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Kwanzaa celebratesAfrican culture
W hile  many A m erican i prepare 

fo r Christm as a numbe o f  Black 
Americans are getting ready for aa 
alternative Christm as season cele­
bration —  Kwanzaa.

A  product o f the 1960’s Black 
Awareness movement, Kwanzaa has 
survived and grown. Today, it is be­
lieved that several million Americans 
embrace the spirit o f Kwanzaa, a 
cultural expression to reaffirm A fri­
can heritage.

The A fro -A m erican  holiday’s 
name derives from the Swahili word 
kwanza, which means “ firs t."  It is 
observed for seven days — Dec. 26 to 
Jan I — based on the African tradi­
tion of celebrating the harvest of the 
first fruits.

“ W hile it ’s not A frican, it comes 
out o f an A frican  environm ent,"  
says D r. Robert J. Cummings, d i­
rector o f Howard University’s A fri­
can Studies and Research Program 
"Kwanzaa grew out of the knowledge 
of African cultural life."

One o f the values o f Kwanzaa, 
Cummings emphasizes, is that it seeks 
to counteract the commercial aspect 
of Christmas. Personally made gifts 
are encouraged in the celebration of 
Kwanzaa.

What Kwanzaa means to children:
Kwanzaa is a lim e when M ack  

people net together and have a great 
feast A nd they light one candle fo r  
each principle. Cundle number 2 is 
umoja — unity. Candle number 2 is 
fo r  kujichagulia — self-determ ina­
tion. Candle number J is fo r  ujtma — 
collective work and responsibility. 
(  andle number 4 «  ujamaa — coop­
erative economics. Candle number 5 
n ma — purpose. C andle number 6 is 
kuumba — creativity. Candle num­
ber 7 is imani — faith, then the chil­
dren sing songs to the people And the 
people dap their hands and after that, 
the people walk around the room to 
gel their children and go home

Malik Bell, Age 7

Though K wanzaa is a small word 
it means a lot to me. There are a lot of 
things I  like about Kwanzaa I  like 
when we feast and sing and dance. 
Be put red. black and green decora 
lions a ll around, We gel love and  
care We get gifts and celebrate the 
seven principles. I  love Kwanzaa. 
don't you?

Ebony Williams, Age 6

Z like K wanzaa because it is fu n  
and we get surprises. We sing and 
dance and do a lot o f things. Like we 
eat, drink, talk and watch the chil­
dren dance. We have fo o d  like noo­
dles and turkey and rice and corn- 
bread and cookies and cake and pop­
corn and pickles.

Alitash Smith, Age 9

Kwanzaa was introduced in 1966 bs 
Black activist and educator Dr. Mau 
lana Karenga, executive director ol 
the Institu 'e o f Pan-African Studies 
in Los Angeles. "Kwanzaa is not a 
religious holiday. I t ’s a cultural holi 
day," Karenga maintains.

He believes some seven m illion  
Black Americans and others today 
celebrate Kwanzaa, while other 
sources estimate three to five million.

Kwanzaa is basically observed in 
urban areas by a cross-section o f 
people o f different religions, class and 
age.

More people celebrate Kwanzaa in 
New York, Los Angeles, Chicago and 
Newark, N .J ., than in any other 
m ajor cities, says Karenga, who is 
also a v is iting professor o f A fro - 
American studies at San Diego State 
U niversity and the U n ivers ity  o f 
California-Riverside.

" I t  has moved more and more 
into the mainstream o f Black fam ily 
l i f e , "  stresses E. Ethelbert M ille r, 
d irector o f the H oward U niversity 
Afro-American Resource Center.

Karenga points out that Kwanzaa 
dem onstrations and observances 
are even growing in the nation's pub­
lic schools. This is because o f "d e ­
mands o f cu ltu ra l p lu ra lis m " that 
sach American ethnic group be repre­

Z love K wanzaa K wanzaa is good 
Happy K wanzaa to you. I  love you. 
M om  and D ad I  like Kwanzaa be­
cause it's fun and I  like it because you 
can sing and you can dance and you 
can p lay and talk. M others and  
Daddies can come to the K wanzaa 
program. I  know you love Kwanzaa

Benny Carson, Age 6

What does Kwanzaa mean to me? 
I l  means it's the best time o f the year. 
A t Kwanzaa time I  go over to my 
mother's fr ien d 's  house and have 
Kwanzaa I  love Kwanzaa Kwanzaa 
has 7 principles, loo! The seven prin­
ciples are umoja, kujichagulia, ujima, 
ujamaa. ma, kuumba, and imam A ll 
o f them together are the Nguzo Sa­
baa The symbols o f the Nguzo Sabaa 
are: the ankh, A fr ik a , mshumaa, 
kinara, mkeka, kikombe. sun, mu- 
hindi, zawadi, karamu

Arietta Ward, Age 8

One day I  went Io a village and I  
saw a whole bunch o f  children And  
people were dancing They had chick­
en and they had fru it . A brother 
named Syid said, ' ‘I  w ill tell you 
about Kwanzaa. ”  Tor Kwanzaa we 
do work. We worked so hard to build 
our pyramids We get our zawadi and 
we make our fru it. We get our corn 
and we do our coloring fo r our Kwan 
zaa book We light the candles fo r  the 
seven princples and the firs t candle 
we light is fo r  umoja. unity. Then we 
light another candle each night. Our 
people are so strong we built the 
pyramids. I  like school because we 
learn so much about the strong Afrt- 
kan Mothers and Sisters.

Syid Seiluddin, Age 6

sented by its own culture, language 
and holiday.

Each o f the seven days o f Kwanzaa 
is dedicated, respectively, to the prin­
ciples o f umoja (unity), kujichagulia 
(self determination), ujima (collective 
work and responsibility), umjamaa 
(cooperative economics), nia (pu r­
pose), kuumba (c rea tiv ity ), and 
imam (faith).

On each o f the days o f observance, 
there are fam ily or community gath­
erings, or ritua ls , to  reflect on the 
meaning o f the given day. Kwanzaa 
culminates in a trad itiona l A frican 
feast — the karamu — on New Year's 
Eve.

In 1980, some 10,000 people 
gathered fo r an outdoor public 
Kwanzaa celebration in M iami. And 
about 2.(XX) to  3,(XX) people each 
year in Chicago assemble fo r the 
A frican  feast karamu in a public 
celebration, says Karenga

For some fam ilies, Kwanzaa re­
places Christm as, while others ob ­
serve both, stresses Dr. Russell 
Adams, chairman o f H ow ard 's 
Alro-American studies department.

Dr. Sidney "K w a ku ”  Walker and 
his family in Washington, D.C., have 
celebrated Kwanzaa rather than 
Christmas fo r the past 10 years. His
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Z like K wanzaa because we help set 
up the Kwanzaa table We make 
things at school. We sing and dance 
and shine with seven nice principles — 
umoja, kujichagulia, ujima, ujamaa. 
ma, kuumba. imam We eat things 
like noodles and chicken We have 
all kinds o f games to play.

Jamila Ormond. Age 6

embrace o f the Afro-Am erican ho li­
day grew out o f his yearning to lean 
more about trad itiona l A frican cu l­
ture as well as his distaste fo r the 
commercial aspect o f Christmas

"O u r children look forward to it 
(Kwanzaa) every year," says the 35- 
year-old Howard English instructor, 
who has three children. The fam ily 
exchanges personally made g ills , or 
hooks, and reflects on the year ending 
and the prospects o f the coming year, 
especially in accordance with Kwan- 
zaa's seven principles

W hile many Americans assemble 
around the tra d itio n a l Christmas 
tree, the W alker fam ily and others 
who celebrate Kwanzaa come to ­
gether on the mkeka (straw m at), 
which symbolizes the foundation on 
which all else rests.

Placed on the mat are other 
African-rooted symbols, such as the 
kinara (candle holder), mishumaa 
(seven candles), kikombe (unity cup), 
m ahindi (cars o f corn) and zawadi 
(gifts for the children).

"K w anzaa gets people back to 
sort of an involvement with the com­
m unity and oneself,”  says Howard 
expert Robert Cummings. “ I l ’ s not 
a whole lot o f fanfare People just 
d o it.”

D o you know what Z like about 
Kw anzaa7 Kwanzaa is a lime when 
Mack fam ilies get together and sing 
songs and get presents and dame and 
pla.v and eat and read and have fun  
They have a big feast Have a Happy 
Kwanzaa

Ifanyi Bell, Age 6
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