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family members. This is consistent with Kambon’s ASC cultural identity model’s third 

component, “participation in African cultural institutions and their perpetuation” (Kambon & 

Bowen-Reid, 2010, p. 98). No institution is so direct and immediate as being within a family and 

the fact that Kenyan hosts, according to the participants, made them feel not like visitors but like 

family members was clearly a key to the enhancing participants’ African connection. 

Commonalities at a personal level, the surprising close connection between a participant and her 

host family, strengthened a broader and deeper sense of African identity.  

The practice of all of the four principles facilitated an awakening for the participants. 

Cultural and spiritual connections became stronger. Some participants experienced a huge sense 

of belonging. Some spoke of epiphanies, clarity, and patience as a result. Some continued to see 

new or wider commonalities between African Americans and Africans. Some grew from cultural 

insights into leadership. Almost all reported gaining a greater understanding of themselves, their 

children, and others. At least one participant said she had found a renewed sense of direction. 

They became far more aware of their culture and attuned to sounds, smells, and sights such as 

animals. This Cultural Reconnection process was culturally specific for African American 

women.  

In Chapter II, based on the review of literature, I suggested that Africans in the Diaspora 

were challenged with the task of carving and reshaping their place and sense of belonging in 

their ancestral homeland, while grappling with historically traumatic events and subsequent and 

contemporary relegation to a totally inferior status. However, this is not consistent with 

participant perspectives as seen in the interviews. In contrast, participants felt they did not need 

to carve their place and seek a sense of belonging once they reached Africa; these feelings were 

immediate and seemed instinctive. 
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After the Cultural Reconnection Journey: Integrating Lived Experiences  

Traveling to Africa and getting acquainted with the homeland impacted the lives of the 

participants in various ways. Participants were exposed to a culturally relevant “double-looping” 

process (Argyris & Schon, 1974, p. 18) that was built from modest beginnings in ways that Kolb 

(1984) describes: learning by being facilitators of their own and others’ learning cycle. The four 

principles of Cultural Reconnection continued to offer a methodology for building capacity in 

both intra and inter cultural communication. The themes that are reported by participants confirm 

that categorical benefits occurred through cultural reconnection. 

Table 5.1.  

Summary of Key Themes From the Three Phases of Cultural Reconnection. 

BEFORE	CR		

• Cultural	specificity	
and	ancestral	
acknowledgement	
was	present	in	early	
teaching	

DURING	CR	DELEGATION	

• Orientation	and	
experiential	travel	
practices	all	4	
principles.		

• Established	a	sense	of	
belonging	and	
community	

AFTER	CR	DELEGATION	

• Reflections	on	the	
lived	experience	
lead	to	a	protracted	
sense	of	agency	and	
empowerment	

LONG	AFTER	CR	–	where	
they	are	now	

• Demonstrates	clarity	
about	cultural	
identity,	personal	
and	local	capacity,	
and	how	to	make	a	
difference	in	the	
world	

 
Where are they now? All participants are currently engaged in various activities that can 

be related to the Cultural Reconnection process and, especially, to the visit to the homeland. A 

substantial number have become differently engaged both locally and globally since their 

Cultural Reconnection visit to Africa. For example, four participants were elders at the time of 

the interviews, but three are now practicing eldership with one participant holding monthly 

meetings where she imparts wisdom and models eldership. One participant was planning to close 

her dental practice, but instead elected to take her work to Africa to attend to children’s teeth. 
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This participant is also manufacturing coconut oil in Africa. One participant is now president of 

another African sister city program. Yet another participant came home and invented a solar light 

for use in remote areas of Africa where there is no electricity. One participant continues her work 

at a community college, and now displays artifacts she collected while in Kenya as part of her 

teaching. Another has relocated to Kenya to work on a high stakes global venture. Still others 

report they continue to be more engaged in their local community than they were before their 

Cultural Reconnection journey. Table 5.1 highlights activities participants have or are currently 

engaged in since returning from the Cultural Reconnection visit. These activities are consistent 

with Kambon’s ASC model that indicates an engagement of combined practices of the 

competencies leads to self-affirming, self-determining, and self-fortifying practices (Kambon & 

Bowen-Reid, 2010). When the cultural reconnection principles are applied to the experiential 

learning and discovery process then personal, local and global capacities can be built.  

Practice of the four principles of Cultural Reconnection builds capacity. Before the 

delegations were formed, we found that people came to the group with some background of 

cultural specificity. Participants were clear about their cultural identity and could identify 

individuals in their family and schooling who made an impact in their cultural efficacy. While 

the recruitment of delegates was based on word of mouth, such networks attracted people who 

trusted the group setting. The facilitation of 16-hour orientations assisted in getting on the same 

page by recognizing the multiple ethnic identities that comprised our backgrounds, but 

requesting delegates to place intentional focus on the Africa part of their ancestry and identity. 

This enabled us to begin our inquiry with common questions and explorations. The orientation 

allowed for us to form group norms and become acquainted with each other as a team.  
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During the Cultural Reconnection travel to the ancestral homeland, all four CR principles 

were put into practice and resulted in establishing a sense of belonging and community. 

Participants were able to practice the four principles and built levels of confidence and reliance 

on both intra and inter group communications. After the return from the ancestral homeland and 

the cultural reconnection experience, participants reflected on their lived experiences and have 

made decisions to incorporate into their families and communities. They have become 

empowered by improved organizational skills and confidence in continuing leadership in their 

communities based on what they have practiced, experienced and observed. Finally, the creative 

actions that participants have demonstrated through continued group and individual explorative 

travel, technology development, community and global leadership is a demonstration of healthy 

and robust capacity building.  

Benefits of the Cultural Reconnection Process 

This study showed the Cultural Reconnection process to be beneficial for those seeking 

to return or to know more about their African ancestral heritage. It allowed the participants to 

take a deep dive into experiencing Africa not as a tourist but as part of the community. Cultural 

Reconnection contributed to the lived experience and learning of participants by the following 

demonstrated actions:  

• Participants came back eager to share their new knowledge.  

• Participants’ cultural and spiritual connections became stronger with some 

experiencing a lasting and heightened sense of belonging, epiphanies, clarity, and 

patience.  

• Some of the myths, stereotypes, preconceived notions, inhibitions, and concerns were 

dispelled as false.  
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• Participants were able to see community relationship building in practice.  

• The Cultural Reconnection process helped to instill and reinforce pride and courage 

in participants. 

• Participants gained greater insight into the cultural identity process. It further helped 

to sharpen their senses and gain a sense of calmness.  

• Knowledge, a sense of belonging, a sense of affirmation, and commonality, 

connectedness, new found pride, and cultural identity were gained by participants. 

This aligns with positive identity theories of African American personality (e.g., 

Kambon & Bowen-Reid, 2010). 

• Through the Cultural Reconnection process, healing and reconciliation can be 

fostered through acknowledgement; celebrating our [black] lives, successes and 

losses; sharing, conversation; honoring; accepting; revisiting the homeland; and      

self-determination.  

• The Cultural Reconnection process helps in connecting people with their ancestors. 

• This Cultural Reconnection process study show that much of the fortification of 

children came from parents who instilled values of Africanity through stories passed 

down about ancestors as well as unrelated hero figures.  

The benefits of cultural reconnection are still unraveling in many ways that continue to be 

revealed in the life trajectory. What follows is an examination of sustainability made possible by 

intentionally transmitting the significance of the return to the African ancestral homeland into the 

lifecycle of the next generation. In addition, strategies of self and collective efficacy may best be 

explained through positive identity theories.  
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Significance of the Lifecycle  

This work has been about the importance of stages of the lifespan that can be fortified to 

realign and strengthen the cultural identity of black women. Attention to aspects of childhood, 

adulthood, parenthood, womanhood, and eldership may open the way for optimal realignment 

with self and group identity consciousness. Memories shared through ongoing dialogue enable 

the intergenerational transfer of knowledge and values. The lived experiences of multiple 

generations seem to overlap in Sankofa-like sharing of memories of hope. Shared remembering 

(Dillard, 2008) is pertinent to the African American practices of rituals that tie returners to the 

memory of the ancestors in a profound experience. This is consistent with the thoughts and 

expressions of the participants as they observed parenting in Africa. In America, parents need to 

teach children early on about their heritage in connection with the homeland. This helps them 

become grounded in their cultural history. Participant R expressed that she is “Afraid they [Black 

children] will lose their soul, which is their connection with African people.” She feels these 

connections “need to be grounded so early and so intentionally.” Participant N heard how 

women introduced themselves in Africa, “as parents of children.” She now introduces herself the 

same way, and sees her role as mother in a deeper way. Another participant decided to change 

the way she related to her grown children. “I came back to count my jewels – my own children 

who are a blessing.” 

Three of 18 participants commented on being elders or emerging elders. One elder 

resisted being an elder and did not see herself as one before the trip; but after seeing it modeled 

in Africa and understanding the status an elder holds, she returned to the United States and has 

now taken on her eldership role with great pride and a sense of accomplishment. She stated, “It 
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[elder status] is not there to give permission to speak, but to give permission to redeem the 

human condition so that others can fly.”  

Participant C uses her eldership as an approach for brokering relationships with young 

African Americans, enabling the benefit of her access to high places. Participant S considered 

herself an emerging elder and stated she sees young people differently, with more possibilities to 

support and praise. In Africa, the role of the elder was highly recognized. In America, such 

leadership, wisdom, and knowledge is lacking because of the glaring absence of elders due to 

institutionalization (Wilkerson, 2004). Holloway remarks, “Black women carry the voice of the 

mother—they are the progenitors, the assurance of the line . . . as carriers of the voice carry 

wisdom—mother wit” (as cited in O’Reilly, 2004, p. 12). Holloway’s comment was consistent 

with the finding of this research. Almost all of the elders who participated in the Culture 

Reconnection process appear to be actively embracing eldership.  

Patricia Hill Collins’ (1990) perspective on standpoint theory is helpful here. Black 

women, she writes, have a standpoint to view the world based on their unique experience, and 

deeply affected by the historic denial of their voice. Intergenerational dialogues give African 

American women an opportunity for their voices to be heard especially by the younger 

generation who have not had the exposure to elders that we had a few decades ago as compared 

to today with more elders being placed in retirement and nursing homes versus remaining with 

the family as they did many years ago. Clearly, participants were emotionally touched by their 

experiences in Kenya, by the environment and social interactions they encountered. They learned 

lessons and made self-discoveries as well as empowered, liberated, and compelled to give back.   

The exploration of cultural identity is key to the continuation of cultural reconnection will be 

transmitted to the next generation, much of which was passed to the generation before them.  
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Significance of Positive Identity Theories 

Africans in the Diaspora have demonstrated resilience and creativity when navigating the 

complex societies where they reside. In the United States, large city populations comprised of 

people of African descents report a predictable and categorical pattern of everyday racism 

evidenced by health disparities, criminalization, educational failure rates, low rates of home 

ownership and lack of access to entrepreneurial success. Yet, in societies where Black people use 

creative measures, they continue to rise to the top of their fields. They make life shaping 

decisions that are full of courage and integrity. This is where the benefits of cultural reconnection 

are evident. By leveraging positive resources, creativity and relational strengths they may be able 

to access their extraordinary selves (L. M. Roberts & Creary, 2013). Positive identity theories 

may well describe the process of moving from one’s reflected best self to their extraordinary self. 

Participants demonstrated that they could go beyond striving and surviving in the marginalizing 

society to excelling to their extraordinary selves after practicing the 4 principles.  

This study supports Kolb’s statement, particularly so with the elders who participated in 

the study. L. M. Roberts, Dutton, Spreitzer, Heaphy, and Quinn (2005) describe this kind of 

dramatic change as a “jolt” (p.1) growing from “socially embedded resources that provide 

optimal conditions for positive affect, positive interpersonal relationships, and personal agency” 

(p. 1). This may lead to a different and better life trajectory. A jolt, in L. M. Roberts et al.’s 

terminology is a message that can be good or bad, and that propels a person forward and inspires 

them to grow to a next level of action through self-efficacy and empowerment. A jolt may result 

from having been removed from the environment of everyday racism that led to a desire to 

reconnect with their culture. L. M. Roberts and Creary (2013) suggest that the jolt may cause “a 

deeper understanding of dominance, submission, oppression, victimization, voice, silencing, and 
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differential access to resources” (p. 92). The act of shifting to a focus on positive relational 

identities according to L. M. Roberts and Creary, would require: “Tactics for navigating the self 

that promotes shared growth, enhancement and empowerment, as individuals within a 

relationship come to view themselves and each other as more virtuous, worthy, evolving, 

adapting, balanced, and coherent” (p. 91).  

 

 

Figure 5.1. Cultural Reconnection in relation to L. M. Roberts et al.’s (2005) steps.  

Once participants experienced their extraordinary selves in action, they reported being 

able to access this self, more regularly even against the backdrop of everyday racism (Essed, 

1991) that they faced on returning from Kenya. Indeed, the Cultural Reconnection process was 

consistent with what L. M. Roberts et al. (2005) described as a “trio of psychological and 
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physiological resources— (1) positive affect, (2) a sense of relational connection, and (3) 

personal agency” (p. 721) that moved participants from their reflected best selves to more 

regulated practice of being extraordinary. Figure 5.1 depicts this trio as a progression, indicating 

the specifics of the CR experience in relation to each of L. M. Roberts et al.’s steps.  

In addition to fostering optimal approaches to group travel and experiential learning, the 

Cultural Reconnection principles may be an applied methodology for achieving the following: 

• Transforming from the best self to the extraordinary self; 

• Changing social consciousness from the local self to the global self; 

• Expanding intercultural communication and collaboration; and  

• Developing culturally centered organizations.  

My findings suggest that if Cultural Reconnection principles are practiced, African 

American women can collectively travel from the Diaspora to their ancestral homeland and enter 

a transformative journey of discovery. The important and positive changes in their life 

trajectories reported by participants long after Cultural Reconnection are consistent with 

participants’ positive identities reaching their extraordinary self.   

Next Steps  

This study, centered on interviews with 18 participants in Cultural Reconnection, 

affirmed that the model produced success in terms of personal, local, and global capacities. The 

continuation of this model can build on a decade of work while holding to the foundational 

principles. Having a Vision and Planning Team who are committed to the replication of the 

Cultural Reconnection principles has been and will continue to be vital. In this, the team will be 

helped by this present work comprising archival data now accessible to future delegates who can 
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thereby benefit from almost two decades of experience since 2000. Replication is possible by 

building upon our existing archival data. 

Based on this study I believe it is now timely for revitalization is of the Cultural 

Reconnection Leadership Institute that manages the continuation of all activities. The Institute 

was established in 2010 with the primary purpose of creating an institutional memory. It was to 

house all existing archives, narrating more than a decade of delegate reflections and activity. In 

part because of a dearth of systematically compiled archival information, the Institute remains a 

commitment rather than a reality. 

Revitalizing the Institute to become the central operating body that introduces the four 

principles and reinforces them in established orientations is a logical progression of the research 

that I have now done.  

The continuation of the CR delegations should also be expanded to comprise a student 

advisory service that can better prepare potential travelers for what lies ahead. This also would 

rely archival data for gaining understanding of the breadth and depth of the return.  

Personal Reflections 

The question that I raised about my own cultural identity that led me to engage in cultural 

work was: “What part of me is African and what part of me is American?” After conducting this 

inquiry and holding the mirror of others, while reconnecting experiences to my own, I conclude 

that I am an African, with multiple mixtures in my DNA and a particular lived experience in the 

Western hemisphere. I recognize that dominant part of me and that people of African descent are 

severely marginalized in the diasporas where they reside, despite achievements and contributions 

made to the world. At the same time, I recognized commonalities that I share with those in my 

African ancestral homeland. The global assumptions that are widespread about the African 
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homeland have been profoundly negative for too long. This negativity has not only been seen in 

systemic in brutal racism and everyday racism, but to varying degrees has been internalized 

within Black people’s psyches as recognized long ago by Du Bois (1903/2010) in his concept of 

“double consciousness,” (p. 5) and later in the work of Fanon (1952/2008) in Black Skin, White 

Masks. I am a witness to the counter stories and am positioned in a unique place in the universe, 

able to be a bridge builder, aware of the barriers that impede our consciousness on both sides of 

my community. I have not understood these resources and this role so well until I had the 

privilege of listening to the participants tell of their experiences in a journey I cooperatively 

designed and facilitated through Cultural Reconnection. 

I too share accounts of the significant teachings and cultural transmission from my 

parents. I found a particular role between father and daughter that resounded in other participants 

in my research. I recall how my father instilled in me a particular love of being Colored /Negro/ 

Black/African American. He was a proud African American man with strong southern roots and 

a profound love for family. It was through his strong cultural style of family continuity and 

group efficacy that I recognize African retentions.  

My childhood memories of my grandfather’s annual visits from Louisiana to the Pacific 

Northwest were big productions of family gatherings, food, children’s performances, singing and 

dancing. I grew up hearing heroic stories about how both of my grandfathers defended 

themselves and stood up to racism. I believe that these stories and the deference that was shown 

to elders in the family were in part, responsible for my strong efficacious foundation. Despite 

growing up in a racially hostile environment in Northern California, my mother boldly declared 

her Africanity without apology. On her bedside stand I found my first images of Martin L. King 

addressing crowds in magazines, and books like The Autobiography of Malcolm X. As in reports 
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of participants in my study, my household was the platform for family debates that were 

informally practiced and sharpened our critical thinking skills. I recall as a young child at an 

early age my mother warning me: “When they tell you that Africa is a backward and uncivilized 

place, don’t believe them!” She was the first delegate and elder to travel on a Cultural 

Reconnection delegation in 2000 which for me, brought her teachings into full circle. It was clear 

to me that I was part of a family lineage that provided a safe place to launch my life trajectory. 

The critical family dialogues that were held in my family instilled critical thinking skills 

and perhaps more importantly, creative thinking skills. As mother, nurturer, and teacher, I am 

intentional about my children embracing their African ancestral homeland both as ancestral 

homeland and birth place and in turn they expanded their participation as world citizens. I 

celebrated their creativity and encouraged an appreciation for the cultural foundations they 

learned to respect and preserve. Based on their example of practicing cultural reconnection 

principles, a successful cultural transmission has occurred and is likely a significant factor in my 

demonstration of leadership. 

I aspire to incorporate the voice and role of the elder who brings hope and goodwill to 

longevity. At some point in our lifespans, we need to be more intentional about what this role 

entails and, as we begin to emerge as elders, this may require training that ensures successful 

models. It also makes room for the cadre of those who take responsibility to inform, mentor, and 

support those behind them.  

Once, while marveling at the beauty of Africa, meeting warm people, the lush lands of 

rich soil and green vegetation, it occurred to me that the Africa I have the privilege of seeing is 

not the same pervasive image shown on television. The sense of belonging that occurs when 

seeing Black people everywhere in many capacities cannot be adequately described. The warm 
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and caring hearts of people demonstrated through dialogue, dance, laughter, and a show of pride 

went against the dangerous warnings that we often hear. With the kind of confidence I found 

through my interactions in the African ancestral homeland, I began to trust a sacred ancestral 

connection to my song and dance, wherever I was in the world, feelings which previously felt out 

of place. Cultural Reconnection enabled me to begin to follow the threads that connect us to our 

understanding of our African selves. I felt compelled to share a different picture that young 

African American children could see and be proud about. I believe that all of our humanity will 

be immensely enhanced by this understanding. It is my hope that anyone who lives in a diaspora 

can glean information for their own cultural reconnection.  

As a cultural worker, I have considered myself as both a scholar and a practitioner. I am 

aware that there must be some balance in both of these roles. To be a practitioner and not a 

scholar is to miss the “big picture;” To be a scholar and not a practitioner is to be a mere 

spectator, without practice and confirmation through practice. To be trusted and welcomed into 

both communities in different places in the world and life span is profound. As a cultural worker, 

I hold a place for cultural practice and preservation that involves both practice and scholarship.  

My next steps are to continue to tell the story of the lived experiences in creative ways 

where communities may benefit from the learning about Black women took initiative to travel to 

their ancestral homeland. First, I want to interact with communities throughout the United States 

and African Diaspora, sharing the wisdom of Cultural Reconnection. Second, I have seen the 

importance of generating history and retelling stories. More literature must be shared about the 

resilience and self-determined actions more widely in young people to empower them with more 

literature resources. I intend to continue writing stories, such as The Stolen Ones (Arunga, 2010), 

gems found along the cultural reconnection journey that shed light on our cultural identity. 
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Finally, it is timely to continue enriching my lifecycle with intentional legacy building for the 

generations that are behind me. It is my hope that my community and far beyond, will find 

benefit. I continue to draw on servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977) by lending moral and 

physical support to efforts that are engaged in the following categories of work: 

• Continued Cultural Reconnection delegations that engage in life long cultural identity 

by returning to the ancestral homeland, while practicing the four principles of cultural 

reconnection will keep people grounded in their self and collective empowerment; 

• Deeper commitments to family and cultural acknowledgement are vital to the 

connection between the ancestral past and the yet unborn, and the key to a healthy 

and remembered heritage; 

• Continuation of technological inventions such as the Taya Sola Lantern Kit, books 

written and new spin off organizations that continue where continued travel, whether 

individual or collective, traveling to a different environment is an opportunity for 

growth and transformation; and   

• Incorporation of the Cultural Reconnection guiding principles as a methodology for 

creating inclusive climates in other organizational settings where inclusivity is a goal 

and value.  

By placing focus on the lived experience of the people and their communities, the four 

principles may continue to create space for personal, local and global capacity and expanded 

relationships.     

Limitations of the Research  

Range of perspectives versus a collective story. In any study of how subjects or 

participants respond to what experimental scientists would call “the treatment,” there can be a 
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concern with results that are almost all positive and similar. It will be observed that the stories 

that came from the CR participants seem in some ways to be a collective one with an unusually 

high degree of consistency. Of course, the purpose of this research was not to seek criticism of, 

or improvements in the CR program but to portray, in the participants’ own words, its impact on 

positive, African American (female) identity.  

I began this work as co-researcher in a Participatory Action Research that concluded in 

my Masters’ thesis (Arunga, 2002). Over the years Cultural Reconnection become a 

methodology and approach based on a particular perspective on engaging in cultural identity 

inquiry to enrich the self and empower the community. It was never an experiment but a program 

constantly modified in small and large ways to make it better and better. 

Thus, participants reported that intra-group dynamics created an expanded network in 

which African American women continue to enhance their work and practice in building 

personal, local, and global capacities that positively impact their lives and their communities. 

Narratives have shown that the participants’ initiatives to return to the African ancestral 

homeland are grounded in the cultural transmission from previous generations. Cultural 

transmission includes parental and family influences as well as intergenerational community 

networks as opportunities to further engage cultural identity.  

The stories of returning to the African ancestral homeland were centered on the lived 

experience of the participants. The words were captured from their responses to a set of open 

ended questions, in which they were free to recall a story that impacted their learning and 

discoveries. Even when I was a witness to the situation being described, there was no need to 

correct the details of the story or realign the story because the lesson the participant took from 

their story is their lived experience. Key interpretations come from the story which adds to the 
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data. The focused questions did not have need for collective recollections, as the narrative 

inquiry welcomed the valid voice of the narrator as the owner of the stories they told. 

In terms of the relation between collective narrative and individual experiences, I have 

reflected on the use of the relational approach in building CR that brought together a community 

of somewhat like-minded thinkers. Generally speaking, there was a willingness to comply with 

logistical arrangements that tend to offer low levels of privacy. This was considered a normal 

practice in a cultural environment where there is close quarter space. While participants may 

have been accustomed to more privacy in their daily lives, they were receptive to practicing 

collective action in ways that challenged them to stretch. Also, participants seemed to be 

predisposed to group work. Because of this practice, feedback and ongoing, shared dialogue 

about intimate subjects surrounding cultural identity continued to be a fluid exchange within the 

group. The continued conversations among alumni of the CR in Kenya but also upon their return 

to the US, may have enhanced the development of a collective story of sorts.  

Positionality and bias. In Chapter I, I discussed my positionality. As a founder of CR 

and someone whose prior experiences reconnecting in Kenya shaped the program whose 

participants I have been studying, there can be little doubt that I came to this dissertation fully 

expecting that participants’ accounts would support my own very positive feelings about and 

enthusiasm for Cultural Reconnection. To repeat, I was not evaluating that program but rather, 

gathering stories that would speak to the importance of African American women reconnecting 

directly to Africa and its peoples today. I had had life-changing positive experiences myself in 

the years that preceded the creation of CR; the program built on this as eventually did my 

research on that program. It is unavoidable that my commitment meant coming to the work and 

the interviews with an affirmative and optimistic view. However, the open-ended nature of 
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questions (see Chapter III) in which I made sure not to “lead” the participant helped to avoid 

introducing my own attitudes and hopes. There was no secret about who I was nor of my long 

investment in making CR into an important ever-improving site for cultural identity reflection. I 

believe, along with many contemporary qualitative social researchers, that the most important 

knowledge is not discovered but constructed and this is true for researchers no matter how 

objective they claim to be (Charmaz, 2006).  

As discussed earlier, handled carefully, having a positionality of deep and long term 

engagement within the setting being researched, has countervailing advantages in comparison to 

a neutral, distanced researcher, including ease of access to one’s sample group, shared 

understandings that make more detailed discussion possible, and sensitivity to participant 

feelings in discussions of emotional issues—which for CR organizers and participants are 

common (Chavez, 2008; Huisman, 2008).  

Why Kenya? Sometimes in describing Cultural Reconnection to others, some pointed 

questions have been raised about the choice of Kenya as a location. Most African Americans are 

more familiar with sub-Saharan West Africa as the origins of ancestors taken as slaves. 

Elsewhere in this work, I have indicated that while West Africa was probably the numerically 

most significant origin point, slave trading and its impacts covered most of the continent. As 

noted, Cultural Reconnection grew from my personal experiences in Kenya where, as a young 

African American woman, I emigrated to and lived, including marrying and raising children. I 

understood the depths of positive change in my own cultural identity quite aside from exactly 

where my ancestors came from—routes that are not readily traced. 

In growing the program, my intimate familiarity with Kenya was a vital resource. 

Cultural Reconnection practices social interaction where meaningful cultural exchanges of 
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dialogues occur between the returner and the receiver. This is a cultural endeavor that uses a 

relational and insider approach that tourists may never encounter. The most treasured interaction 

that occurs in the ancestral homeland is through the social exchanges between people. When the 

cultural nuances that are commonly recognizable from within the exchange, moments of shared 

recognition that piece together cultural information become transformative. The relational 

networks that were previously built through my involvement in women’s empowerment and 

strengthening family networks as part of my lived experience. I came to know many of the 

original counterparts through my involvement in Women’s activism over the decade of living in 

Kenya.  

Like any region of Africa, there are undoubtedly aspects of being there that are unique 

including a slave trade by colonizers from the Arabian Peninsula starting in the 4th and 5th 

centuries and which did not end until the early 20th century (Romero, 1986). British occupation 

went on until the 1960s and that period included one of the most violent periods in colonial 

Africa, the so-called Mau-Mau uprising in the 1950s, during which the tradition of activism, we 

encountered decades later among Kenyan women, was strongly awakened (Presley, 1992). Thus, 

there are unquestionably unique aspects to Kenya that strongly affected both my early years of 

living there and, more recently, Cultural Reconnection.  

Kenyan women who were hosts had established strong leadership out of their work in 

organizing the end of the United Nations Women’s Decade Conference held in Nairobi in 1985. 

Women participated in grass roots organizing, stretching beyond the urban areas and reaching 

into the ancestral homelands positioned in remote villages. Organizations such as Maendeleo Ya 

Wanawake—the Kiswahili phrase for women’s empowerment of today—gave license to 
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organize women in ways that added dignity to village life, specifically the lives of vulnerable 

women and children who are the majority in the villages.  

I lived and participated in this movement, including plenary sessions of the UN 

conference in 1985, and also performed a one-woman-show. I subsequently joined women’s 

organizations, and collective helping circles, aimed at empowering ourselves, families and 

communities. The Kenyan women involved in creating these movements were our counterparts 

and new generations have emerged that were influenced by that era.  

The Kenyan women were excited about the return of the Diaspora women and treated 

them like family to a homecoming with preparations reeling in the air. More and more, creative 

measures were used to communicate effectively in these meaningful exchanges. Kenyan women 

were saw themselves mirrored in their Diaspora sisters, and treated them as long lost relatives, 

rather than a lens of blame, difference and shame. It was this foundation that deepened 

relationships. The change indeed begins in the kind of liberating dialogue discussed by Freire 

(1972).  

Recommendations for Further Research 

Looking for ripple effects of the journeys. As noted above, one area of worthwhile 

further research would be to continue to trace the ripple effects of our Cultural Reconnection 

travelers into their family, community, and institutions back in America. These impacts are likely 

to be many but also often subtle and it may take several years for positive effects to be 

recognizable. To sustain Cultural Reconnection, we rely on the existing archives to gain wisdom 

of the best practices. However, the model is still to be studied and analyzed through what are 

existing archives and the lived experience of those who have undergone the whole process, 
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especially between the years 2000 and 2010. The delegations during that decade were carefully 

replicated and participants were routinely surveyed and interviewed.  

Global comparative studies of returns. An area for future research concerns the impact 

of cultural reconnection in communities of interaction while on the African continent. In the 

massive growth of heritage or roots tourism that has happened from many ethnic diasporas, focus 

has often been, as it is here, on the travelers and what they learnt from their returns to ancestral 

homelands (e.g., Basu, 2001; Christou, 2006; Dawson, 2000; Huang et al., 2011, 2013; Schulze 

et al., 2008). This includes African diasporic returns (Lelo & Jamal, 2013). It is time that this 

global phenomenon of cultural reconnection is itself connected through research and               

meta-analysis. Of special interest would be to compare and contrast other contemporary 

educational programs of returns to Africa other than to Kenya.  

Research on hosts’ lived experiences. There is also an increasing need for consideration 

of what it is like to be hosts to diaspora returnees (Handley, 2006). What is the impact on them? 

Most existing research about host communities focuses on overall economic and social impacts 

(e.g., MacGonagle, 2006) especially the benefits to what are quite often poor communities 

(Newland & Taylor, 2010), as well as some of the tensions that can arise when they, arguably 

like their ancestors, have financial gains from what is for the returning diasporas, profound and 

tragic unearthed memories (Tillet, 2009; Yankholmes & McKercher, 2015).  

To follow up on the unique experience of Cultural Reconnection with a sensitive 

ethnographic personal level inquiry into the hosts’ lived experiences would be a major step 

forward in getting the whole picture of these important reconnections. I foresee research that 

those Americans most intimately connected to the Kenyan hosts could themselves undertake 

asking, broadly, “how was this experience for you?” Parallel to the before, during and after 
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format used here, the hosts could be invited to discuss, in a storytelling style as opposed to 

formal interviews, 

• What led you to want to be part of this and how did you foresee and plan for this 

travelers (before)?  

• What were the memorable moments and learnings that you experienced while 

Americans were with you (during)? and, 

• What are the impacts that remained well after the visits were over (long after the 

delegation experience)?  

Gender and studies of men returning from the African Diaspora. The CR experience 

was grounded in gendered styles of communication, relationship building, and creative 

application of development ideas that are peculiar to women and their families. The program and 

my research have aimed to apply ideas such as Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1986), 

Byrd (2009), and hooks (1993) Through gender an epistemic lens is applied to the life stage of 

generativity where a maternal sense of hope for reconciliation is envisioned. There is creative 

energy between women that generates new patterns of efficacy out of ongoing shared dialogue. 

This is compatible with feminine communication styles (Tannen, 1994) where women come 

together in sisterhood (Reagon, 1986), womanism (Ladson-Billings, 1996; A. Walker, 1983) and 

endarkened feminist epistemology (Dillard, 2008). This cultural identity process was specifically 

designed to investigate the women’s role in cultural reconciliation with the African ancestral 

homeland. Many groups, of various ethnicities, religions, classes, and genders, may glean 

relevant and fruitful data that is applicable to them. 

That said, one of the most repeated significant learnings from the Kenyan hosts, as 

reported by our participants was not to leave men out and this can and should be the subject of 
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both CR-like programming and appreciative research. What would it be like to have this kind of 

program for a delegation of African American male leaders or, for a mixed gender group? I am 

unaware of any such programs at present centered on learning about culture and ancestors in 

intense and experiential ways; but I would strongly encourage African American men to embark 

on their own cultural identity inquiry to discover divergent styles and outcomes that are 

culturally and gender specific. They may or may not find this model replicable—and that would 

itself be a worthwhile in understanding gendered dynamics of cultural self-discovery and       

self-recovery.  

Autoethnography and autobiography. As the co-founder of Culture Reconnection and 

the leader of the delegations, I utilized my emic perspective to understand the motivation and 

depth of the identity inquiry that participants experienced. Narrative inquiry was an excellent 

method for me to honor the literal stories which I was able to analyze after they had been 

professionally coded. This enabled me to engage in collection of the data and analysis of the data 

without interfering or imposing my interpretation of events discussed. Yet, the reader will have 

seen that my story, the history of the program, and the stories of the remarkable women who 

participated in this study, have been entwined. Among my hopes for future research is to write 

again from a primarily personal voice, extending on the briefer sections in this dissertation to a 

full autoethnography. A number of African American women (e.g., Fries-Britt & Kelly, 2005; 

Griffin, 2012) have used this kind of inquiry whereby the researcher becomes the lens for 

examining broader social phenomena (see Ellis & Bochner, 2000). But much of the work by 

African Americans so far has been about adjusting to racism and being a minority on White 

educational settings. To my knowledge an autoethnographic account of a positive cultural 
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learning experience for African American women, by African American women has not yet been 

undertaken.  

Implications for Leadership and Social Change 

We have seen how the Cultural Reconnection journey built on the participants’ personal 

strengths and their varying degrees of cultural identification with African culture and values. Of 

course, it was a priority for Cultural Reconnection organizers to do whatever could be done to 

make these journeys enjoyable and worthwhile to the individuals; but the mission behind these 

experiences has always been to have individual learnings radiate out into American society as a 

counter-balance to racism and to introduce more intentional pathways for cultural reconnections 

for future generations. The information obtained in this dissertation indicates a good start at this 

wider purpose. Tracking the spread of more positive cultural identity for African Americans and 

those they work with, is one of several areas of future research to be considered.  

Although it was not an aspect that I have looked at in detail here, a few remarks can be 

made about the relationship between hosts (the Kenyan women) and the participants in terms of 

leadership. It is easier to see these relationships in terms of sisterhood. If we were to look at the 

relationships more as one with no followers but in which each side saw themselves more in terms 

of equal servant-leaders (Greenleaf, 1977) or in Heifetz’s (1994) idea, as leaders “without 

authority,” (p. 181), the results point to an importantly different kind of mutual leadership. In 

this, the relationships between the hosts and the visitors take on qualities that go back to some of 

traditional values of indigenous African peoples: being conversant with ongoing dialogue, 

caring, reciprocity, mutual empowerment, and division of labor (see Idang, 2015)—as a strength 

of communities, including within the new if temporary communities of CR hosts and diaspora 

returnees.    
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This study centered on the experiences of African American women who play significant 

roles as leaders and change agents in their families and homes; in learning and other social 

institutions; in their neighborhoods and communities; and in enterprises that may offer economic 

gain to African Americans and others. There also have been tangible steps taken in giving back 

to the Kenyan hosts and their communities in terms of a dental health project and 

micro-enterprise.  

In Conclusion 

It is common for those who have undertaken doctoral research and written a dissertation 

to describe the experience as a journey (e.g. C. M. Roberts, 2010) Here, the topic itself is about 

literal journeys made by many African American women through Cultural Reconnections to 

Kenya. It is also about the continuing journey of 18 of those women who have graciously shared 

their stories with me as a researcher and also as one of the guides who organized and facilitated 

the process. Each one has told about their cultural experiences leading to the decision to go to 

Africa—what I have referred to as before; they have described the breakthroughs of insight and 

of relationship of mutual learning and assistance with African hosts during the visits; and they 

have portrayed key changes and new capacities experienced after coming back to America. 

Finally, for me as researcher, this also has been a figurative journey, a return to rethinking lived 

experiences on my decade in Africa and later, as organizer of others’ returns.  

As I conclude my reflections on this study, I assert this work is a small contribution to 

furthering Garvey’s call to the millions who joined him in returning to culturally reconnect with 

the African ancestral homeland. It is my humble opinion that this work could be considered a 

new chapter that builds on the insights of Marcus Garvey, who ignited in the African diaspora, a 

love and desire to reconnect with the ancestral homeland. While Garvey illuminated the 
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possibility of self and collective determination, Cultural Reconnection delegations have 

actualized the return to the ancestral homeland and turned it into a transformational 

methodology. Garvey’s movement was among the first lessons in establishing a global presence 

of Africans. He ignited the innate desire to go back to the root, to build personal, local and global 

capacity. This study is the continuation of that movement. Therefore, it is fitting that I close this 

study with Garvey’s reminder of the importance to continue the work:   

Look for me in the whirlwind or the storm, look for me all around you, for, with God's 
grace, I shall come and bring with me countless millions of black slaves who have died in 
America and the West Indies and the millions in Africa to aid you in the fight for Liberty, 
Freedom and Life. (as cited in Newkirk, 2009, p. 341)  
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Appendix A: Consent Form 

Dear Potential Participant;  

You are being invited to participate in a research study on your experience with cultural 
reconnection and cultural identity work that you conducted during 2000 and 2010. 

This research will require about 60 minutes of your time at a location of your choosing. During 
this time, you will be interviewed about your experiences with cultural reconnection. The 
interviews will be conducted wherever you prefer (e.g., in your home), and will be                    
tape-recorded.  

There are no anticipated risks or discomforts related to this research. The person interviewing 
you, however, can give you the name and telephone number of some counseling and/or mental 
health services, if you wish this information.  

You may also find the interview to be very enjoyable and rewarding, as many people who 
experienced your participation in a cultural reconnection delegation that culminated in a 
collective return to the African ancestral homeland. Your contribution to this study may help us 
understand what it is like to experience the African ancestral homeland and it’s possible impact 
on your life trajectory.  

Several steps will be taken to protect your anonymity and identity. While the interviews will be 
tape- recorded, the tapes will be destroyed once they have been typed up. The typed interviews 
will NOT contain any mention of your name, and any identifying information from the interview 
will be removed. The typed interviews will also be kept in a locked filing cabinet at the  

All information will be destroyed after 5 years time.  

In	addition,	as	author	of	my	PhD	dissertation	I	reserve	the	right	to	include	any	results	of	
this	study	in	future	scholarly	presentations	and/or	publications.	All	information	will	be								
de-identified	prior	to	publication.	You	do	not	have	to	take	part	in	this	research	if	you	do	not	
wish	to	do	so,	and	you	may	withdraw	from	the	study	at	any	time	without	your	job	being	
affected.		
	 
If	you	have	any	questions,	you	may	ask	them	now	or	later.	If	you	have	questions	later,	you	
may	contact	me	at	mtatearunga1@antioch.edu	/	tel.	425	271	4149.		
	 
If	you	have	any	ethical	concerns	about	this	study,	contact	Philomena	Essed,	Chair,	
Institutional	Review	Board,	Antioch	University	Ph.D.	in	Leadership	and	Change,	Email:	
essed@antioch.edu.	This	proposal	has	been	reviewed	and	approved	by	the	Antioch	
International	Review	Board	(IRB),	which	is	a	committee	whose	task	it	is	to	make	sure	that	
research	participants	are	protected.	If	you	wish	to	find	out	more	about	the	IRB,	contact	Dr.	
Philomena	Essed.		
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I	have	been	invited	to	participate	in	an	interview	about	my	experience	with	cultural	
identity	before,	during,	and	after	a	Cultural	Reconnection	experience,	that	culminated	in	a	
collective	return	to	my	African	ancestral	homeland.	I	have	read	the	foregoing	information,	
or	it	has	been	read	to	me.	I	have	had	the	opportunity	to	ask	questions	about	it	and	any	
questions	I	have	been	asked	have	been	answered	to	my	satisfaction.	I	consent	voluntarily	
to	be	a	participant	in	this	study.		
	
	
Print	Name	of	Participant___________________________________	 

Signature	of	Participant	____________________________________	 

Date	___________________________		
											Day/month/year	 
	
	
To	be	filled	out	by	the	researcher	or	the	person	taking	consent:	 
	
I	confirm	that	the	participant	was	given	an	opportunity	to	ask	questions	about	the	study,	
and	all	the	questions	asked	by	the	participant	have	been	answered	correctly	and	to	the	best	
of	my	ability.	I	confirm	that	the	individual	has	not	been	coerced	into	giving	consent,	and	the	
consent	has	been	given	freely	and	voluntarily.	 
	
A	copy	of	this	Informed	Consent	Form	has	been	provided	to	the	participant.		
	
Print	Name	of	Researcher/person	taking	the	consent_______________________________	 
	

Signature	of	Researcher	/person	taking	the	consent________________________________		
	

Date	___________________________	 
												Day/month/year	 
	

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

174 

 

Appendix B: Interview Questions 

• Before the return to the ancestral homeland. Thinking back. . .  

What was it that led you to want to come on this trip? 

• During the return to the ancestral homeland. Thinking back. . . 

Please tell about a time when you were called upon to stretch yourself and felt 

affirmed while in the ancestral homeland.  

• After the return. “Looking back” to today. . . 

What have you told others about your about the experience? Would you recommend 

it? And what influence do you think the experience has had on your role in your 

community/workplace?  

 

 

 

  



 
 

 
 

175 

 

Appendix C: IRB Approval 

From: <essed@antioch.edu> 
Date: Wed, Apr 27, 2016 at 8:54 AM 
Subject: Online IRB Application Approved: Dissertation qualitative research study: Back To 
Africa in the 21st Century: Cultural Reconnection Experiences of African American Women 
April 27, 2016, 11:54 am 
To: mtatearunga1@antioch.edu, essed@antioch.edu, bsammons@antioch.edu 
 
Dear Marcia Tate Arunga, 

As Chair of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for 'Antioch University Ph.D., I am letting you 
know that the committee has reviewed your Ethics Application. Based on the information 
presented in your Ethics Application, your study has been approved. 
Your data collection is approved from 04/27/2016 to 04/26/2017. If your data collection should 
extend beyond this time period, you are required to submit a Request for Extension Application 
to the IRB. Any changes in the protocol(s) for this study must be formally requested by 
submitting a request for amendment from the IRB committee. Any adverse event, should one 
occur during this study, must be reported immediately to the IRB committee. Please review the 
IRB forms available for these exceptional circumstances. 
 

Sincerely, 

 
Dr. Philomena Essed 
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