s purpose
and methodology.
Karenga insisted that
Black Studies must be
an engaged discipline,
one that bridges the
gap between scholarly
inquiry and community
transformation. His life
is a testament to the
belief that intellectual
work cannot be
divorced from the
struggle for justice.

KAWAIDA: THE
PHILOSOPHICAL
FOUNDATION OF
BLACK STUDIES

Kawaida is a Swahili
term meaning



“tradition” or “reason.”
For Karenga, Kawaida
represents a dynamic,
evolving tradition that
draws upon the best of
African cultural values
to guide contemporary
Black life and struggle.
The philosophy is
organized around what
Karenga calls the
Seven Principles, or
Nguzo Saba: Umoja
(Unity), Kujichagulia
(Self-Determination),
Ujima (Collective Work
and Responsibility),
Ujamaa (Cooperative
Economics), Nia
(Purpose), Kuumba
(Creativity), and Imani
(Faith). These
principles are not
merely abstract ideals;
they are meant to be
lived and practiced
daily.

The

Seven
Principles
as a
Blueprint
for
Liberation

Each of the Nguzo
Saba addresses a
specific dimension of
Black life. Umoja calls
for unity within
families, communities,
and the broader Black
diaspora. Kujichagulia
emphasizes the right
and responsibility of
Black people to define
themselves and their
own interests. Ujima
insists that collective
work and shared
responsibility must
replace individualism
and fragmentation.
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Ujamaa encourages
cooperative

economics, building
and supporting Black-
owned businesses and
institutions. Nia
requires that all actions
be aligned with the
purpose of restoring
and building African
culture and
community. Kuumba
demands creative
expression as a tool for
healing and
transformation. Imani
provides the spiritual
grounding necessary
for sustained struggle.

When studying the
Intro To Black
Studies Maulana
Karenga framework,
students quickly
recognize that Kawaida
is not a rigid ideology
but a living philosophy

that adapts to
changing historical
conditions  while

remaining rooted in
African values. This

philosophical
foundation gives Black
Studies a normative
dimension: it is not
enough to describe the
world; the discipline
must also help change
it. Karenga's Kawaida
thus positions Black
Studies as a field that
is simultaneously
academic, cultural, and
political.

THE CREATION OF
KWANZAA: A
CULTURAL
CELEBRATION
WITH DEEP
INTELLECTUAL
ROOTS

Perhaps the most
widely recognized
contribution of
Maulana Karenga is the
creation of Kwanzaa in
1966. The holiday was
born out of Karenga’s
conviction that Black
people in the diaspora
needed a cultural



celebration that
affirmed their African
heritage, provided an
alternative to
mainstream holidays,
and reinforced the
values necessary for
liberation. Kwanzaa
draws on African
harvest festival
traditions, particularly
from West and
Southeast Africa, and
incorporates the Nguzo
Saba as its guiding
principles.

Kwanzaa is celebrated
from December 26 to
January 1, with each
day dedicated to one
of the Seven Principles.
The holiday's
symbols—the mkeka
(mat), kinara (candle
holder), muhindi
(corn), kikombe cha
umoja (unity cup), and
zawadi (gifts)—all carry
deep meaning and
reinforce the

grounding. Karenga
intended Kwanzaa to
be a cultural
celebration that Black
people of all religious

and political
backgrounds could
embrace.

From the perspective
of Intro To Black
Studies Maulana
Karenga, Kwanzaa is
more than a holiday; it
is a living example of
how cultural traditions
can be intentionally
created to serve the
needs of a community.
Karenga demonstrated
that culture is not
static but can be
generated purposefully
to foster identity, pride,
and collective action.
This insight has
profound implications
for Black Studies,
which often examines
how culture functions
as a site of both

community’s oppression and
commitment to cultural resistance.
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MAULANA
KARENGA'S ROLE
IN ESTABLISHING
BLACK STUDIES AS
AN ACADEMIC
DISCIPLINE

In the late 1960s,
student activism across
the United States
demanded that
universities admit
more Black students
and include Black
history and culture in
the curriculum.
Karenga was
instrumental in
translating these
demands into an
institutionalized
academic field. He
played a key role in
developing the first
Black Studies programs
at California State
University, Long Beach,
and other institutions.
His insistence that
Black Studies must be
grounded in an
Afrocentric worldview

shaped the discipline’s
early curriculum and
continues to influence
its development today.

The
Afrocentri
C
Paradigm

Central to the Intro To
Black Studies
Maulana Karenga
approach is the
concept of
Afrocentricity. While
other scholars, such as
Molefi Kete Asante, are
often associated with
this term, Karenga’'s
work complements and
deepens the
Afrocentric project.
Afrocentricity places
African peoples and
their experiences at
the center of analysis,
rather than treating



them as peripheral or
derivative. For
Karenga, Afrocentricity
is not about reversing
hierarchies or
promoting separatism;
it is about ensuring
that Black Studies
scholarship is
grounded in the
realities, perspectives,
and agency of African
people.

Karenga's Afrocentric
framework insists that
Black Studies must be
interdisciplinary,
drawing on history,
sociology, literature,
political science,
philosophy, and the
arts. It must also be
historical, recognizing
the deep roots of
African civilizations and
the continuities
between ancient Africa
and the modern
diaspora. Moreover, it
must be global,
understanding the
Black experience as a

worldwide
phenomenon shaped
by colonialism,
enslavement,
migration,
resistance.

Black
Studies
as an
Agent of
Social
Transfor
mation

Karenga always
maintained that Black
Studies is not a neutral
academic exercise. The
discipline was born out
of struggle and must
remain accountable to
the communities it
studies. For Karenga,

and
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Black Studies scholars
have a responsibility to
produce knowledge
that contributes to
liberation. This means
examining systems of
oppression, recovering
suppressed histories,
and elevating the
voices and visions of

Black people. The
Intro To Black
Studies Maulana
Karenga model insists
that theory and
practice are

inseparable. Research
must inform activism,
and activism must
inform research.

This engaged approach
has shaped the work of
generations of Black
Studies scholars who
conduct community-
based research,
partner with social
justice organizations,
and use their expertise
to inform public policy.
Karenga’'s influence is
evident in the many

programs that
integrate service
learning, community
engagement, and
advocacy into their
curricula. For students
encountering Black
Studies for the first

time, Karenga’s vision

offers a compelling
answer to the question:
Why does this

discipline matter?

KEY CONCEPTS IN
BLACK STUDIES
THROUGH
KARENGA'S LENS

Understanding the
Intro To Black
Studies Maulana
Karenga framework
requires familiarity
with several core
concepts that recur
throughout his work
and the discipline more
broadly.



10

African

the ongoing fight for

justice in the diaspora.

Agency means

Ag en Cycognizing that Black

and

eople have always
been historical
subjects, not objects.

HistoriCalltural

Recovery

Karenga emphasizes
that Black people are
not merely victims of
history but active
agents who have
shaped their own
destinies. A central
task of Black Studies is
to recover and
celebrate these
histories, from ancient
African civilizations like
Egypt, Kush, and Axum
to the resistance
movements of
enslaved Africans in

the Americas, the
independence
struggles on the

African continent, and

Groundin
g and
ldentity

Karenga argues that a
strong cultural identity

is essential for
collective liberation.
Colonialism and

enslavement

attempted to strip
African people of their
languages, religions,
and customs. The work
of Black Studies
includes the
reconstruction and
revitalization of these
cultural forms. This
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does not mean a
simple return to some
idealized past but
rather a «creative
process of drawing on
tradition to address
contemporary

challenges. Kwanzaa is
the most visible
example of this cultural
work, but Karenga’'s
writings also address
African philosophy, art,
music, and spirituality.

Intersecti
onality
and
Coalition

While Karenga is firmly
rooted in an African-
centered perspective,
his work recognizes the
importance of
understanding how
race intersects with
other forms of

11

oppression, including
class, gender, and
sexuality. He has
written extensively on
the role of women in
the liberation struggle
and has called for a
Black Studies that is
inclusive and attentive
to the full diversity of
the Black experience.
The Intro To Black
Studies Maulana
Karenga approach
thus encourages
coalition building with
other oppressed
groups while
maintaining a clear

focus on the
specificities of the
Black condition.
CRITIQUES AND
CONTINUING
RELEVANCE

Like any influential
thinker, Maulana

Karenga has not been
without his critics.
Some have questioned
the cultural nationalist



emphasis in his work,
arguing that it
underplays the
importance of class
struggle or structural
economic change.
Others have pointed to
the need for Black
Studies to remain open
to diverse theoretical
frameworks, including

Marxism, feminism,
and postcolonial
theory. Karenga

himself has engaged
with these critiques,
refining and expanding
his ideas over decades.

Despite these debates,
the relevance of the
Intro To Black
Studies Maulana
Karenga framework
remains undiminished.
In an era of renewed
racial reckoning, Black
Lives Matter activism,
and ongoing struggles
for educational equity,
Karenga's insistence
on cultural grounding,
community

12

accountability, and
intellectual rigor offers
a vital compass. The
discipline of Black
Studies continues to
grow, with programs
and departments at
universities worldwide
producing cutting-edge
scholarship and
training the next
generation of scholars
and activists.
Karenga’'s foundational
vision reminds us that
Black Studies is not
merely an academic
pursuit but a moral and
political project
committed to justice.

CONCLUSION: WHY
KARENGA'S VISION
MATTERS TODAY

An introduction to
Black Studies through
the work of Maulana
Karenga is an invitation
to engage with a
discipline that is
intellectually

demanding, culturally
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rich, and deeply
committed to human
liberation. Karenga’s
life and work embody
the integration of
scholarship and
activism, academic
rigor and community
accountability. His
creation of Kawaida

13

and Kwanzaa, his role
in establishing Black
Studies programs, and
his  prolific  writings
have left an indelible
mark on how we
understand the Black
experience and the
scholarly practices that
illuminate it.



