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 In the United States, Americans of African Descent have held many identity labels: African, 

Colored, Negro, Afro-American, Black, and African-American.  In the 1960s, there was a shift from the 

XVe of ³NegUo´ Wo Whe XVe of ³black´ aV a gUoXp idenWifieU.  In 1966 SWokel\ CaUmichael VhoXWed Whe 

phaVe ³Black PoZeU.´  ThUee \eaUV laWeU, in 1969, ³NegUo´ ZaV Ueplaced b\ ³black´ aV Whe dominanW 

label identifier.  This paper will how I measured when the shift occurred and will also set out three 

majoU e[planaWionV foU Zh\ Whe VhifW happened UelaWiYel\ TXickl\.  UndeUVWanding Whe VhifW Wo ³black´ 

ma\ help ZiWh XndeUVWanding Zh\ Whe idenWifieU ³AfUican-AmeUican´ haV noW compleWel\ Ueplaced 

³black.´   
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I. 

Introduction  

The topic of which label to use to identify Americans of African Descent in the United States is 

a very interesting one.  I became interested in the topic of African-American nomenclature in 2009 

when I learned that the 2010 U.S. Census race label for the group would be described as: black, 

African-American, or Negro.  Two questions immediately came to mind: who in 2009 still identifies as 

Negro?  Why do we even have two, interchangeable terms (black and African-American)? 

CXUUenWl\ Whe WZo dominanW label idenWifieUV aUe ³black´ and ³AfUican-AmeUican.´  If Ze figXUe 

out why labels where changed maybe we can understand why we have more than one primary label 

today (the latter will not be explored in this project).  Some people might think that there is a difference 

in the meaning and significance between the two terms while others think the two terms are one and the 

same.  Some prefer African-American better because it connects the people to a historical-geographical 

region of origin (however vague).  Others dislike it for the same reason, many African-Americans have 

no familiaU memoUieV oU knoZledge of WheiU AfUican UooWV Vo Whe\ feel Whe WeUm ³AfUican-AmeUican´ iV 

inappUopUiaWe.  Some pUefeU ³black´ becaXVe iW encompaVVeV Whe diYeUViW\ in Whe community; there are 

so many histories and varying degrees of lineage to an African nation or tribe that the term black 

captures all of those varieties better than African-American.  While others do not like the term for 

VimilaU UeaVonV, iW¶V Woo YagXe and iW¶V a coloU and a coloU cannoW accurately describe an ethnic 

community.  Still many may use one or the other without even thinking about the meaning of the terms 

or they simply do not have a preference.  Regardless of any of the above reasons for individual people 

deciding which term they want to use, there is still the issue that there are two distinct terms to 

UepUeVenW one gUoXp iV VomeWhing Wo VeUioXVl\ inYeVWigaWe.  B\ looking aW Whe 1960V VhifW fUom ³NegUo´ 

Wo ³black´ Ze ma\ be able Wo find inVighW inWo all oWheU accepWanceV and denials of terms for the 

African-American community. 
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Terms are very important to our world.  The routine of identifying and labeling people, places, 

and things is how we are able to make a complex world into a slightly simpler one.  However, there can 

be issues with labeling if people do not agree on the appropriate label for something or someone.  

There is power in the ability to label something and make others accept your label.  Who labels a new 

immigrant into the United States, what happens to that label once they take all the necessary steps to 

becoming a citizen?  How will their offspring be labeled?  Who has the power to make these decisions?  

In the 1960s African-Americans1 leaders took it upon themselves to invoke their community with the 

power of labeling and identifying itself, with its own definitions, and demanded the acceptance of that 

neZ label, XndeUVWanding WhaW ³[W]hoVe Zho haYe Whe UighW Wo define aUe Whe maVWeUV of Whe ViWXaWion.´2  

Kwame Ture (formerly known as Stokely Carmichael) explained black identity best in is co-

authored book with Charles Hamilton Black Power ± The Politics of Liberation: ³We Vhall haYe Wo 

struggle for the right to create our own terms through which to define ourselves and our relationship to 

the society, and to have theVe WeUmV Uecogni]ed.´3  This project will examine the process of self-

identification and recognition (or acceptance) that occurred in the 1960s in the United States in regards 

to the problem of Black Identity.    

There were social definitions and political VignificanceV foU Whe WeUmV ³NegUo´ and ³black´ WhaW 

lead to the eventual denouncement of the former and the promotion of the latter.  The questions to be 

addressed are: Why would the Black American community accept this term when they had been so 

accustomed to Negro?  Why would non-Black Americans accept such a radical new change in the face 

of the structural changes that the Civil Rights Movement accomplished?  How long did the general 

acceptance process take?   

                                                 
1 I Zill XVe Whe WeUm ³AfUican-AmeUican´ WhUoXghoXW Whe papeU Wo UefeUence Whe gUoXp, Wo be conViVWenW and noW Wo be 

confXVed Zhen I XVe Whe WeUmV ³NegUo´ and ³black´ Wo deVcUibe Whe Vame gUoXp.   
2 Kwame Ture (formally Stokely Carmichael) & Charles V. Hamilton, BLACK POWER: THE POLITICS OF LIBERATION 36 

(1967). 
3 Id. at 35. 
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The process of identification is very complex.  When applying theory to the real world, 

sometimes the model makes understanding it better and sometimes it complicates the process even 

further.  Who does the labeling?  Does the in-group label themselves or is identity shaped by the 

outsider?  What happens to those that get labeled compared to those who label themselves? What is the 

process of acceptance of identity and what does it mean to those in the in and out-groups?  Why would 

Black Americans and non-Black Americans accept the new term, especially if it comes with a new 

definition?  What does it mean when the power institutions (Government, media) accept or reject a 

group identifier?  Terms are very important, but what is just as important is having the other side (the 

out-group) accept the term under the same understanding and definition as the in-group (that is a power 

move of the in-group).  Acceptance of a term is a political move. 

The 1960V ZaV noW Whe fiUVW Wime ³black´ appeaUed aV an idenWifieU.  IW had been XVed b\ a 

minority of people thUoXghoXW hiVWoU\.  YeW iW ZaVn¶W XnWil Whe laWe 1960V WhaW Whe WeUm ³black´ became 

the overwhelmingly preferred and accepted name to describe African-Americans.  In June 1966 James 

Meredith facilitated the VolidaUiW\ ³MaUch AgainVW FeaU´ fUom MemphiV, TN to Jackson, MS.  During 

that March Meredith was shot and killed.  Stokely Carmichael, along with other prominent Civil Rights 

Leaders, continued the March in his name.  While in Greenwood, MS, Carmichael was arrested and 

held for several hours.  Upon his release he rejoined the marchers.  Frustrated and enraged he gave a 

³Black PoZeU´ Vpeech.4  ThiV ZaV Whe fiUVW Wime Whe phUaVe ³Black PoZeU´ ZaV XVed pXblicl\.  IW ZaV 

XVed Wo empoZeU Whe commXniW\, noW jXVW Wo WU\ and obWain ³fUeedom noZ´ (a phUaVe pUomoWed by the 

Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC)), but to embrace their power as black people.  That 

Vpeech became Whe maUkeU Wo change Whe idenWiW\ label fUom ³NegUo´ Wo ³black.´   

                                                 
4 History.com, Stokely Carmichael, http://www.history.com/topics/stokely-carmichael (last visited May 10, 2013).   Not to 

be confXVed ZiWh Whe ³Black PoZeU´ Speech CaUmichael gaYe aW UC BeUkele\ in OcWobeU 1966.  VoiceV of DemoncUac\, 
The U.S. Oratory Project, SWRNHO\ CaUPLcKaHO, ³BOacN PRZHU,´ SSHHcK TH[W (29 OcWRbHU 1966), 
http://voicesofdemocracy.umd.edu/carmichael-black-power-speech-text/ (last visited May 10, 2013). 

http://www.history.com/topics/stokely-carmichael
http://voicesofdemocracy.umd.edu/carmichael-black-power-speech-text/
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These ideas that redefined what black meant were not the brain child of Carmichael, rather 

these concepts have been expressed by previous radical leaders such as W.E.B. Du Bois, Marcus 

Garvey, and Malcolm X.  The identity descriptor black and its new definition may not have become 

popular during the previous times because it was missing the complimentary political struggle.  Black 

was able to gain popularity during this particular time period because of the coinciding struggle (Civil 

RighWV MoYemenW) and ma\be WhaW paUWiall\ accoXnWV foU Zh\ iW haVn¶W been Ueplaced.  Redefining 

WhemVelYeV helped ZiWh Whe CiYil RighWV MoYemenW becaXVe ZiWhoXW Whe UedefiniWion ³[o]XU incenWiYe iV 

bUoken and oXU Zill Wo fighW iV VXUUendeUed.´5  Defining the demands of equal rights through the new 

definition of the ethnic group label could have been a way to find solutions to success in 

gaining/obtaining Civil/equal/human rights in the 1960s?  This may have been why black gained more 

popularity than in previous years than when African-American leaders spoke the essence of black 

power or used the WeUm black inVWead of ³NegUo.´  IW ma\ alVo e[plain Zh\ Whe WeUm iV VWill aUoXnd 

today; some people see that the group is still in the battle for equal/civil/human rights so the definition 

of µblack¶ iV jXVW aV UeleYanW and poZeUfXl aV ³AfUican-AmeUican´ and its definition.   

 Part II Construction of Identity breaks down Social Identity Theory and Identity Theory for a 

basis of the theories of identity, before attempting to explore Black Identity in depth through the 1960 

shift.  Part III Power to Name and Rename will explain the power behind language and naming that 

was the basis for the political and social strength for the label shift.  Part IV, the historical section, will 

explore many of the major label changes in African-American nomenclature.  After laying this 

foXndaWion, PaUW V and be\ond Zill deepl\ e[ploUe Whe ³NegUo Wo Black´ VhifW.  UVing CaUmichael'V 

1966 speech in Mississippi as a starting point, I will calculate when the shift actually occurred by 

looking at the language shift in Ebony Magazine during the 1960s.  This showed that the shift happened 

in 1969, a mere three years later.  Sections VI, VII, and VIII will provide three Models to explain why 
                                                 
5 Ture and Hamilton, supra note 2, at 38. 
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Whe VhifW happened Vo TXickl\.  Model 1 Zill e[ploUe Whe definiWionV of Whe labelV ³NegUo´ and ³black.´  

Model 2 will explain Malcolm X's influence.  While Model 3 will describe how the decline of the Civil 

Rights Movement and the rise of the Black Power Movement contributed to the label identity shift.   

   

II. 

Construction of Identity: Psychology of the label shift and “Black Power´ 

Before diving into the name shift, it is important to try and unpack the theories of Identity.   

A. Social Identity Theory and Identity Theory 

Post-modern scholarship in many disciplines (i.e. social science, anthropology, social 

psychology, sociology) has been reshaping the definition and boundaries of identity.6  There are two 

main theories that shape identity: Social Identity Theory and Identity Theory.  The process or act of the 

black community naming itself in American history is an element of both Social Identity Theory and 

IdenWiW\ TheoU\, baVed on SWeWV and BXUke¶V meUge of Whe WZo.7  There are elements of African-

American identity that are both compatible and incompatible with the Social Identity Theory 

(according to the analysis of that theory by Huddy).  Which is why I have chosen to look at the similar 

characteristics of both Social Identity Theory and Identity Theory, that Stets and Burke lay out, to 

analyze the name controversy.  These are two competing theories, but when analyzed together it reveals 

the salient elements that define identity. 

The base element of Social Identity Theory is the category or group and the base element of  

Identity Theory is the role.  These theories are based on how members perceive themselves in relation 

to other members of the in-group and in contrast to members of the out-group.  Since this paper will not 

                                                 
6 See generally, Leonie Huddy, From Social to Political Identity: A Critical Examination of Social Identity Theory, 

POLITICAL PSYCHOLOGY, 1991. 
7 See generally, Jan E. Stets & Peter J. Burke, Identity Theory and Social Identity Theory, SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY 

QUARTERLY, Sept. 2000.   



6 
 

be exploring in depth how individual African-Americans came to self identity with each term used to 

describe the entire group, a thorough analysis of the basis of identity in relation to the specific terms is 

not completely relevant.  However, I do want to connect the basis of identity to a broader sense of 

American identity, because at every shift the goal was for the group as a whole to be American, just 

with a different racial, ethnic, and/or cultural background.   

In Social IdenWiW\ TheoU\ ³Whe XnifoUmiW\ of peUcepWion and acWion among gUoXp membeUV´ 

creates in-gUoXp idenWiW\ (SWeWV and BXUke 226).  The ³XnifoUmiW\ of peUcepWion´ heUe ZaV Whe 

oppoUWXniW\ Wo obWain Whe ³Life, LibeUW\, and PXUVXiW of HappineVV´ WhaW ZaV VXppoVedl\ gXaUanWeed Wo 

all Americans.  Inalienable rights, constitutional protection, and democratic freedom and equality are 

supposed to be automatic at birth.  However, African-Americans have been denied many of these 

concepts in reality because of the institutions of slavery and de jure and de facto segregation and 

discrimination.  The overarching goal in choosing a name for the African-American community was 

inclusion in the American society, but to also distinguish itself because they were different.  They were 

not Anglo-Saxon, European descendant, white Americans; instead they were African-slave descendants 

who physically built America economically and culturally.  Just like the white group, they felt they 

deserved those rights that came with being an American, so they needed a name, a symbol, which 

signified that they too were American.   

   In IdenWiW\ TheoU\ ³Whe diffeUence in peUcepWionV and acWionV What accompany a role as it related 

Wo coXnWeUUoleV´ ZiWhin a gUoXp foUm Whe baViV of idenWiW\ (SWeWV and BXUke 226).  The poliWical pUacWice 

of self-naming was the set up of the differing roles within the overall identity of America, by defining 

³Whe meaningV, e[pecWaWion, and UeVoXUceV aVVociaWed ZiWh a Uole,´ Whe Uole of being an AmeUican Zho 

happened to be black (Stets and Burke 227).  It distinguished African-Americans from other Americans 

by making them a unified group with a political agenda (something to contribute to society).  This basis 

of identity under both theories is an act of separate inclusion: being American (although mindsets and 
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actions from the dominant discourse many have seen otherwise), yet also being of a different race and 

having a separate history, but sill wanting to share the spoils of American Democracy. 

 1. Self-Categorization & Identification within the two Theories 

 Identity is a social construction, in that it is shaped by the society around us, because the in-

group defines itself by the out-group.  African-Americans defined themselves as Americans based on 

the out-groups perception of themselves as outsiders, non-citizens not worthy of equal rights. Self- 

categorization in Social Identity Theory and identification in Identity Theory are the processes that a 

gUoXp ³caWegoUi]e, claVVif\, oU name iWVelf in paUWicXlaU Za\V in UelaWion Wo oWheU Vocial caWegoUieV oU 

claVVificaWionV.´8  TheVe pUoceVVeV aUe impoUWanW becaXVe nameV and claVVificaWionV aUe ³V\mbolV WhaW 

are used to designaWe poViWionV´ in oXU ZoUld.9  AfWeU fUeedom, b\ annoXncing WhemVelYeV aV ³ColoUed,´ 

³NegUo,´ ³black,´ oU ³AfUican-AmeUican,´ inVWead of AfUican aV idenWifieUV, Whe AfUican-American 

community marked and defined themselves in American society.  Allowing others to name you is 

significantly different from actively naming yourself, because you can then create what that identity 

means.   

 2.  Activation and Salience within the two Theories 

  The act of self-naming is all about activation and salience of identity.  Again the Social Identity 

Theory and Identity Theory have different definitions of salience and its relation to activation.  The 

concepWion of Valience in Social IdenWiW\ TheoU\ denoWeV ³Whe acWiYaWion of an idenWiW\ in a ViWXaWion´ 

and under Identity TheoU\ Valience UefeUV Wo ³Whe pUobabiliW\ WhaW an idenWiW\ Zill be acWiYaWed in a 

ViWXaWion.´10  For African-Americans when it became essential to activate the identity through the act of 

declaring a name for the group, then the practice of vindication is revealed.   

 The activation of identity is the act of self-naming in the historical context.  In Social Identity 

                                                 
8 Stets and Burke, supra note 7, at 224.   
9 Id. at 225.  
10 Id. at 229. 
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TheoU\ ³Valience iV a pUodXcW of acceVVibiliW\,´ ZheUe acceVVibiliW\ iV Whe inclinaWion WhaW an elemenW of 

identity will be activated in a given context.11  This eagerness to activate identity can be characterized 

aV ³a fXncWion of«cXUUenW WaVkV and goalV´ and dXUing Whe 1830V WhaW meanW Whe WaVk of ZoUking haUd 

on American soil for generations and contributing to the daily American society and having the goals of 

wanting all African descendants free from bondage.12  African-American abolitionists and community 

leaders saw the contribution that they and members of their race were making to American society, and 

could not ignore the fact that most knew no oWheU place Wo call home.  The\ XndeUVWood WhaW ³Wo 

continue to refer to oneself as African might encourage colonizationalists to believe one wanted to be 

shipped back Wo AfUica,´ Vo Whe\ needed Wo indicaWe b\ WheiU name WhaW AmeUica ZaV ZheUe Whe\ 

belonged.13   

When the American-American leaders of the 1960s wanted to make their anti-racial intolerance 

VWance appaUenW, Whe\ changed WheiU name fUom ³NegUo´ Wo ³black.´  ThiV change indicaWed Wo Whe 

dominanW diVcoXUVe WhaW ³Whe likelihood WhaW ceUWain objecWV oU eYenW Zill occXU´ needed Wo be incUeaVed 

at a more rapid speed.14  TheVe ³objecWV and eYenWV´ WhaW Whe neZ WeUm ³black´ ZaV VXppoVed Wo 

pUomoWe ZeUe ³Uacial pUide, miliWanc\, poZeU, and UejecWion of Whe VWaWXV TXo,´ ZiWh Whe VWaWXV TXo being 

unequal rights, discrimination, segregation, and everything else that came with the sentiment of being a 

second-claVV ciWi]en in one¶V oZn home coXnWU\.15  ThiV ³likelihood´ iV anoWheU Vocial idenWiW\ WheoU\ 

element of activation, whereby an identity will become activated if one feels like certain events are 

likely to take place after the activation or acceptance of the identity.  The injection of positivity and 

poliWical poZeU ZiWh Whe WeUm ³black´ ZaV an acW Wo moYe aZa\ fUom ³a WeUm WhoXghW Wo be inWUodXced 

by WhiWeV Wo inYoke negaWiYe imageV´ and inVWead inVWill Uacial pUide, ZoUk againVW Uacial injXVWice, and 
                                                 
11 Id. at 230. 
12 Id. 
13 Sterling Stuckey, SLAVE CULTURE: NATIONALIST THEORY AND THE FOUNDATIONS OF BLACK AMERICA 202 (1987).  
14 Stets and Burke, supra note 7, at 230.  
15 Tom Smith, CKaQJLQJ RacLaO LabHOV: FURP ³CRORUHd´ WR ³NHJUR´ WR ³BOacN´ WR ³AIULcaQ-APHULcaQ,´ THE PUBLIC 

OPINION QUARTERLY, Winter 1992, at 449. 



9 
 

to promote the sense that African-Americans deserved equal treatment to whites.16  Activation of 

idenWiW\ alVo iV ³Wied Wo Whe Vocial UeTXiUemenWV of Whe ViWXaWion,´ and dXUing Whe laWe 1980V JeVVe 

JackVon belieYed WhaW AmeUicanV of AfUican deVcenW VhoXld be called ³AfUican-AmeUican.´17  In the 

growing multicultural society that emphasized ethnicity instead of race, the hyphened term African-

American fit more in-line ZiWh oWheU gUoXpV.  ThiV h\phened WeUm ³VoXghW Wo UeVWoUe [WheiU] cXlWXUal 

Xmbilical coUd,´ and iW gaYe Whem a cXlWXUal and hiVWoUical connecWion be\ond Whe U.S. boUdeUV, like 

other ethnic minorities that had gained social mobility.   

 Identity TheoU\ lookV Wo ³Whe effecW of peUVonV¶ poViWion in Whe Vocial VWUXcWXUe´ in UelaWion Wo Whe 

activation of identity.18  A large percentage of African-Americans during the 1830s lived in the South, 

many of whom were enslaved.  Those leaders who were forming this non-African identity were free, 

many of whom were living in the North.  Their social position was different than their southern 

counterparts, but they understood that all African-Americans were still at the lowest position in society, 

and they also knew WheUe ZaV a collecWiYe of people Zho ³ZeUe pUomoWing WheiU YieZ WhaW AmeUica ZaV 

noW Whe AfUican¶V home.´19  So these leaders had to keep that in mind when making the political move 

of naming themselves.  If they continued to refer to themselves and their oUgani]aWionV aV ³AfUican,´ 

then it perpetuated the ideology that they were not American, so they had to identify, via their identity 

label, more so with America.   

 One Za\ Wo meaVXUe WhiV ³poViWion´ in idenWiW\ WheoU\ iV Wo look aW Whe TXanWiWaWiYe and 

qualitative components to the commitment of the identity itself.  Commitment means the number of 

people tied to the identity and the strength of the tie between members of that identity group.  When 

these two things are strong, the probability of activation of identity increases.  This is especially true of 

                                                 
16 Gina Philogène, From Black to African American: A New Social Representation 7 (1999). 
17 Stets and Burke, supra note 7, at 230. 
18 Id.   
19 Stuckey, supra note 13, at 202. 
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Whe ³NegUo´ Wo ³black´ VhifW becaXVe Whe ³Black PoZeU adYocaWeV poVed a claVV and cXlWXUal 

confrontation against middle-class blacks to force on them the Black Power definition of group 

idenWiW\.´20  It was not enough to have the poor and working class identifying with Black Power and the 

identity associated with being called black.  Once they encompassed the middle-class, it strengthened 

the commitment to the identity and increased the power and political motives of the term.   

 AnoWheU Za\ Wo look aW Whe peUVonV¶ poViWion in VocieW\ in UelaWion Wo idenWiW\ acWiYaWion iV Wo Vee 

hoZ Whe pUoceVV ³of a peUVon inYoking an idenWiW\ in a ViWXaWion«[cUeaWeV] a neZ ViWXaWion.´21  With the 

³end´ of Whe CiYil RighWV Movement African-Americans were gaining equality in education, politics, 

and other arenas through reversals of past court decisions, passage of the Civil Rights Acts, and with 

newly implemented affirmative action policies.  In the 1980s more strides were being made that 

coincided with the name shift.  Philogène states that the shift from black to African-AmeUican ³mXVW be 

XndeUVWood aV Whe making of a neZ Vocial UepUeVenWaWion.´22  JackVon¶V 1988 campaignV (pUeVidenWial 

election and name shift) helped invigorate political participation and helped to further unify the 

community.  The name shift revived the awareness of African-AmeUicanV¶ UooWV be\ond Whe inVWiWXWion 

of slavery and put them on a uniform plane with other cultural minority groups.  This also contributed 

Wo Whe mXlWicXlWXUal and leVV Uacial oXWlook of AmeUica becaXVe ³cXlWXUe ZoXld When become a leYeU foU 

impUoYing Whe loW of BlackV.´23  By refocusing the group to African roots and not black skin hue, it then 

reinforced the equality debate on cultural issues and not racial issues. 

B.  Other Relevant Theories 

 Social Identity Theory and Identity Theory are not the only theories to explain identity.  Below 

are a few other theories within Black Solidarity that can also help explain the label identity shift based 

                                                 
20 Ben L. Martin, From Negro to Black to African American: The Power to Names and Naming, POLITICAL SCIENCE 

QUARTERLY, 1991, at 93. 
21 Stets and Burke, supra note 7, at 231. 
22 Philogène, supra note 16, at 17. 
23 Smith, supra note 15, at 507. 
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on theories of identity: 

Ó The Collective Identity Theory: A collective black identity is essential for an effective 
black solidarity whose aim is liberation from racial oppression; therefore, blacks who 
are committed to emancipatory group solidarity must embrace and preserve their 
distinctive black identity.24  

Ó The Common Oppression Theory: simply acknowledges the existence of antiblack 
racism in America and calls on those who suffer under it to act collectively to end that 
oppression or at least to reduce its impact on their lives.  The goal of this political 
program, then, is to free blacks from antiblack racism, and it sees black solidarity as a 
necessary means to that end.25 

Ó The Collective Self-Determination Theory: is a form of black nationalism, and it 
maintains that blacks need to work together to bring about their collective self-
realization as a people.  Generally more pessimistic about the prospects for ending 
antiblack racism, this program seeks relief for black people through collective autonomy 
(political, economic, social, and/or cultural) and calls for black solidarity to bring this 
about.26 

 The Black Power Movement is a push for a new definition of identity that drew upon each and 

every one of those theories.  Like Malcolm X, the movement focused on black unity through black 

identity based on black oppression.  All of these theories work hand in hand, especially during the 

Freedom Movement.27  The group came together to redefine the community's identity.  The end goal 

was racial justice in society, and positive psychology of self.28  Shifting the name was not going to do 

the entire job of fixing the psychology of the black consciousness or obtaining full rights, but it was 

one step in the right direction.  That name shift was something they can obtain, thereby giving them 

more power to achieve the next goal, whatever that may be.   

 

III. 

Power to Name and Rename 

 It is a powerful act when a group to name or rename itself.  That power will be explored in this 

section.  During the 1960s the racial gUoXp idenWifieU VhifW Vignified WhaW WheUe ZaV ³pV\chological ZaU´ 

                                                 
24  Tommie Shelby, Foundations of Black Solidarity: Collective Identity or Common Oppression?, ETHICS, Jan. 2002, at 

233. 
25 Id. at 232. 
26 Id. 
27 I Zill XVe Whe WeUm ³FUeedom MoYemenW´ Wo e[plain Whe combination of Civil Rights Movement and the Black Power 

Movement in the fight for equality.  
28 Lerone Bennett Jr., WKaW¶V LQ a NaPH?: NHJUR YV. AIUR-American vs. Black, EBONY, Nov. 1967, at 54. 
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happening.29  ThiV ZaU ZaV aboXW ³ZheWheU oU noW black people [ZeUe] going Wo be able Wo XVe Whe WeUmV 

Whe\ ZanW...ZiWhoXW ZhiWe people'V bleVVing.´30  Not being satisfied with the previous label indicated 

WhaW WheUe ZaV a ³VeUioXV VWUXggle foU poViWiYe Uacial and Velf-idenWiW\.´31  Not only was this about the 

group label, but the Freedom Movement overall.  Being able to name and/or rename the group could be 

seen as the ultimate sign of freedom in the Freedom Movement, because as Richard B. Moore 

pUoclaimed: ³fUee men name WhemVelYeV.´32  The 1960s presented an opportunity where African-

Americans could define themselves, their goals and their tactics without outside input.33  Although the 

opporWXniW\ ZaV WheUe, iW ZaV going Wo be a ³VWUXggle´ Wo accompliVh Whe WaVk of defining the terms to 

identify themselves and to have those terms recognized.34   

 LangXage iV impoUWanW.  In 1967 KeiWh BaiUd Uecogni]ed WhaW ³lingXiVWic VcholaUVhip iV YiUWXall\ 

unanimous in its findings that names and words determine, to a great extent, what we see and what we 

feel.´35  Leaders during this time period recognized this and stressed it to the group as well.  

³[L]angXage WendV Wo pUeVWUXcWXUe Whinking.´36  Racism, discrimination, and inequality structured the 

lives of Americans of African descent for hundreds of years.  That consciousness of racism, was seen 

b\ man\, aV being Volidified in Whe cXUUenW deVcUipWoU of ³NegUo.´  NameV aUe YeU\ impoUWanW.  IW can 

instill a sense of pride in an individual.37  It can also invoke the impressions from others based on 

ceUWain ³aVVociaWion of ideaV´ baVed on Whe name.38  FoU e[ample, Whe ³loaded nameV, 'naWiYe,' 'KaffiU,' 

'Negro' are used to excite and to store up hate and hostility in prejudiced mindV´ Zhich ³peUpeWXaWe 

                                                 
29 Stokely Carmichael, A DOCUMENTARY HISTORY OF THE NEGRO PEOPLE OF THE UNITED STATES: 1960-1968: (VOLUME 7) 

432 (Herbert Aptheker, ed. 1994). 
30  Id. 
31 Kenneth  B. Clark, The Search for Identity, EBONY, Aug. 1967, at 42. 
32 Richard B. Moore, A DOCUMENTARY HISTORY OF THE NEGRO PEOPLE OF THE UNITED STATES: 1960-1968: (VOLUME 7) 

12 (Herbert Aptheker, ed. 1994). 
33 See Carmichael, supra note 29, at 430. 
34 Ture and Hamilton, supra note 2, at 35. 
35 Bennett, supra note 28, at 52. 
36 Id. 
37 Mrs. Gainsley C. Smith, Letters to the Editor, EBONY, Jan. 1968, at 11. 
38 Moore, supra note 32, at 3. 
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VXch inhXman, bloodcXUling, and mXUdeUoXV deedV´39 by others.  The act of renaming the group was 

Veen aV an acW of ³Uaciall\ oppUeVVed indiYidXalV fUee[ing] WhemVelYeV fUom boWh Whe falVificaWion of WheiU 

consciousness and Whe UaciVW dominaWion of WheiU pUacWical acWiYiW\.´40 

 Did African-Americans have the right or the power to name themselves?  The answer to both is 

yes.  Naming is a political power41 that the group had, or was seeking to show they had, by changing 

their name and having it recognized.  That political power was exemplified in the fact that the group 

did change their name (and have done so before), the change happened within a short period of time, 

and it gained national recognition on the 1970 Census.42 

 The renaming process had to happen at the individual level and the group level.  On an 

individual level, every member of the community had to figure out what side of the debate they were 

on (Negro, black, or Afro-American)43 and if they believed that their choice ZaV a VWep WoZaUd ³Velf-

UecogniWion oU denial, depending Xpon ZhaW [one choVe].´44   However, on the group level it was 

believed that since the issue concerned the group as a whole, there needs to be a general acceptance of 

a term by the majority of the group45 in oUdeU foU ³AfUican-AmeUicanV [Wo be] UeVpecWed aV a people.´46  

It takes a group of people to fight and gain a name change, which is where the power to name a group 

comes from individuals making and believing in the choice and collectively expressing that choice.   

 Many proponents of the name shift believed not only that African-Americans had the power to 

change their name, but that the name shift would change so much for the group.  Changing the name 

                                                 
39 Id. at 5.   
40 Eugene Victor Wolfenstein, The VICTIMS OF DEMOCRACY: MALCOLM X AND THE BLACK REVOLUTION 1-2 (1993); see 

also Bennett, supra note 28, at 47.    
41 See Moore, supra note 32, at 11. 
42 UndeU QXeVWion ³4. Race oU ColoU´ one poVVible VelecWion ZaV ³NegUo oU Black.´  CenVXV.com, History: Questionnaires 

1970,  http://www.census.gov/history/pdf/1970_questionnaire.pdf (last visited May 11, 2013).   
43 Bennett, supra note 28, at 54. 
44 Diannia M. Monroe, Letters to the Editor, EBONY, Jan. 1968, at 10. 
45 Moore, supra note 32, at 11. 
46 F. Oblington, Letters to the Editor, EBONY, Jan. 1968, at 10-11.  

http://www.census.gov/history/pdf/1970_questionnaire.pdf
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gaYe Whe commXniW\ Whe abiliW\ Wo ³conWeVW Whe Uacial diVUeVpecW WhaW [iW] UoXWinel\ UecieYe[d]´47 and 

³negaW[e] Whe Zeak, indiYidXal Velf-image´48 that was placed upon them.  The power to change the 

gUoXp name ZaV an acW of ³oYeUWhUoZing Whe UealiW\ pUinciple of Whe oppUeVVing claVV.´49  In order to get 

rid of any old, negative consciousness and replace it with a new, positive consciousness, the group had 

to enact their power to change their name.   

 Being able Wo define ³black,´ eYen if Whe definiWion ZaV noW alZa\V cleaU, meanW Whe commXniW\ 

could create a positive idea of blackness into the community and to non-group members.  The new, 

positive definition fostered an increased self-esteem in the race.50  Maybe previously people strove to 

be a ³good NegUo,´ aV defined b\ Whe oXWVideU'V VWandaUdV, bXW Zith a redefinition of black, people know 

inWeUnall\ WhaW Whe\ didn¶W haYe Wo VWUiYe Wo be good, being black, in and of iWVelf, ZaV a gUeaW Whing.  

Having that mindset propelled other powerful acts by individuals and the group.  By increasing the 

community's self-esteem, they begin to question and challenge black exclusion.51  Carmichael believed 

WhaW in oUdeU Wo ³UaiVe haUd TXeVWionV, TXeVWionV Zhich challenge Whe YeU\ naWXUe of VocieW\ iWVelf,´ Whe\ 

first must redefine themselves.52  This goes hand and hand with President's Eisenhower's belief that a 

change in attitude that would help change the inequality issues in the country.  The redefinition of the 

black racial identity was to help the entire community see their historical accomplishments and the 

power they had, in order to go and obtain what was rightfully theirs from the federal government ± i.e. 

equal housing, jobs, and education. 

 A name is powerful.  The power to name oneself is equally powerful.  Not only is the named 

things affected, but because of certain associations with the name, the listener is also affected.  The 

African-American community in the 1960s realized that Negro was no longer applicable and realized 
                                                 
47 Charles Mills, BLACKNESS VISIBLE: ESSAYS ON PHILOSOPHY AND RACE 87 (1998). 
48 Wolfenstein, supra note 40, at 19. 
49 Id. at 34. 
50 See generally Clark, supra note 31, at 42.  
51 See Mills, supra note 47, at 93.  
52 Ture and Hamilton, supra note 2, at 34; see also Moore, supra note 32, at 4-5. 
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WheiU poZeU Wo change Whe label.  In an\ ViWXaWion \oX haYe Wo ³dUeVV Whe paUW,´ depending on who you 

are talking to and what you are trying to get.  By the 1960s African-Americans had already won the 

baWWleV foU WheiU ³fXndamenWal UighWV,´ bXW noZ Whe\ needed Wo Zin moUe.  The\ had Wo change WheiU 

³aWWiUe´ (i.e. WheiU Uacial idenWiW\ label), firstly to gain the attention of their own people, and secondly to 

gain the attention of the government. 

 

IV. 

Historical Section  

Throughout history the African-American community has gone by many names: African, free 

African, colored, Negro (un-capitalized and capitalized), Afro-American, black, and African-American, 

just to name a few examples.  For a good portion of history, African-Americans have decided for 

themselves what they would like to be called and how the government and media should refer to them.  

 Black Identity, in terms of the group label identifier, has gone through many changes.  Although 

labels may have changed, the bottom line has always been the same:  being a true American while still 

maintaining their African-rooted identity.  They did not want full assimilation, yet they did not want 

complete separation.  Each shift occurred when the group was reminded that they were still not equal, 

still not first class citizens, and there were more rights to be gained.   

A. African 

 The identifier African was a general ancestry identifier because many, those of who did know of 

a Vpecific WUibe, ZeUe noW fUom Whe Vame localiW\.  FUeedman jXVW indicaWed WhaW one ZaVn¶W a VlaYe 

an\moUe.  FUeedmen and VlaYeV alike XVed Whe WeUm ³AfUican´ Wo Uemind Whemselves of their history and 

their motherland.  There was even a movement to use the term African and Africa for social 

organizations (i.e. African Methodist Episcopal Church).  With the rise of non-black ³back Wo AfUica´ 

campaigns and the African Colonization Society, there was a push to decrease the use of the terms 
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UefeUencing AfUican, and inVWead XVed ³coloUed´ oU ³NegUo.´ 

B.  Colored and Negro  

 Just like other racial and ethical groups, Freedmen needed to pronounce that they had no 

intentions on going back to Africa, that they were in fact American, and that they deserved those rights 

that came with being an American.  They needed a name, a symbol, which signified precisely those 

iVVXeV.  ChooVing a name foU Black AmeUicanV in Whe 1830V ZaV ³a VWUXggle between integrationists and 

advocates of nationalism over the ideological and institutional means by which Afro-American 

libeUaWion mighW be accompliVhed.´53  The political move of Freedmen was to liberate their brothers and 

sisters in bondage and to make sure that the American system had a place for all African-Americans 

once freedom was accomplished.  They were trying to accomplish freedom and enfranchisement.  The 

gUoXp XVed Whe WeUmV ³ColoUed´ and ³NegUo´ Wo accompliVh WhoVe goalV.  UVing ³ColoUed´ oU ³NegUo´ 

were more acceptable terms for African-Americans during the 1830s and beyond because they signified 

a domestic rather than a completely foreign placement.     

 Some appUeciaWed Whe WeUm ³coloUed´ bXW oWheUV did noW, and VimilaUl\ iW ZaV XVed in Whe titles of 

social organizations (i.e. National Association for the Advancement of Colored People).  Some people 

felt the term was too broad, because it encompassed too many people of color, and some African-

American leaders wanted to maintain the uniqueneVV of Whe gUoXp.  The WeUm ³AfUo-AmeUican´ gained 

Vome popXlaUiW\ dXUing WhiV Wime peUiod aV Zell, bXW iW ZaV noW aV Zidel\ XVed aV ³ColoUed´ oU ³NegUo.´ 

 Negro, in its un-capitalized form became popular.  However, many recognized that being an un-

capitali]ed Uace ZaV noW dignified, Vo WheUe ZaV a moYemenW Wo capiWali]e iW.  The capiWal ³N´ bUoXghW 

dignity and respect to the community and placed the term on equal grounds as other ethnic groups in 

America.  W.E.B. Du Bois publicly expressed his desire for the term to be capitalized starting in the 

early 1900s, yet it was not accepted by the white print media as a legitimate proper noun to be 
                                                 
53 Stuckey, supra note 13, at 208. 
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capitalized until the 1930s. 

C.  Black 

 In Whe mid 1960V ZiWh Whe UiVe of Whe Black PoZeU MoYemenW Whe WeUm ³black´ VWarted to gain 

popularity, overtime the label replaced Negro as the group identifier.  They used the formerly negative 

WeUm Black and made iW poViWiYe Wo define WhemVelYeV and WheiU goalV.  AlVo ³fUom a lingXiVWic poinW of 

view Black was seen as the best parallel and coXnWeUZeighW Wo WhiWe.´54  African-American leaders 

demanded this symbolic racial parallel in order to provoke racial unity within their group and racial 

equality as Americans.  They wanted all the rights of their white counterparts.  This process also 

V\mboli]ed WhaW Black AmeUicanV ZeUe ³XniWing in WheiU VWUXggle againVW Uacial inWoleUance in AmeUica´, 

but it failed to make America a color-blind country.55  However, because the term was racially loaded, 

the presence of racial division was continued. 

D.  African-American  

 In a 1988 new conference Jesse Jackson announced that the black community would be labeled 

³AfUican-AmeUican´ and VWaWed WhaW ³[W]o be called AfUican-AmeUicanV haV cXlWXUal inWegUiW\.´  ThaW iV 

what the group wanted: to be culturally included in the growing multicultural society that America was 

turning into.56  What was being demanded was the need for inclusion.  They wanted to justify their 

place in American society, so having the hyphenated label of African-American achieved that goal.  It 

gaYe Whe commXniW\ a VenVe of ³UeconVWUXcWed eWhniciW\´ and connecWed Whe commXniW\ Wo Vome VoUW of 

land and historical base.57 

   

 

                                                 
54 Philogène, supra note 16, at 8. 
55 Id. 
56 Martin, supra note 20, at 83. 
57 Id. at 90. 
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V. 

The “Negro to black´ Shift in the 1960s 

 One night in June 1966 in Mississippi at the Meredith March, Stokely Carmichael shouted the 

phUaVe ³Black PoZeU´ dXUing a Vpeech.  ³Black PoZeU´ ZaV heaUd acUoVV Whe naWion, and VpaUked 

African-AmeUicanV Wo TXeVWion WheiU idenWiW\ and idenWiW\ label.  The pUoclamaWion of ³Black PoZeU´ 

not only shifted the tone of the African-American Freedom Movement, but it also propelled the 

diVcXVVion of idenWiW\ and Whe debaWe oYeU ³coUUecW labelV.´  ThiV iV a pUime e[ample ZheUe ³[i]n peUiodV 

of reaction and extreme stress, black people usually turn inward.  They begin to redefine themselves 

and Whe\ begin Wo aUgXe VeUioXVl\ aboXW nameV.´58  But leW¶V be clear, Carmichael did not originate the 

WeUmV ³black´ aV an idenWifieU oU Whe phUaVe ³black poZeU.´  Man\ befoUe him, inclXding CongUeVV 

Adam Clayton Powell and Floyd McKissick of CORE59 were also leaders to get African-Americans to 

question their identity label.   

 ThUee \eaUV laWeU, in 1969, Whe gUoXp ZenW fUom calling WhemVelYeV ³NegUo´ and VWaUWed calling 

WhemVelYeV ³black.´  I XVed Whe langXage VhifW in Ebon\ Maga]ine Wo meaVXUe Whe Vhift.  Below I will 

explore various explanations to why the shift happened so quickly.  I say it happened quickly because 

Whe Wime peUiod beWZeen CaUmichael'V pUoclamaWion of ³Black PoZeU'´ and Whe VhifW in Velf-

idenWificaWion Wo Whe ³black´ label happened in a shorter period of time than, for instance, the transition 

fUom a loZeU caVe 'n' Wo a capiWal 'n' foU ³NegUo,´ and Whe coUUeVponding legal and Vocial accepWance of 

the capital 'N' for Negro between the late 1800s and 1930.  Aside from exploring why the shift 

happened in a rapid manner, I will emphasize the power that African-Americans themselves had in 

finding a new label, defining the new label, and replacing the old label without the approval of an 

outside group. 

                                                 
58 Bennett, supra note 28, at 50.  
59 Lerone Bennett Jr., Stokely Carmichael: Architect of Black Power, EBONY, Sept. 1966, at 26. [Hereinafter, Bennett 

Stokely Carmichael.] 
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 Model 1 Zill e[amine ZhaW Whe WeUmV ³NegUo´ and ³black´ meanW Wo boWh VideV of Whe debaWe.  I 

Zill alVo VhoZ WhaW WhoVe WZo WeUmV ZeUe noW Whe onl\ WZo WeUmV in Whe debaWe aW Whe Wime: ³AfUo-

AmeUican´ ZaV alVo a VWUong conWendeU Wo Ueplace ³NegUo.´  HoZeYeU, b\ e[amining Whe definiWionV of 

all the terms, it is obvious that during this time period people started to question their current place in 

society, they believed that changing their identity label would contribute to having a better future for all 

citizens of African descent.   

 Malcolm X's influence will be explored in Model 2.  He questioned the tactics and goals of the 

Freedom movement thus far, he sparked the youth, especially in the Northern ghettos, to question their 

fXWXUe, and he TXeVWioned Whe menWaliW\ of Whe ³Vo-called NegUo.´  His strong ideology, religion beliefs, 

popularity and even his death casted a strong legacy for people to question their identity.   

 Model 3 will track the role that the shift from the Civil Rights Movement to the Black Power 

movement had on the label change.  The change fUom ³NegUo´ Wo ³black´ ZaV paUalleled b\ Whe decline 

of the Civil Rights Movement and the rise of the Black Power Movement in terms of the goals and 

strategies for obtaining those goals. 

A.  Ebony Magazine Research and Findings 

 One way to mark the shift then the African-American population shifted their identity label is to 

look towards the popular press.  Ebony Magazine was created in November 1945 to emphasize the 

achievements of African-Americans in all aspects of their lives.  It was founded by publisher John H. 

Johnson.  Many topics appeared in the pages of Ebony, such as fashion, beauty, civil rights, education, 

African-American entrepreneurship, African-AmeUican celebUiWieV and aWhleWeV, and oWheU ³VWoUieV 

important to the black commXniW\ WhaW mainVWUeam pXblicaWionV ofWen ignoUed.´60  A magazine that 

reflected various aspect of Black Identity was the best way to measure the label identity shift, because 

                                                 
60 Sharon Shahid, Nuseum, 65 years Ago in News History: The Birth of Ebony Magazine, 

http://www.newseum.org/news/2010/10/65-years-ago-in-news-history-the-birth-of-ebony-magazine.html (October 29, 
2010)  

http://www.newseum.org/news/2010/10/65-years-ago-in-news-history-the-birth-of-ebony-magazine.html
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it was assumed that the African-American media would accurately reflect the community.  To capture 

Whe moYemenW in Whe 1960V of Whe ³NegUo/black´ debaWe, I looked Wo XVeV of Whe WeUmV in Whe maga]ine.  

B\ Veeing Zhen Whe WeUm ³NegUo´ decUeaVed in XVe and When Zhen ³black´ incUeaVed in XVe, I can pin 

point the moment when the shift happened. 

 

Table 1: The NXmbeU of TimeV ³NegUo´ and ³Black´ appeaUed in Ebon\ Maga]ine Each YeaU in Whe 
January Article 

Ebony:  
January Article Year 

NEGRO BLACK 

1964 190 6 
1965 144 12 
1966 205 62 
1967 159 82 
1968 231 137 
1969 75 322 
1970 35 397 
1971 10 436 

 

 

Graph 1: The NXmbeU of TimeV ³NegUo´ and ³Black´ appeaUed in Ebon\ Maga]ine Each YeaU in Whe 
January Article   
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 The Wable and gUaph UeflecWV Whe nXmbeU of WimeV Whe WeUmV ³NegUo´ and ³black´ appeaUed in Whe 

maga]ine.  The ³NegUo´ WoWal inclXded Whe VingXlaU (NegUo) and plXUal (NegUoeV) foUmV.  The ³Black´ 

total similarly included the singular (black) and plural (blacks) forms of the word, as they were used as 

an identifier of race (capitalized and un-capiWali]ed).  TheUefoUe, ³black´ aV a laVW name or color of a 

pUodXcW (i.e. jeW black Zig) ZeUe noW inclXded in Whe coXnW foU ³Black.´  In oUdeU Wo deWeUmine hoZ Whe 

term was used, I read the context of the surrounding passage.   

 The ³\eaUV´ UeflecW Whe coXnW fUom Whe JanXaU\ ediWion of Whe maga]ine for the given year.  For 

example, the data from 1964 comes from the January 1964 volume.  This is not to be considered a 

complete representation of how many times the specific term appeared in a given year.  Nor is it a 

reflection of an average of the term used for the given year.  It simply shows the number of times each 

term appeared in the month of January of each year, to provide general information about the overall 

trend.   

 For each data point I counted the number of times the word appeared in each magazine.  I 

counted every page (title page to final page), including the Table of Contents, Letters to the Editor, 

articles, and advertisements. 

 The data shows, generally, an increase in the term black, and a decrease in the term Negro, 

which was to be expected.  Between 1964 and 1968 there was small, steady rise of the use of the term 

³black´ aV an idenWifieU.  In 1969 WheUe ZaV a VignificanW incUeaVe in Whe XVe of Whe WeUm ³black.´  FUom 

1969-1971 there was a continued, but small increase in the use of Whe WeUm ³black.´  BeWZeen 1964 and 

1968 WheUe ZaV no VignificanW diffeUence in Whe amoXnW of Whe XVe of Whe WeUm ³NegUo,´ becaXVe   WheUe 

were only small fluctuations during that time period.  In 1969, there was a significant decrease in the 

use of the teUm ³NegUo´ fUom 1968.  AfWeU 1969 Whe XVe of Whe WeUm NegUo VWeadil\ decUeaVed.  ThiV 

maUkV 1969 aV Whe momenW in Whe VhifW fUom ³NegUo´ Wo ³black.´   

 ThiV VignifieV WhUee VignificanW Wime peUiodV.  BefoUe 1965, ³NegUo´ ZaV Whe cleaU dominanW 
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identifier for the African-AmeUican commXniW\.  The WeUm ³black´ ZaV XVed in geneUal conWe[WV onl\.  

For example, a writer would state the phUaVeV ³black and ZhiWe´ oU ³black, ZhiWe, and \elloZ´ Wo mean 

the general races in America.  Between 1965 and 1969 there was a debaWe oYeU Whe WeUm ³black´ and 

³black poZeU´ in Whe commXniW\ and in Whe maga]ine aUWicleV.  DXUing WheVe \eaUV, Vome ZUiWeUV ZoXld 

XVe ³NegUo´ and ³black´ almoVW inWeUchangeabl\.  While oWheUV ZoXld XVe Whe WZo WeUmV Wo idenWif\ VXb 

groups in the communiW\.  Then beginning in 1969 and onZaUdV, ³black´ appeaUV Wo haYe become Whe 

overwhelming choice of the community.  These time periods are not only reflected in the data, but also 

in the types of articles published.   

 There are a few things that should be noted about the data.  The small fluctuations in the use of 

the term Negro may not hold any significance.  There could be many explanations.  For example, it 

could be due to the topics of articles published during the time period.  Also, the use of the term 

³black´ ZaV XVed aW a higheU UaWe Whan Whe WeUm NegUo.  ThiV ma\ be becaXVe aXWhoUV felW moUe 

comfoUWable Wo Vpeak moUe aboXW Whe iVVXe of ³black´ and ³blackneVV.´  IW coXld be alVo dXe Wo an 

incUeaVe in Whe diVcXVVion of ³Black PoZeU.´ 

 

VI. 

Model 1: Definitions of “Negro´ and “Black´ to Explain the Shift 

 This section will explain the role that the definitions played in the name shift. 

A.  Negro  

 Negro has not always been the primary chosen name for Americans of African descent.  First 

this subsection will focus on the old definitions of Negro and then the shift to the 1960s definitions. 
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 1. History of Definition of Negro 

 NegUo (capiWali]ed) onl\ UecenWl\ VecXUed iWV place aV Whe ³pUopeU´ WeUm foU Whe gUoXp.61  

EXUopeanV ³aUbiWUaUil\ bUanded Whem 'BlackmooUV,' 'MooUV,' 'negeUV,' and 'negUoeV,'´62 since the group's 

ancestors were forcefully displacement from Africa.  Once freed, many wanted to be called African and 

rejected the term Negro.63  Man\ alVo UefeUUed Wo WhemVelYeV aV ³blackV.´64  It seems that in the 18th 

century the term Negro was available for use as an identifier (because Europeans used it), but when it 

came to self-idenWificaWion, Whe commXniW\ oYeUZhelmingl\ chooVe ³AfUican´ becaXVe iW UepUeVenWed 

where they came from.   

 This trend to emphasize African roots in their identity label ended in the early 19th century when 

the American Colonization Society organized to send Africans back to African.  African-Americans 

realized that they needed to honor their roots while indicating their place in America as rightful 

citizens.65  AW WhiV Wime ³coloXUed´ and/oU ³fUee peUVonV of coloU´ became Whe dominanW WeUm.66  During 

this time Negro was seen as having no significance to skin color nor did it have any ties to history.67  

For the remainder of the 19th century Negro was still not the dominant identity label, which is 

exemplified by the fact that no National Conventions held by the group from 1830-1892 used the term 

Negro in their title.68   

 In the post-Reconstruction era Negro began to gain popular acceptance.  It must be noted that 

³black´ ZaV alVo conVideUed, bXW becaXVe of negaWiYe connoWaWionV of ³black,´ NegUo became Whe 

adopted term by early Nationalist.69  FoU e[ample, ³Blanche KelVo BUXce, Whe fiUVW black man Wo VeUYe a 

                                                 
61 See Bennett, supra note 28, at 50. 
62 Id. at 48. 
63 See Moore, supra note 32, at 7.  
64 Bennett, supra note 28, at 48. 
65 See Id.  
66 Id. 
67 Id. at 48, 50.   
68 Moore, supra note 32, at 8.   
69 Halford H. Fairchild, Black, Negro, or Afro-American?: The Differences Are Crucial!, JOURNAL OF BLACK STUDIES, 



24 
 

full term in the U.S. Senator, refused to use the word 'colored,' saying: 'I am a Negro, and proud of my 

Uace.'´70 NegUo began Wo ³acTXiU[e] a digniW\ WhaW iW did noW haYe in Whe paVW.´71  Militant radicals and 

nationalists, such as Booker T. Washington, W.E.B. Du Bois, and Marcus Garvey used Negro in a 

VimilaU manneU Wo hoZ Black NaWionaliVWV in Whe 1960V ZeUe XVing ³black´:72 ³iW ZaV a WeUm of 

militancy, self-conVcioXVl\ XVed b\ black men defianWl\ aVVeUWing WheiU pUide of Uace.´73  These leaders 

inVWilled a poViWiYe definiWion onWo ³Negro´ to overshadow any previous non-meaning it may have held 

before.  In 1930, the term Negro gained even more dignity with the acceptance of the capital 'N' by The 

New York Times.74 

    While ³NegUo´ held dominance dXUing Whe eaUl\-to-mid 20th Century, there were still some 

contemporary negative notions about the term.  Many believed it was a degrading term used by whites 

to perpetuate the American prejudice system.75   

The EngliVh ZoUd ³NegUo´ iV a deUiYaWion of Whe SpaniVh and PoUWXgXeVe ZoUd negro, 
which means black.  The Portuguese and Spanish, who were pioneers in the African 
Slave Trade, used this adjective to designate the African men and women whom they 
captured and transported to the slave mart of the New World.  Within a short time, the 
Portuguese word negro (no capital) became the English noun-adjecWiYe ³negUo.´  ThiV 
word, which was not capitalized at first, fused not only humanity, nationality and place 
of origin but also certain white judgments about the irredeemable inferiority of the 
persons so designated.76   

B\ accepWing Whe WeUm, blackV ZeUe accepWing WheiU ³infeUioU Vocial and poliWical VWaWXV.´  One \oXng 

man even wrote to The Crisis in March 1928 to show his disdain for the magazine's use of the term 

³NegUo.´77  In this letter he expressed his desire that the term be abolished in his lifetime.78  Some of 

those earlier sentiments about the term were present even though Negro was the dominant term.   

 This underlying dissatisfaction could have played a role in the quickness of the shift.  Also the 
                                                                                                                                                                        

Sept. 1985, at 53.  
70 Bennett, supra note 28, at 48. 
71 Id. at 50; see also Fairchild, supra note 69, at 53. 
72 Bennett, supra note 28, at 48. 
73 Id. 
74 See Moore, supra note 32, at 11-12; see also Bennett, supra note 28, at 50.  
75 Moore, supra note 32, at 7. 
76 Bennett, supra note 28, at 48. 
77 Bennett, supra note 28, at 50-51. 
78 Id. 
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fact that the term did not reach its positive peak until 1930, in terms of no longer being seen as used in 

a degrading manner, was only 30 years before the shift happened.  Negro did not get a strong, stable 

foundation, which could have also contributed to the quick shift.   

 2.  1960V DefiniWion of ³NegUo´ 

 ThiV VecWion focXVeV on Whe 1960V definiWion oU XndeUVWanding of Whe WeUm ³NegUo.´  PoViWiYe and 

negaWiYe definiWionV conWUibXWed Wo Whe VhifW.  ThoVe Zho did noW mind being named ³NegUo´ coXld noW 

conYince oWheUV WhaW Whe WeUm VhoXld noW change.  The aWWiWXdeV of WhoVe Zho oppoVed keeping ³NegUo´ 

very much resembled the previous attitudes towards Negro.  At the center of the debate for identity, the 

cenWUal TXeVWion ZaV ³ZhaW doeV oXU name mean and UepUeVenW Wo XV and oWheUV?´  In oUdeU Wo anVZeU 

WhaW TXeVWion, people had Wo deWeUmine ³ZheWheU one can make Whe ZoUd 'NegUo' mean Vo man\ diffeUenW 

things or whether one should abandon it and use the words 'black' or 'Afro-AmeUican'´ inVWead.79  Does 

'Negro' mean so many things?  Does it mean something positive?  Does Negro accurately represent the 

people that use its name? 

 ³NegUo´ haV been Whe dominanW Uacial label in XVe Vince Whe end of Whe 19th Century.  Although 

some thought it was used in a degrading manner until it was capitalized in 1930, it was what the 

majority of Americans of African descent used as their identity label.  They themselves made that shift 

fUom ³coloUed´ Wo ³NegUo.´  NegUo gained Whe UeVpecWabiliW\ and digniW\ WhaW iW did noW haYe in previous 

generations.  However, in the 1960s, there did not seem to be many positive definitions of Negro.  

Some WhoXghW WhaW NegUo did noW connoWe an ³infeUioU VWaWXV´80 as other terms may have.  However, 

outside of that notion and the high level of respect that it gained after being capitalized, there were not 

oWheU poViWiYe definiWionV foU ³NegUo´ dXUing Whe 1960V.  WaV WhaW becaXVe iW did noW need a definiWion 

until it was challenged?  And now, that it was challenged, instead of supporters finding or making up a 

                                                 
79 Id. at 46. 
80 Sue K. Jewell, Will the Real Black, Afro-American, Mixed, Colored, Negro Please Stand Up?: Impact of the Black Social 

Movement, Twenty Years Later, JOURNAL OF BLACK STUDIES, Sept. 1985, at 60. 



26 
 

definition, they simply stated their position that the name should not change?  Possibly. 

 SXppoUWeUV ma\ noW haYe been able Wo aUWicXlaWe poViWiYe definiWionV of ³NegUo,´ bXW Whe\ did 

express reasons for keeping the racial identity label.  Many believed that changing the name of the 

group was ignoring the larger issues at hand, and that the group should not waste energy on the debate 

over names.81  However, this argument is not very strong. The transition period from the Civil Rights 

Movement to the Black Power Movement was the perfect time to debate about the proper name.  Other 

issues that were important to the community were being presented to the nation, and having a proper 

name is also an important issue that should also be brought to the attention of the nation.  The group 

VhoXld noW haYe Wo ZaiW XnWil ³peace Wime,´ a Wime afWeU Whe\ geW Whe UeVW of WheiU demandV meW, Wo 

demand a name change, because they probably would not get it, or would not have gotten it in a short 

period of time.  The context of the Freedom Movement was probably the best context to debate over 

names.   

 SXppoUWeUV alVo belieYed WhaW Whe Vame connoWaWionV WhaW aUe aVVociaWed ZiWh ³NegUo´ ZoXld 

Vimpl\ WUanVfeU Wo Whe neZ WeUm and noWhing ZoXld change.  ³[T]he ZoUd 'NegUo' is as accurate and as 

euphonious as the words 'black' and 'Afro-American'...A Negro by any other name, they say, would be 

as black and beautiful ± and aV VegUegaWed.´82  Because of this idea, these supporters believed the best 

option would be to change the meaning of Negro instead of changing to something else.83  People will 

be so accustomed to the old definition.  It would be easier to let those old associations to fade away 

with the old word, and bring in a new word with a new definition and new associations. 

 Other supporters focused on the humanity of the term and the people the term represented.  For 

e[ample, one peUVon VWaWed: ³I Zill noW and haYe noW goW an\ZheUe b\ Whe name WhaW iV adjoined Wo m\ 

color.  I am an 'individual unto myself' and the person looking out from my skin is neither black nor 

                                                 
81 Bennett, supra note 28, at 47. 
82 Id. 
83 See generally Sgt. Irwin B. Taylor, Letters to the Editor, EBONY, Jan. 1968, at 10. 
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ZhiWe bXW a hXman being.´84  AnoWheU peUVon VWaWed: ³I haYe no TXalmV aboXW being idenWified aV NegUo.  

I regard that designation as nothing more than an impersonal, factual description of one of the major 

brancheV of hXmankind.´85  The\ VaZ ³Negro´ aV jXVW being a name for a group of humans.  However, 

many believed that ³Negro´ meanW something more, to not only Americans of African descent but 

whites as well, and that is what opponents were trying to combat.  They were attempting to show they 

are in fact human beings, with a powerful history, who should be treated equally, and Negro did not say 

that.   

 There seemed to be a plethora of negative definitions and connotations for and associated with 

³Negro´ in the 1960s.  There could be many explanations for why the group started to question Negro: 

the introduction of the terms ³black´ and ³Afro-American,´ the shift to the Black Power Movement, or 

the global rise in black consciousness.  Whatever the reasons, the negative associations were not new; 

they reflected previous objections to Negro.  First, Negro had a close relation to slavery.86  It was 

created by white men,87 more specifically slave masters,88 and therefore Negros existed for white men 

and not for themselves.89  Because of the slave orientation of the term, many believed there was a 

slave-master relationship that was perpetuated by the label ³NegUo´ that was in the consciousness of 

both blacks and whites.90  ³JXVW aV Whe VlaYe e[iVWV for his masters, the contemporary Negro exists for 

Whe ZhiWe man´91 (emphaViV in oUiginal).  Man\ belieYed WhaW accepWing Whe ³VlaYe-maVWeUV´ WeUm alVo 

meanV accepWing onl\ WhoVe WhingV Whe ³maVWeU´ iV Zilling Wo giYe \oX ± second class citizenship.92  

Negroes, therefore, had no control and could not attack the separate but equal society that was created 
                                                 
84 M. Elaine Boles, Letters to the Editor, EBONY, Jan. 1968, at 11. 
85 Miss Judy E. Cummings, Letters to the Editor, EBONY, Jan. 1968, at 11.   
86 See Bennett, supra noWe 28, aW 52 (³VlaYe-oUienWaWed name´); Id. aW 47 (³VlaYeU\-impoVed name´); Id. (³a VlaYe-orientated 

epiWheW´). 
87 See Fairchild, supra noWe 69, aW 53 (³iW ZaV EXUopeanV Zho deUiYed moVW of Whe cXUUenW WeUmV foU naming AfUicanV and 

AfUicanV in Whe AmeUicaV´). 
88 See Moore, supra noWe 32, aW 5 (³Whe VlaYe maVWeU¶V Yile appellaWion µNegUo¶´). 
89 Bennett, supra note 28, at 48. 
90 Id. at 46. 
91 Wolfenstein, supra note 40, at 6. 
92 Moore, supra note 32, at 6.  
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for them.93  ConWinXoXVl\ XVing Whe name ³NegUo´ meanW \oX coXld haYe noWhing of \oXU oZn ZiWhoXW 

permission.94  Changing fUom ³NegUo´ ZoXld bUeak doZn WhaW menWaliW\. 

 Secondly, and very much related, is the negative stereotypes about Negroes being oppressed 

people.  Since the term was placed upon the group by the white man, many believed ³Negro´ 

represented the white man's image95 of Americans of African descent, and that image is filled with 

negative stereotypes.96  Even after slavery ended, keeping this term around kept the group oppressed 

and exposed to exploitation97 by their previous slave masters because it still carried the same negative 

VWeUeoW\peV and aVVociaWionV.  Along ZiWh ³NegUeVV´ and ³niggeU,´ ³NegUo´ ZaV a bUand on Whe gUoXp 

foU ³diVcUiminaWion, VegUegaWion, and Vocial oVWUaciVm.´98  No one wants their name to instantly call 

Xpon imageV VXch aV: ³VaYage,´99 haYing Whe ³menWaliW\ of a child,´100 oU being ³la]\, apaWheWic, dXmb, 

good-WimeV, VhifWleVV, eWc.´101  These were the stereotypes that were associated with being a Negro.  

However, some opponents would also note that those stereotypes were associated with blackness in 

general.  But proponents of the label shift believed that by redefining a new term while simultaneously 

geWWing Uid of ³NegUo,´ WhaW Whe aVVociaWionV ZiWh blackneVV ZoXld change.   

 ThiUdl\, ³NegUo´ iV YagXe Zhen iW comeV Wo a connecWion Wo land.  ³[T]he WeUm 'NegUo' denieV 

Americans of African ancestry any sense of paVW hiVWoU\ oU pUeVenW naWionaliW\.´102  Among the other 

Uacial gUoXpV in AmeUica, Whe ³NegUo´ label ZaV Whe onl\ one WhaW did noW deVignaWe a land oU naWion of 

                                                 
93 Louis E. Lomax, A DOCUMENTARY HISTORY OF THE NEGRO PEOPLE OF THE UNITED STATES: 1960-1968: (VOLUME 7) 53 

(Herbert Aptheker, ed. 1994). 
94 See Wolfenstein, supra noWe 40, aW 7 (³AV long aV \oX call \oXUVelf NegUo, noWhing iV \oXUV.  ThiV negaWion mXVW iWVelf be 

negated if black self-affiUmaWion acWion iV poVVible´).   
95 Ture and Hamilton, supra noWe 2, aW 37 (³WhiV WeUm iV Whe inYenWion of oXU oppUeVVoU; iW is his image of us that he 

deVcUibeV´ (emphaViV in oUiginal)).   
96  Bennett, supra note 28, at 54. 
97  Moore, supra note 32, at 3; see also Henry Hagins, Letters to the Editor, EBONY, OcW. 1967, aW 22 (³The WeUm µNegUo¶ 

does not let us identify with anything e[cepW 400 \eaUV of Uacial oppUeVVion´). 
98  Moore, supra note 32, at 4.  
99  Id. 
100  Id. 
101  Ture and Hamilton, supra note 2, at 37. 
102  Betty Bobo Seiden, Letters to the Editor, EBONY, Jan. 1968, at 10. 
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origin.103  ³NegUo´ doeVn¶W Wie Whe people Wo AfUica oU AmeUica.  HoZeYeU, ³black´ doeV noW necessarily 

do WhaW eiWheU.  People ZeUe diVVaWiVfied ZiWh NegUo, bXW, in UegaUdV Wo WhiV ³land´ elemenW, ³black´ 

would not satisfy the desire to be tied to a nation of origin or nation of citizenship.   

 Finall\, man\ people jXVW had a feeling WhaW ³NegUo´ Vhould be eliminated without exactly 

pinpoinWing a negaWiYe definiWion.  Some belieYed WhaW ³NegUo´ ZaV noW V\non\moXV ZiWh ³black´ and 

therefore should be eliminated.104  Others believed that since there were other terms that were irrelevant 

to the shift (i.e. progress, non-violence, inWegUaWion, feaU of ³ZhiWe backlaVh,´ coalition, etc), that 

³NegUo´ ZaV alVo an iUUeleYanW WeUm WhaW VhoXld be eliminaWed.105  The media was called on to make 

changes as well.  A reader requested that Ebony Magazine abolish the name.106  While the New York 

Amsterdam News changed fUom XVing ³NegUo´ Wo ³AfUo-AmeUican´ ZiWh poViWiYe feedback.107  

Rejecting the name ³Negro´ was seen as an integral part in the revolution of Americans of African 

descent at the time.   

B.  Afro-American  

 I cannoW ignoUe Whe facW WhaW Whe WeUm ³AfUo-AmeUican´ ZaV a paUW of Whe debaWe dXUing WhiV Wime 

period.  Although  I am focusing on the shift from ³Negro´ to ³black,´ I cannot forget the role of other 

terms had.  Not only did The Center for Afro-American Studies at UCLA used the term in its name in 

1969, bXW Whe VXppoUW foU Whe WeUm ZaV e[emplified b\ man\ ³LeWWeUV Wo Whe EdiWoU´ in Ebony Magazine.  

Man\ ZUoWe in Wo e[pUeVV WhaW Whe\ ZanWed ³AfUo-AmeUican´ Wo Ueplace ³NegUo.´108   

 Many preferred ³Afro-American´ over ³black´ and ³Negro´ because of its connection to the 

                                                 
103 Moore, supra note 32, at 10; Bennett, supra note 28, at 52. 
104 Id. at 54.    
105 Ture and Hamilton, supra note 2, at 50. 
106 Winifred L. Watson, Letters to the Editor, EBONY, Jan. 1968, at 11. 
107 Bennett, supra note 28, at 52. 
108  See, for example, R. Byrd, Letters to the Editor, EBONY, Jan. 1968, at 11 and A3c Edwards D. Hitchens, Letters to    

the Editor, EBONY, Jan. 1968, at 11. 
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paVW and pUeVenW.  ³AfUo´ UeflecWV Whe gUoXp'V AfUican heUiWage.109  While ³AmeUican´ cleaUl\ VhoZV Whe 

group's current nationality.  Moore, in his effort to rid Negro from peoples' vocabulary stated: ³We aUe 

entitled to be called Americans, but some people desired to differentiate.  If they must distinguish us, 

then in accordance with our human right, we will tell them what to call us ± Afro-AmeUicanV.´110  Not 

everyone believed the term Afro-American came with a positive reminder of history.  By referencing 

AfUica, iW Ueminded one WhaW ³hiV anceVWoUV ZeUe dUagged fUom WheiU homeland.´111  From this 

hyphenated word it was clear where the people were from and where they were citizens.   

 Because of the rise in the Black Power Movement, and the very vocal supporters shouting 

³Black PoZeU,´ Whe debaWe appeaUV Wo be Volel\ beWZeen ³NegUo´ and ³black.´  So alWhoXgh ³black´ 

many have had negative traits, such as appearing to be the opposite of white, was not historically 

accurate, did not incorporate all shades of blackness, was not geographically accurate, or was simply 

Woo YagXe, Whe WeUm did ³Zin´ Whe baWWle.  ³AfUo-AmeUican´ ma\ noW Veem Wo be a part of the debate 

because it was overshadowed by the shouting of ³black´ dXUing Whe Black PoZeU MoYemenW.   

C.  Black  

 IW ZaV difficXlW pinpoinWing a definiWion of ³black.´  The WeUm ma\ haYe inYoked poZeU Wo WhoVe 

Zho XVed iW, bXW iW ZaV haUd Wo aUWicXlaWe hoZ ³black´ ZaV diffeUenW and beWWeU Whan NegUo.  Man\ had 

their own definition of the term, their own understanding of the term, or their own reasons for using the 

term.  HoZeYeU, in Whe end ³black´ and all of iWV poViWiYe definiWionV became Whe dominaWe Uacial 

identity label, chosen by the people. 

 The 1960s spaUked a peUiod in Whe VeaUch foU idenWiW\.  The incUeaVed XVe of Whe WeUm ³black´ and 

³black poZeU´ fXeled WhaW VeaUch.112  However, not everyone active in the overall Freedom Movement 

                                                 
109 See Id.; Bennett, supra note 28, at 46; Moore, supra note 32, at 10.  
110 Id. at 12.   
111 Miss Judy E. Cummings, Letters to the Editor, EBONY, Jan. 1968, at 11. 
112 See generally Bennett, supra note 28, at 48. 
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XndeUVWood ZhaW Whe WeUmV meanW, and ³CaUmichael'V YagXe and VomeWimeV contradictory statements 

[UegaUding Whe WeUmV] fXUWheU confXVed Whe iVVXe.´113  Because of the vagueness and lack of concrete 

definiWion man\, foU e[ample, The NaWional UUban LeagXe ³caUefXll\ UefUained fUom becoming inYolYed 

in the fruitless dispute over the valXe of a Vlogan.´114  Despite the lack of a concrete definition from the 

originators, people were able to latch on to the various positive definitions that were popular during 

that time.  

 ³Black´ ZaV noW a neZ WeUm, bXW WhiV ZaV Whe fiUVW Wime peUiod ZheUe it gained major popularity.  

TheUe ZeUe pUeYioXV negaWiYe connoWaWionV aVVociaWed ZiWh ³black´115 so the supporters had to redefine 

iW ZiWh gUeaW poViWiYiW\.  The poViWiYiW\ injecWed inWo Whe WeUm ZaV Wo ³effecWiYel\ oYeUcome Whe deep-

rooted self-hatred and the lack of self-eVWeem´ WhaW affecWed ³Whe majoUiW\ of Whe black popXlaWion.´116  It 

ZaV alVo ³noW conWaminaWed ZiWh Whe VXboUdinaWe VWaWXV of NegUo.´117  Black was seen as escaping all 

the negativity that comes with second-class citizenship of being a Negro. 

 The WeUm ³black´ alVo incUeaVed Uacial pUide and cXlWXUal pUide.118  Since the community was 

separated and subjected to discrimination due to their blackness,119 many believed that the community 

should, therefore, rally around that very blackness and no longer be ashamed of it.120  Because no one 

handed oXW a VWandaUd definiWion of ³black,´ man\ people deYeloped WhiV poViWiYe Velf image WhUoXgh 

what the Black Power Movement did.  Demanding equality, identifying the group's heritage and major 

                                                 
113 Christopher B. Booker, ³I WLOO WHaU NR CKaLQ!´: TKH EPHUJHQcH RI WKH UUbaQ BOacN MaOH: IQcUHaVLQJ BOacN 

Power, 1945-1972, THE AFRICAN AMERICAN EXPERIENCE, at 6. 
114 Whitney M. Young, Jr. , A DOCUMENTARY HISTORY OF THE NEGRO PEOPLE OF THE UNITED STATES: 1960-1968: 

(VOLUME 7) 437 (Herbert Aptheker, ed. 1994). 
115 Fairchild, supra note 69, at 47.   
116 M. V. Saurennann, Letters to the Editor, EBONY, Jan. 1968, at 11. 
117 Jewell, supra note 80, at 60.   
118 See generally Id. aW 61 (³WhXV Whe adopWion of Whe WeUm µBlack¶...maUked a UeWXUn Wo a cXlWXUal idenWiW\ and 

UeYiWali]aWion of cXlWXUal conWinXiW\´).  
119  Bennett Stokely Carmichael, supra note 59, at 27. 
120 Carmichael, supra note 29, at 430. 
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contributions to American culture,121 and disseminating positive images of blackness, all contributed to 

WhiV VenVe of a poViWiYe definiWion of ³black.´   

 Not everyone believed that ³black´ ZaV a coUUecW fiW.  ³Black´ ZaV Veen aV a ³looVe coloU 

deVignaWion.´122  Not only was this color designation placed upon the group to separate the Africans 

fUom Whe EXUopean UaceV, bXW iW ZaV fXUWheU XVed Wo ³demoni]e, VXbjXgaWe, and dedignif\ AfUicanV,´ 

similar to the term Negro.123  Also, this color designation had no connection to land, culture, or 

history.124  IW Veemed aV a VWep in Whe UighW diUecWion in diVconWinXing Whe XVe of ³NegUo,´ bXW iW ZaV noW 

good enough.125  One very important point ZaV WhaW ³black´ ³implieV alienaWion and lack of 

membeUVhip in Whe bUoadeU cXlWXUe.´126  Therefore, these demands for certain rights as equal citizens are 

Vimpl\ ³YeUbali]ed UaWheU Whan inWeUnali]ed.´127  However, I believe the entire Black Power Movement 

ma\ haYe made WhiV VenWimenW deminimXV becaXVe WhoVe Zho ZeUe XVing ³black´ felW moUe empoZeUed 

as a citizen. 

D.  Note About The Use of Terms During Debate 

 The label identifier ³NegUo´ TXickl\ came inWo TXeVWion in Whe mid 1960V, and VpaUked a VhaUp 

incUeaVe in Whe XVe of ³black.´  IW iV inWeUeVWing Wo noWe WhaW dXUing WhiV peUiod of debaWe oYeU idenWif\ing 

labels, people would use the terms differently.   People may have shifted terms, but did they fully 

e[cepW ZhaW iW VWood foU oU WheiU oZn blackneVV?  AccepWing WhiV WeUm meanW miWigaWing WheiU ³gXilW, anWi-

black aWWiWXdeV oU economic VXcceVV,´ Zhich ma\ have been hard for many.128   

 During the time period of the debate people used the terms in an interesting manner.  In the 

Ebony Magazine aUWicleV in 1967 Whe aXWhoU Veemed Wo be XVing Whe WeUm ³NegUo´ Wo define Whe Zhole 
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community during a time where the author knows there is a debate happening.  It was more neutral to 

XVe ³NegUo´ Whan Wo Va\ ³black,´ if WheUe ZaVn¶W a cleaU VhifW \eW, eYen WhoXgh Whe aXWhoU ma\ haYe XVed 

boWh ³NegUo´ and ³black´ in Whe Vame VenWence oU paUagUaph.  JXVW becaXVe Whe VhifW Veemed to have 

occurred in 1969, it does not mean that every person of African descent in America accepted that shift.   

 Some ZoXld XVe Whem inWeUchangeabl\.  OWheUV ZoXld XVe ³black´ Wo idenWif\ Whe commXniW\ oU 

Whe moYemenW bXW XVe ³NegUo´ Wo idenWif\ an individual.  While others, would consciously separate the 

³NegUo´ fUom Whe ³black.´  SomeWimeV iW Veemed WhaW ³black´ ZaV deVignaWed foU WhoVe Zho ZeUe 

conVcioXV of and accepWed WheiU blackneVV, Zhile ³NegUo´ ZaV UeVeUYed foU WhoVe ³Zho [ZeUe] VWill in 

White\'V bag and Zho VWill Whink of WhemVelYeV and Vpeak of WhemVelYeV aV NegUoV´ and ZeUe noW \eW 

³emancipaWed.´129  Overall, race consciousness and unity were symbolized130 by the quick and majority 

accepWance of ³black´ in Whe AfUican-American community.  There was still a debate on the table about 

whether changing the label identity term was necessary ± evidenced by the Ebony Magazine February 

1969 aUWicleV.  BXW Whe incUeaVed XVe of ³black´ and Whe decUeaVe XVe of ³NegUo´ iV a VignificanW 

indicator that people ZeUe eliminaWing ³NegUo´ fUom WheiU YocabXlaU\. 

 

VII. 

Model 2: The Influence of Malcolm X as an Explanation for the Label Shift 

 Malcolm X was a radical black nationalist, before it became popular, in the mid 1960s.  He 

spoke to a new generation and a different geographical location than the typical Civil Rights Leaders.  

As an outspoken member of the Nation of Islam, Malcolm X was another element to spark the search 

the identity.  Elijah Muhammad and Malcolm X referred to African-AmeUicanV aV ³Vo-called 
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NegUoeV.´131  Malcolm's understanding and speeches on black history, as taught by the Nation of Islam 

and Elijah Muhammad, focused on the need to reject white values and white Christianity and to restore 

a black identity.132  Malcolm'V UeplacemenW of Whe ³X´ foU his original last name of Little exemplified 

³hiV abiliW\ Wo WUanVcend Whe limiWV impoVed Xpon him b\ hiV enem\.´133  This was done for his religious 

transformation.  Although the average African-American Christian would not follow in this particular 

action, it did exemplify the power that one has in changing their name and transcending the negative 

associations with that name.   

Much of what Malcolm would speak about struck a chord with a different audience than other 

Freedom Movement Leaders during the late 1950s and early 1960s.  De jure Jim Crow laws and de 

facto discrimination were not exactly the same things.  Legislation to eliminate poll taxes was not 

going to clean up the slum housing in the inner city.  The issues were different, thus the leaders were 

different and had to speak and act differently.  Specifically, Malcolm X and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

ZeUe diffeUenW.  ³King ZaV a poliWical UeYolXWionaU\.  Malcolm ZaV a cXlWXUal UeYolXWionaU\.´134  Dr. 

King was trying to make political changes (top down approach), while Malcolm X wanted to make a 

cultural or mental change among the people (bottom up approach).  Also, at least in the beginning, Dr. 

King's message did not get to African-AmeUicanV oXWVide of Whe SoXWh.  ³[I]n HaUlem'V WenemenWV, 

where the pacific voice of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. is but a whisper, the new power bid of Malcolm 

X iV Zelcome neZV.´135  Each were speaking to their own experiences, and finally those in the North 

could relate to a leader.   

 In March 1964 Malcolm X severed his relationship with the Nation of Islam.  Malcolm 
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subsequently formed Muslim Mosque, Inc. and the Organization for Afro-American Unity (OAAU).  

These organizations focused on being black nationalists rather than black separatists.136  These were the 

foundational steps to starting a cultural revolution for the next generation.  By not just being the 

outspoken Muslim, but the black nationalist who so happened to be Muslim, he reached out to a variety 

of people and could play a larger role in the Freedom Movement.137  Malcolm wanted the OAAU to 

³XniWe AfUican-heritage peoples ± 'to fight a common enemy...to bring about the complete independence 

of people of African descent..., and bring about the freedom of these people by any means 

neceVVaU\.'´138  The later Black PoZeU concepW Wook afWeU Whe OAAU'V doXble naWXUe of ³an alliance of 

all the forces working for black liberation in American...; and it was to be a cohesive political 

organization, under Malcolm's leadership and orientated toward black community renewal and self-

defenVe.´139  Malcolm's organization and his direction of black unity, or rather Afro-American unity, 

laid the ground work for the Black Power Movement.  Malcolm did not hope and wish for a better 

future, he knew that hope was not enough and that African-Americans must form their own destiny.140  

He advocated that African-Americans had to fight their own battles to gain self-respect.141  He also 

XVed Whe WeUmV ³AfUo-AmeUican,´ ³black man,´ ³black people,´ and ³black naWionaliVm´ along ZiWh 

other non-Negro labels as empowering phrases.142  Malcolm X was fighting for a cultural revolution, 

and that ignited a fire for the next generation to redefine their identity. 

 Until his assassination in March 1965, Malcolm X was fighting for African-Americans to make 

a change for themselves, and there was a whole generation of people, especially youths, who would not 

let his legacy fade away after his death.  Malcolm's actions either formed this new generation or he just 
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so happened to be in sync with the rising generation of militant youth.143  Either way, their actions 

seemed to align with Malcolm's proclamation.  Youth's understood that if the system would not change 

voluntarily, then it must be changed ± by them.144  This is something Malcolm spoke about.  As the 

Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) grew, it became more of a Black Nationalist 

focused organization, the same path that Malcolm followed in his later \eaUV.  Malcolm X kneZ ³WhaW 

'black nationalist' would give 'the Civil Rights struggle' 'a new interpretaWion.'´145  This is exactly what 

happened.  ³Indeed Whe pUeVenW Wendenc\ on Whe paUW of miliWanW NegUo \oXWh Wo XVe Whe WeUm black 

rather than Negro seems to come directly from the Malcolm X form of Negro assertion of positive 

Uacial idenWiW\.´146  The youth took Malcolm's vows of black unity and made them into reality; most 

salient was the label identity change.   

 Many believed that Malcolm X was not a Negro, which made them not want to be a Negro.  

Malcolm helped everyone else become black like him.147  I believe Ossie Davis, an actor and activist 

who was considered black by the members of the black movement, said it best:    

I am a Negro.  I am clean, black and I smile a lot. Whenever I want something ± to get a 
job in motion pictures, for instance, or on television or to get a play produced on 
Broadway, whenever I need a political favor ± I go to white folks.  White folks have 
money.  I do not.  White folks have power.  I do not.  All my needs ± financial, artistic, 
social, my need for freedom ± I must depend on white folks to supply.  That is what is 
meant by being a Negro. 
 Malcolm X used to be a Negro, but he stopped.  He no longer depended upon 
white folks to supply his needs ± psychologically or sociologically ± to give him money 
or lead his fight for freedom or to protect him from his enemies or to tell him what to do.  
Malcolm X did not hate white folks, nor did he love them.  Most of all, he did not need 
them to tell him who he was.  Above all, he was determined to make it on his own.  That 
was why Malcolm was no longer a Negro.  Malcolm was a man, a black man! A black 
man means not to accept the system as Negroes do but to fight hell out of the system as 
Malcolm did.  It can be dangerous.  Malcolm was killed for it.  Nevertheless, I like 
Malcolm much better than I like myself.148 

TheUe ZaV a hXge diffeUence fUom being a ³NegUo´ and being ³black.´  Malcolm X ZaV noW a NegUo, 
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and those who were following in his footsteps knew that and want to shed their consciousness of being 

the white man's Negro to become a self-respected and empowered black man.  This was important in 

why the label identity shift happened very quickly.  His high self-respect led his followers to 

questioning the second class citizenship placed upon the Negro and thus rejecting the Negro name and 

affiliated status. 

 

VIII. 

Model 3: The Shift in the Freedom Movement as an Explanation for the Label Shift 

A. Decline of the Civil Rights Movement   

 Between the 1940s and 1970s, African-Americans made tremendous progress towards equality 

with the Civil RighWV MoYemenW.  ³[The] CiYil RighWV MoYemenW...eVWabliVhed...WZo goalV: (1) Whe 

removal of social barriers that preclude full participation of African-Americans in societal institutions 

and (2) self-impUoYemenW.´149  These goals included efforts to desegregated public schools at all levels, 

increase voter registration of African-Americans, integrate housing communities, integrate public 

facilities, etc.  These efforts were started at the community, grassroots level through the increased 

power and confidence of Civil Rights organizations (i.e. the NAACP) due to increasing membership.150  

The masses were fed up with the system and they began to take systematic steps towards progress.  

ThiV inclXded ³an aggUeVViYe legiVlaWiYe pUogUam aW Whe fedeUal leYel.´151  This was not an easy task, 

eYen Whe PUeVidenW had a haUd Wime paVVing CiYil RighWV legiVlaWion.  ³[CongUeVV] UefXVed Wo paVV hiV 

proposals to create an FEPC [Fair Employment Practices Commission], to abolish the poll tax, to bar 

segregated terminals in interstate transportation, to make lynching a federal crime, to ban housing 
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diVcUiminaWion, and Wo giYe home UXle Wo WaVhingWon, D.C.´152  Finall\, Whe people Zon.  ³AW  pUeciVel\ 

6:58p.m. [] July 2...President Johnson, in the presence of Congressional leaders, five Cabinet members, 

and Negro Religious, labor and women's group representatives, signed into law the Civil Rights Act of 

1964.´153  Not only was this vindication for many peoples¶ and organizations¶ hard work,154 but it 

signaled the power that African-Americans had in advancing their goals.   

 There were obvious changes that came with the signing of the Acts.  African-American political 

power increased in the South.  From 1964-1969 black voter registration significantly increased in 

Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana.155  Across the South, in order to win an election one had 

to cater to white and black voters alike.156  Socially, in the South, African-Americans were beginning to 

be treated as equals.  ³[H]otels and restaurants began opening their doors...[t]he hated 'White' and 

'Negro' signs began disappearing from water fountains and restrooms...[and] [c]itizens groups began 

sitting down with Negroes in an effort to save their businesses, and indeed, their entire 

commXniWieV.´157  There were also some changes in the North.  Although the major issues, such as rat 

infested housing and de facto segregated schools were not affected in any major way, the Acts did show 

African-Americans that they did have legal rights and there were instruments to obtaining those rights 

that they could utilize.158  This positive consciousness of the ability to gain legal rights affected 

African-Americans on a nationwide basis.159  This attitude helped create a new positive identity. 

 In no way do I want to downplay the great progress of the Civil Rights Movement and the 

positive effects from the signing of the Civil Rights Acts.  However, I will note these achievements 

were through the legislative and legal systems.  Changing a law may not automatically reverse a 
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person's prejudices.  Sometimes even the change in law does not immediately change a prejudicial 

practice.  The movement needed something else, some sort of physical enforcement for these laws to 

take effect in the real world.  Now people's mindsets needed to be changed in ordered to fully accept an 

African-American as equal.  In order for African-Americans to realize that those successes were only 

the beginning and then be willing to take steps further towards full equality, their mindsets needed to 

change.  In order for white Americans to really embrace the changes, their mindsets needed to change.   

 There was a decline in the Civil Rights Movement due to the limited ability of the laws to take 

quick and significant effects and because other needs became apparent.  The old tactics and strategies 

ZoXld noW ZoUk on WheVe neZ iVVXeV.  ³The eUa of legiVlaWiYe acWion Wo pUomoWe ciYil UighWV and aVViVW Whe 

poor ha[d] paVVed.´160  African-American political, social, and economic gains thus far were obvious, 

but the world around them was still rife with random violence and de facto segregation.161  There were 

feelings that the economic disparities were still significant between white Americans and African-

Americans,162 that the legislative victories did not really affect the everyday lives of African-

Americans.163  Not only were the laws slow to hit the communities that needed it, but other inequalities 

began to become more apparent to leaders of the time, especially those that affected African-Americans 

in the North: housing discrimination, de facto school segregation, and poverty to name only a few.164  

Some belieYed Whe pUeYioXV goalV of Whe moYemenW focXVed on Whe ³inWeUeVWV of Whe WalenWed NegUo 

UaWheU Whan Whe NegUo maVVeV.´165  Whether or not that was true, the movement took a natural shift 

toZaUdV WheVe oWheU iVVXeV, e[emplified b\ DU. MaUWin LXWheU King, JU. going ³NoUWh Wo fighW Whe illV of 
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Whe gheWWoV.´166  Were African-Americans the same?  Could the movement stay the same?  The label 

identity shift makes the answer to those questions appear Wo be ³no.´   

 Things were different.  Dr. King did not have the expected success in Chicago which made him 

TXeVWion ZheWheU he ³ZoXld be able Wo UendeU jXVWice Wo blackV.´167  This was an indicator that tactics 

had Wo change.  TheUe ZeUe debaWeV oYeU Whe ³nonYiolence´ WacWicV.168  If the movement was changing 

and African-Americans' position in society was changing, this was a great point in time for their 

identity to change (i.e. be redefined).  The fear that the new shout for power would eliminate or 

³endangeU Whe 'gainV'´169 fUom Whe MoYemenW WhXV faU XndeUeVWimaWed Whe facW WhaW ³inVWiWXWional UaciVm 

necessitates neZ foUmV of Vocial acWiYiVm.´170  One new form of social activism was in fact the label 

identity shift.   

 New needs required new strategies and new language.  African-AmeUicanV coXldn¶W e[pecW moUe 

successes with the same strategies because there would be (and was) push back from people saying    

African-Americans wanted things to change too quickly, we already gave you what you wanted.  In fact 

white backlash and President Eisenhower's reluctance to reduce the backlash, contributed to slow 

progress of the movement.171  African-Americans had to redefine themselves, had to recollect their 

people and show them that the battle was just beginning.  Most of the battles won in the 50s and early 

60s were to combat overt, de facto discrimination and segregation.  Now African-Americans had to 

attack the non-obvious forms of discrimination.  The type of discrimination that whites could not or did 

not want to see.   

 African-Americans deserved the rights guaranteed to them by the Constitution and the equality 

of other opportunities in this country.  One way to do that is to empower the community, more than the 
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empowerment from the fights and successes of the 1950s.  One form of empowerment is to understand 

the current label ³NegUo.´  By realizing (true or not) that it was a label placed upon them by whites, 

they decided to change it.  The fact that the term was also associated with, and maybe even contributed 

to, the conWinXed oppUeVVion of Whe gUoXp, Whe\ needed a change.  SomeWhing WhaW Vaid ³Ze aUe heUe, and 

Ze ZanW oXU REAL FREEDOM.´  AnoWheU foUm of empoZeUmenW iV Wo leaUn Whe hiVWoU\ of Whe enWiUe 

community and not just their parents or immediate neighborhoods.  Knowing the greatness of their 

people in this country and in their homeland contributes to the power they have and can have in the 

future.  This is the importance of finding and defining their identity.   

 Redefining the community helped the Civil Rights Movement reach new heights because 

ZiWhoXW Whe UedefiniWion Whe gUoXp'V ³incenWiYe iV bUoken and oXU Zill Wo fighW iV VXUUendeUed.´172  To do 

this, African-Americans had to break away from the identifier ³Negro´ and show themselves (or 

whites? Or both?) that they no longer were going to try and be equal within this predetermined system 

of prejudice  and inequality that kept them down for over 400 years, they were going to break out and 

define what they needed and define who they were (compared to who they were not).  Being a ³Negro´ 

was to be apart (and complacent with little achievements) of the old system, but to be ³black´ was to be 

an equal citizen who demanded equal rights in every aspect of America life. 

B.  Rise of  the Black Power Movement  

 The proclamaWion of ³Black PoZeU´ changed a people and changed a naWion.  IW maUked a VhifW 

in the Freedom Movement from the Civil Rights focus to a Black Power focus.173  It also marked a shift 

in the racial identity label and consciousness of African-Americans.  This shift changed the strategy and 

tactics to gain freedom174 fUom an ³inWegUaWion-orientated movement to a cultural and political 
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revolution of black consciousness, self-development and self-deWeUminaWion.´175  The movement was 

about acknowledging one's own black consciousness and, through that, obtaining the power to redefine 

the power structure in America.  This moment was the perfect time to redefine blackness by changing 

the identity label. 

 SimilaU Wo Whe definiWion of ³black,´ ³Black PoZeU´ did noW haYe a Vingular pre-set definition.  

The leaders pronounced various definitions and concepts of Black Power, and supporters may have had 

their own interpretation.  Overall, Black Power was to be a means of uniting the black community 

around their own self-determination and positive black consciousness in order to empower the 

community to redefine their place in American society and create a true democracy for all.  Black 

power was not anti-white,176 or a form of isolation of the black community.177  Black Power was a way 

to strengthen the black community from the inside out. 

 WhaW ZaV Whe ³PoZeU´ in Black PoZeU?  In 1966 CaUmichael himVelf VWaWed WhaW ³Black PoZeU 

is a demand that black and white people recognize and actualize the existing power potential of black 

AmericanV.´178  Is this political power or social power?  How does one get black and white people to 

recognize this power?  The riots during the middle of the 1960s in the North and West affirmed the 

miliWanW \oXWhV' ³poZeU Wo deVWUo\´ a V\VWem WhaW haV kepW Whem down.179  But this was not the power 

that the movement envisioned.180  Power meant joining together to discover just how strong the group 

was,181 and Ueali]ing WhaW Whe\ ZeUe noW poZeUleVV, conWUaU\ Wo popXlaU belief.  TheUefoUe, ³poZeU´ 

meant organizational power182 that translates into political power.  To gain organizational power, the 

group must come together to recognize and develop the resources they already had and could build a 
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foundation around those resources.183  This power was already exemplified in certain aspects of 

African-American life (i.e. the Church, fraternities and sororities, and professional organizations), but 

the movement called for more. 

 Once this organizational power was obtained then they could turn to political power.  This did 

not simply mean putting African-Americans into more elected positions (especially since the Acts of 

1964 and 1965 did much of that work).  It includes making sure that those African-Americans in 

political positions were accountable and responsive to African-Americans needs.184  They should 

represent all African-Americans from all walks of life ± from the middle-class to those who live in the 

³VlXmV and coWWonfieldV.´185  IW ZaV aboXW an ³eTXal VhaUing of poZeU,´186 and noW jXVW ³appealing Wo 

power.´187  It also was simply not about African-AmeUicanV jXVW ³being in chaUge of VomeWhing ZhiWe 

people conWUol.´188  Power meant empowering the people internally in order to make real changes in 

society. 

 One large concept within Black Power is black unity and community strength.  This concept 

meant a variety of things: black solidarity, Black Nationalism, self-pride and self-respect of black 

cultural identity, black autonomy, black consciousness, and black participation and change in black 

leadership.  These could all be seen as interchangeable concepts; nonetheless, they all express the 

desire for black people themselves to look into themselves and start respecting themselves. 

 Before the Black Power Movement began, W.E.B. DuBois believed that black solidarity was 

necessary for overcoming oppression,189 which became a major concept for the movement.  Black 
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Solidarity meant bringing middle-class and lower-class members together.190  Certain people started to 

realize that they were not an exception to the target of racism, because that target ZaV baVed on ³black 

Vkin coloU alone.´191  Everyone needed to feel a mXWXal ³VenVe of commXniW\´ in oUdeU Wo deal ZiWh 

their problems as a unit.192  Group cohesiveness, i.e. Black Nationalism, was important and necessary 

for African-AmeUicanV ³Zho ZeUe de-nationalized and who today feel more kinship with the oppressor 

Whan ZiWh WheiU oZn people.´193  ThUoXgh WhiV pUoceVV WheUe became a ³climaWe foU Whe aZakening of´ 

African-Americans.194  Which meanW making people aZaUe of WheiU oZn ³black pUide, black digniW\, and 

self-deWeUminaWion,´195 creating an innocuous cultural nationalism that eventually translated into an 

innocuous cultural label.196 

 Black Power was a call for change.  Being able to come together and start doing things on their 

oZn meanW Whe\ ZeUe ³deYeloping the habit of participation, the consciousness of ability to achieve, 

and Whe e[peUience and ZiVdom Wo goYeUn´197 (emphasis in original).  Even if on the ground people 

ZeUe baWWling oYeU ZoUdV and WeUmV, WheUe ZaV ³a Widal ZaYe of black conVcioXVneVV...oYeU the black 

commXniW\.´198  This consciousness quickly changed the traditional leadership in the community.199  

One can postulate that the leadeUVhip claVV WhoXghW of WhemVelYeV aV ³NegUoeV,´ hoZeYeU ZiWh Whe Widal 

wave, those leaders and that term were being washed away. 

 Supporters of Black Power were more assertive and militant in demanding whatever it was they 

ZeUe looking foU.  ³Powerlessness breads a race of beggars´200 and through Black Power African-
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Americans were no longer going to be begging for anything.201  Now they were assertively202 going to 

be working for things.203  They were no longer going to be passive members of society, and they would 

band together to start speaking for themselves.204 

    The tangible goals of the Black Power Movement were to address the rising expectations of 

people after they started questioning society.  Included in those raised expectations were issues that 

ZeUe noW addUeVVed in Whe CiYil RighWV MoYemenW aV Zell.  The ³piecemeal legiVlaWion´205 were not 

changing things quick enough for some, especially the youth and those in the North, so Black Power 

resonated the most with them.206  While process was slow in some areas, housing, employment and 

education still remained stagnant problems in the community.207  People were searching for more than 

integration.  Integration was seen aV ³moYing Wo VomeWhing ZhiWe´ Zhich iV moYing Wo VomeWhing 

beWWeU, WheUefoUe ³inWegUaWion iV a VXbWeUfXge foU ZhiWe VXpUemac\.´208  So the real strategy is to gain a 

power base in the African-American community through ³black conWUol of Whe oUgani]aWionV, 

inVWiWXWionV, and UeVoXUceV of Whe black commXniW\.´209  Instead of integration, people were demanding 

desegregation.  DesegregaWion ZaV a ³poZeU-orientated, holiVWic appUoach´210 to attack the social, 

economic, and political issues facing the African-American community.211  These were goals 

exemplified in the Platform of the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense, founded in Oakland, CA by 

Huey Newton and Bobby Seale.212  However, the Black Panther Party was not the only organization 
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actively fighting for the concepts of the Black Power Movement.  Other organizations included: the 

Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) founded in Chicago, IL, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee (SNCC), the Lowndes County Freedom Organization in Alabama, and the Mississippi 

Freedom Democratic Party. 

 This movement was formulated to combat racism in America in order to create a true 

democracy.  Joining together because of the common experience of racism helped with the fight against 

racism.213  To do this they had to do more than ³Veek[] legal UedUeVV in Whe coXUWV and engaging in non 

YiolenW diUecW acWion,´214 they had to understand their own identity and strength in that identity.  By 

redefining their identity they could then redefine the world aUoXnd Whem Wo cUeaWe Whe ³poVVibiliW\ of 

aXWhenWic democUac\ in AmeUica.´215  False consciousness had been placed on African-Americans about 

themselves and the world around them, and the Movement vowed to rectify that.  The label identity 

shift was a step in WhaW pUoceVV.  B\ Uedefining ³black´ and ³blackneVV´ Yia poViWiYe definiWionV of Whe 

WeUmV and cXlWXUe and b\ Ueplacing ³NegUo´ ZiWh ³black,´ Whe\ coXld When Wake Whe ne[W VWep of 

redefining American democracy.  The Black Power Movement therefore propelled the shift by opening 

up the minds of the people.   

1.  Criticism of the Black Power Movement 

 NoW eYeU\one jXmped on Whe ³Black PoZeU´ bandZagon.  TheUe ZaV plenty of negative 

criticism about the new change in the Freedom Movement.  But this criticism did not necessarily 

diminish the power that the movement created, which was evidenced by the quick label shift to 

³black.´  Some belieYed ³Black PoZeU´ ZaV Vimpl\ a neZ fad.216  However, the VhifW Wo Whe ³black´ 

racial label showed, indeed, that the new conscious movement was not a fad.  Labeling the movement a 
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fad may have been the opponents' own discomfort with their blackness.217   

 Many believed the youth grasped onto this movement in their own search for identity, but that 

the movement was an improper way to find that identity.218  One commentator stated that the youth 

haYe miVWakenl\ ³been bUainZaVhed inWo jXdging WheiU oZn paVW b\ ZhiWe VWandaUdV of hiVWoU\ and 

accompliVhmenW´ and WhaW if Whe\ ZanWed a good VenVe of WheiU idenWiW\, WhaW Whe\ VhoXld ³look no 

fXUWheU Whan WheiU oZn paUenWV and gUandpaUenWV if Whe\ ZanW Wo Vee VWUengWh and Vkill and chaUacWeU.´219  

I believe this is also a misunderstanding of the movement and the search for identity.  The youth were 

not looking for individual identity, nor was the movement.  It was about a collective, unified identity 

that everyone could be proud to represent.  The youth looked at how their parents struggled and 

realized that the other half did not live like they lived and had rights that they did not have.  The reason 

was primarily due to skin color.  They realized that they and their parents should not have to live like 

that anymore, so they rallied around their Vkin coloU Wo pUoWeVW foU WheiU eTXaliW\.  AlVo, iW ZaVn¶W jXVW Whe 

youth who judged their past against white standards; the youth understood that many African-

AmeUicanV did WhaW XnconVcioXVl\ WhUoXgh Whe conWinXed XVe of Whe WeUm ³NegUo.´  TheUefoUe, Whe\ 

wanted to disassociate themselves from that term and the mis-identity it gave them. 

 ³Black PoZeU´ Veparated African-Americans from the larger American society, and many 

believed the new movement segregated African-Americans further from the society they were 

demanding rights from.  They also believed that this would create a sense of racism towards whites, 

instead of focusing on the issue of desegregation.220  OWheUV WhoXghW Whe ³pUopaganda´221 of the Black 

Power Movement will do nothing but isolate the African-American community, which would increase 

                                                 
217 Id. 
218 Ebony Editor, After Identity, What?, EBONY, Feb. 1969, at 98. 
219 Id. 
220 Rustin, supra note 163, at 442. 
221 Id. 



48 
 

the forces against the community222 and thus cause the whole movement to fail.  This belief showed the 

lack of confidence in the African-American community.  Yes, some aspects of the Black Power 

Movement were more direct, in-your-face, and a turn from the non-violence tactics223; but the overall 

goal was to empower the people.  A fear that others, outsiders, would push against empowerment, a 

belief that there will not be any real change that can come from your own people.  The label identity 

shift was a way to combat any fears and prove their new found empowerment.  Even while people may 

haYe been UejecWing Whe VeaUch foU idenWiW\, Whe\ VWill XVed Whe WeUm ³black,´ indicaWing Wo Vome e[WenW 

that they accepted not just the term, but the ideas behind the term.   

 

IX. 

Conclusion 

 If you are going to change the philosophy and ideology of a people, you have to change the 

vocabulary, especially if the vocabulary was forced upon you.  Some might say in order to get what you 

want from others, you have to use their terms so that they understand your needs and desires (i.e. 

African-Americans should have continued with the use of Negro).  However, since there were two 

goals (inwards to creating self-pride for our people and outwards to demand that our people get the 

needs we request from the government), the label identity shift showed that the inwards goal was more 

important.  Uniting and building up a people will make them stronger and more forceful and could 

possibly help force the outer goal.  The movement had to balance the two desires of the new label shift: 

building up the race from the inside, but also get what you need from whites.  ³Black´ may not have 

had a particular meaning, possibly because it was meant to change everything: culture, pride, politic, 

economics, social conditions, education, etc. 
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 New changes bring on a new attitude about one's self.  There is no point of having this new 

foundation while being called the same thing.  The community had to show the dominant group that 

they meant business, and that they are no longer going to be walked over as they were before.  They 

ZeUe moUe poZeUfXl, and Whe\ conVideUed ³black´ a moUe poZeUfXl name.  The oldeU geneUaWion laid 

this great foundation for change, the younger, (more Northern/Western locally generation) was ready to 

set the tone for the next step in the Freedom Movement. 

 A people cannot force a government to recognize that the government is keeping a whole race 

(or a majority of a race) down if they, themselves, don't recognize that they, as a people, deserve better.  

Black pride was a tool to unite the race in order for the race to stand up to the government to get what 

Whe\ need fUom WhaW goYeUnmenW.  No one Zill fighW foU UighWV WhaW Whe\ don¶W belieYe eYeU\one deVeUYeV.  

Everyone needed to be on the same page in order to attack the government, and black pride was the 

tool to make that happen.  To have the extremes ends of the African-American community, and all 

those in between, shouting black pride, was the way to open the eyes and hears of the government.  A 

newly defined racial identity would have shown the government that African-Americans were no 

longer going to be satisfied with the old system, there needed to be a change in every aspect of their 

lives.  Black pride needed to come from both racial identity and racial accomplishments.  The point 

was to not wait around for the government to give African-American what they needed; it was the time 

to force the government to give them their equal rights.  Re-defining the racial identity label was step 

one in making that happen.  Racial identity and racial accomplishment goes hand and hand.  Black 

nationalists were not afraid to redefine the people for fear that the government would not stay 

committed to bringing equality for all.  Redefining the people was a way to prove that they weren't 

going to back down. 

 Changing the identifier was meant to do just that.  Why should that wait until a Birmingham or 

a Watts to be able to say certain things?  They should be able to say them now if they are thinking it 
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noZ.  The\ VhoXldn¶W haYe Wo ZaiW XnWil VomeWhing WeUUible happens or until the people snap in order to 

be able to speak up and speak out.  They should do it now.  That is the power that the term ³black´ was 

supposed to instill in the African-American community.  Because these other events and 

accomplishments were happening during the mid 1960s it was easy for Whe VhifW fUom ³NegUo´ Wo 

³black´ Wo occXU. 
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