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African immigrants, the dividing lines were promptly and pointedly drawn.
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"l said, '‘But | am African and | am an American citizen; am | not African-

American?"" said Mr. Kamus, who is an advocate for African immigrants
here, recalling his sense of bewilderment. "They said ‘No, no, no, not you."

"The census is claiming me as an African-American," said Mr. Kamus, 47,
who has lived in this country for 20 years. "If | walk down the streets, white
people see me as an African-American. Yet African-Americans are saying,
'You are not one of us.' So | ask myself, in this country, how do | define
myself?"

That prickly question is increasingly being raised as the growing number of —
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foreign-born blacks in this Washington suburb and elsewhere inspires a
quiet debate over who can claim the term "African-American," which has
rapidly replaced "black"” in much of the nation's political and cultural
discourse.

In the 1990's, the number of blacks with recent roots in sub-Saharan Africa [

nearly tripled while the number of blacks with origins in the Caribbean
grew by more than 60 percent, according to demographers at the State
University of New York at Albany. By 2000, foreign-born blacks
constituted 30 percent of the blacks in New York City, 28 percent of the
blacks in Boston and about a quarter here in Montgomery County, Md., an
analysis of census data conducted at Queens College shows.

In recent years, black immigrants and their children have become more
visible in universities, the workplace and in politics, with Colin L. Powell,
the son of Jamaican immigrants, serving as secretary of state, and Barack
Obama, born to a Kenyan father and an American mother, leading the polls
in the race for a United States Senate seat in Illinois and emerging as a
rising star in the Democratic Party.

The demographic shifts, which gained strength in the 1960's after changes
in federal immigration law led to increased migration from Africa and Latin
America, have been accompanied in some places by fears that newcomers
might eclipse native-born blacks. And they have touched off delicate
musings about ethnic labels, identity and the often unspoken differences
among people who share the same skin color.

This month, the debate spilled into public view when Alan Keyes, the black
Republican challenger for the Senate seat in Illinois, questioned whether
Mr. Obama, the keynote speaker at the Democratic National Convention,
should claim an African-American identity.

"Barack Obama claims an African-American heritage," Mr. Keyes said on
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Obama and | have the same race -- that is, physical characteristics. We are
not from the same heritage."

"My ancestors toiled in slavery in this country,” Mr. Keyes said. "My
consciousness, who | am as a person, has been shaped by my struggle,
deeply emotional and deeply painful, with the reality of that heritage."

Some black Americans argue that black immigrants, like Mr. Kamus, and
the children of immigrants, like Mr. Obama and Mr. Powell, are most
certainly African-American. (Mr. Obama and Mr. Powell often use that
term when describing themselves.) Yet some immigrants and their children
prefer to be called African or Nigerian-American or Jamaican-American,
depending on their countries of origin. Other people prefer the term black,
which seems to include everyone, regardless of nationality.

Mr. Keyes's comments reflect the views of a number of black Americans,
including those who challenged Mr. Kamus at the meeting on prostate
cancer earlier this year. Many argued that the term African-American
should refer to the descendents of slaves brought to the United States
centuries ago, not to newcomers who have not inherited the legacy of
bondage, segregation and legal discrimination.
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