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In 1492, Christopher Columbus, an Italian explorer sailing under the Spanish flag. found landfall on off- shore islands of a vast continent and hemisphere previously unknown and largely unimagined~ by most Europeans. The arrival of Columbus and subsequent genef2tions of explorers and exploiters, in what was to become known as the Americas, had a profound impact upon sevef21 civilizations. 

In addition to New World cultures being devastated by the European intrusion and Old World cultures being irresistibly changed by the new world's promise of phenomenal riches, the coming of Europeans to the Western hemisphere also precipitated the plundering of Africa, the kidnapping of untold mil- lions of its people, and their subsequent enslavement 

Rethinking American- History

 Although American history tends to begin with the arrival of the Europeans, there remains in the Americas much archeological and anthropological evidence to document the early existence of thriving cultures long before that time. Among these the Inca, the Maya, the Aztec, the Olmec. the Arawak, the Taino, the Iroquois, the Powhatan, the Cherokee,, the Seminole, the Plains peoples and the Apache represent the diversity and wealth or the indigenous culture Within many of these indigenous American 

Cultures there exist anthropologic, linguistic, archeological, artistic, religious and historical evidence which asserts a pre-European presence of Africans.  Despite this African influence in the Americas is usually attributed to the results of their importation and subjugation as slaves throughout the islands and much of mainland America

In United States history, 1619 traditionally marks the date of the introduction of Africans into the fledgling colonies at Jamestown. Although perpetual servitude and chattel slavery were not in place during the earliest years of the slave owning and slave trading sys- tem. Virginia’s developing legal system rapidly imposed practices which discriminated against Africans, and implemented the first Black codes, leading to the subsequent legalization of slavery. 

From their earliest days in enslavement, Africans sought and often received refuge among indigenous peoples. As slavery increasingly became the principle economic force throughout much of English North America, particularly in the southern colonies, the slavery system became ingrained in the fabric of the developing culture. A few African Americans were able to attain their freedom and coexist with European Americans during the two centuries that legalized slavery existed in much of North America. They and their enslaved counterparts made substantial contributions to the developing culture in which they found themselves born or transplanted. . 

African Americans consistently sought their own freedom while also helping to protect the English colonies in their various wars. The American war of independence from English rule was particularly ironic for African Americans. The former English colonists espoused lofty ideals in their Declaration of independence, their establishment of a government and their adoption of a Constitution. However, their concept of citizenship, franchise and freedom did not extend to African Americans, whose enslavement was reinforced. 


The first two-thirds or the nineteenth century saw increased agitation among Americans in the northern United States to abolish the repugnant system of slavery which predominated in the southern states and was a constant and divisive issue in the extension of Statehood to new territories. This conflict was ultimately resolved in a war between the states, America's bloodiest military engagement. The Civil War resulted in the Emancipation Proclamation and Constitutional amendments which abolished slavery, granted citizenship, and extended the right to \rote to African Americans. The period of reconstruction, however, collapsed under the weight of political pres- sure. Black codes were imposed in many areas and legalized segregation of the races became the law of the land. Despite this circumstance, African Americans continued to develop strong religious, social, fraternal, cultural and educational organizations and institutions and contributed their labor and intellect to America's progress into the twentieth century. 

World War I brought America's black community to greater international awareness and recognition, but little changed at home. Violence and discrimination towards African Americans was rampant. The flowering of black culture which became known as the Negro or Harlem Renaissance was followed by the hopelessness of America's Great Depression. The Second World War led to a weakening of Europe's domination of its worldwide colonial possessions and an increased agitation among African Americans for greater equality in the United States. Eventually, the U.S. Supreme Court boldly abolished restrictive housing covenants and mandated a rejection of America's long-standing doctrine of racial segregation. America's black population then entered a new phase of civil rights activity which resulted in the passage of land- mark legislation, substantial social progress and a rebirth of pride in African cultural identity. 

The Vietnam War diverted much of America's attention and resources from its domestic social agenda, and black Americans struggled throughout the 1 970s and 1980s to realize the promise fostered by the social, economic, legal and political gains of the 1960s. A succession or decidedly conservative American presidencies, combined with longstanding resistance to social change, assured that African Americans would continue to enjoy less of the American dream than their centuries of contributions entitled them 

African Americans Today 

As we enter the 1 990s, the African American population totals more than 30 million or 12 percent of d1e Iota I U.S. population. Mirroring historical patterns, most African Americans live in d1e Soud1 (54 per- cent). AId1ough California and New York have thee largest black populations, blacks make up larger percentages of the populations in Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina and South Carolina (from 22 percent-36 percent):. Almost 84 percent of d1e African population live in metropolitan areas, d1e largest of which ~ New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, Philadelphia and Washington, D.C. The largest age groups are under 18 (33 percent) and between 25-4 (31 percent). AId1ough 30 percent of black households arc headed by females, mo~ black households consist of married couples (36 per- cent). Approximately 37 percent of blacks ages 25 or older have completed four years of high school, 17 percent have completed one to three years of college and 11 percent have completed four years or more of college. 

The African American community continues to be plagued by poor economic viability. Black youth and men have long constituted a disproportionate share of the unemployed and economically depressed. According to d1e Equal Employment Opportunity Commission's statistics for private employers, blacks constitute 12.4 percent of the work force and black women outnumber black men. Similarly, the Office of Personnel Management's federal statistics for the executive branch indicate that black women occupy a significantly larger percentage of the 16.4 percent of jobs held by African Americans. State and local government statistics also reflect this reality. Blacks continue to be employed in large numbers in retai1 and service industries. The number of black-owned businesses increased during the 1980s, but d1e economic difficulties of the late 1980s and early 1990s greatly taxed the survival of many businesses. As expected the greatest concentration of these businesses is in the largest mctropo1itan areas. 

The issues most pressing upon the African American community in this final decade of thee twentieth century, arc crime, employment, education, housing , and health. Many of these are interrelated and most are dependent on economic circumstances. Crime is often seen as a result of the despair born of economic insecurity. Job and stability lead to improved housing greater access to quality health care. Quality higher education is widely available and African Americans have made substantial efforts to improve their academic preparation. However, the cost of a college education is often beyond the means of those who most need it and can best benefit from it. 

While the slaughter of young black men on urban streets seems to continue unabated, many other African Americans have seriously embraced their cultural roots in a renewed burst of Africacentrism. African Americans have made substantial gains in elective office and appointed leadership at all levels of municipal and state government The elections of 1992 also greatly enhanced black participation in the U.S. Senate and House of Representatives and forecast an increased role for African Americans in President Bill Clinton's administration. 

African Americans have struggled since their enslavement and eventual emancipation to achieve a full measure of their birthright in America. The struggle continues. 

