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Abstract

From slavery to modern time, identity building and transformation has always
been a crucial process for African Americans in the American society where
struggle for liberty and racism co-exist. Even though the term double
consciousness, which depicts the African American journey through self-looking
and construction, was theorized in the twentieth century by W.E.B. Du Bois, its
manifestations are as old as the presence of Black people in America. Black
consciousness is a concept that grew out of the long borne and unrelieved
suffering and the psychological traumas of the African American people who
were subjected to overt and covert racism in the United States of America for
about four centuries. They were so "shut up” from the white world that they
and only superficially and necessarily connected with the dominant culture.
However, the blues contributed to strengthen themselves and survive as a
different people with a different culture in a multi-cultural society.

Key words: blues, identity, double consciousness, political history, cultural
oppression

Résumeé

De l'esclavage au temps modern, la construction et la transformation d’une
identité afro-américains a toujours été un processus crucial dans une société
américains ou la bataille pour la liberté et le racisme ont toujours co-existé.
Bien gue le terme de double conscience, qui décrit le parcours des afro-
américains a travers la recherche et la construction de soi, ait été théorisé au
vingtiéme siecle par W.E.B. Du Bois, ses manifestations sont aussi anciennes
que la présence des noirs en amérique. La conscience noire est un concept qui
est né de la longue lutte, des souffrances et des traumatismes psychologiques
des afro-américains qui ont été soumis a un racism a la fois ouvert et caché
aux Etats-Unis d’Amérique pendant environ quatre siecles. Ils étaient si isolés
du monde des blancs qu’ils n’étaient connectés a la culture dominante que de
maniere superficielle et nécessaire. Cependant, le blues a contribué a les
renforcer et a survivre en tant que peuple différent avec une culture différente.
Mots clés: blues, identité, double conscience, histoire politique, oppression
culturelle
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Introduction

The pursuit of Black identity within the American experience is a
profound and multifaceted journey, deeply anchored in the
complex history of African Americans. The intersection of ideals
such as freedom and the persistent reality of systemic racism has
forged a unique landscape in which African Americans have been
forced to navigate their identities. This experience often evokes the
notion of "Double Consciousness," a concept famously introduced
by W.E.B. Du Bois. Du Bois described this internal conflict as the
struggle to reconcile one’s African heritage with an American
identity, which often results in a fragmented and dual sense of self.
Black consciousness, as an evolving response to the historical and
ongoing oppression faced by African Americans, has been shaped
by centuries of suffering, trauma, and resistance against both overt
and covert forms of racism.

The psychological and social impact of being marginalized and
excluded from the dominant culture has fostered a distinctive way
of being and understanding the world, which frequently stands in
contrast to mainstream American values. Historically, African
Americans have been shut out of the white world, leading to a more
nuanced and self-aware understanding of their position within
society. As Rajiv Sudhi (1992) suggests, African Americans
recognize that their lived experiences and the values they hold
often do not align with those of the dominant culture. This tension
has given rise to powerful forms of self-expression that articulate
the complexities of Black identity. From spirituals and slave
narratives to autobiographies, these expressions serve as a
testament to the depth of the Black experience in America.
Among the most poignant and influential of these expressions is
music, particularly the Blues. The Blues is not just a musical genre
but a profound reflection of the everyday struggles, joys, and
resilience of Black life. It serves as an authentic form of storytelling
that captures the emotional and social realities of African
Americans. As W.C. Handy’s insights into the creation of Blues
lyrics reveal, this genre is rooted in the organic experiences and
conversations of Black communities. Handy underscores how the
Blues draws directly from the lives of African Americans, reflecting
both their resilience and creativity. In this sense, the Blues stands
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as a powerful testament to a community’s ongoing search for self-
expression, identity, and humanity amidst adversity. This article
will explore the process of African American and Black Diaspora
identity building and transformation through the Blues experience
as well as the different theories that sustained such a tedious quest.

1. Black Identity and Consciousness in African American
Political History

According to Sudhi Rajiv, Black self-expression serves as the most
fitting medium for articulating the diverse elements of Black
consciousness (Sudhi, op. cit.). In this context, before delving into
the manifestations of Black consciousness within the cultural and
political history of Black people in America and globally, it is crucial
to define the terms "Black" and "Consciousness." Rajiv argued that
the concept of consciousness should be understood in relation to
Black identity, rather than in its broader, generalized sense.
Furthermore, the term "Black" must be contextualized, particularly
when it is used to describe an ethnic group or a particular mode of
experience (Sudhi, op. cit.).

It is also essential to recognize that African American identity has
never existed in isolation from the way it has been perceived and
defined by the white population. Throughout the history of Black
presence in America, various derogatory Ilabels have been
employed to dehumanize and distinguish Black people from white
society. These labels, products of American racism, were designed
to impose a sense of inferiority. Terms like "Niggers" were initially
used, which later evolved into the term 'Negro' (Sudhi, op. cit.),
but without offering a more positive or accurate definition. White
society constructed an identity for Black people that served its own
racist agenda, dividing society into privileged whites and
subordinated people of color.

When the term 'Black’ is used to refer to Americans of African
descent, it reflects the ethnic identity of those who were once
enslaved. The term 'Black' has now replaced ‘Negro’ and is
understood as a designation for a free man of color, whereas
‘Negro’ historically referred to a Black slave (Baraka and Neal,
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1968). The term 'Negro' evokes painful memories of an oppressive
past that African Americans are eager to distance themselves from,
as Malcolm X articulated : “'Negro’ is a false label forced on you by
your slave master” (Malcolm X, 1976). This shift in terminology has
sparked considerable debate regarding the most appropriate term
for African American identity.

Race, as a social construct, has become a central theme in
discussions of identity. Scholars have long debated the distinction
between innate traits, such as skin color, and those traits that are
culturally constructed. Cabezon and Davaney (2004) argue that
while skin color may be biologically predetermined, the societal
meanings attached to race are -culturally constructed. This
underscores the complexity of racial identity, which is not solely
based on biological factors but also shaped by cultural and historical
contexts. Critical race theorists further contend that aspects
traditionally seen as innate—such as race and biological sex—are
imbued with cultural significance. The recognition that certain
elements of identity are socially constructed does not imply they
are easily separable or disregarded. These identity markers, such
as race or gender, often come with social implications and are
experienced as deeply ingrained aspects of one’s lived reality,
offering individuals little choice in how they are perceived or treated
in society.

The debate over the term that best encapsulates African American
identity—whether it is 'Negro,' 'African,' or another term—reflects
broader discussions about the cultural and social construction of
identity. While figures like W.E.B. Du Bois saw no issue with the
term *Negro,’ others argued that ‘African’ was a more suitable label.
This debate illustrates the dynamic nature of identity and the
tensions between historical context, cultural self-definition, and the
power structures that shape how individuals are labeled and
understood.

2. Appropriation and Definition of Self

The resolution to change the terminology from ‘Negro’ to ‘African
American’ or ‘Afro-American’ marks a significant shift in the
discourse surrounding racial identity in the United States. This

154

Revue EVALU’A Experts et Evaluateurs d’Afrique 2025 n°3



Mamadou Diang Diallo

change reflects a broader movement within the African American
community to assert autonomy over their identity, challenging the
labels imposed upon them by a history of oppression and racism.
The debate over which term is most appropriate—'African
American,” ‘Afro-American,” or simply ‘Black’—is not merely
semantic; it encapsulates a deeper struggle for self-definition and
empowerment. Each term carries its own historical weight and
connotations, and the choice of terminology can signify different
aspects of identity, such as heritage, culture, and personal
experience. The transition to using ‘Black’ as a descriptor is
particularly poignant. It signifies a rejection of the previous,
externally imposed identities and an embrace of a term that is
more inclusive and reflective of shared experiences among people
of African descent. By adopting ‘Black,’ individuals are taking a
stand against the historical narrative constructed by white society,
reaffirming their own narratives of resilience, strength, and
community. This conscious effort to redefine identity is a crucial
step in the psychological liberation of African Americans. It allows
for a reclamation of power over the narrative of their lives,
encouraging a collective movement toward self-acceptance and
pride. By asserting their identity on their own terms, African
Americans are not only honoring their past but also shaping a
future that acknowledges their contributions, struggles, and
aspirations. Consciousness should be defined as a total
configuration of any given individual which makes up his whole
perception of reality, his whole world view, and not as a set of
opinions in formation of values (Sudhi, opcit.). Julius Lester
pointed out that Black consciousness is an essential part of
speaking and defining for Black people (1968). Their
consciousness gives them an understanding of their past
sufferings, of the social order imposed upon them as participants
in the American economy and as excluded members, deprived
from privileges at the same time. That consciousness cannot be
separated from their history of suffering and the “tragic sense of
life” (Claudia C. Tare, 1976). So, Black people have always tried
to live two worlds, two realities, and two cultures: the one they
constructed for themselves, and another one constructed for them
by the white society. They constantly live two awareness of the
same world; they live an experience that makes them perceive
the American society as part of and be apart from it (Robert Bone,
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1965). This state of fact existed as early as the first arrival of
Africans in America, and occurred as a result of an oppressive
treatment that forbid any continuation of African traditions on the
one hand, and any real establishment of a new culture strong
enough to sustain a real organized life for this people (Donald B.
Gibson, 1968). Torn between two realities, the Africans in
America developed an expression that reflected two identities.

3. Building Centered Black Literary and Artistic Expression

To understand the origins and structures of Black literary and
artistic expression one has to travel back to Negro Spirituals,
further turned into the slave narratives as the cultural patterns
developed by Africans. They would later found Black cultural and
literary expression. The slave narratives were used as a way of
protest to different forms of oppression, “testifying the mental
capacities of the slave to argue tirelessly for his humanity, to react
against slavery, and demand for his human rights and the freeing
of his people from bondage (Sudhi, opcit.: 36). Slave narratives
would later give birth to autobiographies of former slaves mostly
with the help of abolitionists and anti-slavery activists. Slave
narratives generally followed the same course, the difference being
in the details. Arna Bontemps (1969) puts it that the Negro’s
suffering in his private hell of oppression was the point at which the
narratives invariably began. The slave endured the ordeal until he
became desperate, or until he otherwise engaged the reader’s
interest or sympathy. He was eventually impelled to attempt the
perils of escape. The recorded memoirs of the questing slaves were
felt by many readers of the nineteenth century to epitomize the
condition of man on earth as it documented the personal history of
the individual to whom bondage was real and freedom was more
than a dream.

African Americans were forced to develop a dual consciousness:
one from the white society, which is the dominant culture, that
made the African Americans largely excluded from the society, and
another consciousness as African Americans built from within
(Sudhi, opcit.: 1). To analyze the concept of double consciousness,
let’s see positions and centrality as defined by Kenneth W. Koput
(2010). Koput sees centrality as being the property of points in a
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graph. There are two conceptualizations of centrality related to a
point related to access: local and global. Related to social capital,
centrality can be used to measure the potential for access and
control over information and resources (Koput: 128). Applied to the
study of culture and the Afrocentric theory of agency, a culture is
locally central if it has a strong connection with its people. Local
centrality is concerned with the relative activities within a focal
culture, while global centrality concerns reach within the whole
network of similar cultures inside and outside the environment of
the focal culture. An example of local centrality in Black diasporic
culture is W.E.B. Du Bois’ concept of double consciousness which
originally addressed the conditions of African American struggle in
America. In this sense, the African American culture is in a position
of weakness because it is considered and treated as alien by the
dominant culture, and it is surrounded by a multitude of different
cultures which cannot reinforce its African roots. In this case, it has
to look for a global centrality to empower itself. This global
connection means that to empower themselves and reinforce their
sense of identity, African Americans should reach out to other
similar diasporic cultures with a slave past but more importantly
should learn to connect with their past African culture and values.

4. Centered or Global Theory of Black Consciousness

Another theory of consciousness developed by Paul Gilroy (Gilroy,
1993) in the last decade of the twentieth century can help to
understand the concept of local and global identity for the African
descents with a slave past. Gilroy wants people from African
descent with a slave past to build cultural ties from that experience
among themselves but at the same time claim their western
heritage. Gilroy does not involve Africa in that global heritage of
Black Diaspora people. Gilroy’s theory of consciousness creates a
new type of Black identity that does not refer or claim an African
origin. That is what he calls Black Atlantic. But questions one may
ask are where does Gilroy move these identities he is dealing with?
Do they form a community? If yes, what kind and for what purpose?
In Gilroy’s narrative, the slave ship, the Middle Passage, and finally
slavery itself has become frozen, they can be referred to, and
looked back upon, but always wrenched out of an historically
specific continuum. What is missing is the continuity of the Middle
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Passage in today’s world of less obvious, but no less pernicious
enslavement. Claiming that slavery is not the special property of
Blacks, but rather a part of the ethical and intellectual heritage of
the West as a whole, Gilroy announces that it’s time to reconstruct
the primal history of modernity from the slave point of view. But
what does he define as the West as a whole? And where do we find
the slaves’ point of view? Can we talk about the end of slavery?
These are several unanswered questions about Gilroy’s theory of
identity that pose problems for the Black centered perspective of
liberation and empowerment. For another theorist of Black
consciousness from the African continent to name Cheikh Anta
Diop, people of African descent should center their history in their
African cultural background and study their history with an African
perspective if they follow the African paradigm of thought. For Dr.
Diop’s point, a culture is globally central if it has a position of
strategic significance in the overall structure of the network of
cultures. Using Cheikh Anta Diop’s theory of the African origin of
civilization that states that all cultures have a continuity that can
be traced back to an original African origin, the centrality of African
culture is globally undeniable. Africa is then the focal point of all
civilizations around the world; this theory could be used by African
Americans and other African diasporic communities to build a
stronger and more positive consciousness. In terms of the history
of black struggle for liberation, African American leadership
predates any other forms of struggle for people of African descent
and a huge work has been done on black consciousness by scholars.
But one of the major weaknesses of their struggle is the lack of
strong connection with Africa to sustain their culture which makes
them live cultural power as Africans and Americans. As such,
African American culture of liberation can be taken as strategic for
people of African descent due to their historical experience and the
plethora of scholars and leaders they produced in the history of
Black political fight for liberation from all kinds of oppression. One
common point between Africans’ and African Americans’ experience
is that they have a history of being persecuted because of their
race. Even though race has a different connotation from different
culture, it can be taken as a political tool to resist and oppose
domination. But fighting with common cultural values seems to be
a more efficient way to resist global racism and exploitation. The
point is that economic, social, political, and religious domination are
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strongly correlated to cultural domination. As victims of slavery
and/or colonization, Black people share the psychological state of
double-consciousness defined by W. E. B. Du Bois but in a different
way as Africans from the continent could still live their original
culture during colonial time and now. W.E.B. Du Bois is well known
as one of the greatest Black scholars but mainly for being the first
to coin the term double consciousness which deals with local Black
identity in America. Du Bois’s distorted and alienated self-
consciousness concept which offers no power to live as African
Americans set the dilemma (Du Bois,1903: 8). In critical analysis
of identity, the concept of double consciousness is not empowering.
It is a weakening psychological state of mind which has a political
foundation. This negative state of mind has a devastating effect on
many African Americans in the process of their history. An example
that shows how some African Americans are negatively affected by
their double consciousness is the account Lucius C. Harper (1938)
made about the Blues in. He posits that while Black have failed in
these fundamental instances by gleaning political recognition from
white, they have succeeded in winning favor and almost unanimous
popularity in their ‘blues’ songs, spirituals and ‘jitterbug’
accomplishments. The reason is that the blues melodies have been
made popular because they are different, humorous and silly. The
sillier the better. They excite the primitive and emotion in man and
arouse his bestiality. They begin to hum, moan and jump usually
when they are put into action. They stir up the emotions and fit in
handily with bootleg liquor. They break the serious strain of life and
inspire the ‘on with the dance’ philosophy. They are popular
because the American people, both white and black, relish
nonsense. This account from a Black columnist was made at a time
when the Blues started to develop as a commercial art from the
early 1920s. Many Black middle class and church people who were
striving political, social, and economic integration into white
society, and they saw the Blues as evil and degrading (Harper,
ibid.). Running away from what constitutes core African related
culture like their music has always been a way some African
Americans have chosen to seek validation and be integrated by
white society. This example gives us an illustration on how Du Bois’
concept of double consciousness affects some Black people’s
behavior in real life. Du Bois describes the psychological challenges
African Americans face attempting to keep a hold of their African
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heritage while being raised in a western culture
(http://xroads.virginia.edu/~UGO03/souls/defpg.html). Being
aware of one’s blackness in America and realizing that this is a
problem makes many African Americans lose self-esteem and self-
pride. It is a victimizing state of mind that Afrocentric theorists do
not share. Compared to Du Bois’ concept of double consciousness,
Afrocentricity is a challenging alternative to some of the more
traditional and modern theories on understanding African American
identity crisis. As such, the Afrocentric paradigm offers the
possibility to redefine African American culture and restructure their
shattered identity. Ever since he has coined his theory of double
consciousness, Du Bois has tried to erase the guilty look that has
created it, and to deconstruct the minstrel caricature and finally
reconstruct the image of cultural representation of the African
American and his culture. In fact, according to Black theorists of
consciousness like Du Bois, the distorted image the white people
have built about Black people and their culture in America came
from a pretention by whites that they understand the Black people
better than the latter do of themselves. Richard Wright (1970)
stated that ‘'Each day when you see us black folk upon the dusty
land of the farms or upon the hard pavement of the city streets,
you usually take us for granted and think you know us, but our
history is far stranger than you suspect, and we are not what we
seem” (p. 197). The distinctiveness of the Black experience had
been pointed out by critics like Richard Gilman by stating that the
intensity of that experience could only be expressed by those who
were related to others by suffering (Sudhi, opcit.). African
Americans must move away from that constructed identity in order
to be able to live an independent and normal life. The alienation
and oppression that Du Bois theorized about is reanalyzed by
Gilroy. Gilroy’s book (1993) is a reshaping and a modern adaptation
of Du Bois’s idea. Sheila Petty (2008) said: “...By rereading Du Bois’
double consciousness in a new configuration, Gilroy offers a means
of describing the alienation effect of racism that extends Du Bois’s
work from its original context in African American culture to a
transnational landscape,” (p.11). Gilroy’s concept fundamentally
disrupts the contemporary forms of cultural heritage and reopens
the field of Black Studies by enlarging its interpretative framework.
Gilroy vocalizes a turning point in the study of Black Diasporic
identity by taking away all cultural approaches that could be
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deemed ethnic absolutism, and by attacking the idea that the Black
Atlantic slave trade was a space of transnational -cultural
construction. He makes the victims of the Atlantic slave trade the
new emblem of his diasporic people. It is a concept that promotes
hybridity (Gilroy, 2013). Therefore, the transnational Black citizen
is not only living in a world of double consciousness, but at the
same time he is moving away from local culture and cultural
confinement. But the weakness of Gilroy’s theory is that, through
his writings, he has difficulties to acknowledge his African roots or
referring to the Black Atlantic’s African heritage as a participating
part in building diasporic identity. Gilroy seems to be running away
from his African past and has a problem to recognize and establish
his Black identity. He also avoids dealing with white supremacy and
he is unable to cherish his African culture. Gilroy tends to couple
European culture and Afro-Caribbean culture instead of opposing
them or even clearly distinguishing them as different and equal
competing cultures which need to respectively assert themselves
independently. He refuses any binary opposition of the two cultures
and seems to be more comfortable with claiming his mother’s
British heritage while running away from his father’s African roots.
But writers like Toni Morrison transformed invisibility of Black
people, and oppression of Black people, denial of their identity by
the white people into a powerful means of empowerment. In her
novels, Toni Morrison’s reinterpretation of self is a powerful way of
representing Black cultural and social identity (Raphael Perez-
Torres, 1997). In Morrison’s texts, a sense of self emerges from a
long experience of exploitation, denial and oppression in both
slavery and twenty-first century African American life. Morrison
confronts facelessness and an attempt to forge out a culture of
absence of voice and identity imposed by the dominant western
culture in America. She creates an aesthetic identity and voice for
her people that play against the mainstream American culture by
imposing narrative techniques evocative of African oral literature
that shapes and retraces various ways of narrating in the same
story. She also creates characters, names and narratives that retell
the history of Black people in America in an empowering way
(Perrez-Torres, ibid.: 92). Finally, Morrison centers her novels in an
African cultural context while scenes take place in an American
context. Another writer who refuses to be trapped in a powerless
and weakening concept of double consciousness is Molefi Kete
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Asante. He states that when he writes, he is speaking as an African
American, one who has grown up with the wilderness experience,
yet he has never left the suffered striving in “one dark body” of
“double consciousness” he does not know, nor has he had, striving
between his citizenship as an American and his cultural roots as an
African (Asante, 2003). Afrocentric scholars like Molefi K. Asante
and Cheikh Anta Diop have a more positive and less alienated way
of living their double consciousness, if they have any, and their
history. They refuse to be trapped in the western paradigms and
historiography that erase African contribution to world history and
civilization. They also refute a limiting Black identity constructed by
white society. They use their dual identity as colonized Africans and
African Americans to define a powerful agency and relocate the
origin of African American history and achievements in Africa. If
America is a racist society, the values that sustain it cannot be of
reference for African Americans. Afrocentricity as theorized by
Molefi K. Asante preaches an African agency as a revolutionary
standpoint that advocates cultural and political nationalism. Melva
Costen praises the importance and usefulness of the Afrocentric
theory. It is an alternative to Eurocentric paradigms. As such,
Afrocentricity emphasizes understanding the Black experience as
part of African history and culture. From Asante’s viewpoint,
Afrocentricity centers African values and perspectives in analysis.
This approach aims to empower Black people and others whose
identities have been shaped and controlled by dominant cultures,
fostering self-identity and critical reflection (Melva W. Costen,
1993: 2). But in practice, Afrocentrists are Black cultural or political
Nationalist scholars or both who have located their studies and
other scholarly works in traditional Africa. In that case,
Afrocentrists have existed as early as the nineteenth century and
have included Frederick Douglass, Martin Delany, Edward Blyden,
Marcus Garvey, William wells Brown, William Still, etc. Based on
political and ideological standpoint, a more recent generation of
Afrocentrists includes, Angela Y. Davis, Melva Wilson Costen, Ama
Mazama, Amiri Baraka, Malcolm X, Kwame Ture, and so on.
Expressing his idea of a Black Nationalist Kwame Ture stated that
the values of American society support a racist system. It is
incongruous to ask black people to adopt and support most of those
values. Blacks also reject the assumption that the basic institutions
of this society must be preserved. The goal of black people must
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not be to assimilate into middle-class America, for that class- as a
whole- is without a viable conscience as regards humanity. The
values of the middle class permit the perpetuation of the ravages
of the black community. The values of that class are based on
material aggrandizement, not the expansion of humanity. And the
values of that class ultimately support cloistered little closed society
tucked away neatly in tree-lined suburbia (Kwame Ture & Charles
V. Hamilton (1992: 40). In a nutshell, Kwame Ture’s Black
Nationalism is expressed in a way that advocated that Black people
must make their way in American society without the type of
stratifications and society shaped and imposed upon them by the
white supremacists. On the African continent and in Europe, there
have been many ways African and Diaspora scholars used their
double-consciousness positively as colonial subjects or citizens of a
western country, and expressed their political and cultural
nationalism. In the 1930s, Negritude proponents: Senghor,
Césaire, and Damas, conscious of their double identity of Blacks
and colonial subjects, subvert the French language to create a new
way of communicating their problems but at the same time to
castigates the oppression they had been victims of under French
colonial rule. Describing the trio who formed the historical
Négritude movement, Amiri Baraka said Légitime Défence, the
Manifesto created by intellectuals from French colonies in Paris, in
the 1930s, had a great influenced on the young students Aimé
Césaire, Léopold Sédar Senghor and Léon Gontran Damas. He
added that Senghor described the effect of Légitime Défence on
them at that time by saying that the Manifesto reflected the “new
Negro movement in the arts,” using exactly the terms Alain Locke
employed to describe the Harlem Renaissance (Baraka, 1999).
Secondly, they used the French language to critique Western
thoughts that do not apply to African realities and conversely
promote African values, and African solutions to African problems.
For example, Cheikh Anta Diop’s Afrocentric-oriented research and
results are important because they relate to the development of
human approaches to cultures and the survival of the human
species (Asante and Mazama, 2002: 70). Diop’s work has helped to
build a historiography which is centered on African realities and
history. Moreover, Ngugi wa Thiong’o presented Africans and the
world with an empowering version of the concept as it applies to
colonized people (1986). He said that the effect of the cultural
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bomb was to annihilate a people’s belief in their name, their
languages, their environment, their heritage of struggle, their
unity, in their capacities and ultimately in themselves. It makes
them see their past as one wasteland of non-achievement and it
makes them want to distance themselves from that wasteland. It
makes people want to identify with that which is further removed
from themselves. The intended results are despair, despondency
and a collective death-wish (wa Thiong’o, ibid.). Ngugi analyses the
political, economic, social, cultural, and psychological effects of
imperialism, and at the same time identifies and advocates an
African agency behind the concept of double-consciousness. The
same agency is expressed in his novels The River Between (1965),
Devil on the Cross (1982) and Matigari (1986). Ngugi’s solution to
imperialism is cultural resistance and the promotion of African
national languages. Culture, Ngugi posits, is the basis of all kinds
of oppression. Centering Black education on African realities and
culture can help use the western education Black people have
inherited as a double-edged tool using inherited Western languages
against the dominators on the one side, and keeping our culture on
the other side, to build a new consciousness. Afrocentrists argue
that Black people have a double voice they can use to empower
themselves and build a positive consciousness different from the
negative state of mind Du Bois’s double consciousness places the
Black person in America. Therefore, Black Studies should focus on
building curricula and providing strategies for empowerment for
Black people in order to heal wounds mainly psychological wounds
described by Du Bois in his concept. The Afrocentric paradigm
fosters scholarship that tries to correct the way the concept of
double consciousness is negatively used in African American culture
and history. Culture has always borne a political connotation
because its western definitions restrict it to a worldview that serves
white people’s interests. The issue of identity, race, gender and
class is linked to definitions of culture. According to Houston A.
Baker, Jr., the definitions westerners give to culture restricts it to a
body of intellectual and imaginative work, and consider it as
something spiritual and transcendent. They find great interest in
preserving a limited connotation of culture. But other people have
worked to re-establish culture’s true meaning. Therefore, culture
must be defined by taking into account historical factors as well as
technological and sociological ones (Baker, Jr. (1975, 1). Amilcar
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Cabral sees culture as a powerful weapon for and against
domination. He says that culture’s value as resistance to foreign
domination lies in its reflection of a society’s history and its
influence on relationships within and between societies. It shapes
history and the evolution of interactions, both positive and
negative. Ignoring this can explain the failure of foreign domination
attempt and of some liberation movements (Cabral, 1973: 41).
From this statement, one can assume that culture is a political
contested space that influences dominators’ policies as well as
dominated people’s reaction to occupation or persecution.
Understanding the political content of culture may determine the
strategies resistants may use in their struggle for liberation.
Introducing a new dimension of cultural studies and definition, the
Afrocentric theory offers intellectual and academic possibilities to
discuss the political dimension of music, aesthetics and culture in
art in general and music in particular. Afrocentrists assert that all
Blacks’ problems and lack of achievements concur to one main
source which is white supremacist and racist ideology. Because
they need to deal with different kinds of problems that affect their
lives from the past to nowadays at the same time, Black theorists
have holistic approaches to scholarship and critique. Therefore,
they cannot be put into one specific category of thought. For
example, the theme of music as related to class discrimination and
economic gain pervades all African American experience from
slavery to modern time. This question of music and class is well
documented by Amiri Baraka (2002) when he shows how the Black
middle class appropriated Jazz and diluted it with their class and
intellectual values which were completely different from the poor
masses’ spirit of music making. Appropriation is deeply rooted in
and intrinsically related to the American capitalistic mindset and
class privilege. Historically, Black music is always linked to race
tensions, gender and class in America. Black Spirituals’ identity in
America was born in a context of slavery, lashing, branding, slave
auctions, family dislocation, and deprivation of cultural practices for
enslaved Africans. The Blues was born in a context of another type
of terror known as lynching, vagrancy laws, sharecropping and
migration in Depression time. Jazz music, from its creation to its
golden age in the 1960s, coexisted with Jim Crow law, segregation,
discrimination on performance venues, economic exploitation of
Black artistic, and international tension around the world. Hip Hop
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finally, was born in the Black Power era, with the ideological
flourishing of the Black Panther party, and the heritage of Martin L.
King’s Civil Rights struggle and Malcolm X’s Black Liberation
movement. This proves in some way that the study of music in
Africa, America, and in the Diaspora is the study of unity and
diversity of African culture. Studying the African legacy of African
American music is researching on the social grounding of music in
African traditions that had a significant role in the slave social,
religious and political institutions as they tried to build a new life.
John Nketia posits that African music making is generally organized
as a social event in traditional African society. Music pervades all
aspects of African life (Nketia, 1974: 21). Finally, music in Africa
is associated to all sectors of community life, social, political and
religious activities. It is a keeper of history and documents the way
people understand and live their everyday life. These African oral
traditions have a tremendous influence on African American oral
traditions, political thought and aesthetics. In addition to that,
African scholars of the colonial era have used their literary works
as a means of liberation and revival of African culture and people.

Conclusion

The quest for Black identity in America is a multifaceted journey
shaped by historical legacies, cultural expressions, and individual
experiences. This journey, marked by struggle and resilience,
reflects a continuous effort to reclaim and redefine self-identity
within a society that is both liberating and oppressive. The Blues
and other forms of Black cultural expression stand as powerful
symbols of this ongoing pursuit, highlighting the richness of African
American heritage that continually influences the formation of
Black identity. The movement to redefine racial identity within the
African American community is not only a response to past
injustices but also a proactive push for self-determination and
empowerment. It underscores the significance of agency in shaping
identity and emphasizes the continued fight for equality. The Blues
and other forms of musical and aesthetic expression have helped
African Americans shape their identity as a different people in a
multi-cultural environment like America.
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From a socio-utilitarian perspective, Black Studies can play a crucial
role in fostering a positive consciousness and promoting
understanding of African American history through music and
aesthetics. However, when scholarship within Black Studies is
solely rooted in Western paradigms, it risks reinforcing historical
hierarchies and perpetuating a cycle of dependency on the
perspectives of dominant white viewpoints. Such frameworks can
undermine the goal of empowerment by presenting Black people in
ways that cater to white validation, rather than elevating Black
experiences and agency. For instance, the way Western paradigms
frame the transatlantic slave trade often shifts blame away from
European involvement and instead emphasizes the role of African
complicity. This distortion not only minimizes the responsibility of
western colonizers but also complicates Black self-perception,
reinforcing notions of inferiority and victimhood. To truly harness
the potential of Black Studies in culture research, the field must
prioritize Black agency, critical perspectives, and a vision that
empowers Black communities toward self-affirmation and social
justice. The history of the Blues has been a turning point in African
American identity construction and transformation.
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