
 On Jan. 31, President Trump unveiled the theme of this year’s observance of 
Black History month: “African Americans and the Vote.” Since the beginning of this 
annual celebration of African American history, it’s a tradition to announce a universal 
theme to encompass the goals of the month. Through the years, each respective theme 
reflects upon “changes in how people of African descent in the United States have 
viewed themselves, the influence of social movements on racial ideologies, and the 
aspirations of the black community.” 
 The 2020 theme collapses the space between the past and the present because of 
the relevance of the theme throughout history. The year 2020 marks the centennial of 
the Nineteenth Amendment of the women’s suffrage movement, as well as the sesqui-
centennial of the Fifteenth Amendment that gave black men the right to vote in 1870. 
Today, the sentiments of these amendments are mostly enforced by the Voting Rights 
Act of 1965 that specifically prohibits racial discrimination in voting. The theme there-
fore addresses the ongoing struggle of both black men and women for the right to vote 
and hold places of political power in the United States Government. 

 In 1926, black historian and educator Carter Godwin Woodson laid the founda-
tions for Black History Month when he launched a “Negro History Week” with the 
Association for the Study of African American Life and History (ASALH). Woodson 
chose to establish it in the second week of February to encompass both Frederick Dou-
glass’s and Abraham Lincoln’s birthdays which are observed on the 14th and  
12th, respectively. 
 Woodson’s initial desire to create this holiday was sparked by his frustration 
stemming from the lack of African American representation in historical curricula. 
After founding ASALH with his friend and fellow historian Jesse E. Moorland in 
1915, the organization promoted the study of black history and celebrated the accom-
plishments of African Americans. These studies and celebrations quickly spread across 
college campuses, encouraging the formation of many black history clubs.
 It was not until the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 60s, however, that 
this week of celebration expanded to a month. Although the month was not yet nation-
ally recognized, many college campuses began recognizing the month to foster healthy 
discussion and acknowledge the importance of black history. 
 In 1976 President Gerald Ford decreed Black History Month a national obser-
vance, a cultural achievement and milestone for black activists. From then on, the 
month has been annually celebrated amongst US citizens to honor the accomplish-
ments of Black Americans throughout our history. Since the 1970s, the current presi-
dent issues a national decree showcasing each year’s theme.
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Impactful Black Figures

“If a race has no history, it has no worthwhile 
tradition, it becomes a negligible factor in the 
thought of the world, and it stands in danger of 
being exterminated.”
 -Carter Godwin Woodson

“One day our descendants will think it 
incredible that we paid so much attention 
to things like the amount of melanin in our 
skin or the shape of our eyes or our gender 
instead of the unique identities of each of us 
as complex human beings.”
 -Franklin Thomas
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Impactful Black Figures

“If a race has no history, it has no worthwhile 
tradition, it becomes a negligible factor in the 
thought of the world, and it stands in danger of 
being exterminated.”
 -Carter Godwin Woodson

“Never be limited by other people’s limited 
imaginations.”
 -Dr. Mae Jemison

“I refuse to accept the view that mankind is 
so tragically bound to the starless midnight 
of racism and war that the bright daybreak 
of peace and brotherhood can never become 
a reality. I believe that unarmed truth and 
unconditional love will have the final word.”
 -Martin Luther King, Jr.

“One day our descendants will think it 
incredible that we paid so much attention 
to things like the amount of melanin in our 
skin or the shape of our eyes or our gender 
instead of the unique identities of each of us 
as complex human beings.”
 -Franklin Thomas

“If we accept and acquiesce in the face of 
discrimination, we accept the responsibil-
ity ourselves and allow those responsible 
to salve their conscience by believing that 
they have our acceptance and concurrence. 
We should, therefore, protest openly every-
thing… that smacks of discrimination  
or slander.”
 -Mary McLeod Bethune

“It’s important for us to also understand 
that the phrase ‘Black Lives Matter’ simply 
refers to the notion that there’s a specific 
vulnerability for African Americans that 
needs to be addressed. It’s not meant to 
suggest that other lives don’t matter. It’s to 
suggest that other folks aren’t experiencing 
this particular vulnerability.”
 -Barack Obama
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