














fables that often enumerate the feats of those that came before. “Learn from the past,” a 

slogan for the Native American College Fund, encapsulates the belief that by understand-

ing history, people will not repeat past mistakes and can create a better future. 

Through time-honored traditions, these cultures keep the past alive and accessible 

so it feeds the present. Since their history is a tale of conquest, cultural oppression, and 

racism, reclaiming and remedying the past is crucial to recovering power and wholeness. 

For many, this is not about times gone by, but their recent family history. Secretary of 

the U.S. Treasury Ana Escobedo Cabral grew up in a migrant family in the Santa Clara 

Valley, listening to the stories of her grandparents and great grandparents. She says, “I 

feel very fortunate that I lived with several generations. I learned about the struggles 

they endured—losing children to disease and hunger, coming across the Rio Grande, 

and walking all the way from Texas to California with no money and then working in 

the fi elds.” Cabral believes this motivates her to improve the lives of others. “One thing 

that will always be culturally important is the connection to your own family history. 

Through that you’ll understand people’s pain, suffering, and struggle.” 

Healing the Past

I
    for many people to understand why we need to reconcile 

the past in order to build a pluralistic society and fashion multicultural leadership. 

Yet the vestiges of the past and the inequities that existed for centuries continue to 

impede inclusiveness and equity. For example, imbedded racism, which has its roots in 

slavery, was evident in the television images of the destitute and homeless Black people 

after Hurricane Katrina ravaged New Orleans. Inequality has lingered long after emanci-

pation. Similarly, fi ve hundred years after the conquistadores slashed their way through 

this hemisphere, Latinos still struggle with being colonized people. An example of this 

discrimination is that Latino wages are actually falling even as their labor participation 

increases. They are working more and earning less.2 Another is that Latino high school 

dropout rates hover at 40 percent, which is attributed to inadequate and poorly funded 

schools in high-density Latino neighborhoods.3 By understanding the historical systems 

that continue this type of discrimination, Latinos can remain resolute and stay the course.

Indian lands were snatched from them way back during pioneer times. After the Indi-

ans were rounded up and confi ned to reservations, Christian ministers baptized them 
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and banned many of their religious practices. Children were sent to boarding schools 

to learn the “White man’s ways.” Stripped of their spirituality and land, this great and 

noble people could have had their heritage wiped out like the bison that once grazed the 

open range. The movement to reinstate tribal lands took shape only in the 1960s when 

the fi rst Indian lawyers examined the old treaties. The Indian’s battle for tribal sover-

eignty and cultural preservation persists today. 

These examples shed light on how history continues to affect people of color and the 

reconciliation that is needed to create a truly inclusive future. Understanding and heal-

ing the past can move people beyond the vestiges of oppression and old transgressions. 

The reconciliation movement in South Africa sheds light on how the past can be a force 

for change and new beginnings. After people had suffered under the cruelty of apart-

heid, leaders urged them to come forward and publicly acknowledge their grievances 

and transgressions so that the past could be healed and a new country could be born. 

In practicing Sankofa, our starting point will be the genesis of America. The conver-

gence of certain European philosophies drove the exodus across the Atlantic and made the 

settling of the western hemisphere a de facto conquest based on the oppression of indige-

nous people. These antecedents set in motion a leadership form that was exclusionary and 

denied the history and contributions of diverse 

people. For mainstream leaders, understanding 

the history that gave rise to ethnocentricity is 

perhaps the most diffi cult step in transforming 

leadership to an inclusive, multicultural form. 

Sankofa beckons us to look at the past coura-

geously and to learn from history, and it assures 

us that this will generate the clarity and power 

to construct a better future.

History recounts the events of the past, but 

not from an objective frame of reference. Depending on who wrote it, a certain perspec-

tive is espoused. Women in the last century, for example, were enlightened by the real-

ization that males wrote history and how this affected their current status, self-concept, 

and collective empowerment. His-story and not her-story revealed a past in which men 

were the great heroes and women’s contributions were lost like etchings in the sand. 

Likewise, people of color know the prevailing history is also not our-story, but refl ects 
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