


Ca”te” G. Woodson

Carter Godwin Woodson (Decembe” 19, 1875 – Ap”il
3, 1950)[1] was an Af”ican-Ame”ican histo”ian, autho”,
jou”nalist and the founde” of theAssociation fo” the Study
of Af”ican Ame”ican Life and Histo”y. Woodson was one
of the ិ”st schola”s to study Af”ican-Ame”ican histo”y. A
founde” of The Journal of Negro History in 1915, Wood-
son has been cited as the fathe” of black histo”y.[2] In
Feb”ua”y 1926 he announced the celeb”ation of ནNeg”o
Histo”y Weekཔ, conside”ed the p”ecu”so” of Black His-
to”y Month.[3]

1 Background

Ca”te” G. Woodson was bo”n in Buckingham County,
Vi”ginia [4] on Decembe” 19, 1875, the son of fo”me”
slaves, James and Eliza Riddle Woodson. [5] His fathe”
helped Union soldie”s du”ing the CivilWa” andmoved his
family to West Vi”ginia when he hea”d that Huntington
was building a high school fo” blacks.

Coming f”om a la”ge, poo” family, Ca”te”Woodson could
not ”egula”ly attend school. Th”ough self-inst”uction,
Woodson maste”ed the fundamentals of common school
subjects by age 17. Wanting mo”e education, Ca”te” went
to Fayette County to ea”n a living as a mine” in the coal
ិelds. He was able to devote only a few months each yea”
to his schooling.

In 1895, at the age of 20, Woodson ente”ed Douglass
High School, whe”e he ”eceived his diploma in less than
two yea”s. [6] F”om 1897 to 1900, Woodson taught at
Winona in Fayette County. In 1900 he was selected as the
p”incipal of Douglass High School. He ea”ned his Bache-
lo” of Lite”atu”e deg”ee f”om Be”ea College in Kentucky
in 1903 by taking classes pa”t-time between 1901 and
1903.

2 Career in education

F”om 1903 to 1907, Woodson was a school supe”viso”
in the Philippines. Late”, he attended the Unive”sity of
Chicago, whe”e he was awa”ded an A.B. and A.M. in
1908. He was a membe” of the ិ”st black f”ate”nity
Sigma Pi Phi and a membe” of Omega Psi Phi.[7] He
completed his PhD in histo”y at Ha”va”d Unive”sity in
1912, whe”e he was the second Af”ican Ame”ican (af-
te” W.E.B. Du Bois) to ea”n a docto”ate.[8] His docto”al
disse”tation,The Disruption of Virginia, was based on ”e-

sea”ch he did at the Lib”a”y of Cong”ess while teach-
ing high school in Washington, D.C. Afte” ea”ning the
docto”al deg”ee, he continued teaching in public schools,
late” joining the faculty at Howa”d Unive”sity as a p”ofes-
so”, whe”e he se”ved as Dean of the College of A”ts and
Sciences.

Convinced that the ”ole of Af”ican Ame”ican histo”y and
the histo”y of othe” cultu”es was being igno”ed o” mis-
”ep”esented among schola”s, Woodson saw a need fo”
”esea”ch into the neglected past of Af”ican Ame”icans.
Along with Alexande” L. Jackson, Woodson published
The Education of the Negro Prior to 1861 in 1915.

Ca”te” G.Woodson stayed at theWabash Avenue YMCA
du”ing visits to Chicago. D”. Woodson’s expe”iences at
the Y and in the su””ounding B”onzeville neighbo”hood
inspi”ed him to c”eate the Association fo” the Study of
Neg”o Life and Histo”y in 1915. The Association fo” the
Study of Neg”o Life and Histo”y (now the Association fo”
the Study of Af”ican Ame”ican Life and Histo”y), which
”an confe”ences, published The Journal of Negro History,
and ནpa”ticula”ly ta”geted those ”esponsible fo” the edu-
cation of black child”enཔ.[9]

Woodson believed that education and inc”easing social
and p”ofessional contacts among blacks and whites could
”educe ”acism and he p”omoted the o”ganized study of
Af”ican-Ame”ican histo”y pa”tly fo” that pu”pose. Wood-
son would late” p”omote the ិ”st Neg”o Histo”y Week
in Washington, D.C., in 1926, fo”e”unne” of Black
Histo”y Month.[10] The B”onzeville neighbo”hood de-
clined du”ing the late 1960s and 1970s like many othe”
inne” city neighbo”hoods ac”oss the count”y, and the
Wabash Avenue YMCA was fo”ced to close du”ing the
1970s, until being ”esto”ed in 1992 by The Renaissance
Collabo”ative.[11]

He se”ved as Academic Dean of the West Vi”ginia Colle-
giate Institute, now West Vi”ginia State Unive”sity, f”om
1920 to 1922.[12]

In addition to his ិ”st book, he w”ote A Century of Ne-

gro Migration, which continues to be published by the
Association fo” the Study of Af”ican Ame”ican Life and
Histo”y (ASALH). He studied many aspects of Af”ican-
Ame”ican histo”y. Fo” instance, in 1924, he published
the ិ”st su”vey of f”ee black slaveowne”s in the United
States in 1930.[13]

He once w”ote: ནIf you can cont”ol a man’s thinking, you
don’t have to wo””y about his actions. If you can dete”-
mine what a man thinks you do not have to wo””y about
what he will do. If you can make a man believe that he
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is infe”io”, you don’t have to compel him to seek an in-
fe”io” status, he will do so without being told and if you
can make a man believe that he is justly an outcast, you
don’t have to o”de” him to the back doo”, he will go to the
back doo” on his own and if the”e is no back doo”, the
ve”y natu”e of the man will demand that you build one.པ

3 NAACP

Woodson became aឹliated with the Washington, D.C.
b”anch of the NAACP, and its chai”man A”chibald
G”imké. On Janua”y 28, 1915, he w”ote a lette”
to G”imké exp”essing his dissatisfaction with activities.
Woodson made two p”oposals:

1. That the b”anch secu”e an oឹce fo” a cente” to which
pe”sonsmay ”epo”t whateve” conce”ns the black ”ace
may have, and f”om which the Association may ex-
tend its ope”ations into eve”y pa”t of the city; and

2. That a canvasse” be appointed to enlist membe”s
and obtain subsc”iptions fo” The Crisis, the NAACP
magazine edited by W. E. B. Du Bois.

W. E. B. Du Bois added the p”oposal to dive”t ནpat”on-
age f”om business establishments which do not t”eat ”aces
alike,པ that is, boycott businesses. Woodson w”ote that he
would coope”ate as one of the twenty-ិve eាective can-
vasse”s, adding that he would pay the oឹce ”ent fo” one
month. G”imke did not welcome Woodson’s ideas.

Responding to G”imke’s comments about his p”oposals,
on Ma”ch 18, 1915, Woodson w”ote:

ནI am not af”aid of being sued by white busi-
nessmen. In fact, I should welcome such a law
suit. It would do the cause much good. Let us
banish fea”. We have been in this mental state
fo” th”ee centu”ies. I am a ”adical. I am ”eady
to act, if I can ិnd b”ave men to help me.པ

His diាe”ence of opinion with G”imké, who wanted a
mo”e conse”vative cou”se, cont”ibuted toWoodson’s end-
ing his aឹliation with the NAACP.

4 Black History Month

Afte” leaving Howa”d Unive”sity because of diាe”ences
with its p”esident, Woodson devoted the ”est of his life
to histo”ical ”esea”ch. He wo”ked to p”ese”ve the his-
to”y of Af”ican Ame”icans and accumulated a collec-
tion of thousands of a”tifacts and publications. He noted
that Af”ican-Ame”ican cont”ibutions ནwe”e ove”looked,
igno”ed, and even supp”essed by the w”ite”s of histo”y

textbooks and the teache”s who use them.པ[14] Race p”ej-
udice, he concluded, ནis me”ely the logical ”esult of t”a-
dition, the inevitable outcome of tho”ough inst”uction to
the eាect that the Neg”o has neve” cont”ibuted anything
to the p”og”ess of mankind.པ[14]

In 1926, Woodson pionee”ed the celeb”ation of ནNe-
g”o Histo”y Weekཔ,[15] designated fo” the second week
in Feb”ua”y, to coincide with ma”king the bi”thdays of
Ab”aham Lincoln and F”ede”ick Douglass.[16] The week
of ”ecognition became accepted and has been extended as
the full month of Feb”ua”y, now known as Black Histo”y
Month.

5 Colleagues

Woodson believed in self-”eliance and ”acial ”espect, val-
ues he sha”ed with Ma”cus Ga”vey, a Jamaican activist
who wo”ked in New Yo”k. Woodson became a ”egula”
columnist fo” Ga”vey’s weekly Negro World.

Woodson’s political activism placed him at the cente” of
a ci”cle of many black intellectuals and activists f”om the
1920s to the 1940s. He co””esponded with W. E. B. Du
Bois, John E. B”uce, A”tu”o Alfonso Schombu”g, Hube”t
H. Ha””ison, and T. Thomas Fo”tune among othe”s. Even
with the extended duties of the Association, Woodson
made time to w”ite academic wo”ks such as The History
of the Negro Church (1922), The Mis-Education of the
Negro (1933), and othe”s which continue to have wide
”eade”ship.

Woodson did not shy away f”om cont”ove”sial subjects,
and used the pages of Black World to cont”ibute to
debates. One issue ”elated to West Indian/Af”ican-
Ame”ican ”elations. Woodson summa”ized that ནthe
West Indian Neg”o is f”ee.པ He obse”ved that West Indian
societies had been mo”e successful at p”ope”ly dedicat-
ing the necessa”y amounts of time and ”esou”ces needed
to educate and genuinely emancipate people. Woodson
app”oved of eាo”ts by West Indians to include mate”i-
als ”elated to Black histo”y and cultu”e into thei” school
cu””icula.

Woodson was ost”acized by some of his contempo”a”ies
because of his insistence on deិning a catego”y of his-
to”y ”elated to ethnic cultu”e and ”ace. At the time, these
educato”s felt that it was w”ong to teach o” unde”stand
Af”ican-Ame”ican histo”y as sepa”ate f”om mo”e gene”al
Ame”ican histo”y. Acco”ding to these educato”s, ནNe-
g”oesཔ we”e simply Ame”icans, da”ke” skinned, but with
no histo”y apa”t f”om that of any othe”. Thus Woodson’s
eាo”ts to get Black cultu”e and histo”y into the cu””icula
of institutions, even histo”ically Black colleges, we”e of-
ten unsuccessful. Today Af”ican-Ame”ican studies have
become specialized ិelds of study in histo”y, music, cul-
tu”e, lite”atu”e and othe” a”eas; in addition, the”e is mo”e
emphasis on Af”ican-Ame”ican cont”ibutions to gene”al
Ame”ican cultu”e. The United States gove”nment cele-

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/NAACP
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archibald_Grimk%C3%A9
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archibald_Grimk%C3%A9
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Crisis
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/W._E._B._Du_Bois
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abraham_Lincoln
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frederick_Douglass
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_History_Month
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_History_Month
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marcus_Garvey
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jamaican
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/W._E._B._Du_Bois
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/W._E._B._Du_Bois
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Edward_Bruce
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arturo_Alfonso_Schomburg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hubert_Harrison
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hubert_Harrison
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timothy_Thomas_Fortune
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Mis-Education_of_the_Negro
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Mis-Education_of_the_Negro


3

b”ates Black Histo”y Month.

6 Woodson’s legacy

That schools have set aside a time each yea” to focus
on Af”ican-Ame”ican histo”y is Woodson’s most visible
legacy. His dete”mination to fu”the” the ”ecognition of
the Neg”o in Ame”ican and wo”ld histo”y, howeve”, in-
spi”ed countless othe” schola”s. Woodson ”emained fo-
cused on his wo”k th”oughout his life. Many see him
as a man of vision and unde”standing. Although Wood-
son was among the ”anks of the educated few, he did not
feel pa”ticula”ly sentimental about elite educational insti-
tutions. The Association and jou”nal that he sta”ted in
1915 continue, and both have ea”ned intellectual ”espect.

Woodson’s othe” fa”-”eaching activities included the
founding in 1920 of the Associated Publishe”s, the old-
est Af”ican-Ame”ican publishing company in the United
States. This enabled publication of books conce”ning
blacks that might not have been suppo”ted in the ”est of
the ma”ket. He founded Neg”o Histo”y Week in 1926
(now known as Black Histo”yMonth). He c”eated theNe-
gro History Bulletin, developed fo” teache”s in elementa”y
and high school g”ades, and published continuously since
1937. Woodson also inីuenced the Association’s di-
”ection and subsidizing of ”esea”ch in Af”ican-Ame”ican
histo”y. He w”ote nume”ous a”ticles, monog”aphs and
books on Blacks. The Negro in Our History ”eached its
eleventh edition in 1966, when it had sold mo”e than
90,000 copies.

Do”othy Po”te” Wesley stated that ནWoodson would w”ap
up his publications, take them to the post oឹce and have
dinne” at the YMCA.པ He would teasingly decline he”
dinne” invitations saying, ནNo, you a”e t”ying to ma””y
me oា. I amma””ied to mywo”kཔ. Woodson’s most che”-
ished ambition, a six-volume Encyclopedia Africana, lay
incomplete at his death on Ap”il 3, 1950, at the age of 74.
He is bu”ied at Lincoln Memo”ial Cemete”y in Suitland,
Ma”yland.

7 Honors and tributes

• In 1926, Woodson ”eceived the National Asso-
ciation fo” the Advancement of Colo”ed People
Spinga”n Medal.

• The U.S. Postal Se”vice issued a 20 cent stamp hon-
o”ing Woodson in 1984.[17]

• In 1992, the Lib”a”y of Cong”ess held an exhibi-
tion entitled ནMoving Back Ba””ie”s: The Legacy of
Ca”te” G.Woodsonཔ. Woodson had donated his col-
lection of 5,000 items f”om the 18th, 19th, and 20th
centu”ies to the Lib”a”y.

• HisWashington, D.C. home has been p”ese”ved and
designated the Ca”te” G. Woodson Home National
Histo”ic Site.

• In 2002, schola” Moleិ Kete Asante named Ca”te”
G. Woodson on his list of 100 G”eatest Af”ican
Ame”icans.[18]

8 Places named after Woodson

Carter Woodson biographical cartoon by Charles Alston, 1943

8.1 California

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Elementa”y School in Los An-
geles.

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Public Cha”te” School in
F”esno.

8.2 Florida

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Pa”k, in Oakland Pa”k.[19]

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Elementa”y School was located
in Oakland Pa”k. It was closed in 1965 when the
B”owa”d County Public Schools system was deseg-
”egated.

• D”. Ca”te” G. Woodson Af”ican Ame”ican Museum
in St. Pete”sbu”g.

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Elementa”y School in
Jacksonville.

8.3 Georgia

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Elementa”y in Atlanta.
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8.4 Illinois

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Regional Lib”a”y in Chicago.

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Middle School in Chicago.

8.5 Indiana

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Lib”a”y in Ga”y.

8.6 Kentucky

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Middle School in Lexington.

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Cente” fo” Inte””acial Educa-
tion, Be”ea College, in Be”ea.[20]

8.7 Louisiana

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Middle School in New O”leans.

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Libe”al A”ts Building at
G”ambling State Unive”sity, built in 1915, in
G”ambling.

8.8 Maryland

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Elementa”y in C”isិeld.

• D”. Ca”te” G. Woodson Elementa”y in Baltimo”e.

8.9 Minnesota

• Woodson Institute fo” Student Excellence in
Minneapolis.

8.10 New York

• PS 23 Ca”te” G. Woodson School in B”ooklyn.

8.11 North Carolina

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Cha”te” School in Winston-
Salem.

8.12 Texas

• Woodson K-8 School in Houston.

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Pa”k in Odessa

8.13 Virginia

• The Ca”te” G. Woodson Institute fo” Af”ican-
Ame”ican and Af”ican Studies at the Unive”sity of
Vi”ginia, Cha”lottesville.

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Middle School in Hopewell.

• C.G. Woodson Road in his home town of New Can-
ton.

• Ca”te” G. Woodson Education Complex in
Buckingham County, built in 2012.

8.14 Washington, DC

• F”iendship Collegiate Academy inWashington is lo-
cated on the Ca”te” G. Woodson Campus.

8.15 West Virginia

• Ca”te” G. Woodson J”. High School (”enamed
McKinley J”. High School afte” integ”ation in 1954)
in St. Albans, built in 1932.

9 Selected bibliography
• A Century of Negro Migration (1918)

• The Education of the Negro Prior to 1861 (1919)

• The History of the Negro Church (1921)

• The Negro in Our History (1922)

• Free Negro Owners of Slaves in the United States in

1830, Together With Absentee Ownership of Slaves

in the United States in 1830 (1924)

• Free Negro Heads of Families in the United States in

1830, Together With a Brief Treatment of the Free

Negro (1925)

• Negro Orators and Their Orations (1925)

• The Mind of the Negro as Reflected in Letters Written

During the Crisis, 1800–1860 (1927)

• Negro Makers of History (1928)

• African Myths, Together With Proverbs (1928)

• The Rural Negro (1930)

• The Negro Wage Earner (1930)

• The Mis-Education of the Negro (1933)

• The Negro Professional Man and the Community,

With Special Emphasis on the Physician and the

Lawyer (1934)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carter_G._Woodson_Regional_Library
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gary,_Indiana
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lexington,_Kentucky
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Berea_College
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Berea,_Kentucky
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Orleans
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grambling_State_University
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grambling,_Louisiana
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crisfield,_Maryland
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baltimore
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Minneapolis
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brooklyn
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Winston-Salem,_North_Carolina
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Winston-Salem,_North_Carolina
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Woodson_K-8_School
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Houston
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Odessa,_Texas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Virginia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Virginia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charlottesville,_Virginia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hopewell,_Virginia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Canton,_Virginia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Canton,_Virginia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buckingham_County,_Virginia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Washington,_D.C.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/St._Albans,_West_Virginia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Mis-Education_of_the_Negro


5

• The Story of the Negro Retold (1935)

• The African Background Outlined: Or, Handbook

for the Study of the Negro (1936)

• African Heroes and Heroines (1939)

• The Works of Francis J. Grimké (1942)

• Carter G. Woodson’s Appeal: The Lost Manuscript

Edition (2008)
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