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Introduction

This book is about the future of Black Studies.
One of the aspects of being human is the experience of time. Most 

cultures encode historical time in collective consciousness, including 
some sense of the past, the present, and the future. This is no less true for 
Africans and African descendants throughout the African Diaspora. We 
seek to remember Africa before the European invasion and takeover. We 
imagine a future beyond our oppression that makes colonization merely 
an interruption and not a permanent replacement of our own history. 
We work to recapture African history, to once again be driven by African 
agency in theory and in practice. African Americans, at every stage of 
the US experience of oppression and exploitation, have remembered our 
collective pain and its perpetrators, and imagined freedom, the absence 
of that pain, and the creation of a sustainable future of well-being and 
prosperity.

All this recommences with every advance in the progress of the freedom 
struggle. And this energizes Black Studies: “That beat has carried Black 
Studies from academic immigrancy to forceful, scholarly citizenship 
in the American University. And the new story of Black Studies is the 
amazing proliferation of its energies in a manner that makes avoidance 
or eradication impossible” (Baker 1993, 32). The future of Black Studies 
itself has long been debated, but after fifty years of development, contem-
porary Black Studies has established itself as a stable fixture in education, 
especially in higher education. Given this sustainability, it is important 
to look at today’s innovation to see how Black Studies is actually moving 
into its future.

In the companion volume to this one, the History of Black Studies, I 
analyzed Black Studies in three ways: as intellectual history, as a social 
movement, and as an academic profession. Each of these ways had high 
points that were sequential, but together represent manifestations of 
the production and distribution of knowledge about the Black experi-
ence as acts of agency against the oppression and exploitation of Black 
people. Black Studies includes both theory and practice, science and art. 
It involves both campus and community (Alkalimat 2021).
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Black Studies as intellectual history has its academic foundation in the 
scholarship of the first two generations of Black PhDs. This provided a 
treasure trove of intellectual faculty talent at historically Black colleges 
and universities (HBCUs), because of segregationist practices of main-
stream institutions. Great periods of productivity of scholarship on the 
Black experience took place at such institutions as Howard Univer-
sity, Fisk University, and the Atlanta University Center. Intellectual and 
cultural creativity had origins in the institutions of the Black community 
as well. This is especially true in large regional cities with large Black pop-
ulations, for example, New Orleans, New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles. 
The third source of Black Studies as intellectual history is the ideological 
development of the Black Freedom Movement.

We discussed Black Studies as social movement in six ways: the Freedom 
Movement, the Black Power Movement, the Black Arts Movement, the 
New Communist Movement, the Black Women’s Movement, and the 
Black Student Movement. Each of these included education programs, 
mass education for the community, and cadre-level education for 
movement activists. A critical development was the new emergent insti-
tutions, often called Freedom Schools. These community-based freedom 
schools were based on curriculum development in Black history, Black 
culture, and ideologies of social justice protest.

Finally, the history of Black studies includes formal academic programs, 
especially in higher education. In the History of Black Studies, data from 
2013 is presented that indicate 76 percent of institutions of higher edu-
cation offer some sort of Black Studies, including 331 degree-granting 
units. By 2019, this number had increased to 356 (Alkalimat 2021, 235). 
There are now over a dozen units that grant the PhD degree in Black 
Studies. For the most part, these academic programs fit into the norma-
tive structure of their institutional context, from research universities to 
community colleges, in both private and public institutions. However, it 
must be noted that, in times of crisis, the activist social justice function 
latent in these programs comes to the fore. Academic programs in Black 
Studies have a continuing tie to the political life of the Black community, 
sometimes with the support of faculty and sometimes as a challenge to 
faculty.

The future of Black Studies has to take into consideration what is being 
projected as the future of the society in general, especially what is impact-
ing the Black community. At the turn of the century, dystopian thinking 
began to come from the highest levels of society. Samuel Huntington, a 
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former Harvard political scientist, has been a leading voice on a dystopian 
politics for the US future. He laid the basis for the war against Iraq and 
the current plague of Islamophobia with his book Clash of Civilizations 
and the Remaking of World Order (1996). This book argues that there 
can be no future coexistence of Christianity and Islam, thereby laying the 
basis for a holy war that the USA continues to fight today. He has also 
written a book that laid the ideological basis for the current immigration 
crisis, in which he projects conflict with people of Latino nationalities 
because they are not submitting to Anglo assimilationist transforma-
tion: Who Are We? The Challenges to American National Identity (2004). 
Huntington sees the future as a war against non-European descendant 
populations, Muslims and Latinos. This is an academic argument that 
produces white supremacist nationalism, and has a direct negative impact 
on Black people (Huntington 2004; 2011).

More currently, the absolute failure of the former US president Donald 
Trump to affirm a scientifically valid approach to the Covid pandemic led 
to a section of society volunteering to embrace the risk of death, a form 
of politically sanctioned suicide resulting in the USA having the highest 
rate of deaths in the world. This bad leadership has emboldened a danger-
ous skepticism against science and a loss of confidence in public health, 
putting everyone in danger. What future does this lead us to?

The mass media, too, is full of negative visions of dystopian futures. A 
good example is the television series started in 2010 called The Walking 
Dead (created by Frank Darabont). It is a post-apocalyptic horror tele-
vision series that pits zombies against humans in general, but also pits 
humans against each other frequently. The series makes killing to stay 
alive a moral necessity for everyone. This starkly good-versus-evil nar-
rative creates a cultural mindset in its viewers that there are dangerous 
others to be faced and killed if one is to survive, which includes not being 
infected and becoming a zombie oneself. There is no cure, no hope, only 
life versus ‘the walking dead’. The series has been a big success, and here 
is how Wikipedia sums up its popularity:

The Walking Dead has the highest total viewership of any series in 
cable television history, including its third through sixth seasons, 
during which it averaged the most 18- to 49-year-old viewers of all 
cable or broadcast television series. Total viewership for its fifth-season 
premiere was 17.3 million, the most-watched series episode in cable 
history. In 2016, a New York Times study of the 50 television series with 
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the most Facebook Likes found that like most other zombie series, The 
Walking Dead “is most popular in rural areas, particularly southern 
Texas and eastern Kentucky.” 

(Wikipedia 2020c)

This fiction is leaping into our reality via the drugs approved by the US 
Food and Drug Administration and prescribed by medical professionals 
to stem the pain and despair many people feel. Prozac and Simulac psy-
chotropic drugs have even been implicated in suicides and homicides. In 
contrast to these dystopias, this book asserts that the future is possible.

The current fiction version is a direct exposure of the evil machina-
tions of the capitalist system, Squid Game. This is a South Korean show 
that began in 2021 and pulls people who are in deep debt into a game 
that gives them a chance to become a billionaire. The hitch is that, of 
the 456 people who start the game, everyone will be killed until there 
is one winner. The horrid process was constructed as a critique of cap-
italism, but for its viewers the massive death exhibited drags you into 
the capitalist cauldron of evil. The television show was written by Hwang 
Dong-hyuk.

Hwang wrote Squid Game based on his own personal experiences and 
observations of capitalism and economic class struggle within South 
Korea. Hwang also considered that his script was targeted towards 
global issues regarding capitalism, stating, “I wanted to create some-
thing that would resonate not just for Korean people but globally. This 
was my dream.” and “I do believe that the overall global economic 
order is unequal and that around 90% of the people believe that it’s 
unfair. During the pandemic, poorer countries can’t get their people 
vaccinated. They’re contracting viruses on the streets and even dying. 
So I did try to convey a message about modern capitalism. As I said, 
it’s not profound.” 

(“Squid Game” 2022)

The future we need is the opposite of dystopia. We need a positive future. 
To understand the struggles of Black people, and how Black people have 
been able to celebrate life even under harsh conditions, we have to seek 
and evaluate the positive influence of Black Studies. Specifically, Black 
Studies prepares a diagnosis of the present-past, while seeking a perspec-
tive and policies to improve the quality of life in the present-future. This 
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is a recognition that the past and the future are intimately connected to 
the present—all the dynamics of a dialectical process.

Imagining a society in which all people can lead the good life is to 
create a utopia, a desired alternative to what exists in a society. Thomas 
More coined this word in 1516, using a Greek word meaning nowhere 
(More 1900). It was the design for a society better than what was being 
experienced in the Europe of his time. So, the use of the word “utopia” 
means a criticism of society by way of imagining a better one. Oppressed 
people have this at the heart of their most cherished forms of historical 
consciousness—religious, political, and social. They seek to answer the 
question: can’t we imagine something better, some realization of freedom?

Black Studies is an educational context for such imagination, both 
about society and about Black Studies itself. People in Black Studies do 
not separate the two. The future of the academic discipline is insep-
arable from the future of society and the institutions of education that 
house Black Studies. This is what this volume seeks to explore: the future 
of Black Studies in the context of the future of society. It proceeds by 
looking at three exciting advances: Afrofuturism, the African Diaspora, 
and eBlack Studies.

Part I will rethink the theoretical focus on what is being called Afro-
futurism. This has mainly been a concept tied to the speculative artistic 
and technological innovators in music, film, and science fiction. This 
volume will take a different approach, anchoring thinking about the 
future in Black intellectual political history. We have always marched 
toward the future we want.

A tension in Afrofuturism is the philosophical dialectic of idealism 
versus materialism. Idealism holds that ideas are primary, while material-
ism holds that material forces are primary in our understanding of reality 
(Cornforth 1975). To some extent, in Western philosophy, this is the dif-
ference between Plato as an idealist and Aristotle as a materialist. This 
distinction should not be misinterpreted, however, to mean that ideas are 
not essential, because they are critical and must be developed as a vital 
part of all human activity, both in science and in art.

Ideas are hypothetical until demonstrated to accurately reflect the 
nature of material reality. In social life, our morality, our sense of social 
justice, helps us to imagine a future better than the one we are living 
in, even though we have the dilemma that there are many conflicting 
ideas of this future. In any case, the test of any idea about social life is 
its application in social practice. This book makes the case for enriching 
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Afrofuturism with the ways various Black people and communities have 
looked at the future.

Critical rethinking of Afrofuturism is the content of Chapter 1. With 
this as the basis, the next three chapters will focus on the three main ways 
that Black people have dealt with the future. Chapter 2, “Imagining the 
Future,” is about how Black intellectuals and artists have projected images 
of society into the future with speculative thinking, including fantasy in 
cultural production. This is about positing an imaginary future with a 
critique of the present. Chapter 3, “Back to the Future,” focuses on how 
the future has been thought about based on the past. This is the Sankofa 
Principle: going back to the past to get a perspective on what future is 
most desirable. Chapter 4 discusses the main ways that Black people have 
struggled for their future. They have fought against their oppressors to 
create a future free from oppression and in this process have connected 
their future to reforms and even revolution.

Part II will discuss the globalization of Black Studies as it has trans-
formed into African Diaspora studies. Beginning with the historical 
origin of African Americans before and as a result of the European slave 
trade dispersal, the African Diaspora is the site of historical similarities 
and differences that present an opportunity to place the Black experience 
more firmly in world history. Chapter 5 will discuss the emergence of 
the African Diaspora as a framework for ideology as well as scholarship. 
Chapter 6 will focus on how the African Diaspora is increasingly guiding 
the research and curriculum development of Black Studies. Some depart-
ments are changing their names to embrace this new focus. Chapter 7 
looks to the African Diaspora itself to examine how Black Studies is being 
developed on a worldwide scale.

Part III will discuss the development of eBlack Studies, and how the 
use of information technology is transforming Black Studies. Chapter 8 
will survey the importance of science and technology in Black history 
and Black consciousness. Chapter 9 will review the theoretical litera-
ture that clarifies four different theses about the impact of information 
technology on the Black experience. We will use the Toledo model to 
identify programmatic innovations in Chapter 10. We will also discuss 
a new methodological framework for Black Studies based on the use of 
digital tools.

The basic argument here is that the future of Black Studies will include 
at least three key developments: (1) the study of how Black people think 
about and prepare for the future; (2) the study of all Black people in the 
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world by focusing on the African Diaspora; and (3) the study of how 
information technology is changing the production and distribution of 
knowledge about the Black experience. Each of these three developments 
is part of general processes of change. Globalization and information 
technology is forcing everyone to rethink their understanding of society, 
and that includes the future. Black Studies will be moving with the times.

In general, these future conceptions have emerged as expressions of 
two alternative forms of political agency, reform, and revolution, the first 
improving the system in incremental quantitative ways, versus the second 
transforming the system in fundamental qualitative ways. Actually, 
almost all change represents the dialectic of reform and revolution, the 
relationship between a strategy for freedom (long-range transformative 
goals, qualitative) and tactics of the ongoing struggle (immediate plans of 
action, quantitative).

One salient crisis in this process is the individualism that many times 
captures students and faculty. When Black Studies is delinked from the 
needs of the community in favor of the idiosyncratic concerns of one or 
more individuals, it is possible that the original mission of Black Studies 
has been betrayed. Of course, the future can only exist if there are degrees 
of freedom for the intellectuals, scholars, and artists, but it is equally 
important that Black Studies contributes to the historical strategic goal 
of freedom that involves the entire Black community and the society in 
general.

With all of these concerns, we will explore the future of Black Studies 
by reflecting on Afrofuturism, the African Diaspora, and the rise of 
eBlack Studies, through which information technology is opening new 
possibilities.





PART I

Black Studies  
as Afrofuturism





1
Rethinking Afrofuturism

This chapter presents a rethinking of the concept of Afrofuturism. In 
other words, how African Americans have thought about and studied the 
future will increasingly be part of the future of Black Studies. This is an 
intrinsically human experience, especially since all life forms seek to live 
and that means a concern for the future. Indeed, this is doubly so for 
humans, as our existential reality is that we know we will die, and that 
puts a limit on any future we might have.

This chapter will break down Afrofuturism by contrasting utopian 
thinking with dialectical and historical materialism, contrasting what 
we can dream up as a most desired future versus what we can actually 
achieve as we march through the history we live. Following this chapter 
will be chapters discussing three types of Afrofuturism: imagination as 
the basis for the future; the historical past as the basis for the future; and 
creating the future through the struggle for social change, both reform 
and revolution.

Afrofuturism was coined by Mark Dery in 1993 to cover a wide 
variety of activities envisioning futures (R. Anderson and Jones 2017). 
It is important to make a distinction between utopian thinking and a 
more scientific approach to the future, to distinguish fantasy from fact, 
speculative guesswork from hypotheses that can be investigated based on 
evidence. Afrofuturism in Black Studies will include both, but the most 
important focus has to be the agency of Black people on the march to 
freedom in all varieties of Afrofuturism. We have to include scholarship, 
cultural performance, and agency for social change.

One of the scholars responsible for the rise of the current manifesta-
tion of Afrofuturism as the name for forms of cultural activism is Alondra 
Nelson, who edited a special issue of the journal Social Text on Afrofutur-
ism. In her introduction, she identified a polarity that had to be addressed: 
“Forecasts of a utopian (to some) race-free future and pronouncements of 
the dystopian digital divide are the predominant discourses of blackness 
and technology in the public sphere” (Nelson 2002, 1).
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Nelson had created an online community called Afrofuturism in 1998, 
which was mainly based in the humanities and the arts. She clarifies 
further by focusing on technology.

The Afrofuturism list emerged at a time when it was difficult to find dis-
cussions of technology and African American diasporic communities 
that went beyond the notion of the digital divide. From the beginning, 
it was clear that there was much theoretical territory to be explored. 
Early discussions included the concept of digital double consciousness; 
African diasporic cultural retentions in modern technoculture; digital 
activism and issues of access; dreams of designing technology based 
on African mathematical principles; the futuristic visions of black film, 
video, and music; the implications of the then burgeoning MP3 revolu-
tion; and the relationship between feminism and Afrofuturism.

(Nelson 2002, 9)

Her pointing to a positive future leads us to the concept of utopia. Alex 
Zamalin, in his book Black Utopia: The History of an Idea from Black 
Nationalism to Afrofuturism, presents eight case studies of utopian and 
anti-utopian Black intellectuals (Zamalin 2019). Placing utopian thinking 
in a historical context, his first case is Martin Delaney (1812–1885). After 
racist faculty and students expelled him from Harvard Medical School 
and a subsequent career in the Union Army, Delaney rejects the racist 
colonial negation of Black people by turning to the African Diaspora for 
a new affirmation and vision of a new future. Zamalin summarizes Del-
aney’s basic ideas:

Delaney found equality, dignity, and freedom in black lives. He said no 
to white supremacy, exposed the drama of political contingency, and 
told of power’s vulnerability. This was the vision Delaney modeled to 
inspire resistance to reach black utopia abroad. But it wasn’t extended 
to a defense of gender equality, popular rule, and economic freedom.

(Zamalin 2019, 33)

Utopian projections of new gender relations were discussed in the 
fiction of Francis Harper (1825–1911) and Pauline Hopkins (1859–
1930). The writings of Samuel Delany (1942–) extended a utopian vision 
to LGBTQ rights. This is an essential correction to the error of silencing 
the voices of women and gay intellectuals about their own reality.
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Zamalin treats W.E.B. Du Bois (1868–1963) as a utopian in his work on 
the freedom struggles of Black people, especially his work Black Recon-
struction (1935). This focuses on the concept of democracy: 

For DuBois, democracy illuminated something of the dialectic between 
beginnings and ends, struggles and reversals, progress and reaction, 
change and uncertainty, the unknown and the unknown unknown. For 
all these contradictions, it was the aspiration to live in a democracy 
that, Du Bois believed, could rebuild the world in which all Americans 
would want to live. 

(Zamalin 2019, 61–62)

Du Bois, a materialist, anchored his work on Reconstruction in his-
torical research. He helped us to see a future of democracy not via pure 
speculation, but as the result of class struggle led by Black workers.

On a global scale, Zamalin treats Richard Wright as a reality check on 
pan-African utopian thinking. Wright went to Ghana in 1953 and wrote 
a book, Black Power, detailing his experience and thoughts about the 
African freedom struggle: 

Without question, Black Power’s rhetorical structure as a blend of 
memoir, political critique, and travelogue obscured Wright’s view 
of freedom. But this careful meditation on what freedom meant to 
Africans suggested that, for him, it was something more expressive and 
expansive than was developed by the NAACP political strategy of lit-
igation for political enfranchisement. Wright saw freedom as a lived 
experience dependent upon but irreducible to certain political rights. 
It was about shaping one’s destiny without another’s say, a new begin-
ning in which one would identify what counted as meaningful. 

(Zamalin 2019, 89)

The anti-utopian thinkers have pointed out that utopia can lead to an 
authoritarianism that would negate the vision of freedom associated with 
utopian thinking. Zamalin uses the work of George Schuyler (1895–1977) 
as an example of this kind of analysis. Many would argue that this reversal 
of democracy developed in the socialist countries and in the newly inde-
pendent African former colonies. There continues to be a debate about to 
what extent Nkrumah was a mix of a revolutionary emancipator and an 
authoritarian leader in leading the transformation of Ghana.




