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WHAT’S IN A NAME?
PREFERENCE FOR “BLACK" VERSUS “AFRICAN-AMERICAN"
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Abstract This h note the pref of Americans
of African descent for the label “black” versus “African-American.”
Racial labels have long been associated with majority-group attitudes
toward minority-group members, and minorities themselves have changed
their preferred terminology over time. We trace the evolution of racial
Iabcls from “Negro” to black to “African-American” and examine

s of termi among a national sample of
Americans of African descent. Our respondents are nearly equally
divided in their preference for the label “black™ versus “African-American.”
Significant correlales or predi of ter logical include
the racial positi of the school that respond ded
respondents’ degree of racial group consciousness, and age, region, and
size of city of residence.

The collective term that members of a group use to refer to themselves can
provide interesting clues about the group’s status in society and its strategy for
advancement. For Americans of African descent, that terminology has under-
gone many changes over the years. During the first two-thirds of the twentieth
century, the prevailing usage evolved from “colored” to “Negro™ and then to
“black.” In the late 1980s a group of civil rights leaders began to press for a
newer label still, “African-American,” a term that implied “a shift from race to
ethnicity or culture as the defining characteristic of the group and conse-
quently . . . evoke[d] the notion of similarities between this group and other
ethnic groups™ (Grant and Orr 1996, p. 138). The new term quickly gained a
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This help document was developed by the Electronic Resources Management Unit at the
American University Library. Feedback and suggestions on the documentation are wel-
come and may be sent to liberm@american.edu.

Blackboard’s LinkMaker extension was developed by Kathy Kilduff and Don Gourley at
WRLC.
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