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2026 marks a century of national commemorations of Black history. 
Dr. Carter Godwin Woodson, George Cleveland Hall, William D. 
Hartgrove, Jesse E. Moorland, Alexander L. Jackson, and James E. 
Stamps institutionalized the teaching, study, dissemination, and 
commemoration of Black history when they founded the Association 
for the Study of Negro Life and History on September 9, 1915.

In 1925, when Dr. Carter G. Woodson planned the 
inaugural week-long observance of Black history, 
he could hardly have anticipated the imprint he 
would leave on the world. From Negro History 
Week to Black History Month, the Association for 
the Study of African American Life and History 
(ASALH) has carried forth the tradition, and the 
observances have become part of American culture 
and increasingly the global community. For the 
100th theme, the founders of Black History Month 
explore the impact and meaning of Black history and 
life commemorations in transforming the status of 
Black peoples in the modern world.

As part of the global African diaspora, people of African descent 
in the United States have viewed their role in history as critical to 
their own development and that of the world. Along with writing 
Black histories, antebellum Black scholars north of slavery started 
observing the milestones in the struggle of people of African 
descent to gain their freedom and equality. 

Revealing their connection to the diaspora, they commemorated the 
Haitian Revolution, the end of the slave trade, and the end of slavery 
in Jamaica. They observed American emancipation with Watch Night, 
Jubilee Day, and Juneteenth celebrations. Eventually they feted the 
lives of individuals who fought against slavery, most notably Abraham 
Lincoln and Frederick Douglass. 

The scholar Arthur A. Schomburg captured the motivation of Black 
people to dig up their own history and present it to the world: “The 
American Negro must remake his past in order to make his future.” 
When Carter G. Woodson, as director of the Association, established 
Negro History Week, he did so as part of that tradition. Yet, by 

concentrating the attention of the American public on the scientific 
findings of historians, he sought to turn the commemorations more 
forthrightly into a far-reaching, organized, and sustained effort to 
transform how Black folks viewed themselves and how the world 
viewed them. 

As his contemporary W. E. B. Du Bois put it, “He literally made this 
country ... recognize and celebrate each year a week in which it 
studied the effect which the American Negro has had upon the life, 
thought and action in the United States. I know of no other man who 
in a lifetime has unaided built up such a national celebration.”

Since the passing of the founder, ASALH has continued his work, 
making Negro History Week and Black History Month an even more 
deeply rooted American institution. On February 10, 1976, during 
the United States Bicentennial, President Gerald R. Ford became the 
first president to issue a message recognizing Black History Month. 
Then in 1986, Congress passed Public Law 99-244 designating 
February as Black History Month. These efforts have made February 
the month when Black history finds its way not simply into the 
schools of the American nation, but also into cultural heritage sites 
(museums, archives, libraries, parks, etc.), public squares, workplaces, 
houses of worship, and homes across the land and across the oceans. 
These institutions offer sites to discover and learn more about Black 
history through programming, camps, book displays, and exhibitions.

To understand the modern world, especially nations where Black 
peoples form a significant population, one must grapple with the 
impact that the public observances have had on the past and the 
present. This year, when we are also commemorating the 250th 
anniversary of United States independence, it is important to tell not 
only an inclusive history, but an accurate one. We have never had 
more need to examine the role of Black History Month than we do 
when forces weary of democracy seek to use legislative means and 
book bans to excise Black history from America’s schools and public 
culture. Black history’s value is not its contribution to mainstream 
historical narratives, but its resonance in the lives of Black people.

Source: 2026 Black History Theme: A Century of Black History 
Commemorations, ASALH: https://asalh.org

Dr. Carter G. 
Woodson. Image 
courtesy of 
ASALH.
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1915-1926 

Dr. Carter G. Woodson (December 19, 1875 – April 
3, 1950) was a historian, author, journalist, and the 
founder of the Association for the Study of African 
American Life and History. He was one of the first 
scholars to study the history of the Black African 
diaspora in the United States. A founder of The 
Journal of Negro History in 1916, Woodson has been 
called the “father of Black history.” 

In 1915, Dr. Woodson participated in the 
national celebration of the 50th Anniversary of 
Emancipation sponsored by the state of Illinois. 
Inspired by the celebration, Dr. Woodson decided to form an 
organization to promote the scientific study of Black life and history.

•	 On September 9, 1915, Dr. Woodson and others formed the 
Association for the Study of Negro Life and History.

•	 In 1916, Dr. Woodson published the first Journal of Negro History.

•	 In 1924, Negro History and Literature Week was created, later 
renamed Negro Achievement Week.

•	 In February 1926, Dr. Woodson sent a press release announcing 
Negro History Week.

QPL’s Carter G. Woodson Reference Collection contains over 4,000 volumes 
covering different aspects of African American culture and life. Learn more 
at queenslibrary.org/research/special-collections and browse it in person at 
Central Library!

1930s-1940s

The 1930s and 1940s were decades of struggle during the Great 
Depression and World War II. Milestones include legal victories, 
political appointments and cultural achievements, and the foundation 
for the future Civil Rights Movement. 

1930: Howard University opens one of the first art galleries of Black 
artists.

Mid-1930s: The Congress of Industrial Organizations organized many 
Black workers into labor unions.

1935: The U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the 
systematic exclusion of Blacks from jury service was 
unconstitutional in Norris v. Alabama, a major legal 
victory shaped by the “Scottsboro Boys” case.

1935: The National Council of Negro Women was 
founded by Mary McLeod Bethune to advocate for 
Black women. 

1936: President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal 
created job and education opportunities for Blacks. 
The Federal Council on Negro Affairs, a group of 
Black policy advisors, advised the President on racial 
issues, giving Blacks access to the White House. 

1936: Jesse Owens won four gold medals at the Berlin Olympics, 
challenging Adolf Hitler’s ideology of Aryan supremacy. 

1937: Zora Neale Hurston published Their Eyes Were Watching God, 
one of the most important works of the Harlem Renaissance.

1937: Joe Louis became the second Black heavyweight boxing 
champion.

1937: The Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, the first Black trade 
union, signed a collective bargaining agreement with the Pullman 
Company securing better wages and hours. 

1937: President Franklin D. Roosevelt appointed William H. Hastie as 
the first Black federal judge.

1939: The Justice Department’s Civil Rights Section was established 
to address civil rights violations.

1940: Hattie McDaniel became the first Black person to win an 
Academy Award (Best Supporting Actress) for her role in Gone with 
the Wind.

Mary McLeod 
Bethune, 1919. 
Image Credit: 
Woman’s 
American Baptist 
Home Mission 
Society.

Image courtesy of 
ASALH.
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1941: Executive Order 8802 prohibited discrimination in the national 
defense industry and led to the desegregation of military efforts.

1942: The Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) pioneered the use of 
nonviolent direct-action tactics like sit-ins to challenge segregation.

1942: The “Double V” Campaign was launched by the Pittsburgh 
Courier newspaper, rallying  to fight for “Victory Abroad” against the 
Axis powers and “Victory at Home” against racial discrimination.

1943: The Tuskegee Airmen, the first Black military aviators, were 
established as an all-Black unit and flew their first combat missions. 

1944: The Supreme Court ruled in Smith v. Allwright that “white-
only” political primaries were unconstitutional, expanding Black 
voting rights.

1945: Ebony, a publication focusing on Black news 
and culture, was first published. 

1947: The President’s Committee on Civil Rights 
issued its report, To Secure These Rights, which 
recommended a permanent Fair Employment 
Practice Committee, anti-lynching laws, and the 
abolition of the poll tax.

1947: The Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) 
organized the “Journey of Reconciliation” to test 
a Supreme Court decision against segregation in 
interstate buses.

1947: Jackie Robinson breaks the color barrier in baseball, joining 
the Brooklyn Dodgers and winning the Rookie of the Year Award. 

1948: President Harry Truman issued Executive Order 9981, which 
officially ordered the desegregation of the U.S. armed forces.

1948: Alice Coachman Davis became the first Black woman to win 
an Olympic gold medal, leaping a record-breaking height of 5 feet, 6 
and 1/8 inches in the high jump.

1950s-1960s 

The 1950s and 1960s were marked by major civil rights protests and 
critical political victories.

1950: Ralph Bunche became the first Black person to win a Nobel 
Prize. He won the Nobel Peace Prize for having arranged a cease-fire 
between Israelis and Arabs in 1948. 

1954: The Supreme Court unanimously ruled in Brown v. Board 
of Education that racial segregation in schools violated the U.S. 
Constitution.

1955: Rosa Parks’ refusal to give up her seat on a 
bus to a white person and her subsequent arrest led 
to the Montgomery Bus Boycott, which led to the 
Supreme Court ruling that segregated seating was 
unconstitutional.

1956: Althea Gibson became the first Black tennis 
player to win a Grand Slam event, the French Open. 
In 1957, she won Wimbledon and the U.S. Nationals, 
won both again in 1958, and was voted Female 
Athlete of the Year by the Associated Press in both 
years.

1957: Nine Black students (the Little Rock Nine) attended the all-
white Little Rock Central High School in Arkansas and were met with 
harassment until President Dwight D. Eisenhower sent in troops to 
provide protection.

1960: Four Black students, The Greensboro Four, began an ongoing 
sit-in protesting refusal of service at the “whites only” lunch counter 
of a Woolworth’s in Greensboro, North Carolina. Despite being 
arrested, their sit-in spread to other cities until similar facilities were 
forced to desegregate throughout the country.

1960: Ruby Bridges, a six-year-old Black girl, is escorted to attend a 
white elementary school in New Orleans by federal marshals.

Ebony Magazine. 
Image Credit: 
Larry Barbier.

Rosa Parks being 
fingerprinted 
during the 
Montgomery Bus 
Boycott, 1956. 
Image Credit: 
Associated Press.
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1961: Seven Black people and six white people, the Freedom 
Riders, rode buses to prove that the Supreme Court ruling banning 
segregated travel was not being enforced. They experienced beatings 
and arrests until the Interstate Commerce Commission was ordered 
to enforce the Supreme Court’s ruling by U.S. Attorney General 
Robert F. Kennedy.

1963: Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee launch peaceful campaigns to protest 
segregation using sit-ins, boycotts, and marches in Alabama, but 
were met with violence. President John F. Kennedy proposed a Civil 
Rights bill, and reforms were negotiated. 

1963: Thousands gathered at the National Mall in Washington, D.C. 
for the March on Washington to protest civil rights abuses and job 
discrimination. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. gave his uplifting speech “I 
Have a Dream.” 

1964: President Lyndon B. Johnson signs into law the Civil Rights 
Act, legislation that authorizes the federal government to prevent 
racial discrimination in employment, voting, and the use of public 
facilities.

1964: Sidney Poitier is the first Black man to win the Academy Award 
for Best Actor.

1965: Malcolm X, the Black leader and orator, 
is assassinated while lecturing at the Audubon 
Ballroom in Manhattan. His speeches and ideas led 
to the Black Power movement. 

1965: Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. organized the Selma 
to Montgomery Marches for a federal voting rights 
law for Black Americans. Marchers were met with 
violence and a barricade of state troopers. National 
and international media coverage led to the 
introduction of voting rights legislation by President 
Lyndon B. Johnson. 

1965: The Voting Rights Act was signed into law. It suspended 
literacy tests, provided federal approval of proposed changes to 

voting laws, and gave authority to the attorney general to challenge 
the use of poll taxes for state and local elections. 

1965: Confrontations between police and Black residents of Watts 
and other neighborhoods in Los Angeles resulted in street violence 
over six days. 

1966: The Black Panther Party was founded by Huey P. Newton and 
Bobby Seale to protect Blacks from police brutality and help the 
disadvantaged. 

1967: The Supreme Court advances civil rights by striking down the 
Virgina law that banned interracial marriage in Loving v. Virginia.

1968: Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. is assassinated in Memphis, 
Tennessee, spurring riots in hundreds of cities and pushing Congress 
to pass the Fair Housing Act, in which sellers, landlords, and banks 
could only use an individual’s financial resources as a basis to refuse 
to rent, sell housing, or issue loans.

1970s-1980s

Following the gains of the Civil Rights and Black Power movements, 
the 1970s and 1980s were a time that foregrounded Black people’s 
contributions to education, the arts, labor, and the struggle 
for liberation. Black women, Black families, Black economic 
development, and Black contributions to science and technology 
were celebrated, and the affirmative action policies of the 1970s saw 
a growth in Black enrollment in colleges. Black Studies departments 
were created nationally by many universities.

1971: The Congressional Black Caucus begins.

1972: Shirley Chisholm campaigns for the Democratic 
presidential nomination, the first Black woman to seek 
a party’s presidential nomination.

1973: Maynard Jackson is elected Mayor of Atlanta, 
Georgia, the first Black mayor of a major southern 
city. Tom Bradley is elected the first Black mayor of 
Los Angeles.

Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr. Image 
Credit: Nobel 
Foundation. Shirley Chisholm. 

Image Credit: 
Library of 
Congress.
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1973: The brother–sister duo DJ Kool Herc and Cindy Campbell 
hosted the first documented indoor hip hop party and culture event 
in the Bronx, New York, helping to spark the rise of the genre.

1974: Hank Aaron breaks Babe Ruth’s home run 
record, symbolizing Black achievement despite racial 
discrimination.

1977: The award-winning miniseries Roots airs 
on broadcast television, transforming national 
awareness of Black history.

1979: The Sugarhill Gang releases the single 
“Rapper’s Delight,” bringing hip hop into mainstream 
culture.

1980s: Artists like Run-DMC, Public Enemy, and 
Grandmaster Flash turned hip hop into a major 
cultural, political, and economic movement, using 
their rhymes to tackle systemic racism and uplift 
Black communities.

1981: The HIV/AIDS crisis begins, affecting Black 
communities disproportionally.

1982: The Voting Rights Act is extended for 25 years, strengthening 
protections for minority voters.

1983: Martin Luther King Jr. Day is established as a federal holiday 
(first nationally observed in 1986). Jesse Jackson announces his 
candidacy for the 1984 presidential election.

1984: The Cosby Show premieres, reshaping 
representation of Black families on television.

1988: Debi Thomas is the first Black athlete to win a 
medal at the Winter Olympics, the bronze medal in 
figure skating. 

1988: Jesse Jackson wins 11 primaries and caucuses in 
his second presidential campaign. 

1989: Douglas Wilder is elected Governor of Virgina. 
He is the first Black governor elected in U.S. history.

1990s

The 1990s were a time when many Black people broke new ground 
by being elected as mayors of large cities, as members of Congress, 
and to federal cabinet positions. They also held leadership roles in 
medicine, sports, and academics. The 1990s were also marked by 
significant racial tensions.

1990: The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air premieres on 
television, produced by Quincy Jones. Will Smith was 
well known at the time as half of the hip hop duo DJ 
Jazzy Jeff & the Fresh Prince. The show’s success was 
a watershed moment for hip hop and Black television, 
with many publications referring to it as one of the 
greatest sitcoms of all time. 

1990: David Dinkins Is the first Black man to serve as 
Mayor of New York City.

1991: Tupac Shakur, a rapper and actor, releases his first album, 
2Pacalypse Now, to critical acclaim. Two years later, he released his 
second album, which sold over a million copies. He was tragically 
killed in 1996.

1991: Rodney King is severely beaten by Los Angeles police officers. 
The incident was caught on video and broadcast by news outlets 
around the world. The acquittal of the officers involved sparked the 
1992 Los Angeles riots; after a subsequent federal civil rights trial, 
two of the officers were found guilty.

1992: Mae Jemison becomes the first Black woman in 
space, traveling on the space shuttle Endeavor.

1992: Carol Moseley Braun is the first Black woman 
elected to the U.S. Senate.

1993: Toni Morrison becomes the first Black woman 
to win a Nobel Prize.

1995: The murder trial of O. J. Simpson captures the 
attention of the United States.

Hank Aaron. 
Image Credit: 
Wikimedia 
Commons.

Jesse Jackson 
in 1983. Image 
Credit: Library of 
Congress.

Mae Jemison. 
Image Credit: 
NASA.

The Fresh Prince 
of Bel-Air logo. 
Image Credit: 
Universal 
Television/Warner 
Bros.

Run-DMC. Image 
Credit: Jeff 
Pinilla.
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1995: Louis Farrakhan leads The Million Man March on Washington, 
D.C. to promote Black unity, family values, and community 
responsibility.

1997: Tiger Woods becomes the first Black winner of the U.S. 
Masters golf tournament with the lowest ever total par and largest 
winning margin.

1997: Brooklyn-born Christopher Wallace, better known as the 
Notorious B.I.G. and considered by many to be the greatest rapper 
of all time, is tragically killed in Los Angeles.

1999: After winning his sixth NBA championship, Michael Jordan 
retires for the second time, cementing a legacy and highlighting the 
end of an era in basketball.

2000s 

The 2000s proved to be a time of innovation, progress, activism, 
injustice, and achievement in sports, politics, science, and culture for 
Black people.

2000: Venus Williams is the first Black woman to win the women’s 
title at Wimbledon since Althea Gibson. 

2001: Ruth Simmons becomes the president of Brown University and 
the first Black president of an Ivy League university.

2001: Colin Powell becomes the first Black U.S. Secretary of State.

2002: Halle Berry is the first Black woman to win the 
Academy Award for Best Actress. 

2003: The Supreme Court upheld the use of 
affirmative action in university admissions. 

2005: Condoleezza Rice was named as the next 
Secretary of State, the first Black woman to hold that 
position. 

2006: Shani Davis becomes the first Black athlete to 
win an individual gold medal at the Winter Olympics, capturing the 
men’s 1000-meter speedskating race. 

2007: Tony Dungy is the first Black head coach to win a Super Bowl, 
leading the Indianapolis Colts to victory.

2008: Barack Obama becomes the first Black 
President of the United States.

2009: Michael Jackson, one of the most 
commercially successful entertainers in history, dies 
at the age of 50.

2010s-Present

The early 21st century continues to be a time of cultural and political 
progress, with a deliberate push for racial and social justice.

2011: Media mogul Oprah Winfrey launches the 
Oprah Winfrey Network (OWN) after ending her 
long-running talk show.

2012: Barack Obama is re-elected President of the 
United States.

2012: Gabby Douglas becomes the first Black athlete 
to win the Olympic all-around women’s gymnastics 
gold.

2013: The Supreme Court decision Shelby County v. 
Holder arguably undoes many of the rights enshrined 
in the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

2014: The Flint Water crisis begins after officials change the drinking 
water source of Flint, Michigan from the Detroit city system to the 
Flint River to save money. The river, contaminated with bacteria, 
lead, and chemicals, remains a hazard to residents. 

2014: 18-year-old Michael Brown is fatally shot in Ferguson, 
Missouri, by police officer Darren Wilson. His death ignited several 
days of protests in what some have said is the birth of the Black Lives 
Matter movement.

Halle Berry. 
Image Credit: 
Marie-Joelle 
Parent.

Michael Jackson. 
Image Credit: 
Matthew Rolston.

Oprah Winfrey. 
Image Credit: 
Wikimedia 
Commons.
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2015: The 114th Congress includes 46 Black members of the House 
of Representatives and two Black members of the Senate.

2015: Misty Copeland becomes the first Black 
principal ballerina at the American Ballet Theatre.

2015: Viola Davis is the first Black woman to win 
an Emmy for Outstanding Lead Actress in a Drama, 
sparking conversations about representation in 
Hollywood. Davis quoted Harriet Tubman in her 
acceptance speech and urged Hollywood to create 
more parts for Black women.

2016: Colin Kaepernick kneels during the national anthem, igniting a 
national protest against ongoing police brutality. 

2016: The Smithsonian National Museum of African 
American History & Culture opens in Washington, 
D.C.

2018: Jordan Peele wins an Oscar for Get Out. He is 
the first Black writer to win the Academy Award for 
Best Original Screenplay.

2018: Stacey Abrams’ Georgia gubernatorial 
campaign sparks a modern voting rights movement.

2018: Ryan Coogler directs the Marvel superhero 
movie Black Panther, one of the highest-grossing films of all time 
(over $1.3 billion worldwide) and the highest-grossing film by a Black 
director.

2019: The 1619 Project launches, reframing U.S. history around the 
legacy of slavery to commemorate the 400th anniversary of the 
arrival of the first enslaved Africans in the British colony of Virginia.

2019: A record number of Black women serve in the 116th Congress: 
22 members of the House of Representatives and Senator Kamala 
Harris.

2020: George Floyd’s murder triggers the largest civil rights 
protests in U.S. history.

2020: Kamala Harris becomes the first Black, the 
first South Asian, and the first female Vice President 
of the United States. Harris was also the 2024 
Democratic nominee for President—the first woman 
of Black and South Asian heritage to be a major 
party’s presidential nominee.

2021: Juneteenth becomes a federal holiday. 

2021: 22-year-old Amanda Gorman reads her poem 
“The Hill We Climb” at the presidential inauguration. 
Gorman (who was named America’s first National 
Youth Poet Laureate in 2017) is the youngest 
inaugural poet in U.S. history.

2022: Ketanji Brown Jackson is sworn in as the first 
Black female Supreme Court Justice. 

2022: Lorna Mahlock becomes the first Black female 
Marine Corps two-star general.

2023: Tennessee lawmakers Justin Jones and Justin 
Pearson make national headlines for their civil rights 
advocacy.

2023: Beyoncé’s Renaissance World Tour becomes 
the highest-grossing concert tour by a Black woman.

2023: Celebrations of Hip Hop’s 50th anniversary 
are held nationwide, including in New York City, the 
birthplace of hip hop.

2024: A.I. bias research led by Joy Buolamwini and 
Timnit Gebru influences national technology policy.

2024: Black-led unionization expands across major 
corporations.

2025: New education equity laws and homeownership programs 
mark continued progress in civil rights and social mobility.

Misty Copeland. 
Image Credit: 
Gilda N. Squire/
Naim Chidiac.

Smithsonian 
National Museum 
of African 
American History 
& Culture. Image 
Credit: Frank 
Schulenburg.

Kamala Harris, 
Official U.S. 
Portrait. Image 
Credit: Lawrence 
Jackson.

Justice Ketanji 
Brown Jackson. 
Image Credit: 
Library of 
Congress.

Melvin “Melle 
Mel” Glover 
and VJ Ralph 
McDaniels at a 
Hip Hop Pioneers 
celebration held 
at the Queens 
Public Library. 
Image Credit: 
Kurt Boone.
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