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SINCE THE 1970s, the history of the African American
West has evolved into an exciting branch of scholar-
ship. The largest and most dynamic area of study
has focused on Black urban experiences and Black
political expressions in the twentieth century—a
period when the western region’s Black population
grew from 710,400 persons in 1940 to almost 6 mil-
lion persons in the 2000 census.* The first regional
synthesis to conceptualize how the African American
western frontier connected to the twentieth-century
urban-industrial West was Quintard Taylor’s In
Search of the Racial Frontier (1998). Prior to this pub-
lication, most histories of the Black West examined
the 1850s to the early 1900s. Central to this framework
was that from 1528 to 1970 the African American West
was rooted in strikingly complex race relations with
other populations of color. Also, its importance was
anchored in the lived experiences and community
memories of the westerners themselves. Subgenres
that still privilege the western frontier approach
include sophisticated histories pioneered by Delilah
Beasley, Kenneth M. Hamilton, Kevin Mulroy, Glenda
Riley, and W. Sherman Savage, among others.? Their
work on the rural Black West, African American—
Native American relations, and biographies that
illuminate Black western experiences has provided
firm ground from which new works have emerged,
developed, and flourished, including studies by a new
generation of scholars such as Kendra T. Field, Polly
Bugros McLean, Tiya Miles, and Bernadette Pruitt.

Where us the field’s narrative?

In the past thirty years, the period that has received
the most attention from historians of the Black West
covers the 1940s to the end of the civil rights era in
1970.2 Historians Albert Broussard, Lawrence De
Graaf, Shirley Ann Wilson Moore, Gretchen Lemke-

Santangelo, and Quintard Taylor, to mention a few,
pioneered the understanding that African American
life made its greatest impact on the western United
States during World War II and in the postwar period.
During this time frame, often referred to as the Sec-
ond Great Migration, the Black western population
nearly tripled, from 1,343,931 to 3,409,006.% Studies
have focused on the places most affected by the rise of
industrial jobs in defense industries and by metropol-
itan growth. Understudied in this narrative have been
how the Double Victory Campaign—which sought
victory over fascism abroad during World War II and
victory over racism on the home front—and how mili-
tary bases in places like Colorado Springs, Colorado,
and Great Falls, Montana, became conduits for notable
Black population growth and activism in the postwar
West. That said, the central discourse for the last gen-
eration of scholars revolved around finding what was
significant about the African American West, and they
did this largely by writing about the agency of Black
westerners in their quests to escape the Jim Crow
South and to find urban-industrial employment,
equal housing, equal opportunity, and equal rights.
Metropolitan areas on the West Coast and in the
Southwest received the greatest influx of African
Americans, where restrictive covenants, redlining,
and limited economic opportunities concentrated
Black populations in “hoods” such as the Fillmore
District of San Francisco and South Phoenix.

For most, this history began in 1940 after Black
leaders pressured President Franklin D. Roosevelt
into issuing Executive Order 8802 in 1941, which
prohibited employment discrimination in defense
industries with federal government contracts. Argu-
ably, West Coast cities like Portland, Oregon, and
Oakland, California, felt the most immediate impact
where, for the first time, Blacks became the largest
population of color. Most of these working-age
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African Americans migrated from Texas, Arkansas,
Louisiana, Mississippi, and Oklahoma, determined
to make the region live up to their “expectations
of equality.” Blacks like the Anderson and Dollar-
hyde families in San Jose overcame socioeconomic
constraints by working multiple jobs, pooling their
resources, and staying grounded in Black southern
culture through their families, the consumption of
soul food, social clubs, music, and worship. This
cultural heritage has had immeasurable impact on
the U.S. West in many respects, from the prepara-
tion of family recipes at Denver’s Cora Faye’s Café,
to hearing cutting-edge jazz and R&B from Seattle’s
Quincy Jones and Ray Charles Robinson at places
like the Central District’s YMCA, to participating in
faiths that echoed the messages of San Francisco’s
Reverend Howard Thurman in extending salvation
beyond the Black church to the civil rights arena and
the streets.®

After the war, segregated housing through restric-
tive covenants and redlining was the first signal for
most Black westerners that systemic racism was
getting worse, not better. This development was also
brought about through unfair practices in education,
employment, policing, and voting, which had devas-
tating impacts on most African Americans, such as
“Black Rosie” Margaret Starks and defense factory
worker Willie Stokes. A few notable texts that cover
this history include Gretchen Lemke-Santangelo’s
Abiding Courage (1996), Shirley Ann Wilson Moore’s
To Place Our Deeds (2000), Albert Broussard’s Expec-
tations of Equality (2012), and Dwayne A. Mack’s
Black Spokane (2014). With this in mind, most Black
westerners became victims of central city deindustrial-
1zation, military base closures, chronic un- and under-
employment, and race discrimination ranging from
implicit bias to violence and systemic oppression.
This abrupt turn of events notably reversed wartime
Black middle-class growth in metropolitan areas from
Oahu, Hawai‘i, to Beaumont, Texas. For Black youth
like future Black Panther Party leader and UCLA
student Alprentice “Bunchy” Carter, this divestment
of the western inner city led to the postwar rise of
a multiracial youth culture made up of street gangs,
and a street culture informed by a culture of masked
political dissidence that took the place oflabor unions
and living wage employment for dislocated workers
in places where police abuse became the norm, as 1t

did in Compton, California.Z This work can be best
found in histories written about the Black working
class and social movements, including Robin D. G.
Kelley’s Race Rebels (1996), Gerald Horne’s Fire
This Teme (1997), and Donna Murch’s Leving for the
City (2010). What this research has concluded is that
many Black westerners tried to overcome this loss of
hope by combining their resources with like-minded
community members of color and becoming freedom
rights activists.®

Where does the field need to go?

We must now consider expanding the field into
studies that explicitly embrace intersectional, inter-
disciplinary, and transdisciplinary approaches.
The intersectional approach takes into account the
historical, social, and political-economic context
of Black westerners, with the aim to acknowledge
and critically spotlight what was/is unique about
the African American West on an intersection of
relevant grounds, such as race, place, class, gender,
sexuality, and ethnicity, among other factors. The
interdisciplinary approach involves the joining of
multiple academic disciplines, which since 1990 has
been the most popular approach for scholars of the
African American West to make new discoveries.
Finally, the transdisciplinary approach purposefully
transcends branch-of-knowledge barriers in order to
uncover new knowledge, with information that per-
haps would have never been considered or permitted
due to the static parameters of academic disciplines,
such as the publication of Black westerners in over-
looked places like Montana as addressed in Laura J.
Arata’s biographical work on Sarah Bickford, Mon-
tana vigilantes, and dark tourism in Race and the Wild
West (2020). Combined, these methodologies will
promote research fluidity and create new knowledge
similar to the work that has been produced in Black/
Ethnic Studies. The time that ought to be covered is
up to at least the year 2000. Since the first decade of
the twenty-first century, a new generation of schol-
ars—either working with or within Black Studies
departments and programs—has emerged to examine
community activism and public policy, social move-
ments, multiracial relations, written expression and

art, and community formation within the contexts of
Black families and the urban/suburban West. These
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scholars include, among others, Robert Bauman, Scot
Brown, Marne L. Campbell, Kendra T. Field, Kevin
Allen Leonard, Emily Lutenski, Dwayne A. Mack,
Bernadette Pruitt, Herbert G. Ruffin, Josh Sides, and
Daniel Widener.

With the exception of African-Native American
histories, what the bulk of recent African American
West histories have in common is that their examina-
tions are placed in the urban context, which begins
in 1945 and continues into and beyond 1970. This
era was most notable for Black suburbanization, the
rise of the truly disadvantaged in urban working-
poor America, the bifurcation of Black America, the
lived intersections of race-class-gender-sexuality, and
the continued struggle for social justice. Similar to a
growing list of postwar histories on the Black West,
Robert Self’s American Babylon (2003) identifies the
slow-to-moderate pace of racial and economic politi-
cal reform that transformed the civil rights struggle
in western communities in the period after 1965,
moving gradually from “Freedom Now” to “Black
Power.” Despite the passage of civil rights legislation,
African Americans were still systemically harmed by
unfair practices in education, employment, housing,
and policing, which in the latter half of the 1960s led
to urban rebellions in places like Watts, California,
and Kansas City, Missourl. Concerning the rapidly
evolving post-1970 narrative, scholars such as Marta
Effinger-Crichlow, Diane C. Fujino, Darnell Hunt,
Tracey Owens Patton, Laura Pulido, and Karla
Slocum and academics who are experts in Theater/
Literature/Women and Gender Studies/Black
Studies, Asian American Studies/Black Studies,
Sociology/ Black Studies, Communications and Jour-
nalism/Black Studies, American Geography/Critical
Ethnic Studies, and Anthropology/Black Studies
have shaped these works, rather than historians, dem-
onstrating the strength of interdisciplinary research.

In my own work I attempt to address the post-1970
period through the examination of African American
suburbanization/urbanization and Black empower-
ment, using history, sociology, cultural anthropology,
public policy, and popular culture as my methods.
An example that I give in Freedom’s Racial Frontier
(2018) is that for most African Americans the democ-
ratization of the western United States was closely
connected to affirmative action and the Fair Housing
Act of 1968. As in the 1940s, with new hope came

new frustration for most Black Americans, as these
gains in higher education and employment have been
challenged in high courts since Regents of the Uni-
versity of California v. Bakke (1978) and the conser-
vative realignment of the U.S. political economy in
the 1980s. Most Black westerners that thrived dur-
ing this realignment had college training, worked in
predominantly White professional environments, and
lived in communities that the Black poor could not
afford.2 They contributed to a demographic revolu-
tion in which the Black suburban population grew
from 13 percent in 1960 to 34 percent in 2000—or
from 2.5 million people in 1960 to 11.9 million people
by 2000.*® A large percentage of this activity occurred
in the Southwest, in Denver, and along the West
Coast within accidental suburban metropolises that
survived the post-1970s deindustrialization and in
communities like greater Dallas-Fort Worth—places
with postindustrial economies that had intersected
suburban-industrial development with the industries
of amusement, high technology, medicine, military,
petroleum, research university, and retirement, to
name a few." These were also places where the Black
population grew much faster than general urban and
suburban populations, with population percentage
increases that ranged from 113 percent in Moreno
Valley to 4,315,300 percent in North Las Vegas.2 The
most troubling aspect of this growth has been that
for most middle-class Black westerners, their dreams
were and are being achieved within the context of
social fragmentation and relative isolation from one
another.

Another unfortunate and misunderstood western
development involves the bifurcation of formerly
centralized Black communities. For the African
American West in the post-1980s, the flight of capital
and of Blacks from central cities has heightened the
gulf between the Black middle class and the Black
working poor, and has been a major contributor to
the rise of perpetually poor populations and non-
effective strategies. Other factors include the void
in organizing Black empowerment, the rise of neo-
conservatism and neoliberalism, the War on Drugs
policy, and the military- and prison-industrial com-
plexes. In communities excluded from dynamic
post-suburban growth, such as South Central L.A.,
the ghetto has not become a thing of the past—it
has become more concentrated with poor people of
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Black population growth in the fastest-growing suburban communities, 1950-2010 Source: Herbert G. Ruffin Il and
Dwayne A. Mack, eds. Freedom’s Racial Frontier: African Americans in the Twentieth-Century West (Norman: Univ. of Oklahoma Press, 2018), 23-24.
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color. This condition was brought to public atten-
tion by the Kerner Commission in 1968, and more
recently by entertainers such as Compton rap legend-
entrepreneur-philosopher Ice Cube, in songs like
“Endangered Species” and “What Can I Do?”3

In the twenty-first century, African American
westerners continue to work diligently toward making
the region live up to their expectations of equality.
Their individual and collective pursuits for first-class
citizenship continue to be rooted in conflict as “Amer-
ican citizens” unable to pursue their dreams due to
unconscious bias and systemic racism. Their efforts
to fight inequality range from antipoverty programs as
addressed in Robert Bauman’s Race and the War on
Poverty (2008) to events and programs that have yet
to be fully explored, such as Black History Month,
Juneteenth, Sankofa Day, and Martin Luther King Jr.
Day and the Dr. King Jr. parade.** Other African
Americans have empowered themselves by forming
community organizations and Black businesses, and
by engaging in multiracial political coalitions to end
racism. For this work to move ahead, scholars must
interrogate the global call for Black Lives Matter, and
its necessity in 2020.

For African Americans, the neoliberal realignment
of western societies and persistent systemic racism
and police mistreatment have resulted in youth taking
their cues from the 1960s civil rights/Black Power
struggle. They use this history to inform their own
freedom rights agenda, expressed today through hip-
hop and grassroots activism ranging from individual
actions by celebrities like Kendrick Lamar and Colin
Kaepernick to the Black Lives Matter movement.
These acts demand better understanding within
their historical context. In the U.S. West, anti-racism

protests, borderline stagflation, the coronavirus
pandemic, demands for environmental justice, prob-
lems related to immigration, neoliberalism, militarism,
multiracial relations, police abuse, White supremacy,
and the struggle for gender and sexual equality
represent the tip of a long list of research areas that
historians must explore in the upcoming decades.
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