
The Importance of Black Studies in American History Classes 

No single history class can cover
the entire spectrum of human
experience.  Every year, 
new curriculums are designed
to dictate what is important and
necessary for students to learn
and what can be left out of
history. 

In a sense, history curriculum
and history textbooks are
reconstructing history to fit
certain narratives that have
been deemed important.
Historian Manning Marable
argued that “The act of
reconstructing history is
inextricably linked to [the] 
transforming of the present and
future.” I find that the designing
of history curriculum transforms
the present and the future 

because as historical narratives
are being created, impactful
events are simultaneously being
discarded. 

This contributes to the
prevailing historical
narrative that the United
States won its battle with
racism, and that race is no
longer an issue in modern 
society. 

Black studies are important to
history curriculum because they
complicate this triumphant
narrative of U.S. history.
Blackhistory should not be
viewed as a token addition to 
American history, an add-on
that provides a more complete 

story of our forbearers. African 
American history has the
potential to radically disrupt 
the traditional narratives that
we teach students about the
United States and to undermine
the dominant ideological
origins that have supported
institutional racism.
   
A perfect example of how
BlackStudies can complicate
historical narratives is the 
“Nadir period” which took
place in the late 19th century,
after Reconstruction. 

The Nadir Period

The Nadir was the period
between 1875 and 1900 in
which African Americans were 
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The Gilded Age is a historical
construct created by white
historians to explain an era
where an enormous amount of
wealth was held by the elite,
hiding the poverty and inequity
that was taking place in most of
America. While a useful tool, this
description fails to capture the
Black experience during this
period. None of the wealthy few
in this period were Black, so
African Studies scholars have
challenged the perception that
this can even be considered
“gilded”. 

The next way that Black history
challenges traditional narratives 
about the United States 
is by including stories which
illustrate how truly destructive
racism has been to Black
economic disparity. Race riots as
a whole were used as a violent
means of social control in cities
all across the United States
following the end of World War
One. 

The Tulsa Race Riot

The Tulsa Race Riot of 1921 was a
two- day massacre in which
mobs of white Tulsans attacked
Black residents and businesses
of the Greenwood neighborhood
after a young Blackman was
accused of rape. 

The primarily Black Greenwood
neighborhood was seen as too
prosperous by white Tulsans and
they believed that the residents
of the Greenwood neighborhood
had to be reminded of their
place in society. Greenwood
businesses and homes were
looted and set on fire and 

gradually excluded from public
life. They were excluded from
politics, denied equal, basic
rights, forced to act in a
deferential manner, and
sucked into the never-ending
cycle of sharecropping ¾ all of
which was rooted in racial
hierarchies and white
supremacist ideologies. 

Despite the amendments (13th,
14th, and 15th) and laws passed
in the Reconstruction era to
affirm equal rights, the
Supreme Court overturned the
Civil Rights Act of 1875. This
overturning ushered in the
system of spatial and physical
separation known as Jim Crow
segregation, which was
legalized by the U.S. Supreme
Court in Plessy v. Ferguson.

There, the Supreme Court
upheld the constitutionality of
racial segregation laws for
public facilities as long as the
facilities were “separate but
equal.” The Nadir was one of the
lowest points for African
Americans in U.S. history. 

The Nadir is an important
addition to school curriculums
because it dispels many of the 
myths created by traditional
tellings of U.S. history. As
articulated in Darlene Clark-
Hines’ article “A BlackStudies
Manifesto,” “understanding
previous historical eras is
especially important or
relevant to the development of
strategies and goals to sculpt
an improved future.”    (Clark-
Hines, 2014, p. 13). 

What Black Studies call the
Nadir is more traditionally
referred to as the Gilded Age.

numerous residents were killed. 

The Tulsa Race Riot of 1921
changes the prevailing historical
narrative because it proves how
recent deep racial violence and
prejudice is in the United States.
The prevailing historical narrative
wants to teach students that the
racist issues of the United States
are far in the past, yet the Tulsa
Race Riot was the largest mass
casualty event in the country
until September 11th. Additionally,
this riot was so recent that bodies
from a mass grave were found in
October of 
2020, proving that evidence for
this case is still being found. The
teaching of the Tulsa Race Riot
goes a long way in explaining
why such a large percentage of
African Americans still live in
poverty. 

The Tulsa Riot is but one example
of how Black people in this
country have been, and continue
to be, restricted from reaching
their full economic potential, and
the means that some whites are
willing to go to keep African
Americans at the bottom rung of
society. 

Black studies can also play a role
in explaining how the struggles
of African Americans have been
coopted by neoliberal
institutions. To that end, I would
add Jeanne Theoharris’ book A
More Beautiful and Terrible
History to many high school
American history curriculums.

Jeanne Theoharris’ Book: A More
Beautiful and Terrible History 
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Theoharris’ central argument focuses on the
United States’ misuse of the popular histories of
the Civil Rights Movement to create a flattering
national fable that provides a sense of
accomplishment for the nation. 
 
This includes the use of memorials, monuments,
and symbolic acts by political leaders
in place of substantial action, as well as the popular
understanding of racism as being limited to the
Southern redneck. Theoharris also acknowledges
the false perceptions of the Black freedom struggle
as passive and individualistic, rather than the
progressive (and largely disliked) movement that it
was. These false perceptions of the Black freedom
struggle have become a weapon used to discredit
and denounce contemporary activism in the post-
Civil Rights era. 

The national fable that is being taught
fails to acknowledge that Civil Rights
era protests were disruptive and
demanding, as well as being
extremely ridiculed and even thought
of as a security threat by fellow
Americans at the time. 

A Beautiful and More Terrible History
acknowledges the events and leaders of the Civil
Rights era who were ridiculed and disliked for
being considered highly radical for the time. A well-
rounded understanding of the Civil Rights era
would create students who acknowledge the
strides made through the Black freedom struggle
but who also recognize that they still live in a
society created for the purpose of oppressing
African Americans. 

As part of this effort to provide a more complete
picture of Civil Rights struggles, I would include
historical figures like Ella Baker.   

Ella Baker 

Ella Baker was a dynamic leader at the center of
every major civil rights organization, yet she is
almost completely missing from traditional 

historical narratives. Following the Greensboro Sit-In
Movement in 1960, Baker wanted to have a part in
the next wave of protest action; she wanted to unite
young people and discuss what they had been doing
to create a cohesive movement. With these goals,
Baker organized a conference at Shaw University,
which resulted in the founding of the Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC).
Through the spread of her beliefs, Baker shifted Civil
Rights Movement groups from a conservative and
hierarchical tendency to a more grassroots
democratic approach. Baker made the Civil Rights
Movement that we know happened, but she did not
receive the fame she deserved because of her
gender. 

The struggle for racial equality was understood 
through a gendered lens; race privilege came via
gender privilege. There was the idea that replicating
normative patterns of male/female relationships, in
which women are subordinate to men, would prove
that African Americans would prove that they were
worthy for inclusion of full citizenship. Thus, women
like Ella Baker were marginalized throughout the
Civil Rights Movement making them double or triple
disadvantaged through race, gender, and possibly
class. 

The gendering of the Civil Rights Movement
reinforced gender roles, as women were often
making photocopies, taking phone calls, making
snacks for the men, etc. Women like Ella Baker were
discredited for their larger roles in the movement
because women were more accepted within the
movement if they could carry out their socially 

36 Inouye, M. Starting with People Where They Are: Ella Baker’s Theory of Political Organizing. , (2), 2022.
533–546, Spence, L. K. Ella Baker and the challenge of Blackrule. , (4), 2020, 551–572.
37  Hines, 

Ella Baker

36

3



accepted gender roles. 

As argued by Darlene Clark-Hines,
“Intersectionality allows us to
analyze how these categories
interact to strengthen or
undermine each other while not
losing sight of their historical and
geographical variability.”  Not only
would this improve students’
critical thinking and analysis skills
for future education, but it would
also refute the idea in the
prevailing historical narrative that
the modern United States is at the
pinnacle of liberal democracy. The
Civil Rights Movement improved
racial issues in the United States,
but it also reinforced patriarchal,
gendered ideas that suppressed
women within the movement. 

BlackStudies is also better
equipped to explain the rampant
poverty which still plagues Black
neighborhoods in the present day. 
In 1998, intra-racial class
differences became a 
defining feature of African
Americans and the use of the
terms “underclass” and “truly
disadvantaged” became new
ways to describe the
impoverished. It became clear to
sociologists that resources for
achieving the American dream
were not accessible to all people. 

The people who did not have
access to good schools, mentors, 
job opportunities, job trainings,
were likely entwined in
generational poverty that was
almost inescapable without
outside assistance. Those who
grew up in disadvantaged
neighborhoods were more likely
to be incarcerated or receive
public assistance. The increased 
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rates of incarceration that reign
true today put the children of
imprisoned people at risk. Many
children of imprisoned people
drift into gangs and drug use,
which perpetuates a cycle of
poverty, crime, and violence. 

Darlene Clark-Hines explains that
“Black studies scholars mediate
on and probe the significance of
incremental change to the
overthrow of oppression, injustice,
exploitation, and end to both
psychological and physical terror.”  

 The addition poverty studies to
modern history courses is truly
vital to explaining the seemingly
never-ending oppression faced 
by minorities. Understanding the
ways in which people become
trapped in the poverty cycle is
necessary for students to become
well-informed citizens who will
eventually vote on policies that
affect the truly disadvantaged for
the future. 

Further, an understanding of the
poverty cycle disproves the
prevailing narrative that young  

Black people are born with
thrsame opportunities for upward
mobility. The designing of history
curriculum transforms the
present and the future because 
historical narratives frame how we
interpret the world around us. 

The strategic omission of various
events, people, documents, and
ideas contributes to the prevailing
historical narrative that the United
States has solved its issues with
race, and that we are in the midst
of a democratically just society. 

Through the addition of the Nadir,
the Tulsa Race Riot of 1921, Jeanne
Theoharris’ A More Beautiful and
Terrible History, Ella Baker, and
the poverty cycle to American
history curriculum, the present 
and the future could be
transformed by producing
students who are able to form
their own beliefs based on
historical facts and evidence, not
triumphalist nationalist fairy tales. 

By complicating traditional
historical narratives, students can
gain a fuller sense of an America
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that is still very much grappling with institutional and cultural racism. Giving students a more accurate
understanding of U.S. history will help them to view current political, social, and cultural events with a more
critical eye. Black Studies must be an integral part of this transition to a more nuanced and critical analysis
of history.
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