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THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF DR
MAULANA
KARENGA:
SCHOLAR,
ACTIVIST, AND
CREATOR OF
KWANZAA

Dr Maulana Karenga is
a name that resonates
deeply within the fields
of African American
studies, cultural
philosophy, and social
activism. Best known
as the creator of
Kwanzaa, the week-
long African American
and Pan-African holiday
celebrated from
December 26 to
January 1, Karenga is
far more than a holiday

founder. He is a
professor, author,
activist, and a driving
force behind the Black
cultural nationalist
movement of the
1960s. His work has
influenced generations
of thinkers, artists, and
community organizers.
This article delves into
the life, philosophy,
and lasting impact of
Dr Maulana Karenga,
exploring his
contributions  to
Afrocentric thought, his
role in the Black Power
movement, and the
enduring relevance of
his principles in
contemporary society.
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Dr Maulana Karenga
was born on July 14,
1941, in Parsonsburg,
Maryland, as Ronald
McKinley Everett. He
grew up during a time
of intense racial
segregation and
discrimination in the
United States. His early
experiences with
systemic inequality
profoundly shaped his
worldview and set him
on a path toward

activism and
intellectual inquiry.
Karenga pursued

political science and
African studies from
the University of

A). He later
completed a Ph.D. in
political science with a
specialization in
African studies from
the United States
International University
(now Alliant
International
University) and a
second Ph.D. in social
ethics from the
University of the Pacific
in 1994,

It was during his time
at UCLA that Karenga
became deeply
involved in the Black
student movement and
the broader struggle
for civil rights. He
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adopted the name
"Maulana Karenga" in
1965, with "Maulana"

meaning "master
teacher" and
"Karenga" meaning
"keeper of tradition" in
Swahili. This name
change was a
deliberate act of
cultural reclamation,
reflecting his

commitment to Pan-
Africanism and the
revival of African
heritage among African
Americans. The name
itself signaled his
intention to serve as a
bridge between African
traditions and modern
Black American
identity.

The
Founding

of US
Organizat
jon and
Cultural
Nationalis
m

In 1965, Dr Maulana
Karenga founded the
US Organization (short
for "Us," as in "Us
versus Them," and also
standing for "United
Slaves"), a community-
based cultural and
political organization
that became a
cornerstone of the
Black cultural
nationalist movement.
Unlike other Black
Power groups that
emphasized political
confrontation and self-
defense, the US



Organization focused
on cultural
transformation as a
prerequisite for
political and economic
liberation. Karenga
argued that Black
people could not
achieve meaningful
freedom without first
reclaiming their
history, language,
values, and traditions
from the distortions of
colonialism and white
supremacy.

The US Organization
developed the Nguzo
Saba, or the Seven
Principles of Kwanzaa:
Umoja (Unity),
Kujichagulia (Self-
Determination), Ujima
(Collective Work and
Responsibility), Ujamaa
(Cooperative

Economics), Nia
(Purpose), Kuumba
(Creativity), and Imani
(Faith). These
principles were
intended not only for

holiday observance but
as a year-round ethical
framework for building

strong families,
communities, and
institutions. The

Kawaida philosophy, a
synthesis of African
cultural traditions and
progressive political
thought, emerged from
Karenga's work with
the US Organization.

Kawaida means
"tradition" in Swahili
and signifies the

ongoing process of
cultural innovation and
reaffirmation that
Karenga advocated for
throughout his career.

Kwanzaa:

A Cultural
Holiday
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for the

African

Diaspora

The creation of
Kwanzaa in 1966 is
perhaps Dr Maulana
Karenga's most widely
recognized

achievement. The
holiday was
established in the

aftermath of the Watts
Rebellion in Los
Angeles, a period of
deep social unrest and
violence. Karenga
envisioned Kwanzaa as
an alternative to the
commercialism of
Christmas and as a
way to reinforce
African American
cultural identity and
community bonds. The
name "Kwanzaa"
comes from the Swahili
phrase "matunda ya
kwanza," meaning

"first fruits of the
harvest," drawing
inspiration from
traditional African

harvest celebrations.

Kwanzaa is observed
from December 26 to
January 1, with each
day dedicated to one
of the Nguzo Saba
principles. Families and
communities gather to
light the Mishumaa
Saba (seven candles)
on the Kinara
(candleholder), often
accompanied by
discussions about each
principle, artistic
performances, and
communal meals. The
holiday also
incorporates other
symbolic elements,
including the Mkeka
(mat) representing
tradition, the Mazao
(crops) representing
work and rewards, the
Muhindi (ears of corn)
representing children
and the future, the



Kikombe cha Umoja

(unity cup)
representing

community, and
Zawadi (gifts)

representing parental
love and commitment
to culture.

Today, Kwanzaa is
celebrated by millions
of people across the
United States, Canada,
the Caribbean, and
other parts of the
world. It has
transcended its original
political context to
become a mainstream
cultural celebration,
inclusive of people of
all backgrounds who
wish to honor African
heritage. The enduring
popularity of Kwanzaa
speaks to the universal
appeal of its core
values and the
visionary insight of Dr
Maulana Karenga in
recognizing the need
for a culturally
grounded holiday that

could bring people
together.

Academic
Contributi
ons and
Afrocentri
C

Scholarsh
P

Beyond his role as a
holiday creator, Dr
Maulana Karenga is a
prolific  scholar and
author. He has written
dozens of books and
articles on African
American history,
culture, philosophy,
and religion. His most
notable scholarly

contributions include
Introduction to Black
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Studies, a foundational
textbook that has been
used in universities
across the United
States for decades. The
book provides a
comprehensive
overview of the field of
Black Studies, covering
history, sociology,
politics, economics,
art, and religion. It
remains a standard
text for students and
scholars seeking a
systematic
understanding of the
African American
experience.

Karenga's Afrocentric
approach is
characterized by a
deep commitment to
centering Africa and
people of African
descent as subjects,
not objects, of history
and knowledge. He
argues that Black
Studies must be
grounded in African
cultural values and

intellectual traditions,
rather than merely
studying Black people
through the lens of
Western frameworks.
His work on Maat, the
ancient Egyptian
concept of truth,
justice, order, and
balance, represents a
significant attempt to
reconnect modern
African American
thought with classical
African civilizations.
Karenga's 2006 book
Maat: The Moral Ideal
in Ancient Egypt is
considered a landmark
contribution to African
philosophy and ethics.

As a professor at
California State
University, Long Beach,
where he has taught
since the 1980s,
Karenga has mentored
countless students and
helped shape the field
of Africana Studies. He
continues to produce
scholarly work that



bridges the gap
between academia and
community organizing,
emphasizing the
practical application of
knowledge for social
transformation. His
intellectual rigor and
dedication to the
Afrocentric paradigm
have earned him both
widespread respect
and occasional
controversy, but his
influence on the study
of Black life and culture
is undeniable.

Spiritual
and
Religious
Dimensio
ns

Dr Maulana Karenga
has also been a
significant figure in the

development of Black
religious thought. He
was a leading voice in
the creation of Kawaida
spirituality, a religious
orientation that draws
on African traditional
religions, especially the
ancient Egyptian belief
system of Maat and the
Yoruba tradition from
West Africa. Karenga
has argued that
authentic Black
liberation requires not
only political and
economic

transformation but also
spiritual renewal. He
has written extensively
about the need for
African Americans to
reclaim their spiritual
heritage from the
distortions of
colonialism and racism.

The Kawaida faith
community, which
Karenga leads
alongside his wife
Tiamoyo Karenga,
practices rituals and
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ceremonies that honor
African ancestors,
celebrate the Nguzo
Saba principles, and
reaffirm the values of
Maat. This spiritual
dimension of Karenga's
work has been less
widely known but is
central to his vision of
holistic liberation. He
has always maintained
that culture and
spirituality are
inseparable from the
struggle for justice and
that the transformation
of the self is essential
for the transformation
of society.

Criticisms
and
Controver
sies

Like many
figures, Dr

influential
Maulana

Karenga has faced
criticisms and
controversies over the
years. Some critics
have argued that his
cultural nationalist
approach is too
focused on symbolic
and cultural change at
the expense of
concrete political and
economic organizing.
During the late 1960s
and early 1970s,
tensions between the
US Organization and
other Black Power
groups, particularly the
Black Panther Party,
led to violent
confrontations that
both sides have since
regretted. Karenga
himself has
acknowledged the
mistakes and excesses
of that period and has
spent decades
advocating for unity
and reconciliation.

In the 1970s, Karenga
was convicted of



assault and false
imprisonment in a case
that arose from
internal conflicts within
the US Organization.
He served time in
prison but has always
maintained his
innocence in the most
serious allegations.
After his release, he
returned to academia
and community work
with a renewed focus
on education,
spirituality, and
cultural development.
Many of his supporters
argue that the legal
case was politically
motivated and that his
subsequent decades of
productive scholarship
and service speak to
his character and
commitment.

Karenga's critics on the
political left sometimes
charge that his
emphasis on culture
and values risks
obscuring the need for

10

structural economic
change and class-
based analysis.

Meanwhile, critics on
the right often dismiss
Kwanzaa as a
manufactured or
inauthentic holiday.
Karenga has
responded to these
critiques by arguing
that culture and
politics are deeply
intertwined and that no
movement can
succeed without both a
clear analysis of
structural oppression
and a positive vision of
cultural identity and
values.

The
Lasting
Relevanc
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e of Dr

Maulana
Karenga's

Work

In the 21st century, the
ideas of Dr Maulana
Karenga continue to be
relevant for activists,
educators, and
community builders.

The Nguzo Saba
principles  offer a
framework for

addressing
contemporary
challenges such as
police violence,
economic inequality,
environmental racism,
and the erosion of
community bonds. The
emphasis on Ujima
(collective work and
responsibility) and
Ujamaa (cooperative
economics) resonates
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with movements for
cooperative

businesses, community
land trusts, and mutual

aid networks. The
principle of
Kujichagulia (self-
determination) speaks
to the ongoing
struggles for
educational autonomy,
political

representation, and

cultural sovereignty.

Karenga's Afrocentric
scholarship has also
been influential in
shaping curriculum
development in schools
and universities. Many
institutions now offer

courses in Black
Studies, Africana
Studies, and Ethnic

Studies that draw on
his work. The demand
for culturally
responsive education
and decolonized
curricula has only
grown in recent years,
making Karenga's



contributions more
relevant than ever. His
insistence that Black
history and culture are
not peripheral but
central to the American
story has been
validated by
movements such as
Black Lives Matter,
which explicitly roots
itself in African
American traditions of
resistance and
resilience.

Moreover, Kwanzaa
has evolved into a
global celebration that
unites people of
African descent across
national and linguistic
boundaries. It provides
a shared cultural
vocabulary for
discussing values such
as unity, creativity, and

faith. For many
families, Kwanzaa is a
time to reaffirm

commitments to
community, education,
and social justice. The
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holiday has also been
embraced by non-Black
individuals and
communities

interested in African
culture, making it a
bridge for cross-
cultural understanding.

Dr
Maulana
Karenga
Today

Now in his eighties, Dr
Maulana Karenga
remains active as a
writer, lecturer, and
spiritual leader. He
continues to teach at
California State
University, Long Beach,
where he holds the
title of Professor
Emeritus. He also
serves as the chair of
the board of The
Organization Us, the
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successor to the US
Organization he
founded in the 1960s.
Through his ongoing
work, Karenga
continues to develop
the Kawaida
philosophy and
advocate for the Nguzo
Saba as a daily guide
for living a principled
and purposeful life.

He has also been a
vocal supporter of
various social justice
movements, including
the fight for
reparations for African
Americans, the
protection of voting
rights, and the
advancement of
gender equity within
the Black community.
His writing in recent
years has focused on
the intersection of
spirituality and social
justice, the importance
of historical memory,
and the need for a new
generation of leaders
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grounded in cultural
values. Karenga has
also been a vocal critic
of mass incarceration
and has called for
restorative justice
practices rooted in
African ethical
traditions.

In recognition of his
contributions, Karenga
has received numerous
honors and awards
over the years. He has
been invited to speak
at prestigious
institutions around the
world and has been the
subject of multiple
scholarly books and
articles. Perhaps his
greatest legacy,
however, is the millions
of people who
celebrate Kwanzaa
each year and who
have adopted the
Nguzo Saba as a guide
for personal and
collective
transformation.



CONCLUSION

Dr Maulana Karenga is
a towering figure in
African American
cultural and intellectual
life. His creation of
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Kwanzaa and the
Nguzo Saba principles
has provided a
framework for cultural
reaffirmation,
community building,
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