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A Backward Glance Forward: Past, Present, and Future
Perspectives on Historically Black Colleges and Universities

Walter R. Allen and Joseph O. Jewell

The  Ame rican dre am lie s  at the  ve ry he art of the  Ame rican cultural e thos . At the  ce nte r of the  Ame rican dre am
is  the  e mphatic  conviction that, in this  s ocie ty, e ducation ope ns  the  door to  s ucce s s . The  be lie f that e ve n
the  poore s t Ame rican can achie ve  g re atne s s  with tale nt and hard work is  one  of this  s ocie ty's  che ris he d
cultural ide als  (Hochs child, 19 9 5). In mos t ins tance s , tale nt is  e quate d with e ducational attainme nt. African
Ame ricans  have  e mbrace d the s e  be lie fs  to  the  e xtre me . Dating  back to  whe n Black s lave s  we re  [End P a g e
2 4 1] forbidde n to  le arn to  re ad and write  unde r thre at of phys ical harm or de ath, we  have  inve s te d
e ducation with mythic  qualitie s , s e e ing  it as  our hope  and s alvation for the  future . No matte r how much
e ducation African Ame ricans  achie ve d, the y s till s uAe re d dis crimination bas e d on s kin color. Ne ve rthe le s s ,
Black pe ople  have  continue d to  crave  and to  e mbrace  e ducation as  the  ultimate  s olution. De s pite  the
paradox of s ocie tal s te re otype s  of Blacks  as  laz y, ig norant and me ntally infe rior--e ve n as  Ame rica
de ve lope d his tory's  mos t e laborate  ins titutional barrie rs  to  de ny African Ame ricans  e qual acce s s  to
le arning  and knowle dg e --Black pe ople  continue d to  purs ue  e ducation. His torically Black Colle g e s  and
Unive rs itie s  (HBCUs ) g re w out of and we re  s hape d by this  s triving  of African Ame ricans  for e ducation. The s e
ins titutions  have  e mbodie d the  hope s  and frus trations  of a pe ople  s e e king  the  Promis e d Land.

Education has  long  be e n s e e n as  an e s s e ntial foundation of de mocracy. The  e xte nt to  which individuals  are
aAorde d the  opportunity to  obtain knowle dg e  s pe aks  volume s  about ope nne s s  and powe r re lations  within
any s ocie ty. Ye t for African Ame ricans , the  ce nturie s -old s trug g le  for acce s s  and parity in hig he r e ducation
has  be e n e mble matic  of the ir larg e r fig ht for e quality and g roup re cog nition in Ame rica. As  dire ct
outg rowths  of this  s trug g le , His torically Black Colle g e s  and Unive rs itie s  (HBCUs ) e mbody the  African
Ame rican que s t for e ducation. In the  face  of nume rous  obs tacle s , HBCUs  have  functione d as  multiface te d
ins titutions , providing  not only e ducation, but als o  s ocial, political, and re lig ious  le ade rs hip for the  African
Ame rican community. While  roote d in a long , rich tradition of achie ving  ag ains t the  odds , the y are  now
pre s e nte d with ne w challe ng e s  as  we ll as  opportunitie s  for g rowth and chang e . HBCUs  are  calle d upon to
continue  e Ae ctive ly s e rving  a community that is  its e lf in the  g rip of profound chang e . This  article  looks  at the
pas t, pre s e nt, and future  of HBCUs , e xamining  the  contributions , ke y is s ue s , challe ng e s , and tre nds  in the ir
de ve lopme nt.

The Freedmen's Education Movement, 1865-1877

From the ir ve ry be g inning s , HBCUs  we re  face d with outrig ht oppos ition to  the ir e xis te nce . In the  ye ars
following  the  Ame rican Civil War, African Ame ricans , no long e r cons traine d by the  bonds  of s lave ry, s e iz e d
e ve ry [End P a g e  2 4 2 ] opportunity to  formaliz e  and e xpand upon the  clande s tine  e ducational practice s  that
had functione d in s lave ry. Inde libly marke d by the ir s lave  e xpe rie nce  whe re  the y had be e n forcibly ke pt in a
s tate  of ig norance , Blacks  inve s te d e ducation with g re at importance . Formal e ducation was  a chie f me ans
for African Ame ricans  to  dis tance  the ms e lve s  une quivocally from s lave ry and the ir s ubordinate  s tatus  in
s ocie ty. Education als o e nable d African Ame ricans  to  achie ve  s ocial mobility while  "de fe nding  and
e xte nding " (Ande rs on, 19 88, p. 3) the ir ne wly g aine d rig hts  as  c itiz e ns . Thomas  We bbe r (19 78), Jame s
Ande rs on (19 88), and V. P. Franklin (19 9 2) characte riz e  the  e Aorts  of African Ame ricans  to  g ain and s e cure
e ducational acce s s  throug h ins titution building  and le g is lation as  a s ocial move me nt. By working  to
e s tablis h a s ys te m of unive rs al public  e ducation, which include d poor White s  as  we ll as  Blacks , in a re g ion
whe re  e ducation had larg e ly be e n the  privile g e  of the  White  uppe r clas s , African Ame ricans  we re  in e s s e nce
atte mpting  to  trans form the  S outhe rn s ocial orde r.
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African Ame ricans  we re  not alone  in the ir s trug g le  to  s e cure  e ducational acce s s . In addition to  the  fie rce
drive  for Black ins titutional de ve lopme nt, the  pos t-Civil War ye ars  als o  witne s s e d the  e n...
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