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Abstract 

As articulated by Dr. W.E.B. DuBois, double consciousness is a concept used to describe the 

subconscious condition by which many African Americans live our lives; we are constantly 

measuring and interpreting our experiences through the lens of whiteness. Given the powerful 

and permanent holds that racism and white supremacy have on the American consciousness writ 

large, it might be easy to presume that the notion of double consciousness, too, is a fixed reality. 

Fortunately for African Americans, models exist which demonstrate the possibility of moving 

out and away from the veil of whiteness to embrace the fullness of who we truly are. This paper 

ponders the role of Afrocentricity as a pathway to move beyond double consciousness through 

cultural self-study, transcending binaries, and reconnecting to the African continent.  
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Moving beyond double consciousness: From essence to transformation 

Double consciousness is a term popularized by W.E.B DuBois in his work, The Souls of Black 

Folks. For DuBois, double consciousness was a predicament afforded to African Americans who 

were ‘gifted’ with the ability to see ourselves through the lens of others. According to DuBois 

(1903), “It is a peculiar sensation...of measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in 

amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness, an American, a Negro; two souls, two 

thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged 

strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder,” (p. 7). Double consciousness, then, is a 

subconscious condition by which many African Americans live our lives. We are constantly 

measuring and interpreting our experience through the lens of whiteness and those who are able 

to proximate whiteness as a result of their race, gender, social standing, or other aspect of 

identity.  

 Similar to the concept of double consciousness is the idea of the white gaze. In the essay, 

White Gazes, Yancy (2015) describes his own experience with this in a scenario where he tries to 

understand a white woman’s perception of him as they stand next to each other in the elevator. In 

the treatise, Yancy wonders if the woman thinks he is going to physically or sexually assault her. 

While he can never know for sure, he projects on to her and on to himself by extension, the 
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cultural stereotypes that abound on the danger of the unhinged Black male stemming from 

scientific, religious, and philosophical musings that rendered Black bodies as soulless and the 

antithesis of good (Turman, 2013). According to Yancy (2015), “When she sees me, the 

symbolic order of Blackness as evil is collapsed. I am evil. My Blackness is the stimulus that 

triggers her response,” (p. 55).   

Yancy, like DuBois, is committed to illuminating the phenomenon of the marginalization 

of Black bodies in America. The framework is helpful as it helps to make sense of our 

experience and the ways in which we have utilized the veil, the second sight, to survive. The veil 

has given us the ability to see into the white world and then, surpass their expectations. At times, 

it has also kept us away from danger as this “gift” has granted us the ability to anticipate white 

resentment and hostility. In response to perceived resentment, we have bent our bodies to make 

us appear smaller so that we are less of a threat, or we have used our bodies to comfort those 

who have first assailed our own.  

However, in and of itself, double consciousness is not liberative. As Eboni Howard 

Turman (2013) states, this “second-sight is momentarily liberative because it allows Black 

consciousness to exist physically outside of the white imagination...but Black existence is always 

situated on the negative pole of life’s spectrum, that is, as always beholden to the acrimonious 

whims of white supremacy and Jim Crow,” (pp. 78, 79). Thus, the notion of double 

consciousness does not offer Black people true self-consciousness much less a lens in which to 

develop that understanding. Instead, the idea of self is brokered through the values and 

expectations of others. For many of us, this means that our identity is based on what white 

supremacist ideology has said about us, either as an affirmation or rejection. Both postures leave 

us with no true sense of self.  
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We are fearfully and wonderfully made. Yet, living with a deficit-based as opposed to an 

asset-based sense of self we cannot be fully well. Some of us may thrive economically, but even 

in doing so our spirits may be in shambles because we are constantly measuring ourselves on the 

basis of white supremacist ideology. This causes a level of internalized racism and cognitive 

dissonance, that not only affects us, but those most like us. If we are unable to recognize the 

wonder and genius bound up within our own bodies, we will not be able to see those whose 

bodies most resemble our own as wonderful and genius. This level of internalized discontent is at 

the root of much communal conflict, heightening the urgency to look at models that can move us 

beyond double consciousness.  

 

Afrocentricity as a framework for liberation 

In order for African Americans to move beyond an internalized sense of inferiority about 

ourselves and those who look like us, we must look to models that provide us the means in which 

to recover and take joy in our identity as people of African ascent. Afrocentricity is one of those 

models. Afrocentricity, a framework popularized by Molefi Kete Asante, is a theoretical 

perspective which centers African peoples. Says Asante (1991), “Afrocentricity is a frame of 

reference wherein phenomena are viewed from the perspective of the African person. The 

Afrocentric approach seeks in every situation the appropriate centrality of the African,” (p. 171). 

Tolliver (2015) likewise states that Afrocentricity “provides the lens for more accurate and 

holistic understanding of the behaviors and lived experiences of people of African ascent, 

individually, collectively, and in interactions with others, to study and know self from our own 

perspective and not through the agenda of others’ assumptions,” (p. 60).  
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Asante (2000) suggests that the Afrocentric model has five specific characteristics, which 

include: having an interest in symbols and rituals; finding the subject-place of Africans in any 

social phenomenon with implications for sex, gender, and class; defending African cultural 

elements as historically valid; celebrating African centeredness and agency that push back 

against stereotypes about Africans and others, and revising the collective text of African people. 

Because the orientation of Afrocentricity at its core underscores the centrality of African peoples, 

it is a natural defense against internalized white supremacy.  

While the work of Asante (2000) is among that most frequently linked by contemporary 

scholars to the concept of Afrocentricity, this is not a new idea. Scholars like Patricia Hills 

Collins, Linda James Myers, Yosef Ben Jochannan, Cheikh Anta Diop, John Henrik Clark, 

Frances C. Welsing and Ivan Van Sertima have also expounded on the idea of Afrocentricity. 

And prior to them, esteemed scholars like W.E.B DuBois, Carter G Woodson, and Anna Julia 

Cooper championed the theory. However, long before any of these noted scholars and 

sociologists, our ancestors – both in America and on the African continent, incorporated the 

foundations of Afrocentricity into their thinking and spiritual practices; for our ancestors, 

Afrocentricity was central to their families and communities. Afrocentricity is the consciousness 

that our African ancestors brought with them across the Atlantic. It has enabled us to resist 

oppression at every turn and supported a rootedness in our identity as African descendants even 

when the span of time threatened to prevent us from always understanding what that identity 

was. Thus, while the term Afrocentricity may be fairly new, the practice of Afrocentricity is not.  

The call to move beyond double consciousness, then, is not a denial of the ongoing 

presence and acknowledgment of Afrocentricity in the African American experience. Rather, it 

recognizes that we have been holding onto two conflicting, contradictory frames at the same 
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time: one of white supremacy and the other of Afrocentricity. One frame denies our personhood 

while the other affirms it. DuBois (1903) describes this phenomenon well:  

“The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife, - this longing to attain self-

conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer self. In this merging he 

wishes neither of the older selves to be lost. He would not Africanize America, for America 

has too much to teach the world and Africa. He would not bleach his Negro soul in a flood 

of white Americanism, for he knows that Negro blood has a message for the world. He 

simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an American,” (p. 9). 

 

 DuBois proposed that for most African Americans, the struggle is not in retaining an 

Afrocentric identity but in holding onto an African and an American identity simultaneously. 

The unfortunate truth, however, is that at its core, the American identity is anti-Black and thus, 

anti-African. To hold onto an American identity, then, is to constantly be at war with oneself. 

Recognizing the futility of this balancing act, DuBois (1903) wrote: “Here in America, in the few 

days since Emancipation, the Black man’s turning hither and thither in hesitant and doubtful 

striving has often made his very strength to lose effectiveness, to seem like absence of power, 

like weakness. And yet, it is not weakness, - it is the contradiction of double aims,” (p. 10). 

This contradiction has been our best attempt at self-preservation in the midst of 

oppression. Forced enslavement and colonization along with a 400-year old legacy of pain and 

brutality taught us how to hold on to what we could of our cultural identity while also managing 

the expectations of European Americans. We have learned how to resist, and we have also 

understood when and where to yield so that we could survive. We have been resilient, and we 

have also been wounded physically, psychologically and spiritually. Yet, there can be no real 

self-consciousness if we interpret our existence through the lens of others. If the decisions we 

make are influenced by how white people may perceive us, we are still living behind the veil of 

double consciousness that DuBois so adequately defined.  
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The racial categories of Black and White are positioned as polar opposites on a fixed 

continuum in the United States. And yet, this continuum is the product of a socially constructed 

framework that only serves the interests of White people. Prior to the creation of these categories 

Africa and its people existed, not in opposition to Europeans or in spite of Europeans, but apart 

from Europeans on their own accord. Therefore, Afrocentricity, is not the opposite of 

Eurocentricity in the same way that Blackness is the opposite of Whiteness. Afrocentricity exists 

on its own. It is about looking at one’s experience, language, worldview, and spirituality through 

an African knowledge system or epistemology because that knowledge has worth in its own 

right.  

 

Afrocentricity applied: The importance of cultural self-study 

Cultural self-study, transcending binaries, and reconnecting back to the continent are 

three ways that descendants of Africans who were enslaved can move away from double 

consciousness and practically apply Afrocentricity to their lives. As I think about cultural self-

study and the characteristics that explain Afrocentricity, I most readily think about my own 

experience growing in this area. I do not want to suggest that my experience is universal or use it 

to propose a one-size-fits-all methodology in better understanding our culture. However, I do 

want to share what has worked for me over the last several years, noting the particular shift that 

occurred as a result of working with the City of Minneapolis.  

 As incidents of police brutality continued to impact our community, I wondered what I 

could do to make a difference. Because of the work that I was doing in the nonprofit sector 

around the intersection of racial equity, active living, and the built environment, I began to think 

about the public health implications of police violence, and even considered pursuing public 
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health as a field of study to help answer my questions. But then an opportunity emerged to work 

in the City of Minneapolis as program manager for Resiliency in Community After Stress and 

Trauma, a program that existed because of the shooting of Black men like Jamar Clark as well as 

other Black men around the country. I thought that this would give me the opportunity to look at 

this phenomenon through the lens of public health, as it was a health-related grant, in the way 

that I imagined without having to go to school. 

Working for the City, however, quickly left me despondent and questioning my sense of 

self. This forced me to look internally and explore my own trauma as a person of African 

descent, and how that trauma was intensified working in a system that had little regard for Black 

people. I was able to participate in a fellowship with Joi Unlimited that gave me tools to access 

and further my own healing journey. And in the fall of 2017, I was selected to participate in a 

year-long cohort with the Change Network of Minnesota, a partnership with the Cultural 

Wellness Center and the Humphrey School of Nonprofit Leadership, in a cultural self-study.  

The cultural self-study gave me the courage to ask different questions about my people’s 

way of being, our culture, our spirituality and knowledge systems. Instead of invalidating them, 

as I had learned to do through conservative Christian education, I began to embrace them as 

valid systems to engage the world. For me this also meant learning to hold multiple, seemingly 

contradictory truths at the same time about my Christian faith and the spiritual practices that my 

ancestors observed prior to enslavement (while also understanding the presence of the early 

church in Egypt and Ethiopia before Constantine’s colonization of the Christian faith).  

I also developed a stronger foundation to push back against the pervasive stereotype of 

African ascended people being inherently inferior. In Minnesota, this stereotype comes across in 

a very paternalistic way with “well-meaning” white people in government, nonprofit, and 
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philanthropy wanting to “help” Black people without truly committing to the leadership and 

autonomy of Black people. I found the strength to talk about this phenomenon in a deeper way, 

which gave me the fortitude to go back into my work at the City and center Blackness in how I 

advanced racial equity, starting with our commitment to honor the 400 Year Commemoration of 

Black Oppression, Resistance, and Liberation.  

 

Transcending binaries 

In the application of Afrocentricity, it is important to understand that Africa nor its 

people are monolithic. It can be argued that a continent comprised of 54 countries, with 

thousands of languages and dialects, has a cultural system that is broad and varied, while there 

might also be some similarities that cut across them all. For this reason, we must be careful to not 

apply an essentializing framework in our approach to Afrocentricity. This is what Barbara 

Ransby (2000) cautions readers against, understanding the essentialism that can sometimes 

characterize Afrocentrism. Reflecting on the work of Asante, among others, she challenges 

gender constructions that are both homophobic and that diminish the role and autonomy of Black 

women inside of the home and in society, concluding that “while some works have scrutinized 

existing paradigms on one level, they have absorbed whole the existing definitions of race, 

gender, and sexuality on another level,” (p. 222).  

Ransby’s (2000) analysis is an invitation to not only consider cultural differences but to 

center the epistemology of women of African ascent and queer identified individuals in the way 

that we that we understand Afrocentricity. For all of their significant contributions to the field of 

Afrocentricity and Black liberation in general, notions made by leading Afrocentrists that 

suggest homosexuality is a foreign concept to Africa is factually untrue, is harmful to the cause 
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of building unity across African ascended peoples, and continues to drive the persecution of 

those who are queer both on the continent and in the diaspora. As scholar Babacar M’Baye 

(2013) points out, the claim that African leaders on the continent (and right-wing religious 

leaders without) make of homosexuality as un-African is actually a reaction to the perception of 

same-sex relationships being an imposition by the West. Whereas on the continent, African 

leaders can use homophobia as a means to shift the focus away from failed government 

(M’Baye, 2013), in the diaspora, homophobia is used as a protective measure against further 

structural and institutional harm. Quoting womanist theologian Kelly Brown Douglass (2004), 

Cheryl B. Anderson (2016) writes, “because the white culture labeled Black sexuality as deviant, 

the Black community has sought to distance itself from any nonnormative behaviors that would 

seem to justify imposed stereotypes,” (p. 81). 

M’Baye (2013) also suggests that homophobia appeals to masculinity, or phallocentric 

power to the exclusion and exploitation of women. The same can be said of anti-feminist 

rhetoric, that often espouses similar claims of feminism being un-African. And yet the evidence 

suggests that feminism in Africa is firmly rooted in the African context. As noted by Bisi 

Adeleye-Fayemi (2005), Africa has the oldest civilizations in the world and thus, the oldest 

patriarchies and the oldest resistance to patriarchy.  

In her work to center Africa in practice, education, and research, Dillard (2016) presents 

a model that centers women in the Afrocentric framework. Endarkened feminism is a call for 

women of African ascent to remember what we have been taught to forget including cultural 

activities, communal experience, ritualized and spiritual experiences. Dillard’s (2016) work 

holds promise in expanding the Afrocentric framework so that it is intentionally inclusive of all 

people of African ascent, regardless of their gender or sexual orientation. Indeed Afrocentricity, 
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at its very roots, underscores the principle of interconnectedness that demands that we address 

social injustice directed towards ourselves as well as the oppression directed towards others.  

 

Re-connecting to the continent 

Reconnecting back to the land has to be an extension of the way that we embody 

Afrocentricity, as Afrocentricity is not just about ideology; it is also about place. Africa is not a 

figment of our historical imagination nor is it some barometer by which we measure how 

conscious those in the diaspora are; it is a real place with not only a rich history but a present and 

future that we have to connect to if we have any hope in moving beyond double consciousness.  

Of a truth, the Africa that exists now is not the Africa that our ancestors left centuries 

ago. The Africa that exists now has been deeply impacted by the stain of colonialization and 

white supremacy. Those who were complicit in the slave trade thought that they were engaging 

in trade among equals, and yet the trade opened the doors to European influence and dominance 

that lasted until the 1960s. Even after African countries gained their independence from colonial 

rule, however, they have continued to be dominated by European and American rule from the 

outside with presidents like Kwame Nkrumah and Patrice Lumumba either being thrown out of 

power or executed for their pro-African views that emphasized decentering the West.  

Corruption, instability, and poverty are now realities that characterize the continent. This 

is not because the continent is void of resources, but because foreign powers continue to dictate 

how Africa operates. Alongside of this, however, there is a deep understanding among many 

Africans that for all of its faults, this is not what Africa is, and that to move forward, there has to 

be a coming together of Africans still on the continent and those in the diaspora.  
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This is the hope of the 2019 Year of Return, commemorating more than 400 years since 

our ancestors were first stolen away from their homes. Understanding that the roots of slavery 

stretch further back than 1619, after all the Portuguese started engaging in this practice in the late 

15th century, the Ghanaian president Nana Akufo-Addo declared 2019 the Year of Return for 

Africans throughout the diaspora. He issued this declaration as an invitation to those who have 

been disconnected from the continent to reconnect to their roots, and in so doing, find 

possibilities to bring their expertise and resources back to the continent to invest in its future. 

Similarly, the former African Union ambassador to the U.S., Arikana Chihombori-Quao, 

has also implored African Americans to come home and contribute to Africa’s prosperity. “So. 

while the rest of the world is strategizing about how to get into Africa, guess who is still sleeping 

like grasshoppers? Us, the children of Africa. I’m here to say, my brothers and sisters, we must 

wake up. We have got to wake up, organize and go home to take what is rightfully ours,” 

(Pedroncelli, 2019, paragraph 12). As ambassador Quao illustrates, the reality is that the future of 

Africa demands the involvement of all of her children. To be Afrocentric in our ideology 

requires us to be Afrocentric in our praxis. We cannot be committed to understanding Africa’s 

past without being committed to being involved in Africa’s future.  

Dillard (2002) is one scholar among many who has shown through how diasporic 

Africans can foster deeper connections on the continent through inquiry: “What would happen to 

my life, my teaching, and my research practice if I were to immerse myself even more deeply in 

that which is African, both as a way of being and as a way of thinking? How does living and 

being in day-to-day experiences with others in Ghana as an African ascendant raised in the 

United States influence one’s perspectives not only about what it means to be an African 

ascendant but about how one is a spiritually engaged teacher in unity or community with others,” 
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(p. 7). Ultimately, the call to reconnection is rooted in a commitment to transformation and 

healing for ascendants of Africans who were enslaved. Dillard’s use of the endarkened feminist 

framework that prioritizes remembering calls Black women in particular, but all ascendants of 

Africans who were enslaved, to see the wholeness of our legacy, who we are and what we have 

produced globally (Dillard, 2016). Because the land and its waters, are living breathing 

organisms (Mbiti, 1969), we can only (re)member so much in isolation to it. We must allow our 

hands to touch its soil and our feet to wade in its waters to fully awaken the memory of who we 

are and who we are becoming.  

 

Closing remarks 

“How does it feel to be a problem?” This was a question posed by DuBois just 

paragraphs before he introduced the concept of double consciousness. He had it right when he 

posed this question in 1903, as for the entirety of the African experience in the United States, we 

have interpreted our experience and our identity through this lens. And yet this was a lens 

conferred on us to justify our enslavement and mass rape of our women. If the lens of double 

consciousness ever protected us, it protected us because through it, we could avoid further 

marginalization and exploitation, but it never stopped it. Viewing our lives through the eyes of 

whites, as much as those who promote respectability politics thought it could, has never worked 

out for us. We have never been able to measure up, not because we were not capable but because 

white people were intent on maintaining superiority and dominance over us. Indeed, it is well 

documented that those who were economically and politically well off were the prime targets of 

lynching. Many of our communities that were thriving and self-sufficient were destroyed 

including Black Wall Street in Tulsa, Oklahoma, and Rondo in St. Paul. This tells me that the 
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problem was never with people of African ascent, reifying the fact that the idea of racial 

inferiority was a myth to justify slavery and colonialization.  

If the problem was never those of African ascent in the first place, it only hastens the 

need for us to walk out beyond the shroud of heaviness that has covered us to embrace an 

understanding of who we are that is not based in white supremacist ideology. Afrocentricity is 

one model that we can take up to recover and redefine our identities. Afrocentricity is not a 

reaction to whiteness or Eurocentricity, but a recognition that prior to enslavement and 

colonization we had our own way of being in the world, and that way of being is not only valid 

but can be recovered.  

We can take up Afrocentricity as a political, ideological, and cultural posture through 

self-study and coming into a better understanding of our cultures that existed prior to 

enslavement as well as after it. The rich history of our spiritual traditions, our creation stories, 

our family and communal systems, as well as our testimony reflecting how we have made it over 

is the fuel we need to move forward! We can also take up Afrocentricity by moving beyond 

binaries, and specifically, essentializing ideas of who we are. We need to grapple with the idea 

that there is a multiplicity of cultures, religions, and ideologies that are all African, as we also 

move beyond monolithic expressions of gender and sexuality. Finally, we can move towards 

Afrocentricity by returning to the continent, realizing that Afrocentricity is more than just an 

ideology but is a posture and commitment to the wellbeing of the continent - past, present, and 

future. Up until now, double consciousness has been the main frame of reference in which we of 

African ascent have seen ourselves and interpreted our everyday experience. Through the 

application of Afrocentricity, by the grace of God, it will not be our future.  
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