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     Introduction    

  I maintain I have been a Negro three times—a Negro baby, a Negro girl 
and a Negro woman. Still, if you have received no clear cut impression of 
what the Negro in America is like, then you are in the same place with me. 
Th ere is no Th e Negro here. Our lives are so diversifi ed, internal att itudes 
so varied, appearances and capabilities so diff erent, that there is no pos-
sible classifi cation so catholic that it will cover us all, except My people! 
My people! 
 —Zora Neale Hurston,  Dust Tracks on a Road , 1942  

  I entered a university in the mid-1990s in a New England town just outside 
Boston and discovered I was part of the largest “black class” in the history of the 
university. I was ecstatic to be among the 60 black students out of roughly 1,200. 
Before classes began, the school off ered the black students a chance to meet one 
another on a weekend at Cape Cod; to talk about the “racism” we might face 
in Boston, both on campus and within the community; and to underline the 
importance of maintaining competitive grades. 

 One exercise we did that weekend has remained in my memory for over a 
decade and has informed the roots and genesis of this project: The facilita-
tors asked us to close our eyes and raise our hands if our parents had cau-
tioned us against getting “wrapped up” with the “black kids.” As I opened my 
eyes from what I thought was a relatively odd question, I realized that all but 
the six black Americans had raised their hands. I was so excited to be with 
black students for the first time in my academic life that I had never stopped 
to analyze the nuances that linked and often divided the black populations 
 surrounding me. 
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 Aft er my experience that weekend it did not come as a surprise when 
members of the Black Student Union lobbied for the name of the organization 
to be changed to the Pan-African Alliance. What  was  somewhat surprising was 
the defection of most of the black students from the newly named organiza-
tion to form two newer groups, the Caribbean Club and the African Student 
Organization. However, those same students who had “defected” still remained 
involved in the activities and issues surrounding the Pan-African Alliance. In 
essence, they established a dual membership in the black organization and the 
organization that addressed their specifi c ethnic and cultural needs and wants. 

 I began to notice that many of the black kids were not “just blacks” or “JBs” 
like me, a term quickly used by other native-born black Americans and friends 
when I could come up with no country other than the United States for my 
racial ancestry. I began to wonder what blacks shared besides color. Many of our 
experiences were similar while on campus—feelings of isolation in a notoriously 
segregated city, our interactions with certain professors who saw black students 
merely as tokens of affi  rmative action, and the random and sometimes trou-
blesome interactions with campus police, to name a few. In addition, many of 
the nonblack students saw the entire black population at the university as “just 
black.” Th erefore, as much as we were oft en divided by our cultural, historical, 
and ethnic diff erences when interacting on campus, we were also linked by our 
shared color, a sense of racial solidarity, and the amorphous feelings of what it 
means to be black, not only in Boston, but in America. 

 Black ethnic interactions on campus were further complicated by the occa-
sional instances of white students and professors who made distinctions between 
black ethnic groups by implying that the work ethics and educational pursuits 
of the children of black immigrants were completely separate and much more 
evolved than those of the children of native-born blacks. Th ese instances created 
a multifaceted racial paradigm that, on the one hand, situated all black students 
outside the dominant “in-group” on campus, and, on the other hand, placed the 
children of black immigrants more closely situated to the dominant white group 
on campus.  1   

 Th is complex tension between shared racial identity and cultural ethnic dis-
tinction has been a staple within the larger black community for decades and 
has oft en gone unnoticed and undocumented by social scientists, scholars of 
race, and community leaders. Th is particular struggle between unifi ed identity 
and cultural and ethnic distinction aff ects intraracial relationships among blacks 
and also exposes a diff erent picture of modern-day race relations involving white 
and other nonblack members of society. Race has become a more complicated 
phenomenon, and with the infl ux of millions of immigrants from across the 
globe, the study of race has evolved: it has become an amalgamation of historical 
contexts, modern-day experiences, and projections of group dynamics. Many 



Introduction  3

Americans have been aff ected by the changing composition of race in neigh-
borhoods, the labor force, the educational system, and the political arena. One 
need only look at the ever-changing composition of New York City to notice the 
infl ux of immigrants into the public, private, and undocumented workforces and 
the increase in multilingual elementary and secondary schools. 

 Consider this interaction of native-born black Americans struggling to cope 
with the emergence of “new blacks” in the United States. In the beginning stages 
of this project, I oft en described the research as “a study to unravel the similari-
ties and diff erences of native-born black Americans and their black ethnic coun-
terparts. Essentially, why do black Americans and Afro-Caribbean and African 
immigrants sometimes fail to get along, and what political understandings can we 
garner from this information in order to form a more cohesive racial coalition?”  2   
On hearing this brief summary, almost all black Americans from various regions 
in the United States gave me a puzzled look and quickly pressed me to explain 
what is  new  about this project. Someone would inevitably say, “Everyone knows 
we don’t always get along. And we know how  they  can be.” Th is blatant yet some-
what coded response from my conversations with native-born black Americans 
became so common that I began to fear that I had not stumbled on a new and 
innovative way to analyze race and ethnicity and explain the dynamic black pop-
ulation in the United States. However, I did know that the academic literature, 
and more specifi cally the political science literature, had not fully addressed the 
evolving racial and ethnic relations among blacks in the United States. 

 Why has the fi eld of political science, and social science more generally, failed 
to quantitatively assess black populations? Recent surveys have assessed Latino 
populations and disaggregated Puerto Rican, Dominican, Mexican, and Cuban 
populations to uncover distinctions within the larger Hispanic population in the 
United States (Abrajano and Alvarez 2010; de la Garza and Cortina 2008). Th ere 
is, in addition, a new and expanding literature that quantitatively addresses the 
ethic, political, and ideological diversity within this country’s Asian American 
populations ( Junn et al. 2011; Wong 2010; Lee, Ramakrishnan, and Ramirez 
2006; Wong 2006). Th e absence of black disaggregation thus elicits a larger set 
of questions pertaining to solidifi ed racial group formation, bloc voting, and 
generalized self-identifi cation. Perhaps researchers have not seen the need to 
put fi nancial resources toward disaggregating black populations; but could there 
be a more positive version of the story, one highlighting the benefi ts of a larger 
group solidarity that focuses on shared racial identities without disaggregating 
potentially divisive diff erences? 

 Th is book explores and seeks to provide a framework for understanding 
how blacks in the United States negotiate dual identities of race and ethnicity. 
It also provides a context for the policy issues that could potentially strengthen 
the political needs of blacks living in cities and urban centers. As black leaders 
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continue to represent increasingly diverse constituencies, diversity among black 
candidates continues to increase as well. For example, many elected offi  cials in 
Brooklyn, New York, and Miami, Florida, are fi nding that the historically “black 
districts” they represent are actually black and Afro-Caribbean districts with 
constituencies that need and want diff ering forms of representation and social 
services. Similarly, elected offi  cials in Washington, DC, and Atlanta, Georgia, are 
fi nding ways to address the needs and wants of their growing number of African 
constituents. 

 In many ways, increasingly dynamic black populations have been a diffi  cult 
phenomenon for political scientists to accept.  3   Scholars have been remiss in 
their neglect of black ethnic diversity within their models, quantitative data col-
lection, and overall discussion of “African Americans.” In contrast, sociologists 
and economists have provided several theories that att empt to explain black 
 ethnic earnings potentials, assimilation diffi  culties, acculturation practices 
across generations, intergroup confl ict, and feelings of incorporation in a racial-
ized American society (Djamba 1999; Dodoo 1997; Model 1995; Butcher 1994; 
Waters 1994, 1999a; Kasinitz 1992; Foner 1987). 

 So who is African American in the twenty-fi rst century, and how are we defi n-
ing this individual? Gone are the days of blacks as a monolithic group. Black 
groups in the United States have expanded well beyond the civil rights genera-
tion narrative, where everyone is a descendant of US slavery, the South, and the 
black Baptist tradition. Th is lack of a new defi nition of “black” has been perpe-
trated by scholars of race, urban politics, and public opinion. If we are to take a 
snapshot of the steadily increasing and diversifying black population, which has 
over 5 million foreign-born blacks from throughout the Caribbean and across 
the continent of Africa and encompasses immigrant political refugee statuses, 
education visas, and economic pursuits, why not now? Given the interactions 
of the “new” blacks versus the “old” blacks, or, as some scholars have argued, 
the “good” blacks versus the “bad” blacks (Rogers 2006), one must ask what 
the future holds for these groups as they continue to compete for resources, 
negotiate descriptive and substantive representation, and batt le an increasingly 
solidifi ed “modifi er problem”—that is, being “black American” rather than just 
“American.” 

 Above and beyond black immigration to the United States are the shared ulti-
mate goals and dreams of blacks trying to succeed in the American labor market. 
Given the economic, neighborhood, and occupational competition experienced 
within the native-born and foreign-born black communities, one would expect 
ethnic distinctions to supersede a racial identity, and if this happened, intrara-
cial strife would be an inevitable by-product. Yet despite the sometimes negative 
perceptions of other black ethnic groups, which would suggest tension, a lack 
of shared identity, and an overall distrust fueling negative feelings toward the 
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perceived in- or out-group, once in the United States black ethnic groups in fact 
share a racial identity that extends across ethnicity, generation, and almost all 
other demographics. 

 Of course, this shared sense of racial identifi cation among blacks may be 
solidifi ed by a continued sense of race and racism that has not been erased, even 
in a “postracial” era.  4   Th is shared identity, which remains regardless of circum-
stance (Dawson 1994), is complicated by external and competing factors, yet 
a sense of racial unity persists in addition to varying groups’ solidifi ed ethnic 
identities. In this book I begin to dissect the interplay between race and ethnicity 
for blacks in the United States and look at how the negotiations with these dual 
identities aff ect participation, partisanship, policy att itudes, and feelings toward 
the American Dream. Th e American Dream is the promise of economic, politi-
cal, and social advancement within the polity and the equitable delivery of these 
goods to all members, regardless of race or other circumstance (Hochschild 
1995). Th e extent to which individuals and groups subscribe to and invest in 
the American Dream directly aff ects their levels of participation, policy stances, 
and att itudes toward other racial and ethnic groups. Th is book begins a dialogue 
regarding the diff erent conceptions of the American Dream by black ethnics. 

 Th is book explores some of the reasons black ethnics subscribe to the prom-
ises of the polity at diff erent levels, as directly related to integration, assimilation, 
and expectations of black ethnic groups, both new and old. Th e simultaneous 
acceptance of a shared racial identity and preservation of a distinct ethnic iden-
tity is the essential element in bett er understanding coalition building, represen-
tation, policy stances, and political participation of blacks as a pathway to the 
American Dream in twenty-fi rst-century American politics.  

  Black Ethnicity: Political Participation, 
Partisanship, and Policy Choices 

 Th e logic of this study rests on the assumption that race and ethnicity aff ect one’s 
att itudes, actions, and abilities to form coalitions that aid black ethnic popula-
tions in New York City. Th ere are three primary questions examined in this book. 
First, due to the varying experiences of immigrants from diff ering countries, 
generations, and national origin groups, and the unique histories of countries of 
origin, scholars contend that political participation is the most important ques-
tion with respect to understanding immigration (Ramakrishnan 2005). One 
can more accurately interpret the eff ects of immigrant status by bett er under-
standing the political socialization of new citizens (Tam Cho 1999), the types of 
political participation newly arrived immigrants undertake (Santoro and Segura 
2011), and the obstacles that newly naturalized persons face in exercising the 
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vote (DeSipio 1996). By utilizing national data sources in conjunction with an 
original survey from the Social Services Employees Union (SSEU) Local 371 
labor population, I have been able to observe the eff ects of union membership 
on electoral activities. 

 Second, are there signifi cant pan-ethnic identities among ethnic groups clas-
sifi ed as “black,” once residing in the United States? If one is to assume that a 
certain level of pan-ethnicity exists among black ethnic groups in the United 
States, it raises the question of whether this “groupness” can thereby be used 
as a potential political resource.  5   In research on Latino pan-ethnic identity, 
scholars have found that Latinos express signifi cant identifi cation with their 
national-origin group ( Jones-Correa and Leal 1996; de la Garza et al. 1992). 
However, pan-ethnicity becomes more relevant when individuals reside in rela-
tive proximity to one another (Padilla 1984), with shared histories of politi-
cal and economic exclusion. Gary Segura and Helena Alves Rodrigues (2006: 
378) contend that “residential segregation, social distrust, political exclusion, 
poor-performing public schools and associated rates of educational att ainment, 
poverty, and a variety of social ills aff ect both immigrants and African-Americans 
alike.” Th e racial segregation of blacks is evident, particularly in New York City, 
and more specifi cally in particular neighborhoods throughout the fi ve boroughs 
in New York City (Rogers 2006; Kasinitz 1992).  6   Group consciousness for 
blacks involves a latent solidarity for some issues, and a blatant solidarity for 
others. Th us, racial group consciousness is contingent on the context and should 
be thought about in a structural as well as constructed sense. 

 Finally, when observing att itudes toward policy issues such as government 
spending, will black populations exhibit signifi cant ethnic distinctions? By dis-
tinguishing between “public” issues versus “racial” issues, a clearer understand-
ing of att itudes toward government spending is addressed. Questions pertaining 
to policy issues also shed light on att itudes among black ethnic groups and 
expressions of overall feelings of political incorporation and eff ectiveness. 

 Black ethnic participatory tendencies, intraracial perceptions, and policy 
stances directly aff ect the potential for coalition building as well as scholars’ 
understandings of the att itudes of the diverse group of blacks in the American 
polity. Th e questions pertaining to participation, perception, and policy are 
driven by the larger overarching themes of incorporation, opportunities in the 
United States, and, ultimately, coalition formation. Th is book builds on litera-
ture that explores immigration, group public opinion and participation, the ten-
sions that exist between diverse populations, and the intersection of race and 
ethnicity for black populations in America. If Dawson (1994) is correct in stat-
ing that an overarching linked fate among black populations exists and that black 
populations use a collective identity as a shortcut for information in the politi-
cal realm, to what extent will black immigrants adhere to this concept? If, as 
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Bobo et al. (2001) contend, blacks evaluate issues in relation to how they aff ect 
the collective interests of all black citizens, where does this theory place newly 
arrived voluntary black immigrants and black ethnics who are adjusting to life 
as “black Americans,” not just “Americans”? Th e salience of racial identity for 
native-born blacks and the new understanding of the  necessity  of a racial identity 
for black immigrants create varying levels of the social and political importance 
of “blackness” and diff ering degrees of collective obstacles and pursuits (Bobo 
and Gilliam 1990; Uhlaner 1989).  

  Book Overview 

 Th e duality of race and ethnicity for foreign-born black populations, in particu-
lar, complicates previous theories of in-group and out-group status in that their 
foreign-born status has allowed foreign-born black ethnics to situate themselves 
as elevated minorities and move more closely to the dominant in-group. My 
argument pertaining to diverse black identities and the elevated minority sta-
tuses that exist in the United States is expanded and developed over the next 
fi ve chapters. In this work, black ethnic diversity and ethnic elevated minority 
status are defi ned as the dominant in-group treatment of foreign-born blacks, 
which is distinct from that of native-born blacks. Foreign-born blacks are oft en 
perceived by whites and even black Americans as diff erent and “special”—as 
harder-working and more productive citizens than their black American counter-
parts. Th e distinction between foreign-born and native-born blacks by nonblack 
groups aff ects the ways in which they interpret and subscribe to the promises of 
the American Dream. 

 In chapter 1, I lay out my theory of elevated minority status and linked fate 
of black ethnics—an extension of Dawson’s (1994) black utility heuristic—in 
order to bett er understand elevated minority status as an ethnic utility heuris-
tic that incorporates segmented assimilation, political att itudes, and political 
behaviors of black ethnic immigrants in the late twentieth century and early 
twenty-fi rst. I utilize previous scholarship from sociologists, economists, and 
political scientists who have advanced the fi elds of racial and ethnic politics. My 
analysis links the research to Asian American studies, Latino politics, urban poli-
tics, social identity, and public opinion that have not previously been integrated 
in a comprehensive analysis pertaining to black diversity. How future scholar-
ship disaggregates the diversity of blacks in America in subsequent works is just 
one element of the research; therefore, I also focus on how these integrated theo-
ries have implications for all “minority” groups  7   living in the United States, and 
how they use amorphous concepts of race and detailed ethnic identifi cations as 
building blocks for larger conversations pertaining to policy, political resources, 
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representation, and benefi ts. Th e analyses set forth in this chapter extend the 
discussion of race and ethnicity to blacks, Latinos, and Asian Americans and lay 
out larger theories to support the measures used in chapters 3, 4, and 5. 

 Chapter 2 provides US census data in conjunction with SSEU Local 371 
demographic data to bett er explain the signifi cance of a union population for this 
particular project. Th is chapter also explains survey design and implementation 
and the sample population. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 address how race and ethnicity 
for blacks aff ect political participation, intraracial att itudes toward the American 
Dream, and policy att itudes. Th ey explain how the duality creates overarching 
intraracial tensions as well as feelings of solidarity, while also showing the shift -
ing signifi cance of race and ethnicity for diff erent groups and at diff erent times. 
I address the questions of how political participation and partisanship are dis-
played, whether intraracial coalition building is possible with the widespread 
range of feelings toward other black ethnic groups, and how att itudes toward 
racialized and nonracialized government policies are articulated by the diff erent 
black ethnic groups. Each chapter then provides evidence that there is a cohe-
sive racial identity that is as signifi cant as one’s distinct ethnic identity, despite 
political participation and personal feelings toward other black ethnic groups 
and contrasting policy stances. 

 Shared black group racial identity in the United States does exist, alongside 
and in addition to ethnic identity and individual level concerns and self-interests. 
I provide analysis about the ethnically diverse black population that not only 
serves as a political example of the range of participatory behaviors, expecta-
tions from the polity, and policy att itudes but also highlights how these impor-
tant issues can be transferred to other nonblack ethnic groups and contribute to 
ongoing debates surrounding identity politics, immigration, urban politics, and 
the future of labor movements. In these chapters, I use transcripts of interviews 
conducted with the leadership of the SSEU Local 371. Th e interviews provide an 
additional layer of individual understandings of the interplay between race and 
ethnicity for blacks, and how these complex negotiations aff ect larger coalition 
building within a social justice–driven union. Each chapter provides a diff erent 
example of how racial and ethnic duality can engender larger understandings of 
pluralism, thus bringing together several theories pertaining to identity, ethno-
centrism, and complex and continued racial segregation. 

 Chapter 3 provides an analysis of voter turnout by black union members. In 
this chapter, high union participatory trends become quite apparent—particu-
larly due to the SSEU’s political history and union leadership in New York City 
politics. In addition to evaluating black union members’ participatory trends, 
this chapter assesses and compares the overall participatory tendencies of black 
groups using national data sources: the Social Services Employees Union Survey 
(SSEUS), the National Election Study (NES), and the New American Exit Poll 
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(NAEP). Participation rates of blacks are also compared to those of nonblack 
union members within the original SSEUS as well as with nonblack populations 
from national data sets. Th is added layer of analysis is critical to extrapolating a 
larger story of interracial and intraracial participatory similarities and diff erences 
among labor populations, and the US population, more generally. Utilizing mul-
tiple data sources illuminates the extensive variation that exists in participation 
rates at the local and national levels, and also highlights the diff erences between 
union population turnout rates and participatory tendencies compared to those 
of the larger US population. 

 Chapter 4 off ers a detailed account of the feelings and perceptions of 
foreign-born and native-born black union members using the SSEU Local 371 
Survey. Th is chapter argues that black intraracial diff erences, even subtle ones, 
elicit att itudes and opinions that greatly infl uence the US political system. It 
also includes a qualitative analysis of the genesis of many of these perceptions 
and feelings of black groups living and working in New York City, and how 
these opinions aff ect black perceptions of the American Dream. I fi nd that 
although there are distinct att itudes among black ethnics regarding modes 
of success and achievement eff orts, there is a signifi cant black racial identity 
present among native-born and foreign-born populations once in the United 
States. 

 Chapter 5 describes the extent to which racial and/or ethnic identity aff ect 
policy stances and compares the responses from the SSEU labor members with 
national data. Using data from the General Social Survey (GSS), the NES, and 
the SSEUS, the chapter provides evidence that the importance and impact 
of racial and ethnic identity aff ects political att itudes and policy beliefs deal-
ing with social spending issues and broader immigration debates. I show that 
black ethnic groups within SSEU Local 371 exhibited similar att itudes toward 
government spending issues promoted by the union. Th ere was even an ele-
ment of racial cohesion regarding issues not promoted by the union leadership. 
However, black ethnics displayed compellingly distinct diff erences in opinion 
toward race-related spending issues. Th e results indicate that ethnicity does 
aff ect policy att itudes, but the evidence also describes a complex overlapping 
of identities—union, racial, and specifi c ethnic—when analyzing government 
spending issues. 

 Finally, the conclusion summarizes the contributions of this project to the fi eld 
of political science and the theoretical literature on race, immigration, and labor. 
It also off ers concluding remarks regarding black ethnicity and the future of black 
political representation and collective participatory engagement. In addition, 
this chapter also addresses the study’s implications for the current immigration 
debates. In particular, it considers the growing complexities of racial classifi cation, 
and informs more general policy recommendations for future studies of race and 
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ethnicity in the United States. I fi nd empirical evidence and support for Jane Junn 
and Natalie Masuoka’s (2008: 734) theoretical argument that “the structuring of 
racial political identity is a complex interaction between policies of the state, politi-
cal economy, and the stereotypes that result to create incentives for people catego-
rized by race to either adopt or turn away from a group based on identity.” 

 To be clear, this project is not about determining which black ethnic group 
works hardest, nor is it about which black group is most likely to succeed. It 
does aim, however, to present the complexity of race and ethnicity for both 
native-born and foreign-born blacks living in America and to ascertain the pos-
sibilities for political coalitions in specifi c policy areas. Th is project confi rms the 
importance of a multilayered identity for foreign-born and native-born blacks 
and examines how racial and ethnic identity directly aff ects foreign-born blacks’ 
concepts of group racial identity. Th is work also shows how Afro-Caribbean and 
African black populations impact black Americans and their perceptions of race, 
ethnic identity, a collective future, and fulfi llment of the American Dream.  
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     C H A P T E R  1 
 A Theory of Black Elevated 
Minority Status   

   Before Barack Obama exploded onto the national political scene in 2004, the 
Republicans, as some may remember, were giddy with excitement over their 
own special potential candidate for the presidency. In 1992, Colin Powell’s name 
was being thrown around as a possible running mate for then president George 
H. W. Bush, and in 1995, his name was mentioned as a possible GOP presiden-
tial candidate. Powell seemed to have stepped out of a GOP’s dream. He was a 
general in the US Army, and for many whites, he transcended race. Not only had 
he been quoted on the record as saying, “I ain’t that black” (Gates 1997: 84), but 
he seemed to be the antithesis of Jesse Jackson, the most recent serious black 
candidate for a party’s nomination. Jackson had run for the Democratic nomi-
nation for presidency in 1984 and 1988 and was what many in white America 
viewed as a quintessential African American: descendant of US slavery and the 
South, a student of the Baptist preaching tradition, a product of a broken home, 
and a social agitator.  1   General Powell, for many, was a product of arguably one of 
the most established institutions of American patriotism. He was fair skinned, 
“articulate,” a product of the US military, and a leader in what many viewed as a 
successful Gulf War. But Powell possessed something else that made him  special : 
In the eyes of some of his supporters, he was not African American. For many, it 
was his Jamaican heritage that made him diff erent, that explained his discipline, 
professional excellence, and supreme intellect. 

 Fast forward to 2008, when Barack Obama, the son of a man from Kenya and 
a woman from Kansas, captivated the hearts of so many Americans. Many of 
the same conversations began linking Obama and Powell as an ideal presidential 
candidate, despite not being  really  African American—that is, not a descendant 
of US slavery and therefore possessing a diff erent relationship with America. 
I wondered if Obama would have been as att ractive to American voters, white 
voters in particular, if his background were that of a man from Detroit and a 
woman from Duluth, or a man from Newark and a woman from Nebraska, or 



12  Black Ethnics

a man from Oakland and a woman from Omaha. You see where I am going 
with this line of thought. Th e subtle but signifi cant message of his non–African 
American heritage was a variable both black and white voters initially discussed, 
debated, and ultimately digested. Many voters saw Obama as black, whether 
his dad was from Kenya or Kentucky. For some voters, when presented with 
ethnic diversity, Obama’s lack of “authenticity” complicated their sense of racial 
att achment. For others, though, the comparisons to Jesse Jackson were endless. 
Whereas Jackson was portrayed as obsessed with race and racial politics, spe-
cifi cally black politics, Obama was presented as a “postracial” candidate. Obama 
had a racial identity that linked him to the black population, but he was diff erent. 
For many, he did not have the same “racial baggage” as ninth-generation African 
Americans—the Jesse Jacksons of the world—thus begging the question, what 
does racial identity and ethnic distinction mean for blacks living in America? 

 Although the black population in America has changed and continues to 
change, race is still relevant. Steady migration of black immigrants continues 
from small Caribbean islands to large African nations.  2   Th is book has two aims: 
(1) to explore the diverse public opinions of black ethnic groups in the early 
twenty-fi rst century, and (2) to quantitatively analyze the racial politics of black 
intraracial relationships between black American, Afro-Caribbean, and Africans 
in the context of the qualitative data that has been used to explain black American 
and West Indian relationships generally. It has been implicitly acceptable to 
analyze black groups as homogeneous in social science data while ignoring the 
dynamic countries of origin, migration patt erns, and generational distinctions 
between black ethnic groups. Th e central tenet of this book, however, is that 
both race and ethnicity are factors in black att itudes toward politics, policies, 
other races, and other black ethnic groups that operate on the individual and 
group levels. Th e duality of these att itudes for blacks in America has a strange 
way of building racial solidarity on the one hand, and reinforcing and re-creating 
ethnic stereotypes among black groups on the other. Even as the fates of phe-
notypically black individuals and larger groups are inextricably linked to other 
phenotypically black people in America, the myth of the monolithic black group 
persists, as does the myth of the “diff erent, special, and good” black immigrants 
(Rogers 2006). 

 Th e theoretical approach I employ to assist the reader in bett er understand-
ing black ethnic diversity in twenty-fi rst-century America is one of an “elevated 
minority status” perspective. Th is perspective adopts an integrated understand-
ing of one’s racial and ethnic identity, as well as their individual and group att ach-
ments. In the subsequent pages, I describe the elevated minority status and how 
it might relate to black ethnics in America. Th e book establishes its foundation 
with Dawson’s (1994) work focusing on the linked fate of blacks in America, and 
the integration of race and class for black public opinion and group placement. 
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I also investigate the “black” modifi er that is att ached to the American status for 
black native-born and black immigrants by examining the in- and out-group pos-
sibilities for black ethnics in an interracial context. Finally, I show that black eth-
nics are perceived as an elevated minority group, not a model minority like Asian 
American individuals and groups (Petersen 1971), but an elevation above their 
black American counterparts, the widely accepted “last-place” racial group. 

 My delicate approach to this largely unchartered black ethnic territory inte-
grates several important veins of social science. Dawson’s model of linked fate 
and the black utility heuristic has been critical in providing a theoretical back-
bone to black group racial identity. However, it provides no road map pertaining 
to black immigration, specifi cally fi rst- or second-generation Afro-Caribbeans 
and Africans who are phenotypically black, and are oft en characterized as black, 
but who have diff erent negotiations and allegiances to a larger black group or 
groups. For an understanding of black ethnic relationships, I largely look to Reuel 
Rogers’s innovative insights on black America and Afro-Caribbean political rela-
tionships in New York City, in conjunction with Mary Waters, Nancy Foner, 
and Phil Kasinitz’s social ideas surrounding black immigration and migration 
patt erns. All of these perspectives, when combined with Dawson and Jennifer 
Hochschild’s work on the American Dream, provide a “clearing in the brush” for 
understanding how black ethnic att itudes and identities in the United States are 
formed and negotiated. Th us, this work integrates the duality of race and ethnic-
ity for blacks in America as well as individual-level att itudes with larger group 
identity and att achment. Th e elevated minority status model allows us to bet-
ter understand how the individual att itudes of black ethnics aff ect perceptions 
of other black groups, and the possibilities for coalition building among black 
ethnic groups. 

 More generally, answers to the questions of “What does a shared racial iden-
tity mean for coalition building?” or “How do distinct ethnic identities weaken 
political identifi cation?” are essential in a twenty-fi rst-century polity where blacks 
continue to defi ne and seek to att ain the American dream, political representa-
tion, and oft en limited resources.  3   Th us, I att empt, with the elevated minority 
status model, to amalgamate our understanding of group confl ict, race, ethnicity, 
group status, immigration, and policies into a single narrative. Other scholars 
have approached these topics at varying degrees, but this book intends to explic-
itly integrate these concepts into a single perspective of twenty-fi rst-century 
black politics. 

 What is at stake is not just racial or ethnic divisions, or model minority/
elevated minority statuses for black, Latino, Asian American, and even white 
ethnics in the United States. What is at stake extends to a larger understand-
ing and investment in the American Dream. Th is collective identity may be 
political in nature, racial, or coalesced around particular policies. Th e urgency 
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in determining the root of possible impetuses for coalition building will deter-
mine the ultimate course of American political and cultural endurance. By 
building interethnic coalitions, will black groups in the United States be able 
to att ain more of the promises of the American Dream? Will their collective 
strategies, policies, and realistic understandings of the inequities and benefi ts 
of America, assist them in making increased gains as a group? If we att empt 
to materialize and qualify the founding principles of American democracy, 
equity, and ultimate possibility, we must ask more nuanced questions as to 
how to make these ideals realities. By investigating the issues which foster or 
prevent coalitions, we can bett er understand how the potential for an intrara-
cial group cohesion can serve as a pathway for black group att ainment of the 
American Dream—that is, the widely understood promises of the polity. Th is 
book is not a naive or vain att empt to solve all democratic inequities; it is an 
att empt to unravel the factors that prevent substantive black ethnic coalition 
building in the United States. 

 Questions about black immigrant integration and interactions with 
native-born blacks are key to understanding the political orientations and 
behaviors of blacks in America and the stability of larger black American groups 
as a cohesive voting bloc within the Democratic Party. Increasingly, black can-
didates are dipping their toes into politics as Republican candidates on all levels 
of government. For some, depending on geographic locale, they are leveraging 
their ethnic status as a new way of introducing the Republican Party to black 
immigrant groups, as is the case with Mia Love, the Haitian GOP candidates for 
Congress in 2012. Should we expect new black immigrants to orient themselves 
to politics in the same manner as native blacks, and will the diff erent histories 
of new immigrants and native-born blacks lead to diff erent political orientations 
and behavior, and perhaps even to political tensions and confl ict between the 
diff erent ethnic groups of blacks in America? Despite the importance of these 
questions, there has been litt le empirical evidence or comprehensive data col-
lection on the growing diversity among blacks living in America. On the one 
hand, black ethnic diversity has not grown at the same rates as Latino and 
Asian American diversity in the United States, even though African migration 
is steadily increasing each year. Yet, at the other extreme, blacks in America are 
overwhelmingly analyzed and defi ned as a homogenous racial group. Observing 
national-level politics, it appears that black Americans are cohesive voting mem-
bers within the Democratic Party, and have been for close to half a century. 
Although Democratic strength does fl uctuate slightly on the local level, depend-
ing on geographic locale, it is more than likely that those who identify as black 
in America also identify as Democratic. Th us, att itudes toward racial identity are 
also, in essence, larger indicators of political identity. If that is the case, the ways 
in which ethnicity aff ects and infl uences racial identity, and therefore poten-
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tially alters the political discourse for the larger black group, must be called into 
question. 

 Social scientists tend to rely on the broad concepts of race, class, and geo-
graphic locale in their models for explaining how black voters participate 
politically and how they view their statuses as Americans when compared to 
white Americans (Hochschild 1995; Dawson 1994; Tate 1993; Huckfeldt and 
Kohlfeld 1989). In essence, current understanding about what motivates black 
political participation boils down to three questions: (1) How can I improve 
my own advancement? (2) How does the advancement of my racial group 
aff ect me? and (3) How does my advancement—such as political, economic, 
or social—correlate to how I view my life chances? Th e approach of this book is 
that these distinctions between black ethnic groups become blurred because of 
the intersection of race and ethnicity, both of which are dependent on boundar-
ies that are fl uid, subjective, and constantly shift ing. Personal identifi cation can 
include one’s concept of self or family, but it could also include one’s more distant 
community—for example, one’s neighborhood and ethnic group. Racial group 
interest, whether used as a proxy for individual self-interest or as a larger call for 
collective interests, also depends on how one perceives his or her ability to move 
within the varying boundaries of one’s particular group or groups. For example, 
how and when does Afro-Caribbean identity in the United States extend to 
all Afro-Caribbeans, or all persons categorized as black? If we use Campbell’s 
(1958) defi nition of group att achment, we know that individuals need similar-
ity, proximity, common fate, and good fi gure. By “good fi gure,” Campbell means 
that individuals resist intrusion and their boundaries are relatively impermeable. 
One’s broad set of beliefs can become constrained by boundaries.  4   Th us, while 
black ethnic conceptualizations of the interplay between race and ethnicity have 
profound usefulness, their politicized utility and its relation to advancement 
within American society serve as the undercurrent of these identifi cations. 

 Rather than adding to the volumes of signifi cant scholarship and debates 
surrounding what exactly race is, this book adds to the very small but growing 
literature surrounding the interplay of race and ethnicity for blacks in America 
by using data to explore what it means for native-born and non-native-born 
blacks in the United States to be black in America in the twenty-fi rst century. 
Social  scientists study concepts pertaining to class, black-white perceptions and 
att itudes, and socioeconomic status with litt le att ention paid to the intraracial 
att itudes and relationships among blacks. Black Americans, Afro-Caribbeans, 
and Africans have been interacting, sharing, and competing in the United States 
for several decades now. Although ethnic identity has been a visible factor in 
black communities and neighborhoods, it is still very much uncharted territory 
in social science research. Th e relatively small number of these new popula-
tions (when compared to Latino and Asian American groups), the geographic 
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concentrations in a few states, their exposure to racism, and the phenotypic 
similarity to black Americans are just some of the reasons social scientists have 
only recently begun to explore the nuances within the black population in the 
United States.  

  Racial and Ethnic Eff ects on the Group 

 In order to consider the diff erences of black ethnics in the United States, we need 
to further consider theories of racial identity. Racial identities largely infl uence 
group formation, classifi cation, and identifi cation. Because race is not a “natural” 
att ribute but a socially and historically constructed one, scholars are still divided 
as to whether or not race can actually be used to infer larger group similarities 
based on physical characteristics—that is, it may be virtually impossible to ignore 
the similarities of a group based largely on outward appearances (Sipress 1997; 
Fields 1982). Some scholars argue that race in the United States is a social con-
struction and largely based on physical characteristics (Bobo and Hutchings 
1996; See and Wilson 1989). Th e American construct of race has led scholars 
to argue that race is a social ideology that has signifi cant historical foundations 
embedded in the fabric of society, culture, and daily interactions in this country 
(Sipress 1997). Th ey argue that in American social ideology there is an element 
of fl uidity to racial classifi cation that works in concert with established hierar-
chies and historical notions. Race has been defi ned as (1) a constituent of the 
individual psyche and of relationships among individuals, and (2) an irreducible 
component of collective identities and social structures (Winant 1994: 52). 

 Fields (1982) argued that “race rose to meet an ideological need” and that the 
racial ideological construct persists because people insist on thinking in racial 
terms. However, Winant (1994) argued that Fields failed to recognize race as a 
social construct that can serve to reinforce social organization and identity for-
mation throughout the globe. Th erefore, race and the social underpinnings of 
race can signifi cantly aff ect individuals living in and outside America. In that, 
Winant believed that an individual without a racial identity is in danger of pos-
sessing no identity at all. Due to the systemic racism and discrimination that have 
been present in America since its inception, there is signifi cance in the binding 
notion of a black race. Speight, Vera, and Derrickson (1996) argued that indi-
viduals who self-label themselves as black do so because they believe their iden-
tity is self-evident as well as externally imposed. Th e current race classifi cation, 
therefore, aff ects the myriad of black ethnic groups that currently reside in the 
United States. Scholars contend that racial space is now global and racial hege-
mony is worldwide and aff ects the att itudes and behaviors of blacks living both 
inside and outside the United States. However, due to conquests, colonization, 
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and migration, the geographic roots of race and racism become more compli-
cated, especially in this country (Winant 1994). 

 Race is signifi cant for black ethnic populations in the United States, largely 
because race continues to serve as a fundamental characteristic that infl uences 
life chances and circumstances.  5   Th e prevalence, and what appears to be the 
permanence of race as a defi ning characteristic, continues to puzzle scholars, 
politicians, policy makers, immigrants, and even native-born black populations 
who have witnessed incremental advances since the beginning of the civil rights 
movement and the subsequent passages of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the 
Voting Rights Act of 1965. Essentially, race continues to drive the political pro-
cess, infl uence social mobility, and complicate normative principles that serve 
as the foundation of American democracy. As the country strives to maintain 
its position into the twenty-fi rst century as a democratic world leader, unifi er, 
and freedom advocate, we must bett er understand the ways in which America 
incorporates individuals into its democracy. Not only is race important to any 
discussion of America’s fundamental values; it also has political signifi cance in 
American electoral politics, especially in America’s cities. Th e future of black 
ethnic coalitions and more ethnically diverse coalitions in urban politics will 
depend on blacks’, and other people of color’s, perceptions of treatment, pos-
sibilities for advancement, and overall feelings of inclusion. 

 Race is an organizing principle that assists individuals in their interpretations 
of the social world. Th e construct of race is connected to deep-rooted systems 
of power, control, and varying forms of order (Winant 1994: 2). Th ese prin-
ciples largely dictate how nations throughout the world organize themselves and 
continue to subjugate particular individuals within their societies.  6   Slavery has 
long been abolished in the United States, and Jim Crow ended roughly fi ft y years 
ago. Yet, race (and racism) is deeply embedded in American society and aff ects 
native-born populations, and subsequently, black ethnic immigrant populations 
who have never experienced slavery on US soil. Race is in the psyche of oppres-
sors and the oppressed and is manifested in macro- and micro-level relation-
ships (Winant 1994: 2). Th erefore, when black populations, both native-born 
and foreign-born, experience the events of the Rodney King police beatings, 
the Abner Louima police assault, and the Amadou Diallo police shooting, the 
eff ects of race are socialized in the minds of blacks in the United States, regard-
less of their country of origin. 

 At the outset, race has dominated political conversations pertaining to US 
group advancement. However, we cannot ignore the signifi cant eff ects of eth-
nicity. Th e relationship between racial and ethnic labels are linked, not only to 
racial identity, but to the racial and ethnic socialization of one’s membership in 
a nondominant US group.  7   Th e socialization of blackness has contributed to 
the varying levels of importance of racial heritage for individuals, as well as the 
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extent to which individuals perceive themselves as members of a larger racial 
group (Parham and Helms 1981). Anglin and Whaley (2006) argued that one’s 
black sense of self has been infl uenced by group socialization and group experi-
ences. Th e racial and ethnic labels are thus created by the socialization of experi-
ences that bring underlying identities to the surface (Hecht, Collier, and Ribeau 
1993). Ethnicity is even more distinctive and specifi c than racial categorizations 
in that it is distinct from race and its social categories because it is largely based 
on culture (Sipress 1997). Our understanding of ethnicity is further compli-
cated when assessing the extent to which one’s culture is largely dictated by a 
racial social classifi cation. Due to the debated defi nition and construct of race in 
America, in addition to distinct identifi cations with one’s ethnicity, Anglin and 
Whaley (2006: 458) argued that ethnic and racial identity are “manifestations 
of underlying identities that emerged out of socializations and experiences.” 
Th erefore, ethnicity is a subset of racial classifi cation, as well as a distinct iden-
tity, and contributes to dual identities for several foreign-born black populations 
who migrate to the United States. 

 In order to bett er understand the intersection of race and ethnicity, we must 
consider similar frameworks used in understanding Latino and Asian popula-
tions (de la Garza et al. 1991; Okamoto 2003). Most social scientists recognize 
the political participatory and public opinion distinctions present among Cuban, 
Dominican, and Mexican populations, as well as the distinctions between 
Chinese, Japanese, and Filipino populations living in the United States. Just as 
these ethnic group populations have overt cultural and historical distinctions 
and diff erent experiences of incorporation and assimilation (or lack thereof) 
into US society, they have also been ascribed an overarching racial identity. 
Incorporation obstacles for Latino and Asian immigrants are oft en att ributed 
to weak pan-ethnic att achments (Segura and Rodrigues 2006). Due to the vast 
heterogeneous populations that exist within the larger racial classifi cations of 
“Latino” and “Asian,” the groups largely remain associated with their specifi c 
ethnic group ( Jones-Correa and Leal 1996). 

 Some scholars have argued that blacks in America are no more of a racial 
group than Latinos due to the trans-Atlantic slave trade, which brought diverse 
populations of blacks from Africa (Fields 1982). Scholars have argued that it is 
virtually impossible to think of Latinos as a racial group, or even as a group of 
individuals with a “linked fate,” due to their diverse countries of origin, histo-
ries, and linguistic diff erences. Th ey have maintained that the same argument 
can be made for blacks in America, who share physical characteristics but hail 
from varying and quite diverse nations with oft en drastically diff erent histories, 
languages, and vehicles of incorporation. 

 Scholars have contended that racialized hierarchies based on a racial pheno-
type, immigrant status, ethnicity, and nationality contribute to the development 
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of stratifi cation and complex defi nitions of black and white groups. Th ey argued 
that these stratifi ed categories establish life chances and future prospects of 
success for groups living in the United States. Th ey contended that immigrant 
groups who were categorized, or who defi ned themselves, as black experienced 
subsequent discrimination and segregation that aff ected their eff orts at incor-
poration, economic gains, and geographic and social mobility (A. Torres 1995; 
Massey and Denton 1993). 

 Th e defi nition of black ethnic relations that I use in this book extends Reuel 
Rogers’s (2006) substantial work on Afro-Caribbean and black American politi-
cal relationships and incorporation into the political system. Rogers describes 
the relationship between Afro-Caribbean and African Americans in New York 
City, and the complex negotiations that arise for both groups:

  Afro-Caribbean’s distinctive ethnic background and immigrant status 
make for diff erences in how they and their native-born counterparts 
perceive and participate in the political process. . . . Immigrants’ home 
country ties and experiences serve as a kind of cognitive frame or lens 
through which these newcomers make sense of American political life 
and the challenges of incorporation. (Rogers 2006: 11, 17)   

 Th is ethnic background can be applied more broadly as well. Although Rogers’s 
central analysis is between African Americans and Afro-Caribbeans, it also 
extends to Africans in America.  8   While it may be possible for all black ethnic 
groups to incorporate and assimilate into dominant American society,  9   the lev-
els and speeds at which these processes occur will have particular distinctions 
for each group. While one black ethnic group may interpret particular aspects 
of the promise of the American Dream as positive, another black ethnic group 
may interpret it as a limitation or restriction not aff orded to them fully; and still 
another black ethnic group may see both the pros and cons of this particular 
aspect of the polity and maintain a neutral perception of the ability for America 
to provide true economic, political, and social equity. Beginning conversations 
of this multilayered level of integration and segmented assimilation for black 
ethnics is refl ected in the small amount of scholarship detailing black diver-
sity. However, much of the emerging and cutt ing-edge scholarship pertaining 
to today’s nonwhite populations has largely centered on Asian American and 
Latino groups (Wong 2010; Junn and Haynie 2008; Lee, Ramakrishnan, and 
Ramirez 2006; Jones-Correa 1998a; de la Garza 1992; de la Garza et al. 1991). 

 Th e incorporation process for black immigrants continues to be a unique 
journey for black migrants. As African immigrants spend greater periods of time 
in the United States and transfer from fi rst generation to second and even third 
generation, what will become of their electoral activities or investment in the 
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American Dream? Scholars contend that Afro-Caribbeans have an “exit option” 
and that their disillusionment with the American Dream and maintenance of a 
“foreign reference point” (Rogers 2006; Bashi Bobb and Clarke 2001) all con-
tribute to their decision making as they live in the United States. African immi-
grants, however, may not have the same exit option as their Afro-Caribbean 
counterparts. Signifi cant numbers of Africans have migrated and continue to 
migrate to the United States for educational reasons, while substantial numbers 
have entered as refugees. For Nigerians, the primary African respondent group 
in the SSEU Local 371 sample, recent migration has been att ributed to both 
educational pursuits and distance from political strife. Some fl ed Nigeria in the 
mid-1970s, in the aft ermath of the Nigeria-Biafra War and the subsequent mili-
tary dictatorships that followed. Th erefore, the reasons for US migration cou-
pled with the increasingly diverse black ethnic groups entering the United States 
contribute to a more complex makeup of blacks in America than ever before.  

  Th e Blurred Color Line  

  Herein lie buried many things which if read with patience may show the 
strange meaning of being black here in the drawing of the Twentieth 
Century. Th is meaning is not without interest to you, Gentle Reader; for 
the problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color-line. 
 —W. E. B. Du Bois,  Th e Souls of Black Folk    

 Th e issue that W. E. B. Du Bois (1993 [1903]) labeled “the problem of the 
 twentieth century” has not disappeared. Th e soil has been tilled, but several 
 elements of the soil remain unchanged. Du Bois wrote in a time of colonial 
empires of European powers, rigid caste societies, and virtual racial dictatorship 
(Winant 1994). Although white supremacy is no longer overt, Du Bois’s words 
ring true in evolved forms. Blacks and people of color in the United States, for 
the most part, are no longer rejected outright from job opportunities or hous-
ing choices, nor are they physically threatened when trying to vote.  10   However, 
more nuanced forms of racism, injustice, and inequities are now prevalent in 
American society that aff ect both native-born and foreign-born black individu-
als. American-born blacks continue to discover that the problem of the color 
line is engrained in the fabric of American democracy and in the pursuit of the 
American Dream. 

 Over one hundred years ago, caste systems were recognized as “natural” 
ways of organizing individuals in American society. Rigid castelike systems no 
longer exist in the United States, but a new type of caste system threatens the 
country today. It is not one imposed by overt white power subjugating people of 
color into slave and indentured servant positions; rather, the new caste system 
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that now threatens American democracy comes from within the deeply seated 
mind-sets of those who were once held in subservient positions. Th is mind-set is 
even shared by newly arriving immigrants who possess a knowledge of America’s 
past practices and who strive to position themselves as far from the “bott om” 
caste as possible. Th e modern-day caste struggle is most poignantly played out 
in some of the interactions between native-born black Americans and their black 
ethnic counterparts who understand the continued burden of the color line and 
the weight of race in the United States. Th e United States that Du Bois articu-
lated so eloquently over one hundred years ago has evolved; however, the resid-
ual eff ects of oppression, distrust, and injustice remain. Th e new problem facing 
the twenty-fi rst century is not just of the color line, but how the stratifi cation of 
this line creates more complex tensions for groups struggling against the notion 
of “last place” in American democracy. Robert Lieberman (1998) is correct in 
his assertion that the color line has shift ed. However, the blurring of these lines 
has evolved into a much more complex negotiation with one’s race and place in 
the United States. 

 At the core, all discussions of race and ethnicity for blacks in America 
must emphasize the duality that exists for these diverse groups of blacks. 
Afro-Caribbean and African immigrants living in America have experienced 
forms of oppression, racism, and subjugation as blacks, even by blacks. For 
example, residential segregation of blacks has oft en swift ly introduced black 
immigrant ethnic groups to the inequities still faced by blacks in the United 
States. However, this forced integration of native-born blacks and foreign-born 
blacks, due to segregation, has also produced tensions, mistrust, and competition 
among black groups (Kasinitz, Batt le, and Miyares 2001; Massey and Denton 
1988). Th e historically racist black-white paradigm has extended to black immi-
grants in many ways. However, this black-white paradigm has also manifested 
itself in more positive ways for foreign-born blacks. Th e historical racism and 
oppression in the United States seems to have either placed Afro-Caribbean and 
African populations with black Americans, both literally and symbolically, or 
have treated Afro-Caribbean and African immigrants as diff erent, that is, harder 
working, smarter, and/or “bett er” than native-born blacks, what Rogers (2006) 
defi nes as “good blacks.” 

 Th e understanding of race for black newcomers is that racial formation and 
construction is a largely unique phenomenon applicable to the United States. 
New immigrants may not easily or readily accept or adhere to the racial cate-
gories ascribed to them upon their arrival in the country and therefore cannot 
(or should not) be expected to automatically accept or identify with the larger 
black American racial category or group as a whole. Studies have documented 
Afro-Caribbean populations expressing disillusionment with assimilation in 
the United States and thereby becoming “black Americans” as opposed to just 
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“Americans,” like their white immigrant counterparts (Rogers 2000; Waters 
1994; Foner 1987).  11   Du Bois argued that poor whites received a “public psy-
chological wage” by being “not black” in the United States, which proved their 
fi tness for membership in a free community (Roediger 1991; Ignatiev 1995). 
Th is “psychological wage” does not fully extend to black immigrants once they 
arrive in the United States. Once black immigrants arrive in the United States, 
they become black American, not just American. Th e concepts of race, iden-
tity, and national origin have created a complex set of issues for the individual 
and for the larger group. Junn and Masuoka (2008: 731) argue that “racial 
group identity may not necessarily be a stable psychological predisposition, but 
instead a perception that may be cued by outside contexts.” Th is is defi nitely the 
case for black ethnic groups who are negotiating their relationship with black 
Americans—how whites perceive them in relation to black Americans, how 
their American status with a mandatory modifi er is solidifi ed by outside con-
texts and perceptions, and how ethnicity is further negotiated by placing ethnic-
ity as a primary and not secondary identity when the situation arises. 

 Many immigrant groups share similar obstacles when arriving in the United 
States. Some scholars have argued that African and Caribbean immigrants may 
have more in common with other immigrants from across the globe than with 
native-born black Americans (Portes and Rumbaut 2001). First-generation 
black immigrants in the United States have faced overwhelming pressures to 
identify only as “blacks” (Kasinitz 1992; Foner 1987). In fact, they have been 
described as “invisible immigrants” (Bryce-Laporte 1972), because rather than 
being contrasted with other immigrants (for example, evaluating Jamaican suc-
cesses as compared with Chinese), they have been compared most oft en to black 
Americans.  12   Because racial phenotype seems to link black ethnics into one racial 
group, can and will substantive coalitions form? Black groups are clearly grouped 
together in the United States. However, whether their fates are ultimately linked 
is part of a larger and constantly changing black ethnic puzzle.  

  Linked Fates and Coalition Building 

 Over the past several decades, signifi cant strides have been made by blacks 
achieving educational success, att aining occupational advancements, and being 
incorporated into the middle class. However, dark skin is still correlated with 
poverty in the United States and throughout the globe (Segura and Rodrigues 
2006); therefore, class position, societal status, and opportunities for political 
and economic advancement are in many ways racially assigned in the United 
States. Race is obviously a physical characteristic that has been used in this 
country to distinguish a certain group of people with similar phenotypes. Th is 
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color distinction has led to widespread discrimination and inequities, as Rogers 
(2006) analyzed, thus lumping phenotypically similar individuals together 
based on outward identity, without accounting for the existence of diff ering 
self-identifi cations and belief systems. 

 Th e racial socialization of people of African descent living in the United 
States has had distinguishing eff ects on black populations, one of a “blended” 
cultural heritage (Larkey, Hecht, and Martin 1993) that emphasizes and con-
nects to African ancestry and representation, as well as subjugation in American 
culture (Anglin and Whaley 2006). Due to shared skin color with native-born 
populations, foreign-born black phenotype serves as a basis for discrimination 
in America (Deaux et al. 2007). 

 New black immigrants also discover the inequities present in America and the 
subsequent negotiations with race and identity that directly aff ect their pursuits of 
becoming “American” without the mandatory modifi er “black.” For foreign-born 
blacks, their American status has a permanent “black” modifi er att ached to it. Th e 
permanent prefi x aids in preventing native-born and foreign-born populations 
from att aining the same American incorporation experienced by other nonblack 
immigrants. Black racial classifi cation has aff ected fi rst and second-generation 
black ethnics in that they did not experience the same processes of assimilation 
as previous white immigrant populations (Waters 1998; Kinder and Sanders 
1996). Cordero-Guzman, Smith, and Grosfoguel (2001: 6) argue that immi-
grants, once in the United States, quickly learn that “only whites are fi t for citizen-
ship, for full membership in the polity and society, so make sure that when your 
group’s ethnicity and race are defi ned, they fall on the ‘white ethnic’ and not the 
‘native minority’ side of the color line” (see also Ignatiev 1995; Roediger 1991). 
Th us, black immigrants seek ways to reduce and possibly diminish the negative 
eff ects of the minority status imposed on their American status. It is because 
of this linking of black immigrants to native-born blacks that in-group fi ghting 
and competition decreases opportunities for substantive coalition building. As 
Afro-Caribbean and African black populations are occasionally promoted to ele-
vated minority status over native-born black populations by whites, coalitional 
eff orts are severely jeopardized and undermined within the larger black group. 
In that, one group is promoted and their interests are advanced at the expense 
and exclusion of others.  13   Okamoto (2003: 815) argued, “Competition among 
pan-ethnic groups will increase the rate of pan-ethnic collective action, whereas 
competition within pan-ethnic groups will decrease the rate of pan-ethnic col-
lective action.”  14   One proposed way to circumvent some of the obstacles that 
prevent inter- and intraracial ethnic groups from forming coalitions was to 
organize the various ethnic groups around political issues that were explicitly 
racial (Guinier and Torres 2002). Th e data in subsequent chapters show how 
black ethnics express limited shared opinions regarding racial policy.  15   However, 
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feelings of competition between blacks and whites contributed to more cohesive 
black ethnic att itudes. 

 Race, and not necessarily other individual characteristics, structures black 
American worldviews (Dawson 1994). Th e formation of black linked fate is 
based on a shared common history by blacks as a subjugated racial group and 
the collective identity that is formed a proxy for individual status. However, this 
idea of black linked fate is “strained” when black ethnic groups are included. If 
using the defi nition that these groups share a history as a subjugated group, as a 
phenotypically similar group within the larger African diaspora, then Dawson’s 
defi nition and theory hold. However, when observing black ethnic groups in the 
United States, their histories and modes of voluntary versus nonvoluntary migra-
tion drastically aff ect and contribute to diff ering histories among black groups. 
Dawson argues that blacks continue to link their life chances to other blacks, 
even as their socioeconomic status improves.  16   So what do racial links mean to 
recent immigrants or groups that see their primary identifi cation through a black 
ethnic lens? And how do black ethnic groups in the United States form a cohe-
sive group for their political advancement? 

 Dawson (1994) has thoroughly described the benefi ts of collective solidarity 
or “linked fate” for black Americans. He argued that black individuals have per-
ceived their successes as linked to the successes of the larger group as a whole. 
Dawson’s theory of the “black utility heuristic” explains the strong racial group 
identity that exists among blacks.  17   However, Dawson’s analysis largely extends 
to class dynamics within the larger black community and does not parse out 
the extensive ethnic variety within the growing black community. Unlike other 
ethnic groups who migrate to the United States and assimilate into the American 
social and economic mainstream, for black immigrants, the assimilation and 
integration process comes with some unique race-based obstacles. Black immi-
grants have not been able to fully shed the “black” modifi er that is added to 
their new American status. To be clear, black Americans have not necessarily 
“chosen” their black identity either. As the nations only involuntary immigrants, 
their black status has historically been imposed on this group, therefore black 
Americans have adopted, politicized, and expanded this categorization. 

  A L L  O F  T H E  B L A C K S  A R E  A M E R I C A N.  A L L  O F 
T H E  I M M I G R A N TS  A R E  L AT I N O.  B U T  S O M E  O F  U S  A R E  .  .  .  ? 

 Black Americans have largely been categorized in comparison to whites, based 
on region, political affi  liation, class, and education levels. Segura and Rodrigues 
(2006: 376) argued that the “historical construction of a racial dynamic that is 
almost exclusively binary, i.e., black and white  . . .  [and] racial and ethnic inter-
actions between Anglos and other minority groups are assumed to mimic—to 
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some degree—the black-white experience.” Simply put, Segura and Rodrigues 
argued that the “black-white paradigm is no longer suffi  cient to provide genuine 
understanding of the political circumstances and experiences of all nonwhite 
groups” (ibid.: 391). 

 With the increases in immigration of black ethnic populations to the United 
States, one cannot necessarily assume that the interactions of black immigrant 
populations will be the same as those for native-born black American popula-
tions. However, the extent to which the interactions between black immigrants 
and whites diff er from native-born black American and white interactions are 
still called into question.  18   Th e historically tenuous relationship between blacks 
and whites cannot be assumed to automatically extend to immigrant popula-
tions. On the other hand, the complex racial element that oft en exists for black 
immigrants, in that black immigrants are viewed as phenotypically “black,” dic-
tates how particular relationships with whites can and will be formed. Although 
black-white interracial divisions have largely dominated the landscape of 
American political thought, the complexity of the black populations and nego-
tiations in the American polity raise new questions surrounding incorporation, 
assimilation, and acceptance. 

 Several nonblack and nonwhite immigrant groups have expressed feelings of 
an “in-between” status in which they are “not Black but not White” (Perlmann 
and Waldinger 1997: 905) or “native born, and not black” (Cordero-Guzman, 
Smith, and Grosfoguel 2001: 6; Smith 1996). Th is in-between status for non-
black and nonwhite immigrants extends to black immigrants as well, thereby 
creating a complex duality in defi ning race, place, and status in American soci-
ety.  19   Relationships pertaining to electoral behaviors, partisanship, group mobi-
lization, and other group politics cannot necessarily easily translate into similar 
black immigrant experiences and relationships with whites and other nonblack 
populations (Leighley and Vedlitz 1999). According to the US census, the face 
of black America now includes over 1.5 million immigrants from African nations 
and over 3.5 million black immigrants from the Caribbean, representing close to 
10 percent of the total black population (US Census Bureau 2010). 

 How blacks in America imagine and create black ethnic coalitions directly 
relates to how scholars can apply these multifaceted relationships to numer-
ous other ethnic communities. Th e physical characteristics that seem to link 
native-born and immigrant blacks and the inequities of resources that con-
tinue to aff ect black peoples in America have led to what Bobo and Hutchings 
(1996) label as in-group superiorities, elements of ethnocentrism, and overall 
group hostilities. Th e limited access to larger political and economic goals cre-
ates intraracial tensions and resentments between native-born and newcomer 
populations. However, the competition among black groups jockeying for any-
thing but last place in the social order has also created a link, bond, or even an 
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understanding of the role of blackness in American society. Descriptive repre-
sentation—that is, shared characteristics along racial and ethnic (and gender) 
lines—helps promote feelings of “solidarity, familiarity, and self-esteem among 
members of that respective group” ( Junn and Masuoka 2008: 731; see also 
Dovi 2002; Mansbridge 2003; Pitkin 1967). Th e jockeying for economic and 
political placement in civil society is intraracial (between black ethnic groups) 
as well as extraracial (between other minority, immigrant, and ethnic groups). 
It is because of the systemic racism that has occurred, and (to the surprise of 
many black immigrants) still occurs, that a sense of black racial alliance can be 
measured.   

  Incorporation and the “Forever Foreigner” 

 Th e diff erences in past experiences of black ethnic groups extend beyond how 
these groups view themselves, but also include how they view one another and 
how other nonblack groups view them. Th e “forever foreigner” concept that is 
so readily att ached to Asian Americans is manifested diff erently for African and 
Afro-Caribbeans, who actively att empt to remain foreign. Junn and Masuoka 
(2008) argue that the “untrustworthy perpetual outsider” status of Asian 
Americans serves as a glass ceiling preventing full social integration for Asian 
Americans. However, for Afro-Caribbeans and Africans, their desire to remain 
an outsider or foreigner actually precipitates a stronger sense of inclusion into 
American society, especially by whites and economically privileged groups 
(Bashi 2007; Portes and Rumbaut 2001). Scholars further argue that Asian 
American identity is forged by several factors—the diversity of the population, 
the history of anti-Asian racism in the United States, and the contemporary bias 
within immigration policy that favors particularly high-skilled workers, produc-
ing a selection bias among Asian Americans and further reinstating the com-
peting stereotypes of Asian Americans as a simultaneous model minority and 
perpetual outsider (Tuan 1998; Yun 1989; Osajima 1988). Rogers (2006: 5) 
argues, “Newcomers will follow the same path as their native-born black coun-
terparts. In short  . . .  African Americans [serve] as a kind of ‘model minority’ 
group for other nonwhites in American society.” As Rogers and other scholars 
have poignantly noted, black immigrants do not necessarily want (or need) 
to adopt the black American model in its entirety. I extend previous theories 
applied to black immigrants to bett er understand how these groups assimilate in 
the United States as elevated minorities. Th e most frequently referred to “model 
minority” label has largely been exclusively assigned to relations between Asian 
Americans and whites. Although black immigrants are not considered models 
in the same ways as their white and Asian counterparts, they  are  sometimes 
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considered “above” black Americans by white, nonwhite, and even black indi-
viduals. Th erefore, the concept of elevated minority status is an extension of 
the model minority, in that Afro-Caribbean and African immigrants are seeking 
to att ain elevated minority status by remaining perpetual outsiders and forever 
foreign so as not to ever fully incorporate themselves into the black American 
populace. 

 Black immigrants as elevated minorities are able, at times, to distinguish 
themselves from their native-born black counterparts and move closer toward 
“in-group” status.  20   Th ese racial tropes have implications for the incentives and 
the costs people face when identifying with a particular racial or ethnic group. Th e 
term “model minority” is applied to Asian Americans as a whole, but is perceived 
as an individual-level trait. Th e individualistic nature of this set of stereotypical 
characteristics makes it such that Asian Americans’ model minority status pro-
vides fewer motives to form a group racial identity ( Junn and Masuoka 2008). 
As the numbers of black immigrants continue to increase, and if their status as 
elevated minorities persists, will we see tensions rise between an individualistic 
versus group identifi cation for elevated minorities? Persistence or permanence 
of an elevated minority status for Afro-Caribbean and Africans in the United 
States calls into question the possibility for intraracial coalition building. 

 Black Americans are oft en classifi ed as a racial group based on phenotypic 
att ributes and are too oft en linked to negative stereotypes (Bashi Bobb 2001; 
Dawson 1994; Ho 1991). Many blacks who identify as Afro-Caribbean or 
African prefer to keep their immigrant status so as not to be associated with 
black Americans and the negative att ributes oft en ascribed to the racial group 
(Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Stepick et al. 2001). Th is particular decision made 
by some black ethnic groups has led to, whether real or perceived, white promo-
tion of a racialized social hierarchy that lays a foundation for potential intergroup 
(black versus white) confl ict. African and Afro-Caribbean blacks are also situ-
ated within this complex binary that does and does not aff ect them in the same 
ways it does for black Americans. Th is, in turn, creates a multiracial environment 
and intragroup (native-born versus foreign-born black) confl ict (Segura and 
Rodrigues 2006; Kim 2003). Th erefore, for similarly racial yet ethnically distinct 
groups, a multi-multiracial context exists. Du Bois was correct in that the duality 
of the Negro exists where he or she is both American (where whiteness as the 
defi nition is implied) and black. Black immigrants face an additional layer of 
complexity in negotiating the black-white binary. Indeed, black immigrants face 
both the black-white binary and the binary of native-born versus foreign-born 
that exists within the black community living in the United States. Th erefore, 
black ethnics have a Du Boisian tripart Negro experience. 

 Native-born black Americans have also felt the real and perceived distinc-
tions between themselves and their black immigrant counterparts. Due to the 
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perceived notions of superior black immigrant educational and occupational 
motivation and mobility, covert tensions have arisen between native-born black 
Americans and the black immigrant groups they feel are able to more easily 
assimilate into dominant society, ostensibly enjoying the benefi ts and not the 
burdens.  21   Depending on particular factors—time of migration, age, geographic 
locale, and sending nation—black immigrants may apply racial and ethnic iden-
tity diff erently (Wong 2006; Lein, Conway, and Wong 2004; Hero 1992) and 
the benefi ts (or burdens) may be distributed inequitably.  22    

  Whites versus Nonwhites and Blacks versus Nonblacks 

 In the early and mid-twentieth century, Jewish, Irish, Italian, black, and several 
other populations were historically categorized as nonwhites because they did 
not fi t the White Anglo-Saxon Protestant classifi cation. Ethnic identifi cation 
for European ethnics was decreased or erased as white ethnics became more 
assimilated into American society and att ained higher socioeconomic status 
( Jacobson 1999; Dahl 1961). With greater resources, European ethnics did 
not rely as heavily on their ethnic identity or ethnic community. Some scholars 
argue that this is occurring within Asian American communities today ( Junn 
2007; Omi and Winant 1994). Th is also elicits further questions surrounding 
whether or not we will observe this behavior with African and Afro-Caribbean 
blacks over the course of future generations. In other words, will increased eco-
nomic resources lead to even less reliance on ethnic identity and/or ethnic com-
munity? Th ere is a fundamental diff erence between being excluded and striving 
not to be included within a particular group. Previous decades and centuries 
represented a “white versus nonwhite” classifi cation of groups. However, pres-
ently, the new classifi cation for many groups is a “black versus nonblack” classifi -
cation in the twenty-fi rst century. Th erefore, black immigrant populations, new 
to the United States and the nuances of racial hierarchies and incorporation, at 
times fi nd themselves working to stay out of the “black” classifi cation. Th e for-
mer example, white versus nonwhite, is an exclusion of a majority of people from 
a dominant group, and the latt er example, black versus nonblack, is an eff ort by 
diverse groups not to be included in what they perceive as “last place.” 

 Essentially, the racial paradigm in the United States has shift ed, and the 
racial groups that were once distilled into “white versus nonwhite” groups have 
now evolved into “black versus nonblack” categories. Racial identities are not 
created equally and distinct historical circumstances, migration patt erns, and 
government policies infl uence and aff ect the politics of any racial group clas-
sifi cation in America. I theorize that there is a signifi cant diff erence between 
(1) keeping populations out of a group, as in the historical case of “white versus 
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nonwhite” identifi cation where no ethnic group was fi t for white membership, 
and (2) populations seeking to remain outside of a particular group, as in the 
case of blacks versus nonblacks where no ethnic group wants to be placed in 
membership with blacks.  23   

 Th rough qualitative interviews, Waters (1994) discerned that foreign-born 
black immigrants att empt to circumvent racism and racist practices in the 
United States by maintaining native accents, encouraging their children to do 
the same, and in general, maintaining their foreign identity so as to separate 
themselves from native-born blacks—and, as a consequence, assimilating more 
easily into American society. By doing so, she argued, West Indian immigrants 
have att empted to prevent the downward mobility of being classifi ed as black. 
Th is book adds to Waters’s theories and argues that it is the inability of blacks, 
both native-born and foreign-born, to exist as Americans without the modifi er 
“black,” that is critical to understanding their positions in American society. As 
black immigrants struggle to integrate and assimilate into US society and distin-
guish themselves from their native-born counterparts, they are merely becom-
ing elevated blacks among blacks, and the “black” modifi er still remains. Because 
of the historical context of race within the United States, Waters (2001 ) argued, 
national identity has contributed to relevant and signifi cant distinctions among 
blacks living in America. 

 Historically, relationships with white Americans, slavery, imperialism, colonial-
ism, tourism, and immigration have vastly aff ected black Americans and African 
and Caribbean immigrants in diff ering ways. Th is historical background directly 
aff ects the ways in which these three groups seek to achieve economic and political 
goals, as well as how they interact with the other two groups. Again, in agreement 
with Waters’s conclusion that national identities matt er in the lives of black immi-
grants, this work theorizes that nation and identity do not negate the powerful 
permanence of racial classifi cation for phenotypically black people living in the 
United States. Th us, foreign-born blacks may be able to distinguish themselves as 
elevated blacks from native-born blacks in ways Waters (2001); however, the  dis-
solution  of their black status is not possible. It is impossible to remove the black 
phenotype that serves as the fundamental distinction between black immigrants 
from Africa or the Caribbean and the assimilation narratives of Irish, Italian, and 
Jewish immigrants, or even current immigrants and Latin America or Asia.  

  Black Immigrant Incorporation Tactics and Obstacles 

 Previous studies of Afro-Caribbean population’s beliefs, att itudes, work ethics, 
and interactions with black Americans (and whites) show that subtle tensions 
and distinctions between black American and Afro-Caribbean populations exist 
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in particular contexts. African and Afro-Caribbean immigrants did not follow in 
the same patt ern of political incorporation as their native-born black American 
counterparts; and largely due to past experiences in their home countries (Portes 
and Rumbaut 2001 Waters 1994), black ethnics are reluctant to forgo their eth-
nicity and melt into black American culture (Sowell 1994).  24   

 If African and Caribbean immigrants are oft en seen as elevated minorities  25   
who did not experience race-based slavery on American soil,  26   this status allows 
them to diff erentiate themselves from native-born black Americans in order 
to achieve greater acceptance in conventional society, and possibly increased 
occupational and economic opportunities (Freeman 2002). Waters (1994) has 
done extensive work on fi rst- and second-generation immigrants and has argued 
that, due to the “black” modifi er on the American status of black immigrants, 
they prefer to identify as black immigrants rather than as black Americans. She 
also found that black immigrants believed US racism could be overcome or cir-
cumvented through hard work. Th is belief has oft en been reinforced by white 
populations articulating West Indian cultural superiority and the dangers of 
downward assimilation with black Americans. Because of the fear of downward 
social mobility, African and Caribbean immigrants have found ways to circum-
vent notions of black racial group association and promote their own personal, 
cultural, and economic interests. 

 So how can we explain the perceptions of overarching West Indian success? 
Th ere are selectivity eff ects (Portes and Rumbaut 2001) that directly aff ect 
Afro-Caribbean populations who are able to migrate to the United States. Th e 
development of community and social networks (Portes 1995; Tilly 1990), 
preferences of foreign-born blacks by whites over native-born black popula-
tions (Kasinitz and Rosenberg 1996; Waters 2001), and cultural diff erences 
between West Indian and native-born black populations (Reid 1969) all con-
tribute to intraracial tensions and distrust. Bobb and Clark (2001) found that 
fi rst-generation West Indians did not believe racism should be an obstacle to 
mobility. Similarly, Waters (1994, 2001) found that Afro-Caribbean immigrants 
believed discrimination could be overcome through hard work and belief in the 
American Dream. She stated that her respondents believed it was their decreased 
sense of racializing in their life experiences that allowed them to interact more 
positively with whites. She also stated that Afro-Caribbeans have had a long his-
tory of fi ghting individually, and not collectively, for their rights (2001). Th eir 
view of individual agency is consistent with their home country experiences. 
And in addition, individuals who achieved social mobility and realized aspects 
of the American dream were more likely to be “racially aware.” 

 Th is awareness was developed by Afro-Caribbean populations who were 
socially mobile and had elevated class statuses yet, despite their wealth, were 
still subject to interpersonal racism. Vickerman (1999) argued that the best way 
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for Afro-Caribbean populations to deal with racism was not through  collective 
organizing, but by working within the system to extract one’s personal ben-
efi ts. Similarly, Bobb and Clark (2001) reported that their Afro-Caribbean 
respondents did not let racism serve as an obstacle to achieving their dreams. 
Waters (2001) argued that because Afro-Caribbeans, unlike native-born black 
Americans, were voluntary US immigrants, their voluntary status allowed them 
to see racism, prejudice, and discrimination as isolated instances, not as perma-
nent barriers symbolizing American inequity. Th rough her interviews, Waters 
found that West Indians believed that structural racism could keep a  group  down 
but that it could not prevent  individuals  from succeeding. However, Rogers 
(2006) did not believe that ethnic exceptionalism applied to Afro-Caribbean 
populations, due to their knowledge of the systemic racism that limits opportu-
nities and achievement for black groups and individuals in the United States. It 
is the racial consciousness and de facto att achment with black populations that 
creates a larger racial group identity for native-born and foreign-born peoples. 
Th e structural racism that aff ects groups versus individuals is further compli-
cated when prejudices and discrimination on the structural level begin to aff ect 
the individual lives of black populations (i.e. housing, employment, and educa-
tional discrimination).  27   

 Segura and Rodrigues (2006: 378) contend that “residential segregation, 
social distrust, political exclusion, poor-performing public schools and associ-
ated rates of educational att ainment, poverty, and a variety of social ills aff ect 
both [immigrants] and African Americans alike.” Th e racial segregation of blacks 
is evident, particularly in New York City, and more specifi cally in particular 
neighborhoods throughout the fi ve boroughs in New York City (Rogers 2006; 
Kasinitz 1992).  28   In addition to relative residential proximity, or residential seg-
regation, depending on the city, there are other factors that contribute to black 
ethnic populations’ possibilities for pan-ethnic coalition building. Th e primary 
factor is racial classifi cation. Th e strength and organizing principle of phenotype 
and the mandatory “black” modifi er for black immigrants assists in creating a 
more solidifi ed pan-ethnic identity for black populations, compared to Latinos 
and Asians. 

 Oft en native-born and foreign-born immigrant blacks are subject to the same 
structural racism in the United States. Waters (2001) argued that native-born 
and immigrant blacks were all subject to poverty-stricken neighborhoods that 
had supar schools and occupational and labor market discrimination. However, 
West Indians, as she referred to her population of study, also faced interper-
sonal racism at the hands of African Americans. Th erefore, with the existence 
of structural forms of discrimination and inequality present in the lives of black 
immigrant and native-born black populations, a sense of intraracial tension, dis-
trust, and distinction developed. Waters (1994) stated that black ethnics, and 
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Afro-Caribbean ethnics in particular, behaved in culturally distinct ways and 
sought to assimilate and acculturate into American society in ways that distin-
guished them from their native-born counterparts. 

 Afro-Caribbean populations utilized “foreign markers,” such as accents or 
style of dress, to distinguish themselves from black Americans, to demonstrate 
their ethnic distinctiveness, and to thus avoid the racial stigma associated with 
black Americans (Waters 1994, 2001). Rogers (2006) found that these options 
were not always available to Afro-Caribbean populations. Many of Rogers’s 
respondents believed whites could not diff erentiate between native-born and 
foreign-born populations; they were all “black” to white populations. Kasinitz 
(1992) and Vickerman (1999) argued that those who celebrated West Indians 
as more upwardly mobile than their black American counterparts celebrated pre-
maturely. Due to the housing and educational racialization and discrimination 
second-generation West Indian populations face, scholars expect that they may 
soon adopt similar native-born black American negative att itudes toward larger 
society (Cordero-Guzman, Smith, and Grosfoguel 2001: 17–18). Alba and Nee 
(1999; see also Cordero-Guzman, Smith, and Grosfoguel 2001) stated that the 
greatest barriers for immigrants and their children was their connection to the 
African American group as a whole and extended beyond their black skin. 

 Due to black immigrants’ fear of becoming “black Americans,” they also dis-
tinguished themselves in politically relevant ways. Black immigrant populations 
formed political subcultures that addressed specifi c issues facing their particu-
lar ethnic communities (Rogers 2006). In recent New York City local elections, 
Afro-Caribbean and African candidates and elected offi  cials have made their 
race  and  ethnicity key principles in their platforms in order to, on the one hand, 
relate to the larger black community, and on the other hand, to distinguish and 
highlight their specifi c ethnic background.  29   According to Rogers (2006), group 
identifi cation implied a level of group membership and psychological att ach-
ment to its members. However, he stated that the level of group consciousness 
diff ered according to the distinct positions of each group’s status in society. For 
blacks living in America, the psychological att achment—a common fate and 
emotional interdependence to the group—varies across groups and is oft en 
issue-dependent.  30   

 To understand the puzzle of race, ethnicity, and identity, we must fi gure out 
how relatively separate groups of blacks coming to America from across the 
globe exhibit shared yet distinct identities once in America. Dawson’s notion of 
linked fates provides a framework for understanding the relevance and impact 
of being labeled as “black” once in America. Dawson (1994) did not directly 
observe foreign-born black populations, but he clearly articulated that despite 
upward mobility for a particular segment of African Americans, racism still 
remained prevalent—so much so that upwardly mobile African Americans 



A Th eory of Black Elevated Minority Status  33

encountered racism and prejudice at similar rates as African Americans in lower 
social  classes.  31   His black utility heuristic stated that life chances for African 
Americans were linked to the entire racial group, and individuals considered 
the group when making political choices. By extending Dawson’s claim, I argue 
that individuals are cognizant of their racial group identifi cation when particu-
lar racialized incidents occur. For foreign-born populations, their group status 
is either elevated as ethnically superior or amalgamated into a larger black racial 
classifi cation. Th e att itude shift s in 1.5- and second-generation Afro-Caribbeans 
are att ributed to their adoption of black American racial att itudes in conjunction 
with their own ethnic identities.  32   Th is incorporation of black American ideas 
and ideals stems from their placement as “blacks” in American societal ordering, 
because of their black skin. 

 Th e concept of elevated minority status of black immigrants, whether real or 
perceived, is also helpful in analyzing intra- and interracial perceptions of black 
immigrants. A bett er understanding of New York black populations has implica-
tions for policy and scholarly debates. On the local and national levels, the inter-
section of race and national identity, for blacks in America, and for the increasing 
numbers of immigrants who have migrated to the United States, placement into 
racial categories oft en creates new and foreign identities in addition to one’s per-
sonal self-identifi cation. 

 Ethnic identity is both categorical and subjective. It is categorical in that you 
are the ethnicity that your parents are. It is also subjective in that identifi cation 
can oft en be a personal choice and can change over one’s lifetime (Ashmore, 
Deaux, and McLaughlin-Volpe 2004; Deaux 1996, 2006; Waters 1990). 
Scholars have found that whites drop their specifi c ethnic identifi cations dur-
ing the course of their lifetime (Waters 1994, 2001; Kasinitz 1992). However, 
ethnic identifi cation for black immigrant populations is not abandoned and is 
maintained alongside their racial identifi cation. As subsequent data throughout 
this book will show, depending on the issue at hand, one’s ethnic identifi cation 
will shift  from the primary to the secondary identifi cation, or vice versa. Th is 
research contends that foreign-born black populations will maintain their spe-
cifi c ethnic identities in order to diff erentiate themselves from the larger black 
population when “necessary.” 

 Afro-Caribbean populations were not conditioned to see race through the 
same racial lens as native-born black Americans (Vickerman 1999). In previous 
studies, Afro-Caribbeans interviewed did not subscribe to the limiting notions 
of race; they believed it was their access to capital that most directly and signifi -
cantly aff ected their chances for upward mobility (Bobb and Clarke 2001). In 
addition, Afro-Caribbeans’ decreased racial consciousness stems from their lack 
of a “direct claim” to the history of racial subordination. Afro-Caribbeans had an 
“alternate frame of reference” that lessened their ability to directly address racism 
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through collectivist political responses (Rogers 2006: 189). Th ere is a “foreign 
reference point,” one that aids Afro-Caribbeans in avoiding the American culture 
of racism (Bobb and Clarke 2001). Th ey are aware of the varying US racial struc-
tures, but ultimately return to their home country for their identities. However, 
the Afro-Caribbean Local 371 members interviewed presented a more complex 
understanding of their placement in the US polity and their realistic chances for 
success due to their skin color.  

  Moving beyond Intraracial Perceptions and 
Misunderstandings 

 Th e historical duality of black immigrant and native-born relations has created, 
on the one hand, a foundation for transnational social movements and relation-
ships founded in black solidarity struggles, and on the other, deep-seated resent-
ment and distrust of foreign-born blacks, once they migrate to the United States. 
Th ere is a shared history of the relationship between African and Caribbean 
freedom fi ghters, black power movements, and historically black educational 
institutions in the United States during the 1950s and 1960s. 

 Th ere are also deep chasms in cultural understanding between native-born 
blacks and the new African immigrants seeking permanent residence, refu-
gee status, or asylum in the United States. As for Afro-Caribbean relation-
ships with black Americans, there have been well-documented analyses of 
Afro-Caribbean and native-born black relationships, particularly the large 
numbers of Afro-Caribbeans as participants and leaders within the civil rights 
movement struggles (McAdam 1988; Gordon 1998). However, the relation-
ship between black Americans and Afro-Caribbeans has been fraught with 
misunderstanding.  33   

 Scholars have contended that foreign-born blacks are oft en described as dif-
ferent, harder-working, and overall more ambitious than native-born blacks, 
thereby implying (or clearly stating) that black Americans do not participate in 
the labor force at comparative rates, do not have the same level of educational 
aspirations or achievements (Model 1991, 1995), do not obtain the same presti-
gious occupations (Kalmijn 1996), or possess the same employment advantages 
(Model 1995). If this perception is adopted by black Americans, then black 
immigration would be perceived as an immediate threat to native-born blacks. 

 Scholars also contend that immigrants challenge the majoritarian status of 
black Americans. Rogers (2006) argued that the narrative of the hard-working 
Afro-Caribbean immigrant who is disciplined and dedicated to achievement has 
seeped into how white Americans view foreign-born black populations. As black 
Americans seek to enter into the “in-group,” the presence of black immigrants 
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threatens black American claims to a potentially higher status (Winant 1994). 
Bobb and Clark (2001) argue that Afro-Caribbean populations stand to gain 
by investing in the narratives of “cultural diff erence stereotyping” that posit 
Afro-Caribbean populations as educated and hard-working and that highlight 
laziness and overall failure in black Americans. Th ey state that it is easier for 
whites to accept black success if it is achieved by individuals who are ethnically 
diff erent from, and thus culturally superior to, black Americans. Ethnicity in this 
instance trumps race. As the data in the subsequent chapters shows, the percep-
tion that other groups have toward black Americans presents a complexity sur-
rounding one’s identifi cation as black American. 

 Th is work will explore the seeming contradiction of black immigrants seek-
ing to maintain their own ethnic distinctions from black Americans, while also 
adopting their political strategies, collective action tactics, and similar policy 
positions. Foreign-born and native-born blacks have a shared history of balanc-
ing racial identity with national identity, whether it is a foreign or American 
national identity. Because of the uncertainty of allegiances and alliances of 
migrating blacks as perceived by native-born blacks, a complicated set of linked 
identities and overall distrust has emerged. Th is distrust, however, does not dis-
solve black ethnic populations’ linked racial identity. Th e feelings of distrust do, 
however, directly aff ect the formation of a unifi ed intraracial black population on 
participatory and policy levels. 

 Dawson and Cohen (2002: 490) argued, “So much of the literature dealing 
with the process of racialization and categorization in the United States has cen-
tered on how people of color have been ascribed behaviors and att ributes meant 
to justify their secondary position.” By making black participants the primary 
focus of this analysis, this research adds to the social science literature that ana-
lyzes race and blacks within the political system. 

 So why are black citizens and migrants so essential to American politics? Why 
is a black comparative analysis necessary? And why disaggregate black popula-
tions at this moment in time? First, historically, black populations have had a 
unique experience in the United States over its centuries of “peculiar institu-
tions.” As the only nonvoluntary immigrants to US soil, the native-born black 
population provides unique insight into current att itudes of incorporation, 
inclusion, and equity. When examining political institutions that have adapted 
to include white and other nonblack immigrants over time, the lasting impres-
sions of America as a nation of unequal opportunities has remained in the minds 
of native-born black Americans, despite socio-economic gains (Tate 1993).  34   

 Second, the union population used in this work allows us to test the extent to 
which black ethnic populations view racial, ethnic, and/or dual identities as fac-
tors in determining their att itudes toward politics, policy, and one another. Th e 
union also provides a specialized population in which to compare to national data 
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samples. Th e Social Services Employees Union-Local 371 has a long-standing 
history of political involvement and member issue education, as well as black 
immigrant membership. Observing union members provided a way to illustrate 
the signifi cance of labor group att achment, policy preferences, and participation 
rates for black ethnic populations and other nonblack groups. Th e union has a 
unique blend of highly educated and participatory members who share simi-
lar occupations, yet their distinct opinions are aff ected by political capital that 
comes from union membership. 

 Last, this study examines questions surrounding black ethnic distinctions and 
provides the context in which these diff erences arise. Th is framework primarily 
addresses black racial and ethnic relations in the United States, while theories of 
other racial pan-ethnic group interactions and relations are also incorporated. 
Th is framework helps us bett er understand how diverse populations form coali-
tions and pursue the American Dream. It also enables us to identify the underly-
ing factors that prevent and/or promote collective action. Th e central question 
driving this project is how black ethnic diff erences will aid or deter coalition 
building as each group seeks to receive the promises of the American polity. 
Original survey data and national data sources show that the unexpected con-
sequences of increased migration have had signifi cant eff ects on the native-born 
black population with respect to interethnic perceptions and att itudes toward 
black voluntary immigrants. Th e data also show that, although Afro-Caribbean 
and African populations express feelings of solidarity with native-born black 
populations, they also distinguish themselves as immigrants and at times sub-
scribe to notions of an elevated minority status or disillusioned outsiders. While 
the primary focus of this book centers primarily on the diversity within, distinc-
tions between, and divisions among black ethnics in America, my arguments 
apply much more broadly to other racial and ethnic communities in the United 
States. 

 Studying diversity among blacks in America using these three parameters 
allows me to integrate three separate research disciplines—public opinion, 
race relations, and immigration— and bring together new ways of organizing 
and theorizing black politics (as well as race and ethnic politics more broadly). 
Although diff erent goals, theories, and populations exist for these three research 
traditions, I show that in the diversifying black populations in the United States, 
core similarities exist, as do new and interesting possibilities for extended schol-
arship and research. Recent public opinion research has focused on how indi-
viduals view their placement in the American polity; driving this research is the 
argument that one’s placement in society is directly linked to one’s racial group 
and is aff ected by members of one’s other racial group (Kinder and Dale-Riddle 
2012; Bonilla Silva 2010; Dawson 1994; Espiritu 1992; Bobo and Gilliam 1990; 
Conover 1988). 
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 One fi nal implication of my particular concept of the “black” modifi er is how 
members are defi ned as black, even if they themselves do not defi ne themselves 
as black. How one “becomes black” is both from the perspective of the indi-
vidual and also from the person who perceives that individual based on descrip-
tive characteristics. Th ere is no assumption that all blacks will have the same 
negotiations with race and ethnicity at the same or similar points of time during 
their tenure in the United States. Th e external observer’s perspective is oft en not 
objective, but subjective, and embodies that particular observer’s interactions 
and understandings of black groups in America—that is, whether that person 
has preconceived notions of Afro-Caribbeans’ and Africans’ perceived levels 
of success or whether that person is assessing all black individuals as one large 
race-based group. Although the modifi er “black” remains for non-native-born 
blacks having emigrated to the United States, the amorphous defi nitions of 
“black” and “American” still remain.  
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     C H A P T E R  2 
 “Where did you come from and 
what should I call you?”  
  H O W  A  N E W  Y O R K  C I T Y  L A B O R  U N I O N 

E X P L A I N S  C H A N G I N G  D E M O G R A P H I C S   

   Racial identity in the United States is as salient today as it ever was. Th e recent 
fascination with the term “postracial” in America is, in many ways, a demo-
cratic wish rather than a democratic destination. Th e very declaration of the 
statement “postracial” is evidence that race, racial identity, and racial guilt and 
forgiveness are ever-present in the minds of Americans. What does it mean to 
be postracial in a country where income and wealth divides are greater than 
ever and have clear racial and historical foundations? What does it mean to be 
postracial when urban public schools warehouse black and Latino students 
with minimal educational resources? What does it mean to be postracial when 
the penal system is overcrowded with black and Latino men and women who 
have committ ed nonviolent crimes and are serving decades-long sentences? 
Th ese events do not occur in vacuums. And even when black individuals do 
not live in urban centers, do not have children who att end public schools, or 
have any relation to the prison industrial complex, the eff ects of these circum-
stances directly aff ect the group—the racial group—because of linked fate. 

 Th e ramifi cations of these collective “events” aff ect all members of the polity 
(in varying ways), even newcomers. However, a quandary arises when immi-
grants are inculcated into these debates, discussions, and circumstances because 
they may not share the same identity or sense of belonging with the larger group. 
Immigrants may not feel the same levels of membership, shared identity, or 
linked fate, and may not want to ( Jones-Correa 1998a). Th e problem does not 
arise when individuals question their membership statuses and affi  liations; the 
unsett ling situation, for many black immigrants, is the lack of choice in the proc-
esses of membership and incorporation. 
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 Th is chapter presents US census data and considers the increasing numbers 
of African and Afro-Caribbeans to the United States in the past decades and 
makes the case that, although immigrants from Africa and the Caribbean are 
nowhere near the numbers of immigrants arriving from Latin America, it is still 
necessary to include phenotypically black immigrants from black countries in 
discussions surrounding immigration. Africans are among the fastest-growing 
immigrant groups to the United States and have even surpassed Afro-Caribbean 
immigrant rates in recent years (Capps, McCabe, and Fix 2011). Aside from 
the propensity for many scholars to group all blacks together as one homog-
enous entity, the failure to include black immigrants in current debates sur-
rounding people of African descent living in America has some very unsett ling 
consequences: it assumes collective histories and the same life chances, it fails 
to address concerns surrounding adequate representation and incorporation 
into the polity, and it encourages a lack of accountability when addressing 
coalition-building concerns. Th is chapter also provides a framework for the 
Local 371 union. By providing background information about the labor lead-
ership, history, and employee demographics, it off ers a clearer picture of the 
survey sample.  

  Black Immigrants to America  

  Th is bill we sign today is not a revolutionary bill. It does not aff ect the lives 
of millions. It will not restructure the shape of our daily lives. 
 —President Lyndon B. Johnson, October 3, 1965, on signing the Hart-Celler 
Immigration Bill   

 In order to understand the intricate balance of race and ethnicity for blacks 
in the United States, in the twenty-fi rst century, we must fi rst ascertain the 
complex negotiations and frustrations of people of African descent in America 
and their processes of integration, segregation, and assimilation. Th e history 
of black Americans is oft en described by social scientists as involuntary migra-
tion, a largely academic way of defi ning chatt el slavery, brutal living and work 
conditions, and physical and mental subjugation for over three hundred years. 
Th is long history in the United States is fi lled with incremental political gains, 
regional migration, slow economic progression, and the ultimate prize—a per-
son of African descent in the White House. Many of the postslavery and post–Jim 
Crow gains that were made during the civil rights movement altered the insti-
tutional structure of the American government on both the state and national 
level. Th ese gains also positively aff ected nonblack groups residing in the United 
States. Strides in the post–civil rights movement altered and increased access for 
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all nonwhite individuals throughout the country and extended well beyond the 
scope of black American southerners.  1   

 Substantial numbers of immigrants migrated to the United States with the 
passing and implementation of the 1965 Immigration Act.  2   People of Caribbean 
and African ancestries have resided in, and have continued to migrate to, the 
United States; thus, the increasing number of African and Afro-Caribbean 
immigrants has led to substantial questions surrounding the levels of political 
involvement and partisan att achment of these new black populations. Africans 
and Afro-Caribbeans have made their presence known in their overall social, 
cultural, and political advancement for many decades.  3   However, their political 
presence and policy preferences have largely been muted or amalgamated into 
that of black public opinion, more commonly understood as African American 
public opinion by social science scholars. While Afro-Caribbean and African 
immigrants have largely been folded in with the larger black American popula-
tion, distinct Caribbean and African debates, policy agendas, and issues of con-
cern have operated on multiple levels within the larger black political discourse. 
Th us, the duality of Caribbean and African preferences, in respect to their home 
country and the United States, as well as their incorporation into mainstream 
America while simultaneously being “new blacks” in America, has created mul-
tilayered policy choices for black immigrants. Th ese policy choices involve race, 
ethnicity, length of time in the United States, and perceptions of home country 
and other groups. 

 Signifi cant changes in the level of black immigrants to the United States 
occurred as a consequence of the 1965 Immigration Act and its subse-
quent implementation in 1968. Specifi c principles present in the 1952 
McCarran-Walter Act concerning quotas and labor clearances for particular 
groups were amended, and increases in black ethnic populations began. In 
1970, no fewer than fi ft y thousand blacks had immigrated to the United States, 
thereby spawning signifi cant increases in the numbers of blacks migrating from 
Africa and the Caribbean in subsequent years. Afro-Caribbean populations 
began migrating to the United States at a signifi cant pace aft er the passage of 
the 1965 Immigration Act, while African migration swelled during the early 
1980s. 

 Th e number of black immigrants to the United States represents another impor-
tant shift . A result of the increase in immigration from various African nations 
stemmed largely from the implementation of the 1965 Immigration Act, and 
over a twenty-year period, beginning with 1968, African immigration increased 
sevenfold.  4   Many members of Congress did not predict this shift , nor did they 
predict the increase in immigration from the Caribbean and Africa (and Asia) 
to America. Many members of Congress did not view the 1965 Act as an impe-
tus for change, but rather more of a symbolic act in which civil rights sentiments 
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would be extended beyond the borders of the United States. Many senators and 
representatives did not believe that full-scale immigration to the United States 
would be fully utilized. Rep. Emanuel Celler (D-NY) argued to his colleagues:

  With the end of discrimination due to place of birth, there will be 
shift s in countries other than those of northern and western Europe. 
Immigrants from Asia and Africa will have to compete and qualify in 
order to get in, quantitatively and qualitatively, which; itself will hold 
the numbers down. Th ere will not be, comparatively, many Asians or 
Africans entering this country. . . . Since the people of Africa and Asia 
have very few relatives here, comparatively few could emigrate from 
those countries because they have no family ties in the United States.  5     

 However, the 1965 bill led to over 18 million legal migrants to the United States, 
thirty years aft er the Hart-Celler Act was passed. Th e 18 million immigrants 
totaled more than triple the number of admitt ants in the previous thirty-year 
period. 

 Afro-Caribbean and African immigration has increased signifi cantly over 
the past four decades (see table 2.1). Th e waves of African immigration were 
largely ignored by social scientists until relatively recently when signifi cant num-
bers of diverse populations, most specifi cally Nigerians and Ethiopians, sett led 
in urban and suburban areas of the United States. Possible explanations for the 
deemphasis of African migration could be att ributed to the fact that infl uxes of 
African immigration has largely occurred over the past twenty-fi ve years, unlike 
Afro-Caribbean immigration, which largely began in the mid-twentieth century. 
In addition, African immigrants have not solely sett led in major cities like their 
Afro-Caribbean immigrant counterparts, but have sett led in nontraditional yet 
budding urban centers such as St. Louis, Pitt sburgh, and Minneapolis (Leslie 
and Peterson 2002; Dyer 2003), and not just the New York City area.       

 Th e signifi cant increase in African migration to the United States has con-
tributed to the infl ux of blacks from a diverse set of African nations. What is 
also of import are the substantial numbers of black immigrants from regions 
not in Africa or the Caribbean. We know that for many black immigrants, the 
journey to the United States is oft en a multicountry process as individuals work 
to att ain visas, money, and proof of fi nancial and social networks. Th erefore, 
the total number of black immigrants from Africa and the Caribbean is likely 
even larger than the data suggests. Th e debates surrounding blacks in America 
have evolved and now include diverse sets of racial and ethnic groups, issues 
and problems that extend beyond urban centers, and analyses of blacks as het-
erogeneous members of American society (Price and Hampton 2010; Sawyer 
2006; Swain 1993). Th e recent increases in black migration to New York City, as 
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well as other cities throughout the United States, signal an important period of 
diverse incorporation into American society. African migration from countries 
such as Nigeria and Ethiopia, and Afro-Caribbean migration from Jamaica and 
Haiti, made America’s black population more diverse, with a more complicated 
understanding of identity. Th e regional and national diversity is clearly apparent 
in the number of countries of origin in the Caribbean and Africa over the past 
ten years.  

  What’s in a Name for Blacks in America? 

 Th e nomenclature assigned to blacks in American has been ever changing: 
blacks in America have been referred to by many names over the past century, 
from “colored” to “Negro” to “black” to “African American.”  6   Scholars assert 
that the name change to African American suggested a progression from other 
groups’ self-labeling. Th ey argued that a shift  from names that were imposed 
upon the group to “self-naming” occurred for African American populations 
(Hecht, Collier, and Ribeau 1993; Smitherman 1991; Gates 1989). Much like 
the debate over the meaning and signifi cance of “race,” “black American” and 
“African American” are large categories that encompass all people with a shared 
phenotype living in the United States, without allowing for the cultural nuances, 
distinct histories, and varying migratory narratives that exist. In larger politi-
cal discourses, these distinctions are rarely brought to the fore. Unsurprisingly, 

 Table 2.1     Black Immigrants to the United States 1980 to 2008–9 

1980 
(thou 
sands)

1990 
(thou 
sands)

% Change 
1980 to 
1990

2000 
(thou 
sands)

% Change 
1990 to 
2000

2008–9 
(thou-
sands)

% Change 
2000 to 
2008–9

All Black 
Immigrants

816 1,447 77 2,435 68 3,267 34

African 
Immigrants

64 184 188 574 212 1,081 88

Afro-Caribbean 
Immigrants

453 897 98 1,428 59 1,701 19

Black 
Immigrants 
from Other 
Regions

299 366 22 433 18 485 12

  Source: Capps, McCabe, and Fix 2011.  
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though, once social scientists begin peeling back the layers of racial labeling, 
they fi nd debates and disagreements over these terms. 

 Th roughout this work, the term “black American” is used to refer to 
populations most commonly referred to as “African American” in political 
and social science literature. Th e decision to call this particular population 
“black American” is twofold. First, by labeling the group “black American,” 
it decreases the potential for confusion when comparing black American and 
African populations living in America. Second, this population is referred 
to as black American so as not to presume links to African identity. Initially, 
the term “black” or “black American” was associated with a radical identity 
representing the Black Power movement and struggle of the 1960s. Th e term 
“black” has also had negative connotations as a “repudiation of whiteness and 
the rejection of assimilation” (Smitherman 1991). Although the term “black” 
has evolved from its radical associations, the usage of the term does signal past 
associations and identifi cation with the solidarity and unity of the black move-
ment of the 1960s and 1970s (Fine and Bowers 1984). Larkey, Hecht, and 
Martin (1993) reported that that the terms “black” and “African American” 
express diff ering views of one’s ethnic identity. Th ey fi nd that the term “African 
American” represents a blended heritage for respondents, as compared to the 
term “black,” which provides a sense of unity and acceptability. Th ey fi nd a 
trend in individuals shift ing their usage of “black” to “African American” and 
argue that this represents a move toward self-determination and progress in 
combining two cultures. 

 Scholars argue that the usage of the term “black” urges a recognition of 
race as well as skin color and thus embraces a positive racial consciousness in 
the face of the dominant group (Larkey, Hecht, and Martin 1993; Goldberg 
1990; West 1990). Th e interplay of racial classifi cation and skin color signifi -
cantly aff ects both native-born black populations and black immigrants who are 
racially classifi ed as “black” solely due to phenotype. My use of the term “black 
American” att empts to combine the two cultural elements of this work: that is, 
the ethnocultural, most commonly defi ned as the heritage and ancestry of a 
people, as well as the racial, the eff ects of skin color on a people (Larkey, Hecht, 
and Martin 1993). Essentially, this project begins to reassemble the concept of 
diaspora and the extent to which black ethnic groups understand themselves as 
descendants of people who were removed from Africa during the trans-Atlantic 
slave trade and share a commonality with other black individuals despite their 
distribution to other nation-states spanning various periods of time (Edwards 
2003; Kelley 1999a). 

 Th roughout this book, I classify black populations into three categories: black 
American, Afro-Caribbean, and African. Th ese classifi cations may seem prob-
lematic. Africans and Afro-Caribbeans are not monolithic groups, and neither 
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are black Americans, but this initial categorization into two general ethnic groups 
is a way, initially, to compare these black ethnic groups broadly. Th e broad cat-
egories of “Afro-Caribbean” and “African” provide large enough sample sizes for 
study. As previously stated, there are signifi cant cultural, historical, and linguis-
tic diff erences and distinctions between and among African and Afro-Caribbean 
populations. However, there are also common cultural practices and traditions 
among populations from Africa and the Caribbean. By “common culture,” I 
mean what Chandra (2006) describes as a similar framework to understand-
ing another group. She argues, “It does not matt er whether they subscribe to an 
identical set of symbols, values, codes, and norms, or whether they speak the 
same language . . . a common culture means not that the group share all symbols, 
values, codes, and norms, but that they share some  key symbols, values, codes, and 
norms that distinguish them fr om members of other groups ” (Chandra 2006: 411; 
emphasis added). 

 Th e literature explaining diasporic links of black populations throughout 
the world as a consequence of the international trans-Atlantic slave trades 
makes these initial categorizations plausible. Diverse national origin groups 
are collapsed into the “neat” categories “black American,” “Afro-Caribbean,” 
and “African.” Because of these categories, there are some limits to this data 
that are important to recognize. Although this book presents data and fi nd-
ings on three distinct black populations, it does not suggest or presume that 
this represents the att itudes and opinions of all black ethnic populations. In 
many ways, this book is a snapshot of a unique population of the labor sector 
in New York City, with a radical and progressive leadership structure. It is also 
the beginning of an important conversation that has oft en occurred within 
and between black ethnic groups, but has had limited discussion within the 
political science literature. Th e inclusion of African immigrants to the sub-
stantive academic conversations that have generally pertained on the African 
Americans and West Indians is a necessary step in bett er understanding all of 
the new blacks in America.  

  Why Choose a Labor Population? 

 Th e racial and ethnic populations included in this project are black Americans, 
Afro-Caribbeans, and Africans, as well as Latinos and whites.  7   Currently in New 
York City, Afro-Caribbean and African individuals account for 39 percent and 
5 percent, respectively, of black New Yorkers—44 percent in total (US Census 
2010). Focusing on a union population controls for class and occupation in this 
study. Of course, surveying the increasing number of black ethnics in various 
professional and service industries throughout New York City would provide 
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diverse and unique sets of opinions and att itudes. However, such large-scale data 
collection at this time was not possible. 

 Th e Social Services Employees Union (SSEU) Local 371 was chosen due to 
the increasing number of immigrants who have joined the union over the past 
two decades, especially black immigrant populations. New York’s racial compo-
sition has changed and expanded over the past fi ft y years (Cordero-Guzman, 
Smith, and Grosfoguel 2001), and the economies in which newly arrived immi-
grants are now integrating have changed from largely manufacturing industries 
to industries based on services and related fi elds (Waldinger 1996; Mollenkopf 
and Castells 1991; Sassen 1991, 1988). Th ere has been an intersection of race 
and unions since the mid-1960s, as labor unions have been a source of economic 
and occupational stability for marginalized workers, largely workers of diverse 
racial and ethnic backgrounds. Unions have also served as a central organization 
for assisting in the development of immigrant social networks, and have aided 
immigrants in defi ning, incorporating, and adjusting to the US labor system, as 
well as aspects of the US racial system. Foreign-born populations now use labor 
unions as an entr é e into the middle class, similarly to how black Americans from 
the mid- to late twentieth century utilized labor memberships as a means of 
middle-class economic security, as well as political and social advancement. 

 With the addition of foreign-born populations into labor unions, not only 
have immigrants contributed to the growth of service sector jobs in skilled 
and unskilled occupations, but these jobs have produced a relative diversity of 
incomes within the service sector.  8   Th is book presupposes a certain level of social 
capital that levels the playing fi eld for native-born and foreign-born populations. 
Union membership is oft en used as a measure of political capital, which is dif-
ferent from memberships in other social or political organizations. Currently 
the most densely unionized state in the country is New York, where unions are 
actively involved in politics and exist as distinct organizations (Fuchs, Minnite, 
and Shapiro 2001; Master 1997). Although the percentages of the population 
belonging to labor unions have declined since the latt er half of the twentieth 
century and the overall future of organized labor seems unclear, unions are 
important locales in which to examine marginalized groups in American soci-
ety. Union membership can provide a collective identity derived from members’ 
common interests and solidarity (Taylor 1979). And over the past ten years, the 
number of foreign-born union members has reached one out of ten among wage 
and salary workers. Although the aggregate percentages of labor members in the 
national population have decreased, the actual numbers of foreign-born work-
ers who are union members has increased more than 50 percent in the past two 
decades (Migration Policy Institute 2004).      

 As fi gure 2.1 shows, although there was a steady decline in black labor union 
membership from 1994 to 2000 fi gure, there were signs of a resurgence of black 
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membership at the turn of the twenty-fi rst century. Scholars believed that the 
decreases in organized labor have had direct repercussions resulting in increased 
inequalities that have disproportionately aff ected marginalized and historically 
disadvantaged groups (Warren 2005). Historically, labor unions have been 
notorious for exclusionary practices involving marginalized groups based on 
race, gender, and class.  9   However, social justice unions, such as SSEU Local 371, 
although not always common, have served as a bastion for the underrepresented 
and disadvantaged groups (Levi 2003). In my interviews with President Charles 
Ensley, I asked him to explain what has made SSEU Local 371 a social justice 
union, as opposed to a purely occupational union. He replied:

  We are a progressive activist union that encourages rank and fi le par-
ticipation. If we describe ourselves in addition to that, we are a bott oms 
up union, fi ercely democratic, with members in control of their own 
union. Th ere is a long history of activism. We involve ourselves in social 
movements. We have a history of civil rights involvement and we are 
active politically, endorsing and supporting progressive candidates. We 
are a labor  movement  whose leaders come from rank and fi le. It’s not 
about the money; it’s about working empowerment.   

 Labor unions traditionally serve as economic and political forces within 
American society (Levi 2003; Seidman 1994) and help combine varying race-, 
class-, and gender-based inequalities into one unifi ed voice (Verba, Schlozman, 
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and Brady 2004). Social activist labor unions aff ect election turnout rates for 
members because of top-down leadership and provide a stabilizing institu-
tional force within the US democratic system.  10   In addition to these necessary 
principles, SSEU Local 371 has also served as a continuation of social justice 
movements in addition to providing economic advancement and political 
involvement. Because of the activism and history of activism within Local 371, 
I hypothesized that the levels of electoral participation of members would be 
higher than national averages. Because of the growing prevalence of foreign-born 
individuals joining labor unions, SSEU Local 371 was an especially appropriate 
organization to survey.  

  Th e Survey Sample Population 

 SSEU Local 371 in New York City has been the union of welfare workers for 
over six decades. For many years Local 371–AFL-CIO was the sole collective 
bargaining agent for social service staff , and welfare administrators were mem-
bers of the SSEU. SSEU members were staff  members, individuals who were 
rank-and-fi le members who worked in welfare centers throughout the city. 
Local 371 members were administrators who represented supervisors at wel-
fare centers. Th ese two distinct and sometimes divided unions joined forces in 
December 1964 during one of the largest “No Contract, No Work” strikes of 
civil servants in the history of New York City. Th e strike lasted for twenty-eight 
days, and although it did not end with an immediate contract, the collective bar-
gaining eff orts in many ways set a tone of solidarity for the future of the union 
membership and leadership. 

 Th e members of SSEU Local 371 are a core group of social service providers 
whose jobs range from the protection of children, to addiction counseling and 
the provision of aid to seniors. SSEU Local 371’s members are caseworkers for 
the protection of children and victims of neglect and abuse; providers of services 
to people with AIDS and of protective services to adults; addiction counselors; 
home att endants for seniors and the disabled; early childhood education con-
sultants; fraud detectors in public assistance programs; collectors of money from 
insurance companies for the Health and Hospitals Corporation; and groups of 
workers who att empt to move people from welfare to work (job training). Th ese 
particular union occupations serve as social service delivery systems for New 
York City residents. By surveying the leadership and rank-and-fi le members of 
the union, there was consistency across occupation, relative class, and educa-
tional att ainment.  11   (See appendix 2B for union member income, class, and edu-
cation demographics.) 

 Comparisons of the national and local level were easily done because labor 
union membership is oft en asked in national surveys. Also, much of the SSEU 
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survey was modeled aft er national surveys and includes similar participation, 
spending, and racial incorporation questions.  12   

 One of the unintended benefi ts of the SSEU Local 371 sample population is 
the overwhelming number of Nigerian respondents within the African immigrant 
population.  13   Of the survey participants who identifi ed as African immigrants, 
90 percent also classifi ed themselves as Nigerian.  14   Nigerians have immigrated to 
the United States in the greatest numbers, compared to individuals from other 
African nations.  15   However, the rates of migration have not been signifi cant 
enough to warrant a uniquely separate classifi cation, separate from other African 
populations. Although Nigerians possess a unique cultural identifi cation, their 
motivations for migration are similar to those of other African groups: the pursuit 
of increased education opportunities, the att ainment of economic security and 
stability, and a desire to participate in a credible electoral system (Ogbaa 2003). 

 Similarly, Afro-Caribbean respondents possess distinct histories and cultures 
pertaining to their specifi c islands. However, 75 percent of the Afro-Caribbean 
respondents hail from English-speaking nations that formerly were British colo-
nies. By placing Afro-Caribbeans from various islands into one ethnic category 
of “Afro-Caribbean,” I am adhering to the theories set forth by Fearon and Laitin 
(1996) that argue that members who subscribe to an ethnic group need only 
“accept the claim to be immediately descended from other members of the 
group” (Chandra 2006). In order to refl ect “Afro-Caribbean” and “African” opin-
ions, the diversity of one’s specifi c island or country of origin was amalgamated 
into a larger diasporic categorization.  16   

 Th e SSEU Local 371 survey provides new evidence pertaining to black ethnic 
group att itudes, but there are limitations to these results. Th is examination of 
one union population in New York City does not provide national comparisons 
with black ethnic populations in other occupational sectors or unions. However, 
the benefi ts of conducting a survey in New York City include the diverse black 
ethnic population and a historical tradition of immigration to the city. Th ere are 
currently over 8 million people in New York City, of which 2.1 million, or 26 per-
cent, are classifi ed as black (US Census 2010). Of the 2.1 million blacks living 
in the fi ve boroughs, 39 percent are Afro-Caribbean immigrants, and roughly 5 
percent are African immigrants.  17   Although New York City provides substantial 
black ethnic populations, the inclusion of broader national data helps to general-
ize my statistical fi ndings.  

  Why Choose New York City? 

 New York City was an ideal location to administer the survey due to its 
infl ux of black immigrants. New York City has historically been the port for 



How a New York City Labor Union Explains Changing Demographics  49

Afro-Caribbean migrants and has recently witnessed increases of African immi-
grants as well. Fuchs, Minnite, and Shapiro (2001) argued that New York City 
is an ideal location to observe the relationship between social capital, commu-
nity building, and political participation. Because of the economic and entre-
preneurial opportunities present, ethnic social networks, and the abundance of 
native-born black populations in close residential proximity, New York City has 
been a signifi cant and historically relevant location.  18   All the purposes of my 
research are served by choosing a locale that receives the most diverse immi-
grant populations of any other city in the United States (Cordero-Guzman, 
Smith, and Grosfoguel 2001) as well as having a native-born and foreign-born 
black union population in a politically active social service industry. 

 Table 2.2 shows the number of black immigrants who now comprise close 
to 10 percent of the black population nationwide and 44 percent of the black 
population in New York City.      

 One of the many factors contributing to the importance of New York City as 
a place for this study is the history of immigration and continued immigration. 
Between 1980 and 1996, New York City received over 1.5 million immigrants 
(Rivera-Batiz and Santiago 1996). It has been an important site for home coun-
try and diasporic politics, where immigrants have been able to instigate nation-
alist and other struggles (Cordero-Guzman, Smith, and Grosfoguel 2001). But 
because New York is America’s oldest immigrant city and is one of the most 
important historical ports of entry for immigrants, its political institution and 
population dynamics have evolved in more progressive ways than in other US 
cities (Cordero-Guzman, Smith, and Grosfoguel 2001). For many new immi-
grants, New York is a site for transnational migrant activity and serves as a center 

 Table 2.2     Demographics for Black Populations in the United States, New York 
State, and New York City, 2005 

 Total Population 

 US  NY State  NY City 

Total US Population 308,747,508 19,378,104 8,175,133

Black Population 38,624,000 3,294,277 2,088,510

 Total Foreign-Born Black Population 

 US  NY State  NY City 

African 1,252,020 81,198 101,410

Afro-Caribbean 2,247,999 1,004,344 793,997

  Source: US Census 2010.  
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for the global economy and capitalist development (A.Torres 1995; A. Torres 
and Bonilla 1993). 

 Th is is not meant to depict a city that routinely enjoys racial harmony or even 
stayed equity. New York City also has a long-standing history of racism and 
anti-immigrant sentiments; much of the current immigrant politics, policies, 
and debates revolve around historical negotiations with immigrants, compet-
ing national identities and cultural needs, and the confl icts that arise when the 
lives of diverse populations intersect (Cordero-Guzman, Smith, and Grosfoguel 
2001). Th e integrated black ethnic neighborhoods, which are oft en racially seg-
regated from other populations in the city and sometimes have substandard 
housing conditions, serve to further reinforce and solidify inter- and intraracial 
stereotypes; they can also contribute to hostile policy stances among native-born 
and foreign-born black populations (Rogers 2006; Soss 2002). Th e residential 
segregation by race in New York City positions black ethnic groups in residential 
negotiations that further complicate their perceptions of one another.  19    

  SSEU Local 371 Survey Design and Implementation 

 Th e goals of the 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 survey were to unravel the fundamen-
tal underpinnings of racial and ethnic group unity and diff erence and to provide 
a clearer framework for possible racial and ethnic coalition building. Th e survey 
sought to bett er understand black ethnic cohesion, or a lack thereof. Th e study 
consisted of a mail-in survey in which 1,500 questionnaires were initially sent to 
Local 371 members, 415 of which were successfully completed (a response rate 
of 31 percent).  20   

 Th e rolls of the Black History and Caribbean Heritage Committ ees, as 
well as the informal African Heritage Committ ee, were oversampled. Th ere is 
a long shared history of black Americans communicating and working with 
Afro-Caribbeans and Africans in their respective home countries during the 
beginning stages and throughout the civil rights movement and African inde-
pendence movements that clearly support theories of linked fate. However, the 
way the linkage is expressed by nonactivists over forty years later on US soil 
presents interesting questions for the present day. 

 Th is contributed to a total of 274 surveys completed by members identifying 
as native-born black American, Afro-Caribbean, or African, 66 percent of the 
fi nal sample: 135 black Americans, 47 Afro-Caribbeans, and 92 Africans (see 
table 2.3).      

 A respondent was defi ned as a member of one of these groups if they identi-
fi ed racially and ethnically as such and indicated that their parents were also of 
that ancestry. Th e survey also included 41 whites, 54 Latinos, and 46 individuals 
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defi ned as “other.” Th e individuals in the “other” category self-identifi ed as Asian, 
Native American, or varying biracial identities and were placed in this category 
because there were too few in each group to analyze. Th e remainder of the sam-
ple consisted of 13 percent Latinos, 10 percent whites, and 11 percent classifi ed 
as “other” nonblack individuals. 

 SSEU Local 371 does not keep specifi c records on the racial and ethnic 
composition of the roughly 17,000 union members. During our interview with 
President Ensley, he gave rough estimates. He explained:

  We do not have numbers [on race]. I think the numbers are 60 percent 
people of African descent, around 20 percent white, and around 20 
percent Latino. Th e union is predominantly women, easily 75 percent. 
[Th e] union is gett ing young, over 50 percent under [the] age of 40. It’s 
gett ing younger each year because of retirees and new hires.   

 The data available for the general union population reports that roughly 
30  percent of union members are men and roughly 70 percent of the union 

 Table 2.4     Gender of Local 371 Survey Respondents (in percentages) 

Black Amer Afr o-Carib Afr ican White Latino

Male 30 30 73 61 38

Female 70 70 27 39 62

 N 135 47 92 41 53

  Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  

 Table 2.3     Union Sample Survey 

Number of Respondents %

White 41 10

Black American 135 33

Afro-Caribbean 47 11

African 92 22

Latino 54 13

Other 46 11

 N 415 100

  Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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population is female. Fifty-five percent of the respondents from the SSEU 
Local 371 survey were women. Because ethnic breakdowns are not available 
for the entire union, it is only possible to compare the gender percentages 
of the ethnic samples to the overall union gender composition. In table 2.4, 
the black American and Afro-Caribbean gender percentages in the sample 
are the same as those for the overall union population. The gender per-
centages for African members are the inverse of the overall union gender 
percentages.      

 In addition to collecting data on the reported political att itude and behavior 
of black ethnic, white, and Latino union members, the survey also included 
detailed demographic information about respondents, including the home 
country and the ethnicity of the respondents and their parents. Th e survey 
also asked questions about racial identifi cation to provide precise measures in 
distinguishing black ethnics.  21   For example, respondents fi rst indicated which 
racial and ethnic group they most generally align themselves. Respondents were 
then asked from what country their relatives hailed, whether they were born 
in the United States, whether they grew up in the United States, and in what 
country their mother and father were born. By asking this series of questions, 
the SSEU Local 371 survey could distinguish fi rst- from second-generation 
immigrants.  22   

 Th e survey is also able to distinguish black Latinos from other black ethnic 
Caribbeans. I chose to treat black respondents from Spanish-speaking nations 
as distinct, when compared to the three primary black ethnic groups, due to the 
complications of cross-identity with Latino issues. Because Latino populations 
are more likely to separate themselves by nationality than by skin color, a cohe-
sive black Latino identity is less likely to be formed from within the Hispanic 
community (Fears 2003; de la Garza et al. 1991). Scholars contended that race 
matt ers for Hispanics, but not in the same ways that it does for blacks. In order 
to identify black Latinos in the sample, the variables used to measure this dis-
tinction were race, respondent’s country of origin, and parent’s country of ori-
gin. Most importantly, the survey specifi cally asked whether the respondent was 
raised in a Spanish-speaking household. Th ese variables aided in distinguishing 
black ethnics and black Latinos. 

 Th e SSEU Local 371 survey was thus designed to answer the following fi ve 
questions:

   1.     Does a pan-ethnic identity exist among black ethnic groups in the United 
States?  

  2.     How do these groups view one another?  
  3.     How do these groups conceptualize their placement in the American 

polity?  
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  4.     Do policy distinctions exist?  
  5.     What infl uences the att itudinal and behavioral similarities and diff erences 

among these groups?    

 Th e survey was initially distributed in mid-October 2005 and ended in 
March 2006. Th e survey provided both general racial and ethnic-specifi c meas-
ures of group solidarity. Th ese responses facilitated the comparisons of black 
ethnic groups and the analysis of intraracial linked fate hypotheses based on 
class, gender, other demographic variables, evaluations of feelings and percep-
tions of particular groups, att itudes toward immigrants and potential for success 
once in the United States, and racial-ethnic partnerships.  23   Th e uniqueness of 
the SSEU Local 371 population does not negate what can be learned from these 
data, including comparisons with results from national surveys. 

 I also conducted qualitative interviews with members of SSEU Local 371 and 
with the late Charles Ensley, who served as the group’s president for twenty-six 
years. In-person interviews were conducted from October 2006 to January 2007. 
Th e in-person interviews were conducted in English only and encompass in-depth 
interviews of twenty-two Local 371 members. Th e interviews were conducted 
with union leadership  24   and rank-and-fi le members and lasted from approximately 
thirty to ninety minutes and were conducted at Local 371 union headquarters in 
New York City. Th e interviewees all identifi ed as black American, Afro-Caribbean, 
or African. Th e interviews are meant to provide context to many of the quantita-
tive fi ndings presented in subsequent chapters. Many of the anecdotes that arose 
from the interviews help to fi ll in some of the “gaps” left  by a purely quantitative 
analysis. Having conducted interviews from previous social scientifi c research, and 
also wanting the most honest nature from some of the respondents, I chose not 
to tape-record my interviews. Many of my respondents stated that they are much 
more candid when not looking at or thinking about a recording device. Having 
spoken to several social scientists before embarking on this research, I devised a 
shorthand to use in interviews and also asked respondents to repeat particularly 
poignant statements in order to record direct quotes accurately. For many respond-
ents, this was the fi rst time they spoke openly about their feelings, both positive 
and negative, toward other black ethnic groups either (1) with someone of a dif-
ferent black ethnic group, or (2) with someone who was not a family member or 
close friend. 

 As I began interviewing members of the union, many had litt le resistance 
openly speaking about their own experiences with race and ethnicity, both in the 
United States and abroad. Th e interviews usually began with general questions 
about the union, its membership, and any current debates circulating within 
the organization. With the union leadership, more time was dedicated to their 
observations and frustrations trying to organize and motivate so many diff erent 
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(and sometimes competing) agendas within the local. With rank-and-fi le mem-
bers, more time was spent more broadly discussing their experiences with race 
and ethnicity in their families, in New York City, and in the United States. Many 
rank-and-fi le members suggested I speak to other colleagues of theirs who had 
either similar or quite diff erent experiences negotiating race and ethnicity in 
their personal and professional lives. Th roughout the interview process, I was 
able to conduct detailed interviews that oft en came in the form of long discus-
sions and conversations. 

 In-depth interviews have primarily been used quite eff ectively by social scien-
tists who have att empted to ascertain the nuances in black intraracial att itudes. 
Th ere are obvious advantages to conducting interviews with Local 371 members. 
First, as Local 371 continues to change, I have captured the ideas and opinions 
of a select group of members and leaders within the organization. Second, the 
strength of open-ended, in-depth interviews is what Sawyer (2006) argues is the 
ability to explore the experiences and information that shapes att itudes and opin-
ions. Because of the amorphous nature of race, as well as ethnicity, the complex 
perceptions, opinions, and even behaviors can be an amalgam of distinct and 
sometimes contradictory ideas (Sawyer 2006: 104). Th rough the process com-
bining surveys and in-depth interviews, I am able to use representative samples to 
ascertain information and utilize in-depth interviews to help us understand  why  
respondents express particular att itudes and opinions. 

 Th e quantitative analysis in subsequent chapters is based on data from the 
2005–6 SSEU Local 371 survey, in addition to qualitative interviews with Local 
371 executive and rank and fi le members. It also compares the SSEU Local 371 
union respondents with other New York City and national survey samples. Th ese 
additional data come from the National Election Study (NES) Cumulative File 
1948–2004 focusing on the years 1984–2004,  26   and the New Americans Exit 
Poll (NAEP) 2005 and 2006 data. Th e 2004 NES and the 2005 US Census 
Current Populations Survey are also used to make other comparisons. 

 As the following chapters discuss, once in the United States, African and 
Caribbean immigrants encounter racial barriers similar to the ones facing their 
native-born black American counterparts. Because of the identifi able phenotype 
of native-born blacks and African and Caribbean immigrants, one might draw 
conclusions regarding similar ideological and political outlooks and inevitable 
coalition building. Th e subsequent chapters show that shared racial att itudes 
among black ethnics do exist. However, ethnicity remains a signifi cant determi-
nant of intraracial att itudes and policy stances for black populations, especially 
for the newly arrived groups.  
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     C H A P T E R  3 
 Political Participation 
and the Socialization 
of Blacks into Unions 
and the Polity    

  I just moved here from Jamaica and all of a sudden I am “black.” Will you 
please explain to me why I am supposed to be a Democrat? 
 —Jamaican college student, New York, NY, 2005  

  When observing and interacting with members of Local 371, the role of race 
within the union played out in a multilayered and continuously evolving  manner. 
Because of the changing nature of union membership, demographics within New 
York City, and ultimately the populations served by the social service providers, 
race and its ever-present counterpart, ethnicity, remain a complex,  intricate, and 
shift ing aspect of the union’s identity.  1   

 Th e ethnic composition of black America has changed over the past several 
decades. Th e increasing numbers of marginalized groups in the United States 
have changed national and local demographic levels.  2   Increased black immigra-
tion has also had signifi cant eff ects on the production of labor in the United 
States. Th e increases in immigration have had direct eff ects on formal and 
informal labor markets, as well as unions. Black members, both native-born 
and foreign-born, have aff ected labor organizations from its rank-and-fi le mem-
bership to the executive and leadership positions. Historically, labor groups 
have gone through great pains to prevent nonwhite workers from becoming 
members of unions. Today, however, unions rely on marginalized groups for 
membership (Warren 2005). With the incorporation of marginalized workers 
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into the various organized economic and labor sectors, the membership compo-
sition has shift ed to include more foreign-born members, as well as members in 
leadership positions.  

  Th e Decline of the Union and the Rise of Black Ethnic 
Political Entry and Participation 

 According to Tate (1991), voting, like other forms of participation, is costly to 
individuals, and subsequent political participation is linked to both material and 
psychological individual resources. Th ose possessing certain political skills and 
resources can more easily bear the cost of voting. One of the primary resources 
that Tate indicated as a determining factor in overcoming the costs of voting is 
experience in the political process and education. Th ose familiar with the elec-
toral process, usually older and bett er-educated individuals, are more inclined 
to vote. According to Verba et al. (1993), the workplace and other nonpoliti-
cal sett ings are extremely valuable in assisting individuals in developing skills 
necessary for political participation. Union membership contributes to political 
 activity: individuals who are members of a labor organization are more likely to 
vote than nonmembers (Delaney, Masters, and Schwochau 1988; Radcliff  and 
Davis 2000; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Leighley and Nagler 2007). 

 Union membership has been on the decline for the past several years, while 
immigrant and foreign-born population membership has been on the rise 
(Warren 2005), thus providing foreign-born workers with an entr é e into the 
middle class. Because newly arrived immigrants are largely unatt ached to politics 
(Garcia 1982) and have a limited interest in political life, a union with an ethos 
and history of militant and progressive approaches to public service and social 
justice introduces them to participatory acts beyond the traditional act of vot-
ing. New immigrants, particularly poor African Americans, Latinos, and Asian 
Americans, are the least likely to engage in the political process (Lee 2011; Junn 
and Haynie 2008). In addition, immigrants involved in organized labor activities 
are more likely to participate in traditional and nontraditional forms of electoral 
activity within their new home country (Fuchs, Minnite, and Shapiro 2001). 

  T H E  I M P O RTA N C E  O F  U N I O N  L E A D E R S H I P,  M E M B E R S H I P, 
A N D  E D U C AT I O N 

 Th e signifi cant levels of turnout among black Local 371 members can be att rib-
uted to three factors: (1) dynamic union leadership, (2) the highly educated 
union body (both academically and politically educated), and, most signifi -
cantly, (3) union membership. Att achment to the union and a strong sense of 
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group consciousness was the stimulus for political participation for black ethnics 
in Local 371 (Bobo and Gilliam 1990; Guterbock and London 1983; Shingles 
1981; Verba et al. 1972). In many ways, organized labor serves as a primary 
“mobilizing institution” and has substantial eff ects on an election and turnout 
(Rosenstone and Hansen 1993). 

 For many black immigrant groups, membership within a union serves as an 
institutional foundation and an entr é e into political and even policy education. 
Many of the native-born and foreign-born black survey responses made spe-
cifi c mention of the dynamic leadership of President Ensley. Ensley was con-
sistently unanimously reelected president of the union for a total of twenty-six 
years, largely due to his leadership style. He understood and amalgamated the 
roots of the civil rights movement and national labor struggles and incorporated 
them into the SSEU Local 371. During the 1960s, the current SSEU Local 371 
was divided into two unions, the SSEU and Local 371. Even when the SSEU 
and Local 371 were two distinct organizations, the traditions of rank-and-fi le 
participation, representation of social justice issues, and coalition building were 
established. President Ensley’s union leadership and his incorporation of civil 
rights struggles with larger social service goals contributed to high levels of 
rank-and-fi le electoral mobilization and participation. 

 In my interviews with President Ensley, I asked him to explain the  relationship 
between increased black membership (both native-born and foreign-born) in 
unions and the civil rights movement, and how, if at all, the two factors aff ected 
him as a labor leader. He explained:

  In my generation, many of us are of a generation who were foot soldiers 
or leaders in the civil rights movement. Struggle is what we grew up 
with, struggling to achieve. So since we were involved in that struggle, 
we identify with working poor and in [the]1960s we att racted that type 
of worker to the union and that type of worker gravitated to the union, 
ones who worked for social justice and working class people. . . .  Th e 
impact on me and the union is that I have a sense of what’s right and 
rage when we see injustice. You need a sense of outrage if you’re to do 
this work successfully.   

 Over the past forty years, there has been a noticeable incorporation of black 
members as well as foreign-born populations into the labor movement.  3   In many 
ways, once black immigrant populations arrive in the United States, they have 
the potential to use labor organizations as entr é es into the middle class. Similar 
to black populations in the post–civil rights era, black foreign-born groups can 
utilize the benefi ts of union membership to enhance occupation specialization, 
fi nancial security, and organizational resources. Labor organizations provide 
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jobs, occupational security, and varying levels of community.  4   Both native-born 
and foreign-born blacks face racial challenges in the United States; unions serve 
as organizing agents to assist in the integration of individuals and groups within 
the political system. In many ways, unions represent groups in an occupational 
and political sphere (Wong 2006; Jones-Correa 1998a). Black populations con-
tinue to fi nd themselves as shared recipients of discrimination and prejudice, 
therefore many black foreign-born groups negotiate their new racial identity, 
along with extended group att achments and opportunities to fulfi ll the American 
Dream, within the mobilizing context of the SSEU Local 371. 

 Th e members of the SSEU Local 371 are the primary sample population 
for this study. Local 371 is an activist union that promotes unity and intra- and 
interracial education that focuses on new racial and religious groups within the 
union. Th ere is no doubt that Local 371 fi ts the description provided by Kriesi 
(1995) of a mobilizing organization.  5   In 2006, President Ensley highlighted 
some of his eff orts to promote racial and ethnic understanding throughout the 
union population. I asked the president to explain the role of the racial and social 
committ ees within the union.  6   His replied:

  Th ey are presidentially established committ ees. We have various heri-
tage nights, to make a stronger union, not at the expense of each other.  7   
Th erefore, a union is a common ground where we could become stron-
ger to promote solidarity because sometimes people are afraid of what 
they do not know. So we have heritage committ ees to promote unity. It 
is important to me that our workers understand that we have far more 
in common than our diff erences. Despite our backgrounds, we’re in the 
same boat as workers. If our interests are to be advanced we must mini-
mize diff erences just like the mine workers. It’s about vision.   

 President Ensley’s approach to solidarity supports Bernstein’s (1997) 
 description of the political strategy for cultural goods that deconstructs racial 
categorizations and identity at the collective level. In essence, President Ensley 
believes that the culture organizations within the union serve to promote unity, 
highlight cultural similarities, and illuminate the shared histories and struggles 
of the diverse members in the union as they work toward common goals. Based 
on this response from President Ensley, one may expect to see relatively posi-
tive intra- and interracial responses that promote his and the union’s concepts 
of solidarity. Because of the racially and ethnically organized social committ ees, 
a level of racial and ethnic acceptance was promoted and presumed to be widely 
embedded in the ethos of union members. However, as the data show, there 
are sometimes signifi cant ethnic opinion diff erences found within the union 
population.   
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  Political Participation and Labor Leadership in a 
Post–Civil Rights Context 

 To begin to assess the importance of labor leadership on labor mobilization 
and political participation, I examined Local 371 member att itudes toward 
 voting to see if members were active participants in traditional forms of political 
 participation. Almost all data, both quantitative analyses and the in-depth inter-
views, reveal the signifi cance of union leadership and membership on increased 
propensities to vote in elections. Local 731 members continuously contributed 
their increased participation levels to their affi  liation with the union (Leighley 
and Nagler 2007). One member stated, “I never voted before joining the union.” 
Another explained, “It is the union that gives us the activist spirit to participate.” 
One member explicitly stated the importance of race and voting, saying, “It is 
important for black people to vote [especially with all of the police brutality out 
there].” 

 According to Tate (1991), there are problems with the race-conscious view of 
participation. Based on Verba and Nie’s 1967 data (Shingles 1981), Tate argued 
that the eff ects att ributed to race consciousness may actually have been more 
indicative of the 1960s black protest atmosphere and nonconventional protest 
tactics that later transferred into conventional forms of political activity (Piven 
and Cloward 1988). She also asserted that there were residual eff ects of ad hoc 
local institutions that operated well before the passage of the Voting Rights Act 
of 1965. Th ese institutions helped register and mobilize black voters. Th erefore, 
when analyzing participation rates of Local 371 members, it is necessary to con-
sider the eff ects of organizing within an institutional body, the prevailing eff ects 
of the voting rights and civil rights legislation, and the activist history of Local 
371, as well as the salient issues that surrounded the 2004 election.  8   

 So how can we explain the increased participation and turnout rates of black 
union members? Pinderhughes (1995) suggested that several factors contribute 
to increased turnout rates of minorities, including aggressive voter mobilization 
organizations. SSEU Local 371 and its leadership have addressed national issues 
and linked them to local issues that directly aff ect its membership. In several inter-
views, union members linked the practices of international multi-billion-dollar 
corporations to the plights of labor union members and nonunion workers. In 
several of the interviews I conducted with members of the union, they repeated 
the belief that the overall mission of labor unions is under att ack by the right 
wing and multinational corporations. Th erefore, while Democratic Party affi  li-
ations and the overall hostile electoral and political climate may motivate black 
labor members, it is apparent that their union affi  liation and att itudes, beliefs, 
and the behaviors of their executive leaders have been a signifi cant catalyst in 
participation rates in local and national elections. 
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 President Ensley used his knowledge and relationships with members of the 
civil rights movement to infuse the spirit and level of political ethos into the union 
and larger New York City labor politics (Maier 1987). As a result, black SSEU 
Local 371 member participation in the electoral process has been unusually high 
compared to that of blacks in the general population. Observing the national data 
over a twenty-year period, union membership positively aff ects blacks’ propensi-
ties to vote.  9   Seventy-two percent of black union member respondents  participate 
in the voting process, compared to 62 percent of black nonunion members.  10   
Th us, there are reasons to consider the union as a mobilizing and organizing insti-
tution that contributes to a group sense of participation, an individual level of 
motivation, and an issue educating institution (Levi 2003). 

 At the same time, there are important top-down features of Local 371 that 
contribute to the increases in political participation. It is likely that the presence 
of a long-standing and dynamic leader of Local 371 has contributed to the ethos 
of participation and turnout. Th e presence of steady union leadership serves as a 
stabilizing source of information and political education for labor union  affi  liated 
immigrant populations in the United States. One member stated:

  Stable leadership is always good. Charles has given it a sense of stability. 
Th e union used to change leadership like people change shoes. Since 
Charles has brought in a stabilizing force, work is gett ing done! Turnout 
for elections within the union is extremely low which indicates people 
are satisfi ed. Our union hasn’t had a major issue to deal with in recent 
history, so people don’t turn out to vote in  our  labor elections, but they 
do in national elections.   

 Th e lack of participation among SSEU Local 371 members in their own labor 
elections could possibly have att ributed to what D. C. Nelson (1979) defi ned as 
political trust, such that respondents who exhibited high levels of political trust 
were less likely to vote and participate because they had faith in their elected offi  -
cials to represent them.  11   Because of the convert and overt racism that continues 
to plague native-born and foreign-born blacks despite economic gains, subse-
quent distrust persists among black groups (Nunnally 2012). Th erefore, the 
lack of participation in local labor elections presents an interesting quandary. If 
blacks do not participate because of systemic racial discrimination and  political 
marginalization, as Nunnally suggests, reasons for their lack of participation in 
local labor elections present the opposite justifi cation. In interviews, several 
members expressed their complete confi dence in President Ensley as a leader 
who delivered “results.” Th ese results, members explained, were largely related 
to the bargaining agreements and political dealings with city hall and the mayor 
of New York City. As I probed deeper in the interviews, one member stated, “It 
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doesn’t matt er if the mayor is a Democrat or a Republican, Charles [Ensley] can 
work with them to get us results.” What appears to be a considerable level of faith 
in the labor leadership helps explain, on the one hand, the increased levels of 
black political participation in national elections because of union mobilization 
and leadership. On the other hand, we fi nd decreased political participation in 
internal labor elections because of elevated levels of political trust, something 
rarely seen among blacks when expressing their political interests. 

 Cregan (2005) has argued that workers are more likely to join a union if 
a group ethos emerges in the workplace. Th ere are constant reminders of the 
 philosophy of Local 371: fi ghting for social and political justice, batt ling against 
injustices throughout the city that aff ect not only the labor members but the 
populations they serve, and understanding that collective action results in reac-
tions and change. Th ese three primary factors have also aff ected overall union 
voting rates for the past several election cycles, as one member stated:

  Being in the union has sobered me and has helped me to listen more. 
We’re being so fragmented if we don’t agree on everything; we must 
agree on one or two things if we are to succeed. (1) We need to look at 
big box corporations as criminals and not the immigrants or people of 
color. Th ey are the victims of these corporations who want to exploit 
them. (2) We need to go back to the good old-fashioned boycott ing. 
Send a message. We are the biggest consumers, and [if] we don’t send 
a message, we are in trouble. If we want to fi x it, we must come to a 
consensus.   

 Th e importance of members linking their individual struggles to the larger 
needs of their various groups—racial, ethnic, union, neighborhood, or econom-
ic—provides a foundation for our understanding of Local 371’s success in larger 
group mobilization. Some of the activities, instigated by the union leadership 
to assist in member engagement, involve canvassing for candidates, att ending 
political events, and providing forums for candidate and political issue education 
for members. How individuals’ social environment aids in strengthening their 
political participation is largely a factor of group mobilization (Leighley 2001). 
Mobilization by union leadership, as well as the interest of the rank-and-fi le 
membership, has largely led to the above-average participation rates of Local 
371 members. Th e intersection of distinct ethnic identity and overarching racial 
categorization has signifi cant eff ects on one’s att itudes and behaviors once in the 
United States. National ethnic identity directly aff ects the ways in which black 
immigrants view race. Th ere exists both a duality and multifaceted integration of 
national origin and black racial identifi cation for black immigrants once they are 
in America. Th erefore, this analysis further complicates the existing literature that 
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emphasizes the model Caribbean immigrant striving for the American Dream 
while enduring racism, prejudice, and institutional discrimination (Foner 2001; 
Waters 1999a; Kasinitz 1992). It extends the analyses of Afro-Caribbean and 
African immigrants simultaneously benefi ting from white perceptions of the 
distinctions between foreign-born blacks and their black American counterparts 
(Kasinitz 1992; Rogers 2006), while these newer black ethnic groups simulta-
neously benefi t from the previous civil rights struggles of black Americans. By 
comparing Afro-Caribbean and African immigrants with black Americans con-
trolling for occupational status and class,  12   I am able to more accurately measure 
and interpret the att itudes and opinions of both native and foreign-born blacks. 

 Voter participation is largely related to socioeconomic factors such as edu-
cation, income, and also race. Research has shown that occupation, political 
climate, and culture can have signifi cant independent eff ects on individuals’ 
political activities, both in traditional and nontraditional forms (Brady, Verba, 
and Schlozman 1995; Verba et al. 1993; D. C. Nelson 1979). People express 
themselves through varying forms of political participation based on their desire 
to solve a particular problem or set of problems. D. C. Nelson’s (1979) work 
on ethnicity and socioeconomic status observed that social scientists have been 
unwilling to conceive ethnicity as an enduring element of social division. He 
also observed that ethnicity and subsequent social class status have been derived 
from social characteristics such as race, religion, and nationality. Further, several 
scholars have argued that ethnicity is an essential source of political  participation 
( Junn et al. 2011; Junn and Haynie 2008; Bashi 2007; D. C. Nelson 1979; 
Greeley 1972). 

 Questions about political participation extend beyond race and ethnic-
ity. Participation of individuals and groups must be supported by institutional 
mechanisms as Fuchs, Minnite, and Shapiro (2001) argued: Urban communi-
ties with lower socioeconomic statuses and communities that are dispropor-
tionately inhabited by people of color and immigrants lack social capital.  13   
Th is scarcity of social capital explains the weakness and oft en times dearth of 
social networks  14   existing within an urban or inner-city population (McAdam, 
McCarthy, and Zald 1996; Berry, Portney, and Th omson 1993; W. J. Wilson 
1987). Moreover, social institutions capable of facilitating and promoting 
social capital and networks are in decline in these areas, and “the bridges 
required for systemic political change in America’s poor urban communities 
require political organizations that emphasize the value of traditional forms 
of political engagement, especially voting” (Fuchs, Minnite, and Shapiro 
2001: 294). Th erefore, for many members of SSEU Local 371, their voluntary 
membership in an organization that promotes social capital through electoral 
participation further engages members in political activity (Coleman 1988; 
Fuchs, Minnite, and Shapiro 2001 ). 



Th e Socialization of Blacks into Unions and the Polity  63

 Black immigrants—those who maintain their cultural identity as separate 
from their black American identity, whether self-imposed or imposed by exter-
nal groups—have straddled two camps: that of their home country, and that 
of their new identity as blacks in America. Th e political organization of newly 
arrived and also fi rst-generation black immigrants shows that time away from a 
home country decreases one’s likelihood of participating in the activities of one’s 
country of ancestry. Immigrants experience several barriers to incorporation and 
political participation, due to disruption in past home country participation pat-
terns, broken social networks, and possible losses of social and economic status 
once in the United States ( Jones-Correa 1998b). Th erefore, organizing immi-
grants, within a group, presents additional obstacles for political participation 
(Lee 2011; Lee, Ramakrishnan, and Ramirez 2006). 

 Th e signifi cance of joining a union and the subsequent increases in social 
and political capital mobilizes individuals to participate. However, the political 
distrust of blacks toward the government still exists, even within the mobiliz-
ing institution of a union. In survey data, blacks were more likely than whites to 
express greater political distrust. Th is distrust, scholars contended, translated into 
a political effi  cacy that encouraged unconventional tactics and modes of partici-
pation (Tate 1993, 1991; Gurin and Epps 1975), depending on race, class, and 
region (Shingles 1981). Th erefore, blacks’ sense of political effi  cacy and trust 
translated into increased political involvement and activity in various forms (Tate 
2004; Gay 2002; Shingles 1981; Muller 1977; Gamson 1968). High levels of par-
ticipation for blacks with low levels of trust in the government were also aff ected 
by personal effi  cacy (Shingles 1981; Guterbock 1980). Dawson (1994) argued 
that blacks’ political participation and group interests hinged largely on the belief 
that their lives were, to some degree, determined by what happened to the group 
as a whole.  15   For blacks, if distrust, political effi  cacy, participation, and interest are 
largely determined by past ancestral experiences in the United States and shared 
group oppression (Verba and Nie 1972), then to what extent will the participa-
tory tendencies of black immigrant groups be aff ected? 

 It is very likely that the social climate set forth by SSEU Local 371 leadership, 
the unique level of various forms of political participation, and its continued ties 
with the civil rights and social justice movements have all aff ected the participa-
tion rates of this particular group of respondents. Th e unique characteristics of 
SSEU Local 371 members make national comparisons a necessary component 
in explaining the behaviors of black ethnic populations in an urban labor con-
text. Both the SSEU Local 371 black ethnic members and blacks on the national 
level have been consistently aligned with the Democratic Party for the past fi ve 
decades. Th eir sustained Democratic Party loyalty raises important  questions 
pertaining to the relationships of their demographic profi le, their political 
 partisanship, effi  cacy, and ultimate participation.  
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  Black Voting, Presidential Elections, 
and Union Identifi cation 

 Th e extent to which union membership shapes the participation levels of 
black ethnic members can be seen in their participation levels in local and 
national elections. Th e 2005–6 Social Services Employees Union Local 371 
Survey reveals that 95 percent of black American union members, 85 percent 
of Afro-Caribbeans, and 78 percent of African respondents voted in the 2004 
national election, compared to 82 percent of black union member and 75 per-
cent of nonunion black respondents in the 2004 NES. According to the 2004 
US Census Current Population Study, overall black participation peaked at 60 
percent for the 2004 national election, compared to 44 percent of the New York 
State blacks who voted in 2004. Th e signifi cant numbers of black members who 
voted from this particular New York City labor union suggest the eff ects labor 
membership and union leadership have on voter participation. Th e 2004 Current 
Population Survey (CPS) found that nationally 64 percent of whites voted in the 
2004 presidential election, compared to 60 percent of blacks and 47 percent of 
Latinos. Table 3.1 reports voting by race on the national and state level.      

 At the state level, the percentage of New York voters in the 2004 presidential 
election was below the national average. Th e voting percentages of citizens in 
New York State are also substantially less than the percentage of Local 371 mem-
bers. In addition, increased rates of political participation for all groups are evi-
dent in the 2008 presidential election. Black, white, and Latino groups all voted 
at greater rates in the 2008 presidential election. However, blacks had the greatest 
percent increase in voting. As many scholars have documented, the excitement of 
contributing to the historic election of the fi rst black president was a motivating 
factor for many in America, especially blacks (Lee 2011; Bonilla-Silva 2010). As 
table 3.2 shows, the voting rate for black members of Local 371 was well above 
the 2004 NES and the 2004 Current Population Survey national averages for 
black respondents, by 11 and 26 percentage points, respectively.      

 Table 3.1     2004 and 2008 Presidential Voting on National and State Level 
(in percentages) 

 All Groups  Blacks  Whites  Latinos 

2004 National 65 60 64 47

2004 State Level 53 44 58 31

2008 National 64 65 66 50

  Sources: Current Population Survey 2004;  1  Pew Research Center 2009   1  Th e 2004 Current 
Population Survey does not disaggregate black ethnic populations for voting in the 2004 national 
election.  
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 Th e diff erences in percentages between SSEU Local 371 members and the 
NES national sample of black voters in the 2004 presidential election suggest 
the signifi cance of union membership. Th e signifi cance of labor membership on 
the national level is also evident when, among the 2004 NES respondents who 
self-reported as union members, turnout in the 2004 presidential election was 
78 percent. For  black  union members in the 2004 NES, their 2004 presidential 
election turnout was 82 percent, compared to the 86 percent for black union 
members from Local 371 (see chart 3.1).      

 Although voter turnout has declined steadily since the 1960s, NES vot-
ing turnout has not (Burden 2000; Gronke 1992). Th e gaps between NES 
self-reporting and voting-eligible population estimates are highest during 
national election years (Martinez 2003). It is necessary to note that, for the 
2004 NES, there were only 172 black respondents total, 28 of whom were union 

 Table 3.2     2004 Presidential Voting for Black Respondents (in percentages) 

Local 371 Survey 2004 NES 2004 CPS 
National Level

2004 CPS 
New York State

% 86 75 60 44

 N 248 164 14,016,000 1,042,000

  Sources: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey; 2004 NES (Cumulative File); CPS-2004.  
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members. Twenty-three (or 82 percent) of the 28 black union members voted 
in the 2004 presidential election, as compared to 82 (or 56 percent) of the 144 
black respondents who voted in the 2004 presidential election, were not union 
members. Several scholars have analyzed the overreporting of voting in the NES 
(Abramson et al. 1992; McDonald 2003). Th ey argue that citizens most likely 
feel pressure to vote and thus misrepresent their propensity to vote, even when 
they fail to participate in elections. Overreporting is most common in districts 
with large concentrations of African American and Latino voters (Bernstein, 
Chadha, and Montjoy 2001). Also, the NES asks respondents to self-report 
voting. 

 It is important to remember that even though blacks face racialized obsta-
cles such as feelings of political, social, and racial distrust in the political 
realm, they still fi nd ways to engage in political discourse and political activi-
ties (Pinderhughes 1997b; McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald 1996). However, 
the extent to which a group participates is dependent on the availability of 
resources derived from economic and social institutions (Brady, Verba, and 
Schlozman 1995; Verba et al. 1993). For SSEU Local 371 members, the union 
serves as a multidimensional organization that encompasses economic, social, 
and political resources. Black union members’ participation in the mayoral 
election of 2001 was slightly lower than their participation in the presiden-
tial election of 2004 (see table 3.3) (Browning, Marshall, and Tabb 2003).  16   
However, the rates of Local 371 participation in local election are signifi cantly 
higher than the average voting rates of New York City residents in local elec-
tions. Th e decreased level of local political participation in local elections 
could be att ributed to a few factors. First, New York City local elections are 
held in “off ” years. Th e original impetus behind the “off  year” decision was 
to increase political participation and att ention to local-level candidates and 

 Table 3.3     Ethnic Voting in the 2001 Mayoral and 2004 Presidential Elections 
(in percentages) 

Black 
Amers

Afr o-Caribs 
Mbrs

Afr icans Whites Latinos 2004 NES 
Black Union

% who voted 
in election

2001  90  70  56 73 85 –

2004  95  85  78 93 93 82

 N  132  47  91 41 53 28

  Sources: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey; NES 2004.  



Th e Socialization of Blacks into Unions and the Polity  67

issue by asking voters to focus on an election without the interference of 
national-level campaigns, candidates, commercials, and overarching national 
issues. However, the odd-year elections, in addition to the local-level achieve-
ments of candidates of color in various citywide positions, has also contrib-
uted to the decreased level of participation in New York local elections, when 
compared to participation in presidential election years (Browning, Marshall, 
and Tabb 1984).      

 Th e high percentage of Local 371 respondent voting is particularly note-
worthy due to the activism of Local 371 with respect to the local city govern-
ment.  17   Scholars note that turnout for local and lesser elections are usually 
bolstered if those elections are held in the same years as national elections. 
Th e increases in voting in national elections are evident among all SSEU Local 
371 members,when comparing the 2001 local mayoral election to the 2004 
national presidential election. Black Americans’ national-level voting has 
not reached the same levels as that of Local 371 members, particularly black 
Americans and Afro-Caribbean members. It is important to note the eff ects 
of union membership on the contribution to local-level politics. Although 
unions serve as invaluable organizing agents for national presidential elec-
tions, oft en delivering money, manpower, campaign resources, and votes to 
particular candidates, the signifi cance of unions on local-level elections is of 
great import to mayors and city council members alike (Delaney, Masters, and 
Schwochau 1988). 

 White and Latino members, as well, exhibit increases in voting from the 2001 
local election to the 2004 presidential election. White Local 371 voting increased 
by twenty points, while for Latino members it increased by eight. Seventy-three 
percent of white members reported voting in the 2001 mayoral election, and 
93 in the 2004 national election, compared to 85 percent of Latinos in 2001 
and 93 in 2004. Ultimately, all Local 371 respondents, regardless of race or 
ethnicity, exhibited an increased electoral participation level when comparing 
percentages of voters in the 2001 mayoral election versus the 2004 presidential 
election. It is useful to compare black ethnic increases in voting from 2001 to 
2004, and also presidential voting among other blacks at the national level. Th e 
1984–2004 NES data reveals that black (and white) voting gradually increased 
over that period (see fi gure 3.1). In 1984, 65 percent of blacks reported voting, 
compared to 75 percent in 2004. Similarly, observing the NES 2004, 76 per-
cent of whites reported that they had voted in 1984, compared to 81 percent in 
2004. For both groups, fewer percentages of respondents stated they had voted 
in off -year elections.  18             

 Consistently, the voting rates of black respondents in Local 371 were 
higher than those of their white counterparts, whereas, according to the 
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1984–2004 NES data (see table 3.4), the percentage of whites voting in 
national elections was greater than that of black Americans. Theories of 
political participation expect blacks to participate at lower rates than whites 
in the aggregate (Tate 1991), and this holds in the 2004 NES data: 81 per-
cent of white survey respondents reported that they voted in the 2004 presi-
dential election compared to 75 percent of blacks. This contrasts with black 
Local 371 members, who  participated more than their white counterparts, 
particularly in the 2001 local election.  19   The increased local-level participa-
tion by black Local 371 members could be  attributed to the tangible results 
of local New York City elections. Local 371 member contracts are negotiated 
with the New York City mayor subsequent elected and appointed members 
of the mayor’s choosing. Therefore, Local 371 member interest in local New 

 Table 3.4     NES 1984–2004 Black Voting (percentages who voted) 

1984 1986 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004

Black 65 50 60 59 69 48 68 54 75 65 75

White 76 55 72 50 79 62 80 56 78 73 81

Black  N 221 327 218 259 289 202 179 153 161 125 164

White  N 1,208 919 987 738 1,353 863 935 529 925 777 617

  Source: NES Cumulative File 1948–2004.  
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York City politics has very real potential benefits or punishments depending 
on city-elected leaders. 

 Th e divide among blacks in Local 371 who were not eligible to vote in 
the 2004 election should also be noted. Table 3.5 reports that 13 percent of 
Afro-Caribbean and 14 percent of African union members reported that 
they were not eligible to vote, compared to 3 percent of blacks in the union. 
Respondents who indicated that they chose not to vote in the 2004 presidential 
election were classifi ed diff erently from respondents who were not eligible to 
vote and thus did not participate in the 2001 or 2004 elections. By contrast, 
all white respondents indicated that they were eligible to vote, and only 2 per-
cent of Latinos stated they were ineligible (see appendix 3B for citizenship 
percentages).       

  Labor Education, Membership, 
and Th eories of Participation 

 In my interviews, President Ensley stated that education regarding the political 
process, candidate backgrounds, and policy stances have been a signifi cant part 
of labor leadership, complimenting the institutional educational background the 
members already possess. He explained that the union does not support parties; 
rather, it supports individual candidates, and in doing so, it aims to provide the 
best electoral representation for the union:

  In our union, it’s not the party, it’s the individual candidates political 
persuasion that’s important to us. We don’t support candidates just 
because they’re the presumed winners; we support people who are best 
for the union. We support candidates who have supported our issues, 
who cares if they’re the presumed winner.   

 Table 3.5     Black Local 371 Member Voting and Eligibility in 2004 Election 
(in percentages) 

Black Americans Afr o-Caribbeans Afr icans Whites Latinos

Yes 95 85 78 93 93

No 2 2 8 7 6

Not Eligible 3 13 14 0 2

 N 134 46 91 41 54

  Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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 Th e union leadership indicated that it is their aim to provide political education 
to its members in hopes of creating a more politically effi  cacious body of work-
ers. One member stated:

  Th e membership is changing and our way of organizing must refl ect the 
new immigrant management. We must be more holistic and learn to 
communicate in diff erent ways. We must balance our communication 
styles. Rigidity and the same rule of thumb won’t work anymore, we 
must listen to the rapidly changing membership. I must be “ multilingual” 
no matt er what the issue is. Th e change in language is understanding 
how to communicate with new populations and as social workers we do 
a bad job of taking care of one another. Th e job must get done and the 
easiest way to get the job done is to understand what works.   

 Research has indicated that individuals with a sense of effi  cacy, civic duty, and 
those who possess a general interest in politics are more likely to participate in 
the political process. In addition, education levels are major determinants of 
political participation (Verba and Nie 1972). Local 371’s combination of high 
levels of formal education combined with an institutional framework of political 
education have created an exceptionally participatory group of members. 

 Verba and Nie (1972) found that blacks with similar socioeconomic statuses 
as whites participated at higher rates than whites. Th e blacks in the current study 
are not “resource poor”—that is, they do not lack political skills, information 
bases, or signifi cant levels of education. Th e political resources of this unique 
population contribute to the basic motivations that are essential for political par-
ticipation. However, as Verba and Nie (1972) also observed, “resource rich” black 
populations were still less inclined than their white colleagues to trust the govern-
ment and political leaders. Th ey found that overall these groups felt more alien-
ated. Th is ties in directly to Dawson’s (1994) theories surrounding blacks with 
increased education and occupational success and their increased att achment to 
lower-income blacks, despite their middle- and upper-class att achments. Th e dif-
ferences between black and white participation rates were att ributed to a level 
of race consciousness present among blacks of higher socioeconomic statuses. 
Blacks who were of a higher socioeconomic status were also more conscious of 
their race and how it aff ected one’s political choices (Verba and Nie 1972). 

 Th e constant reminders of the civil rights struggles and the triumphs of black 
leaders within larger labor struggles should not be understated. Th e perma-
nence of a black labor president for over twenty years in Local 371 has most 
signifi cantly contributed to a more race-conscious union population. One union 
member stated that their labor struggle has been constantly linked to larger 
national struggles. It is this mentality that enables workers to link their social 
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service occupations with other and larger choices, thereby linking labor, race, 
social injustices, and overall participation. One member explained,  

  A union is a lifestyle choice. One must make decisions if they are to be a 
part of labor. I have made decisions not to go to Starbucks or Walmart, 
because anything that aff ects workers [aff ects me].   

 President Ensley believed that even though race and ethnicity should not make a 
substantial diff erence in labor leadership, sometimes they did. He observed:

  It’s human nature. In a real sense of a true union model it wouldn’t make 
a diff erence. You’d elect the best leadership regardless of gender, race, 
et cetera. 1199 is predominantly black but they elected a Latino and 
that’s a good thing because they fi nd him an eff ective leader. A success-
ful model is based on talent, but ethnicity and race do play a role.  20     

 Scholars have expounded on Verba and Nie’s theory and added that groups 
who feel their members lack relative resources when compared to other groups 
are more likely to be politically active (Miller et al. 1981).  21   Blacks living in the 
United States have experienced the negative eff ects of race baiting, pandering, 
and tactics used to frighten one racial group into allying with another, for fear of 
the third “taking over” (Bobo and Hutchings 1996; Olzak 1992). However, it is 
unclear to what extent neat racial categories such as “black” actually encompass 
likeminded individuals or merely individuals who look alike. Th e press has been 
unsure how the interactions of newly emerging ethnic groups will translate into 
cooperation or possible coalitions among these groups. For example, one col-
umnist from the  New York Times  wrote:

  Th e demographic shift s, which gained strength in the 1960’s aft er 
changes in federal immigration law led to increased migration from 
Africa and Latin America, have been accompanied in some places by 
fears that newcomers might eclipse native-born [blacks]. And they 
have touched off  delicate musings about ethnic labels, identity and the 
oft en unspoken diff erences among people who share the same skin 
color. (Swarns 2004)   

 Th us, interethnic distrust threatens to disrupt varying forms of political partici-
pation. For some, perceptions of interethnic resource competition may either 
promote unifi ed political activities in the form of partisan politics and participa-
tion, or result in the suppression of political participation, in the form of political 
apathy.  
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  Partisan Politics and Ethnic Distinctions 

 During in-depth interviews with members of Local 371, some members contex-
tualized the unusually high levels of black union member turnout in elections. 
Th ey believed that, in addition to the leadership that supports and promotes 
rank-and-fi le participation and the signifi cantly high education levels of its union 
members, factors that contributed to the high black union member turnout in 
the 2004 presidential election included the political climate and circumstances 
surrounding the election of 2004, on the heels of the contested and highly parti-
san presidential election of 2000. Th e eff orts of Democratic institutions to target 
labor organizations for assistance in the election of Democratic nominee John 
Kerry in 2004 contributed to the high turnout of black union members, who 
disproportionately identifi ed as Democrats. 

 Th ere is a long-standing history of black populations overwhelmingly 
 supporting the Democratic Party. In the NES 1984–2004 data, union mem-
bers were more likely than nonunion members to identify with the Democratic 
Party (see table 3.6). Th e additional eff ect of union membership on black 

 Table 3.6     1984–2004 NES Union and Nonunion Party Identifi cation 
(in percentages) 

Blacks Whites Latinos

Union Nonunion Union Nonunion Union Nonunion

Strong 
Democrat

47 41 20 13 25 21

Weak 
Democrat

24 23 20 16 29 26

Independent 
Democrat

16 16 15 12 20 13

Independent 7 9 9 11 11 13

Independent 
Republican

3 4 13 14 4 11

Weak 
Republican

0 3 14 18 4 10

Strong 
Republican

2 2 9 16 7 5

Don’t Know 1 2 0 1 0 1

 N 233 1,723 2,678 11,674 179 954

  Source: NES Cumulative File 1948–2004.  
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Democratic Party identifi cation is a signifi cant fi nding in that it strengthens an 
already solidifi ed race-party identifi cation.      

 Combining strong and weak Democratic identifi cation at the national 
level, table 3.6 shows that 71 percent of black union members identify with 
the Democratic Party, compared to 64 percent of black nonunion members.  22   
Among whites and Latinos, union members identifi ed with the Democratic 
Party more than nonunion members did: 40 percent of white union members, 
compared to 29 percent of nonunion affi  liates, identifi ed as either strong or 
weak Democrats. Similarly, 54 percent of Latino union members identifi ed as 
strong or weak Democrats, compared to 47 percent of nonmembers. Although 
the percentage diff erences in party identifi cation are not drastic, the consistent 
evidence of increased Democratic Party identifi cation among union members is 
still impressive. 

 For the black Local 371 members who reported that they had voted in the 
2004 election, combining those who identifi ed as either strong, weak, or inde-
pendent Democrats, the percentage of Democrats ranged from 88 percent for 
black Americans to 79 percent for Afro-Caribbeans, 83 percent for Africans, and 
82 percent for blacks in the 2004 NES. Th e 2005 and 2006 New Americans Exit 
Poll asked with which party survey respondents were registered. Eighty-seven 
percent of black respondents were registered Democrats in 2005 and 88 percent 
in 2006 (see table 3.7a).  23        

 Further, observing the 2004 NES, only 32 percent of blacks identifi ed as strong 
Democrats. Th e responses from blacks in the national sample show Democratic 
Party strength levels at 13 to 22 percentage points less than for SSEU Local 371 
members (see table 3.7b).      

 Th ere is signifi cant correlation of union membership on increased levels 
of partisanship. However, the increased levels of partisanship do not presup-
pose that black voters are completely satisfi ed with the Democratic Party. One 
member went on to say, “Go with the devil you know.” Similar sentiments were 
expressed throughout several interviews with Local 371 members. In the  survey, 
SSEU Local 371 members were asked how they felt toward the Democratic 
Party. Th e question was worded as follows:

  Feeling Th ermometers. Th ese questions seek to measure how you 
feel toward a particular group. When you see the name of a group, I 
would like you to rate it with a feeling thermometer. Ratings between 
50–100 degrees mean that you feel favorably or warm toward the group. 
Similarly, ratings between 0–50 represent that you do not feel favorably 
toward the group and you do not care too much for the group. If you 
do not feel particularly warm or cold toward a group, you can rate them 
at 50. If you come to a group you do not know much about, you may 



74  Black Ethnics

 Table 3.7a     Condensed Table of Party Identifi cation for Voters (in percentages) 

 Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  2004 NES 
Blacks 

 2005 
NAEP 
Blacks 

 2006 
NAEP 
Blacks 

 2006 
NAEP 
Carib 

Democrat 88 79 83 82 87 88 87

Independent/
Other

3 11 7 11 2 2 3

Republican 3 0 4 7 5 5 5

Don’t Know/ 
No Party

6 11 6 0 6 5 5

 N 125 38 70 186 381 379 106

  p < 0.01. 
Sources: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey; 2004 National Election Study; 2005 and 2006 New 

American Exit Polls.  

 Table 3.7b     Party Identifi cation (in percentages) 

 Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  2004 NES 
Blacks 

 2005 NAEP 
Blacks 

Strong Democrat 52 45 54 32 Democrat 87

Weak Democrat 10 16 9 30

Independent- 
Democrat

26 18 20 20

Independent 3 11 7 11 Other 2

Independent- 
Republican

2 0 1 5

Weak Republican 1 0 1 1

Strong Republican 0 0 1 1 Republican 5

Don’t Know 6 10 6 0 No Party 6

 N 125 38 70 186 381

  p < 0.01.
 Sources: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey; 2004 National Election Study; 2005 New American 

Exit Poll.  
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refuse to answer. Please write your feeling thermometer score on the 
line next to the word listed below.   

 Th e responses were coded into a seven-point scale.  24   When comparing means 
of black Local 371 members, African union members were most likely to report 
warm feelings toward the Democratic Party at 79.6, compared to 73.3 for black 
Americans, and 68.1 for Afro-Caribbean members (see table 3.8). Th e means 
for Local 371 blacks were overall less than the reported mean of 83.06 for black 
NES 2004 respondents. Th is fi nding presents an interesting puzzle in that Local 
371 members had greater levels of voting in national elections when compared 
to national-level black voting responses. However, Local 371 positive feelings 
toward the Democratic Party were considerably less than national-level black 
responses. Th e means reported for all black respondents’ feelings of warmth 
toward the Democratic Party in both Local 371 and NES respondent data were 
considerably greater than the reported means for feelings of warmth toward the 
Republican Party. Th e mean identifi cation with the Republican Party for NES 
black respondents was 54.14. In comparison, the reported means for black union 
members were 27.3 for black Americans, 26.1 for Afro-Caribbeans, and 42.2 for 
African respondents.      

 Th e means for black ethnic party thermometers indicate that African 
respondents have the most warm feelings toward both the Democratic and 
Republican Parties. Th e overwhelming warmth for the Democratic Party may 
suggest a combination of the strength of African immigrant positive associa-
tion with an organized small- d  democratic body, as well as an affi  nity to the 
party due to past civil rights struggles linking black populations with the 
Democratic Party. African immigrants were also the group most inclined to 
demonstrate the warmest feelings toward the Republican Party. Compared 
to the cool feelings exhibited by black American and Afro-Caribbean popu-
lations, the warmth exhibited by the African union members possibly sug-
gests African immigrants’ warm feelings toward a dual-party system. A more 
detailed explanation for African respondent levels of warmth toward par-
ties could be att ributed to African members who indicated that they hailed 
from a weak political state. Th e warmer feelings toward the Republican Party 
could be indicative of warm feelings toward a democratic two-party system. 
One African member of the union said, “Being from a dictatorship helps you 
appreciate democracy and political parties.” Th e vast majority of African sur-
vey respondents indicated they hailed from a country with weak or very weak 
political stability (see appendix 3C). No African respondents indicated that 
their home country was “very stable”; they were more likely to indicate that 
they had migrated from a home country with relatively weak political stabil-
ity. Some factors that contributed to African respondents’ beliefs that they 
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 Table 3.8     Democrat and Republican Th ermometers 

 Democrats 

 Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  2004 NES Blacks 

Cool Feelings 1 5 1 1

2 3 2 0 2

3 3 2 0 3

4 31 26 16 8

5 8 21 13 40

6 15 16 28 25

Warm Feelings 39 28 42 22

 N 119 43 79 175

p < 0.05 p < 0.05

Means (standard errors 
in parentheses)

 73.3 
 (2.21) 

 68.1 
 (3.92) 

 79.6 
 (2.25) 

 83.06 
 (.462) 

 Republicans 

 Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  2004 NES Blacks 

Cool Feelings 42 44 19 25

2 13 9 14 6

3 5 14 6 14

4 31 28 41 25

5 4 5 11 24

6 4 0 4 3

Warm Feelings 0 0 5 2

 N 121 43 79 173

p < 0.10 p < 0.01

Means (standard errors in 
parentheses)

 27.3 
 (2.30) 

 26.1 
 (3.57) 

 42.2 
 (2.84) 

 54.14 
 (.740) 

  Sources: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey;   2004 National Election Study    . Th e overall means 
(standard errors in parentheses) for each Party Th ermometer were Democratic Party 71.99 (1.29) 
and Republican Party 32.17 (1.39) for black respondents.  
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hailed from a country with weak political stability were likely linked to the 
sociopolitical events following independence struggles. Several other African 
nations experienced civil wars aft er they received independence from British, 
Belgian, Portuguese, and French governments. Experiencing dictatorships, 
dire economic conditions, military decrees, and limited advanced educa-
tional opportunities following independence surely contributed to Africans’ 
reports of weak political stability. Many African nations have had weak party 
and fragile democratic systems, which have oft en led to dictatorial regimes 
(Ogbaa 2003).  25   

 Although many Local 371 members identifi ed as strong Democrats, many 
also expressed their indiff erence to the Democratic Party. One vented:

  Political parties still play a role, that is, identifi cation as a Democrat 
or Republican. We are still dissatisfi ed with the Democrats, but the 
fi rst-generation immigrants are a lot more Republicanesque, and the 
Republican message is honing true to them, even though Republicans 
don’t want them in the party.   

 Black immigrant union members also fi nd themselves in a conundrum. 
Because of their new racial classifi cation of “black” American, they  identify with 
the Democratic Party on certain social justice issues. One member explained 
that it seemed like the Democrats were more willing to “work with diverse 
groups of people.” In many ways, black immigrants behave similarly, politically, 
to their black American counterparts. Given the relatively small number of black 
immigrants compared to Latino groups, they fi nd  themselves most oft en align-
ing with the Democratic Party. Although no formal outreach to these groups by 
either party has visibly occurred, the substantial eff ects of “blackness” on their 
ethnic identity and the very fact of their membership within the union suggests 
alliances with the Democratic Party as the Republican Party has continued to 
grow increasingly more hostile toward labor. 

 These SSEU Local 371 members, then, still attach themselves to the 
Democratic Party either because of their race, because there is no viable 
alternative or “third” party, or because the Democratic Party is the party 
that  purportedly most supports the labor movement and civil rights strug-
gles. Many members interviewed, however, expressed not an overwhelm-
ing attachment to the Democratic Party, but an understanding that the 
political parties and labor are complex bedfellows. One member stated his 
frustration:

  We vote Democratically, but the AFL-CIO and AFSCME support 
Republicans depending on the election. Members are told to go and 
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vote Democratic (i.e., let’s take back the Senate), but the pamphlet says 
support the Republican for this particular election, even if the  candidate 
is saying he supports kicking immigrants out of the country.   

 Another member stated:

  Members are now confused and this is keeping members from voting at 
all. Saying one thing and doing another, not being consistent, therefore, 
we can’t get things done on the city or national level and therefore not 
supporting one team gets us nothing.   

 President Ensley previously stated that SSEU Local 371 supports the best can-
didate for the union, not solely the presumed winner. He did not say whether 
or not he, as the Local 371 leader, would support a Republican candidate. Even 
though SSEU national labor leaders court both parties, it is most commonly 
known, understood, and accepted that the Democratic Party and the labor 
party are somewhat synonymous. Th e fl irtations of national labor leaders with 
the Republican Party presents a quandary for many union members who feel 
the Democratic Party does not fully serve their needs. However, by trying to 
straddle both parties, they feel as though they are ending up empty-handed. One 
member said, “Th e Democrats are more for us than the Republicans, and we 
keep giving them votes. But when do we start to see the promises the Democrats 
make to us?” 

 While some members feared that national labor leaders awkwardly att empt 
to straddle both parties, others feel the Democratic Party has made an eff ort to 
mobilize its “black base” with greater intensity than in the past. Some  respondents 
indicated that the national leadership of labor organizations have become so 
entrenched within the Democratic Party that their eff orts to increase member 
turnout and participation have come at a cost to rank-and-fi le members, as lead-
ers seek to strengthen their own personal relationships with the Democratic 
Party. One member stated:

  Political parties carry far too much weight. Th e global labor move-
ment leaders are concerned with positions within the political parties 
more so than their rank-and-fi le members. Labor leaders get involved 
in  campaigns at the expense of the workers. It appears that leaders are 
more concerned with infl uencing politics and now we’re in a worse 
position. Th e focus is all wrong. We’re no longer talking about a national 
labor president delivering for the people he represents. It’s the party’s 
respect he wants.   
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 Essentially, union membership and party affi  liation have had a signifi cant impact 
on black union participation in national elections. As empowerment by blacks 
has increased, so has political involvement (Bobo and Gilliam 1990). It is clear 
that union leadership and extremely high levels of education have contributed to 
a viable and politically active body of union members. However, for this highly 
educated group, it appears that it is their union membership and not always their 
national union leadership that has contributed to their high level of electoral 
participation. 

 A focus on union membership and leadership as a mobilizing force that 
 contributes to increased group political participation is evident in the orga-
nizational structure of Local 371 and the leadership of President Ensley. Th e 
social activist foundation of the union has mobilized members to participate 
in national-level politics as well as local-level elections at rates greater than 
nonunion groups, including nonunion black groups. Th e benefi ts of union 
membership and the stability of labor leadership and the subsequent political 
contributions to the polity are worth exploring further with diff erent types of 
unions and various leadership styles throughout the United States. Th is research 
was conducted before the 2008 election and the presence of Barack Obama on 
the national ballot. However, the national data shows increases in black political 
participation from the presidential election of 2004 to 2008. One can largely 
conjecture that the participation of Local 371 members in the 2008 election was 
even greater than national averages. Although black ethnic Local 371 members 
illustrated similar participatory and partisanship tendencies, in the following 
chapter, I explore the interethnic relationship of black Local 371 members in the 
workplace.     
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     C H A P T E R  4 
 “ You win some, you lose some”  
  H A R D  W O R K  A N D  T H E  B L A C K  P U R S U I T  O F 

T H E  A M E R I C A N  D R E A M    

  Th ere is no surer way of understanding the Negro or of being misun-
derstood by him than by ignoring manifest diff erences of condition and 
power. 
 —W. E. B. Du Bois (1899)  

  In chapter 3, the signifi cance of Local 371 membership on cohesive partisan-
ship and subsequent participation were evident. Th e signifi cance of union mem-
bership assisted in the creation of a relatively racially homogeneous interaction 
with the political process. When compared to national data, the signifi cance of 
race and also union membership were made clear. Black groups strongly identify 
with the Democratic Party at greater rates than whites both within the union and 
within the national data. 

 In order to further highlight the similarities and diff erences within the black 
population, this chapter off ers a detailed account of the feelings and perceptions 
of foreign-born and native-born black union members using the SSEU Local 
371 survey. I argue that black intraracial diff erences, even if they are only subtle 
nuances, elicit att itudes and opinions that greatly infl uence the US political sys-
tem. I include a qualitative analysis of the genesis of many of these perceptions 
and feelings of black groups living and working in New York City and how these 
opinions aff ect black perceptions of the American Dream. 

 In this chapter, I analyze opinions pertaining to intraracial att itudes and per-
ceptions of other black ethnic groups using SSEU data.  1   I focus on specifi c intra-
racial att itudes and opinions of native-born and foreign-born black populations 
with respect to issues regarding intragroup solidarity and notions of elevated 



Hard Work and the Black Pursuit of the American Dream  81

minority status. Specifi cally, I ask three primary questions in this chapter:   2   (1) 
To what extent do negotiations with the American Dream divide black ethnics? 
(2) What perceptions do blacks have of each other once in the United States? 
(3) What are the implications for partnerships and future leadership? 

 I fi nd that although Afro-Caribbean populations will ethnically distinguish 
themselves at times, they are also the group most ardently supportive of a black 
racial identity, and they articulate most forcefully the inequities persistent in the 
United States. Th ese views diff er from African populations who express posi-
tive opinions pertaining to the possibility for success in America and the least 
favorable att itudes toward other black ethnic groups. While black Americans 
expressed favorable att itudes toward other black ethnic groups, they reported a 
certain levels of threat pertaining to job security. 

 Exploring black ethnicity contributes to the understanding of black intraracial 
opinions and att itudes by separately investigating the signifi cance of ethnicity.  3   
Previous scholars have argued that the generational cycle for West Indians, and 
increased assimilation into black culture and society, at times, restricts oppor-
tunities for social success and incorporation. Th ey observe that West Indians 
att empt to circumvent this perceived downward spiral into black American 
culture by clinging to their ethnic identities (Portes and Rumbaut 2001). Th ey 
have further argued that the longer period of time West Indians remain in the 
United States, tensions with African Americans arise, which further complicate 
the formation of and negotiations with their racial and ethnic identities (Portes 
and Rumbaut 2001). As a result, I would expect that (1) newer arrived immi-
grants will express the most favorable att itudes and opinions toward the US gov-
ernment; (2) black ethnic groups will feel that nonblack groups residing in the 
United States are treated bett er than they are; and (3) all groups will feel most 
favorable to their own group and will also feel their group works the hardest. 

 My fi ndings indicate that Afro-Caribbeans are the least optimistic about the 
possibilities for success once in the United States, unlike African respondents 
who are relatively optimistic about the prospects of hard work equaling success. 
Although each black ethnic group most closely identifi es with their own spe-
cifi c ethnic group, there is also a signifi cant level of racial group understanding 
of the inequities in treatment of black groups in the United States. Th e survey 
results reveal that black Americans view coalition possibilities in a more skepti-
cal manner than their ethnic counterparts, while Afro-Caribbean and African 
respondents are more open to the possibilities of joining forces. African respon-
dents are likely to view the United States as a land of opportunity, whereas 
Afro-Caribbean respondents more oft en view the United States as “closed” for 
 all  black ethnic groups. Black American opinions sometimes mimic the opin-
ions of Afro-Caribbean respondents about the inability for blacks to succeed 
in America. However, black Americans are also the most skeptical in forming 



82  Black Ethnics

partnerships with Afro-Caribbean and African groups. Because of these vary-
ing black ethnic responses, a complex blend of ethnicity, length of time in the 
United States, and acculturation processes infl uence the diff erences between 
black Americans, Afro-Caribbeans, and Africans. 

 Afro-Caribbean and African perceptions toward black American populations 
create dual understandings of racial identifi cation with phenotypically black 
populations, on the one hand, and ethnic distinctions between people of African 
descent, on the other. How black ethnic opinions are articulated, manifested, 
and displayed as a result of particular groups’ investment in the American Dream 
has contributed to certain strains and interethnic diff erence. In addition, black 
union member perceptions of themselves and other black ethnics and their posi-
tion within the American democratic system contribute to varying negotiations 
with possibilities for advancement and success. 

 Political identities and paths to incorporation have directly aff ected political 
diff erences between blacks and whites in the United States. Th e objective of this 
chapter is to off er an empirical analysis that expounds on previous qualitative 
studies. Th e qualitative work of Kasinitz, Waters, Foner, and Rogers addresses 
relationships between native-born black Americans and West Indian popula-
tions in a labor force, assimilation, residential, and political contexts, respec-
tively. However, I explore how black populations view themselves, perceive their 
black ethnic counterparts, and weigh the possibilities of intraracial group forma-
tion and partnerships. One’s culture is both an independent and a dependent 
variable, and one’s att itude toward democratic liberties is strongly infl uenced by 
one’s position in the political system (de la Garza and Yetim 2003; Seligson and 
Booth 1979). Th erefore, by observing the intraracial att itudes of black ethnic 
populations at a moment when black immigration, particularly African migra-
tion, is rising and signifi cantly changing the landscape of black America, black 
politics, and negotiations of race and political integrations, this work enables us 
to view democracy in the “developmental process” for black groups in New York 
City (de la Garza and Yetim 2003; Diamond and Platt ner 1994). 

 Reuel Rogers’s (2006) groundbreaking book  Afr o-Caribbean Immigrants 
and the Politics of Incorporation  identifi ed the politics, identity, and residential 
negotiations between Afro-Caribbean and black American groups living in 
New York City, as well as the socioeconomic, home country, and ethnic sta-
tus determinants that directly aff ect black racial and ethnic relations. Rogers 
found that the existence of transnational ties for Afro-Caribbean populations 
serve as emotional att achments for immigrants and infl uence their political 
thinking, behavior, and views of themselves. Th e political and cultural att i-
tudes and racial and ethnic group att achments inform how these immigrants 
adapt and assimilate into the US polity. Rogers’s analysis and approach pro-
vides a theoretical basis for intraracial distinctions among black American, 
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Afro-Caribbean, and African union member political beliefs, intraracial att i-
tudes, and policy preferences.  4   

 Th e arrival of new black populations has aff ected native-born black American 
interethnic perceptions and att itudes toward black immigrants. Th is increased 
migration of blacks from Africa and the Caribbean has had signifi cant eff ects on 
native-born blacks’ views of themselves, feelings toward other phenotypically 
similar immigrants, and questions surrounding their political future, relevance, 
and access to power. As the data in this chapter show, native-born black American 
opinions vacillate between feelings of solidarity with black immigrant popula-
tions and feelings of threat from foreign-born black populations who appear as 
competitors for jobs, resources, and overall political advancement in American 
democracy. Although Africans and Afro-Caribbeans express feelings of solidar-
ity with black Americans, in congruence with previous scholarship, they also 
distinguish themselves as immigrants, and at times they subscribe to notions of 
an elevated minority status. 

 To reiterate, the concept of elevated minority black immigrant groups is 
that they are viewed, largely by nonblack groups, as elevated or “bett er” than 
native-born blacks. However, black immigrants are still not thought to possess the 
education levels, economic possibilities, and aspirations of other nonblack immi-
grant groups in the United States. Th is recognition of black immigrant groups as 
Americans with the mandatory modifi er “black” not only distinguishes the black 
immigrant experience from all other immigrant groups, it also creates a combina-
tion of shared racial identity, ethnic maintenance, and occasional tensions regard-
ing shared resources and racialized competition among black ethnic groups. 

 Black identity has intrigued scholars since the turn of the twentieth 
 century—whether concerning native-born black Americans emerging as citi-
zens in the South and rural areas, the migration patt erns of native-born black 
Americans to budding urban centers in the North, or the complexities of 
integration and Jim Crow for black American and Afro-Caribbean workers 
during World War II (Baptiste 2003; Black and Black 1987). More recently, 
scholars have  documented the interplay of native-born black American and 
Afro-Caribbean eff orts to obtain equity in the job market, housing and neigh-
borhoods, and even public offi  ce. Rogers (2006) has provided an excellent 
framework outlining the tenuous role of race and racism for native-born black 
American and Afro-Caribbean immigrants. And Sowell (1994) and James 
(1999) use the rise of black leadership to briefl y illuminate the tangential rise 
of Caribbean leadership on the local and national level. Th ey argue that the high 
rates of literacy, education, and organizing abilities assisted Caribbean leaders in 
achieving their radical political agendas in the United States. 

 Currently, the rise of African immigrants with varying migration narratives is 
further complicating the black leadership narrative. As African groups att ain US 
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education and move more solidly into the black middle and upper classes (Rimer 
and Arenson 2004), while other African groups work to establish themselves in 
any available US sector possible, the interplay of race and racism, coupled with 
diverse class statuses, will contribute to a complex blend of intraracial identity 
and solidarity at times, and interethnic and/or black interclass tensions at others.  

  Racial and Ethnic Distinctions: Shared Identity 
or Cultural Discord?  

  Ethnic diff erence occurs in a few ways. When people are hired and we have 
orientation, you notice the Africans all sit together, the black Americans, 
the Caribbeans, and now the North Africans sit together. 
 —Local 371 Member   

 In att empts to clarify and more accurately defi ne ethnicity, researchers have indi-
cated that there are subtle distinctions—real, perceived, and created—among 
black ethnic populations. What determines the extent of intraracial unifi ed 
identity in some instances and interethnic confl ict in others? Changes in att i-
tudes and interethnic perceptions among blacks encompass (1) negotiations 
with white populations both positively and negatively, (2) intraracial interac-
tions, (3) portrayals and perceptions of black Americans, and (4) individual and 
group expectations of life chances once in the United States. 

 My expectations can be grouped under two headings: (1) shared black iden-
tity and (2) historical and cultural distinction. Th e two central assumptions of 
intraracial black identity are that fi rst, particular issues will elicit a distinct and 
signifi cant overarching shared black identity. Also, black ethnic respondents 
will view their life chances in the United States as inextricably linked to those of 
other blacks. Th e second assumption rests on the consideration of historical and 
cultural distinctions of blacks. Th ere are intraracial distinctions, and, depending 
on the issue, black populations will not always view other black ethnic groups as 
sharing the same linked fate.  5   Some scholars have contended that deep-seated 
diff erences exist largely among native-born black American and Afro-Caribbean 
immigrants.  6   Rogers (2006) stated that the diff erent groups share common inter-
ests that could serve as a basis for coalition building. He argues, however, that 
interethnic confl icts surrounding descriptive representation defl ect from a larger 
shared common interest. Rogers’s evaluation involved analyzing the intragroup 
att itudes of blacks and the issues pertaining to public policies and immigration 
eff ects that directly concern black populations in the United States. 

 Th e most poignant diff erence between native-born and foreign-born black 
populations and the issue that threatens to disrupt larger black coalition for-
mation stems largely from diff ering negotiations with the American Dream. 
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Hochschild (1995) argued in  Facing Up to the American Dream: Race, Class, and 
the Soul of the Nation  that, as immigrants, foreign-born groups demonstrate an 
acceptance, willingness, and eagerness to fulfi ll and experience the American 
Dream. Th is quest for att ainment is further explained by what she has stated 
as a balance between “what the polity must do because individuals cannot 
and, on the other hand, what individuals must do because the polity cannot” 
(Hochschild 1995: xiv). As discussed in greater detail throughout this chapter, 
the Afro-Caribbeans surveyed in this study express great overall disillusionment 
with the capacity of the polity and therefore with the prospects for att aining the 
American Dream. 

 Hochschild (1995: xvii) has defi ned the American Dream as a goal that 
extends beyond the att ainment of wealth and riches—as “the promise that all 
Americans have a reasonable chance to achieve success as they defi ne it—ma-
terial or otherwise—through their own eff orts, and to att ain virtue and fulfi ll-
ment through success.” Although Hochschild’s analysis of the American Dream 
appears to lend itself primarily to an understanding of a binary evaluation of race 
and class between black and white populations due to continued racism against 
black peoples in the United States, many of Hochschild’s theories regarding the 
pursuit of the American Dream apply to ethnic populations. She argued that 
“well off  African Americans are intertwined with other blacks, both because they 
choose to be and because they cannot escape” (Hochschild 1995: 124). Similarly, 
Dawson’s (1994) theory of linked fate also posits that class is a unifying factor 
for blacks in America. Th erefore, in viewing the American Dream as an extended 
form of linked fate, my understanding of the American Dream presents an inter-
twined understanding of race, ethnicity, and class in its pursuit and att ainment. 

 Comparing the intraracial att itudes of blacks residing in the United States pres-
ents an interesting puzzle. Dawson (1994) has argued that much of the forma-
tion of social identity rests on the process of comparing in-group and out-group 
members. At fi rst glance, native-born black Americans, as nonimmigrants,  7   
would presumably be considered the in-group and thus possess a stronger 
group identity.  8   However, since black immigrants to the United States have been 
largely viewed and analyzed by scholars as somehow “diff erent” from their black 
American counterpart, that is—bett er-educated, harder-working, and more 
successful as wage earners—black  immigrant  status may lend itself to a more 
in-group status when compared to native-born black Americans. Views of black 
immigrant elevated minority statuses have been promoted by scholars, whites, 
other racial and ethnic groups, black immigrants, and even native-born blacks 
themselves. Th e question of whether the concept of black immigrant elevated 
minority status and its long-term benefi ts in the American polity is fact or fi ction 
still presents a peculiar placement for foreign-born blacks as possible members 
of the group most closely aligned with the dominant social in-group. 
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 However, both the quantitative and qualitative data reveal that Afro-
Caribbeans’ positive att itudes toward the American Dream have been mostly 
abandoned. Th e continuum of black ethnic feelings toward the att ainment of 
the American Dream for this group of highly educated, skilled, and relatively 

 Two crucial components are necessary in evaluating intraracial black identity 
and att itudes. For group identity to aff ect blacks living in the United States, the 
assumption of a larger linked fate must be present in the minds of native-born 
black Americans and black immigrants—that is, what happens to the entire 
group aff ects the members’ own individual lives (Dawson 1994).  9   Evidence 
of the construction of this linked identity could be articulated through the 
instances and evaluations of violence, historical and present-day, toward blacks 
in the United States and throughout the globe. One may argue that widespread 
populations of blacks, as a result of the international slave trade, have created a 
sense, possibly a false sense, of an overwhelming African or “pan-black” diaspo-
ra.  10   However, there are several factors that link blacks living in America, thereby 
creating a set of shared characteristics, histories, circumstances, or cultural norms 
that bind and connect them.  11   It appears that Africans residing in America have 
largely sought to fi nd a sort of strength in numbers by identifying and fi nding 
common ground with other Africans living away from their native homelands, 
Africans who are not necessarily from their particular country, ethnic group, or 
region.  12   Penn (2008: 6) has argued that “ethnic groupings are fi xed, but identi-
ties are not.” Th is type of strength and sometimes safety in numbers has created 
a diasporic growth of African peoples living abroad in the United States. 

 Th e second crucial component involves the recognition of the cultural, social, 
and political diversity among black Americans and African and Caribbean immi-
grants. Increased migration has created a signifi cant heterogeneous population 
that is oft en defi ned as a monolithic group, due to phenotypic characteristics 
and complexions (i.e., skin color), even though substantial ethnic diff erences are 
exhibited. Th e underlying motivation of this study is to examine the content of 
the composition and att itudes of blacks in America. 

 I initially theorized that the most recently arrived immigrants would be the most 
accepting of the American Dream and populations who had resided in the United 
States the longest would be the least accepting—that black Americans who had 
resided in the United States the longest would feel the most disillusioned with the 
prospects for full incorporation, equality, and success. With this initial hypoth-
esis, I placed black ethnic respondents on a continuum, with African respondents 
as the most eager to accept the notion of this dream, Afro-Caribbeans as second 
most likely to accept it, and black Americans as least likely. 

 Don’t Accept Dream Accept American Dream

Black Americans -----      Afro-Caribbeans      ----- Africans
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fi nancially secure union members places black Americans between their ethnic 
counterparts: 

 Afro-Caribbeans expressed the greatest levels of disillusionment with the 
American polity, with prospects for advancement in the land of opportunity, 
and with its treatment of all black populations. Overall, they are the least opti-
mistic when compared to other black ethnic groups. In contrast, African respon-
dents express the greatest levels of trust in the American system in fulfi lling its 
promises, so long as groups work hard and strive for success. African respon-
dents express this belief in the American Dream while also believing that black 
populations are treated diff erently and sometimes unfairly once in America. 
Native-born black Americans say the American polity falls short yet does not 
fail in fulfi lling its promise of the American Dream. Th ey are perceived as, and 
also perceive themselves as, the least hardworking. Black Americans are also the 
most skeptical toward black immigrants. 

 Th e remainder of this chapter will dissect black interethnic feelings. If 
increased time in the United States ultimately leads to increased frustration and 
distrust and/or disbelief in the American Dream, then why are black Americans 
more optimistic than their Afro-Caribbean counterparts? What at fi rst glance 
appears to be a contradiction can be explained by a few factors: generational 
eff ects, length of time in the United States, initial expectations, and exit options. 
Th e signifi cant eff ect of raising children and/or being raised by immigrant par-
ents in the United States (Portes and Rumbaut 2001), time in the United States 
and subsequent interactions with white and nonwhite populations, experienc-
ing the sometimes negative eff ects of having black skin in the United States, and 
the inability to return to one’s country of origin all contribute to a black ethnic 
experience unlike any other. Because of the negative eff ects of race and racism 
once in the United States, Afro-Caribbean groups are currently the least invested 
in the promises of the American Dream.  

  “Where are you  fr om  from?”: Generational Eff ects 
and Disillusions with the Dream 

 Th e demographics of the black ethnic sample population show noteworthy 
generational eff ects.  13   Th e black American respondents are overwhelmingly 
native-born and raised in the United States—86 percent and 92 percent, respec-
tively. Th e African respondents are overwhelmingly what sociologists would 

 Don’t Accept Dream Accept American Dream

Afro-Caribbeans -----      Black Americans      ----- Africans
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classify as fi rst-generation, not born and not raised in the United States—2 per-
cent and 36 percent, respectively. And last, the Afro-Caribbean population pres-
ents the most unique demographics of the black groups, oft en referred to as the 
second generation, individuals who were raised in the United States, but whose 
parents were not born in the United States. However, Afro-Caribbeans can also 
be defi ned as the 1.5 generation (Portes and Rumbaut 2001)—that is, as people 
who immigrated to a new country during their formative years. Th e label “1.5 
generation” refers to the characteristics brought from their home country as 
well as their assimilation and socialization in the new country: their identity is a 
hybrid of their home culture and new traditions.      

 As table 4.1 shows, while only 26 percent of Afro-Caribbean respondents were 
born in the United States, 77 percent were raised there, thus creating a sample 
population largely born abroad, but raised in the United States during their forma-
tive years. Th e 1.5-generation Afro-Caribbeans are signifi cant for several reasons, 
since I theorized that with increased time spent in the United States, blacks would 

 Table 4.1      

 Born in US  Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Born in US 80 86 26 2 61

Not born in US 20 14 74 98 39

 N 41 130 47 90 44

 Grew up in US 

In US 80 92 77 36 90

Outside US 20 8 23 63 10

Don’t know 0 0 0 1 0

 N 41 125 47 90 48

 Length of time in NYC 

0–5 years 2 2 2 5 0

6–10 years 2 2 0 11 2

11–15 years 15 2 2 14 4

15 years and over 63 92 91 64 90

Do not reside in 
NYC

17 2 4 5 4

 N 41 132 46 91 51

  p < 0.01   
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey. 
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become more acculturated to this country and, more specifi cally, the nuances and 
relevance of American racism. My initial hypothesis was that black Americans 
would be the least accepting of the American Dream. However, the Afro-Caribbean 
1.5 generation’s lack of investment in the American Dream raises two necessary 
theoretical possibilities: (1) the data refl ect dual racial and ethnic statuses and 
segmented assimilation generation eff ects, or (2) other black immigrant groups 
feel the limitations of their American Dream pursuit due to skin color and (what 
may be a presumed) shared racial identity with black Americans. Regarding the 
fi rst possibility, segmented assimilation, in which success rates and outcomes vary 
substantially across and even within minority groups (Rumbaut and Portes 2001), 
contribute to some groups’ desire to maintain ethnic status for advancement within 
white society and thereby experience what they perceive as the benefi ts of being 
not a “black” American, but a black immigrant or black ethnic. 

 For black immigrant groups in the United States, they oft en feel both a part of 
their ethnic group as well as de facto members of the larger racial group known 
as “blacks.” First, 1.5-generation Afro-Caribbeans appear to suff er from a dual 
minority status, which is best described as distinguishable yet indistinguish-
able black ethnics; some sociologists regard Afro-Caribbeans as the “invisible 
immigrant” (Waters 1999a). Insofar as their formative years have been spent 
in the United States, they have experienced the racial barriers present for black 
American groups, a group they oft en fi nd themselves associated with in soci-
etal, educational, and residential contexts. Being raised in the United States, 
therefore, decreases some of the optimism most oft en felt by newly arrived and 
fi rst-generation immigrants. Second, the frustration Afro-Caribbean popula-
tions express can be att ributed to a more complex form of what sociologists 
defi ne as segmented assimilation and the subsequent inequities they experi-
ence, as compared to their fellow nonblack immigrant counterparts (Rumbaut 
and Portes 2001). It is not that Afro-Caribbeans view associating with black 
Americans as an automatic downward assimilation; in fact, Afro-Caribbean 
populations express deep-seated racial att achments to black populations, both 
black American and African. What has occurred for Afro-Caribbeans is the 
all-too-common eff ect of segmented assimilation, whereby Afro-Caribbeans 
recognize the inconsistencies of their immigrant and black statuses. On the one 
hand, Afro-Caribbean populations are purported to be elevated minorities and, 
in certain circumstances, are treated as such by particular individuals, both white 
and nonwhite. However, in their daily existence, Afro-Caribbeans have felt the 
very real eff ects of racism, something their elevated minority status is unable to 
shield from them. Th e valorized status of immigrant has been negated by the 
barriers and disadvantages experienced on very tangible levels. 

 Ethnic relations in this analysis are complicated by generational eff ects, 
that is, where one is born and also how one is raised. Diverse att itudes of black 
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groups are informed not just by their membership within a particular racial 
or ethnic group, but also by their assimilation and integration process, both 
socially and culturally. Diff ering black ethnic att itudes toward questions sur-
rounding achievement of the American Dream can also be att ributed to the 
fact that most African immigrants in the study, and nationally, have spent less 
time in the United States, thus further complicating the narrative of intraracial 
relationships of blacks in the United States. Th is particular surveyed popula-
tion consists of respondents who can be categorized generally as consisting of 
predominantly fi rst-generation Africans, second-generation or 1.5-generation 
Afro-Caribbeans, and native-born black Americans who have resided in the 
United States for several generations.  14   One Afro-Caribbean union member 
expressed her frustration thus:

  Even when working at the union, I identify most closely with the 
immigrants [because of my parents’ immigrant status], but I am still 
stuck in the middle. I am not considered American, but I was  not  
born in a developing nation. It is still us versus them. People don’t 
understand the work it takes to overcome anti-immigrant senti-
ment. It’s hurtful because you are never seen as American but peo-
ple won’t see me as Haitian either. This is the difference of second 
generations.   

 Th e tenuous relationship between native-born black Americans and 
black immigrants is especially poignant between black Americans and 
second-generation immigrants. Scholars have observed the dichotomies for 
black immigrant children who are seen by mainstream America as “black” 
(Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Waters 1999a, 1999b, 1994). Some scholars 
have argued that second-generation Afro-Caribbeans may choose to defi ne 
themselves as “ethnics” depending on their familial social class, education, 
and affi  liations with ethnic social enclaves, thereby potentially decreas-
ing the negative eff ects of US racism toward black Americans (Portes and 
Rumbaut 2001). Other scholars have contended that second-generation 
black immigrant groups whose lives are more linked to black American popu-
lations may lead more racialized lives and are thus aff ected by racist limits 
(Cordero-Guzman, Smith, and Grosfoguel 2001). Portes and Stepick (1993) 
have argued that black immigrant parents have viewed the racial dichotomy 
as one of two choices: assimilation into the mainstream middle class or adop-
tion into the racial underclass. Because of these competing forces, black 
immigrant parents have desperately tried to aid their children in succeed-
ing on the ethnic path of upward mobility, so as not to “Americanize” into 
a minority model of a downward oppositional culture that is black America. 
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Cordero-Guzman, Smith, and Grosfoguel (2001: 15) saw this dichotomy as 
the struggle of immigrants who:  

  Choose and are forced to defi ne themselves in juxtaposition to negative 
images of African Americans, usually with the result that the juxtaposi-
tion affi  rms explanations of diff erential progress positing diff erent work 
ethics among immigrants and African Americans. Th e second genera-
tion has a more complex relationship to the immigrant analogy, with 
some in the second generation accepting it and seeing themselves as 
diff erent from native minorities, and others seeing their futures as more 
similar to those of same natives.   

 If Afro-Caribbean populations follow similar paths to incorporation as black 
Americans, while Afro-Caribbean populations remain in the United States over 
more generations, their extreme disillusionment may adapt into a version of 
the “democratic wish” (Morone 1998):  15   that is, Afro-Caribbean populations 
will exhibit opinions more aligned with black American att itudes, recognizing 
the inequities in American democracy, but also recognizing the opportuni-
ties for economic and social advancement. Th e key diff erences between black 
American and Afro-Caribbean populations is what Rogers (2006) defi nes as the 
signifi cance of home ties to black ethnic political and cultural development for 
Afro-Caribbeans, even while residing in the United States. With a direct home 
country and distinct familial and cultural ties and history, black immigrant 
populations who do not feel the American Dream has lived up to its promise 
still have the option to return “home.” In many ways, this exit option or “out” 
presents diff ering strategies for black ethnic immigrants who may not feel the 
need to redefi ne the American Dream as a mere wish. Th e realistic option for the 
twenty-fi rst-century black immigrant rests in the option to either re-create their 
own version of the dream in their home country or remain in the United States. 

 Actual att ainment of the American Dream for African populations may dif-
fer from that of black Americans and Afro-Caribbeans. Some of the factors that 
contribute to these distinctions are perceptions of how African populations are 
viewed by white Americans, the extent to which they wish to achieve particular 
goals, and the place from which they are migrating. Th us, if African immigrants 
arrive in the United States from war-torn countries, fi lled with interethnic strife, 
they may not perceive race and racism in the same distinct and troubling ways as 
African immigrants formally educated abroad or in the United States. Success for 
some may come in the form of basic life choices, whereas for other African immi-
grants, success would entail full incorporation and opportunities. In addition, 
particular African immigrants do not have the option of returning to their home 
country. Th erefore, a level of satisfaction or willingness to make America work 
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on their behalf may dictate one’s perceptions of att ainment and incorporation. 
However, the African immigrant and refugee status distinctions may have very 
tangible eff ects on African perceptions of the American Dream and subsequent 
demands or general acceptance of what the polity must and should provide. Th is 
is not to say that the past is erased. One member stated the tensions that arise 
among union members and individuals assigned to assist them with grievances:

  Sometimes people will call with grievances and ask for the African 
grievance representative. And the reverse occurs as well. Sometimes 
people will call and say they do not want us to send out the African 
grievance representative. African members will try to explain to me and 
tell me about past problems between tribes and villages, but I say it has 
no place within the union.   

 As more black ethnic groups continue to migrate to the United States, espe-
cially from Africa, what will happen to black ethnic perceptions of the American 
Dream? As the now steady infl ux of diverse groups of African migrants enter the 
United States and begin the process of assimilation and incorporation into the 
political, economic, and US social sectors, how will their relationships evolve 
with other black ethnics? Without a simple exit option narrative, both politically 
and geographically, will African groups seek to maintain an immigrant identity 
even when multiple generations have lived in the United States? Th ese ques-
tions leave fertile ground for scholars who are interested in what could be the 
most unique and complex black ethnic group of all. To date, there are fi ft y-seven 
African countries, with extreme interethnic, geographic, political, and eco-
nomic diversity. As African immigration increases, their interactions with one 
another and with diff erent ethnic groups and generations of black American and 
Afro-Caribbeans will contribute to an even more nuanced defi nition of elevated 
minority status for all groups involved.  

  Measuring the American Dream: 
Perceptions and Treatment 

 Att itudinal similarities and diff erences between black Americans, 
Afro-Caribbeans, and Africans can be measured by how each group conceptu-
alizes life chances in the United States: (1) how they feel they and others are 
treated, (2) what factors aff ect possibilities for success, (3) what political alli-
ances are necessary, and (4) how they perceive other black ethnic groups. In 
order to measure att itudes pertaining to the work ethic of ethnic groups, the 
survey included several questions surrounding the treatment of racial and eth-
nic groups by the government, feelings of overall group att achment, and the 
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possibility of black immigrant incorporation into black America. Four primary 
research questions ask whether signifi cant diff erences exist between black 
American, Afro-Caribbean, and African populations on racial and ethnic dimen-
sions. Specifi cally:

   1) To what extent do issues divide black ethnic populations?  
  2) What perceptions do blacks have of each other once in the United States?  
  3) Are there implications for participation, partnerships, and future leadership 

for black ethnics?  
  4) What do black ethnic relationships mean for larger questions of collective 

action and representation?    

 Th e responses to these questions are examined in order to assess the strength of 
alliances and any possible tensions between native-born and immigrant black 
populations. Will the dual racial and ethnic identity for black ethnic groups 
foster a sense of coalition building? Essentially, it is not a question of whether 
race will trump ethnicity; rather, it is a question of the eff ect of ethnic identity, 
coupled with a shared identity, that contributes to an ability and desire to build 
substantive coalitions to advance larger racial needs and issues.  

  White Treatment in America and Subsequent 
African American Spending 

 So much of how ethnic groups are perceived and how they subsequently view 
themselves is through the lens of white society and white public opinion. Th e 
economic and political inequities that persist in the United States continue to 
disproportionately aff ect populations of color. Th is is not to ignore the millions 
of white Americans who lack agency and representation due to class. However, 
it is appropriate for new black immigrants to view (and question) the eco-
nomic and political structures that continue to benefi t, particularly, middle- and 
upper-class white Americans. When asking Local 371 respondents about their 
feelings pertaining to how whites are treated in the United States, all native-born 
and foreign-born black populations agreed that whites were treated fairly in this 
country. Union members were asked the specifi c question “Do you think this 
country fairly treats whites?” Black ethnic groups overwhelmingly agreed with 
this question.      

 In table 4.2, black respondents expressed overwhelming agreement to the 
question of white treatment in the United States. White opinions are also pre-
sented to show the diff ering levels of strong agreement when compared to 
native-born and foreign-born black populations. At times, black immigrants 
have been faced with the reality that hard work in the United States does not 
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ultimately translate into success or advancement of oneself or one’s group. All 
too oft en, newly arrived blacks have found that the rules of the game and the 
playing fi eld for white immigrants diff er from their own experiences, solely due 
to phenotype and race. Th erefore, the narrative of hard work equaling success 
for whites translates into what Cordero-Guzman, Smith, and Grosfoguel (2001) 
have articulated as a narrative absolving the larger society of ultimate responsi-
bility for its continued racist practices. Th ey state, “Th e problem  . . .  lies in the 
failure to consider the eff ects of racial segregation in housing, and devastating 
and persistent eff ects such segregation and diff erences in resources can have” 
(Cordero-Guzman, Smith, and Grosfoguel 2001: 5).  16   

 Only 11 percent of white respondents strongly agreed, as opposed to the 55, 
58, and 62 percent, respectively, of native-born black American, Afro-Caribbean, 
and African respondents.  17   When “strongly agree” and “agree” responses are com-
bined, black respondents, overall, agreed that the country treats whites fairly, at 
91 percent for native-born black Americans, 94 percent for Afro-Caribbean and 
97 percent for African respondents. Although African respondents were among 
the most adamant in their assertion that whites were treated fairly, several black 
and Afro-Caribbean union members expressed diffi  culty working with African 
members and att ributed it to African members propensities to “work with” and 
“respond to” white colleagues over black. One member said, “Oft en times when 
Africans are challenged by black Americans, they assume it’s because they are 
African. But when they are challenged by a white person, they don’t make that 
leap.” 

 Although only 11 percent of white respondents strongly agreed that white 
populations were fairly treated in the United States, when combining strongly 
agreed and agreed responses, a total of 75 percent of white respondents indicated 
that they believe they were fairly treated in the United States. Th irty-fi ve per-
cent of Latino respondents strongly agreed that whites were treated fairly. Th eir 

 Table 4.2     Do you think this country fairly treats whites? (in percentages) 

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Strongly Agree 11 55 58 62 35

Agree 64 36 36 35 42

Disagree 22 6 4 3 21

Str Disagree 3 3 2 0 2

 N 36 128 45 87 48

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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responses are situated between black ethnic respondents and white responses. A 
total of 77 percent of Latino respondents strongly agreed and agreed that whites 
were fairly treated in the United States, a percent slightly higher than white 
respondents, but not nearly as declarative as black ethnic responses. 

 Th e overwhelming agreement of black respondents toward the question of 
fair white treatment in the United States indicates not only a shared understand-
ing of race and in-group status in America, but raises the question whether this 
overwhelming imbalanced fair treatment contributed to a possible black ethnic 
need for institutional programs to assist blacks in obtaining equity. Black eth-
nic groups clearly expressed their att itudes of overwhelming fair treatment of 
whites in the United States, therefore, additional questions were asked to assess 
the respondents’ inclination to support spending for affi  rmative action poli-
cies. Local 371 members were also asked whether or not other immigrant black 
groups should be benefi ciaries of affi  rmative action policies. Th e two distinct 
affi  rmative action questions are meant to illicit racial as well as ethnic opinions. 
Affi  rmative action is a system instituted to level many aspects of the institutional 
playing fi elds, which excluded black Americans and so many other groups for 
generations due solely to one’s lack of white, male, privileged status. Asking 
black ethnics their feelings toward affi  rmative action spending is meant to illicit 
racial feelings for a program largely defi ned (albeit many times incorrectly) as a 
means to assist black people in the United States. Th e second question regard-
ing affi  rmative action spending for Afro-Caribbean and African immigrants is 
meant to dissect feelings of shared “economic” and opportunity resources based 
on ethnicity. Th is question was especially meant to measure the extent to which 
black Americans viewed Afro-Caribbean and African immigrants as deserving 
of affi  rmative action benefi ts and thereby begin the process of measuring racial 
unity when scarce resources are to be shared. 

 Two questions were asked: (1) Would you like to see spending for affi  rmative 
action policies increased, decreased, or stay the same? (2) Should African and 
Afro-Caribbean immigrants benefi t from affi  rmative action policies? Th e major-
ity of native-born and foreign-born black groups agreed to increases in affi  rma-
tive action spending, unlike white and Latino respondents. Black respondents 
also agreed that Afro-Caribbean and African immigrants should be included in 
affi  rmative action benefi ts. However, when comparing black ethnic populations, 
black Americans were considerably less likely to strongly agree that African and 
Afro-Caribbean immigrants should benefi t from affi  rmative action policies, 
when compared to other Afro-Caribbean and African respondents.      

 Table 4.3a shows that two-thirds of black respondents agreed that spending 
on affi  rmative action policies should be increased, roughly one-third of all black 
respondents felt spending for this policy should stay the same. Regarding spend-
ing on affi  rmative action policies, 29 percent of whites and 41 percent of Latinos 
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supported increases in spending, as compared to roughly two-thirds of all black 
ethnic respondents. It is important to note that only 4 percent of Latino and 
6 percent of black American and African respondents sought decreases in 
funding for affi  rmative action policies, as compared to 24 percent of white 
respondents. Although the data indicate a diff erence between Latino and black 
ethnic opinions, the most signifi cant distinctions are between black ethnic and 
white populations. Essentially, black and white opinions continue to serve as 
bookends for Latino opinions. Even as scholars continue to include Latino 
(and Asian American) groups into political analysis ( Junn and Singh 2009; 
Lee, Ramakrishnan, and Ramirez 2006) and as Latinos solidify their place as 
the second-largest group in the United States, the black-white dichotomy still 
persists. 

 Th is black-white paradigm is evident when observing table 4.3b. Again, Latino 
respondent opinions are situated between white and black ethnic responses. 
White populations are the least likely to strongly agree and agree that African and 

 Table 4.3a     Spending on Affi  rmative Action Policies (in percentages) 

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Increase 29 64 68 61 41

Stay Same 46 30 32 33 55

Decrease 24 6 0 6 4

N 41 128 47 89 54

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  

 Table 4.3b     “African and Afro-Caribbean Immigrants should benefi t from 
affi  rmative action policies” (in percentages) 

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Strongly Agree 10 14 32 43 9

Agree 38 60 45 49 50

Disagree 30 13 4 2 22

Str Disagree 10 7 6 0 2

Don’t Know 12 6 13 6 17

 N 40 132 47 89 54

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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Afro-Caribbean immigrant populations should benefi t from affi  rmative action 
policies, at 48 percent. Latino populations are slightly more willing to strongly 
agree and agree that black ethnic populations should benefi t from affi  rmative 
action policies, at 59 percent. However, both white and Latino respondents are 
less likely to support affi  rmative action policies than their black ethnic counter-
parts. Th e racial presence and cohesion among black populations for this partic-
ular policy issue is indicative of a larger black group understanding of the class 
inequities that persist for all phenotypically black groups in the United States.      

 When observing the data pertaining to African and Afro-Caribbean immi-
grants benefi ting from affi  rmative action policies, native-born black American 
and Afro-Caribbean aggregations of strongly agree and agree responses indicate 
that 74 percent and 77 percent of black union members, respectively, believe 
that black ethnic immigrant groups should benefi t from affi  rmative action poli-
cies. Africans overwhelmingly agreed to this question (92 percent). Th e aware-
ness of the relevance of race, racism, and the distinctions made between blacks 
and other racial and ethnic groups in the United States most likely contributed 
to these shared responses. 

 When aggregating responses of strongly agree and agree, native-born black 
respondents clearly believe that foreign-born blacks should benefi t from affi  rma-
tive action policies. However, it is important to note the diff erences in “strongly 
agree” responses of native-born black American Local 371 members, as com-
pared to Afro-Caribbean and African respondents. Observing strongly agree 
responses of black Americans indicates that only 14 percent of black Americans 
strongly agree that black immigrants should benefi t from affi  rmative action poli-
cies. Afro-Caribbean and African respondents strongly agreed with the statement 
at rates of 32 and 43 percent, respectively. Th is particular racial solidarity, coupled 
with ethnic feelings of competition, present an ever-present duality for black groups 
as they negotiate racial needs and the protection of seemingly “ethnic” resources. 

 Th e overwhelming agreement that white populations are treated fairly in the 
United States contributed to black ethnic agreement for increased spending for 
affi  rmative action policies, and the inclusion of black immigrants as benefi ciaries 
to those policies. However, the black ethnic similarities within the survey began 
to wane with subsequent questions.  

  Understanding the Possible Diff erences: Black Ethnic 
Treatment in the United States, Blame, and Perceptions 
of Hard Work 

 Although black ethnics may share similar fates once in the United States, due 
to their classifi cation of black in America, these three groups express relatively 
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diverse opinions pertaining to work ethics, treatment once in the US, and over-
all intragroup att itudes. Afro-Caribbean respondents expressed the strongest 
opinions, stating that they themselves and other black ethnic groups were dis-
criminated against. Afro-Caribbeans were also the least optimistic about success 
once in the United States if their prospects for success were based on hard work 
alone. Th ey also expressed the most positive and favorable att itudes toward other 
black groups. African immigrants, however, expressed opinions that were overall 
the most optimistic regarding att ainment of success, and expressed only modest 
favorable feelings toward other black groups. Black American respondents oft en 
expressed opinions somewhere between those of Afro-Caribbean and African 
immigrant respondents on issues pertaining to group perceptions, spending, and 
possibilities for success in America.  

  R A C I A L  T R E AT M E N T  A N D  B L A M E 

 Specifi c intragroup feelings were measured using three distinct sets of questions 
that were asked of all black ethnic groups about all other black ethnic groups, 
including their own group. Survey participants were asked, “Do you think this 
country fairly treats black Americans? Afro-Caribbean immigrants? African 
immigrants?” Tables 4a–c show the distribution of responses to these questions.      

 In table 4.4a, deviations in opinion and possible group cohesiveness emerge 
when the questions pertaining to fair treatment of black ethnic groups were 
asked. Beginning with black American populations, it appears that African 
immigrants agree that native-born blacks are treated fairly, at 22 percent. Th is 
contrasts with black American agreement of only 8 percent. Th e diff erences are 
most stark when looking at the 21 percent of African respondents who strongly 
disagree with the statement that black Americans are treated fairly. Forty-one 

 Table 4.4a     Do you think this country fairly treats black Americans? 
(in percentages) 

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Strongly Agree 5 0 7 0 2

Agree 41 8 7 22 13

Disagree 29 49 44 56 60

Str Disagree 15 41 42 21 19

Don’t Know 10 2 0 2 6

 N 41 133 45 91 53

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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and 42 percent of black American and Afro-Caribbean respondents strongly 
disagree with the statement. Although only 19 percent of Latino respondents 
strongly disagree that black Americans were treated fairly, 60 percent disagree 
with the statement, for a total of 79 percent of Latino respondents who disagree 
that black Americans were treated fairly in the United States. White respon-
dents, at 46 percent, when integrating strongly agree and agree responses, were 
the most likely to agree that black Americans were treated fairly. 

 In table 4.4b, when observing the question as it pertains to Afro-Caribbean 
treatment in the United States, again, African respondents were the most likely 
of the black ethnics to agree that Afro-Caribbean populations were treated fairly 
in the United States. Roughly one-quarter of African respondents agreed that 
there was unfavorable treatment of black American and Afro-Caribbean groups, 
once in the United States. Although the fi gures are not astronomical, they do 
suggest initial clues in unraveling the nuanced distinctions that contribute to the 
intraracial opinions of native-born and foreign-born black populations, as well 
as the nuanced diff erences between not only ethnic groups, but diff ering gen-
erations of black ethnics in the United States. Of the three black ethnic groups, 
African respondents overwhelmingly have spent the least amount of time in the 
United States and have arrived from home countries that do not aff ord as many 
of the liberties as the United States off ers. Th eir respective home country back-
grounds are what are most likely driving the more favorable and positive att itude 
toward black treatment in the United States.  18   In interviews with African Local 
371 members, there was an overwhelming articulation by African members to 
“make it work” in the United States. Th eir stronger desire to assimilate more 
easily into mainstream US society than their black ethnic predecessors was evi-
dent in African union member interviews, even though these members did not 
believe black groups were treated as fairly as whites in the United States.      

 Table 4.4b     Do you think this country fairly treats Afro-Caribbean immigrants? 
(in percentages) 

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Strongly Agree 2 0 4 0 2

Agree 39 15 7 28 15

Disagree 37 55 43 53 60

Str Disagree 10 26 46 14 17

Don’t Know 12 4 0 4 6

 N 41 132 46 90 53

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey  
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 In table 4.4c, when observing the question pertaining to the treatment of 
African populations, again African members were most likely to agree that they 
were treated fairly in the United States, but only at 18 percent, not 22 and 28 
percent, as for black American and Afro-Caribbean populations, respectively. 
Overwhelmingly, Afro-Caribbean respondents were the least likely to believe 
that any black group was treated fairly in the United States. Th is unique popu-
lation was largely born outside of the United States (77 percent), yet 91 per-
cent of Afro-Caribbeans have resided in New York City for fi ft een years or 
more. Th e peculiar placement as non-native blacks who have resided in New 
York City for signifi cant periods of time has possibly contributed to increased 
hostile perceptions and feelings toward acceptance in the United States, in that 
Afro-Caribbeans have experienced segmented assimilation, problems with full 
integration when comparing themselves to other nonblack immigrants, and an 
inability to assimilate fully due to their racialized phenotype.      

 Overall, African immigrants are most likely to believe the country treats 
them well when compared to other black ethnic groups. For example, when 
Local 371 members were asked if they felt the country treated native-born black 
Americans, Afro-Caribbeans, and Africans fairly, native-born blacks disagreed 
with the statement at rates of 90, 91, and 82 percent, respectively. Similarly, 
when Afro-Caribbean immigrants were asked if they thought black Americans, 
Afro-Caribbeans, and Africans were treated fairly, respondents disagreed with 
the statement at rates of 86, 89, and 92 percent, respectively. African respondents 
did disagree with the statement that the three black groups were treated fairly, 
but at rates of 77, 67, and 77 percent, respectively. Although African immigrants 
were more likely than black American and Afro-Caribbean respondents to agree 
that black Americans and Afro-Caribbeans are treated fairly in this country, the 
majority still feel that blacks are not treated fairly in America. 

 Table 4.4c     Do you think this country fairly treats African immigrants? 
(in percentages) 

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Strongly Agree 2 1 4 0 2

Agree 39 12 4 18 15

Disagree 37 52 46 51 57

Str Disagree 10 30 46 28 19

Don’t Know 12 5 0 3 7

 N 41 131 46 90 53

  p < 0.05. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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 Interestingly, Latino responses indicate that a majority of respondents believe 
black American, Afro-Caribbean, and African populations are not treated fairly 
in the United States. However, Latinos did not express opinions indicating that 
they strongly believed black ethnic populations were not treated fairly. Th eir 
opinions were relatively consistent when observing their att itudes toward all 
three black populations, which suggests a possible uniform view of black groups 
by Latino populations. Similarly, white populations expressed nearly identical 
att itudes for all three black groups. Th eir responses indicate a relative uniform 
opinion that 44 to 47 percent of whites agree or strongly agree that black groups 
are treated well in the United States. White responses for Afro-Caribbean and 
African populations’ treatment were identical. 

 What is noteworthy when observing white att itudes are the proportion 
who indicated that they “don’t know” whether the country treats blacks popu-
lations fairly. Th eir “don’t know” responses could represent the segregation 
of blacks residentially, even within a shared occupation. Th e “don’t know” 
responses could also represent whites’ inability to negotiate the feelings they 
have regarding black populations that they actually know versus black popu-
lations that are oft en represented in the media. Th e diff ering intraracial per-
ceptions of black respondents provide an indication of identifi cation with the 
plight of native-born black Americans and blacks in America, while also pre-
senting subtle diff erences and interpretations of treatment once in the United 
States. 

 If the majority of black respondents do not feel that the United States treats 
them or other black groups fairly, then how do these populations feel about 
doing well in life in the United States? With this particular union, the perception 
is that African members “listen to the winners.” Th at is, they are perceived as 
working harder to establish relationships with white coworkers who they believe 
hold the secrets to success. One union member believed that:  

  Racist culture has said “You’re special” to the Caribbeans [and Africans], 
and the same slavery mentality of promoting one over the other is still 
present. Whites will promote an African male who is beneath a black 
American female and the hate is misdirected. Th e psychology of power 
and the message of “You’re diff erent” [continues].   

 Th e perception of Afro-Caribbeans as the successful, good, kind, immigrant 
and the reality of the disillusionment that Afro-Caribbeans feel about this sta-
tus should be noted. Dodoo (1997) argued that the myth of the successful 
Caribbean immigrant is just that: a myth. Afro-Caribbean responses clearly 
show their disillusionment felt once in the United States and their att achment to 
a larger black group identity. 
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 Here we begin to see the roots of Afro-Caribbean disillusion with the 
American Dream. As the group that has been in the United States longer than 
fi rst-generation and newly arrived African immigrants, but not as long as many 
ninth-generation black American groups, Afro-Caribbeans expressed discon-
tent with being told they are special and diff erent on one hand because of their 
ethnicity, yet consistently discriminated against because of their race. Unlike 
their black American counterparts who essentially believe in the “You win some, 
you lose some” philosophy of being black in America—in that, as one member 
explained, they may have an opportunity to become a doctor, or they may spend 
decades in the prison industrial complex for possessing a small amount of mar-
ijuana—Afro-Caribbeans continue to express their lack of faith in the promise 
of the American Dream. 

 Local 371 members were asked to respond to this statement relating to black 
ethnic group perceptions of doing well in life: “If racial/ethnic minorities do not 
do well in life, they have no one to blame but themselves.” Native-born black 
American and Afro-Caribbean respondents largely agreed that the country did 
not treat black groups fairly and that others can be blamed for a lack of success 
once in the United States.      

 In table 4.5, African immigrants responded at 47 percent agreement that 
one was to blame if racial and ethnic minorities did not do well in life. When 
aggregating strongly agree and agree responses, native-born blacks agreed at 32 
percent that no one is to blame if racial and ethnic minorities do not do well 
in life, compared to Afro-Caribbean respondents at 17 percent. Afro-Caribbean 
opinions about life chances in the United States present an emerging picture of 
a group of individuals largely seen as special, diff erent, or “good” throughout 
the social science literature. However, the opinions that Afro-Caribbean union 

 Table 4.5     “If racial/ethnic minorities do not do well in life, they have no one to 
blame but themselves” (in percentages) 

 Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans 

Strongly Agree 11 11 17

Agree 21 6 30

Disagree 43 60 35

Str Disagree 23 23 16

Don’t Know 2 0 2

 N 134 47 88

  p < 0.05. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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members exhibit are those of a population who do not feel that their treatment 
or even their potential for success is in their hands. One particular Haitian union 
member explained a tenuous position within black and Afro-Caribbean social 
circles when he was in school. He stated:

  My parents never suggested we identify as Haitian. We slid in with the 
Spanish folks because my family also spoke Spanish. My parents had to 
learn seven languages to come out of school. French was my fi rst lan-
guage because it was in the home. I felt isolated for a while.   

 Again, Afro-Caribbeans were least likely to believe that the government treats 
black ethnic groups fairly, and if racial and ethnic minorities do not do well in 
life, they have no one to blame. Black American union member responses were 
again situated between Afro-Caribbean realities and African respondent opti-
mism. African respondents were the most optimistic about doing well in life. 
One member explained: “I was told that because of my color I would have to 
study harder and work harder to get married. My grandfather was happy I didn’t 
come out any darker because I would have a harder time in life.” 

 It is apparent that generational distinctions contribute to elements of black ethnic 
eff ects. However, since Africans are currently the fastest-growing black ethnic group 
and do not have the same exit options as Afro-Caribbeans, their desire to subscribe 
to the American Dream could, on the one hand, position African ethnic groups as 
the most optimistic black ethnic group that continues to invest in the American 
Dream, despite racial limitations, or could, on the other hand, drive African groups 
to feelings of disillusion, similar to current Afro-Caribbean att itudes.  

  E VA LUAT I N G  E L E VAT E D  M I N O R I T Y  STAT U S  O N  T H E 
I N D I V I D UA L  L E V E L :  T H E  L A N D  O F  O P P O RT U N I T Y,  H A R D 
W O R K ,  A N D  STO L E N  J O B S  

  Every hour sees the black man elbowed out of employment by some newly 
arrived emigrant, whose hunger and whose color are thought to give him 
a bett er title to the place. 
 —Frederick Douglass (1853)    

  First, the stopping of the importing of cheap white labor on any terms has 
been the economic salvation of American black labor. 
 —W. E. B. Du Bois (1929)   

 Local 371 of the SSEU is a union group where members provide social ser-
vices to racially and ethnically diverse populations throughout New York City. 
Because of the relatively uniform aspects of Local 371 member occupations and 
interactions with the populations they serve, one might assume relatively shared 
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opinions among Local 371 members. In order to bett er understand the opinions 
of black ethnic Local 371 members, explicit questions pertaining to the work 
ethic of each individual black ethnic group was included in the survey. As stated 
previously, there are defi nite intraracial distinctions articulated by black ethnic 
members, and the extent to which the various groups believe the polity provides 
an equitable set of life circumstances is called into question. Th e results indi-
cate distinct black ethnic opinions pertaining to specifi c black group work ethic. 
When evaluating the data, African immigrants are perceived, by native-born 
black Americans, Afro-Caribbean immigrants, and African immigrants, as the 
hardest-working of black ethnic groups.  19   Th e question relating to black ethnic 
group work ethic was phrased this way:

  Imagine a 7-point scale on which the characteristics of the people in 
a group can be rated. A score of 1 means you think almost all of the 
people in the group tend to be LAZY. A score of 7 means you think 
almost all of the people in the group tend to be HARDWORKING. A 
score of 4 means that you think most people in the group are not closer 
to one end or the other, and of course, you may choose any number in 
between.   

 African immigrants overall scored the highest percentage from each black 
ethnic group.      

 Perhaps what is most interesting about table 4.6 is not the fact that African 
immigrants are perceived as the hardest-working. As the newest arrived immi-
grants, they are likely perceived and perceive themselves as the most fastidious 
pursuers of economic opportunities (Kasinitz 1992). One would likely assume 
that when observing the assessment each group gives themselves, one could 
expect a particular ethnic group to rate oneself the highest overall. Th is is not the 
case. African respondents do rate themselves as the hardest-working at a rate of 
75 percent. However, Afro-Caribbean and native-born black Americans do not 
rate their respective groups as hardest-working; instead, they perceive African 
immigrants as such. Only 16 percent of African respondents rate black Americans 
as hardworking, compared to 63 percent who rate Afro-Caribbeans hardwork-
ing. When asked the same questions, Afro-Caribbean respondents rate African 
populations as hardest-working. Seventy-eight percent of Afro-Caribbeans rate 
themselves as hardworking, yet 85 percent of Afro-Caribbeans rate Africans as 
hardworking. 

 Perhaps most surprising are the percentages native-born black respon-
dents gave themselves and other foreign-born blacks. When asked the ques-
tions regarding work ethic, 63 percent of black Americans rated Africans as the 
hardest-working. Th e second-hardest-working groups according to 57 percent 
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of black Americans, are Afro-Caribbean populations. Although black Americans 
gave themselves the lowest rating, with only 39 percent of black Americans 
expressing opinions that they themselves are hardworking, their percentages 
were still higher than the Afro-Caribbean and African respondent perceptions 
of black American work ethics, at 32 and 16 percent, respectively. One mem-
ber stated: “Jamaicans told my father that ‘black Americans are lazy.’ He told 
the Jamaican that we [Caribbeans] are from a country ruled by blacks and were 
freed earlier. Essentially, Caribbeans and black Americans are from diff erent 
inequalities.” 

 So how are we to interpret these results? Obviously, African immigrants are 
viewed by all three member groups as hardest-working, with Afro-Caribbeans 
situated as hardworking, and black Americans perceived as the least hardwork-
ing of all three groups. So black Americans and Afro-Caribbeans rate Africans 
as a harder-working group; but what is possibly the most signifi cant result is 
the extent to which black Americans themselves indicated that they, as a group, 
are not hardworking. If Dawson is indeed correct and one’s fate is linked to the 
success of one’s fellow group members, then what exactly are the quantitative 
results indicating? A concrete answer, or even an explanation, did not emerge 
throughout the interviews with Local 371. Th e closest explanation came from a 
member who stated that she could feel as though  she  were successful and hard-
working, but she indicated that the question asked about the  group . Another 

 Table 4.6     (Condensed Table) Perceived Work Approaches of Native-Born 
Black Americans and Afro-Caribbean and African Immigrants (in percentages) 

Black American Afr o-Carib Afr ican

Native-Born Black Americans

   Very Hardworking 21 17 7

   Extremely Hardworking 19 15 9

Afro-Caribbean Immigrants

   Very Hardworking 31 40 25

   Extremely Hardworking 27 38 38

African Immigrants

   Very Hardworking 30 49 28

   Extremely Hardworking 33 36 47

 N 135 47 92

  All chi-squared values were signifi cant at the p < 0.10 level. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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member echoed that sentiment and stated, “Black Americans would be bett er 
off  as a group if more blacks worked harder like Caribbeans.” Th ere appears to 
be a recognition among black Americans as well as Afro-Caribbean and African 
union members that there are “regular” hardworking black Americans. However, 
as a group, black Americans fell short of a black ethnic belief in their overall 
group work ethic. 

 Although Africans were considered the hardest-working among black ethnic 
Local 371 members, the reputation of the hardworking Caribbean persists within 
the literature (Rogers 2006; Dodoo 1997; Conover 1988). Newly arrived black 
immigrants are considered to be the model black ethnic for black Americans to 
aspire. One union member stated:

  Th ere were so many stereotypes of being Haitian and liking to work. 
It saddens me that it is still this way. Even in [black Americans] voting 
themselves as lazy, they are not lazy. You don’t know how beaten down 
you are. In Haiti there is a rich history that is repeated, known, and they 
see themselves as renegades. It is diff erent here.   

 Th e link between hard work and att aining the American Dream are inextrica-
bly linked. If a particular group is consistently treated as the out-group and pre-
sented as the comparison group (as in the case of new immigrants quickly being 
inculcated in the black versus nonblack division), there is likely a disproportion-
ate ability to fail at att aining one’s goals. Oft en, these individuals are blamed 
and, ergo, blame themselves for their inability to succeed. A stigma and cycle 
of failure, real or perceived (in this case, among highly educated and employed 
members of Local 371), is then carried by the individual as a member of the 
denigrated or nonvirtuous group (Hochschild 2005). 

 When further dissecting black linked fate with feelings toward fellow diverse 
racial group members, it is necessary to fully understand the tripart relationship 
for black ethnics in the United States—that is, negotiating the life of being a 
black individual, belonging to a particular ethnic group, and having membership 
(whether one has asked or not) in a larger racial group. African respondents have 
indicated their acceptance of a shared racial identity, but they do not view them-
selves as a failed group, nor do they feel like anyone is to blame if they do not 
succeed. In addition, when observing African immigrant respondent att itudes 
toward work ethics once in the United States, African immigrants present an 
interesting portrait of optimism in the belief that hard work is the fundamental 
crux of American success. Again, there are stark distinctions between African 
immigrants compared to native-born black American and Afro-Caribbean immi-
grant respondents. One black American union member described African union 
members by saying, “African men are quick to go to management positions; they 
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are very ambitious.” Another member believed the “confusion” between African 
and black American union members is directly linked to the job the social ser-
vice providers accomplish each day. She stated:

  African members have the job of removing homes from people and 
cultural judgments are made against black Americans especially. 
Before, Caribbeans would never call the authorities to report on other 
Caribbeans, similarly with Asians and all other immigrant groups, no 
one ever called it into the system because of illegal statuses. Because 
people are mainstreaming now, the immigrant population is having 
trouble raising kids just like any other group and are now interacting 
with the system.   

 Th e levels of African member optimism, when compared to native-born black 
American and Afro-Caribbean immigrant respondents, is one of overwhelm-
ing agreement to the question relating to black ethnic group perceptions of suc-
cess based on hard work. We asked those surveyed to respond to the statement 
“America is a land of opportunity in which you only need to work hard to succeed.” 
African immigrants were the most likely to strongly agree with the statement, at 
46 percent, while native-born black Americans and Afro-Caribbean immigrants 
only strongly agreed, at 14 and 9 percent, respectively (see table 4.7).      

 When aggregating strongly agree and agree responses of black ethnics, African 
immigrants overwhelmingly believe hard work equals success. Eighty-one per-
cent of African respondents agreed with the statement, compared to only 30 
percent of Afro-Caribbeans and 49 percent of native-born black Americans 
who agreed with the statement.  20   

 Table 4.7     “America is a land of opportunity in which you only need to work 
hard to succeed” (in percentages) 

 Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans 

Strongly Agree 14 9 46

Agree 35 21 35

Disagree 32 47 16

Str Disagree 19 21 3

Don’t Know 0 2 0

 N 132 47 90

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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 Perceptions of work ethic between black ethnic groups stem from larger 
perceptions of in-group/out-group complexities, notions of elevated minor-
ity statuses for immigrant populations, and overall historical notions of black 
Americans as an inferior group (Brewer 1979). Th e responses of African 
immigrants to the question of hard work as the foundation of success pres-
ent a signifi cantly larger percentage of African immigrants who believe in 
the merits of hard work alone. One union member believes the optimism 
expressed by African, and not Afro-Caribbean, members is a generational 
eff ect. He stated:

  Th e Caribbeans in the union are more second-generation and are already 
in the working and middle class in the United States. Th ese populations 
are diff erent from the Nigerian member who was an accountant in his 
homeland and is working at the union until he can go and practice 
accounting in the United States.   

 Th e diff erent exit options for Afro-Caribbean and African respondents, as 
well as segmented assimilation eff ects, largely contributed to the opposing 
views on possibilities for success based on hard work alone. And again, black 
Americans fi nd themselves situated between the two ethnic groups, as the 
most established of the black ethnic groups in the United States, knowing that 
some opportunities for success are plausible and others remain dreams only. 

 African immigrants again present contrasting att itudes to those native-born 
black Americans and Afro-Caribbean immigrants when asked to respond to the 
statement “If  black Americans  tried harder, they could be as successful as certain 
immigrant groups.” Eighty-one percent of African immigrants agreed or strongly 
agreed, compared to 44 percent of native-born black American and 59 percent of 
Afro-Caribbean respondents (see table 4.8). Although black American respon-
dents were less likely than African and Afro-Caribbean immigrants to agree, the 
numbers of native-born black Americans in agreement was still considerably 
high. Again, the black American negotiation between individual-level beliefs 
and larger ethnic group perceptions present a picture of an ethnic group that 
subscribes to its own version of the elevated minority for Afro-Caribbeans and 
Africans in the United States.      

 In reviewing tables 4.6 and 4.7, African respondents show considerably less 
favorable views of black American work ethics, and their ability to succeed in 
the United States, which directly correspond with African respondent att itudes 
when analyzing table 4.8. So what exactly do the black American responses 
mean when analyzing how this particular group views its placement within 
the US labor force, its ability to succeed, in comparison to other black ethnic 
and immigration groups? When aggregating black responses, black American 
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subscription to an elevated minority when viewing Afro-Caribbean and African 
groups in the United States is evident. Black Americans consistently viewed 
other black ethnic groups as possessing the ability to work harder and serve as 
the model for black Americans as a group to aspire. Although black Americans 
acknowledge the limits of the American Dream, they have also internalized their 
ability and inability to succeed fully in the United States. 

 Th e infl ux of foreign-born individuals joining union organizations through-
out the country over the past few decades has challenged traditionally racial-
ized sectors of the labor market. Th e increasing numbers of racial and ethnic 
newcomers have contributed to black American populations articulating shared 
racial slights and inequities with other black ethnic groups. However, the same 
black American groups have also expressed increased feelings of threat. As 
resources become scarce, groups oft en shift  their understanding and perception 
of success from the absolute to the relative, and ultimately to the competitive 
(Hochschild 1995); one member stated, “I don’t know how to explain it, but 
there is an idea that Caribbeans take jobs. Th e fi rst and second generations are 
viewed as if they are taking something. Th ere is a perception that something is 
being taken.” Another member argued:

  Black Americans do feel threatened by the infl uxes of immigrants. Th ey 
will complain, “Th e Africans are gett ing everything. . . .  Th e white peo-
ple hate us and like them [the African members].” If there is an African 
supervisor, black Americans and even Caribbeans will complain he is 
looking out for Africans. Th is may or may not be true.   

 When respondents were asked to respond to the statement “Immigrants take 
jobs away from people who were born in America,” defi nitive ethnic dissention 

 Table 4.8     “If black Americans tried harder, they could be as successful as 
 certain immigrant groups” (in percentages) 

 Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans 

Strongly Agree 11 13 33

Agree 33 46 48

Disagree 32 26 15

Str Disagree 21 15 3

Don’t Know 3 0 1

 N 132 46 89

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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was evident. When aggregating “agree” and “strongly agree” responses, 35 per-
cent of black American respondents agreed that immigrants take away jobs. Only 
10 percent of Afro-Caribbean respondents and 4 percent of African respondents 
agreed that immigrants take jobs from native-born Americans. Although 35 
percent of black Americans is not an incredibly large percent of respondents in 
agreement, it is still worthy of note that one-third of black American respon-
dents surveyed feel occupational threat (see table 4.9).      

 One reason why black American opinion regarding immigrants taking jobs 
was not as high as possibly expected could be a union eff ect. Th ere has been a 
level of individual job security within the union. Th erefore, the black American 
opinions regarding immigrants taking jobs could illustrate a previously analyzed 
eff ect pertaining to the perception of how one behaves, as opposed to real expe-
rience of exposure with the group and subsequent issues at hand, in this case, 
that of immigrants taking jobs from black Americans.   

  Conclusion 

 Th is chapter shows that black ethnics exhibit poignant opinions toward one 
another that demonstrate the signifi cant ethnic particularities present in union 
respondents. Th e responses indicate varying att itudes pertaining to modes of 
success and achievement eff orts once in the United States, as evidenced in the 
distinctive att itudes among black ethnic populations. A signifi cant black racial 
identity is present among native-born and foreign-born populations, when pre-
sented with interracial questions regarding whites. Ethnic diff erences are also 
present in the ways in which black ethnic populations view their treatment in the 
United States, who is to blame if success is not att ained, the merits of hard work 

 Table 4.9     “Immigrants take jobs away from people who were born in America” 
(in percentages) 

 Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans 

Strongly Agree 14 4 1

Agree 21 6 3

Disagree 52 43 39

Strongly Disagree 11 47 56

Don’t Know 2 0 0

 N 134 47 89

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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and their correlations with success, and the intersection of immigrants and job 
availability. Th e results indicate unity in an interracial context, that is, blacks in 
contrast to nonblack populations. However, what does not seem as easily nego-
tiable is coalition building in an intraracial context. Th at is, among black ethnic 
groups what seems to be a much more successful strategy would be to continue 
to frame debates with the racially dichotomous black-white paradigm. 

 How might we then understand elements of black cohesion and also the spe-
cifi c areas of disunity? In analyzing the Local 371 survey data, the answers to 
these questions lie in ethnic and demographic factors, such as birth and length 
of time in the United States, which directly aff ect native-born and foreign-born 
groups. Compared to native-born black American and Afro-Caribbean immi-
grants, African immigrants have the most distinctive demographic and socio-
economic variables pertaining to birth in the United States, and length of time 
in New York City. Almost all African immigrant respondents were born outside 
of the United States and have spent the least amount of time in New York City. 

 All three of the black ethnic groups are largely united in opinion when it 
comes to treatment once in the United States, but they diff er in relative warmth 
toward one another and, which tools are necessary to succeed in the United 
States, and whether it is hard work, lack of blame, or overall increased eff orts 
that prevent success and incorporation. Overall, none of the black ethnic groups 
feel they are treated fairly in the United States, although at diff erent degrees. And 
all black ethnic groups feel African and Afro-Caribbean groups are abundantly 
more hardworking. 

 Th ese analyses indicated that Africans are viewed as the most elevated of the 
black ethnic elevated minorities. Th ey view themselves, and are viewed by other 
black groups, as the hardest-working. Afro-Caribbeans express constant frustra-
tions with making their own fate and fulfi lling the American Dream, versus having 
their fate handed to them because of their phenotype. Black Americans express 
a sense of frustration that diff ers from Caribbean groups in the recognition of 
individual limits of particular black American groups’ members. Th erefore, black  
Americans feel it is individual members of the group that decrease chances of suc-
cess, but Afro-Caribbean respondents feel it is the institutional limits that prevent 
incorporation and maximum success and fulfi llment of the American Dream. 

 Black ethnics are united on a racial group level, but diff er when questions ask 
direct ethnic questions. Some Americans realize that even if they do everything 
they can, they still fail. Some come to understand that their eff orts and their tal-
ent alone are not enough to guarantee success in America (Hochschild 1995). 
Th is line of analysis would explain positive black American att itudes toward 
black immigrants because they know the eff ects of race and the barriers that exist 
for individuals with black skin, and the psychology and prejudice behind the 
wall that blocks absolute success and vehicles toward advancement. 
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 Black Americans have diffi  culty “persuading” other black ethnics, due to the 
fact that their black ethnic counterparts, for the most part, believe that, although 
black Americans have not been treated well by the country, they still believe 
overall that black Americans are lazy. African respondents, the newest immi-
grants, most especially believe that black Americans have no one to blame for 
their lack of success and that if they tried harder they could att ain success. 

 Overall black ethnic and generational eff ects contributed to lower levels of 
racial group unity, thus signaling the import of discerning att itudes of newly 
arrived black populations in order to bett er understand future generation’s opin-
ions toward larger racial group identifi cation. If future generations of African 
populations behave similarly to Afro-Caribbeans, then the prospect for a sub-
stantial and sustaining group identity are possible. 

 I found that distinct ethnic opinions emerge regarding the possibilities of ful-
fi lling the American Dream. Afro-Caribbeans expressed unusually high levels 
of dissatisfaction with the incorporation and acculturation process in America. 
Th ese results call into question the future of black political participation, the 
eff ects of length of time in the United States for black immigrants, and the pos-
sibilities for black ethnics’ att ainment of the American Dream as individuals, as 
separate ethnic groups, or as a single racial population. Th is chapter showed that 
black ethnics exhibit poignant opinions toward one another that demonstrate 
the signifi cant ethnic particularities present in union respondents. Because of 
these diff ering opinions, is it possible for black ethnics to ever become political 
partners, allies, or leaders? Th e responses indicate that although varying att itudes 
pertaining to modes of success and achievement eff orts once in the United States 
present distinctive att itudes of black ethnic populations, a signifi cant overreach-
ing black racial identity is present among native-born and foreign-born popula-
tions. Ethnic diff erences are present in the ways in which black groups view their 
treatment in the United States who is to blame if success is not att ained, the 
merits of hard work and their correlations with success, and the intersection of 
immigrants and job availability. Th e results indicate the possibility of coalition 
building on an interracial level, that is, blacks in contrast to nonblack popula-
tions. However, what does not seem as easily negotiable is coalition building in 
an intraracial context.  
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     C H A P T E R  5 
 Union Leadership and 
Policy Choices  
  T R E N D S  I N  N E U T R A L  A N D 

R A C I A L  G O V E R N M E N T  P O L I C I E S   

   Previous research on black public opinion suggests that race remains salient in 
black American’s political consciousness and that black groups possess distinct 
race-based opinions toward government policies (Price 2009; Tate 1993). Th is 
chapter suggests two alternative theories surrounding black opinions. First, 
blacks view the policy issues covered in the survey data not as monolithic, but as 
distinct types of issues: (1) national spending and (2) spending that is racial or 
race-based. I fi nd that Local 371 respondents who racially categorize themselves 
as black separate issues into policy areas that either (1) aff ect the entire polity 
or (2) aff ect their racial group more signifi cantly. Second, certain factors con-
tribute to the impact of ethnic identity and how it in turn infl uences policy att i-
tudes. Att itudinal distinctions that occur are a result of intraracial att itudes and 
opinions that black ethnic populations exhibit toward one another. Local 371 
black members exhibit diff ering understandings as to the possibility of obtain-
ing the American Dream, even though a shared racial identity exists. Although 
Local 371 members participate at higher rates than the national population 
(Greer 2008), African Local 371 members, the newest arrived group, partici-
pated the least (V. S. Johnson 2008). I argue in this chapter that scholars must 
conceptualize black public opinion in a multifaceted and ethnic way because of 
the steady infl ux of African immigrants to the United States in the past three 
decades. African group immigration has been among the highest levels of new 
group immigration (Capps, McCabe, and Fix 2011), and the diff erent types of 
immigrants (educated, refugees, asylum seekers, economic migrants) and the 
diverse geographic locales present a new understanding of the black population 
in the United States. Th us I posit that one’s ethnicity aff ects att itudes toward 
some but not necessarily all government spending issues. Th e extent to which 
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this occurs is linked to the level of union education provided to the entire mem-
ber population by Local 371 leadership. 

 Government spending is an issue that oft en evokes feelings of entitlement, 
inequity, neglect, and competition for resources. More recently in mayoral, 
gubernatorial, and presidential debates and discourse, the fi ght for government 
programs and spending has divided communities and constituencies along race, 
age, class, educational, and even geographic lines. Att itudes toward government 
spending also evoke feelings of intragroup confl ict, competition, and continued 
struggles for secure placement and advancement in US economic spheres. More 
generally, att itudes toward spending on particular issues illuminate the needs, 
wants, and priorities of groups in the United States. 

 Scholars argue that there are two dimensions that encompass black American 
belief systems: economic policy and racial group status (Dawson 1994; 
Pinderhughes 1997a). Th e interests of black ethnics have an economic compo-
nent that is both governmental and racialized, whereby individuals view spend-
ing as an economic decision that weighs their needs as citizens in the polity and 
their needs as black citizens as well. Th e complexity faced by black ethnics is a 
series of situations whereby they are consistently faced with the duality of race 
and ethnicity when it pertains to policy decisions. And although ethnicity does 
factor in specifi c policy choices at times, there is an overwhelming prevalence 
and cognizance of race in native-born and foreign-born blacks’ decision mak-
ing. Th is chapter explores further the signifi cance of race and ethnicity on union 
members’ policy choices, in the cases of black ethnic att itudes toward govern-
ment spending and policy issues. 

 Th e policy issues in this chapter are divided into the two components: “pub-
lic” and “racial” spending issues. “Public” spending issues include spending 
on (1) public education, (2) health care, (3) Social Security, (4) defense, and 
(5) the environment. “Racial” issues include spending on (1) aid to immigrants, 
(2) welfare programs, and (3) aid to Africa. By public government spending 
issues, I refer to policies that do not have a specifi c or explicit racial agenda. 
Th ese particular policies are in some ways “neutral” in how individuals initially 
perceive the issue. However, it is important to note that these seemingly public 
nonracialized policies may have latent racial nonexplicit eff ects. Th e distribu-
tion of high-quality public education, health care, and Social Security funding in 
particular do have covert and sometimes overt racial eff ects. Because the initial 
political intent of these particular issues was not to elicit a racialized perception, 
as aid to immigrants or aid to Africa might have been the particular government 
spending issues were classifi ed as public spending issues. In this context, a racial 
policy is defi ned as a policy that has direct racial implications or has origins that, 
either real or perceived, disproportionately aff ect populations of color in the 
United States. Th e specifi c policy questions pertaining to aid to immigrants and 



Union Leadership and Policy Choices  115

aid to Africa have specifi c and direct connotations that relate to and aff ect popu-
lations of color—more specifi cally, black groups—in the United States. Because 
African immigrants are currently migrating to the United States at greater rates 
that Afro-Caribbean immigrants, all three ethnic group perceptions of aid to 
immigrants and Africa have real racial implications. Similarly, welfare spending 
has consistently been framed as a racialized policy, even before Reagan’s infa-
mous “welfare queens” speech, which forever framed black women and families 
as the primary dependents (and also undeserving recipients) of this particular 
government program. In this particular instance, a “neutral” public government 
program initially instituted to temporarily assist the poor has become a racial-
ized program in the eyes of white and nonwhite individuals and groups. 

 Th is chapter evaluates SSEU Local 371 labor union member att itudes toward 
domestic and international policy issues and fi nds that black ethnic respondents 
share similar opinions with their fellow colleagues toward public government 
spending issues. It also shows that ethnicity is salient when racial or ethnically 
related spending issues are presented. Scholars contend that opinions of groups 
and subgroups are subject to change depending on perceived benefi ts (Sanders 
1988; Jacoby 1994). Especially noteworthy are the distinctions in black ethnic 
att itudes toward aid to immigrants and aid to Africa. For spending on Africa, 
Local 371 black American members reported att itudes that placed them fi rmly 
between nonblack and black ethnic members. In addition, black Americans were 
the least willing of all black ethnic groups to support increased spending on aid 
to immigrants. 

 Litt le is known about the nature of black foreign-born opinions regarding 
government spending. However, evidence from the Local 371 survey show that 
diff erences in these opinions do exist among black ethnics. To the extent that 
the respondents feel the issue directly aff ects their racial and/or ethnic groups’ 
standing or placement in society, distinct opinions come to the fore. I fi nd that 
ethnicity for Local 371 black respondents’ contributes to distinctions between 
“public” or national spending issues and “racialized” spending—for policies or 
programs with racial and/or ethnic repercussions. Second, I fi nd that union 
membership aff ects black respondent att itudes toward particular national spend-
ing issues but does not aff ect opinions toward issues that were not discussed, 
educationally promoted, or strategized about by Local 371 leadership. 

 Th e education of union members regarding such issues as public education, 
health care, and Social Security indicates the highly cohesive issue awareness 
exhibited by Local 371 members. For public spending areas where issue educa-
tion neither occurred for rank-and-fi le members nor was promoted by union 
elites, no conclusive union member att itudinal patt erns emerged. However, 
union education and formal discussions did not ensue for the more racial spend-
ing issues and therefore did not aff ect att itudes in the same politically relevant 
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ways. In addition, black union members exhibited stronger ethnic att itudes when 
answering racialized spending questions—representing the balance between 
racial and ethnic group att achments, union memberships, and education on 
specifi c spending issues. Th ese individuals are not blank slates, and their pro-
cessing of political information is aff ected by their political knowledge (Lock, 
Shapiro, and Jacobs 1999) and the changing prioritization of group affi  liation 
and identity. 

 For the three government spending issues utilized in the union survey (i.e., 
public education, health care, and Social Security), the fi ndings showed that 
institutionalized political education has helped create a politically sophisticated 
and cohesive population. According to President Charles Ensley, there were sev-
eral mechanisms through which the union could educate its members on issues 
such as health care benefi ts and debates surrounding policies funded by the 
union. According to Ensley:

  We have a union newspaper, the  Unionist.  We have a growing Political 
Action Committ ee. We also have union meetings, monthly delegate 
meetings. We also hired ten workers, union organizers, who visit loca-
tions on a daily basis to visit workers and have meetings or one on one 
contact. Also, we leafl et locations regarding [these] specifi c issues. 
Th ose are some of the ways we disseminate information throughout the 
union and educate our members.   

 Scholars have spent signifi cant amounts of energy comparing white versus 
black opinions as they relate to government spending (de la Garza and DeSipio 
1998; Dawson 1994). Att itudes toward economic and racialized policy choices 
have led to a complex belief system for blacks.  1   Scholars continue to acknowl-
edge black political “constraints” imposed by white politics (Price and Hampton 
2010; Tate 2004). Th e presence and interaction with white politics creates a 
multidimensional political space for blacks. Black Americans have historically 
supported “liberal” economic policies that contribute to the overall bett er-
ment of the group. Policies such as increased spending for medicare/Medicaid, 
Social Security, and even welfare spending have traditionally been supported at 
greater levels by blacks than by whites. Th is increased support by blacks is largely 
an extension of a shared identity and linked fate blacks feel toward the group 
(Dawson 1994). Th erefore, economic dimensions coupled with the presence 
of a racialized politics create a unique niche for black American political dis-
course. What distinctions, then, exist within the black ethnic labor community 
surrounding government spending on public and racial government spending 
issues? And to what degree do black ethnic groups further complicate the multi-
dimensional space for economic, racial, and now ethnic issues as well?  
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  Data and Brief Findings 

 To answer the questions surrounding public and racialized government spend-
ing, I use data from the 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey, the 2006 Cumulative 
General Social Survey (GSS), and the 2004 NES.  2   I initially hypothesized that 
black union members would share the same opinions toward public govern-
ment spending issues because of union issue education by union leadership. 
I also hypothesized that black ethnics would exhibit specifi c ethnic distinc-
tions when presented with racialized government spending issues. Although 
I hypothesized that black ethnic distinctions would persist for racialized 
spending issues, I also hypothesized that black ethnic responses would be 
more cohesive when compared to white and Latino att itudes toward racial-
ized government spending issues. Several interesting fi ndings emerge from 
the Local 371 data. First, black respondents view the issues asked about as 
two distinct sets: racial verses neutral government spending issues. Second, I 
fi nd that Local 371 black ethnic opinions toward neutral government public 
spending issues are relatively identical. Th ird, I fi nd that Local 371 black eth-
nics exhibit distinct opinions regarding issues not promoted by the union. For 
issues not consistently discussed by Local 371 leadership, black Americans 
and Afro-Caribbeans responded the most similarly regarding the environment 
when compared to African members. Th e similar opinions of black American 
and Afro-Caribbean members raise important questions surrounding the 
eff ect that length of time in the United States has on black opinion formation 
and shared att itudes. Previous scholars have argued that increased length of 
time in the United States has contributed to increased Afro-Caribbean iden-
tifi cation with black Americans and has possibly led to “downward assimila-
tion” and association. Th erefore, when observing diff ering African member 
att itudes regarding public government spending as compared to other black 
ethnics, it is necessary to note not just the ethnic eff ects, but the generational 
eff ects as well. Although, black American and African members showed the 
most similar responses regarding defense spending, for spending issues not 
promoted by the union, black American opinions were situated in between 
those of Afro-Caribbean and African members. 

 Last, I fi nd that Local 371 black American att itudes toward government 
spending on policies such as aid to immigrants and aid to Africa diff er drasti-
cally from their black ethnic counterparts’ att itudes, in that black Americans 
were less supportive of increased aid. However, black American support for 
increased aid to Africa was substantially greater than white and Latino Local 
371 members. When asked about increased spending for aid to Africa, a con-
tinent that represents a shared diasporic relationship, black Americans did 
support increased spending, but not at the levels of black ethnics. However, 
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the most interesting fi nding was the overwhelming support for increased aid 
to Africa by Afro-Caribbean respondents. Black ethnic groups within Social 
Services Employees Union Local 371 exhibited substantially similar att itudes 
toward public government spending issues promoted by the union. Th ere was 
even an element of racial cohesion regarding issues not promoted by the union 
leadership. However, black ethnics displayed compellingly distinct diff erences in 
opinion toward aid to immigrants. Foreign-born blacks felt a greater necessity to 
support aid for immigrants than black Americans did. Th e results indicate that 
ethnicity does aff ect policy att itudes. Th e results also show a complex overlap-
ping of union, black racial, and specifi c ethnic identities when analyzing govern-
ment spending issues. 

 Observing racial and ethnic group att itudes surrounding increased spending 
for public education, health care, and Social Security, white union member opin-
ions were the least congruent with other racial and ethnic groups. Th is could be 
att ributed to what Price and Zaller (1993) explained as “learning gaps”, in that 
for certain populations there was a disconnect between exposure and reception. 
Even with increased education eff orts by union leaders surrounding these policy 
areas, however, whites exhibited the most distinct opinions when compared to 
other Local 371 members. 

 My hypotheses about black att itudes pertaining to racial government spending 
were further tested using 2006 GSS and 2004 NES to measure blacks’ att itudes.  3   
To measure att itudes toward government spending using national samples of 
black populations, the standard GSS questions were utilized. Th ese questions 
ask whether the government spends too much or too litt le on public education, 
health care, Social Security, welfare programs, environment, and defense. Specifi c 
government spending questions pertaining to aid to newly arrived immigrants, 
and aid to Africa were not asked in the national surveys used.  4   

 Th e 2006 GSS respondents exhibited less supportive att itudes toward gov-
ernment spending issues. For the three issues—public education, health care, 
and Social Security—where the union leaders incorporated issue education 
into the dissemination of information to its members, Local 371 members sup-
ported spending for these policy issues at much more substantial rates than 
groups in the national data. For government spending issues that were not 
promoted by the union leadership, there were no consistent fi ndings when 
compared with the national survey data. On the national level, respondents 
supported increases in defense spending at greater rates than Local 371 mem-
bers but did not support increases in spending on the environment at the level 
of Local 371 members. Th e 2004 NES and 2006 GSS data were used to pro-
vide national comparisons to “racial” spending issues. Comparing national and 
union data, Local 371 members were more supportive of increased spending 
on welfare policy matt ers, which is not surprising, since the Local 371 members 
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are employees of a social welfare union. However, Local 371 respondents had 
diff ering levels of support for aid to immigrants and immigration when com-
pared to national 2004 NES samples.  

  Government Spending on Nonracialized Issues and 
Cohesive Member Att itudes 

 Government spending for nonracial issues forces individuals to think about 
 singular and group needs and wants (Gilens 1999). Oft en we think of nonracial-
ized issues as not having racial implications; however, we know nonracial poli-
cies do have implicit racial implications because they are tied to how individuals 
view the government. And because spending issues are linked to att itudes and 
perceptions of the government, these spending policies are inextricably linked to 
race, the American Dream, that is, the potential of the polity to provide an equi-
table good. A portion of Goren’s (2003) defi nition of att itudes toward govern-
ment spending has provided a framework pertaining to these issues. He stated 
that group att itudes are based on “how positively or negatively people evalu-
ate federal spending on programs that provide material benefi t” (Goren 2003: 
202–3). Although Goren was most interested in social welfare spending ( Jacoby 
1994) and how att itudes toward federal spending on such issues are structured 
in one’s memory, his conceptual framework was useful for this study’s analysis. 
Goren suggested that att itudes toward government spending are unidimension-
ally and coherently structured in the long-term memory. He further argued that 
the politically educated are “exposed more frequently to public discourse and 
are more likely to retain the implications of what they encounter” (Goren 2003: 
204). Because of that, Local 371 members’ att itudes toward education, health 
care, and Social Security spending are noticeably diff erent from the national 
data. Th ese issues areas are consistently reinforced throughout the union, which 
has contributed to cohesive opinions on these particular issues. Th e three spe-
cifi c issues President Ensley spoke about most emphatically were public edu-
cation, health care, and Social Security. When analyzing black union member 
responses, all racial and ethnic groups exhibited overwhelming att itudinal cohe-
sion when responding to questions concerning three issue areas. And all groups 
believed money for these social programs should be increased. 

  P U B L I C  E D U C AT I O N  S P E N D I N G 

 Believing that public education is a good that the polity provides its citizens 
may be naive. We know all public education is not equal. However, it is oft en 
the combination of the segregation of people of color and class constraints that 
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contribute to the unequal allocation of public education resources and funding. 
Perhaps we must begin to view public education in the same light that Local 371 
members do—that is, to view public education spending as a civil right. 

 Th e questions in the SSEU Local 371 survey asked, “Should spending for  X  be 
increased, stay the same, or decrease?” When respondents were asked about gov-
ernment spending for public education, 95 percent or more of all respondents, 
except for white respondents (who were ten points less supportive), expressed a 
desire to increase funding for public education spending (see table 5.1a).  5   Union 
respondents support for public education can be related to their feelings of what 
the polity can and should provide. Public education is a common good that, in 
theory, can be shared by all members of society. Turnball and Turnball (1998), 
for example, found that public education and equitable educational opportuni-
ties are a resource that democratic nations provide all citizens.      

 President Ensley and the Local 371 membership consistently framed increases 
in public education spending as a necessity that should be provided by the local, 
state, and national governments. When extending the view of public education 
spending to national data, the GSS data spending question was “Do you think 
the national government spends too litt le, the right amount, or too much on  X ?” 
Nationally, GSS respondents did support spending increases for public educa-
tion, but not at the same overwhelming levels as Local 371 members. In both the 
national and the Local 371 data, black respondents were more likely to express 
a desire to increase spending for public education (see table 5.1b). Th e national 
data reported that 77 percent of black Americans and 73 percent of foreign-born 
blacks supported increased public education spending.      

 It is evident that the infl uence of union leadership on the discourse surround-
ing public education contributed to overwhelming union support for public 
education. President Ensley oft en articulated the social justice mission of the 
union using education as the primary vehicle to move the union forward. Access 
to public education was articulated by the president and the executive leadership 

 Table 5.1a     Local 371: Public Education Spending (in percentages) 

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Increase 85 98 100 95 96

Stay Same 12 2 0 4 4

Decrease 2 0 0 1 0

 N 41 129 46 91 54

  p < 0.10. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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as the primary means for advancement—that is, the continuous education of its 
members. 

 In other words, increases in public education across the board can uplift  all 
sectors of a community, both rich and poor (Fernandez and Rogerson 1996). 
According to President Ensley, overall increased spending in education is per-
ceived as a mutual benefi t for the well-being of all in a community, be it a union, 
neighborhood, city, or the nation as a whole.  

  H E A LT H  C A R E  S P E N D I N G 

 Th e most obvious question for many Local 371 members pertained to their 
opinions regarding increases in health care spending. As a union whose primary 
mission is to assist populations who rely on social services provided by employ-
ees whose job has been contextualized as a civil rights mission, the question 
pertaining to health care illustrates racial cohesion between members who view 
health care as an extension of mutual benefi ts for all members of society. 

 When union members were asked about spending for health care, 96 percent 
or more of all respondents, except for whites, indicated that increased spending 
was desired. Th e formalized political education regarding policy issues by the 
Local 371 leadership has contributed to the cohesion of black respondents and 
the support for increases in health care spending. White member responses dif-
fered from black ethnic and Latino members by 15 and 17 percentage points, 
respectively, which suggested a level of “immunity” to institutionalized union 
education regarding issues discussed by Local 371 leadership. However, it is 
important to note that 81 percent of white members did support an increase 
in government spending for health care (see table 5.2a). It is also of interest to 
note Latino respondent cohesion with black ethnics. Th ese shared opinions 
raise interesting questions surrounding how issue framing by leadership leads 
to collective att itudes on spending issues (T. E. Nelson and Kinder 1996; Page 
and Shapiro 1992). Latino member responses also raise important questions 

 Table 5.1b     GSS: Public Education Spending (in percentages) 

 Native-Born Blacks  Foreign-Born Blacks  Whites  Others 

Too Litt le 77 73 69 77

Stay Same 21 26 25 21

Too Much 2 1 6 2

 N 1,853 126 11,039 380

  P < 0.01. 
Source: 2006 General Social Survey.  
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surrounding extended racial coalition building between black and Latino groups 
within the union for nonracial issues.      

 Union members may conceptualize health care spending as a predictor of att i-
tudes regarding the general responsibility of the polity. Linking these responses 
to member att itudes regarding the American Dream and the role and responsi-
bility of the polity illustrates union membership att itudes regarding the respon-
sibility of the national government and how the role of the government aff ects 
one’s life chances are discussed in greater detail. Increases in health care spend-
ing are oft en “value judgments about non-quantifi able issues involving quality 
of care” (Mashaw and Marmor 1994: 455). In this instance, the distinct racial 
solidarity surrounding this issue suggests some group interest eff ects. What 
data and elite level interviews cannot account for are the distinctions in white 
member opinion. White respondents still show signifi cant support for increases 
in health care spending, just not at the same levels as black ethnic and Latino 
respondents. 

 Almost 100 percent of black respondents agreed to increases in health care 
spending. President Ensley explained:

  Part of the union’s rhetoric and one of the benefi ts of union member-
ship is health insurance. Th is is a college-educated group that under-
stands this and have seen benefi ts eroded over the years, for prescription 
drugs and increased copays, to keep up with rampaging increases in 
costs. Th ey’re reacting to reality that their share is going up, and it’s a 
real concern.   

 Because of the real eff ects of health care benefi ts aff ecting union members, 
the overwhelming support for increased spending on health care is not surpris-
ing. Observing national data, native-born and foreign-born blacks were the 
most eager to support increased health care spending compared to other racial 
groups (see table 5.2b). When comparing union responses to national data, 

 Table 5.2a     Local 371: Healthcare Spending (in percentages) 

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Increase 81 96 96 98 98

Stay Same 17 4 4 1 2

Decrease 2 0 0 1 0

 N 41 129 47 90 54

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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national levels of support for health care spending were still less than union 
member responses, thereby suggesting the eff ect of issue framing by the union 
leadership.      

 Th e GSS national data indicate that there is a considerable percentage of 
respondents who believe the government spends too litt le on health care, how-
ever, no overwhelming agreement was att ained regarding increased spending 
as compared to the Local 371 survey. No matt er the context, white support for 
increased health care spending is less than the black population, both native-born 
and foreign-born. Th ere are well-documented racial health disparities in access 
to food, cultural competency of care prodivers, and in the implementation of 
policy and program development, to name a few (Gordon-Larsen et al. 2006; 
Williams and Jackson 2005; Brach and Fraserirector 2000). Th e studies high-
lighting these disparities may help explain the union and national data. Racial 
and ethnic disparities extend to data pertaining to health procedures, surgeries, 
and overall utilization of the health care system. Well-documented analyses con-
cluding that whites receive more adequate health care in the United States corre-
late with responses by blacks urging increased spending for health care (Baicker 
et al. 2004). Black ethnic support for increased health care spending is therefore 
not out of the ordinary.  

  S O C I A L  S EC U R I T Y  S P E N D I N G 

 In addition to public education and health care spending, union member 
responses to Social Security spending revealed a level of racial and ethnic cohe-
sion, which shows the eff ect of union member infl uences, especially when 
compared to the national data. Observing Social Security spending, Local 371 
respondents indicated a desire to increase spending. However, the percentages 
of union members supporting increased Social Security spending did not reach 
the exuberant levels of those supporting increased public education and health 
care spending (see table 5.3a).  6        

 Table 5.2b     GSS: Healthcare Spending (in percentages) 

 Native-Born 
Blacks 

 Foreign-Born 
Blacks 

 Whites  Others 

Too Litt le 80 78 68 73

Stay Same 17 21 26 22

Too Much 3 1 6 4

 N 1841 126 10977 380

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2006 General Social Survey.  
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 Interestingly, the data indicate that African member respondents were the 
least likely to express a desire to increase funding for Social Security compared 
to other racial or ethnic groups. Eighty-two percent, however, is still a substantial 
percentage, and it is important to note that the vast majority of African respon-
dents migrated from a nation with no formal (or informal) Social Security sys-
tem.  7   Th e shared desire of union members for increased Social Security spending 
speaks to the larger union conversations pertaining to social welfare programs 
provided by the polity and the shared benefi ts for union members as well as 
members of the larger polity. 

 When comparing Local 371 responses to the national data, black respondents 
were more supportive of increased spending than whites were (see table 5.3b). 
National respondents were not as likely as Local 371 members of any race to 
support increased Social Security spending when comparing the reported data 
in tables 5.3a and 5.3b.      

 Oft en Social Security spending is associated symbolically with race, albeit in 
subtle ways (Winter 2006). Th e distribution of this universal government pro-
gram has racialized political implications and direct eff ects on policy making. 
Importantly, it is not just native-born blacks’ views of increased Social Security 
spending. Foreign-born blacks within the union as well as on the national level 
express a greater desire to increase spending for Social Security when compared 

 Table 5.3a     Local 371: Social Security Spending (in percentages) 

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Increase 85 90 87 82 89

Stay Same 15 9 13 18 11

Decrease 0 1 0 0 0

N 41 128 47 91 53

  Not statistically signifi cant. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  

 Table 5.3b     GSS: Social Security Spending (in percentages) 

 Native-Born Blacks  Foreign-Born Blacks  Whites  Others 

Too Litt le 75 66 53 67

Stay Same 22 30 40 27

Too Much 3 4 7 6

 N 3,783 252 22,020 731

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2006 General Social Survey.  
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to white respondents on both the union and national levels. Th is desire to 
increase government spending allows us to view more closely foreign-born black 
att itudes toward the role and responsibility of the government. It is apparent 
that union issue education contributes to increased levels of support for greater 
government spending. Overall, both tables present a racial picture where black 
groups, both native-born and foreign-born, support increased spending for 
Social Security at greater levels than whites.   

  Government Spending on Nonracial Issues and Diff ering 
Member Att itudes 

 Th e two remaining public government spending issues that were not formally 
discussed by President Ensley or the union leadership were defense spending 
and the environment. What is critical for interpreting and understanding these 
results is the importance of previous discussions by elites for union members. 
One member stated:

  Political education is on an ad hoc basis and comes out of pressing 
issues of our time. Th ere is no formal instruction or sett ing for certain 
issues. We are involved in teaching members how to identify causes and 
move forward.   

 Th is lack of formal issue framing for particular issues can directly contribute 
to issue vacuums with the rank-and-fi le union membership. Given the diverse 
opinions of union members pertaining to issues which were not framed or artic-
ulated in detail by the Local 371 leadership, we are able to observe the extent to 
which union issue education contributes to cohesive and sometimes homoge-
neous issue opinions. 

  D E F E N S E  S P E N D I N G 

 Not only do we observe diff erences between black and white groups; in addi-
tion, defense spending for Afro-Caribbean union members and foreign-born 
blacks on the national level raises important questions pertaining to the military 
industrial complex and the eff ect and support for increasing the US military on 
nonnative nonwhite populations. Increasingly, defense spending in developing 
nations failed to promote economic growth (Kusi 1994; Chowdhury 1991). 
Also, the socioeconomic structure and type of government in particular coun-
tries aff ects how defense spending is allott ed (Mampilly 2011). Th is modest 
explanation makes Afro-Caribbean and foreign-born black att itudes against 
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increased defense spending more salient. Individuals who migrate from nations 
with strong militaries, low GDP, and limited social services are warranted in their 
lack of support for increased defense spending. When observing responses for 
increases in defense spending, no more than 18 percent of any racial or ethnic 
group indicated that they would like to see increases in defense spending (see 
table 5.4a). Th e signifi cance of Afro-Caribbean respondents’ desire to decrease 
defense spending is consistent with several Afro-Caribbean interviewees: on the 
one hand, they appreciated the opportunities aff orded them once in the United 
States; on the other, many felt the United States exercised too much power over 
individuals at home (pertaining to black groups) and abroad (pertaining to peo-
ple of color around the globe). When asked specifi cally about the US govern-
ment’s military involvement in other countries, one Afro-Caribbean respondent 
simply stated, “It’s not right.” In contrast, one African member who migrated 
from Nigeria stated that he would not support increased defense spending if he 
still lived in Nigeria, but since moving to the United States, he saw the value of a 
strong defense as long as it did not oppress its citizens. 

 Th ese opinions of large numbers of Local 371 members can be att ributed 
to the fact that the union defi nes itself as a social justice labor organization. 
Although the rates at which members wanted to decrease defense spending vary, 
at least 40 percent of all groups expressed a desire to decrease spending, and 
black ethnic populations were the most likely to support decreases.      

 Although the union never declared an explicit antiwar position, President 
Ensley took an outspoken antiwar stance. President Ensley was very clear to 
union leadership and rank-and-fi le members that Local 371 is a union that 
represents a social justice mission that is antiwar. It is important to note that 
att itudinal distinctions exist among racial and ethnic groups toward decreased 
or stayed defense spending. In accord with previous fi ndings throughout this 
study, Afro-Caribbean respondents were the least likely to support large-scale 
government initiatives. Several Afro-Caribbean union members relayed stories 
of their home country, either from vague knowledge as children or from stories 

 Table 5.4a     Local 371: Defense Spending (in percentages) 

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Increase 15 10 9 18 17

Stay Same 44 33 21 30 40

Decrease 41 57 70 52 42

 N 41 129 47 91 52

  p < 0.10. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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they had heard passed down from their parents. One member explained, “My 
parents weren’t progovernment because they were coming from a dictatorship. 
Labor means something diff erent here than back home.” Another member stated 
that the lack of support for extensive government programs and initiatives stems 
from a fear of government intervention. He said, “Many people did come here 
with nothing, they left  violent governments to come here, and that’s where the 
fear of government comes from.” 

 A fear of government for many respondents directly relates to increased mili-
tary involvement and therefore an increased role of government in their individ-
ual lives. Ironically, many respondents did not view social services programs and 
policies through the same lens of government involvement. Most black ethnic 
Local 371 members hail from countries with weak social service networks and 
strong military involvement and presence. For many Local 371 members, pub-
lic education, health care, and Social Security were not government programs 
readily available in their home countries. Th erefore, their belief in what the 
government should provide versus the draconian presence of the government 
contributes to their way of conceptualizing how the US government should allo-
cate resources. 

 An interesting fi nding emerges from GSS national data. Foreign-born blacks 
were the group that believed the government spent too much on defense (see 
table 5.4b). Black respondents, native-born and foreign-born, were the least 
likely to support defense spending, when compared to white respondents on the 
national level.        What this evidence suggests is a larger overall lack of black racial 
and ethnic support for increases in defense not just within a social justice union 
context, but on a national level as well. Although there was no explicit issue edu-
cation against defense spending (and ergo the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan) by 
President Ensley or Local 371 leadership, the att itudes of Local 371 are similar 
to national black group att itudes. However, Afro-Caribbean union member att i-
tudes suggest a specifi c ethnic motivation present.  

 Table 5.4b     GSS: Defense Spending (in percentages) 

 Native-Born Blacks  Foreign-Born Blacks  Whites  Others 

Too Litt le 17 8 21 17

Stay Same 43 38 47 43

Too Much 40 53 32 40

 N 1,749 118 10,865 360

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2006 General Social Survey.  
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  E N V I R O N M E N TA L  S P E N D I N G 

 Last, when respondents were asked about spending for the environment, there 
was some slight disunity among union respondents pertaining to increases in 
spending for the environment. Elliot et al. (1997) argue that individual-level and 
macro-level contexts contribute to feelings related to spending on the environ-
ment. Th ey state that a myriad of factors, such as age, education, gender, ide-
ology, and party affi  liation, infl uence att itudes in nonsuccinct ways. Interviews 
with union members did not illicit any cohesive understanding of environmen-
tal policies and spending preferences. When interviewing union executives, 
they stated they did not explicitly link their work and mission to environmental 
issues. Th erefore, environmental policies and concerns were not discussed as a 
unionwide conversation (see table 5.5a).  8        

 Again, white union respondents were the least likely to support increases 
in environmental spending. When President Ensley was asked about his white 
members, he expressed unity with all union members. However, the possibil-
ity of a level of leadership immunity is plausible. President Ensley did describe 
the growing number of white labor members who are migrating from Eastern 
European countries. He did not know exactly how many new non-native-born 
white members the union had, but he did say that over the past twenty years he 
had noticed more white ethnic members assimilating into the union and inte-
grating with other white members. If this is indeed the case, then the union, or 
unions in general, are homes for all newly migrated groups seeking to incorpo-
rate into the middle class (Warren 2005). 

 Th e national data shows that native-born and foreign-born blacks were again 
more inclined to report that the government spent too litt le on a spending issue 
(see table 5.5b).      

 In the Local 371 data and the national level data, att itudes for white respon-
dents were almost identical. However, black responses indicated that foreign-born 

 Table 5.5a     Local 371: Environment Spending (in percentages) 

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Increase 62 81 83 73 85

Stay Same 38 17 15 26 15

Decrease 0 2 2 1 0

N 39 128 47 90 52

  p < 0.10. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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and native-born blacks at the national level were less likely than Local 371 black 
members to indicate that the government should increase spending on the 
environment. 

 Black ethnic Local 371 members expressed relatively unifi ed opinions regard-
ing education, Social Security, and health care and have processed information 
that has been disseminated and explained by union leadership. Because of this, 
relative homogeneity has existed among black ethnic groups. A common union 
identity and political education was observed in att itudes toward public educa-
tion, Social Security, and health care. However, for government spending issues 
that had not been fully explained or discussed by the union leadership, ethnic 
cohesion was present, but it was not overt. What was relatively consistent was 
the level of black ethnic cohesive opinions when compared to white responses 
on the Local 371 and national levels.   

  Government Spending on “Racial” Issues 

 Scholars contend that although standard political measures were of importance, 
such as political ideology, party identifi cation, and other “core values,” the most sig-
nifi cant factor in one’s att itude toward support for government spending were racial 
considerations (Goren 2003). Using social welfare spending framework set forth by 
Gilens (1999) that analyzed whites’ perceptions of blacks, the welfare system, and 
the deserving poor, Gilens found that racial beliefs had signifi cant eff ects on att i-
tudes toward government spending. Most important here are that att itudes toward 
spending were partially driven by symbolic racism. Th is begged the question, when 
analyzing “racial” government spending issues, would black American respondents 
exhibit symbolic racism toward immigrant groups? Or would a perceived societal 
racism lead overwhelmingly to shared black ethnic opinions? 

 For blacks living in the United States, racial and ethnic status is salient and 
has contributed to a level of duality in decision making and opinion formation. 

 Table 5.5b     GSS: Environment Spending (in percentages) 

 Native-Born Blacks  Foreign-Born Blacks  Whites  Others 

Too Litt le 68 70 63 69

Stay Same 26 26 29 26

Too Much 5 3 8 5

 N 1,785 118 10,885 379

  p < 0.05. 
Source: 2006 General Social Survey.  
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Tables 5.6a–8 report the overall att itudes of black ethnic, white, and Latino 
responses toward racialized government spending questions. In general, black 
American att itudes diff ered from African and Caribbean opinions on issues per-
taining to immigrants. Th e one exception was aid to Africa. Th e shared racial 
responses of black ethnics toward aid to Africa did not extend to other racial-
ized policy issues. Black American att itudes regarding increased spending to 
Africa were greater than Latino and white opinions. Although black American 
opinions pertaining to increased spending for aid to Africa did not reach the 
same rates of African and Afro-Caribbean responses, the presence of a linked 
fate and shared identity was evident in the survey responses and the interviews 
with Local 371 members. 

 Found within the data were (1) a level of cohesive att itude formation regard-
ing public government spending issues, (2) a level of shared racial identifi cation 
regarding issues that placed blacks in relative “opposition” to whites, as in aid to 
Africa and welfare spending, and (3) limited cohesion when individuals’ specifi c 
ethnic identity was salient. 

 Reviewing the three “racial” government spending issues, distinct ethnic att i-
tudes exist regarding government spending for aid to newly arrived immigrants, 
welfare, and aid to Africa. Th e spending issues that presented the greatest level 
of disunity among black Local 371 members involved aid to Africa and aid to 
legal immigrant populations. For the issues, black American respondents were 
the least supportive of aid to immigrants. 

 Th e lack of black American desire for increased government spending 
stemmed from black Americans view of immigrants, both black and nonblack 
immigrants, as threats to their political and tenuous economic “security.” Black 
Americans’ entrance into the middle class, political offi  ces, and particular occu-
pational, educational, and income brackets has largely been achieved within the 
past fi ve decades, a relatively short period of time, which leaves the entr é e of 
any other group as a threat to this newfound placement. Several Local 371 black 
Americans interviewees believed that an additional good for others translates 
into a subtraction of goods for themselves. 

  S P E N D I N G  O N  I M M I G R A N TS 

 Regarding att itudes toward aid to newly arrived immigrants, black Americans 
were the least likely, even less likely than white and Latino union respondents, 
to support increased spending. Th e SSEU Local 371 survey asked respondents, 
“Please indicate if you would like to see spending for it increased, decreased, 
or if you would leave it the same: . . . Aid to newly arrived immigrants.” Only 
14 percent of black American respondents, compared to 53 and 51 percent of 
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Afro-Caribbean and African respondents respectively, supported an increase in 
spending for aid to immigrants (see table 5.6a).      

 In interviews with black American union members, they suggested that their 
view of other immigrant populations as potential sources of economic drain 
lead to their limited support regarding spending for immigrants. Th e 14 percent 
of black Americans support for increased immigrant aid spending was less than 
the 22 percent of whites and the 23 percent of Latinos who supported increased 
spending on aid to immigrants. Th e complexity of racial solidarity and ethnic 
competition is evident among black ethnic groups. In this particular instance, 
black union members do not support increases in spending for minority groups 
despite the social justice framework provided by union elites. Several black 
American union members expressed the need to “take care of home” before 
additional money is spent on newcomers. Other black American members said 
that they saw American people struggling (fi nancially) every day at their jobs—
that is, the site visits and individuals who relied on social services. Because of 
this, they did not see how the system could withstand fi nancial obligations to 
all newcomers. At times, the struggles and tensions within the union are racial 
as well as ethnically based. One member stated, “Old immigrants even fear new 
immigrants. Th ey want to close borders because they feel threatened by those 
who may come and take what litt le they have.” 

 Schiller et al. (1995) argue that “once we reframe the concept of immigra-
tion and examine the political factors which have shaped the image of the immi-
grant as the uprooted, a whole new approach to understanding immigration 
becomes possible.” Th e 2004 NES questionnaire asked, “Should immigration be 
increased, decreased, or stay the same?” 

 The majority of black, white, and Latino respondents on the national 
level indicated that the rates of immigration should remain the same (see 
table 5.6b).  9        

 Table 5.6a     Local 371: Aid to Newly Arrived Immigrants Spending (in 
percentages) 

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Increase 22 14 53 51 23

Stay Same 46 52 34 44 51

Decrease 32 34 13 4 26

 N 41 128 47 90 53

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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 Th e overwhelming opinions of black, white, and Latino respondents to main-
tain the levels of immigration refl ects what Schiller et al. (1995) argue regarding 
immigration. Th ese groups in many ways are fi ne with the maintenance of the 
status quo: they do not want to take away aid money, but they do not support 
increases in funding either.  

  W E L FA R E  S P E N D I N G 

 When specifi c policy questions pertaining to immigrants were asked, black  ethnic 
groups expressed ethnically distinct opinions. Local 371’s black American respon-
dents exhibited opinions more closely associated with those of Local 371’s white 
members. However, observing national data, black Americans exhibited opinions 
more closely allied with Latinos. Th e att itudes of black ethnic opinions toward 
spending on welfare raise very important questions surrounding alliances, coali-
tion building, and issue framing and formation across racial and ethnic groups. I 
defi ned spending on welfare as a racialized issue because discussions pertaining to 
welfare have oft en been confl ated with class. Still, spending for welfare has become 
a racialized issue, even if it initially began as a purely government assistance issue.  10   
In addition, Local 371 members work with populations who are largely welfare 
recipients (see appendix 5A for union thermometers toward people on welfare 
and poor people). Th e politics of race and the politics of the American welfare 
state have been intertwined since FDR and the New Deal, therefore almost all 
understandings and att itudes pertaining to any social services must be understood 
in a historical context of race and class (Davies and Derthick 1997). 

 Group opinion on welfare spending was not as cohesive as the government 
spending issues that were heavily promoted by the union leadership. Fewer than 
half of all union members indicated that too litt le was spent on welfare programs. 
However, black American and Afro-Caribbean respondents were the most likely 
to support increases for welfare programs. In accord with earlier fi ndings, it 

 Table 5.6b     NES: Should Immigration Increase, Decrease, or Stay Same? (in 
percentages) 

 Whites  Blacks  Latinos 

Increase 26 33 36

Stay Same 69 58 47

Decrease 4 9 17

 N 854 172 72

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2004 National Election Study.  
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should not come as a surprise that African respondents were the least likely of 
black ethnics in the study to support welfare programs (see table 5.7a). African 
respondents indicated that they fundamentally believed that hard work equaled 
success in the United States; that people have no one to blame if they do not 
succeed; and that they can achieve a voice in the American system through vot-
ing. Th is belief in self-help is in concert with Africans att itudes toward welfare 
spending. One member explained:

  Th e African members come to the US bett er educated, and had they 
stayed in their respective home countries they would most likely be a 
part of the middle or upper class. Th ey largely view this work as some-
thing to do until they can do the job in the profession in which they 
were trained in their home country.   

 However, other members think gender and culture play a role in member att i-
tudes toward not just government involvement, but overall participation within 
the union. One member stated:

  African women do not take as active a role in the union as African men. 
Th e women will call and advocate for a particular person or change, but 
they will back up if called to do more. Th ey very rarely go to the next 
level. I don’t know if they do not want the responsibility or if they think 
it is not their place.   

 It is clear that other black members of the union are cognizant of the ethnic 
dynamics within the union. However, ethnicity and gender are clearly indica-
tors of particular att itudes and behaviors for certain Local 371 members. In this 
particular instance, regarding welfare spending, white Local 371 member opin-
ions more closely aligned to black American and Afro-Caribbean member att i-
tudes. African and Latino Local 371 members were the least inclined to support 
increased welfare spending.      

 Table 5.7a     Local 371: Welfare Programs (in percentages) 

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Increase 39 45 45 32 28

Stay same 34 40 40 43 52

Decrease 27 15 15 25 20

 N 41 129 47 89 54

  Not statistically signifi cant; 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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 Race has long played a decisive role in social policy agendas and spending 
(Lieberman 2008; Quadagno 1994), and the eff ects of these debates can be seen 
in present-day att ributes. FDR’s extension of social welfare provisions to whites 
and the subsequent discrimination African Americans incurred was the price to 
pay for the New Deal policies. At the time white racism drove (and many would 
argue that even today it drives) many of the decisions made regarding social 
welfare policies. GSS data of black populations parallels Local 371 data in that 
black respondents, both native- and foreign-born, were more likely to support 
welfare as compared to nonblack groups (see table 5.7b). In this instance, social 
welfare policies have ceased being predominantly rich versus poor issues and 
have transformed into the transference of income and for select members of 
society (Quadagno 1994). Many overall exclusions of the original 1935 Social 
Security Act were founded primarily on racial exclusion (Lieberman 2008). 
Th erefore, it is not surprising that blacks, both native-born and foreign-born, 
would argue that too litt le money is being spent.      

 Scholars argue that the distribution of policy preferences are citizens’ 
att empts to satisfy two desires: (1) the desire for government and individuals 
to take responsibility for dealing with economic hardships (Shapiro et al. 1987), 
and (2) what Jacoby (1994) would call “ideological schizophrenia,” where pop-
ulations want both an increase in social spending and a decrease in the size of 
government. Local 371 members in particular continue to express a desire for 
increased government spending as well as a recognition of the limits of potential 
government involvement. However, this quandary has largely manifested itself 
in a racial cohesion among black Local 371 members across ethnic lines, and 
also as similar att itudes with national black populations.  

  A I D  TO  A F R I C A  S P E N D I N G 

 Th e question pertaining to aid to Africa is unique in that it is a specifi c and explicit 
racial question that is linked to fi nancial interaction with the US government. If 
indeed a form of linked fate exists for black ethnic groups living in the United 

 Table 5.7b     GSS: Welfare Program Spending (in percentages) 

 Native-Born Blacks  Foreign-Born Blacks  Whites  Others 

Too Litt le 40 41 17 27

Stay Same 31 27 33 39

Too Much 29 32 50 34

 N 1,791 117 10,868 377

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2006 General Social Survey.  
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States, then the responses to this specifi c questions should illicit a cohesive intr-
aracial att itude toward increased spending for the continent by the US govern-
ment. Reviewing att itudes toward government spending on aid to Africa, black 
American respondents were again the least likely of all blacks to express the need 
for increased aid to Africa (see table 5.8). Th ey did, however, support increased 
aid to Africa at much greater rates than white and Latino Local 371 members.      

 It was initially posited that African respondents would be the most eager to 
support increases in spending for their continent, but Afro-Caribbean respon-
dents were the most likely to state that increased spending was desirable. Th is 
response by Afro-Caribbean members was consistent with previous responses 
that indicated a larger sense (or the largest sense) of shared racial and ethnic 
unity. One Afro-Caribbean member said, “We’re not going to divide up in a ‘this 
versus that’ type of black group. We want to embrace groups.” When reviewing 
Afro-Caribbean responses, both quantitative and qualitative, they are the black 
ethnic group that is most enthusiastic in highlighting the potential for intrara-
cial collaborations and coalition building. It is clear that Afro-Caribbeans are 
the most eager to express feelings of solidarity with other black ethnic groups in 
the hopes of forming some sort of interethnic solidarity. As chapter 4 indicated, 
Afro-Caribbeans are the group least likely to believe the United States provides 
resources and opportunities equally across races. It is this lack of faith in what 
the United States can equitably provide that seems to be driving the elevated 
levels of black racial solidarity. 

 Th e level of black Americans who supported an increase in spending for aid 
to Africa still indicated a certain level of diasporic understanding among some 
black American respondents. When asking Local 371 members why African 
members may not support increased spending for aid to Africa, some inter-
viewees indicated that it was past time for Africa to help herself. Th e intervie-
wees expressed detailed knowledge surrounding the pros and cons of external 
international aid and the subsequent independence and debt that follows aid 
to Africa.  11     

 Table 5.8     Local 371: Aid to Africa Spending (in percentages) 

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Increase 32 64 81 74 41

Stay same 39 26 15 19 44

Decrease 29 10 4 7 15

 N 41 127 47 90 54

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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  Conclusion 

 Preferences concerning redistributive policies have been susceptible to incomplete 
to inaccurate information (Shapiro and Smith 1985), and this lack of complete 
information has had direct implications for policy making. Th e results in this chap-
ter, overall, suggest that (1) a clearer understanding of racial versus ethnic spend-
ing preferences are necessary in local and national politics and policy making, and 
(2) these issues also have signifi cant implications for elected offi  cials allocating 
resources, adapting laws, and responding to the wishes of their constituencies. 

 Questions surrounding black ethnic att itudes toward racialized and nonracial-
ized issues remain. Jacoby (1994) stated that citizen spending preferences were 
not equally distributed and did not represent the full needs of citizens. Within 
this discussion is an underlying assumption that somehow black att itudes are 
shaped by elite institutions. Moreover, the signifi cance of the duality of race and 
ethnicity for union members is apparent as various politicized issues are dis-
cerned. While the data in this chapter does not fully examine the intricacies of 
intraracial relationships and interethnic perceptions, it does off er a glimpse of 
policy spending preferences of blacks using both racial and ethnic identities. 

 Th is chapter assesses black ethnic att itudes toward policy issues, an essen-
tial component in understanding the intricate relationship of race and ethnicity 
for black ethnic union members. Comparing Local 371 data with national-level 
data, I found that depending on the particular issue, Local 371 members react in 
the same ways as blacks in a national sample. Th e strength of the racial identity 
shared between union members and blacks nationally are threatened by issues 
that tap into ethnic group preferences and priorities. In this chapter I analyzed 
whether or not black American groups would reveal a level of symbolic racism 
toward immigrant groups pertaining to “racialized” government spending issues 
or would they have shared opinions when the perception of racism by other 
groups existed. I found that blacks used both their racial and ethnic identifi ca-
tion when sorting through race-related spending issues. For issues where the 
interracial divide was most commonly understood, as in welfare spending or aid 
to Africa, black Americans expressed relatively similar att itudes to black ethnic 
populations, as compared to whites. However, when the policy issue called for 
black Americans to identify ethnically—that is, when the question was asked 
surrounding spending for aid to immigrants—black Americans exhibited less 
willingness for increased government spending; and it was these specifi c issues 
that the Afro-Caribbean and African respondents supported both quantitatively 
and in member interviews.  
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     Conclusion   

   Much has changed in the past fi ft y years. Th e entry of black ethnic opinions 
into the discourse of American politics, and more specifi cally black politics, 
has increased greatly within the past few decades, even if documentation of this 
change within the political science literature has been relatively sparse. Th e rise 
of black immigrant visibility on the local and even national levels presents the 
duality of melding their immigrant status with their American status, thus creat-
ing what appears to be a unifying eff ect on an interracial level. However, distinct 
ethnic att itudes, needs, and desires emerge on an intraracial level, depending on 
the issue presented. Th e question for future scholars, activists, and members of 
the polity is “How exactly can blacks achieve not just linked fate, but actual coali-
tion building?” How can blacks use their shared racial identity and distinct eth-
nicities to create long-lasting policy that decreases competition for scarce and/
or seemingly scarce resources? 

 How do blacks in America negotiate the American Dream, and how do they 
see traditional forms of politics as avenues for the fulfi llment of those dreams 
when the boundaries of race are drawn and largely predetermined before vol-
untary black immigrants arrive in the United States? Th e shared phenotype for 
blacks living in the United States has created not only an amalgam of shared 
resources, but also competition and a creation of multiple overlapping and even 
sometimes mutually exclusive communities. Th e decision to maintain both 
one’s race and ethnicity once in the United States rests, to a certain extent, on 
how people view their prospects for upward mobility, integration, and ultimately 
assimilation. 

 Sociologists and economists have analyzed the ethnic diff erences among 
black populations in America in order to discern the signifi cance of race, place, 
and prosperity for newly arrived black populations. Th is book examines the 
opinion diff erences and similarities that exist among black ethnic populations 
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in order to demonstrate the signifi cance of race and a specifi c ethnic identity 
on ones political beliefs and behaviors. Furthermore, this research explains how 
increased migration of black immigrants aff ects electoral group policy choices 
and ethnic identifi cation when the defi nition and the actual makeup of the black 
population have changed so signifi cantly since the 1960s. Th is book provides 
empirical evidence for what has largely existed as a theoretical and largely quali-
tative discussion among sociologists,  1   showing how blacks in America concep-
tualize intraracial interactions and competitions, and the extent to which their 
shared racial categorization determines how they behave politically, how the 
government should allocate resources, and what they believe their prospects 
for success may be. Th e ultimate goal of this book has been to assess whether 
native-born and foreign-born populations can forge a signifi cant black coalition 
that amalgamates the linked fate of racial identity and the maintenance of dis-
tinct ethnic identities. Th e answer is yes, under certain conditions. 

 For blacks in the United States, at times their racial att achment is their pri-
mary identifi cation, such as when events or circumstances aff ect black people 
largely due to the color of their skin. And at other times, ethnic att achments take 
precedence. Th e shared phenotype of black ethnic populations in the United 
States, of both native-born and foreign-born groups, contributes to a shared 
racial identity when assessing their treatment in the United States. However, the 
shared black phenotype has its limits. As the data show, when specifi c questions 
are asked which push respondents to defi ne themselves ethnically, very clear 
ethnic att achments are evident. Th e relevance of ethnic identity is directly linked 
to the strength of one’s identity in evaluating other black ethnic groups and con-
tributes to how they negotiate future possibilities for success and advancement 
in the American polity. 

 Black ethnic groups in America have been negotiating multiple identities, 
that of being immigrants, phenotypically black, and American. Th e permanent 
“black” modifi er is what distinguishes black immigrants from other nonblack 
immigrant populations, thus the signifi cance of race for phenotypically black 
populations living in the United States is solidifi ed not necessarily in place of, 
but rather in addition to, their ethnic identifi cation. Many black immigrants have 
not given much thought to being “black” before migrating to the United States 
However, on arrival, they have been confronted with the reality of being black in 
America, of their treatment in the United States compared to white populations, 
and of becoming “American with a modifi er.” Full inclusion in the American 
polity for black immigrants is not the same as previous assimilations of white 
ethnics. Nor is it the same as the integration of Latino and Asian immigrants. If 
black ethnics are to be fully included in American society, scholars argue, they 
will not att empt to shed their immigrant status and identities in order to become 
“American.” Th is contrasts with preexisting theories pertaining to the histories 
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of white ethnic populations. Previously, “white” ethnic groups att empted to rid 
themselves of their immigrant status in order to more easily assimilate and inte-
grate into American society. Instead, in today’s America, many black immigrants 
work to maintain their ethnic identities. 

 Th e rationale behind the maintenance of an immigrant or ethnic iden-
tity stems from black immigrant populations’ inability to assimilate into the 
American polity without the permanent modifi er “black.” Black immigrants 
seek to maintain their ethnic identity so as to distinguish themselves from black 
American populations. In addition, black ethnics do recognize their linked fate 
with other phenotypically black populations once in the United States. So the 
combination of lack of full assimilation for black immigrants, a permanent black 
modifi er att ached to their newly minted American status and a sense of linked 
fate with other phenotypically black peoples has led to a sense of shared identity, 
on the one hand, and a sense of an elevated minority status, on the other—that 
is, perceived by whites, nonwhites, and even black Americans as slightly “bett er” 
than native-born blacks, but not quite viewed as having the same potential and 
assimilation prospects as other nonblack immigrant and racial groups. Th e ways 
in which the black American, Afro-Caribbean, and Africans negotiate their racial 
and ethnic identities presents a wealth of questions for the study and future of 
black politics. 

 Th e dominant group, that is to say certain facets of white America, distin-
guishes black foreign-born populations from native-born blacks at times, yet 
amalgamates foreign- and native-born populations at other times. Subsequently, 
a tenuous “in-group of the out-group” status for non-native-born blacks has 
been created. Because of the racial identifi cation placed upon newly arrived 
blacks by the dominant group, new black populations are racially classifi ed with 
black Americans, given a modifi er to their American status, and situated in the 
“out-group.” However, because of the elevated minority status bestowed upon 
non-native-born blacks, their position as a member of the “out-group” with 
preferential status from the “in-group” creates a dual status for foreign-blacks 
and therefore further solidifi es foreign-born blacks as elevated minorities. Th e 
multifaceted identity for many new immigrants has infl uenced their decision to 
keep ties with their home country; and for many African and Afro-Caribbean 
immigrants, the United States is seen as a destination in which to live, but not 
to die (Rogers 2006). Several African SSEU Local 371 members interviewed 
indicated that the United States is a destination to fulfi ll economic goals, but that 
they fully plan to return to their home countries. Whether or not they will in fact 
return to their home countries is still unclear. However, the intention to return 
is stated in abundance. 

 Th is project is timely and benefi cial to scholars, politicians, and policy mak-
ers for several reasons. First, the increasing numbers of blacks in the population 
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has risen from 26.5 million in 1980 to roughly 38.9 million in 2010 (US Census 
2010), remaining 12 to 13 percent of the United States population for roughly 
thirty years. However, the composition of black ethnic groups within that per-
centage has changed considerably over the past thirty years. Second, this proj-
ect addresses the geographic, national origin, and ethnic diversity of the black 
population. According to the 2010 census, Afro-Caribbean and African persons 
now comprise roughly 10 percent of the black US population.  2   And Africans are 
among the fastest-growing immigrant groups in the United States, surpassing 
Afro-Caribbean rates of migration to the United States (Capps, McCabe, and Fix 
2011). Historically, when scholars and politicians referred to “African American” 
or “black American” populations, they were directly or indirectly referring to 
individuals who were descendants of US slavery. Today, however, the increased 
diversity of black populations is visible in electoral districts, candidates running 
for offi  ce, emerging policy debates that focus on pressing international issues, 
and growing diff erences in views toward domestic policies and programs that 
have historically assisted black American populations. Th ere is now a signifi cant 
growth in populations of Haitians in Miami, Jamaicans in New York City, and 
Ethiopian and Nigerian populations in Washington, DC, to name just a few of 
the urban centers. Diverse African and Afro-Caribbean groups have also begun 
to migrate to budding suburban and smaller urban centers such as Pitt sburgh, St. 
Louis, and Madison.  

  Post–Civil Rights and Real-World Politics: 
Is a Black Ethnic Coalition Possible? 

 Black ethnics are also making their presence known in the political arena. 
Increased activism and mobilization of black immigrant groups has contrib-
uted to increased numbers of black ethnic elected offi  cials on the local and now 
national levels. In New York, Florida, and Illinois, there are electoral districts 
now represented by Jamaican and Haitian individuals. Th is growth in black eth-
nic diversity demonstrates the eff ects of majority-minority districts as well as 
the increases in viable black ethnic candidates who are able to amass signifi cant 
voting base populations (Epstein and O’Halloran 1999). 

 Because the number of black immigrants in the United States continues to 
grow, analyses of black ethnic populations have evolved from purely social and 
cultural interests into political discourse and debate. Let us consider the role of 
Yvett e Clarke, the Brooklyn, New York, congresswoman of Jamaican descent who 
was elected in a Caribbean and black American district in 2006. Her election to 
New York’s Eleventh District in the US Congress left  her city council seat empty 
and multiple candidates vying for her former position. During the election season 
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there were candidates of Caribbean descent, and a large portion of preliminary 
candidates were of Haitian descent or Haitian immigrants. Haitian immigrants 
have been a large presence in the district for years, but due to in-fi ghting, they 
could never seem to elect a Haitian candidate due to the numerous Haitian 
individuals competing for the same seat. For this open election, Haitian leaders 
united to support one candidate instead of having ten Haitian candidates fracture 
the vote. National newspapers included articles pertaining to the ethnic diversity 
of candidates running for city council in New York City and to the power nego-
tiations between black American, old black immigrant, and newly arrived black 
immigrant populations. Th erefore, in 2006, a district in Brooklyn, New York, 
found itself thinking about the rise of Haitian immigrant candidates in tradition-
ally black American and Jamaican neighborhoods and districts, the prospect of 
a biracial white and Kenyan presidential candidate who views himself as African 
American, and the diverse needs and desires of black immigrants in districts rep-
resented by traditional black American candidates. Th is one district illustrated 
the necessity of an evolved understanding of black politics. In addition, districts 
in other parts of New York; Washington, DC; Miami; Atlanta; and even Boston 
were grappling with these same new questions. 

 Increased numbers of African and Afro-Caribbean candidates have been run-
ning and winning electoral offi  ces throughout the country. Th is growing phe-
nomenon begs the question “Will black immigrant populations emulate black 
American patt erns of political advancement?” As Afro-Caribbean and African 
candidates make political strides, intraracial tensions are illuminated due to some 
black American political fi gures viewing black immigrants as “cousins,” but clearly 
not immediate members of the family. Several black American political leaders 
from the civil rights movement are now respected elected offi  cials in various 
levels of government and have called into question black ethnic candidates’ racial 
“authenticity” and att achments to the black race. Th ey argue that these popula-
tions have not paid their dues or properly formed the necessary foundations for 
an evolved political understanding of the black political experience (Harris 2012; 
Tesler and Sears 2010). For example, as Barack Obama became the fi rst African 
American president of the United States, his ability to build racial and ethnic 
coalitions and his overall understandings of the black political experience were 
evident. He has been able to form descriptive and substantive coalitions having 
utilized more than the traditional post–civil rights formulas. Black diversity now 
extends beyond class and region and thus calls the theories of black political lead-
ership, participation and incorporation into question (Dawson 2001). 

 Th e steady and current infl ux of black immigrants in the latt er part of the 
twentieth century and now into the twenty-fi rst has created a new set of ques-
tions pertaining to what it means to be “African American,” what the future of 
black political participation will look like, and what similarities and distinctions 
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now exist among the various groups comprising the American black diaspora. 
Politicians, social critics, and scholars of immigration have become more 
interested in and aware of the opinions, att itudes, and concerns of individuals 
migrating from the Caribbean and Africa. Scholars have begun to dissect many 
questions surrounding black immigrant populations, including these three: How 
incorporated are black ethnics into American society? What distinguishes them 
from black American populations? And will these “new blacks” participate in 
the electoral process in the same or similar ways as black Americans? Th ere are 
still a multitude of questions for social scientists to unfold: For the purposes of 
future coalition building, is it benefi cial to make ethnic distinctions among black 
immigrants, or will traditional racial classifi cations suffi  ce? Will this growth in 
the black immigrant population and the globalization of America provide for a 
politically unifying moment for blacks in America?—that is, a unifying moment 
that extends beyond similar voting patt erns and addresses racialized policy issues 
that aff ect groups as “blacks” as well as their specifi c ethnic communities? How 
does the migration of Afro-Caribbean and African groups to the United States 
parallel black American migration to Africa and the Caribbean? Because of the 
emergence of “new” blacks to the United States, the ways in which foreign-born 
blacks view native-born blacks and also their newfound black American status 
and, similarly, the ways native-born black Americans view their newly arrived 
black immigrant counterparts are indicative of a much larger puzzle. 

 So, yes, coalitions are possible. However, they will take unique forms 
depending on the geographic locale, the number of black intracial groups 
involved, the political stakes, and external racial interactions. Scholars have 
contended that the formation of coalitions among minority groups is possi-
ble if two groups are of the same status and class (Giles 1985). When there 
is an imbalance in size or power, the larger group oft en prevails. Th erefore, 
less-well-positioned groups are less eager to form coalitions (Deutsch 1985; 
Meier and Stewart 1991; Sonenshein 1986; C. L. Warren, Stack, and Corbett  
1986; Browning, Marshall, and Tabb 1984), and the smaller, seemingly less 
powerful group may att empt to form coalitions with whites. Th e smaller group 
may also become att ractive to white populations, thus laying the foundation 
for “interminority” competition (Segura and Rodrigues 2006) for white sup-
port. Group size, intraracial perceptions, and interracial opinions contrib-
ute to a complex negotiation of racial and ethnic identity for all black groups 
involved on local and national levels.  3    

  What the Local 371 Results Indicate 

 While the national origin and ethnic diversity of blacks in America contin-
ues to increase, ethnic diversity does not automatically translate into diversity 
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of att itudes and opinions of groups classifi ed as black in the United States. By 
exploring black att itudes and opinions pertaining to intra and interracial iden-
tity, participation, and perceptions of government incorporation, through a sys-
tematic evaluation of race, ethnicity, and identity for blacks at this moment in 
American history, this research (1) determines the participation rates of union 
members within Local 371 as compared to national data, (2) identifi es the intra-
racial perceptions native-born and foreign-born blacks have of one another, (3) 
evaluates how policy preferences diff er among foreign-born and native-born 
populations who are members of a highly socially and politically active labor 
union, and (4) observes whether perceptions of incorporation, inclusions, and 
success lead to increased linked fate, belief in the American Dream, and ulti-
mately the possibility for coalition building among black populations living in 
the United States. By focusing on a unique black labor population in New York, 
I provide a more nuanced conception of black att itudes and political participa-
tion. Th ese att itudes and behaviors are critical to our appreciation of race and 
immigration politics and to our understanding of participation, policy making, 
representation, and, ultimately, coalition politics. 

 Overall, Afro-Caribbeans expressed the greatest level of pessimism toward the 
American polity, equal life chances, and opportunities for black groups, which 
begs the question of whether or not, with time, this population will begin to 
adopt black American interpretations of the possibilities for success in America, 
where there is a recognition of the racial inequities that persist, yet a willing-
ness to remain within the system and utilize political, partisan, and participa-
tory resources in order to bring about change. Th ere were several institutional 
mechanisms within the union, which contributed to the high levels of partic-
ipation and Democratic partisanship. Th ey have had the benefi t of consistent 
leadership that has promoted varying forms of political participation. When 
compared to national populations, including black immigrant populations, 
Local 371 members were highly participatory. Th ese results are congruent with 
previous theories which posited that immigrant populations need institutions 
to assist in incorporating them into the American polity and essentially serve as 
catalysts for political capital. 

 Local 371 union members were also educated regarding political issues by 
union leaders. Issue education within the union worked. If issue education 
worked for union members—native-born, foreign-born, highly educated pro-
fessionals—what could be the eff ects of issue education in a more professionally 
diverse sett ing? Th e policy areas where labor leaders utilized the internal union 
political structures to introduce, inform, and educate its members about pub-
lic education, Social Security, and health care yielded consistent and uniform 
att itudes of Local 371 members. However, for policy areas in which there was 
limited education by union leaders or for issues defi ned as “racialized” spending, 
in which members needed to negotiate racial and spending att itudes, member 
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opinions, especially black ethnic att itudes, were divided, with black Americans 
exhibiting opinions diff erent from those of Afro-Caribbean and African mem-
bers. In short, the combination of race, ethnicity, occupation, and the signifi -
cance of issue education raise substantive questions for future analyses of racial 
and ethnic politics. 

 Social scientists defi ne group identifi cation as having two components: a 
self-awareness component, which is one’s membership in the group, and a psy-
chological component, which is the sense of att achment to the group. Th ey argue 
that it is inaccurate to assume that identifi cation with a group yields a sense of 
psychological att achment (Miller et al. 1981; Conover 1984). 

 Th e Local 371 survey data, in conjunction with national data, point to racial 
identifi cation that has led to distinctive patt erns of perception and evaluation, 
which in turn have translated into a sense of group solidarity and shared interests 
(Carmines and Stimson 1982; Conover 1984) and an organization of thoughts 
and ideas around “visible social groupings” (Converse 1972), however racially 
motivated they may be.  

  Th e Future of Black Ethnic Politics 

 For some, the election of President Obama, the gains of blacks in the United 
States over the past twenty to thirty years, and what many continue to defi ne as 
a “postracial” America have shift ed the focus away from the institutional mecha-
nisms of racism that continue to aff ect native-born and foreign-born black popu-
lations and have tended to focus on the overall gains of blacks in the United 
States. Although black ethnic groups in the United States have made signifi cant 
gains, there are still several areas of research that can be explored further by 
scholars of race, ethnicity, immigration, identity, electoral politics, political soci-
ology, urban politics, and related facets of comparative politics, to name a few. 

 A more clearly defi ned and continued nuanced interpretation and understand-
ing of black intraracial att itudes and opinions have the potential to shape and struc-
ture the debates surrounding black politics, racial and ethnic politics, immigration 
politics, and the overall understanding of groups in the electorate. Intraracial group 
att itudes directly aff ect the ways in which black politics are viewed henceforth. For 
scholars of electoral politics, observing the diff erences among black groups who 
participate in the electorate, how they view government policies, interpret the 
potential for full incorporation, and express opinions about black ethnics living 
in the United States all have direct implications for the future of black politics. In 
the area of urban politics, several scholars have writt en about the changing face of 
American cities, the increase of urbanization, and the migration patt erns of blacks 
from the South to urban centers such as New York City, Chicago, Detroit, and 
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Washington, DC (Shaw 2009; Th ompson 2005; Katznelson 1981). Th e increase 
in black urbanization has spawned what some have coined as “white fl ight,” that is, 
white city residents moving in droves to the suburbs.  4   However, with the arrival 
of new black groups to suburban areas has gradually increased and now refl ects a 
new set of population characteristics ( Jackson, Gerber, and Cain 1994).  5   Recent 
studies have argued that blacks are now less residentially segregated, but largely 
due to migration to suburban communities (Glaeser and Vigdor 2012). Th erefore, 
the question of whether black immigrants will follow the same or even similar resi-
dential assimilation in and out of cities in the future is fertile ground for scholars of 
racial, ethnic, and urban politics. 

 Th is book was largely motivated by the dearth of literature within the fi eld 
of political science, which has historically analyzed black populations as a eth-
nically homogeneous and one-dimensional population of study. Appreciating 
political behaviors of emerging populations, such as Afro-Caribbean and African 
groups, is critical to broadening our understanding of race in New York City and 
throughout the United States. By examining the opinions of union members 
through an institutional framework, the role of labor unions in shaping opinions 
and actions is evident, as is the role of labor unions as immigrants’ entree into a 
more secure class and income status. 

 It is my hope that I have shed light onto the evolution of foreign-born black 
political behavior. Black ethnic populations have distinct political histories, and 
this project has ascertained their intragroup perceptions, policy stances, and 
perceptions of the American Dream. More specifi cally, the ways in which black 
groups view the work ethics and feelings toward other black ethnics, how these 
groups have the greatest levels of cohesive opinions when policies are presented 
as a “black versus white” and not a black ethnic frame, and how their ethnic iden-
tity and generational status aff ect their belief in the fulfi llment of the American 
Dream. Th e aim was to treat black populations as heterogeneous political actors 
and to highlight the historical and cultural diversity fl ourishing within the US 
electoral system. Within union organizations, ethnically diverse black political 
actors are unique populations of study, and this book has examined the richness 
of a particular New York City labor community and has described the dynamic 
att itudes and participation tendencies of these and other black populations 
within the American political system.  
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       A ppendix 2A 

 A F R I C A N  I M M I G R A N T S  T O  T H E 
U N I T E D  S T A T E S ,  1 9 8 0  T O  2 0 0 8  9           

# of Immigrants (thousands) Afr ican Immigrants as % of Total

Afr ican 
Immigrants

1980 1990 2000 2008–9 1980 1990 2000 2008–9

Nigeria 24 56 133 201 37 30 23 19

Ethiopia 5 34 66 143 9 18 12 13

Ghana 8 20 65 110 12 11 11 10

Kenya 2 6 29 68 3 4 5 6

Somalia 0 1 35 67 0 1 6 6

Liberia 3 10 39 64 5 6 7 6

Sudan 0 3 13 34 1 2 2 3

Sierra Leone 2 6 20 34 3 3 3 3

Cameroon 1 3 12 30 2 2 2 3

Cape Verde 2 4 10 22 3 2 2 2

All Other 
Countries

11 28 151 318 19 15 27 30

  Source: MPI data analysis of 1980, 1990, and 2000 US Census; 2008–9 ACS.        
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   Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Male 61 30 30 73 38

Female 39 70 70 27 62

 N 41 135 47 92 53

 Education 

Less Th an High 
School

0 2 0 0 2

High School/ GED 2 3 2 0 2

Some College 12 16 6 0 14

College Degree 54 50 53 43 67

Graduate/Profess. 
Degree

32 29 38 57 16

 N 41 132 47 92 51

 Income 

Less than $25,000 0 1 0 1 0

$25,000–$49,999 25 45 43 30 44

$50,000–$74,999 45 33 32 32 28

$75,000–$94,999 20 9 6 24 18

$95,000 and above 10 12 19 13 10

 N 40 130 47 92 50

       A ppendix 2B

  L O C A L  3 7 1  R E S P O N D E N T  D E M O G R A P H I C S 
 I N  P E R C E N T A G E S            
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   Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

 Age 

18–29 5 2 11 1 14

30–29 10 17 34 13 10

40–49 24 41 40 36 39

50–59 44 33 8 42 33

60–65 10 6 6 7 4

65 and over 7 1 0 1 0

 N 41 131 47 90 51

 Class 

Lower Class 0 2 0 2 2

Working Class 17 38 42 38 52

Lower Middle Class 12 15 9 6 8

Middle Class 46 26 22 34 27

Upper Middle Class 12 11 11 10 6

Upper Class 10 6 9 4 4

Don’t Know 2 2 7 6 2

 N 41 132 45 90 52

  Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey. In percentages.     
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 S S E U  L O C A L  3 7 1  PA R T I C I PA T I O N 
S U R V E Y   

   Your participation in this survey is very important to bett er understanding 
opinions of people in New York City. All responses reported in this survey are 
CONFIDENTIAL. Please return the completed survey in the att ached, stamped 
envelope. 

  Here are some questions about issues and political representation.  

 Please indicate whether or not you strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly dis-
agree, or don’t know to the following questions.           

Strongly 
Agree

Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree

Don’t 
Know

It is not really a problem if 
some people have more of a 
chance in life than others.

1 2 3 4 5

I am proud to be an American. 1 2 3 4 5

America is a land of opportunity 
in which you only need to work 
hard to succeed.

1 2 3 4 5

I can trust the government 
to make decisions in my best 
interest.

1 2 3 4 5

People like me don’t have a say 
in what the government does.

1 2 3 4 5
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Strongly 
Agree

Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree

Don’t 
Know

People are best represented 
by leaders of their own  racial  
background.

1 2 3 4 5

People are best represented 
by leaders of their own  ethnic  
background.

1 2 3 4 5

I feel the problems of black 
Americans and black 
immigrants are too diff er-
ent for them to be political 
“partners.”

1 2 3 4 5

Strongly 
Agree

Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree

Don’t 
Know

English should be the offi  cial 
language of this country.

1 2 3 4 5

Immigrants make this coun-
try open to new ideas and 
cultures.

1 2 3 4 5

Immigrants take jobs away 
from people who were born 
in America.

1 2 3 4 5

If racial/ethnic minorities do 
not do well in life, they have no 
one to blame but themselves.

1 2 3 4 5

Because of the slavery of 
 black Americans , it has made 
it easier for immigrants to 
stay out of the lower class.

1 2 3 4 5

If  black Americans  tried harder, 
they could be as successful as 
certain immigrant groups.

1 2 3 4 5
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Strongly 
Agree

Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree

Don’t 
Know

African and Afro-Caribbean 
immigrants should benefi t 
from affi  rmative action policies.

1 2 3 4 5

Voting is the only way 
someone like me will have 
a say.

1 2 3 4 5

Strongly 
Agree

Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree

Don’t 
Know

Do you think this country 
fairly treats whites?

1 2 3 4 5

Black Americans? 1 2 3 4 5

Afro-Caribbean immigrants? 1 2 3 4 5

African immigrants? 1 2 3 4 5

Latinos/Hispanic 
immigrants?

1 2 3 4 5

Asian immigrants? 1 2 3 4 5

Yes No Don’t 
Know

Have you talked to people about why they  should  vote 
in a campaign?

1 2 3

Have you talked to people about why they  should not  
vote in a campaign?

1 2 3

Have you ever given or helped raise money for any of 
the candidates?

1 2 3

Have you contacted, writt en, or visited a public offi  cial 
to express your views on a particular issue?

1 2 3

  Here are some more questions.       

  I have a few questions about political participation.  
 Please indicate whether you have, have not, or don’t know to the following 
questions. 
  In the past 12 months …            
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Yes No Don’t 
Know

Have you participated in a demonstration, a march, or 
protest on a national or local issue?

1 2 3

Have you att ended a meeting about an issue facing your 
community?

1 2 3

Have you participated in any group meetings, 
including place of worship, working to improve 
conditions of racial/ethnic minorities?

1 2 3

Yes No Not 
Eligible

Not 
Registered

Don’t 
Know

Did you vote in the 2004 
presidential election?

1 2 3 4 5

Do you plan to vote in the 
2005 mayoral election?

1 2 3 4 5

Did you vote in the 2001 
mayoral election?

1 2 3 4 5

  In any given week, on average, how oft en do you do the following?       

Almost 
Always

Most of the 
Time

Some of the 
Time

Almost 
Never

Don’t 
Know

Read a national 
newspaper?

1 2 3 4 5

Watch the local news? 1 2 3 4 5

  Please answer the next fi ve questions if you have   migrated to the US.   If not, 
please proceed to the next set of questions.  
 Some people who were not born in the US continue to participate in the politics 
of their home countries while others do not.      

Very Stable Stable Weak Very Weak Don’t Know

How would you rate 
the political stability of 
your home country?

1 2 3 4 5
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  I would like to ask you a few questions about various government programs. 
Please indicate if you would like to see spending for it increased, decreased, 
or if you would leave it the same.       

  Since you have migrated to the US …       

Yes No Don’t Know

Have you voted in an election for a candidate in 
your home country?

1 2 3

Have you contributed money to a candidate running 
for offi  ce or political party in your home country?

1 2 3

Have you gone to a rally or event in the US in 
which a candidate for offi  ce or a representative of 
a political party from your home country spoke?

1 2 3

Have representatives of your home country’s 
government contacted you or encouraged you to 
become involved in your home country’s political 
or cultural aff airs?

1 2 3

Increase Stay Same Decrease

Public education 1 2 3

Defense spending 1 2 3

Welfare programs 1 2 3

Health care 1 2 3

Aid to newly arrived immigrants 1 2 3

Aid to Africa 1 2 3

Affi  rmative action policies 1 2 3

Environment 1 2 3

Social Security 1 2 3

Patrolling borders against illegal 
immigrants

1 2 3

  Imagine a 7-point scale on which the characteristics of the people in a 
group can be rated. A score of 1 means you think almost all of the people in 
the group tend to be LAZY. A score of 7 means you think almost all of the 
people in the group tend to be HARDWORKING. A score of 4 means that 
you think most people in the group are not closer to one end or the other, 
and of course, you may choose any number in between.  
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  Feeling Th ermometers.  Th ese questions seek to measure how you feel toward 
a particular group. When you see the name of a group, I would like you to rate it 
with a feeling thermometer. Ratings between 50–100 degrees mean that you feel 
favorably or warm toward the group. Similarly, ratings between 0–50 represent 
that you do not feel favorably toward the group and you do not care too much for 
the group. If you do not feel particularly warm or cold toward a group, you can 
rate them at 50. If you come to a group you do not know much about, you may 
refuse to answer. Please write your feeling thermometer score on the line next to 
the word listed below. 

  0 – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – 50– –  – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – 100  

  Do not feel favorably   Neutral (not warm or cold)    Feel favorably       

  1 – – – –  2 – – – –  3 – – – –  4 – – – –  5 – – – –  6 – – – –  7  

   Lazy   Not close to either end   Hardworking       

Th e Democratic Party: Black Americans: Whites/Caucasians:

Th e Republican Party: Afro-Caribbean Immigrants: Jews:

Liberals: African Immigrants: Illegal Aliens:

Conservatives: Latino/Hispanic Immigrants: Legal Immigrants:

People on Welfare: Asian Immigrants: Business:

Poor People: Gays and Lesbians: Labor Unions:

Where would you rate whites in general on a scale 
of 1 to 7, where 1 indicates lazy, 7 means hardwork-
ing, and 4 indicates most whites are not closer to 
one end or the other?

Enter # ____ (1–7)

Where would you rate black Americans on a scale 
of 1–7?

Enter # ____ (1–7)

Where would you rate Afro-Caribbean 
immigrants on a scale of 1–7?

Enter # ____ (1–7)

Where would you rate African immigrants on a 
scale of 1–7?

Enter # ____ (1–7)

Where would you rate Latino/Hispanic 
immigrants on a scale of 1–7?

Enter # ____ (1–7)

Where would you rate Asian immigrants on a 
scale of 1–7?

Enter # ____ (1–7)
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  Lastly, I would like to know some background information about you.  
 What is your gender?  

         Male  • 
        Female    • 

 What is your ethnicity/race?  

         White/Caucasian  • 
        Black/African-American  • 
        Black/Afro-Caribbean  • 
        Black/African  • 
        Asian  • 
        Latino/Hispanic  • 
        Biracial: ________________  • 
        Other: ________________    • 

 If you indicated Black/Afro-Caribbean or Black/African please answer the 
following.  

         Which country or countries are your relatives from? _____________    • 

 Were you born in the US?  

         Yes  • 
        No  • 
        Don’t know    • 

 If you were not born in the US, how long have you lived in the US?  

         0–5 years  • 
        6–10 years  • 
        11–15 years  • 
        15 years and over  • 
        Don’t know    • 

 Are you a citizen of the United States?  

         Yes  • 
        No  • 
        Don’t know    • 

 Where did you mostly live while growing up, in the US or in another country?  

         In the US  • 
        Outside of the US  • 
        Don’t know    • 
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 Were both of your parents born in the US?  

         Yes  • 
        No  • 
        Don’t know    • 

 If parent(s) not born in the US, in what country was your mother born? 
____________ 
 If parent(s) not born in the US, in what country was your father born? 
____________ 
 Were any of your grandparents born outside of the US?  

         Yes  • 
        No  • 
        Don’t know    • 

 Were you raised in a Spanish-speaking household?  

         Yes  • 
        No  • 
        Don’t know    • 

 What is your age?  

         18–29  • 
        30–39  • 
        40–49  • 
        50–59  • 
        60–65  • 
        65 and over    • 

 What is the highest level of education you have completed?  

         Less than high school  • 
        High school graduate/GED  • 
        Some college  • 
        College degree  • 
        Graduate or professional degree    • 

 Which category best describes your household-level income?  

         Less than $25,000  • 
        $25,000 to $49,999  • 
        $50,000 to $74,999  • 
        $75,000 to $94,999  • 
        $95,000 and above    • 
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 In which borough do you currently reside?  

         Bronx  • 
        Brooklyn  • 
        Manhatt an  • 
        Staten Island  • 
        Queens  • 
        Outside of the fi ve boroughs    • 

 How long have you lived in New York City?  

         0–5 years  • 
        6–10 years  • 
        11–15 years  • 
        15 years and over  • 
        Do not reside in New York City    • 

 What is your religious affi  liation?  

         Protestant  • 
        Baptist  • 
        Catholic  • 
        Jewish  • 
        Muslim  • 
        Other: ________________  • 
        None    • 

 Are you married or are you widowed, divorced, separated, or have you never 
been married?  

         Married and living with spouse  • 
        Never married  • 
        Divorced  • 
        Separated  • 
        Widowed  • 
        Live with partner    • 

 If you had to make a choice of belonging to a particular class, which class do you 
think would best describe you?  

         Lower class  • 
        Working class  • 
        Lower middle class  • 
        Middle class  • 
        Upper middle class  • 
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        Upper class  • 
        Don’t know    • 

 When it comes to politics, do you usually consider yourself a liberal or 
conservative?  

         Liberal  • 
        Moderate  • 
        Conservative  • 
        Other: ________________  • 
        Don’t know    • 

 When it comes to politics, do you usually consider yourself a Democrat, a 
Republican, an Independent, or something else?  

         Strong Democrat  • 
        Weak Democrat  • 
        Independent—Democrat  • 
        Independent  • 
        Independent—Republican  • 
        Weak Republican  • 
        Strong Republican  • 
        Other: ________________  • 
        Don’t know     • 

   



161

       A ppendix 2D 

 L O C A L  3 7 1  E A R L Y  V.  L A T E  S U R V E Y 
R E S P O N D E N T S   I N  P E R C E N T A G E S            

   

All Black Amer Afr o-Car Afr ican White Latino

Early 58 58 49 52 71 59

Late 42 42 51 48 29 41

 N 413 135 47 92 41 54

    Th ose who identifi ed as “Other” were not included in the analyses.  
  Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey  
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       A ppendix 3A 

 L A B O R  T H E R M O M E T E R

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Cool Feelings 5 2 7 2 2

2 3 2 0 4 2

3 0 2 2 0 0

4 29 14 12 17 30

5 8 7 19 16 11

6 13 16 16 21 15

Warm Feelings 42 57 44 40 40

 N 38 118 43 81 47

Means 5.39 5.98 5.60 5.62 5.51

(.286) (.135) (.262) (.170) (.225)

    p < 0.10  
  Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey        

Local 371 Feelings Toward Labor (In Percentage)           
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       A ppendix 3B  

L O C A L  3 7 1  R A T E S  O F  C I T I Z E N S H I P   

   One hundred percent of Latinos indicated they were citizens of the United States, 
making their response the highest percent of racial group citizens. When com-
paring the numbers of Latinos who answered the question pertaining to vote 
eligibility, it is important to note that eight respondents, or 15 percent of Latino 
respondents, did not answer the citizenship question. Black American and white 
respondents indicated they were citizens at 99 and 98 percent, respectively. 

 Th e 13 percent of Afro-Caribbean respondents who stated they were not eli-
gible to vote directly corresponds with the number of Afro-Caribbean respon-
dents who identifi ed as noncitizens when asked, “Are you a citizen of the US?” 
Although 18 percent of African respondents indicated that they were not citi-
zens, roughly 13 percent indicated that they were not eligible to vote in the 2004 
presidential election. Th e remaining 5 percent could be att ributed to response 
error or confl ated with responses from members who indicated they did not 
vote in the 2004 presidential election. Another logical explanation could be 
att ributed to interpretations of the question.       
   
 Local 371 Rates of Citizenship (in percentages) 

Black Americans Afr o-Caribbeans Afr icans Whites Latinos

% Who Are Citizens

Yes 99 87 82 98 100

 N 129 47 91 41 46

  Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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       A ppendix 3C 

 P O L I T I C A L  S T A B I L I T Y  O F 
H O M E  C O U N T R Y   I N  P E R C E N T A G E S            

   

 Afr o-Car  Afr icans 

Very Stable 10 0

Stable 35 22

Weak 32 43

Very Weak 23 35

 N 31 81

  p < 0.10. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
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       A ppendix 4A 

 B L A C K  E T H N I C  W O R K  E T H I C 
P E R C E P T I O N S  A N D  F E E L I N G 
T H E R M O M E T E R S      

 Mean  Standard Deviation  Frequency  Median 

Black Americans *5.14 1.28 131

Afro-Caribbeans 4.91 1.31 46

Africans 3.89 1.66 88

Total 4.68 1.53 265 4

       Afro-Caribbean Lazy vs. Hardworking 

 Mean  Standard Deviation  Frequency  Median 

Black Americans 5.58 1.22 130

Afro-Caribbeans 6.11 0.89 45

Africans 5.75 1.28 87

Total 5.73 1.2 262 6

 Black American Lazy vs. Hardworking 
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 Mean  Standard Deviation  Frequency  Median 

Black Americans 5.7 1.21 131

Afro-Caribbeans 6.13 0.84 45

Africans 6.09 1.16 88

Total 5.9 1.15 264 6

    Note: Th e highest black perception of their group as hardworking is still lower than all black 
ethnic groups’ perceptions for Afro-Caribbean and African populations’ work ethics.  

  Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.    

     Where would you rate  black Americans  on a scale of 1–7? (in percentages) 

 Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans 

Extremely Lazy 1 0 8

2 1 4 15

3 5 4 17

4 30 35 26

5 24 24 18

6 20 17 7

Extremely Hardworking 19 15 9

 N 131 46 88

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.    

     Where would you rate  Afro-Caribbean immigrants  on a scale of 1–7? (in 
percentages) 

 Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans 

Extremely Lazy 1 0 0

2 1 0 0

3 1 0 7

4 18 4 13

5 21 18 17

6 31 40 25

Extremely Hardworking 38 38 38

 N 130 45 87

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey    

African Lazy vs. Hardworking
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     Where would you rate  African immigrants  on a scale of 1–7? (in percentages) 

 Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans 

Extremely Lazy 0 0 0

2 1 0 2

3 2 0 2

4 18 7 3

5 16 9 17

6 30 49 28

Extremely Hardworking 33 35 47

 N 131 45 88

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.    

     Feeling Thermometer toward Black Americans 

 Mean  Standard Deviation  Frequency  Median 

Black Americans 81.4 25.1 119

Afro-Caribbeans 80.4 19.4 43

Africans 69.2 22.5 81

Total 77.4 24.0 243 75

 Feeling Thermometer toward Afro-Caribbeans 

 Mean  Standard Deviation  Frequency  Median 

Black Americans 68.7 24.2 115

Afro-Caribbeans 88.9 15.5 43

Africans 67.8 22.3 77

Total 72.1 23.6 235 70

    Feeling Thermometer toward Africans 

 Mean  Standard Deviation  Frequency  Median 

Black Americans 66.9 23.9 117

Afro-Caribbeans 77.4 21.6 41

Africans 78.6 22.5 80

Total 72.6 23.6 238 70

  p < 0.01. 
Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey.       
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       A ppendix 5A 

 L O C A L  3 7 1  A T T I T U D E S  T O W A R D  P E O P L E 
O N  W E L F A R E  A N D  T H E  P O O R  

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Not Favorable at All 11 8 5 14 10

2 16 11 12 8 2

3 3 2 14 5 8

4 51 55 40 49 55

5 5 9 16 6 12

6 5 11 7 6 6

Extremely Favorable 8 5 7 12 6

 N 37 121 43 78 49

Not statistically signifi cant. Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey

Means 46.6 49.8 50.6 49.0 50.6

(4.00) (1.98) (3.17) (2.91) (3.18)

(Standard errors in parentheses)

      Att itudes toward People on Welfare (in percentages)           
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 Attitudes toward Poor People (in percentages) 

 Whites  Blacks  Afr o-Car  Afr icans  Latinos 

Not Favorable at All 5 4 0 3 2

2 3 2 0 1 0

3 3 2 5 3 0

4 47 39 24 29 35

5 16 12 17 13 20

6 10 14 24 15 12

Extremely Favorable 16 27 31 36 31

 N 38 120 42 75 49

Not statistically signifi cant. Source: 2005–6 SSEU Local 371 Survey

Means 60 66.2 74 72 70.9

(3.74) (2.32) (3.16) (2.80) (3.15)

    (Standard errors in parentheses)    
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  Introduction 

  1  .   I am defi ning “dominant group” as a combination of the real and perceived political, eco-
nomic, and class power utilized by white populations in the United States. Much of the real 
and perceived power of the white dominant group stems from historical white privilege that 
has persisted to varying degrees into the twenty-fi rst century.  

  2  .   Th e phrase “fail to get along” encompasses issues ranging from the lack of collective action 
on a large scale by blacks in America. It also includes many of the att itudes blacks express 
pertaining to other ethnic blacks when nonblack racial and ethnic groups are not present. 
Th ese att itudes range from the perceptions of black immigrant groups feeling they are bett er 
or diff erent from native-born black populations or that native-born black populations are not 
as hardworking as their black immigrant counterparts.  

  3  .   Reuel Rogers (2006) is the pioneer political scientist who has compared Afro-Caribbean 
political att itudes with those of black Americans; there are a few data sets who have 
included Afro-Caribbeans, but African group inclusion and comparisons are relatively 
nonexistent.  

  4  .   I fi nd the term “postracial” inaccurate and completely false. Th is country has not moved 
beyond race. Th ere have been negotiations with race, but the idea that four hundred years of 
racial subjugation (of almost all groups of people living in America) are erased in an election 
cycle is a completely absurd premise.  

  5  .   By “groupness,” I mean the status of a collection of individuals classifi ed and categorized in 
a similar way. Sometimes this classifi cation takes place without the complete willingness of 
the “group’s” members.  

  6  .   Residential segregation and exclusion do not automatically lead to group identifi cation or 
cohesion. However, for blacks in the United States, the segregating eff ects do contribute to 
shared interactions and discriminatory practices, as well as intragroup distrust and competi-
tion for resources.  

  7  .   I prefer not to use the term “minority” due to the majority numbers of people of color 
around the globe.  

   Chapter 1   

  1  .   Th is label was applied to Jackson for his many protests pertaining to civil rights, equal rights, 
corporate divestment from South Africa, housing equity, etc.  

  2  .   Currently, African migrants to the United States are some of the fastest-growing immigrant 
groups (Capps, McCabe, and Fix 2011).  

  3  .   In many ways writing this book has consistently made me think of the 1988 comedic movie 
 Coming to America , which tells the story of how a young African prince moves to the United 
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States and learns about American class, culture, and race relations through his interactions 
with the black community in Queens, NY.  Coming to America  shows the solidarity and levels 
of “foreignness” between native-born black Americans and immigrant blacks, but also the 
tensions that arise due to his “African” customs. As the main character visits the commu-
nity barber shop, walks the inner-city streets, att ends a black awareness rally, and att empts 
to mimic black American culture, the shared racial identity quickly evolves into acceptance 
within the community, yet the vast cultural diff erences create clear ethnic distinctions 
between the native and non-native-born blacks in the fi lm. Th e articulation of a shared idea 
of race and the distinctness of ethnicity lead to much larger questions surrounding a duality 
faced by many blacks in America.  

  4  .   Th is is an extension of Wong’s (2010: 3) concept of imagined boundaries.  
  5  .   Issues ranging from housing equity, occupational advancement, police brutality, and educa-

tional opportunities are just a very few of the factors that aff ect black chances in the United 
States.  

  6  .   It is not a coincidence that darker-skinned individuals throughout the globe—in Panama, 
Cuba, Brazil, Mexico, and South Africa, for example—are held in subordinate positions 
within the political, social, and economic spheres.  

  7  .   Th roughout this book the terms “ethnic” and “ethnicity” are used interchangeably to refer 
to ones national origin. Black American populations are classifi ed as an ethnic group so as 
to distinguish them from those whose ancestors, parents, or they themselves have migrated 
from a Caribbean or African nation.  

  8  .   Rogers’s understanding of how past experiences shape the diverse lens through which black 
ethnic groups translate their experiences and extend these events into diverse levels of par-
ticipation also applies to African ethnic groups. For example, African groups who have no 
“exit strategy”—that is, they have no intention to return to their home country for political, 
economic, and/or social reasons, will largely perceive the costs of participation, the quest 
for inclusion and assimilation, and the patience needed to deal with the persistent inequities 
within the American polity as minor impediments to their quest for full assimilation.  

  9  .   Oft en defi ned as white Americans of a particular class privilege.  
  10  .   Th e 2000 presidential election in Florida and the recent 2012 voter ID laws 

notwithstanding.  
  11  .   Th ere is a host of literature that outlines how Jewish, Italian, Irish, and other white ethnic 

populations became “white.” However, although their paths to incorporation may have 
begun with an identifi cation with blacks during the early stages of assimilation, these immi-
grant groups were able to transcend ethnicity and identify racially, thus shedding light on the 
fl uidity of ethnicity and the permanence of race. Whites are grouped into a homogeneous 
category. Sipress (1997: 181) comments: “Th e ‘whitening’ of Irish-Americans provides an 
example of a marginal social group that embraced a racial identity to advance its own inter-
ests.” Th e “whitening” of the Irish race is discussed by Ignatiev (1995: 1), who notes that 
“whites” are “those who partake of the privileges of the white skin in this society. Its most 
wretched members share a status higher, in certain respects, than that of the most exalted 
persons excluded from it.” Similar assimilation tactics were used by Italian and Jewish immi-
grants in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as well (Fears 2003). Th ese ethnic groups 
oft en used party politics and coalition building to bridge the cultural divide (Logan 2003).
However, the political inclusion, participation, and ultimate assimilation of Irish, Italian, and 
Jewish immigrants has also been largely due to the color line in America. Whereas these 
immigrants were not considered white at some point in time, the color line shift ed, and 
inclusion followed suit.  

  12  .   Multiracial coalitions primarily focus on the issues of racial and ethnic equality (Hochschild 
and Rogers 2000). However, this emphasis on equality in the face of diverse histories and 
negotiations with assimilation and incorporation, oft en leading to groups fragmenting into 
competitive factions. Th us, biracial and multiracial coalitions are thought to be unatt ainable 
due to past political disagreements, individual att itudes about other groups, and fears among 



Notes  177

minority groups within the larger group (Tedin and Murray 1994). Intraracial distrust exists 
among black ethnic populations and has thus contributed to ethnic factions and decreased 
rates of collective actions (Okamoto 2003). However, possibilities for coalition building will 
still be greater among groups with a shared racial classifi cation even if cross-racial migratory 
narratives may appear more similar. See also Hochschild, Weaver, and Burch 2012.  

  13  .   Betancur and Gills (2000) also argue that coalitional eff orts are undermined when infl uen-
tial leaders advance only the interests of one group to the exclusion of others. Th is is most 
clearly demonstrated in Miami when observing the NAACP and the loss of signifi cant num-
bers of members of Haitian descent. Th e defection of Haitian members from the NAACP 
as well as the National Urban League signaled a disconnect between the black American 
leadership and predominantly black American membership within the these two organiza-
tions, and a small but growing population who felt their needs and wants (i.e., increased 
att ention to international issues, specifi cally issues aff ecting Haitians both in Haiti and in 
Florida) were not being addressed by the organization elite.  

  14  .   Whites’ views of Asian populations as “model minorities” have had signifi cant eff ects on 
cross-group coalition formation, thus decreasing and substantially limiting their ability to 
form partnerships with other groups of color.  

  15  .   Greater black ethnic homogeneity existed around nonracial issues, thus raising questions 
regarding the fundamental policy issues in which to introduce black ethnic populations into 
coalition politics. It also raises the question surrounding the union as an issue building and 
issue educating institution for groups.  

  16  .   Further work needs to occur to establish the extent to which class status over time will aff ect 
black ethnic groups in the same or similar ways as native-born black Americans (Dawson 
2001).  

  17  .   Dawson defi ned the black utility heuristic thus: “As long as African Americans’ life chances 
are powerfully shaped by race, it is effi  cient for individual African Americans to use their 
perceptions of the interests of African Americans as a group as a proxy for their own inter-
ests” (2001: 61).  

  18  .   Th at is, we cannot assume that the relationships and experiences of black immigrants will 
mimic black American interactions with whites, thereby creating parallel black immigrant 
and native-born experiences.  

  19  .   Okamoto (2003) argued that the construction of pan-ethnic boundaries and a pan-ethnic 
identity aff ect collective action eff orts. Similarly, Padilla (1985) stated that diff erences in 
language, culture, and immigration histories also aff ect organizing capabilities and under-
standings of a common fate.  

  20  .   In-group status is oft en a social unit with boundaries that are collectively generated and 
maintained in order to mark the diff erences between insiders and outsiders.  

  21  .   Th at is, black immigrants who were granted access to more equitable educational and hous-
ing systems post the Hart-Cellar Act and also the Civil Rights Act of 1965. Essentially, the 
phrase “the benefi ts without the burden” refers to the feeling of some black Americans that 
they have laid the foundation for black immigrants to migrate to the United States and enjoy 
the fruits of previous black generation’s political struggles and triumphs. Th erefore, along 
the pathway to the pursuit of the American dream, several potholes exist for black ethnic 
coalition-building possibilities.  

  22  .   See Davis (1998) for a more extensive conversation regarding benefi t and burden 
distribution.  

  23  .   Rogers contrasts the pluralist versus the minority group views that assist in our understand-
ing of how immigrants in the twenty-fi rst century adapt to US political practices. He out-
lines how the pluralist model’s suggested egalitarian principles are in direct contrast with 
the minority group model’s suggestion of limited inclusion for nonwhite populations due 
to sustained racial inequities. Implicit in the minority model view is that nonwhites will 
coalesce around common political causes and strategize to overcome their political predica-
ments. Th is model squarely places nonwhites on one side of the racial divide and whites on 
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the other, in contrast to the pluralist model, which portrays blacks as an anomaly, a group 
that for some reason has not been able to subscribe to the equity provided within a liberal 
democracy (Rogers 2006). Essentially, I argue that Afro-Caribbean and African groups are 
struggling with perceptions of a pluralist model, realities of a minority group model and a 
vacillating sense of shared political common causes in a similar but not identical racial pre-
dicament. So, as Gunnar Myrdal asked so many decades ago: How do we reconcile American 
egalitarian principles with continued repressive and inequitable racial practices? (1944)  

  24  .   Doing so would associate black ethnics with a segment of people largely viewed as psycho-
logically damaged, due to roughly three centuries of American racial slavery (Sowell 1994).  

  25  .   Th is status has its own series of levels and can be extended more easily to Jamaican and 
English-speaking Caribbeans in the United States who fi nd assimilation easier because of 
fewer language barriers. An even more complex elevated minority status is evident, for exam-
ple, when comparing Jamaican immigrants to Haitian immigrants.  

  26  .   I am defi ning “race-based slavery on American soil” as the slave trade that involved the buy-
ing and selling of African slaves in the New World and lasted from the early 1600s to the 
mid-nineteenth century.  

  27  .   Some scholars have stated that a relative pan-ethnic identity is possible for black ethnic pop-
ulations, due to black groups living in close proximity to one another (Padilla 1985). When 
thinking about the future possibilities of coalition building among black ethnic populations, 
increased residential proximity, and therefore increased black ethnic identity for black eth-
nic populations, have important implications for political resources (Segura and Rodrigues 
2006; Padilla 1985). Okamoto (2003) argued that competition theory explains how ethnic 
groups competing for the same economic resources can increase solidarity even with the 
existence of salient racial and ethnic identities.  

  28  .   Residential segregation and exclusion do not automatically lead to group identifi cation or 
cohesion. However, for blacks in the United States, the segregating eff ects do contribute to 
shared interactions and discriminatory practices, as well as intragroup distrust and competi-
tion for resources.  

  29  .   Th is strategy is complicated when black ethnic populations are competing against black 
American candidates. It is further complicated by the complete racial, ethnic, and even gen-
der breakdowns of a particular district. For example, in the 2006 Brooklyn Congressional 
District 11 election, a black American candidate named Chris Owens, a Jewish candidate 
named David Yaskey, and an Afro-Caribbean candidate named Yvett e Clarke all vied for 
the US congressional seat. District 11 is further complicated by its status as both a histori-
cally black district and a historically Afro-Caribbean district—the one from which Shirley 
Chisholm hails, a symbol of black electoral politics as well as Afro-Caribbean electoral suc-
cesses. Yvett e Clark ultimately won the seat for District 11 largely because of her ability to 
utilize both her racial and ethnic att achments. District 11 foreshadows the future of New 
York City black politics. More districts are represented by black candidates who are also of 
Afro-Caribbean descent. It is merely a matt er of time before African candidates are elected to 
local and statewide offi  ce, thus creating greater complexity in the racial and ethnic political 
landscape, the formation of coalitions, and real versus perceived shared identities.  

  30  .   See Kinder and Dale-Riddle (2012) for a more extensive description.  
  31  .   Because Dawson did not disaggregate his African American population by ethnic distinc-

tions, he did not discuss the extent to which social mobility diff ers for blacks living in the 
United States versus blacks who lived in the Caribbean. Much of the literature surrounding 
West Indian social mobility argues that upward class mobility “whitens” Caribbean people. 
Dawson refutes the claim that African American political solidarity breaks down due to dif-
fering class statuses and economic polarization.  

  32  .   Th e term “1.5 generation” refers to people who immigrated to a new country during their 
formative years. Th e label refers to the characteristics brought from their home country as 
well as their assimilation and socialization in the new country. Th eir identity is thus a hybrid 
of their home culture and new traditions.  
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  33  .   For example, the struggles of Caribbean laborers in the 1930s and 1940s present complex 
interpretations of black Americans and Caribbean laborers during wartime as well as the 
emergence of elevated minority perceptions of Caribbean and African work ethics as com-
pared to those of native-born blacks. More recently, black Americans and Afro-Caribbeans 
have struggled over limited resources in their shared communities.  

  34  .   It is important to observe that blacks with increased education and income levels are  less  
inclined than blacks with dismal education and wealth to believe America is equitable and 
that race is a diminishing obstacle for black citizens (Hochschild 1995). Th e recent judicial 
debates over race-based affi  rmative action policies in academic institutions implores us to 
revisit the stayed notion of the color line in the United States and the inequalities, perceived 
for some and real for others, that still remain.  

   Chapter 2   

  1  .   Th e civil rights movement has increased class equity across race and space, thus it has dra-
matically aff ected poor white and other working-class individuals, whether they acknowl-
edge the strides or not.  

  2  .   Africans have immigrated to the United States in signifi cant numbers since the mid-1980s. 
Afro-Caribbean immigrants began migrating to the United States in small numbers in the 
mid-1940s.  

  3  .   For example, Shirley Chisholm, Stokely Carmichael, Marcus Garvey, and Sidney Poitier. See 
Irma Watkins-Owens,  Blood Relations  (1996).  

  4  .   For Nigerian and Ethiopian migration, the increase over this twenty-year period is more 
signifi cant.  

  5  .   Cited from the Congressional Record, 89th Cong., 1st sess., August 25, 1965, 21812.  
  6  .   Th e term “Afro-American” had a brief moment in the mid-1980s (Dilday 2008).  
  7  .   All respondents were eighteen years old or older. Th e union does not employ individuals 

younger than eighteen years old.  
  8  .   Th at is, labor membership has provided an alternative to undocumented and low-wage jobs 

oft en obtained by immigrant groups.  
  9  .   Some scholars contend that, depending on the union organization, the practice of excluding 

certain marginalized groups still continue today.  
  10  .   Social activist labor unions also aff ect the nonmembers of the union, those who are associ-

ated with and family members of union members.  
  11  .   Although one could garner diverse data from West African livery drivers or Trinidadian child 

care providers in New York City, for this project, a more homogeneous class of black respon-
dents enabled me to analyze the intraracial att itudes and opinions of interest. Because of this, 
I hypothesized that this group, as a consequence of class homogeneity, would have relatively 
consistent positions on government spending and public issues. Th e income levels of SSEU 
Local 371 respondents, however, do not represent low-income occupations, and when asked, 
several members identifi ed themselves as working class or middle class. Okamoto (2003) 
argues that “pan-ethnic group behavior should increase when ethnic or racial groups experi-
ence high levels of occupational specialization (segmental cultural division of labor) or fi nd 
themselves concentrated together in the same, low-paying occupations.” She also contends 
that occupation specialization  within  panethnic groups will decrease the rate of panethnic 
collective action. Th is is evident in the survey population when observing the specialization 
of African male supervisors, which translates into decreased black unity within the union.  

  12  .   Th e national surveys that served as templates for the SSEU Local 37 original survey were the 
NES, the GSS, the National Immigrant Survey, and the National Ethnic Politics Study.  

  13  .   See appendix 2A for 1980–2008/9 data pertaining to migrants from Nigeria as the largest 
African group to arrive in the United States.  

  14  .   Although roughly 90 percent of the African respondents are of Nigerian descent, specifi c 
ethnic groups within the Nigerian population were not discerned.  
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  15  .   For US census, totals of the ten largest African populations residing in the United States, see 
appendix 2A. Nigerian populations are ranked number one.  

  16  .   Forty-seven respondents indicated they were of Afro-Caribbean descent when asked their 
racial orientation, and forty-two respondents indicated a particular country when asked 
specifi cally about their ethnic background. Several scholars argue that, especially for ethnic 
groups of African ancestry or descent, racial self-labeling or racial self-designation—that is, 
the name one prefers to use as one’s label (Speight, Vera, and Derrickson 1996: 38)—is 
indeed relevant (Ghee 1990; Larkey, Hecht, and Martin 1993).  

  17  .   It is important to note that although African immigrants comprise only 5 percent of New 
York City’s black population, over the past ten years the number of Africans living in the 
United States has increased by 134 percent. African immigrants also comprise 6 percent of 
all immigrants to the United States (US Census 2010). Th is number does not adequately 
take the signifi cant numbers of undocumented African populations living in New York City 
into account.  

  18  .   Scholars have noted the residential segregation of native-born and foreign-born blacks in 
New York City. Th ey conclude that the close proximity of the black native and foreign-born 
populations in residential areas and the relative lack of nonblack housing integration also 
contribute to intragroup tensions (Foner 2001; Kasinitz 1992).  

  19  .   Recent studies argue that blacks are not as racially residentially segregated as in the past 
(Glaeser and Vigdor 2012). However, the slow “integration” numbers of blacks are largely 
att ributed to blacks moving or being pushed out of cities and relocating in suburban areas.  

  20  .   Of the 1,500 questionnaires originally mailed to SSEU members, 155 surveys were returned 
due to bad addresses; 415 of the 1,345 questionnaires were completed and returned, thus 
the 31 percent response rate.  

  21  .   See appendix 2C for detailed survey and demographic questions.  
  22  .   As well as 1.5-generation populations.  
  23  .   A note on response bias: Scholars argue that among the several demographic factors (i.e., 

older age, female gender, upper-class status), people with higher education are more prone 
to return a postal questionnaire (Ett er and Perneger 1997; Armstrong and Overton 1977). 
Th ey argue that contributing to nonresponse is failure to return the questionnaire, explicit 
refusal, and change of address. Repeated mailings may elicit responses from busy individuals 
or those who dislike fi lling out questionnaires, but these mailings will not persuade those 
who object to the study. Th erefore, the assumption is made that people who are interested 
in the subject respond more readily and who also feel they will make a favorable impression 
on those reading their responses (Armstrong and Overton 1977). Th us, they stated that the 
characteristics of nonrespondents may or may not be extrapolated from the characteristics 
of late respondents. Th ey further argued that subjects who respond less readily or “late” are 
more like nonrespondents and have responded due to the successive waves of increased 
stimulus. See appendix 2D for early versus late respondents.  

  24  .   “Union leadership” refers to the president of Local 371 and members of his cabinet—that 
is, members who are deputy vice presidents, in charge of union outreach, political outreach, 
and general union operations.  

  25  .   From this point forward, both union leadership and rank-and-fi le members will be referred 
to as members, since all leadership interviewees are also members of Local 371.  

  26  .   Th e NES is a randomly generated, nationwide sample. Th e data over the twenty-year period 
were pooled in order to provide substantial racial and ethnic sample sizes.  

   Chapter 3    

  1  .   As Sawyer (2006: 103) observes, race is a particularly diffi  cult construct to decode and 
understand because it is both “discursive and ideological.”  

  2  .   Th ere are other demographic and population changes that are noteworthy. Although the 
actual numbers of native-born blacks and foreign-born black people in the United States 
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has increased over the past several decades, other racial and ethnic group numbers have 
risen as well. People of African descent—that is, native-born and foreign-born blacks—have 
become the third largest group in America. Latino populations have replaced blacks as the 
second largest group in the country.  

  3  .   Between 1996 and 2003, the Migration Policy Institute reports that the number of immi-
grant wage and salary workers increased 48 percent, from 11.9 million to 17.7 million 
(Current Population Survey, 1996–2003 annual averages).  

  4  .   Although blacks, both native-born and foreign-born, have made economic strides, the 
eff ects of race and the susceptibility of racism are still present (Waters 1999a). Tate (1991) 
argues that educated blacks feel that race is most prevalent, even despite educational and 
fi nancial successes. One need only observe education, housing, and urban center inequities 
on the local and national level to understand the limits of black inclusion and incorporation 
in the United States. President Ensley shared an anecdote of a union member, a city worker 
who was out with her boyfriend. Th ey were both black and were stopped by police for what 
appeared to be no reason. He made the point of reiterating that this story took place in 2006. 
She showed her city identifi cation to the police offi  cer and was not released or given rea-
son for the stop. She demanded to see his supervisor, and when the supervisor arrived, the 
supervisor assumed her to be impersonating a city employee and took her in for questioning. 
Because of the prevalence of race, despite economic, occupational, or educational successes, 
the interplay of a collective black racial identity and a specifi c ethnic identity presents inter-
esting and necessary questions surrounding future coalition building possibilities.  

  5  .   According to Okamoto (2003: 816), “Organizations based on collective identities are 
considered to be mobilizing structures because they bring groups of potential participants 
together, provide social locations where mobilization may be generated, and serve as struc-
tures of communication contributing to successful collective action.”  

  6  .   Th e vast majority of members targeted for the survey population were members of the racial 
and social clubs within the union.  

  7  .   President Ensley then provided an anecdote about union mine workers—Polish, Italian, and 
black. “Th ey did not speak the same languages, but they found out they were being exploited 
and formed a union. Th at was the power of a union: to unite various groups of people with a 
common goal and interest for equality.”  

  8  .   Th e presence of a close and highly racially interested election of 2000 might explain the high 
numbers of overall black voting in 2004.  

  9  .   Th at is, when controlling for all other demographic variables.  
  10  .   1984–2004 NES voting by blacks in unions versus black nonunion members. NES 

Cumulative 1984–2004.  N : 214 black union members, 1,536 black nonunion members.  
  11  .   Th ere are no exact measures within the survey instrument to measure respondent att itudes 

toward internal union elections. However, appendix 3B presents percentages of Local 371 
member feelings toward labor unions using a 100-point thermometer scale that has been 
condensed to a seven-point Likert scale. Th e data reveal that all Local 371 members had rela-
tively warm feelings and that black members expressed the warmest feelings toward labor.  

  12  .   When using the primary data provided by the SSEU Local 371 Survey.  
  13  .   Th e authors view social capital as assets derived from membership in voluntary organiza-

tions (Putnam 2000).  
  14  .   Th at is, the social institutions best capable of promoting participation.  
  15  .   Dawson does not explicitly defi ne or disaggregate groups of blacks in his analyses.  
  16  .   Scholars argue that citizens are more likely to vote in national elections over local elections. 

Th e question which asked survey respondents about whether they planned to vote in the 
2005 mayoral election was dropped from the analysis. Th e fi rst wave of the survey was dis-
tributed before the 2005 election, and the second and third waves aft er the 2005 election; 
the data therefore were not comparable and could not be used here.  

  17  .   In recent years, local New York City elections have not garnered anywhere near 50 percent 
of the voting eligible population.  
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  18  .   It is also necessary to note the increases in voting during presidential election years. Th e 
NES voting average for black respondents in nonelection years is 55 percent, compared to 69 
percent for black respondents in election years. Similarly, white voting decreased in nonelec-
tion years as well. Voting for whites was 59 percent during nonelection years, compared to 
78 percent during election years.  

  19  .   See table 3.3 for SSEU Local 371 black-white voting comparisons. It is necessary to note 
that past national surveys and theorists have not distinguished between native-born and 
foreign-born blacks. Th erefore, for this particular comparison of whites and blacks, I have 
chosen to compare individuals who self-identifi ed as black American.  

  20  .   President Ensley was referring to SEIU Local 1199’s decision to elect Dennis Rivera as presi-
dent of the union from 1989 to 2007.  

  21  .   Th is belief supports the high levels of Local 371 black ethnic voting compared to other racial 
groups.  

  22  .   Table 3.6 also indicates that when aggregating the percentages of blacks who identifi ed as 
strong, weak, or independent Democrats, on the national level 87 percent of black union 
members identifi ed with the Democratic Party compared to 80 percent of black nonunion 
members.  

  23  .   Th e 2004 NAEP did not ask any questions directly asking respondents’ partisanship. Th e 
questions in 2004 NAEP referred to particular candidates (i.e., George Bush, John Kerry, 
Ralph Nader, or Other).  

  24  .   Th e coding was as follows: 0–15 = 1; 16–30 = 2; 31–45 = 3; 46–55 = 4; 56–70 = 5; 71–85 
= 6; 86–100 = 7.  

  25  .   When comparing African and Afro-Caribbean responses, 55 percent of Afro-Caribbean 
respondents, compared to 78 percent of African respondents, stated they had migrated from 
a home country with a weak or very weak political stability.  

   Chapter 4   

  1  .   In this chapter the SSEU Local 371 survey is the sole data source.  
  2  .   Th e questions used in this chapter are modeled aft er the New Immigrant Survey and the 

National Ethnic Politics Study.  
  3  .   Th e theoretical basis for the argument of black ethnic distinctions was previously set forth by 

sociologists evaluating relationships between black American and West Indian populations.  
  4  .   A research note published by Anglin and Whaley (2006) explored the relationship of racial 

and ethnic labels and racial socialization among college students of African descent, largely 
focusing on the social psychological motivations behind identifi cation. Recent studies are 
currently introducing and addressing the concept of diversity within black populations in 
the electorate and citizenry (Nunnally 2010).  

  5  .   Again, I am cognizant of the varying degrees of diversity within black ethnic populations.  
  6  .   Much of the theorizing that guided the survey is based on the fi ndings of the collective racial 

and varied ethnic identities set forth by sociologists: primarily the work of Waters, Foner, 
Kasinitz, and Vickerman.  

  7  .   Black Americans are also the longest-residing peoples of African descent in the United 
States.  

  8  .   Th is group identity is largely based on shared history as the United States’ only nonvoluntary 
immigrants, the history of US-based chatt el slavery, a history of segregation and Jim Crow, 
subsequent struggles and triumphs in the civil rights movement, and overall length of time 
in the United States.  

  9  .   Th is follows literature within the social psychology that defi nes “identifi cation with a group as 
yielding ‘a shift  towards the perception of the self as an interchangeable exemplar of some social 
category and away from the perception of the self as a unique person’” (Penn 2008: 29).  

  10  .   Phillip Gay (1989) argues that blacks in the United States are six to seven generations 
 culturally removed from Africa and thus speak no African language, have no relatives, have 
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never visited Africa, and therefore have a false and artifi cial sense of an African homeland or 
nationality, which is made up of heterogeneous nations and cultures sharing one very large 
continent.  

  11  .   For example, it is necessary to note the signifi cant numbers of black Americans who 
responded to and marched on behalf of Diallo and Louima in the aft ermath of the two inci-
dents. One need not look too far beyond Rodney King, Amadou Diallo, and Abner Louima 
to see an unfortunate common bond of black male treatment by the criminal justice system 
in the United States.  

  12  .   Assimilationist logic posits that transnational immigrant att achments to their homeland dimin-
ish over time (Rogers 2006). Th erefore, particular subethnic distinctions may decrease over 
time. For example, once living in the United States, Nigerians who are Ibo or Yoruba may view 
one another as solely Nigerian and thus having a shared ethnic identity. Whereas if these two 
groups were still residing in Lagos, more specifi c subethnic nuances would be tangible and 
signifi cant.  

  13  .   By “generational eff ect,” I mean what Schuman and Rieger (1992) defi ne as an assumption 
that the behaviors and att itudes are shaped by the common experiences of a cohort.  

  14  .   In this work I prefer not to describe immigrants using the terms “fi rst-generation” and 
“second-generation.” Th ere are several Afro-Caribbean immigrants who migrated to the 
United States when they were infants and would be considered second-generation by some 
scholarly disciplines, 1.5-generation in others, and fi rst-generation by yet others. Th is sample 
population largely consists of what sociologists would classify as the 1.5 generation.  

  15  .   Morone’s (1998) use of “democratic wish” is defi ned as the publics’ ability to maintain opti-
mism about the government structure and its ability to solve problems.  

  16  .   Th is is also shown in the work of Douglas Massey and Nancy Denton (1993).  
  17  .   Latino populations were not as adamant as black populations in strongly agreeing that white 

populations were treated fairly in this country.  
  18  .   Again, Latino respondents expressed disagreement with the statement that Afro-Caribbeans 

were treated fairly, at rates that more closely resembled black ethnic att itudes. And white 
respondents, at 41 percent, were the most likely to agree that Afro-Caribbeans were treated 
fairly in the United States.  

  19  .   Th e means and complete tables for each respective group can be found in appendix 4A.  
  20  .   It is necessary to note that 73 percent of the African respondents are male, compared to only 

30 percent of native-born and 30 percent of Afro-Caribbean respondents. Th e optimism 
felt by male respondents could be linked to their belief that with hard work, economic gains 
would be inevitable and integration within the workforce and middle-class status would be 
att ainable (Butcher 1994).  

   Chapter 5   

  1  .   Most scholars do not articulate ethnic distinctions among their African American actors: 
e.g., Hochschild 1995; Dawson 1994; Pinderhughes 1992. Th erefore, an assumption of 
native-born African American status is inherent in their research.  

  2  .   Th e NAEP does not ask specifi c questions regarding increase in spending.  
  3  .   Using data over a twenty-year period is not optimal. However, Page and Shapiro (1992) 

argue that individuals’ preferences are fairly stable over time. Also, public opinion changes 
in understandable ways and is oft en parallel across various subcategories. I chose to begin 
the data analysis in the 1980s, the decade when signifi cant numbers of African immigrants 
arrived in the United States.  

  4  .   As a proxy for racialized questions asked in the Local 371 survey, 2006 GSS foreign-aid 
 questions were used.  

  5  .   Although 85 percent of whites expressed a desire to increase spending on public education, 
the diff erence in levels of support compared to black ethnics could be indicative of a level of 
issue immunity from the labor leadership.  
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  6  .   It is also important to note that these particular responses are not statistically signifi cant.  
  7  .   In this particular instance, the psychological distinctions of “us versus them” (Kinder 

and Kam 2009; Winter 2006; Quadagno 1994; Massey and Denton 1993; Carmines and 
Stimson 1989)—that is, black versus white responses—are not as visible in union members 
organization of Social Security spending att itudes.  

  8  .   Latino respondents expressed att itudes supporting increased spending for the environment 
at similar levels compared to black American and Afro-Caribbean respondents. Similarly, 
Latino responses have thus far consistently mirrored black ethnic responses more closely 
than they have white Local 371 att itudes, which suggests some levels of possible ethnic cohe-
sion pertaining to the spending issues present.  

  9  .   Local 371 members were also asked their opinions regarding patrolling borders against 
illegal immigrants. Black American respondents exhibited the least cohesive opinions 
with other black ethnic members. Blacks were the most likely of all Local 371 groups 
to support increased spending for border patrolling against illegal immigrants. Feelings 
of competitiveness and scarce resources continue to contribute to black American att i-
tudes toward illegal immigration. Th e United States has a long history of preventing per-
ceived “undesirable” populations from entering and incorporating into American society. 
Border control has been and remains an indelible fi ber in the fabric of American exclusion 
(Andreas 2003). Fift y-four percent of black American respondents, compared to 32 and 
39 percent of Afro-Caribbean and African respondents, supported increased government 
spending for border controls (there were no questions within the national data that asked 
about border patrols). An element of black American feelings of threat by foreign popula-
tions was refl ected in black American fears that immigrant populations will encroach on 
occupational sectors and the relatively recent economic gains that have been achieved by 
the group.  

  10  .   See Gilens (1996) for additional discussion.  
  11  .   Th e 2006 GSS did not ask a specifi c question pertaining to spending on Africa. However, the 

GSS did ask a question whether the government spent too much, the same, or too litt le on 
foreign aid. Regarding overall foreign aid, foreign-born blacks were the most likely to indi-
cate that the national government spent too litt le on it at 23 percent compared to 10 percent 
of blacks and 5 percent of whites. By contrast, 68 percent of native-born blacks believed 
that the national government spent too much on foreign aid, compared to 71 percent of 
whites and 53 percent of foreign-born blacks. In all, the majority of all respondents indicated 
that the government spent too much on foreign aid. Th e lack of support for increases in 
foreign-aid indicated att itudes shared by groups currently residing in the United States who 
reported that other countries should aid themselves. Th ese results also indicated a desire for 
those resources to remain in the United States. It should be noted that in 2006 the United 
States was at the height of two wars, and many Americans felt that too many resources were 
being spent abroad.  

   Conclusion 

  1  .   With the exception of political scientists Reuel Rogers (2006) and Shayla Nunnally 
(2010), who address the nuances of race and class among native-born black Americans and 
Afro-Caribbeans in the United States.  

  2  .   Th ese numbers do not include undocumented individuals living in America.  
  3  .   Th ese debates also have implications for future studies of immigration politics debates.  
  4  .   Farley et al. (1997) argued that diff erences for racial residential preferences exist and that 

age, education, and family income were related to residential preferences for blacks.  
  5  .   Urban planning and historical literature state that blacks are the least likely to assimilate and 

integrate with whites in regard to housing (Freeman 2002; Wilder 2000) and that Latinos 
are somewhat more likely to residentially integrate with whites. However, Latinos too largely 
reside in relatively homogeneous residential spaces or in close proximity to blacks primarily 
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due to socioeconomic and class backgrounds. Scholars state that increased intergroup con-
tact can actually lead to decreased group confl ict and a possible increase in intergroup shared 
interests (Powers and Ellison 1995; Rothbart and John 1993). Th e data illustrate that 
groups belonging to the “out-group” share related att itudes toward the government and have 
increased participation rates when compared to white respondents. 
For complete regression analyses of the data presented, please contact the author.     
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