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Abstract

ON THE MIDNIGHT TRAIN TO GEORGIA: AFRO-CARIBBEANS AND THE NEW
GREAT MIGRATION TO ATLANTA

by
LaToya A. Tavernier

Advisor: Vilna Bashi Treitler

In the 21 century, Atlanta, Georgia has become a major new immigrant destination. This study
focuses on the migration of Afro-Caribbeans to Atlanta and uses data collected from in-depth
interviews, ethnography, and the US Census to understand: 1) the factors that have contributed to
the emergence of Atlanta as a new destination for Afro-Caribbean immigrants and 2) the ways in
which Atlanta’s large African American population, and its growing immigrant population,
shape the incorporation of Afro-Caribbeans, as black immigrants, into the southern city. I find
that Afro-Caribbeans are attracted to Atlanta for a variety of reasons, including warmer climate,
job opportunities, higher education, lower costs of living, and opportunity for homeownership,
but the most salient reason is race. Being black plays a significant role in Afro-Caribbean’s
decision to migrate to Atlanta and in their experiences living there. Atlanta is a 21st century
Mecca of black wealth, higher education, and power. These characteristics, and Atlanta’s large
black population, especially its large number of black professionals, are attracting Afro-
Caribbeans from traditional immigrant destinations in the US (i.e., New York City, Boston,
Miami), the Caribbean, and other cities abroad. Afro-Caribbeans are developing their own
communities, organizations, and spaces in Atlanta; however, they are also using their
experiences and networks from their former communities to adjust to their new lives in Atlanta.

Afro-Caribbeans’ reception and incorporation are greatly shaped by the presence of “visible”
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immigrants, particularly Latino immigrants, and by their relationship with the city’s large
African American community. Though Afro-Caribbean’s shared racial status with Atlanta’s
African American population has allowed them to seamlessly integrate into Atlanta, unlike the
city’s growing Asian and Latino immigrant populations, it has not automatically granted them
access to networks long-established by the city’s African American middle class. Over the past
two decades, the influx of Afro-Caribbean immigrants, and a large, diverse group of other
migrant newcomers from Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the United States, to Atlanta has
triggered an unprecedented series of changes in the social, cultural, economic, political, and

ethno-racial landscapes of the southern metro and has ushered in a new era in its history.



Preface

Migration is in my blood. I was born in Boston, Massachusetts, the oldest child of two
black immigrants from the small Caribbean island of Dominica. When I was 18 months old, my
maternal grandmother took me back “home” with her as a surprise for the family which then
sparked four years of traveling back and forth between Dominica and Boston, spending months
at a time in each place, until I was 5 years old. Since then, I have seen my “home” in Boston
become a first stop for several family members emigrating from Dominica to the US, as my
mother served as hub for those looking to start a new life in the “states.” At an early age, I
learned the processes involved in obtaining family-sponsored immigrant visas and US
citizenship. [ remember vividly when my parents each became naturalized United States citizens.
My migration history and experiences have had a significant impact on my life, as they inspired
my interest in migration stories and fueled my desire to further our understanding of the

experiences of Afro-Caribbean immigrants through scholarly research.
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On the Midnight Train to Georgia: Afro-Caribbeans and the New Great Migration to Atlanta

On May 20, 2009, after months of planning, gathering funds, making housing
arrangements, and packing as many clothes, books, and personal items as possible into three
suitcases, I stepped off a plane at Hartsfield-Jackson International Airport and embarked on a
journey to study the new migration of Afro-Caribbean immigrants to Atlanta, Georgia. Although
my move “down South” was greatly motivated by my research project, I also moved for personal
reasons. After living in New York City, for eight years (four years each for college and graduate
school), it had become emotionally, spiritually, and financially draining. I was ready to leave the

city and experience something different.

I loved Atlanta, since my first visit in 2003: its mansion-style homes and gated
communities that looked like they belonged on “Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous;” the
delicious southern cuisine that caused me to lick my fingers after eating; the bass-thumping
music rthythms that called me to bounce my head, stomp my feet, and shake my booty; and the
many black faces I saw in and around the city that made me feel like I belonged there. Atlanta
was one of my favorite places to visit. Yet, when it came time for me to leave my brownstone
apartment in Brooklyn and move to Atlanta, [ wasn’t sure what [ would find. Three of my friends
of Caribbean-descent had moved to Atlanta from New York and Boston in the first 10 years of
the 2000s; however, when my friends moved I had no idea they were part of a movement of
Afro-Caribbean people relocating to Atlanta en masse.” 1 later learned that my father had friends

who preceded mine in moving to Atlanta in the 1990s.

Before embarking on my dissertation research, even on visits to Atlanta I failed to see

anything that indicated to me that there was a rapidly growing Afro-Caribbean community in



Atlanta. I saw no Caribbean restaurants or businesses, no flyers announcing fetes or other dance
parties, nor the flags of Trinidad and Tobago, Jamaica, Grenada, or any other island nation—
these things had clearly marked the Caribbean communities and spaces that I knew intimately in
New York and Boston. I had regularly heard the complaints made by one of my Atlanta-based
Afro-Caribbean friends; she had lived in the city between 2005 and 2008 and regularly
complained about her inability to find Caribbean foods, events, and people in the area. All these
things assured me that I was right to assume that Atlanta had little Afro-Caribbean community to
speak of, and certainly there could not have been one large enough to point to Atlanta as a major

Afro-Caribbean destination.

But in 2008, I taught a course I titled “West Indians in America,” and while preparing the
syllabus I read the works of several scholars who mentioned that Afro-Caribbeans had begun to
move to Atlanta (Green and Wilson 1992; Logan 2007; Vickerman 1999). My surprise at
learning this led me to read everything that I could find that referenced “Afro-Caribbeans” and
“Atlanta.” I looked at data from the US Census Bureau, conducted Internet searches, and spoke
with as many informed people as I could (whether they were academic scholars or experienced
family members or friends). I found that the Afro-Caribbean population in Atlanta grew 323.3
percent between 1990 and 2000—making Atlanta the decade’s fastest growing Caribbean
destination (See Table 1). I wondered how this happened. What was drawing Afro-Caribbeans to
Atlanta? From where were they migrating? Were they moving to Atlanta from other US cities, as
my friends had, or, were they emigrating directly from their Caribbean islands of origin to the
southern city? Where were they settling in the Atlanta area? Were they developing distinct
Caribbean neighborhoods like those in New York, or intermingling with American-born black

people? And why did they choose Atlanta? Did Atlanta offer to Afro-Caribbeans something that



other cities did not have? How are Afro-Caribbeans, as black immigrants, being received in

Atlanta? As I asked myself more and more questions, I knew that I had to find the answers.

NOTES ON TERMINOLOGY
Afro-Caribbean

Before I continue, I need to clarify some of the terms that I use throughout this study. I
use the term Afro-Caribbean to describe all participants in this study, including those who were
born in the Caribbean and those of Caribbean parentage who were born in the US, UK, or
Canada. My use of the term Afro-Caribbean implies a pan-ethnic group identity held by all of the
migrants that I studied. As noted by sociologist Vilna Bashi (1998), people have both racial and
ethnic identities. The migrants’ ethnic identity of being Afro-Caribbean differs from their racial
identity of being black, although my respondents also claimed a racial identity as well. Kasinitz
(1992) argues that “black™ as a racial identity is problematic because it is a socially constructed
term that changes across time and place and is commonly based on physical attributes. Ethnicity,
on the other hand, is a social construction based on the idea that “a group shares a real or
mythological common past and cultural focus, the central defining characteristic of ethnic groups
is the belief in their own existence as a group” (Kasinitz 1992: 4). An ethnic group is thought to

share a common history, language, customs, and behaviors (Waters 1999).

Bashi (1998, 2013) argues that the creation of the pan-ethnic group identity is part of the
racialization process. As Afro-Caribbeans arrive in the US, they are categorized into the existing
American racial system. They are categorized as black and placed in a racial group with African
Americans. Afro-Caribbean immigrants, as the population grew, adopted a pan-Caribbean
identity formed through their shared experience of movement from the Caribbean to the US,

which has been a way for them to counteract the isolation that can be experienced in the act of



moving to a new place. As a person of Caribbean parentage, I have personally observed how a
pan-ethnic identity can serve as a way to connect to a Caribbean community, or other Caribbean
people in a place where they are widely dispersed geographically across a metropolitan area,
across the US, and across the world. The adoption of a pan-ethnic group identity allows people to
feel connected to their families and friends, even when separated from them. I found that it was
especially true among those who lived in areas with low Caribbean populations or that had few
daily or weekly interactions with other Caribbean people in Atlanta. Afro-Caribbean pan-
ethnicity precedes migration to the US. Following emancipation throughout the region in the
1800s, many of the former slaves moved to other Caribbean islands, mainly in search of work
(Bashi 2007: 47). This occupationally driven migration trend has continued to present day. Thus,
many Afro-Caribbeans who have lived and worked previously in the Caribbean would have met
and formed a pan-ethnic identity with others from various islands, prior to their arrival in Atlanta
and the US. Politically, Afro-Caribbeans have adopted a pan-ethnic identity to show power and
solidarity, particularly in cities with a large concentration of Afro-Caribbeans like New York

City (Rogers 2006).

Though I use the term Afro-Caribbean to describe the migrants in my study I do not mean
to say that Afro-Caribbeans are a monolithic group. Afro-Caribbeans in the United States are
made up of many communities and peoples from different Caribbean nations, which have
different histories, languages, and cultures. By focusing on only black migrants from the
English-speaking Caribbean in this study, I leave out certain groups from my discussion of the
Caribbean migrant experience in Atlanta, such as those who are of Indian, Chinese, or European

descent or from the Spanish, French, or Dutch-speaking Caribbean islands (e.g., Cuba, Haiti, or



Aruba). In truth, these groups are typically left out when researchers discuss Caribbean or West

Indian immigrants.!

During the research process, I encountered a few scholars that questioned my use of the
term Afro-Caribbean and not the terms West Indian or Caribbean. There has been much debate
over the use of terms West Indian versus Caribbean. The term Caribbean is commonly identified
as encompassing all nations in and bordering the Caribbean Sea, including all of the islands, the
Central American country of Belize, and the South American countries of Guyana and Surinam,
while the term West Indian has often been identified as referring mostly to the former British
colonies, which includes Guyana and Belize.? The terms Caribbean and West Indian are defined
by geography but they are also defined by language. With the term West Indian, mostly seen as
referring to the English-speaking Caribbean, and the term Caribbean seen as referring to the
Spanish, French, and Dutch-speaking islands, along with the English-speaking countries. The
Afro-Caribbean migrants that I encountered often referred to themselves as black, Caribbean, or
West Indian and used theses terms interchangeably with an island-specific nationality, such as

Jamaican or Trinidadian (Waters 1999).

1 Although I focus here on ethnics of African descent and from the English-speaking Caribbean,
my idea of who belonged to the Afro-Caribbean community in Atlanta was challenged by
respondents sending to me potential respondents from Haiti and Panama, which are normally
considered part of the French- and Spanish-speaking Caribbean, respectively. Although I did
include two Haitian participants in my study (because I found out their national origin only while
interviewing them), I chose to focus my research here on black migrants that descended from the
English-speaking Caribbean because they collectively make up the largest portion of Caribbean
people in the United States, and they congregate in cities with already heavy concentrations of
the ethnic group (with the exception of Miami, which has a heavy concentration of those from
the Spanish-speaking Caribbean).

2 Though they are located in South America and Central America, Guyana, Surinam, and Belize
are identified as Caribbean or West Indian because of their shared history of European
colonialism and slavery with the Caribbean islands (Waters 1999).



I use Afro-Caribbean when speaking of my respondents in general, but where they
themselves used a specific title, I adhere to that specific term. In addition to Afro-Caribbean, I
use the terms West Indian and Caribbean, since these are the most common terms used to discuss

migrants from the Caribbean.

African American

I use the term African American to describe native-born black Americans, distinguishing
them from Afro-Caribbeans (Caribbean-origin blacks) and Africans (Africa-origin blacks). I use
the terms black or black American to describe all people of African descent in the United States,

including African Americans, Afro-Caribbeans, and Africans.

Immigrants versus Migrants

I use the term immigrant to describe a person who moves to the US permanently from a
foreign country. The majority of the foreign-born Afro-Caribbeans in this study were born in the
Caribbean; however, there were also a few born in Canada and England of Caribbean parentage.
Since Caribbean-born immigrants make up about half of the participants in this study, I use the
terms first-generation and second-generation to distinguish between those who were born in the
Caribbean and those who were born in the US, UK, and Canada of Caribbean parentage,
respectively. Throughout this study, I use the terms migrant, newcomer, and transplant

interchangeably to describe a person who moves to Atlanta from another city, state, or country.

AFRO-CARIBBEAN MIGRATION WITHIN THE US



Since they began migrating to the United States in the early 1900s, Afro-Caribbean
immigrants have been heavily concentrated in a few cities along the Eastern coast of the United
States. The largest concentrations have settled in and around New York City, Miami, Boston,
and Washington, D.C.—collectively home to more than half of the 2.5 million Caribbean-born
migrants in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008-2010 American Community Survey).>
In the 1990s, a growing number started moving to areas outside these traditional concentrations
(Vickerman 1999; Logan 2007; Foner 2005; Hintzen 2001; Palmer 1995). Unlike their prior

migrations, this new (post-1990) migration has developed a southeastern U.S. pattern.

For the majority of the 20" century, Afro-Caribbean immigrants largely bypassed the
South due to its struggling job markets and long history of violence and discrimination against
people of African descent. Florida’s proximity to the Caribbean seems as if it would have
encouraged Afro-Caribbean migration, yet Afro-Caribbean transplants only became significant
in number in the 1980s. The number of Afro-Caribbeans in the South has greatly increased since
1990. Demographer John Logan (2007) finds that six of the top ten US metropolitan areas with
the largest Afro-Caribbean populations in 2000 were located in the South.* Among these
metropolitan areas, Atlanta experienced the greatest increase in its Afro-Caribbean population,
quadrupling from 8,342 to 35,308 between 1990 and 2000 (See Table 1). According to the 2010
US Census, Atlanta’s Afro-Caribbean population has more than doubled in the last ten years,

now numbering over 90,000 (see Table 3; Table 4).

3 In 2000, the ten metropolitan areas with the largest Afro-Caribbean populations were (in
descending order): New York, NY; Miami, FL; Fort Lauderdale, FL; Boston, MA-NH; Nassau-
Suffolk, NY; Newark, NJ; West Palm Beach-Boca Raton, FL; Washington, D.C.-MD-VA-WV;
Orlando, FL; Atlanta, GA.

* In 2000, the ten metropolitan areas with the largest Afro-Caribbean populations were (in
descending order): New York, NY; Miami, FL; Fort Lauderdale, FL; Boston, MA-NH; Nassau-
Suffolk, NY; Newark, NJ; West Palm Beach-Boca Raton, FL; Washington, D.C.-MD-VA-WV;
Orlando, FL; Atlanta, GA (See Table 1).



In my scholarly readings I found that researchers had only tangentially discussed the
movement of Afro-Caribbean immigrants to the southern city of Atlanta. Sociologist Milton
Vickerman (1999) states briefly in his book Crosscurrents that Afro-Caribbeans were starting to
move out from New York City in the 1990s to new destinations such as Atlanta, Georgia, Silver
Springs, Maryland, Richmond, Virginia, and Houston, Texas, because they viewed them as
offering a better quality of life and better opportunities for blacks. However, he neither
elaborates upon which Afro-Caribbeans were moving to these new areas, nor why they moved,
nor does he explain what they experienced in the communities that they entered. In a study
comparing Afro-Caribbeans, African Americans, and Africans in the US, demographer John
Logan (2007) takes note of a rapidly growing Afro-Caribbean population in Atlanta and provides
some demographic information about the group. He found that Afro-Caribbeans in Atlanta in
2000 were faring better than their counterparts in New York City for they had a higher median
household income, a higher rate of homeownership, and a higher proportion of college-educated
individuals compared to those in New York. In 2000, Afro-Caribbeans had a median household
income of $50,911, compared to $35,758 in New York City, a rate of homeownership of 61.9%,
compared to 35.1% in New York City, and a percentage of college graduates of 29.9%,
compared to 18.2% in New York City (Logan 2007). These studies by Vickerman and Logan
suggest that Afro-Caribbeans participating in the migration to Atlanta are predominantly middle-
class, and that the migration is heavily driven by economic factors. The search for a better life
(e.g., employment, education, homeownership, etc.) has been a driving factor in Caribbean
migration. However, economic factors do not fully explain why they are gravitating specifically
to Atlanta, rather than other cities with similar opportunities. I argue here that there are a number

of other factors—social, cultural, and political—that have shaped this migration to Atlanta. The



rapid increase of Atlanta’s Afro-Caribbean population, the city’s immigration history, and the
presence of a large African American population provides a context that is wholly different from
other destinations (like New York, historically the most popular destination for Caribbean
immigrants in the US), and this difference is of great social and political difference to black
migrants’ racial and sociopolitical incorporation in the US. We know little about this new
context of incorporation because the information published on Afro-Caribbean immigrants’ US-

internal migration to Atlanta (and other cities outside of traditional destinations) remains scarce.

NEW IMMIGRANT DESTINATIONS

Since the 1990s, a growing number of immigrant newcomers have settled in non-
traditional immigrant gateway cities, or “new destinations,” such as Phoenix, Charlotte, Portland,
and Atlanta, which have little or no previous history of immigration. Over the past two decades,
these new destinations have seen their foreign-born populations more than double. Atlanta is a
prime example of a new immigrant destination. For most of its history, it, like most of the South,
experienced very little immigration. Today the southern metropolis has over a half million
foreign-born residents, more than 30 percent of whom arrived after 2000 (Singer 2008). Several
researchers have begun to examine the increasing gravitation of immigrants to new destinations
and the impact of new immigrant settlement on the destinations and on the immigrants
(Gozdziak and Martin 2005; Massey 2008; Odem and Lacy 2009). Though Afro-Caribbean,
Asian, and African immigrants are settling in various new destinations across the US, studies of
new immigrant settlements have focused heavily on Latino immigrants, specifically Mexican
immigrants. This imbalance perpetuates an ongoing trend in immigration studies that overlooks

the migration and experience of Afro-Caribbeans and other black immigrants.



Over the past two decades, Atlanta has emerged as a major destination for a diverse
group of domestic and international migrants. Between 1980 and 2010, the foreign-born
population in the Atlanta metro area more than doubled, from around 47,000 to over 700,000
(1980 Decennial US Census; 2010 American Community Survey; Table 3). The recent arrival of
these immigrant newcomers has significantly changed the ethnic-racial landscape of Atlanta,
which, like rest of the South, was a biracial society that consisted of mostly whites and African

Americans for most of its history (Odem 2008).

RETURN MIGRATION (TO THE SOUTH)

In recent years sociologists and demographers have noted increased internal migration of
native-born black Americans who relocate from northern to southern destinations; and increased
black migration to Atlanta is part of this trend. Black migration to the South has increased each
decade since the early 1970s, when the economic boom that attracted African Americans from
the South to the cities of North, Midwest, and West ended (Dodson and Diouf 2004; Population
Reference Bureau 2000).° By 1970, the number of African Americans moving to the South
surpassed the number migrating out. A report by the Population Reference Bureau (2000) stated,
“By the 1990s, the South was experiencing a net increase in black migrants from all other
regions.” New black communities have been emerging all over the South due to the mass
migration of African Americans to the region (Morehouse 2009). Researchers have referred to
the migration as “return migration” or the “New Great Migration,” since in some cases, migrants

were returning to the hometowns of their parents or grandparents who left the South during the

5 World War II and the availability of jobs in factories and plants in the cities of the Midwest, the
North, and the West heavily generated the economic boom (Dodson and Diouf 2004).
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Great Migration of the early 1900s and the Second Great Migration of the World War Il-era
(Dodson and Diouf 2004; Frey 2004; Morehouse 2009). However, this flow may be misnamed,
for many of these internal migrants have no roots in the communities where they settle (Dodson
and Diouf 2004; Falk, Hunt, and Hunt 2004).

Studies of the return migration offer a variety of reasons for the movement of African
Americans to the South. Howard Dodson and Sylviane A. Diouf (2004) report that return
migration was initially generated by familial reasons, such as having to care for a sick or elderly
relative or wanting to be closer to family, but as the migration grew, it became largely influenced
by economic and nonfamily-related social reasons. The deindustrialization of northern cities in
the 1970s, coupled with the South’s growing job market and its improved racial climate, has
attracted hundreds of thousands of African Americans to the region. Dodson and Diouf (2004)
assert that some migrants were also moving to the South to escape the crime and the worsening
conditions of the urban North, and that some were moving to the region to retire in a place with a
better quality of life than they had experienced in the North®. Anthropologist Carol Stack (1996)
argues that the migrants are drawn by a “call to home” from the South, which holds a definitive
place in the history and collective memory of African Americans, as a place where their roots
run deep. Atlanta, in particular, has received a significant portion of the return migrants.

Atlanta has long been known as a center of black wealth, higher education, political
power, culture, and entrepreneurship in the US (Dodson and Diouf 2004; Leung 2003; Whitaker
2002). The Atlanta University Center, consisting of four highly accredited schools (Morehouse
College, Morehouse School of Medicine, Spelman College, and Clark Atlanta University), is the

largest consortium of African American higher education in the world. The 1973 election of the

6 Frey (1999) finds that states that received a large number of migrants during the Great
Migrations to the North are among the top donor states in the return migration to the South.
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city’s first black mayor, Maynard H. Jackson Jr., ushered in a new era in city politics; since then,
African Americans have had significant power over the city’s government, shifting power from
Atlanta’s white elite to its growing black middle class. Nearly 160,000 black Americans moved
to Atlanta between 1990 and 1999, leading some to refer to the city as “the Harlem of the 1990s”

(Dodson and Diouf 2004) or the “New Black Mecca” (Leung 2003; Whitaker 2002).

Research on black migration to the South has mostly followed a “return home” model
that assumes the migrants have southern roots, solidifying the perception that this migration is a
“return migration” (Dodson and Diouf 2004; Frey 2004; Morehouse 2009; Stack 1996).
However, this model ignores that many of the “return” migrants have never lived in the South
before they moved there, or have no familial ties to the region. By using the return home model,
scholars overlook the intra-racial ethnic diversity of black migration to the South. Afro-
Caribbeans are among the southern-bound black migrants that do not fit the return home model;
yet, they are most likely included in the research data of “return” migrants to the South. It is a
mistaken assumption rooted in methodology, since the census numbers most researchers look at
for “race,” not ancestry, makes it hard to distinguish southern-origin African Americans from

others.

AFRO-CARIBBEAN IMMIGRANT INCORPORATION

Since the first wave of immigration to the United States in the late 1800s, scholars have
debated how rapidly immigrants join the American mainstream. The debate was revisited with
the creation of the National Quota system in 1924, and again with the new immigration

restrictions of the 1952 McCarran-Walter Act, and refueled once more with the resurgence of
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immigration after the passage of the Hart-Cellar Immigration Reform Act of 1965 that is credited
with allowing significantly increased emigration from Asia, Latin America, Africa, and the
Caribbean and changing the face of American immigration and the composition of major US
cities. As the turn of the 21" century ushered in a new era of immigration, the settlement in new
destinations, particularly those with little prior experience with immigration, has fueled new
debates on how these immigrant newcomers will be incorporated into new areas that are
experiencing significant levels of immigration for the first time.

Social science research offers several theories to explain the process and quality of
immigrant integration, and the most prominent and durable of these has been the assimilation
model (Alba and Nee 1997; Alba and Nee 2003; Gans 1979; Gordon 1964; Park 1926). The
assimilation model “envisions the process as one in which immigrants gradually begin to absorb
and influence the cultural values and norms of the majority society, a process sometimes called
cultural assimilation” (Bean and Stevens 2003: 97). Milton Gordon (1964) argues that there are
several stages of assimilation: cultural, structural, marital, and identification, that occur at
different rates among different groups. The assimilation theory model, however, is based mostly
on the example of European migration to the United States who were in the end racially
incorporated as white, and does not completely fit the experience of Afro-Caribbeans and other
non-white people.

Another commonly used model to describe the integration of minority immigrants is the
segmented assimilation model (Portes and Zhou 1993; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Zhou 1999),
which suggests that there are different pathways to integrate into the American mainstream
depending on the group’s characteristics, such as skin color, their history of immigration to the

US, and their reception. This model would predict that Afro-Caribbeans would likely experience
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downward assimilation because they share a racial categorization with African Americans, who
have experienced a long history of race-based discrimination, prejudice, and violence. In his
study of the incorporation of Dominican immigrants into Providence, Rhode Island, Jose
Itzigsohn (2009: 14) uses a different theoretical approach, which he calls, stratified ethno-racial
incorporation model, which emphasizes “class and race as dynamic social forces that shape the
trajectories of immigrants and their children". The stratified ethno-racial incorporation model
provides a view that takes into account the roles of race, ethnicity, and class in the incorporation
of Afro-Caribbeans into the communities they have entered.

Analyzing their integration into Atlanta cannot be solely based on their race or on the
assumption that they are being incorporated into a monolithic black community. Atlanta’s black
community is divided into class-based segments and boasts a large black middle and professional
class that middle-class Afro-Caribbean migrants can potentially be incorporated into, based on
their race and class. Also, the emergence of Atlanta as a major destination for two large non-
white migratory streams—the migration of immigrant newcomers from Asia, Africa, and Latin
America to “new destinations,” and the return (or reverse) migration of African Americans to the
South—must be taken into account when looking at how Afro-Caribbean migrants are being
incorporated into the southern metropolis. Being both black and immigrant, Afro-Caribbean are a
significant part of both of these (non-white) migration streams to Atlanta. Their move to, and
incorporation into, Atlanta is worth researching because it speaks to the ways that agency is a
determinant in migrant incorporation. Afro-Caribbean migrants to Atlanta are not merely
accepting their position in the US racial paradigm in traditional immigrant gateway cities (i.e.,
New York, Miami, or Boston), where they are large in number. That is, being among a large

number of ethnic compatriots are not enough. As I discussed earlier in this chapter, everyone has
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both a racial and ethnic identity. Afro-Caribbean migrants may have ethnic incorporation in
traditional destinations, but perhaps large numbers of ethnic compatriots do not sufficiently
protect them from the worst effects of racial incorporation as a black ethnic group. Thus, they
seek also to better their racial condition by moving to places, like Atlanta, that appear to be

kinder to black people in general.

SAMPLE AND METHODS

In this study, I address the following two questions: First, what factors have contributed
to the emergence of Atlanta as a new destination for Afro-Caribbean immigrants? Second, how
has Atlanta’s large African American population, and its growing immigrant population, shaped

the incorporation of Afro-Caribbeans, as black people and as immigrants, into the southern city?

I employed qualitative data, using in-depth interviews, participant observations, and
analyses of the US Census. For the interviews, I gathered a snowball sample of Afro-Caribbeans
who had moved to the Atlanta metropolitan area, starting with a convenience sample of those
who volunteered to be interviewed. That is, friends and family gave me contact information of
Afro-Caribbeans living in Atlanta, and those interviewed were asked to refer others to be
interviewed. In this manner, I was able to interview Afro-Caribbean migrants that lived all across

the Atlanta metro area.” Between June 2009 and August 2010, I conducted in-depth interviews

7 The Atlanta metro area consists of ten counties: Cherokee, Clayton, Cobb, DeKalb, Douglas,
Fayette, Fulton, Gwinnett, Henry, and Rockdale. Participants in this study lived in nine of the ten
counties. None lived in Cherokee County, a northern county that borders Cobb County.
According to the 2010 US Census, Cherokee has the lowest black population of the ten-counties,
with blacks making up 0% to 13.3% of its residents. The rest of the counties have areas where
blacks make up at the least 13.4% to 29.7% of its residents. One participant lived in Newton
County, which borders the counties of Rockdale and Henry.
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with thirty-three Afro-Caribbean migrants, ages twenty-four to sixty-five. Eighteen of the
migrants were first-generation—born in the Caribbean—and fourteen are second-generation—
born in the US, UK, or Canada of Caribbean parentage.® In terms of nationality, the participants
represented a wide range of Caribbean nations. The majority came from Trinidad (ten) and
Jamaica (nine); of the remainder, three were from Barbados, two from Guyana, one from
Dominica, two from Haiti, one from Montserrat, two from St. Kitts, and one from the US Virgin
Islands (St. Thomas).® Most interviews were conducted in public places, such as restaurants,
coffee shops, and the Auburn Avenue Research Library, some at the participants’ homes, three at

their workplaces, and two over the phone.

Questions were honed and organized into a protocol of open-ended questions that were
used in interviews conducted in a semi-structured style according to the method proposed by
Robert Weiss (1995). Weiss recommends a conversational style of interviewing that does not
involve a rote repetition of identical questions for each respondent. Instead, the researcher
follows a “substantive frame” that outlines the information to be gathered. Unlike a survey, the
frame is a list of themes, issues, or questions for the interviewer to keep track of (not to be
explicitly posed to the person being interviewed) to ensure that key elements are covered during
the course of the interview. I used knowledge gained from the participant observation and
Census-data analyses phases to refine the substantive frame before I proceeded with the
interview portion of the study. I began all of the interviews by simply asking the participants to
tell me the story of how they came to live in Atlanta. The subsequent line of questioning was

designed to gather answers to the following: What did you know about Atlanta before you

8 One participant was third-generation, whose grandparents had emigrated from Guyana and
Jamaica.

9 Two of the second-generation participants were of mixed Caribbean background. One was of
Jamaican and Guyanese descent and the other was of Trinidadian and Barbadian descent.
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moved there? How would you compare living in Atlanta to where you lived before? I also asked
questions, like the following, to understand how Afro-Caribbeans’ relationship to native
Atlantans and other migrants has affected their experiences of incorporation into Atlanta, such
as: How important were the presence of a Caribbean community in your decision to move to
Atlanta? How often do you interact with non-Caribbeans? How do you think the city is treating

its growing immigrant population?

In the participant observation phase of the data analysis, which took place over the course
of a year, from 2009 to 2010, I observed Caribbean events and spaces in the Atlanta metro area
to supplement my interviews. I attended the Atlanta Caribbean Carnival, Caribbean nightclubs,
Caribbean-themed nights at Atlanta nightclubs, and Caribbean American Heritage Month events,
including an opening reception and weekly film screenings. I ate at local Caribbean restaurants

and shopped at stores and grocery stores that sold Caribbean foods and products.

Soon after I arrived in Atlanta, I found that most of the Caribbean events and spaces were
located outside the city in the surrounding suburbs, which were accessible mostly by car.
Because I did not own a car until May of 2010 (a full year after I arrived in Atlanta), I was not
able to attend as many Caribbean events in the Atlanta area as | wanted. To get to and from my
interviews and Caribbean events and spaces, I rented cars, received rides from friends, and rode
public transportation (on very few occasions).! My lack of a car greatly influenced my

experience living in Atlanta. Besides limiting the number of Caribbean events and spaces that |

10 See Keating (2001) for the history of MARTA, Atlanta’s subway system, which was
developed to enhance the city’s image as major metropolis rather to address its transportation
needs. From my experience of living in Boston and New York Cit—cities with old and extensive
public transportation systems—I picked my apartment in the Atlanta neighborhood of Buckhead
based on its proximity to a MARTA station. I later learned from talking to Atlanta residents that
MARTA was useful for transportation to Atlanta’s international airport, the Braves (baseball)
stadium, and the downtown area, and not to the city’s neighborhoods.
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could observe, it also made me aware of how the geographic dispersion of Caribbean people,
spaces, and events across the Atlanta metro area played a significant part in the experience of
Afro-Caribbean newcomers and the development of a Caribbean community in Atlanta. I quickly
realized that if I wanted to meet other Afro-Caribbeans in Atlanta and have a “Caribbean

Atlanta,” I had to be proactive and willing to travel across the metropolitan area.

I learned about the majority of the Caribbean parties, clubs, restaurants, and businesses
that I observed for this study from my Afro-Caribbean friends that lived in the Atlanta area. I did
learn about a few Caribbean spaces and events, particularly the Caribbean American Heritage
Month events, from the Afro-Caribbeans that I interviewed for this study. If my respondents
mentioned a store or business that they frequented to get Caribbean foods or products or a
Caribbean event or festival they attended or planned on attending, I wrote it down and tried to
observe those places and events. For example, several of my respondents told me that they
shopped at the DeKalb County Farmers Market when they were looking for Caribbean food, that
they were not commonly sold in the local supermarkets, such as goat meat, oxtails, plantains, and
mangoes. A few times, my respondents have emailed me about Caribbean events that they
thought I would be interested in attending for my study, such as a Caribbean professionals
networking event and a Caribbean food festival. I also performed Internet searches and collected
Caribbean event flyers, business cards, and newspapers at the local Caribbean restaurants to

learn about Caribbean businesses and events in the area.

I started my participant observations in May 2009 with the annual Atlanta Caribbean
Carnival. [ wanted to start my study by observing the Carnival because I viewed it as the greatest
sign of Afro-Caribbeans’ presence in the Atlanta area, and I thought that Afro-Caribbean

migrants to Atlanta would view it as an important Caribbean event. I thought that it would allow
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me to get a glimpse of the size of the Caribbean community in Atlanta, learn about some
Caribbean businesses in the area, and see how the event was received by the larger Atlanta
community—for example, [ wanted to see if local politicians attended the Carnival in effort to

gain Afro-Caribbean votes, like I had seen at the Carnivals in Boston and New York.

I wrote down notes about the Caribbean events and spaces that I observed while I was in
the field or within three days of my observation. I used my field participation to gain an
understanding of Caribbean life in Atlanta and to see how Caribbean culture and people were

being incorporated into the rapidly growing southern metropolis.

I conducted a descriptive analysis of US Census data from 1990 to 2010 to trace over
time demographic changes in Atlanta, particularly in relation to the Afro-Caribbean population
in the area. The 1990s marked a surge in Afro-Caribbean migration to Atlanta and is thus an
appropriate starting point from which to trace the history of their migration there. Census data
are used primarily to analyze changes in: population numbers, racial/ethnic composition, age

distribution, gender, educational attainment, settlement patterns, and homeownership.

The dissertation project has been as much a research endeavor as it has been a personal
journey. I believe that my own migration history and experiences deepened my observations and
analyses and helped me to relate with my respondents and to understand what it meant to be
Afro-Caribbean in Atlanta. Although I cannot say whether my observations and experiences are
representative of all Afro-Caribbeans in Atlanta, I tried my best to allow the voices of the
participants of this study to lead my writing, in hopes to provide a better understanding of the

migration and a glimpse of the lives of Afro-Caribbeans moving to, and living in, Atlanta.
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PLAN OF DISSERTATION

How unique is Atlanta as a Caribbean immigrant destination? How—and in what ways—
is the new migration to Atlanta distinctive in the Caribbean migration experience and history? In
Chapter 1 I give a brief overview of the history of Afro-Caribbean migration within and away
from the Caribbean. I focus on the large Afro-Caribbean communities in New York, as well as a
few of the US gateway cities where Caribbean immigrants have been settling in recent years.
This leads into a discussion of the importance of place and (the type of) migrants that settle in a
place (e.g., age, education, socioeconomic class, and migration origin) in shaping the migration
experience. Chapter 2 and 3 both address the question of why Afro-Caribbean immigrants are
moving to and settling in Atlanta. In Chapter 2, I look at migrants’ prior knowledge of Atlanta,
and of the South, and how it influences their reasons for moving to the southern city. I also look
specifically at how the migrants’ reasons for moving to the southern city intersect with their
socioeconomic status, gender, age, education, place of birth, and migration history to create a
distinctive Afro-Caribbean Atlanta experience. Race was common element in the reasons that
they gave for moving. Being both black and immigrant has significantly influenced, in various
ways, the Afro-Caribbeans’ migration experience—including their decision to move to Atlanta,
where they settle in the southern city, and the social networks they form, among other things. In
Chapter 3, I look specifically at how “blackness” plays a major role in the migration to Atlanta. I
also look at how Afro-Caribbeans’ understandings of race, shaped by the places that they
migrated from and by the length of time they have lived in the US, influences their decisions to
migrate to Atlanta and their experiences there. I explore the idea and image of Atlanta as a black

Mecca and what this means for Afro-Caribbeans there.

Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 focus on Afro-Caribbeans’ relationships and community-

20



building efforts in Atlanta. Chapter 4 examines the relationships formed among Afro-Caribbean
migrants in Atlanta and the ways that they have created a Caribbean ethnic identity and
community in the region. I also examine the Caribbean spaces that they have created in the
southern metropolis, focusing specifically on the suburban town of Stone Mountain, which was
once the stronghold of the area’s Ku Klux Klan and is now the center of the Atlanta Caribbean
community. The development of Atlanta’s Annual Caribbean Carnival and several Caribbean
cultural organizations, businesses, and events has helped them foster connections among Atlanta,
New York, the Caribbean, and other global cities, while building bonds among the migrants
themselves. They are using cultural practices and institution-building to create community
among each other and to claim a space in Atlanta that fosters and reinforces a distinct Caribbean
identity and culture—a “Caribbean Atlanta.” In Chapter Five, I explore Afro-Caribbean
immigrants’ experiences of incorporation into Atlanta. Immigrant incorporation can occur along
multiple paths with different segments of the population, and at varying rates, depending both on
the characteristics of the immigrant group and how the group is received (Vickerman 1999;
Lorick-Wilmot 2010). I argue that Afro-Caribbeans’ reception and incorporation into Atlanta
may be shaped by the presence of other “visible” immigrant newcomers, particularly Latino
immigrants, and even more so, by their relationship with the African American community in
Atlanta. The size and the influence of the African American population in Atlanta play a major
factor in the incorporation of Afro-Caribbeans. Though local attitudes and policies towards
immigrants have become more and more hostile in recent years, Afro-Caribbean immigrants may
be protected from the hostile anti-immigrant attitudes and policies brewing in the region by their
relationship with the African Americans in Atlanta, particularly their ability to racially “blend”

into the region’s large African American community.
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This study draws on the varied perspectives of the people I interviewed, including the
migrants and other people involved in the Atlanta Caribbean community to describe what has
caused a large and growing number of Afro-Caribbeans to migrate to Atlanta and their
experiences living and developing a community presence in a rapidly changing multi-ethnic
Atlanta. This study explores the intersections of race, ethnicity, class, and migration in the
incorporation of Afro-Caribbeans, as both black and immigrant, into a changing Atlanta. I intend
that it advances the literature on new immigrant destinations and on African American “return
migration” to the South, and also contribute to the literature on racial inclusion. It responds to the
imbalance in the sociology of migration, which has typically focused on Hispanic and Asian
immigrants. Because Afro-Caribbean migration to Atlanta is new, I sincerely hope my
dissertation is able to highlight the challenges that black immigrants face in Atlanta, the critical
role of race in immigrant incorporation, and the way black immigrants are helping to re-shape
ideas of race, and of immigrants, in an increasingly multi-ethnic South. Understanding the
migration and the migrants can help policy makers and community leaders gain a broader sense

of the communities and their needs.
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CHAPTER 1: ON THE MOVE: THE AFRO-CARIBBEAN
MIGRATION EXPERIENCE

Jefferson’s migration story is like many Caribbean immigrants in the United States. By
2010, he had lived in the United States for 32 years. When he was 24 years old, he left his home
on the small Eastern Caribbean island of Dominica and immigrated to New York City in 1978.
He lived there for about for two months and moved to Boston, where he attended college for four
years. In 1982, after he received his bachelor’s degree, he moved again to Connecticut to attend
law school. Jefferson lived in Connecticut with his wife and children for seven years before he
moved out of the Northeast to a new destination in the US. In 1989, a year after his wife went
down to visit friends and fell in love with Atlanta, Jefferson researched the city’s job prospects,
housing, and schools, accepted a job with the Social Security Administration as a staff attorney,
and moved his family to Atlanta, Georgia. In many ways, Jefferson’s migration story follows the
same pattern as many migrants in this study and others. He emigrated from his Caribbean
homeland to a major American city, along the East coast, that had a large concentration of Afro-
Caribbean residents, looking for better socioeconomic opportunities and better quality of life,
and lived there for over a decade before moving to a new city/destination, a new place outside of
the traditional Caribbean immigration concentrations. What makes this migration story different
is its destination. In this story, and the stories of many others described in this study, Jefferson’s

new destination/new home/new city is the rapidly growing southern metropolis, Atlanta.

At the turn of the 21* century, new trends in Caribbean immigrant settlement patterns
emerged, transforming communities across the United States. Prior to the 1990s, Caribbean

immigrant settlement had a predictable pattern and was limited to a select few cities along the
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East coast, including metro New York, Miami, and Boston. By the century's end, immigrants
were increasingly settling outside well-established immigrant gateways in a new group of cities
and suburbs. Unlike their previous destinations, Atlanta has little history or identity with
immigration prior to 1990. As Afro-Caribbean immigrants spread out from traditional immigrant
destinations to new destinations across the United States, the importance of place in the
immigrant experience has increasingly come to the fore.

How unique is Atlanta as a Caribbean immigrant destination? How—and in what ways—

is the new migration to Atlanta distinctive in the Caribbean migration experience and history?

This study is not a simple story of Afro-Caribbeans moving from one place to another.
Atlanta is developing a distinct place in the group's migration history. To begin this chapter, I
provide an overview of Caribbean migration history to set the stage for a discussion exploring
and highlighting the growing social, cultural, and political significance of Afro-Caribbean
immigrants in Atlanta. I devote attention to looking at the Afro-Caribbean communities in New
York, as well as other gateway cities where Caribbean immigrants have been settling in recent
years. In looking at contemporary migration to Atlanta compared with other US cities, I spotlight
how distinct Atlanta is as a Caribbean migrant destination. This leads into a discussion of who
these Afro-Caribbean transplants are and from where they come. The migrants’ personal
characteristics—including socioeconomic status, gender, age, education, place of birth,
immigrant generation (i.e., first-generation versus second-generation Caribbean immigrant), and

migration origin—combine to create a distinctive Afro-Caribbean migrant experience in Atlanta.

BRIEF OVERVIEW OF AFRO-CARIBBEAN MIGRATION HISTORY
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Migration is an important part of Caribbean culture and history. In Survival of the Knitted
(2007), sociologist Vilna Bashi outlined the history of Afro-Caribbean’s migration patterns.
Movement within and away from the Caribbean has been a way of life for those seeking better
job opportunities and financial stability for themselves and their families, due to the economic
underdevelopment of the region, since the abolition of slavery (as described in Bashi 2007).
Between 1835 and 1885, workers from the smaller islands were recruited to work in the larger
Caribbean territories that had a labor shortage, particularly Trinidad and Guyana (then known as
British Guiana) (Bashi 2007). The 1850s saw Caribbean emigration extend beyond the region
into Central America. Some 50,000 Afro-Caribbean workers migrated to Panama to construct
railroads in the 1850s, and then thousands more poured into the Central American country to
work on the Panama Canal (the first attempt by the French), beginning in the 1880s (Palmer
1995; Vickerman 1999; Model 2008). From 1885 to 1920, Afro-Caribbean migrants went to
Cuba and the Dominican Republic to work on sugar cane plantations, Bermuda to work on the
dry docks, Costa Rica to construct railroads and to work on banana plantations, Mexico to
construct railroads, Venezuela to work in the oil fields, and Panama to resume and finish the
construction of the Panama Canal (under American leadership) (Bashi 2007; Henke 2001;

Vickerman 1999).

During this period, the first of three distinct waves of Caribbean immigration to the
United States began (Kasinitz 1992; Owens-Watkins 1996; Henke 2001; Foner 2001). The first
wave lasted from 1900 to 1920 and was a large group of between 19,000 and 73,000 people. The
second wave of Caribbean immigration to the US lasted from the late 1930s to 1965 and drew
the smallest group of Afro-Caribbean immigrants. The exact number of Afro-Caribbeans to enter

during this period is unclear, due to the frequent use of British passports, but Kasinitz (1992)
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puts the total at less than 3000 a year. Between 1930 and 1940 emigration from the Caribbean
slowed down significantly, and many migrants returned back to their Caribbean island
homelands, due to the lack of economic opportunities caused by World War I and the Great
Depression (Vickerman 1999: 61). In fact, more Afro-Caribbean immigrants returned to the
Caribbean than those who moved out of it (Reid 1939; Vickerman 1999). Legislation that
restricted the numbers of immigrants from the Caribbean that could enter the US reduced the size
of the second wave. The Johnson-Reed Act of 1924 limited the number of immigrants allowed
entry into the United States, by creating a national quota system that assigned each sending
country a quota. The quota provided immigration visas for each country at 2 percent of that
nation’s total population in the United States according to the 1890 US Census (Bashi 2007). A
small number of mostly middle-class Afro-Caribbeans was able to enter using the underused
British quota (Kasinitz 1992). The passage of the McCarran-Walter Act of 1952 separated the
Caribbean territories from their mother countries and gave each island an annual quota of one
hundred (Bashi 2007; Model 2008). The law decreased the flow of Caribbean immigration to the

US and redirected it towards Britain (Bashi 2008).

Emigration from the Caribbean to Britain began with post-World War II labor shortages.
In 1948, the British government passed the Nationality Act, which allowed all subjects of the
Commonwealth to enter Britain freely. By 1951, more than 17,000 Afro-Caribbeans had moved
to Britain, and the numbers continued to grow after that (Model 2008). “Between 1955 and 1959,
20, 000 to 33, 000 migrants per year moved to the United Kingdom™ (Bashi 2008: 61). But, this
period of unrestricted movement from the Caribbean to Britain was short-lived. Afro-Caribbean

immigration to Britain slowed down in 1962, after the Commonwealth Immigration Act
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restricted immigration from former British colonies and “made the United States once again the

target destination for black migration” (Bashi 2007: 61).

The third and largest wave of Caribbean immigration to the US began in the late 1960s
and continues to the present. The Hart-Cellar Immigration Reform Act of 1965 partially removed
the quota system of the 1952 McCarran-Walter Act, which gave preference to northern European
immigrants (Kasinitz 1992; Waters 1999). The reform lifted country quotas and replaced them
with a system that emphasized family reunification and employment. “Under Hart-Cellar, 20
percent (later 30 percent) of quota visas were reserved for persons with particular skills; those
entering under these preferences had to be certified by the U.S. Department of Labor. The
remaining 80 percent (later 70 percent) of quota visas were reserved for relatives of American
citizens or relatives of permanent residents of the United States” (Ngai 2004 as cited in Model
2008). This drastically changed the face of American immigration, opening the way for a surge
in “non-white” immigrants from Latin America, Asia, and Africa. Since the start of the third
wave, emigration from the Caribbean has increased exponentially, and Afro-Caribbean migrants
have formed large, culturally distinct neighborhoods in several major US cities, along the East
Coast (Crowder and Tedrow 2001; Foner 2001; Kasinitz 1992; Vickerman 1999). Meanwhile,
intra-Caribbean migration continues to this day but on a smaller scale. Most migrants move back
and forth between their home islands and working abroad as a way to improve their status at

home (Kasinitz 1992).

PLACE MATTERS: AFRO-CARIBBEANS IN NEW YORK AND OTHER US CITIES
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New York City is the most significant destination for Afro-Caribbean immigrants in the
United States, since the first wave of numerically substantial Caribbean migration to the US
began in 1900 (Foner 2001). Movement to the city began with the development of the
Caribbean’s banana and tourism industries, as steamships that originated in New York regularly
transported tourists and bananas between the islands and the city (Foner 2001: 4). Since 1965,
more than half a million Afro-Caribbean immigrants have settled in the New York metropolitan
area (Foner 2001). The influx has had an enormous impact on the city, and on the lives of the

Afro-Caribbeans living there (and to some extent on those living elsewhere).

No other American city has such a large concentration of Afro-Caribbeans. In 2009,
Afro-Caribbean immigrants constituted about 7 percent of New York’s population, making it the
largest immigrant group in the city (US Census Bureau, 2009 American Community Survey).
Continued migration to New York has resulted in the Caribbeanization of the city’s black
population, and some of its neighborhoods (Waters 1999; Foner 2001; Rogers 2006; Henke
2001). In 2000, Afro-Caribbeans made up 25.7% of New York City’s black population (See
Table 1). Afro-Caribbean immigrants have developed vibrant and distinctive neighborhoods in
sections of Brooklyn, Queens, and the Bronx. Throughout the New York City area, Caribbean
stores, restaurants, and bakeries, Caribbean-oriented newspapers and radio programs, Caribbean
nightclubs featuring reggae, soca, calypso, and other music from the region, and yearly cultural
festivals and celebrations, such as the New York Caribbean Carnival (that takes place on
Brooklyn’s Eastern Parkway and attracts over a million people annually on Labor Day), mark the
group’s presence and create a “safe haven” or a “Caribbean outside of the Caribbean” for the

Caribbean immigrants living there (Henke 2001). For many Afro-Caribbeans, New York has
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become the symbol of America and a center of Caribbean immigration, culture, and history

(Foner 2001).

Where Afro-Caribbeans move to and settle plays an important role in shaping their
migrant experiences (Foner 2005; Bashi 2007; Olwig 2007). Not surprisingly, as home of the
oldest and largest Caribbean population in the United States, New York is where a great deal of
research on Afro-Caribbean immigrants has been conducted (Kasinitz 1992; Foner 2001; Waters
1999; Watkins-Owens 1996; Vickerman 1999). However, studies of Afro-Caribbeans in different
cities show that their experiences differ, in varying degrees, from those of their compatriots in
New York City (Olwig 2007; Hintzen 2001; Kasinitz, Battle, and Miyares 2001; Johnson 2006;
Foner 2005; Bashi 2007). A combination of factors and contexts specific to a place interact to
shape Afro-Caribbeans’ community formations, settlement patterns, identity choices, reception,
and incorporation, creating a distinctive Caribbean migrant experience (Foner 2005). These
factors include the culture, geographic location, racial/ethnic makeup, and history of the place,
the group’s history and relationship with the place, among other things. Each city Afro-
Caribbeans move to and settle in reveals something different about the Caribbean diaspora, as it

spreads out across cities, countries, and continents.

For a number of migrants, New York is a first stop before they move to other parts of the
US. Step migration—a migration process that typically involves a migrant entering through a
traditional gateway city (e.g., New York) and then moving to other cities—appears to be the

dominant migration pattern for Afro-Caribbeans living outside New York.

The Miami/Ft. Lauderdale metro area has the second largest concentration of Afro-

Caribbeans. Many Afro-Caribbeans, largely led by those who moved there after retiring, have
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settled in southern Florida, with its warm weather and proximity to the Caribbean region. It
makes Miami a very Caribbean-dominated cultural landscape. It is home to second largest
Caribbean Carnivals in the US that attracts many Afro-Caribbeans from other US cities and the
Caribbean. Miami’s large Cuban population provides a very different context than New York,
where not one immigrant group dominates (Foner 2001; Kasinitz, Battle, and Miyares 2001).
Because of their large population size, great political power, and impressive economic success,
southern Florida’s Cubans play a significant role in the incorporation of Miami’s Afro-
Caribbeans and other ethnic groups (Foner 2005). In 2000, the Miami-Fort Lauderdale area was
home to 303,731 Afro-Caribbeans, who made up 34.4% and 43.4% of the black populations in
Miami and Fort Lauderdale, respectively (See Table 1). Studies of southern Florida show that
Afro-Caribbeans have higher median household incomes than other southern Florida residents
and a higher level of homeownership than their New York counterparts (Kasinitz, Battle, and
Miyares 2001; Logan 2007). Having lower housing costs and a lower cost of living than New
York, southern Florida offers Afro-Caribbeans more opportunities for homeownership than New
York. There is not a dominant Caribbean neighborhood like Central Brooklyn in New York but
there are some residential clusters north of downtown Miami (Kasinitz, Battle, and Miyares

2001).

Afro-Caribbeans outside New York offer yet more variations on the Caribbean immigrant
experience in the US (Hintzen 2001; Palmer 1995; Bashi 2007; Olwig 2007; Foner 2005;
Johnson 2006; Logan 2007). This can be seen in the Afro-Caribbean community in California.
Percy Hintzen’s West Indian in the West (2001) provides one of the few detailed accounts of
Afro-Caribbeans outside of New York. The Afro-Caribbean community in the San Francisco

Bay Area is relatively small, with only about 9,000 in 1990 (when he did his study). Afro-

30



Caribbeans are residentially dispersed throughout the Bay Area, with no distinct Caribbean
ethnic neighborhood enclaves. Many of the Afro-Caribbeans in the Bay Area moved there to
attend school, to join family, or because they were transferred by their employers or relocated for
a job opportunity, or because they stayed after being assigned to one of California’s many
military bases. Afro-Caribbeans in the Bay Area were mostly middle to upper-middle class,
unlike their counterparts in New York. According to Hintzen, the large number of low-skilled
Latino and Asian immigrants in the area has diminished the job opportunities for low-skilled or
unskilled Afro-Caribbeans and likely discouraged their migration to the region. Hintzen (2001)
found that Afro-Caribbeans in the Bay Area have constructed an ethnic identity that revolves
around the notion of success and foreignness, exploiting exotic images of the Caribbean and the
myth of them as a model minority, in order to distinguish themselves from the region’s African
American population and large Hispanic and Asian populations. Due to the small size and
residential dispersion of the Caribbean immigrant community, Afro-Caribbeans’ relations with
African Americans are largely class-based, with them distancing themselves from poor African
Americans and associating with middle class and professional African Americans in order to
access “the social, political, and occupational networks of the African American middle and
professional classes” (Hintzen 2001: 92). Another detailed account of an Afro-Caribbean
community in California is Christine Ho (1991)’s study of Afro-Trinidadian migration to Los
Angeles. Like their counterparts in the San Francisco Bay Area, the Afro-Trinidadians in Los
Angeles moved to the region from other US cities, mostly New York. Their experiences in their
former communities greatly influenced their experiences, decisions, and community formations
in Los Angeles. For example, many of the Afro-Trinidadians in her study reported being

attracted to Los Angeles because they viewed it as a better place to raise kids than New York.
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The Afro-Caribbean community in Washington, D.C. offers yet another variation in the
Caribbean immigrant experience in the US. Ransford Palmer’s (1995) book Pilgrims From the
Sun is one of the few scholarly attempts to document the experiences of Afro-Caribbeans in
Washington, D.C. With a relatively small Afro-Caribbean population (about 49,000 according to
the 2000 US Census), the D.C. area is home to a large population of Afro-Caribbean college
graduates and professionals. Howard University, one of America’s historically black colleges
and universities (HBCUs), is largely responsible for the district’s large population of Afro-
Caribbean professionals, as many of those who graduated from the university remained in the
area (includes parts of Virginia and Maryland). They are no distinct Caribbean ethnic
neighborhoods. Afro-Caribbeans are dispersed geographically throughout the DC area and live
mostly in African American neighborhoods (Palmer 1995). “In moving to Washington, West
Indians come to a city with a majority black population (and black political leaders) and nearby
suburbs that are home to a flourishing African American middle class ” (Foner 2005: 150). The
Washington D.C. area has a large and diverse black population, having substantial African
American, African, and Afro-Caribbean communities. Washington D.C. is also home to a large
African immigrant population, who along with Afro-Caribbeans create a significant black
immigrant presence in the area—making up 9.8% of the DC metro area’s total black population
in 2000 (Logan 2007).

This brief sketch of Afro-Caribbean immigrants in New York, Miami, San Francisco, Los
Angeles, and Washington D.C. highlights the diversity among the Afro-Caribbean community in
the US. Though the vast majority of Afro-Caribbeans in the US live in New York City, their
experiences and characteristics (e.g., education, job, income, class do not apply to Afro-

Caribbeans who live elsewhere (Foner 2005). “Each urban destination is distinct in important
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ways, reflecting, among other things, the types of West Indian migrants who move there and the
particular social and political context that greets them on arrival” (Foner 2005: 147). Washington
D.C., provides a distinct Caribbean migrant experience, for example, due its high share of Afro-
Caribbean professionals and college graduates and large, ethnically diverse black population,
including a flourishing black middle class and black suburban community. San Francisco, on the
other hand, provides a different experience for Caribbean migrants due the origin of its small but
mostly middle class Afro-Caribbean community—the majority having moved to the area from
another US city rather than from the Caribbean directly—and its large Asian and Latino
immigrant communities. This brief overview of the experiences of Afro-Caribbeans in other
cities underscore the important ways that “place matters,” as Nancy Foner (2005) argues, in the
Caribbean migrant experience and sets the stage for a discussion of the distinctiveness of Atlanta
as a destination for Caribbean migration. What makes Atlanta different from other Caribbean

immigrant destinations—i.e., New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Miami?

What Makes Atlanta a Unique Caribbean Immigrant Destination?

A host of features make Atlanta unique as a Caribbean immigrant destination. Atlanta
experienced the largest growth in Afro-Caribbean population in the US. Between 1990 and 2000,
the Afro-Caribbean population in Atlanta grew 323.3 percent, going from 8,342 to 35,308—eight
times the growth of the Afro-Caribbean population in New York City (at 40.6 percent) (See
Table 1). The overall growth of the Afro-Caribbean population in metro Atlanta has been
immense; the population has more than doubled to 90,254 in 2010, making up 2% of the total
population in the metro area, and roughly 5% of the southern metropolis’ black residents (2008-

2012 American Community Survey). If their numbers continue to grow as quickly as they have
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in the past two decades (from 2.9% to 5% of the Atlanta black population in 1990 and 2010,
respectively), Afro-Caribbeans will soon become a numerically significant part of the city’s
black population in the next two decades, and a possible political threat to the area’s
longstanding African American population (See Table 4). The dense concentration of Afro-
Caribbeans in the surrounding metro area has resulted in the creation of neighborhoods with a
distinct Caribbean mark. For example, a few Afro-Caribbeans have gained leadership positions
in local political offices in these Caribbean-dense areas, but they have yet to gain any major
political power in the city of Atlanta, and still depend on African American political
representation to address their particular community interests. How the presence of a growing
Afro-Caribbean population (and voting bloc) affects black politics in Atlanta in the next two
decades is not yet known and requires future study.

Along with experiencing an influx of Afro-Caribbean migrants, Atlanta has experienced
significant demographic changes since the 1990s. It is one of the fastest-growing metropolitan
areas in the country (Frey 2005; Frey 2010b). Metro Atlanta’s population grew 38.4 percent
between 1990 and 2000, making it the eighth fastest growing metropolitan area in the US (Frey
2010b; Table 3). During the past few decades, many migrants from within the US and from
abroad flocked to Atlanta as the metropolis' economy rapidly expanded with the acquisition of
major national and multinational corporations. Domestic migration from other US cities drove
the population growth in the Atlanta between 1995 and 2000, with the southern city gaining
246,444 domestic migrants (the highest gains from domestic migration among US metros) (Frey
2005). International migration also contributed significantly to the southern metropolis’ growth
since the 1990s, with the arrival of 162,972 immigrants between 1995 and 2000 (Frey 2003).

Immigration to the region has transformed Atlanta from a bi-racial society consisting of
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whites and African Americans to one of the most diverse metros in the South (Hansen 2005).
Both the black and white populations of Atlanta increased between 1990, 2000, and 2010 from
742,770 to 1,999,456 to 1,707,913 and 2,101,441 to 2,460,740 to 2,920,480, respectively (See
Table 3). But, the largest increases were of the Asian and Hispanic populations in the Atlanta
area with 51,289 to 155,117 to 254,307 and 58, 215 to 268,541 to 547,400 between 1990, 2000,
and 2010, respectively (See Table 3). The diversity of the population acts as an unspoken
challenge to the black-white binary that typically frames how people see the South. The
composition, and extraordinary diversity, of immigrant streams to Atlanta have created a racial
and ethnic order that is unlike traditional immigrant gateway cities (i.e., Los Angeles, New York,
Miami, or Chicago). The movement of immigrant newcomers from Latin America, Asia, and
Africa to Atlanta—a place that had little previous history of immigration prior to 1990 —has had
a significant impact on the southern city. Like most of the South, Atlanta did not attract large
numbers of immigrants during the mass immigration era between 1880 and 1920. At the turn of
the 20™ century, Atlanta had a small immigrant community of Jews, Greeks, and Chinese that
comprised less than 4 percent of its population (Adelman and Jaret 2010). Atlanta emerged as a
major immigrant destination in the 1990s, long after major immigrant destinations such as New
York, Chicago, and Boston. “In contrast to more established central-city destinations and
patterns of settlement, trends in 21st-century gateways constitute a new context for the social,
economic, and political incorporation of immigrants. All of these places are confronting fast-
paced change that has wide-reaching effects on neighborhoods, schools, workplaces, and local
public coffers” (Singer, Hardwick, and Brettell 2008b: 1). Atlanta has received one of the highest
percentages of immigrants during the past few decades and is distinguished from other new

destinations, such as Phoenix or Charlotte, by the size and diverse backgrounds of its immigrant
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population and its predominantly suburban settlement (Bump, Lowell, and Petterson 2005;
Hansen 2005; Odem 2008; Singer, Hardwick, and Brettell 2008a; Singer, Hardrick, and Brettell
2008b). The city of Atlanta itself is relatively small locality at the center of an expansive
surrounding metropolitan area. In 2005, 96 percent of metropolitan Atlanta's immigrant
newcomers lived outside the city, in the surrounding suburban areas (Singer, Hardwick, and
Brettell 2008).

As a Caribbean immigrant destination, its large African American population and the
significant place it holds in black American life distinguish Atlanta from other cities. It was the
home of civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. It contains the largest consortium of black
higher education institutions, consisting of the historically black colleges and universities
(HBCUs) Morehouse College, Morehouse College School of Medicine, Spelman College, Clark
Atlanta University, Union Theological Seminary, and Morris Brown College. It is a premier
destination for black internal migrants who are returning to their historical and family roots in
the southern U.S. This is a reversal of the phenomenon called the Great Migration that saw the
movement of African Americans from the South to cities in the North, West, and Midwest
between the early 1900s and the 1940s. Research on black southern migration has shown that
black return migrants have had a significant impact on the South, especially on its black
population (Frey 2004; Dodson and Diouf 2004; Stack 1996). African American migrants have
contributed to the growth of the black middle class in many southern cities, having on average
higher incomes than the South’s total black population. Return migrants also have higher levels
of education than non-migrants: more than 50% of African American migrants are college
graduates. This characteristic of return migrants contrasts with the two Great Migrations, from

the South to the North, Midwest, and West, which consisted mostly of agricultural workers
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(Dodson and Diouf 2004). About 500,000 African Americans moved to Atlanta between 1990
and 2000, making it the city with the sixth largest black population in the country (Dodson and
Diouf 2004). The high rate of black migration has led many to call Atlanta “black mecca” or a
“modern day Harlem” (Gallagher and Lacy 2003).

Caribbean migration to Atlanta is especially unique because it coincides and interacts
with the two larger migrations of African American return migrants and immigrant newcomers
from Latin America, Asia, and Africa to the southern metropolis. Few studies have examined the
migrations of different black ethnic groups to the same destination—in this case, Atlanta-bound
African American, Afro-Caribbean, and black African migrants to Atlanta. [Irma Watkins-Owens
(1996) studies the interaction of Afro-Caribbean immigrants and southern-origin African
American migrants in Harlem, during the first three decades of the 20th century. She argues
“their historic encounter produced an interchange of ideas, people, and institutions that made
Harlem, black metropolis, the center of the African world” (Watkins-Owens 1996: 175). The
interaction of African Americans, Afro-Caribbeans, and other black immigrants in Atlanta has
important implications for ideas about blackness in the region. Atlanta, and the rest of the South,
has a distinct black southern culture steeped in its long African American history, stemming
from the arrival of enslaved Africans to the region. The increasing number of Afro-Caribbeans
(and other black migrants) in Atlanta challenge existing notions of blackness in the region and
calls for the creation of new image that includes a culturally and socially diverse black Atlanta
community. The Atlanta Caribbean Carnival and Caribbean-American Heritage Month events
are two examples of recurring Caribbean events that showcase and celebrate the development of
a multi-ethnic (black) Atlanta. With a culturally and geographically diverse pool of migrants of

African ancestry, black migration to Atlanta (i.e. Afro-Caribbean migration, return migration,
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and migration of other black immigrant newcomers)—truly represents a “New Great Migration”
(Frey 2004) to the South that has many implications for social, racial, and political relations in
the region and for the development of Atlanta as the center of black America in the 21 century,

similar to Harlem in the 20™ century.

WHO ARE THE AFRO-CARIBBEANS IN ATLANTA?

The best way to talk about who is participating in the migration is to begin with the story
of Kerry, a migrant of Trinidadian descent in her late thirties. Like Jefferson from the beginning
of this chapter, she was highly educated and middle class, having a MBA degree and a job in
finance at The Coca Cola Company. At the time of our interview, she had been in Atlanta for 15
years, after moving there in 1994 from New York, where she lived in a predominantly Caribbean
neighborhood in the Bronx. Like most migrants, she moved in search of better socioeconomic
opportunities and a greater quality of life. Before she moved to Atlanta, she had been there many
times to visit friends who were attending school at the Atlanta University Center (which consists
of the four historically black colleges and universities Clark Atlanta University, Morehouse
College, Spelman College, and Morehouse School of Medicine). From her visits, she fell in love
with Atlanta and began planning to move there. Although Kerry’s story is not representative of
all participating in the migration to Atlanta, she shares several major characteristics with many of

the Afro-Caribbeans in Atlanta: age, education, socioeconomic class, and migration origin.

Women have dominated the flow of Afro-Caribbean migrants to Atlanta. The majority of
Afro-Caribbeans that I spoke to were women, making up 63% of my respondents. According to

US Census data, women made up more than 50% of the Afro-Caribbean population in Atlanta
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since the 1990s, when the migration surge began. The most recent figures show that Afro-
Caribbean women are 53.4% of the group’s population in Atlanta, while men made up 46.6%
(2008-2010 American Community Survey). This characteristic fits with the female-dominated
pattern of Caribbean immigration flows to the US. As of the most recent decennial census,
women made up 53.8% of Afro-Caribbean immigrants in the US. “In virtually every year since
1967, West Indian women in the legal stream to the United States have outnumbered men”

(Foner 2009:8).

My research suggests that young women dominate the flow of Afro-Caribbeans to
Atlanta. Almost 50% of the migrants in this study were in their 30s. The available figures show
that Afro-Caribbean transplants to Atlanta are primarily younger working-age adults and their
children, with the median age being 31.7 in 2010, and with the largest proportions between the
ages of five and seventeen (20.6%) and the ages of thirty-five and forty-four (18.6%). There are
relatively small proportions of those who are over the age of fifty-five (7%) and fewer over the
age of sixty-five (6.1%). These findings matter since southern-bound black migration, especially
of Afro-Caribbean immigrants moving from New York and other northern cities, is generally
associated as a movement of a large number of retirement-age or retired migrants. In the case of
Afro-Caribbeans in southern Florida, for example, the migration surge to the region has been
attributed to retirees, who by the 1980s were moving there to take advantage of the warm
(tropical) climate, proximity to the Caribbean, and low cost of living, after living and working
for many years in northern cities (particularly New York), and who were later followed by
younger Afro-Caribbeans (Kasinitz, Battle, and Miyares 2001). Research on reverse migration

show that young black singles and families are driving the migration to the South since the 1990s
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and suggest that the southward flow will continue with young migrants even after all of the

boomers have moved South and/or died (Dodson and Diouf 2004; Falk, Hunt, and Hunt 2004).

I found that Afro-Caribbeans in Atlanta had high levels of education. Among the
migrants that I interviewed for this study, 70% had college educations. There were a significantly
high number of migrants with graduate or professional degrees. Thirteen of the thirty-three Afro-
Caribbean respondents in my study (39%) had either a masters, doctoral, or law degree. Their
educational levels were reflected in their occupations: almost all of the migrants in this study
were in managerial, professional, or service occupations. Seventeen were in
management/professional occupations (e.g., lawyers, business owners, urban planning directors,
etc.), six were in service occupations (e.g., teachers, military, etc.), three were in office
occupations (e.g., administrative assistants), and two were law school students. Two migrants
were not in the labor force: one was retired, while the other was a homemaker. Overall, the flow
of Afro-Caribbean immigrants to Atlanta includes a high percentage of professionals and non-
manual labor workers. According to the 2008-2010 American Community Survey, 38.1% of
Afro-Caribbeans in Atlanta in the labor force were in management, business, arts, and science

occupations, in addition to the 15.2% in service occupations and the 28.2% in sales occupations.

Afro-Caribbean men and women in Atlanta are concentrated in similar occupational
fields, with large proportions of both women and men working in managerial and professional
occupations and sales and office occupations. Their concentration in white collar and service
sector occupations may be due to the relatively high education level and socioeconomic status of
the Afro-Caribbeans migrating to Atlanta. Previous research has found gender differences in
labor force participation in the US, with Afro-Caribbean women and men tending to cluster in

different occupations (Bashi 2007; Foner 2009). Afro-Caribbean immigrant women have worked
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mostly in health care and domestic work in the three major global cities of Afro-Caribbean
settlement—New York, London, and Toronto—while Afro-Caribbean immigrant men have
concentrated in transport, in London and New York (Foner 2009). Kasinitz and Vickerman
(2001) argue that high levels of concentration in these occupational fields reflect patterns of
network hiring and referrals; that is, the social networks of Afro-Caribbean female domestic,

health care, and clerical workers facilitate access to these jobs.

My data indicate that the class composition of the Afro-Caribbean migrants in this study
is mostly middle class, based on their education levels and occupations. Afro-Caribbeans in
Atlanta are overwhelmingly middle class, having a median household income of $46,267 in 1990
and $50,911 in 2000 and $58,427 in 2010 and have high levels of homeownership, at 57.9%,
61.9%, and 63% in 1990, 2000, and 2010, respectively (Table 2). Interestingly, Afro-Caribbean
immigrants in Atlanta are faring significantly better than African Americans in Atlanta who had
a median household income of $42,823, a percentage of 22.5% college graduates, and a
homeownership rate of 57.4% in 2000 (Diversity in Black and White Report, The Lewis
Mumford Center for Comparative Urban and Regional Research 2002). In comparison to other
black immigrants, they are faring slightly better. In 2000, African immigrants had a median
household income of $48,614 and a homeownership rate of 49.8%; however, they had a higher
percentage of college graduates than Afro-Caribbeans, and African Americans, at 30.5%. This is
not surprising since studies have shown that Africa-origin immigrants are among the highly
educated immigrants to enter the US. Researchers have found that black migrants have had
significant effects on the South, especially its African American population (Frey 2004; Dodson

and Diouf 2004; Stack 1996).
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Black migrants have contributed to the growth of the black middle class in many southern
cities, having on average higher incomes than the South’s total African American population.
Migrants also have higher levels of education than nonmigrants: more than 50% of black
migrants are college graduates. Migration research show that in terms of socioeconomic status
and education, migrants tend be more advantaged than those who they leave behind and less
advantaged than those already living in their destination (Lee 1966). My data reveals that this
pattern is not true for Afro-Caribbeans participating in the migration to Atlanta. They are not
only faring better socioeconomically than African Americans in Atlanta but also their
counterparts in New York City, who have a median household income of $35,758, a rate of

homeownership of 35.1%, and a percentage of college graduates of 18.2% in 2000 (Logan 2007).

The presence of a predominantly middle class Afro-Caribbean migrant population in
Atlanta may be a result of positive selection. In her book West Indian Immigrants: A Black
Success Story?, Suzanne Model offers selectivity theory—*“a perspective that expects
economically motivated migrants, irrespective of heritage, to be endowed with greater ability and
drive than those who stay home™ (2008: 143) —as an explanation for the socioeconomic success
of Afro-Caribbean immigrants in the US, particularly regarding their (economic and social)
advantages over African Americans, which has been the focus of many studies of the two black
ethnic groups. It is likely that those who are poor, less educated, or less skilled are less
motivated, or find it harder, to move to Atlanta—a destination with significantly fewer
established Caribbean institutions and networks than a traditional destination like New York.

The Afro-Caribbeans in metro Atlanta, and in this study, have diverse national origins.
The Afro-Caribbeans in this study are overwhelmingly Trinidadian and Jamaican, making up

33% and 30% of my respondents, respectively. This occurrence was likely due to my use of
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snowball sampling, with respondents generally referring me to (national-origin) compatriots; in
other words, Trinidadian migrants gave me referrals to other Trinidadian migrants in Atlanta
within their family/friends network. However, the largest Afro-Caribbean group in Atlanta by far
is Jamaican, which is twice as large as the second largest Afro-Caribbean group, Haitian.
According to the 2005-2009 American Community Survey, Jamaicans made up 48% of Afro-
Caribbean immigrants in metro Atlanta and Haitians formed 21%, while Trinidadians made up
6%; and the rest of the population was made up of smaller groups of other Caribbean countries

(e.g., US Virgin Islanders, Dutch West Indians, and Bahamas).

A small percentage of the Afro-Caribbean migrants that I spoke with moved to Atlanta
directly from the Caribbean. Most Afro-Caribbeans are moving to Atlanta from other US cities,
including other southern cities. According to the 2008-2010 American Community Survey,
52.7% of the foreign-born Afro-Caribbean population in Atlanta entered the US before 1990,
suggesting that many of Afro-Caribbeans in the southern metropolis lived elsewhere in the US
(i.e., a traditional Caribbean immigrant destination) before settling there (since the migration
began to surge in the early 1990s). More than 50% of the Afro-Caribbeans that I spoke to
migrated from northern US cities, of which the largest group by far migrated from New York,
which was reported by 33% of all migrants as their destination of origin. Surprisingly, the second
largest group migrated from other places in the South—namely from North Carolina, Louisiana,
Texas, and Florida. I didn’t expect any Afro-Caribbean immigrants to be moving to Atlanta from
another southern city, particularly from any places in Florida, since Miami and Ft. Lauderdale
have commonly been the places to which Afro-Caribbeans moved to escape the cold weather and
fast pace of the Northeast—usually after living in New York. Massachusetts, New Jersey, and

Connecticut for a decade or more. The published literature on the Afro-Caribbean population
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have shown them return to (or retire and return to) their Caribbean homelands but have not

shown them moving among places in the American South (DeWitt 1990).

CONCLUSION

Prior to the 1990s, Afro-Caribbean settlement had a predictable pattern and was limited
to mostly major cities along the East coast and metropolitan New York, Miami, and Boston. By
century's end, Caribbean immigrants were increasingly settling outside well-established
immigrant gateways in a new group of cities and suburbs. Between 1990 and 2000, Atlanta saw a
fourfold increase in their Afro-Caribbean Atlanta, experiencing the greatest increase among the
ten metropolitan areas with the largest Afro-Caribbean populations (Logan 2007). This period is
when most of my respondents migrated to Atlanta. The 2010 US Census shows that the Afro-
Caribbean population in Atlanta is continuing its rapid growth, with their numbers reaching over
90,000.

Women dominate the flow of Afro-Caribbean migrants to Atlanta. This characteristic fits
with the female-dominated pattern of Caribbean immigration flows to the US, since 1967 (Foner
2009). Afro-Caribbeans in Atlanta are also overwhelmingly middle class and have high levels of
education and homeownership. This may be a result of positive selection, in that those who are
poor, less educated, or less skilled are less motivated, or find it harder, to move to a destination
with significantly fewer established Caribbean institutions and networks than a traditional
destination like New York. The Afro-Caribbeans in this study have diverse national origins,
though Trinidadians and Jamaicans made up 63% of my respondents. I found that most Afro-
Caribbeans are moving to Atlanta from other US cities, of which the New York City metro area
is the biggest sender. Unexpectedly, I found that the second largest group of Afro-Caribbean

migrants came from other southern states. Only a small percentage of the Afro-Caribbean
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migrants in my study moved to Atlanta directly from the Caribbean.

What distinguishes Atlanta from other Caribbean immigrant destinations is the city itself.
The influx of Afro-Caribbean migrants to Atlanta from other US cities and the Caribbean is
seemingly a result of the city becoming a major destination for two large ethnic migrations to the
region since the 1990s—the return/reverse migration of African Americans, and the migration of
immigrant newcomers from Asia, Africa, and Latin America to new destinations. Being both
black and immigrant, Afro-Caribbeans are part of these major migration streams to Atlanta and
connect them to each other. They, along with these other non-white migrant newcomers, are
helping to shape Atlanta into a new type of ethnic metropolis, with a large and powerful black
(middle class) population influencing the development of the city. These factors distinguish
Atlanta from New York, Miami, Washington, D.C., and other Caribbean immigrant destinations
in the US.

The presence of a large and growing Afro-Caribbean population in Atlanta raises many
questions: Where are they settling in Atlanta? Are they integrating into the larger African
American community or are they developing their own distinct Caribbean neighborhoods,
organizations, and identity in Atlanta? In the following chapters, I address these questions and

more.
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CHAPTER 2: DECISIONS TO MIGRATE

“L.A. proved too much for the man,
So he's leavin' the life he's come to know,
He said he's goin' back to find
Ooh, what's left of his world,

The world he left behind

Not so long ago.

He's leaving,

On that midnight train to Georgia,
And he's goin' back

To a simpler place and time.

And I'll be with him

On that midnight train to Georgia,
1'd rather live in his world

Than live without him in mine.”

-“Midnight Train to Georgia” by Gladys Knight and the Pips"!

The excerpt above, from the song “Midnight Train to Georgia”, reflects my observations
about how Atlanta, a city that had little history with mass immigration prior to 1990, became a
new (major) destination for Afro-Caribbean immigrants. The song’s “significance lies in the
story that it tells and the manner in which it tells it. ‘Midnight Train to Georgia’ heralds the
return migration of thousands of African-Americans to the South" (Griffin 1995: 143). I became
aware of African Americans “moving back” to the South while reading Carol Stack’s (1996)
seminal book Call to Home: African Americans Reclaim the Rural South, which examines the
movement of African Americans to the rural South, and the work by Howard Dodson and
Sylviane A. Diouf (2004) for the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture’s exhibition,

In Motion: The African-American Migration Experience, which documents all black migrations

11 Lyrics taken from www.lyricsdepot.com.
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to, within, and out of the US over a 400-year span (with an entire section dedicated to “return

migration”).!

African American migration to the South has increased each decade, following its
start in the early 1970s. Researchers have referred to this movement as “return” migration,
“reverse” migration, or the “New Great Migration” (Frey 2004), since in some cases, migrants

are returning to their hometowns or those of their parents or grandparents, who left the South

during the Great Migration (1910-1970).13

Atlanta has received a significant portion of southern-bound black migrants. During the
1990s, nearly 160,000 blacks moved to Atlanta, which some call “the Harlem of the 1990s”
(Dodson and Diouf 2004). The 1990s also marked a surge in migration of Afro-Caribbeans to
Atlanta. Once I learned this, I believed that the Afro-Caribbeans were following African
Americans to the South, like Gladys Knight followed her lover in the song. For this reason, I
began this study with the intention of exploring the relationship/connection between the two
southern-bound black migrations to Atlanta, and decidedly titled my dissertation “On the

Midnight Train to Georgia: Afro-Caribbeans and the New Great Migration.”

But I was mistaken. Once in the field, I soon realized that the Afro-Caribbeans that I

talked to did not relate their movement to Atlanta to return migration or to African Americans’

12 See website for Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture Presents In Motion: The
African-American Migration Experience (http://www.inmotionaame.org/home.cfm).

13 The Great Migration was the movement of over 6 million African Americans from the South
to the North, West, and Midwest between 1910 and 1970, contributing to the development of
major black communities in Philadelphia, Chicago, Detroit, New York (namely Harlem), and
Los Angeles, and to almost half of the black population in the US residing outside of the South.
It’s debatable whether if black southern-bound migration should be called return migration, since
some scholars count “return” differently. In the works of Stewart Tolnay (2004) and William
Falk, Larry Hunt, and Matthew Hunt (2004), they count “return” as migrants who return to their
home state, not necessarily their hometowns. This would include, for example, a person who
grew up in rural Georgia “returning” to Atlanta, which I argue is different than the migrants in
Carol Stack’s (1996) work who returned to their hometowns.
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concentrated movement to Atlanta. Their decisions to migrate to the southern city, though varied,
are tied to/shaped by their status as black on the one hand and immigrants on the other—two
socially distinct groups in the US (Mederios Kent 2007). Researchers have shown how being
both black and immigrant has significantly influenced, in various ways, the Afro-Caribbean
experience in the US—adaptation to American life, understandings of race, identification, and
residential patterns, among other things. In this chapter, I look specifically at how the migrants’
reasons for moving to the southern city intersect with their socioeconomic status, gender, age,
education, place of birth, and migration history to create a distinctive Afro-Caribbean Atlanta

experience.

AFRO-CARIBBEAN NETWORKS IN MIGRATION TO ATLANTA

A small number of the Afro-Caribbeans migrants I interviewed told me that they were
recruited or invited to move to Atlanta; and, among them, all reported being recruited by a family
member with whom they resided after migrating there. Beulah, a sixty-year old Jamaican-born
migrant who moved to Atlanta in 1998 after living in Australia for a few years, was invited to
move by her daughter who had moved to the city from New York. Similarly, Sheena, a migrant
from Montserrat in her early thirties, immigrated directly to Atlanta as a teenager in 1992, after
being invited by her sister. When I asked her how she came to live in Atlanta, she replied, “I
came to Atlanta when I was 15...My sister and my brother moved here, after going to school at
Purdue in Indiana...My sister got an internship in Atlanta and she liked it here. Then my parents
bought a house there. I moved to Atlanta and finished high school here.” The willingness of

many of the earlier Afro-Caribbean migrants to move to Atlanta without the support of a network
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in place there supports the idea that there is something distinctive about Atlanta drawing them
there. In her study of West Indian nannies in Brooklyn, sociologist Tamara Mose Brown (2011)
found that many of the women chose to migrate to New York because they had family already
living there and with these connections found it easier to find jobs and to adjust to their new lives
in the US. They found it particularly easier to settle in Brooklyn, Queens, and the Bronx, because
these boroughs have distinct Caribbean neighborhoods, with stores and businesses that are
owned by Afro-Caribbeans and sell goods that were also sold in their homelands.

Social networks play a major role in immigrants’ migration and settlement patterns (Ho
1991; Bashi 2007; Olwig 2007). “For many migrants, it is often through those networks that they
obtain knowledge about possible migration destinations, the social and economic opportunities
that they offer, and the best modes of access to these places” (Olwig 2007: 10). Through
networks, migrants exchange economic and social resources needed to survive in their new
environments. In the case of Afro-Caribbean migrants in this study, their social networks in their
previous home cities and in Atlanta greatly aided their move to the new immigrant destination.

According to sociologist Vilna Bashi (2007), migration is rooted in the decision-making
of social networks, which include family, friends, and compatriots. In her book Survival of the
Knitted, Bashi (2007) examines immigrant social networks and shows how they function, using
the case of Afro-Caribbean immigrants in New York and London. She found many Afro-
Caribbean immigrants moved to New York and London because members of their immigrant
network were already living there, that first selected, or recruited, them for migration to the
destination and then facilitated their moving and resettling process. She describes immigrant
networks as consisting of two types of members: those immigrants who have helped another

migrant move and adapt to a new environment (“hubs”) and those who have received assistance
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from another migrant in the migration process (“spokes’). The hub is a central figure in the
network because they possess social and economic resources to facilitate the migration process,
and choose potential migrants, or spokes, who they believe possess character traits suitable for
survival in their new environment. Networks help Caribbean immigrant newcomers to adapt to
their new lives and homes, by helping them find jobs, find places to live, gain US residency or
evade detection if they are not in the country legally, and other things that they need to settle into
their new homes (Bashi 2007).

Several Afro-Caribbeans that I spoke to reported using their Caribbean ethnic networks to
help them to adapt to life in Atlanta, after choosing on their own to move there. Jennifer, a
Jamaican transplant in her late forties who had three children and was married to a West Indian
man, came to Atlanta from the Boston area, after she and her husband had visited the city and
fell in love with it. While her husband was finishing graduate school in Massachusetts, she
moved to Atlanta with her sons in 1999. When I asked her how she figured out where to live in
Atlanta, she said that her brother-in-law lived in Stone Mountain (an eastern suburb of Atlanta
with a high concentration of Afro-Caribbeans) and she and her sons had to live with him, since
her husband didn’t migrate with them. By staying at her brother-in-law’s house, she was able to
get to know the Atlanta area and research the best place for her family to live and for her sons
(who were school-age at the time) to attend school. She eventually moved to Lawrenceville
(located in the mostly white northern suburbs of Atlanta), after learning from her research that it
had one of the best school systems in the Atlanta area. For Afro-Caribbean migrants, like
Jennifer, having Caribbean networks in Atlanta prior to their move helped ease their transition to
their new life in the southern city by providing them with places to stay, helping them find jobs,

providing transportation in the car-dependent city, giving them information about the city, and
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giving them the space and time to learn about and adjust to their new environment.

Interestingly, I found that Caribbean networks were not only social networks that Afro-
Caribbean migrants were using in their migration to Atlanta. They were also using race-based (or
black) social networks. Several migrants that I interviewed reported being a member of a Black
Greek Letter Organization (BGLO) and using their black sorority/fraternity network to move to
and settle in Atlanta. There are historically nine Black Greek Letter Organizations (BGLOs):
Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity, Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority, Delta Sigma Theta sorority, Kappa
Alpha Psi fraternity, Omega Psi Phi fraternity, Phi Beta Sigma fraternity, Zeta Phi Beta sorority,
Sigma Gamma Rho sorority, and lota Phi Theta fraternity. These BGLOs, founded between 1906
and 1963 in response to exclusionary policies of white Greek organizations, have established
chapters throughout the US—especially on the campuses of the historically black colleges and
universities in the South—and the world and have been a significant part of the collegiate and
post-collegiate life of many black Americans for over a century. For Afro-Caribbean migrants
who have membership in these black fraternities and sororities, they were able to access this
extensive black social network and receive help from either a “frat brother” or “sorority sister” of
their local chapter (in the city that they left) who had connections in Atlanta, or from members of
an Atlanta chapter. '* Dwight, a thirty-five year old Kittitian migrant who moved from New
York with his wife in 2007, and who was a member of Omega Phi Psi Fraternity, described how
one of his frat brothers (who was also his Guyanese wife’s cousin) had moved to Atlanta from
New York in 1997 and helped him use the fraternity network in Atlanta to find a job. He stated,

“In terms of job hunting, [my frat brother] was instrumental for me...once I got down, he put the

14 Notable members of BGLOs are civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. (Alpha Phi Alpha),
First Lady Michelle Obama (honorary member of Alpha Kappa Alpha), and comedian-actor Bill
Cosby (Omega Psi Phi), to name a few.
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word out with the fraternity that I was looking for a job. My first job when we got down here
was working with a frat brother who was a main partner at a firm down here.” Similarly, Alana,
a transplant of Barbadian descent in her mid-thirties, received help from her sorority sister in
finding a place to live, when she first moved to Atlanta in 1995. After graduating college in
North Carolina, she received a job offer in Atlanta and didn’t have time to look for housing
before she moved there. When I asked her how she found housing, she told me that her sorority
sister put her in contact with her fiancé who was living in Atlanta and he told her about an
apartment complex near his home which happened to be across from her new job. She picked her
apartment sight unseen based on the recommendation.

As I discussed in the preceding chapters, people have both a racial and ethnic identity,
which are fluid and interchangeable based on the situation (Bashi 2007, 2013). Afro-Caribbeans
are both black and Caribbean. Atlanta-bound Afro-Caribbean migrants’ use of black social
networks, li