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Kwanzaa is a Swahili word that means “first fruits of the harvest”. It is a holiday that runs from December 26th to January 1st and gives African-Americans an opportunity to celebrate their African roots. It is not a religious holiday and it makes no attempt to replace Christmas or any of the other celebrations that take place at this time of the year. 

Kwanzaa was created in the United States by Dr. Maulana Karenga, a leading proponent of the Black Cultural Movement and currently chairman of black studies at California State University in Long Beach. He began to develop the celebration in 1966 when he chose a Swahili word for the festival. Swahili is the language in many parts of East Africa and points out that black Americans come from many parts of Africa. There is no festival in Africa called Kwanzaa, Karenga took elements from different African cultures in order to create a festival that represents various African societies. Today, over 13 million people celebrate Kwanzaa and it is rapidly being accepted by black African communities throughout the world.

Kwanzaa is a time for reflection and introspection and is guided by Seven Principals. Each day of the week-long celebration is devoted to one of the building blocks of self-awareness.

1. MAZAO:  Means “crops” which symbolizes the united effort by the community in order to reap the rewards of collective labor.

2. MKEKA: A straw place mat that represents respect for tradition.

3. VIBUNZI: An ear of corn for each child in the family.

4. ZAWADI: Meaningful gifts that illustrate an African influence and related to education. 

5. KIKOMBE CHA UMOJA: A communal cup used as part of a symbolic act of sacrifice. 

6. KINARA: A seven branched candleholder symbolizing the continent and peoples of Africa. 

7. MISHUMAA SABA:  Seven candles, symbolizing the seven principles that black Americans should live by.
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On each day of Kwanzaa one of the candles is lit and its principle discussed. 

1. UMOJA (UNITY): To strive for and maintain unity in the family, the community, the nation and the race.

2. KUJICHAGULIA (SELF-DETERMINATION): To define ourselves, name ourselves, create for ourselves, and speak for ourselves.  

3. UJIMA (COLLECTIVE WORK AND RESPONSIBILITY): To build and maintain our community together, and to make our sisters’ and brothers’ problems our problems and to solve them together. 

4. UJAMMA (COOPERATIVE ECONOMICS): To build and maintain businesses and to profit from them together.

5. NIA (PURPOSE): To make our collective vocation the building and development of our community in order to restore our people and their traditional greatness.

6. KUUMBA (CREATIVITY): To always do as much as we can, in whatever way we can, in order to leave our community more beautiful and beneficial than when we inherited it.

7. IMANI (FAITH): To believe with all our heart in our people, our parents, our teachers, our leaders, and in the righteousness and victory of our struggle. On the other days of Kwanzaa the candles are snuffed out, but on Imani there are allowed to burn down symbolizing the end of the holiday.

The next-to-last day of the holiday (December 31) is marked by an elaborate feast called Kwanzaa Karamu which utilizes foods from black communities throughout the world. In addition to the food, Karamu is a time when African culture in music, dance, art and literature is displayed and celebrated. 

By Burt Wolf – taken from his new 13-part series, TASTE OF FREEDOM which looks at the history, folklore, traditions and foods that mark America’s holidays and celebrations. TASTE OF FREEDOM is underwritten by ConAgra Foods.
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