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African American Culture
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groups in our country.  American society has been
heavily influenced by the culture and personalities of
African Americans.  Human history begins in eastern
and southern Africa, where evidence of the first human
beings has been found.  The history of African Americans
begins in ancient Africa where the kingdoms of Mali,
Ghana and Songhai left a legacy of literature, art and
music.  Today, African culture continues in many diverse
forms across the 50 independent countries on the conti-
nent.  Over 3,000 ethnic groups who speak more than
1,000 different languages contribute to the cultural and
ethnic traditions that influence people all over the world,
particularly the United States.  While most African
Americans cannot trace their family history to specific
countries in Africa, their historical roots stem from cen-
tral and west Africa where these kingdoms flourished.  

A frican Americans were held in captivity in the
United States for more than two hundred years and

yet they developed a culture and community spirit that
thrived.  The myths that supported the African slave
trade were expressly designed to create the false impres-
sion that Africans were subhuman and lacked the struc-
tures of European civilization.  African Americans have
played important roles in shaping the history and culture
of the United States during the Civil War, Reconstruction,
the Harlem Renaissance, desegregation and the Civil
Rights Movement.  Notable African Americans include
Harriet Tubman; Malcolm X; W.E.B.  DuBois; Martin
Luther King, Jr.; George Washing-ton Carver and
Sojourner Truth.  

A frican Americans’ lasting contributions to the histo-
ry and culture of the United States is particulary

impressive considering their limited rights and denial of
the ecomonic, social and political gains which other citi-
zens have enjoyed.  African Americans today still struggle
to reclaim their past traditions and to forge a strong, pos-
itive identity for their culture which has been discriminat-
ed against for much of the history of this country.  An
appreciation of African and African American traditions
will help your students understand the strengths of these
two great cultures.
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Emancipation Proclamation 
On January 1 we celebrate the anniversary of President Lincoln signing the
Emancipation Proclamation freeing slaves.

Kwanzaa
African American families celebrate this cul-
tural holiday created by Dr. Maulana Karenga
between December 26 and January 1.

National Black History Month
In February we celebrate the contributions of famous African
Americans such as Langston Hughes, Thurgood Marshall and
others.

Emancipation Day
Abraham Lincoln read the Emanci-
pation Proclamation on September
22, 1862.  

Harambee Day
During the last week in October
we celebrate this day which
means, “Let’s all pull together.”

National Freedom Day
On February 1 we celebrate the abolition of
slavery in the U.S. which occurred in 1863.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s Birthday
Martin Luther King was born on January 15, 1929.  Many churches and syn-
agogues around the country hold memorial services to honor MLK.  King’s
most famous peaceful demonstration was the march that he and 200,000 fol-
lowers took from the Washington Monument to the Lincoln Memorial in
1963.  It was there King delivered his famous “I Have a Dream” speech.




