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ood afternoon. I am honored to have been asked to give the conference keynote 
address.  I noticed on the AAAM website the following statement: the “first 
generation of founders, directors, curators and trustees are beginning to fade 

away…” I wondered if the reference was talking about me.  So before I fade completely off 
the scene, I wanted to reflect on some of my own experiences over the last 33 years 
relating to sustainability within the framework of growth of black museums, government 
and private funding, black philanthropy and service to the community. 
 
The Rise of African American Museums 
 
Many of us senior museum professionals grew up and began our careers during the Civil 
Rights Movement.  The Civil Rights era witnessed a growth in the development of museums 
as African Americans demanded that they see themselves in our nation’s history and 
culture. While white museums were slow to respond to these demands, black communities 
around the country began to create museums, galleries and cultural centers that showcased 
their history and culture. This movement saw the creation of larger African American 
Museums as cities and states viewed black museums as a way to develop the emerging 
cultural tourism market.  A new generation of museums was built in Detroit, Philadelphia, 
Dallas, Los Angeles and Wilberforce. What characterized these new museums was the 
public support they received. For the first time, these museums were created and 
supported by funding from city and state governments. 
 
Black museums became part of their communities’ cultural funding. For example, the 
Charles H. Wright African American Museums joined the Detroit Art Institute and the 
Detroit History Museum in sharing city funds. The California African American Museum, 
built with state funds, received a substantial portion of its operating budget from the State 
and took its rightful place among California’s other cultural institutions in Exposition Park in 
Los Angeles. The National Afro-American Museum at Wilberforce received four million 
dollars from the state of Ohio in capital funding and one million in operating support 
through the Ohio Historical Society. For the first time it appeared that these institutions had 
sustainable support and were able to carry out their mission without having to be 
concerned about keeping the doors open. 
 
[As an aside, cultural tourism has become big business. The AAAM has been able to sustain 
its annual meeting by soliciting support from mainstream museums, arts councils and CVBs -
- attracting black tourism is good business practice.] 
 
By all appearances these African American museums assumed their rightful place among 
the constellation of our nation’s museums. A few like the Studio Museum in Harlem, the 
National Civil Rights Museums in Memphis and the Birmingham Civil Rights Museum even 
applied and received accreditation by the American Association of Museums.  Yet all was 
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not right. As Randall Williams pointed out in his “African American Museums and Financial 
Sustainability,” black museums “still must navigate the twisted roads of history and racism.” 
 
During the last economic recession, many of these museums suffered a disproportionate 
reduction in their governmental appropriations. Wilberforce, for example, saw a 60% 
reduction in government support and has yet to recover to the same level as its parent 
organization, the Ohio Historical Society.  Other black museums experienced a similar 
reduction in government support.  I pose this questions to conference participants:  Is 
government support a viable way to sustain African American museums in the 21st century?   
 
AAAM’s Mainstream Funding or Negro Money 
 
Historically, the question mainstream non-government funding sources faced was to 
support or not support black museums and if they chose to support them, at what level?  
During in the 1990s, I served as a reviewer for the Lila Wallace Reader’s Digest Fund’s 
initiative to encourage museums to reinterpret their collection in light of the changing 
urban demographics. The fund provided roughly one and a quarter million dollars for each 
institution selected to participant in the program.  Highly respected museum professionals 
from around the country were asked to be on the selection panel.  The pool of applications 
came from some of the most prestigious museums in the nation including the Hampton 
University Museum. During the first round of reviews, the Hampton Museum was routinely 
eliminated; after all it was a Negro Museum.  During the ensuring panel discussion, I asked if 
anyone on the panel knew the history of the museum. None had even heard of the 
museum.  I indicated that the Hampton Museum was established in the 1868 making it 
older than any institution represented in the room. It has one of the largest collections of 
19th and 20th century African, Native American and African American collections in the 
country. In fact, the Philadelphia Museum of Art had to borrow a number of paintings from 
Hampton’s large Tanner Collection (including the Banjo Player) when it curated the Henry 
O. Tanner retrospective. Needless to say, Hampton was one of the five museums to receive 
a grant that year. 
 
During this same period, I was asked by the Lyndhurst Foundation (Coca Cola money) to 
evaluate and make a recommendation for funding the Chattanooga African American 
Museum. The museum, like other struggling black cultural institutions, lacked adequate 
support and lacked professionally trained staff, but it had a new building and generated 
huge visitation numbers. The largest grant it had received in the past was $10,000. I learned 
while in the city that the Lyndhurst Foundation had given the Chattanooga Aquarium $30 
million to build a new aquarium. In my final report to the Foundation, I noted that the 
African American Museum would never succeed unless it had an infusion of grant support. I 
recommended funding at ten per cent of what the Foundation had given the aquarium or 
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$3 million. While the foundation did not give a grant at that level, it did grant the museum a 
tenfold increase in over its previous funding. 
 
Finally, I want to note my experience with the National Endowment for the Arts. When I 
was director of the museum at Wilberforce, we developed a very ambitious project on the 
history of African American dance from Africa to the present, which included both history 
and art exhibitions. We applied for $100,000 from NEA and received $10,000. I called the 
NEA and informed them that the “Negro” money they had sent for this project was 
insufficient. It was just enough to get us started but assured failure in the long run. I was 
urged to be satisfied with what I got after all it was an honor to get any funds from NEA. I 
said that I would return the check and reapply the following year with the expectation of 
moving beyond a Negro grant. We were successful in getting $75,000 and succeeded in 
raising another half million. 
 
On the public side, the Institute of Museum Services was founded in 1976 and like most 
other cultural funding sources, its policies and procedures did not provide for much support 
for black museums. Rowena Stewart of the Philadelphia African American Museum actively 
participated in the grant review process and was successful in securing funding for her 
museum and the enfant African American Museum Association. Over the years, Rowena, 
John Kinard and others became more vocal in their criticism of IMS, especially after it 
became the Institute for Museum and Library Services in 1996 and seemingly more difficult 
to secure funding for black museums. Steward and Kinard recommended that IMLS set 
aside funding just for African American Museums, something few of us deemed, at the 
time, feasible.  
 
When Congress passed the National Museum of African American History and Culture Plan 
for Action Presidential Commission Act in 2001, I was appointed by President Bush to serve 
on the Commission to make a recommendation on the establishment of the museum. 
Because many feared that a national  museum would consume all federal support for black 
museums [as if we were getting any], I suggested that the Commission recommend to 
Congress separate funding for African American Museums, after all it was the black 
museums that housed African American patrimony all of these years. When the bill passed 
to establish the National African-American Museum, separate funding was provided 
through IMLS called the Museum Grants for African American History and Culture to 
enhance institutional capacity and sustainability. Kinard had recommended a funding level 
of $50 million, while Congress appropriated $15 million. Many African American Museums 
have now received support from this grant program as well as the Association of African 
American Museums. 
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The Unique History and Mission of AAMs? 
 
Several decades ago at a museum conference, I was sitting at a table with this wealthy 
white woman from Los Angeles who was active in the LA museum community. We talked 
for a while until she felt comfortable commenting on a local black museum in her 
community. She said that a prominent African American woman in Southern California had 
started a museum without a collection. She said that she could not understand how you 
could start a museum without a collection to put in it. I stated to laugh and said don’t you 
know that that is how most African American Museums get started. Most of us working in 
this new field of black museums started with little more than an idea much less a collection.  
Yet, it was the idea of a museum that would grow into an institution that would preserve 
our history, culture and patrimony 
 
Mainstream museums had not collected our material culture because they assumed that 
there was nothing worthy of collecting.  Soon after I started work for the Ohio Historical 
Society I was confronted with a memorandum written in long hand by the head curator for 
the Society in which he wondered what we would put into the National Afro-American 
Museum at Wilberforce. 
 
In spite of his misgivings, in less than 18 months, the staff at the museum had collected over 
5,000 objects and 600 manuscripts, all donated from individuals and organization across the 
country. 
 
So in retrospect, we have moved from the lone museum at Hampton Institute in the 19th 
Century to a dozen in the 1960s, to well over 400 museums and cultural centers around the 
country.  Today our paths to museum creation have been substantially different from other 
museums in the field. So when we address the problem of sustainability, we must of course 
look at the problem differently. 
 
First we must be sure that we are creating and preserving something worthy of being 
sustained.  Something that addresses the needs and values of the community in which we 
serve.  This was an important issue during the late 1960s and early 70s when communities, 
responding to the Black Power and Black National Movements, began to establish 
community based galleries and storefront museums. 
 
Philanthropy in the Black Community 
 
Before I address service to the community, I want to comment on black philanthropy.  
There is a long and rich history of philanthropy within the African American Community that 
supported institutions important to the community.  This early philanthropy extended from 
the simple act of sharing of food to helping slaves escape on the Underground Railroad.  
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Following emancipation, according to Dr. Emmett Carson, black philanthropy has been 
characterized by “humanitarian aid, designed to ameliorate individual and community 
hardship; institutional development or self-help regarding the establishment of churches, 
schools, and commercial enterprises for black communities; and movements for social 
change.” 
        
With the emancipation of four million enslaved people, there was fertile ground for the 
development of black supported churches and schools. These early cooperative efforts 
established the foundation for moving a whole race of people from an illiterate to a literate 
people. 
         
With the help of white philanthropists, ordinary men and women established colleges and 
universities, named not so much for what they were, but what they hoped they would 
become.  So we get Wilberforce in Ohio, Fisk in Tennessee, Talladega in Alabama, Spelmon 
and Morehouse Colleges in Georgia, Shaw in North Carolina and Hampton in Virginia, just to 
name a few. Within one generation, blacks had not only made substantial strives in 
eliminating illiteracy but also in producing the first generation of black college graduates. 
           
The slow but steady rise of the affluent black population in the 20th century opened the 
doors to new opportunities for giving and sharing wealth. So what does black charitable 
contributions look like in the 21st century?  The February 2005 issue of FAMILY GIVING 
NEWS reported that on average, blacks give 25% more of their discretionary income than 
whites in the same economic category.  Those areas that had above average number of 
blacks earning $50,000 or more give at a higher level. Nine out of every ten dollars are given 
to churches or church related programs.  Rich African Americans like Bill Cosby and Oprah 
Winfrey are making large donations to black educational institutions and other nonprofit 
organizations.  But, we must not overlook average blacks who have saved all of their lives 
who are leaving a legacy.  We cannot forget Osceola McCarty, a washerwoman, who saved 
all of her life and donated $150,000 to Southern Mississippi University.  Betty and Jean 
Fairfax of Cleveland, descended from a social worker mother and suffragette grandmother, 
created an endowment worth over $1 million.  There is also Mattel Dawson, a Ford Motor 
Company forklift operator for more than 60 years, gave away more than $1.3 million in 
scholarships to needy Wayne State University students. 
           
Erica Hunt, President of the 21st Century Foundation, points out that the key to promoting 
and encouraging African Americans philanthropy is creating an awareness of the potential 
power of their giving. If African American cultural institutions are responsive to the needs of 
the black community, then blacks will support museums just as they have supported the 
black church. 
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Service to the African American Community 
 
There should be a direct correlation between service to the community and support of black 
museums.  
 
When I returned to this Country from serving two years in the Peace Corps, I settled in the 
community of Anacostia in the fall of 1969. I took a job with Youth Pride, Inc. at 16th and U 
Streets northwest.  The interesting thing about the job-training program was its urban rat 
patrol.  In addition to providing on-the-job training for the hard-core unemployed, the 
program maintained an urban rat patrol as a service to neighbors in the inner city, 
especially in the Anacostia area of Southeast Washington.  
 
The Anacostia neighborhood did not offer many amenities.  So when S. Dillon Ripley, 
Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution decided in the spring of 1967 to open a museum in 
the area, local residents welcomed this cultural institution even if most residents had never 
been in a museum before.  The Anacostia Neighborhood Museum was housed in the 
abandoned Carver Theater on Nichols now Martin Luther King Avenue.  At the upper end of 
the neighborhood was St. Elizabeth Hospital for the mentally ill and at the lower end was a 
furniture store and in between were various mom and pop stores, gas stations, and 
numerous liquid stores. 
 
John Kinard, a social activist and minister, with no formal museum experience, was selected 
to serve as the first director of this storefront museum designed to introduce African 
Americans to the Smithsonian and to attract them to visit the main museums on the Mall. 
The Smithsonian Institution supported the idea of an experimental neighborhood museum 
in the often-neglected Anacostia area of the city. From the very beginning, local residents 
were involved in the renovation of the old theater, programming of the space and 
development of exhibitions. A neighborhood community council eventually evolved into the 
board of directors. 
 
I, like many other residents of Anacostia, did not frequent museums.  Yet there was 
something about the Anacostia Neighborhood Museum that made it inviting and not 
threatening.  John Kinard had placed a suggestion box in the museum to give the local 
residents an opportunity to suggest ideas for programs and exhibits.  Someone actually 
suggested that the museum have an exhibit on rats, a rodent that plagued the 
neighborhood [Kinard interview with Fath Ruffin].  I, and hundreds of residents, flocked into 
the former storefront to see and understand this public menace and what local residents 
could do about the problem.  Some years passed before I fully understood the lessons I had 
learned from the exhibition “The Rat: Man’s Invited Affliction.” 
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Before anyone within the museum community knew what was happening, John Kinard had 
brought a new dimension to museum exhibitions. It was not about collection and 
preservation. It was about highlighting a critical problem within the community that 
demanded attention from the city. John went on to sponsor an exhibition on “Lorton 
Reformatory: Beyond Time” to deal with the growing number of young African American 
men from the neighborhood being incarcerated. Other exhibitions related to the problem of 
crime, drugs, poor housing conditions and the lack of quality education in the area.  
 
It was nearly thirty years later that I fully understand how John Kinard closely aligned his 
vision for the museum with the critical problems facing the neighborhood.    
 
When riots occurred in Cincinnati in 2001, I realized that if museums are to be relevant, 
they had to deal with real community issues. The riots gave the Cincinnati Museum Center 
the opportunity to be at the core of the emerging dialogue in a racially divided city.  The 
creation of the exhibition Civil Unrest in Cincinnati in 90 days gave all elements within the 
community the opportunities to have their voices heard. As a result of this community 
outreach and other pro-community programs, when the CMC was on the ballot for levy 
support, the African American Community overwhelming supported the levy. 
 
Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, the African American Museum movement developed in the 1960s and 70s in 
response to and as a part of the Civil Rights and Nationalist Movements. They started as an 
idea and vision for impacting the black community. Change in the urban environment 
created need for larger museums supported by city and state governments as part of the 
cultural tourism movement.  While support for black museums has suffered during 
fluctuation in the economy, many African American Museums are now part of government 
funding structure. While mainstream support is better than in the past, that support is still 
not adequate to meet the needs of AAAMs.  If we are going to tap into the long tradition of 
giving in the black community, we must follow the example of the black church. We must 
serve in order to merit that support. 
 
 
 
 

 


