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This essay focuses on a theory of human development that
has been promoted aggressively by a group of Afrocentrists
in recent years - that the Western Hemisphere was first
populated by "Africoids" or "Black" people who came to the
Americas by way of Asia and the Bering Straits with little or no
change in their physical or racial characteristics. As discussed
in this article, the theory has no support in the evidence
collected by scientists in various fields. The essay focuses on
the basic claims and methods used by the Afrocentrists to
support their theory, including their misuse or misinterpretation
of mostly outdated scholarship produced in Europe and the
United States during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. A brief concluding section makes reference to the
potential repercussions of this theory on relations between
African Americans, Native Americans and Latinos of Native
American and part Native American background.

Afrocentrism or the Afrocentric view has emerged in recent years
as one of the most controversial issues in the rancorous debate over
multicultural education in this country. Afrocentrism is frequently used
by critics of ethnic studies and multi-culturalism to discredit such
movements for their alleged promotion of social and political divisiveness
in U.S. society. Critics point to the anti-Semitism, the denigration of
European culture, and to the smug sense of racial superiority that they
see in much of the Afrocentric literature. But it should also be made
clear that Afrocentrism does not constitute a monolithic point of view.
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There are different types or different gradations of Afrocentrism. For
example, Manning Marable has made a distinction between "scholarly"
Afrocentrism and "vulgar" or popular Afrocentrism in his writings.1 To
some degree, this view is accurate, but there is also considerable overlap,
and as a result, it is often quite difficult to differentiate between the two.2

Afrocentrism or the Afrocentric view has its origins in the
nineteenth century black nationalist and pan-Africanist ideas of Edward
W. Blyden, Alexander Crummell, Africanus Horton and Martin Robinson
Delaney. These were among the first African descended diasporans to
positively connect such people to an idealized African continent conceived
as ethnically unified. Accordingly, African diasporans were seen as "a
family" or "a race" that should identify with or "return to the land of their
fathers and be at peace."3 These ideas and others that focused on the
African origins of human culture and civilizations were adopted and
developed furtherin the decades that followed by W. E. B. DuBois, Marcus
Garvey, Aimé Cesaire, Leon Damas, Leopold Senghor, Carter G.
Woodson, Cheikh Anta Diop, Theophile Obenga, Maulana Karenga and
others before they were synthesized and re-conceptualized as
Afrocentrism in the mid 1980s by Temple University Professor Molefi
Kete Asante. According to Asante, Afrocentrism is a "philosophy," a
"worldview," a guide for "personal and social transformation," and a
"theoretical instrument for the examination of phenomena" which places
African peoples at the "center" of inquiry as "subjects" rather than as
"objects" on the margins of the European experience.4 As we shall see
below, Afrocentrism also frequently includes a cultural hegemonism and
a racialist view of humanity that tends to privilege "black people" at the
expense of other peoples, including Native Americans.5

This paper will focus on the racialist views promoted by a number
of Afrocentrists and their application to the origins and physical evolution
of Native Americans. The view towards Native Americans and other
peoples, aside from Europeans and Africans, has not received much
scrutiny from the critics of Afrocentrism. The debate up until now has
focused primarily on "black" versus "white" issues or on Afrocentrism
versus Eurocentrism.6 In this paper, | will argue that a racialist
Afrocentrism which focuses on Native Americans in a hegemonic manner
is fundamentally Eurocentric in its orientation. It also should be made
clear that the advocates of these views are connected to both the so-
called "scholarly" Afrocentrists and the so-called "vulgar" or popular
Afrocentrists.?

The Afrocentric view towards Native Americans andthe peopling
of the Americas has been articulated by Legrand H. Clegg Il, Runoko
Rashidi, lvan Van Sertima, and Keith Jordan, among others. Their basic
premise is rooted in the Afrocentric view that humanity began in Africa
and was racially "black" or "Africoid." In the Afrocentric scenario, the
early "Blacks" migrated from Africa and populated the entire globe,
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including the Americas, before the emergence of "Caucasoids,"
"Mongoloids" and Native Americans. In an early articulation of this theme,
Legrand H. Clegg Il developed the scenario further by suggesting that
the "Mongoloid" ancestors of Native Americans might have participated
in a global conspiracy, led by "their white counterparts," to uproot, defile,
annihilate and appropriate the cultural achievements of the "Blacks" who
allegedly preceded them.8

Underlying this scenario and those of other Afrocentrists is the
notion that bands of "blacks" or "Africoids" migrated to Asia, moved north
to Siberia, crossed the Bering Strait into Alaska, and populated the
Americas without undergoing any kind of perceived biological or
evolutionary change. In support of this concept, the Afrocentrists rely
very heavily on legends, oral traditions, an earlier generation of African
andAfrican American writers, and the cranial or skeletal studies published
by racialist scholars from Europe and the United States in the period
from the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century. Accordingly, the
Afrocentrists believe that there were three and possibly four migratory
movements from Northeast Asia into the Americas in the period between
40,000 B.C. and 2,000 B.C. The earliest was "possibly" a migration of
"Pygmoids" or "Diminutive Blacks" who are described as being of
"unusually short stature," with "yellowish" to "dark brown" skin
complexions, "tightly curled hair," and in frequent cases, "steatopygia"
(unusually large buttocks, especially in women). They are also described
as being related to the modern-day "Pygmies," "Negritos," "Negrillos,"
"Khoi-Khoi," "San," and "Hottentots" (etc.) of Africa, South Asia and the
Pacific region.®

Although the Afrocentrists are not certain about the migration of
"Pygmoids" or "Diminutive Blacks," because "the supporting evidence
is extremely sparse and inconclusive," they nevertheless assert that there
was a subsequent migration of "Australoids" into the Americas in the
period after 40,000 B.C. The "Australoids" are described as being
longheaded ("dolichocephalic"), "dark-skinned (invariably black)," with
"broad, flat" noses, "fleshy lips," "beetling" brow ridges, "receding"
foreheads, "hair that ranges from wavy to straight," and with "alveolar
prognathism" or the forward projection of the area above the lips due to
large teeth and a robust dental arch. They are also said to be related to
the "Mundas" and the "Veddas" of India and Sri Lanka and to the "Kooria"
or "aboriginal" population of modern Australia.10

In the second or third stage of the Afrocentric scenario, the
"Australoids” are followed by "Prehistoric Negroids" or "Clovis-Folsom
Point Blacks." These individuals are defined as being a "sub-type of the
Africoid race," but the description of this group is somewhat vague.
According to Clegg "the 'Negroid' race" is "long-headed, and dark-
skinned" with "crinkled or wavy hair, a nose that ranges from broad to
keen and lips that are often fleshy," but Rashidi asserts that the "Clovis-
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Folsom Point Blacks" are related to the "Melanesians" or the so-called
"Asiatic Negroids" of the South Pacific region and may be ancestral to
these groups.11 Scholars have asserted that the "Melanesians" and
other so-called "Asiatic Negroids" are a special group,12 but to the
Afrocentrists it is clear that this population is a "sub type" of "the Black or
Africoid race" based on their promotion of racial stereotypes and alleged
similarities in physical characteristics and appearances.

In the final stage of the Afrocentric scenario, "invading
Mongoloids" begin to displace the earlier "Negroid," "Black," or "Africoid"
populations in many parts of the Americas (circa 2000 B.C.!). The
“resistant Africoids" are said to be "uprooted," "exterminated," and "almost
totally absorbed" by the "invading Mongoloids." Quoting Eurocentric
scholars, the "Mongoloids" are described as being "longheaded," with
"broad faces" and "slant eyes."13 As the Afrocentrists see it, the "fusion”
of the "invading mongoloids" andthe earlier "Africoid" populations results
in the emergence of the "American Indian" as a physical type by the
time of the arrival of the Europeans in the sixteenth century, but they fail
to define this stereotype with any degree of precision.14 It should also
be noted that the physical types articulated above are the same ones
that were used by the old racialist scholars of Europe, the United States
and the other regions of the world that were significantly influenced by
this scholarship. As a result, the Afrocentrists rely very heavily on the
cranial and skeletal studies that were done by the physical anthropologists
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

For example, the Afrocentrists make reference to the works of
Harold S. Gladwin, Roland Dixon, H.C. Haddon, Earnest Hooton, Arthur
Keith, Paul Rivet and other racialist scholars and craniometrists of this
period. They also try to utilize their works to support the Afrocentric
assertion that the first Americans were "Africoids" or "Blacks." Very often,
however, this old and hopelessly out of date scholarship is not used in a
very careful or thorough manner. For instance, the Afrocentrists
continuously make reference to the "Australoid" and "Negroid"
characteristics that were seen in the excavated skulls of Native Americans
by the early craniometrists. They fail, however, to report that these same
scholars were generally mystified by the overall conclusions of their
research. In fact, there was an intense debate within the scholarly
community with regard to the origins of Native Americans and their alleged
racial characteristics in the earlier part of this century. As a result, Dixon,
Haddon, Hooton, Keith and many of the other scholars who studied the
subject were generally much more careful in their use of the prevailing
racial concepts and terminology than the Afrocentrists would have us
believe. For example, Hooton used the terms "PseudoAustraloid" and
"Pseudo-Negroid" when he discussed the skulls of Native Americans.15
At the same time, Dixon, upon whom the Afrocentrists rely very heavily,
used the terms "Proto-Australoid" and "ProtoNegroid," when referring to
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the same crania.16 ltis also clear that Dixon was not referring to modern
Australians or African "Blacks" when he used these concepts or
terminology. As he clearly states in his "Racial History of Man" the use of
the term "proto Negroid...does not mean that actual Negroes...are
supposed to have migrated to the New World."17 He also states that

The terms Proto Negroid, Mediterranean, etc. are merely
convenient (although perhaps misleading) names for a
series of purely arbitrary types which might just as well
be denominated by numbers or the letters of the
alphabet....18

The Proto Negroid type designates a form of skull which
is dolichocephalic, hypsicephalic, and platyrrhine, and
carries with it no necessary implication whatever that
any other features which we may be accustomed to think
of as occurring in Negro crania are also present....19
The name Proto-Negroid...carries with it no implication
in regard to skin color, hair form, or any other superficial
or structural features which may be found in the modern
Negro.20

...the statement that among a given people the Proto-
Negroid Type is strongly represented does not imply
that they have or had a black skin or woolly hair.21

Of course, the racialist scholars of yesteryear were not able to
resolve their differences with regard to the origins of Native Americans
and their alleged racial characteristics. This disagreement was one of
many factors that eventually led to the collapse of most race theories
based on biology, genetics, and morphology by the late 1960s.22 The
effort to subdivide the human species into "Caucasians," "Negroids,"
"Mongoloids" and other "races" based on skeletal or cranial
measurements is no longer taken seriously by the scientific community
as a whole,23 but the Afrocentrists who write on Native Americans and
other groups would have us believe that they continue to be both valid
and very useful. In the case of Native Americans, what results is the
promotion of the old Eurocentric racialist ideal. According to Clegg, the
"Indian or red man" is of "Mongoloid stock with a broad head, straight,
black hair, broad and prominent cheekbones, and a broad concave
nose."24 In other writings, Ivan Van Sertima, Keith Jordan and others
establish additional limitations on their version of the Native American
physical type. Accordingly, preColumbian Native Americans could not
have been relatively tall in stature, with darker skin color, "aveolar
prognathism," "African" noses, "Semitic" noses, "thick lips," or "fully
fleshed lips." They also would not have been capable of growing "goatees”
or "flowing beards."25

133



Ethnic Studies Review Vol. 19, No. 2&3

It should be noted that the Afrocentrists also rely on historical
documents and oral traditions in their efforts to find support for their
assertion that "Africoids" or "Blacks" were the first Americans. For
example, the Afrocentrists make reference to the presumed sightings of
"Blacks" in the Americas by European explorers in the late fifteenth and
early sixteenth centuries, but these references are problematic because
they fail to take into consideration the wishful thinking of the Europeans,
especially the Spaniards and the Portuguese. Based on their knowledge
of geography and their familiarity with the ethnic and environmental
concepts of the time, the European explorers were expecting to find
“Blacks" in the equatorial regions of the Americas. Christopher Columbus
and Americo Vespucci appear to have been rather perplexed by the fact
that they could not find "Blacks" in the same latitudes in which they were
presumably found on the African continent. As a result, there were a
number of reported but unconfirmed sightings of "Blacks" in various parts
of the circum-Caribbean region along with reported sightings of monsters,
mermaids, Amazons and other types of strange phenomenon that the
explorers were also expecting to see.26

The Afrocentrists also make reference to a number of Native
American or Inuit ("Eskimo") oral traditions, but the quoted stories are
very few in number and raise a number of questions that Afrocentrists
have perhaps failed to consider. These traditions supposedly make
reference to the "Africoid" precursors of "Mongoloid (Indians)" in early
America, but there is no certainty that these stories are in fact rooted in
the distant past or have not been modified considerably over a period of
time.27 The Afrocentrists also assume that Native Americans have always
understood the Eurocentric concepts of race and the racialist use of the
term "black" when reference is made to people or the skin color of
humans. It is also absolutely clear that the Afrocentrists have chosen to
ignore the thousands of legends or stories which place the origins of
native peoples on the American continent--in its soil, its rivers, and its
environment--not in some distant continent.28 At this point we should be
reminded of the consensus that exists among archeologists and other
social 'scientists with regard to the origins of Native Americans. Based
on the evidence that has been collected thus far, it is believed that the
ancestors of modern Native Americans began to migrate from Siberia
into Alaska and Northwestern Canada sometime between 11,000 and
35,000 years ago. ltis also believed that modern Native Americans and
Siberians are in part descended from the same ancestral populations of
Northeastern Asia.29

Based on the "evidence" that they present, it would seem that
there is no basis for the Afrocentric assertion that the first Americans
were "Africoids" of "Blacks," but they are inclined to articulate their
assertions in an often aggressive and preachy manner. This preachy-
ness is in part rooted in the alleged conflict between Eurocentrism and
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Afrocentrism and is seen in the numerous and often disparaging remarks
which are made about the western scholarly tradition in their writings. It
is absolutely clear, however, that when it comes to Native Americans
(and other non European and African peoples as well) it is this same
western scholarly tradition that forms the basis for the Afrocentric
assertions. Essentially what is seen is a debate between contemporary
Afrocentrists and the Eurocentric scholars of yesteryear over how to
define Native Americans and the peopling of the Americas. Any Native
American perspective is obviously missing in such a debate. This problem
is clearly evident not only in the Afrocentric view of the peopling of the
Americas, butalso in the Afrocentric view toward Native American culture
and its evolution.

Without providing any concrete evidence, lvan Van Sertima and
other Afrocentrists have published books and articles which claim that
the ancient "Egypto-Nubians" inspired or created the first Native American
“civilizations." They also claim that Africans, particularly West Africans,
came to the Americas at various times between 1200 B.C. and 1492
A.D. and entered into peaceful relationships with the "Mongoloid-Indians."
However it is also clear that most of these assertions are inspired by
Eurocentric rather than Afrocentric ideas.30 Thus Van Sertima and his
colleagues would resurrect the old racial concepts and stereotypes which
characterized Eurocentric scholarship prior to the 1960s. They would
reintroduce the old outdated skeletal and cranial studies to identify Native
Americans as "racial types." They would also revive the old racialist art
criticism of figurative art. They would resurrect the old comparative
linguistics with its "word list games." And, they would reinstate the old
Eurocentric concepts of cultural superiority and what it means to be
"civilized."31

Despite the protestations of Van Sertima and his colleagues,
there is also ultimately what C. Tsehloane Keto calls a "hegemonism" in
much of the Afrocentric literature on Native Americans.32 Clegg and
Rashidi may write about the up- rooting, extermination and absorption
of earlier "Africoids" by invading "Mongoloids," but an lvan Van Sertima
will maintain that Native Americans emerged as a rather dull-witted and
unimaginative people who required the input of the superior Egypto-
Nubians in order to develop complex societies and cultures. Thus, not
only are the first Americans said to be "Black," but the first American
“civilizations" are also said to be "Black."33

Although Afrocentrists in general have argued for an "accurate
representation of information" and the need to create a new Afrocentric
history which will raise the "self-esteem," "self-worth" and “self-respect”
of African Americans, we seem to have in this case a rather transparent
attempt to use the old racialist Eurocentrism to distort the record at the
expense of Native Americans and Latinos of Native American or part
Native American background. In particular, Clegg, Rashidi, Jordan, Van
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Sertima and their supporters appear to be quite willing to trample on the
self esteem of Native Americans by minimizing their role as actors in
their own history, by denigrating their cultures, and by usurping their
contributions to human development in the name of some distorted
Afrocentric version of "accurate representation" and "self-esteem" for
African Americans.34
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