
“Africa was a long time ago. Are
we always going to be tethered to
Africa? Spiritually I’m American.
When the war starts, I’m fighting
for America.”

Joan Morgan, a writer born in
Jamaica who moved to New York
City as a girl, remembers the first
time she publicly corrected some-
one about the term: at a book sign-
ing, when she was introduced as
African-American and her family
members in the front rows were
appalled and hurt.

“That act of calling me African-
American completely erased their
history and the sacrifice and con-
tributions it took to make me an
author,” said Morgan, a longtime
U.S. citizen who calls herself
Black-Caribbean American.
(Some insist Black should be cap-
italized.)

She said people struggle with
the fact that black people have
multiple ethnicities because it
challenges America’s original
black-white classifications. In her
view, forcing everyone into a
name meant for descendants of
American slaves distorts the
nature of the contributions of
immigrants like her black coun-
trymen Marcus Garvey and
Claude McKay.

Morgan acknowledges that her
homeland of Jamaica is populated
by the descendants of African
slaves. “But I am not African, and
Africans are not African-Ameri-
can,” she said.

In Latin, a forerunner of the
English language, the color black
is “niger.” In 1619, the first
African captives in America were
described as “negars,” which
became the epithet still used by
some today.

The Spanish word “negro”
means black. That was the label
applied by white Americans for
centuries.

The word black also was given
many pejorative connotations – a
black mood, a blackened reputa-
tion, a black heart. “Colored”
seemed better, until the civil rights
movement insisted on Negro,
with a capital N. 

Then, in the 1960s, “black”
came back – as an expression of
pride, a strategy to defy oppres-
sion. 

“Every time black had been
mentioned since slavery, it was
bad,” said Mary Frances Berry, a
University of Pennsylvania histo-
ry professor. Reclaiming the word
“was a grass-roots move, and it
was oppositional. It was like, ‘In
your face.’ ”

Afro-American was briefly in
vogue in the 1970s, and lingers
today in the names of some news-
papers and university depart-
ments. But it was soon overshad-
owed by African-American,
which first sprouted among the
black intelligentsia.

The Rev. Jesse Jackson is wide-
ly credited with taking African-
American mainstream in 1988,
before his second presidential run.

Berry remembers being at a
1988 gathering of civil rights
groups organized by Jackson in
Chicago when Ramona Edelin,
then the president of the National
Urban Coalition, urged those
assembled to declare that black
people should be called African-
American. 

Edelin says today that there
was no intent to exclude people
born in other countries, or to
eliminate the use of black: “It
was an attempt to start a cultural
offensive, because we were
clearly at that time always on the
defensive.

“We said, this is kind of a com-
promise term,” she continued.
“There are those among us who
don’t want to be referred to as
African. And there also those
among us who don’t want to be
referred to as American. This was

a way of bridging divisions
among us or in our ideologies so
we can move forward as a group.” 

Jackson, who at the time might
have been the most-quoted black
man in America, followed
through with the plan. “Every eth-
nic group in this country has a ref-
erence to some land base, some
historical, cultural base,” Jackson
told reporters at the time.
“African-Americans have hit that
level of cultural maturity.”

The effect was immediate.
“Back in those days we didn’t

talk about things going viral, but
that’s what you would say today.
It was quite remarkable,” said the
columnist Clarence Page, then a
reporter. “It was kind of like when
Black Power first came in the
1960s, there was all kinds of buzz
among black folks and white folks
about whether or not I like this.”

Page liked it – he still uses it
interchangeably with black – and
sees an advantage to changing
names.

“If we couldn’t control anything
else, at least we could control what
people call us,” Page said. “That’s
the most fundamental right any
human being has, over what other
people call you. (African-Ameri-
can) had a lot of psychic value
from that point of view.”

It also has historical value, said
Irv Randolph, managing editor of
the Philadelphia Tribune, a black
newspaper that uses both terms:
“It’s a historical fact that we are
people of African descent.

“African-American embraces
where we came from and where
we are now,” he said. “We are
Americans, no doubt about that.
But to deny where we came from
doesn’t make any sense to me.”

Jackson agrees about such
denial. “It shows a willful igno-
rance of our roots, our heritage
and our lineage,” he said Tuesday.
“A fruit without a root is dying.”

He observed that the history of
how captives were brought here
from Africa is unchangeable, and
that Senegal is almost as close to
New York as Los Angeles. “If a
chicken is born in the oven,” Jack-
son said, “that doesn’t make it a
biscuit.”

Today, 24 years after Jackson
popularized African-American,
it’s unclear what term is preferred
by the community. A series of
Gallup polls from 1991 to 2007
showed no strong consensus for
either black or African-American.
In a January 2011 NBC/Wall
Street Journal poll, 42 percent of
respondents said they preferred
black, 35 percent said African-
American, 13 percent said it does-
n’t make any difference, and 7
percent chose “some other term.”

Meanwhile, a record number of
black people in America – almost
one in 10 – were born abroad,
according to U.S. Census Bureau
figures. 

Tomi Obaro is one of them. Her
Nigerian-born parents brought her
to America from England as a girl,
and she became a citizen last year.
Although she is literally African-
American, the University of
Chicago senior said the label
implies she is descended from
slaves. It also feels vague and lib-
eral to her.

“It just sort of screams this
political correctness,” Obaro said.
She and her black friends rarely
use it to refer to themselves, only
when they’re speaking in “proper
company.” 

“Or it’s a word that people who
aren’t black use to describe black
people,” she said.

Or it’s a political tool. In a Sen-
ate race against Obama in 2004,
Alan Keyes implied that Obama
could not claim to share Keyes’
“African-American heritage”
because Keyes’ ancestors were
slaves. During the Democratic
presidential primary, some Hillary

Clinton supporters made the same
charge.  

Last year, Herman Cain, then a
Republican presidential candidate,
sought to contrast his roots in the
Jim Crow South with Obama’s his-
tory, and he shunned the label
African-American in favor of
“American black conservative.”
Rush Limbaugh mocked Obama
as a “halfrican-American.”

Then there are some white
Americans who were born in
Africa.

Paulo Seriodo is a U.S. citizen
born in Mozambique to parents
from Portugal. In 2009, he filed a
lawsuit against his medical school,
which he said suspended him after
a dispute with black classmates
over whether Seriodo could call
himself African-American.

“It doesn’t matter if I’m from
Africa, and they are not!” Seriodo
wrote at the time.  “They are not
allowing me to be African-Ameri-
can!”

And so the saga of names con-
tinues.

“I think it’s still evolving,” said
Edelin, the activist who helped
popularize African-American.
“I’m content, for now, with
African and American.”

“But,” she added, “that’s not to
say that it won’t change again.”
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“I have an acceptance of a path
that we’re all chosen for,” she said.
“We talked about it before he left.”

She demonstrates her faith even
during the toughest moments,
such as the time when one of her
daughters asked who fired the
shot. “I said, ‘I don’t know, but I
want you to pray for him, even if
he’s the enemy,’ ” she said.

While God is a source of com-
fort, nothing could have prepared
Melissa Jarboe for seeing her hus-
band in the hospital.

“The first time I got to see
Jamie, I literally went into shock,”
she said. “He was trying to
scream, but being hooked up to so
many machines, he couldn’t talk.”

Having already deployed to
Iraq, Jamie Jarboe knew the risks
of war.

What frustrated him about
Afghanistan, however, was rarely
being able to see the enemy.

“You’re always getting shot at
from really close range,” he said.
“But because of the buildings,
trees and farmland, it’s hard to tell
where it’s coming from.”

As Jamie Jarboe lay in a Col-
orado hospital bed awaiting a
transfer back to Maryland, where
he would have surgery the next
day at Johns Hopkins University,

the wounded soldier and his wife
repeatedly cited the courage of the
children as a constant source of
renewable strength.

“Both girls forfeited their Hal-
loween, Thanksgiving and Christ-
mas and spent (the holidays) in
the hospital with us,” Melissa Jar-
boe said. “Never once have they
complained.”

The couple never thought their
first year of marriage would take
place mostly inside hospital
rooms. But ever since Jamie Jar-
boe bravely told his fellow sol-
diers to “just follow me,” support
has poured into their lives from
thousands of cards, emails and
Facebook messages.

“It’s all been very surprising to
me,” the wounded soldier said in a
soft, quiet voice.

Someday soon, they hope their
lives will regain some sense of
normalcy.

“My goal is to be done with the
hospitals,” he said. “I want to do
what a father does and be what a
husband’s supposed to be.”

— Tom Sileo is director of story
development at USO. The
Unknown Soldiers seeks to keep
America’s post-9/11 conflicts in
our daily national consciousness.
His column appears weekly.

Then-U.S. Sen. Barack Obama
(left) and the Rev. Jesse

Jackson speak Jan. 15, 2007,
during the Rev. Dr. Martin

Luther King Jr. Scholarship
Awards Breakfast in Chicago.
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COUPON FOR IN-STORE OR ONLINE USE!
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Offer may be used for any one item of regular price only. 
A single cut of fabric or trim “by the yard” equals one item.One coupon per customer per day. Must present original coupon at time of purchase.

Offer is not valid with any other coupon, discount or previous purchase.
Excludes custom framing and floral orders, labor, gift cards, CRICUT® products, 
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