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Creating Black
Americans

Introduction: The
Unfinished Story of a
People

The story of Creating Black Americans is
not a simple tale of origin, nor is it a single
event  confined  to  a  history  book.  It  is  a
dynamic,  often  painful,  yet  profoundly
resilient  process  of  identity  formation  that
has unfolded over nearly four centuries. To
speak  o f  "c rea t ing"  a  peop le  i s  to
acknowledge  that  Black  American  identity
was  not  something  that  was  brought  fully
formed  from  another  continent.  Instead,  it
was  forged  in  the  crucible  of  a  unique
American experience—shaped by the violent
imposition of chattel slavery, the struggle for
freedom  and  citizenship,  and  the  vibrant
cultural  synthesis  that  emerged  from  a
multitude  of  Afr ican,  European,  and
Indigenous  influences.

This  article  explores  the  layered  historical,



social, and cultural forces that contributed to
the  creation  of  Black  American  identity.
Understanding this process is not merely an
academic  exercise;  it  is  essential  for
comprehending  the  complexities  of  race,
culture, and democracy in the United States
today. The journey from "African" to "African
American" to "Black American" is a story of
continuous negotiation, adaptation, and self-
definition.

The Crucible of Forced
Migration: From African to
Enslaved Person

The Diversity of Origins

The  first  critical  step  in  Creating  Black
Americans  began  long  before  any  ship
touched  the  sho res  o f  V i rg in ia  o r
Massachusetts.  The  individuals  who  were
forcibly brought to what would become the
United States did not see themselves as a
single  group.  They came from distinct  and
powerful  civilizations—the  Akan,  Yoruba,
Igbo,  Kongo,  Mandinka,  and  hundreds  of
other  ethnic  groups.  Each  had  its  own
language,  religion,  social  structure,  and
artistic  traditions.
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This  ethnic diversity was a significant barrier
to  unity.  However,  the  brutal  logic  of  the
transatlantic  slave  trade  and  the  racial
slavery system in the Americas began to strip
away  these  distinctions.  The  first  act  of
"creation" was a violent one: the reduction of
a  person  from  a  specific  cultural  identity
(e .g . ,  an  I gbo  p r i e s t )  t o  a  s i ng le ,
dehumanizing category: "Negro," "Black," or
"slave."

The Middle Passage as a Forge

The Middle Passage was a shared trauma that
laid  the  psychological  and  emotional
foundation for a new people. While Africans
had experienced war and slavery within their
own  societies,  the  chattel  slavery  of  the
Americas  was  categorically  different—a
permanent, hereditary, race-based system of
total  bondage.  The  journey  across  the
Atlantic,  marked  by  disease,  brutality,  and
death, was a common horror that began to
dissolve  old  ethnic  lines.  Survivors  of  the
Middle  Passage,  regardless  of  their  origin,
shared  a  new,  terrible  status.  This  shared
suffering  became  a  primary,  albeit  tragic,
building block in  the foundation of  what  it
meant to be Black in America.



Institutionalized Slavery:
The "One-Drop Rule" and

Legal Blackness

The legal and social structure of slavery was
the primary engine of identity creation. The
laws  of  the  colonies  and  later  the  United
States  did  more  than  regulate  labor;  they
defined race. The principle of partus sequitur
ventrem (the status of the child follows that
of  the  mother)  meant  that  the  children  of
enslaved  women  were  born  into  slavery,
regardless  of  their  father's  race  or  status.
This rule, adopted by Virginia in 1662, was a
cornerstone of the system.

Over  time,  this  evolved into  the  "one-drop
rule,"  a  pseudo-legal  social  principle  that
classified  as  Black  anyone  with  any  known
African  ancestry.  This  was  a  powerful  and
arbitrary tool of Creating Black Americans.
It created a rigid binary social system where
a person with a white mother and a Black
father  was considered white,  and a person
with a Black mother and a white father was
considered  Black.  This  definition  was  not
about  biology;  it  was  about  maintaining  a
racial hierarchy and a pool of cheap, enslaved
labor. By law, the vast majority of people with
African ancestry  were  forced into  a  single,
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legally  defined  group,  further  erasing  the
complex  ethnic  identities  of  their  ancestors.

Cultural Alchemy: Creating
a New World Culture

Language, Music, and Religion as
Tools of Survival and Resistance

While the legal system sought to define Black
Americans  as  property,  Black  people
themselves  were  actively  Creating  Black
Americans  through  culture.  They  did  not
simply  adopt  European  culture;  they
transformed it. Denied access to their native
l a n g u a g e s ,  t h e y  d e v e l o p e d  n e w
ones—creoles  and  dialects  like  Gullah
Geechee,  which  preserved significant  African
linguistic  structures  while  using  English
vocabulary.

Music became a primary vessel of  identity.
Field hollers, work songs, spirituals, and the
ring shout were not merely entertainment or
religious  expression.  They  were  complex
forms  of  communication,  resistance,  and
community  building.  The  call-and-response
patterns,  polyrhythms,  and blue notes  that
would later give birth to blues, jazz, gospel,
and hip-hop can be traced directly back to



African  musical  traditions  adapted  to  the
American  plantation.  This  cultural  creation
was  a  profound  act  of  agency.  In  making
music, telling stories, and cooking food, Black
Americans  were  creating  a  shared  culture
that transcended their legal status.

Similarly,  Christianity  was  radically
reinterpreted.  The  story  of  Exodus,  of  a
people  delivered  from  bondage,  resonated
deeply and became a cornerstone of  Black
liberation theology. The Black church, which
emerged  from  secret  gatherings  in  "hush
harbors,"  became  the  most  important
institution in Black communities, a center for
spiritual  life,  political  organizing,  and social
support.  It  was  within  these  cultural  forms
that  a  positive,  self-defined  Black  identity
began  to  flourish,  separate  from  the
degrading  identity  imposed  by  the  slave
system.

The Family as a Site of Resistance

Despite  the  constant  threat  of  being  sold
away  from  loved  ones,  enslaved  people
worked  tirelessly  to  create  and  maintain
family structures. Extended kinship networks,
fictive  kin  relationships,  and  the  passing
down of names and stories were crucial acts
of humanity and resistance. These families,



Creating Black Americans

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by
Cabrera & Schwartz • The journey of a thousand

miles begins with a single page. • Page 7

though often fragmented, were the primary
unit for transmitting cultural values, survival
skills, and a sense of history. They were the
most intimate site for the ongoing process of
Creating Black Americans.

Reconstruction and the
Birth of Citizenship:
1865-1877

The  period  following  the  Civil  War  was  a
transformative  moment  in  the  creation  of
Black American identity. The 13th, 14th, and
15th  Amendments  to  the  Constitution
fundamentally  changed  the  legal  status  of
Black  people.  For  the  first  time,  they  were
recognized as citizens with equal protection
under the law and, for men, the right to vote.

This was a period of explosive political and
social  creation.  Black  men  served  in  state
legis latures  and  the  U.S.  Congress.
Communities  established schools,  churches,
and  mutual  aid  societies.  The  Freedmen's
Bureau helped to establish a public education
system in the South. This era demonstrated
that  when  given  the  opportunity,  Black
Americans  would  rapidly  build  their  own
institutions  and  identities  as  full  American
citizens. It was a powerful counter-narrative



to  the  degraded  status  imposed  during
slavery. However, this creation of a new civic
identity was violently resisted.

Jim Crow and The Nadir: A
Reinforced Identity of
Struggle

The Rise of Scientific Racism and
Segregation

The end of  Reconstruction ushered in "The
Nadir"  of  American race relations,  a period
between the 1880s and the 1920s marked by
the  brutal  reassertion  of  white  supremacy.
Jim Crow laws created a strictly segregated
society. Violence, in the form of lynching and
race  riots,  was  used  systematically  to
terrorize Black communities and enforce the
new racial order.

This  period  also  saw  the  rise  of  "scientific
rac i sm , "  wh i ch  a t t empted  t o  u se
pseudoscience  to  prove  the  inherent
inferiority  of  Black  people.  This  was  a
powerful  cultural  force  aimed  at  redefining
Blackness  as  a  permanent,  biological
underclass. In response, Black Americans had
to  fight  a  two-front  war:  against  legal
discrimination  and  against  a  deeply



Creating Black Americans

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by
Cabrera & Schwartz • The journey of a thousand

miles begins with a single page. • Page 9

embedded  cultural  narrative  of  inferiority.
This  struggle  for  dignity  and  full  humanity
became a  central  pillar  of  Black  American
identity.

The Response: Self-Help,
Nationalism, and the Talented
Tenth

This era of extreme oppression gave rise to
powerful new ideologies for Creating Black
Americans .  Leaders  l ike  Booker  T.
Washington  advocated  for  economic  self-
sufficiency  and  industrial  education,  arguing
that economic power would lead to social and
political  rights.  In  contrast,  W.E.B.  Du Bois
championed the "Talented Tenth"—a college-
educated elite that would lead the race to full
civil and political equality.

Perhaps  most  significantly,  this  period  saw
the  flourishing  of  Black  nationalism,  most
famously  embodied  in  the  Pan-African
movement  of  Marcus  Garvey.  Garvey's
Universal  Negro  Improvement  Association
(UNIA)  promoted  Black  pride,  economic
independence, and a connection to Africa. It
was a powerful, mass-based movement that
explicitly  celebrated  Blackness  as  beautiful
and strong, directly countering the racism of
the  Jim  Crow  era.  These  competing  and



complementary philosophies—integration vs.
na t i ona l i sm ,  accommodat i on  vs .
agitation—formed  the  core  of  an  ongoing
internal debate about the best path forward
for Black Americans.

The Great Migration and
the Harlem Renaissance:
Urbanization and Global
Identity

The Shift from Rural South to
Urban North

Between  1910  and  1970,  six  million  Black
Americans  left  the  Jim Crow South  for  the
industrial  cities  of  the North,  Midwest,  and
West.  This  Great  Migration was one of  the
largest  internal  movements  of  people  in
American  history  and  it  fundamentally
reshaped Black identity. In cities like Chicago,
New York,  Detroit,  and  Los  Angeles,  Black
people  encountered  a  new  world.  While
segregation  and  discrimination  were  still
rampant ,  they  had  more  economic
opportunity,  political  power  (the  right  to
vote),  and  physical  safety  from  the  lynch
mob.
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This  urban  concentration  created  the
conditions for the explosion of Black culture
known as the Harlem Renaissance. This was
not just a literary and artistic movement; it
was  a  deliberate  project  of  racial  definition.
Writers  like  Langston  Hughes,  Zora  Neale
Hurston,  and  Claude McKay  sought  to  define
a  "New  Negro"—a  figure  who  was
sophisticated, modern, proud, and politically
conscious.

The  renaissance  was  a  conscious  act  of
Creating  Black  Americans  on  a  grand
scale. It asserted that Black life was a worthy
subject for high art, that Black folklore and
vernacular  language  were  valuable  cultural
assets,  and that Black Americans were not
just Americans but a unique, distinct people
with a rich heritage. Music, once again, was
central.  Jazz, born in New Orleans, became
the  defining  sound  of  the  era—a  globally
influential  art  form  that  was  explicitly
improvisational,  innovative,  and  Black.

The Civil Rights Movement:
Redefining American
Citizenship

The  modern  Civil  Rights  Movement  of  the
1950s  and  1960s  was  the  culmination  of



centuries  of  struggle.  It  was  a  direct
challenge  to  the  legal  and  social  edifice  of
white supremacy. Leaders like Martin Luther
King Jr., Malcolm X, Fannie Lou Hamer, and
countless  others  used  different
tactics—nonviolent  civil  disobedience,  Black
self-defense,  legal  challenges,  and  political
organizing—to demand full citizenship.

This  movement  was  a  powerful  engine  for
Creating Black Americans in a new way. It
framed Black identity as a moral vanguard for
the  entire  nation.  As  Dr.  King  argued,  the
struggle for Black freedom was a struggle to
redeem  the  soul  of  America  itself.  The
movement  was  deeply  rooted in  the  Black
church, but it also created new organizations
(SNCC, SCLC, CORE) and new forms of protest
(sit-ins,  freedom  rides,  marches).  It  was
during  this  period  that  "Black  Power"
emerged,  a  slogan  that  signified  a  shift
towards racial pride, self-determination, and
a more assertive, less integrationist form of
politics. The iconic image of the raised black
fist  became  a  powerful  symbol  of  a  newly
confident  and  militant  Black  identity.

Contemporary Identity: A
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Mosaic of Experiences

Intersectionality and the
Expanding Definition of Blackness

Today,  the  process  of  Creating  Black
Americans  continues  in  an  even  more
complex  landscape.  The  category  "Black
American" is not monolithic. It  includes the
descendants  of  enslaved  Africans,  Afro-
Caribbean  immigrants  from  places  like
Jamaica, Haiti, and Trinidad, and Afro-Latino
individuals from Puerto Rico


