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Comparisons between black Americans and 

West Indians often focus on the "culture" of 

West Indians as an explanation for their suc­

cess. Culture here often means a dedication to 

hard work and a high value on education, but 

there are few ethmc groups in America who 

would not claim those particular cultural val­

ues. Can culture really explain any differences in rates of success between 

West Indians and African Americans? The previous cha pier described 

structural reasons for one particular concrete finding about West indi­

ans-their high labor force participation rate. I showed how social net­

works eased and facilitated their hiring and how their immigrant status 

and their different metric for judging a job could contribute to their 

longevity in the job. These differences between Americans and West Indi­

ans are structural in that they do not imply different valnes on education 

or work but imply instead different social locations for individuals that 

lead to different opportunities and actions. The differences described 

above were also race-neutral; they were differences one would find be. 

tween any native-born American and immigrant, regardless of color . Yet 

I also showed that these structural differences were often given stereotypi­

cal cultural explanations-West Indians value hard work, black Ameri-~ 

cans prefer to live off welfare. 

In this chapter I turn to a specific cultural comparison between Wes1 

Indians and African Americans-their interpretations of, and reactions 

to, racial discrimination. I argue that the West Indian cultural response to 

black-white race relations helps to foster social mobility for many firs\' 

generation irnmigran ts. The cultural reactions to race) discrimination~ 
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and racial hierarchies displayed by the immigrants have two compo­

nents--the colture associated with being an immigrant and the colture 

the immigrants bring with them, the latter the long-term result ofliving 

with the particolar racial structures of the Caribbean. 

West Indians have a low expectation of sour interpersonal race rela­

tions, and this enables them to have better in terperoonal interactions with 

white Americans than many native African Americans. In addition, their 

sense of efficacy, coming from a society with a majority of blacks and with 

many blacks in high positions, leads the immigrants to have high am bi­

tions and expectations for their own success. At the same time, they exp ect 

that race will make it harder to rise socioeconomically in the United States 

because they know America has racial problems and so they are very 

prepared to battle for their rights. This combination of high ambitions, 

friendly relations with whites on an interpersonal level, and strong mili­

tance in encountering any perceived discrimination leads to some better 

outcomes in the labor market for West Indians than for black Americans. 

But cultures, as patterned ways of dealing with the environment, change 

when the environment changes.' The West Indians' notions about race 

change over time as their beliefs that race will not hold them back come 

up against a reality in which race is still a potent boundary in American 

society .. 

There are three separate components to the West Indians' racial iden­

tities and understandings of race-the lack of an oppositional identity, the 

expectation of what I call structural racism, and the low expectation of 

what I call interpersonal racism. Each of these will be examined in tum. 

THE CULTURE ASSOCIATED WITH BEING AN IMMIGRANT 

Although blacks were originally brought to the West Indies involuntarily 

to work as slaves on sugar plantations, West Indians who emigrate to the 

United States do so voluntarily. As voluntary immigrants in the· United 

States, West Indians display certain psychological and coltural reactions 

to American society that are closer Ie those of oth,r voluntary immigrants 

than to African Americans who were absorbed into the United States 

involuntarily. Anthropologist John Ogbu makes a distinction between 

immigrant uvoluntary minorities)) who have chosen to move to a society 
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in order to improve their well-being, and caste-like "involuntary minori­

ties," who were initkilly brougbt into the society through slavery, con­

quest, or colonization. This distinction is very helpful in understanding 

the reactions to American race relations of West Indian immigrants;2 

Ogbu argues that the coping responses that differen f groups develop 

for dealing with problems of racism and discrimination reflect their his­

tories and social psychologies. Because they use their hOIllecountry and 

culture as a frame of reference, voluntary migrants do not react to dis­

crimination and exclusion in the same way as involuntary minorities. In 

effect they can say to themselves, "Americans might not value my culture 

but 1 am from a place where I am valued." Discrimination and prejudice 

are something they plan to overcome. Immigrants then have a "greater· 

degree of trust for white Americans, for the societal institutions controlled 

by whites, than do involuntary minorities. Such inlmigrants acquiesce and 

rationalize the prejudice and discrimination against them by saying, in 

effect, that they are strangers in a foreign land [and] have no choicebul 

to toler a te prejudice and discrimination."> They develop "immigrant 

identities" that differ from the dominant gronp's identities but are not 

necessarily opposed to those identities. 

Involuntary minorities do not have a homeland with which to compare 

their currenureatrnent nor to root their identities in. Thus, Ogbu argues, 

they do not see discrimination against them as a temporary barrier to be 

overcome .. Instead, "[r]ecognizing that they belong to a subordinate, in­

deed, a disparaged minority, they compare their situation with that of 

their white American peers. The prejudice against them seems permanent, 

indeed institutionalized."' This understanding of their situation leads the 

invol unlary minorities 10 conclude thai solidarity and challenges to the 

rules of the dominant society are the only way to improve therr situation. 

Ogbu describes the psychological orientation that develops among invol­

untary minorities as being "oppositionalll in nature. 

These oc oppositional identities l"1 mean that involuntary minorities come 

largely to define themselves in their core identities in terms of therr oppo­

sition to the dominant group. For blacks in America, Ogbu asserts, the 

very meaning of being black involves not being white. A strong value is 

placed on solidarity and opposition to rules perceived as being against 

them; when a member of the group is seen as cooperating with the 
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dominant society's institutions, his or her very identity is called into 

question. In Ogbu's researchtheyoimg black student who tries to acrueve 

in school is accused of ('acting white.»';' 

Because involuntary minorities see the rules oLthe game as stacked 

against them and permanent, their folk theory o[howto make it in society 

stresses collective effort and group challenges as the ways to overcome 

barriers set up by whites. Thus individuals who attempt to assimilate and 

to achieve as individuals often run into strong pressure not to do so: 

"Crossing cultural boundaries, behaving in a manner regarded as falling 

under the white American cultural frames of reference, is threatening to 

their minority identity andsecurity, but also to their solidarity. Individu­

als seeking to behave like whites are discouraged by peer group pressures 

and by affective dissonance."' Assimilation is thu. doubly threatening to 

the involuntary migrant: they must adopt some cultural practices, such as 

language and styles of interaction, that are not only difterent from what 

they are used to but are perceived as antithetical to their own culture and 

language. Christopher Jencks notes this difference between European Im­

migrants and African Americans, both of whom faced discrimination but 

with difterent psychological consequences: 

p(" Europeans who came to America because they were dissatisfied 

with their homeland. assimilation has often heen difficult, but it has 

not for the most part been intrinsically humiliating. European Im­

migrants come with no anImus against America and they had reason 

to beHeve that if they learned to act like Americans they would be 

accepted as such ... Tn order to hecome fully as,imilated into white 

America hlack, must to some extent identify , .. ith people who have 

humiliated and oppressed them for three hundred years. Under 

these circumstances "assimilation" is likely to be extraordinarily 

difficull/ 

West Indians are a group Ogbu uses to compare with African Ameri­

cans to show the difference between involuntary and voluntary minori­

ties. West Indians are described as voluntary immigraots who do not 

experience the same degree of disillusionment and cultural inversion and 

oppositional identities as African An;lericans. But West Indians are also 

the descendants of slaves. Why is it that their initial incorporation into 
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their own societies as involuntary migrants does not create an involuntary 

minority attitude toward whites when they arrive in the United States? 

Part of the answer lies in the differences in racial cultures between the 

two societies that I will describe below, but the other important variable 

that explains West Indian racial beliefs and practices is their immigrant 

status. Judging from the responses of the people we interviewed, the 

movement to the United States seems to provide the immigrants with a 

"foreign" status, which makes their reactions to discrimination and preju­

dice more likely to resemble those of other voluntary' immigrants in the 

United States, than to resemble those of black Americans. (It also leads 

whites to respond differently to the West Indians than to African Ameri­

cans as long as the whites see the West Indians' master status as "immi­

grant" rather than "black." See Chapter 4.) If, as Stephen Cornell and 

Douglas Hartmann argue, ethnicity can be understood in part as a «nar­

rative" we tell ourselves about our history and our world and our place in 

that world, the act of immigration tends to erase the slave riarrative and 

replace it with an immigrant narrative.' That immigrant narrative in­

cludes an optimism about the immigrants' life chances in the United 

States, even though the immigrants are far from naive about the degree of 

racial discrimination they expect to encounter. This Trinidadian teacher 

makes this dear: 

You see 1'm not American, and I do not see myseH as having been 

deprived by the whites of America. To the contrary, I came here, I 

was accepted, I was acknowledged for what I knew, and I am in a 

position now where I am earning a good salary. I do not view myself 

in the light of black Americans. (Trinidadian female teacher, age 63, 

in United States ten years) 

Even when they experience prejudice firsthand, West Indians who see 

themselves as voluntary immigrants have the memory of a homeland to . 

take away the sting: 

Q: What were your expectations about whites in the United States? 

A: I knew they would think themselves better than me, but I know 

as a Jamaican I was accustomed to being a person of self-worth 

so that wouldn't bother me ... I have experienced prejudice from 
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whites, but that is how whites are. (Jamaican female teacher, age 

37, in United States ten years) 

The immigrants we spoke to all had a very rosy picture of race relations at 

home, retlecting the <'erasure:» of the involuntary minority narrative as 

well as the stark contrast between the race relations they remember and 

. the pervasiveness of race and racial conflict they encounter in the United 

States. The islands nevertheless have had their share of race problems. 

Jamaica bas long been a source of black power ideas. Marcus Garvey, a 

J "makan, developed his ideas of black power and pride during his time in 

the United States and then brough·t those ideas back to Jamaica. Barbados 

has a long history of brutal relations between its small white population 

and its large black population. Trinidad and Guyana are both countries 

with sizable East Indian populations. They have both seen bloodshed over 

their racial divisions in the last thirty years. 

However, one would be hard put to find much description of any of 

these ideologies or problems in the descriptions of their home countries 

provided by the respondents in this study. For West Indians in N ew York, 

race relations at home are seen through rose-colored glasses.' If everything 

the respondents said was taken at face value, the Carib bean would seem 

the perfect society for peace and harmony between blacks, whites, and 

other groups.I< 

Q: Did you expect white people to behave a certain way before you 

came to the United States? 

A: Well, to be honest, it's new. In Trinidad-there are white people 

in Trinidad, but the white people in Trinidad is like they all ac­

cept you ... When I was growing up, we didn't have this preju­

diced thing. I never knew what prejudice was. So as far as the way 

white people.wete supposed to react, 1 didn't know. (Trinidadian 

female supervisor. age 36, in United Slates nine years) 

While the official slogan of the Jamaican government, "out of many, 

one," attempts to foster an image of multiracial harmony, Jamaica can 

perhaps be described as the West Indian country with the highest amount 

of black power ideology and concern with race. This concern with racial 

oppression has been fueled by grm:';ng poverty and unemployment in the 
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Kingston slums and by the heavy prevalence of tourism on the island, 

which brings very rich whites into contact with very poor blacks. II But 

among the Jamaicans we ioterviewed there was little sense of difficult race 

relations back home. Even, this Jamaican worker, whose only reference 

poiot for describing race relations at home are black domestic household 

workers interacting with white em players, describes the interactions and 

relations in glowing tenns: 

Well, because up here, you know, this racial-racist business differeot 

from back home, you know. Different from back home. Backhome, 

mostly blacks always work with whites 1 say, you know. In the 

residential area you mostly find the black people. they always work 

the white. Washes them clothes, clean them house, you know. And 

they always say the white people handle them so good. People always 

say that, you know. Yeah, sometime, a lady in my house, she used to 

workwith white lady, and she said the white lady handle her like her 

own color. Yeah, she told me that. But being up here, everybody is 

so, you know, different. Like certain streets you can't walk on up 

here 'cause it's white and, you know, not back h~me. (Jamaican 

female worker, age 37, in United States three years) 

Given the ways in which class and race intersect and define each other 

in the Caribbean, it is not surprisiog that there were some class differences 

in how respondents recalled race in their home countries. The middle­

class teachers gave a more nuanced view of race relations at home. They 

described race, relations in the Carib bean far more positively than race 

relations in the United States but, to a greater degree than the working- .. 

class respondents, described the complexities of the in~ersection of race 

and class in their home countries: 

Q: What were race relations like in Jamaica? 

A: We did not have rare, we had class. Yeah, we have class. We have 

class among black people. The class that we have out there was 

who was the parents, where do you live? What kind of schoo] did 

you attend, that Idnd of thing out there. You could live any fonr 

corner of the island if you have the money for a certain area, and 

even if you1re not white, you can live there if you can afford to. 
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So there was no area that you cannot live. (Jamaican male 

teacher, age 41, in United States five years) 
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Like other voluntary immigrants West Indians are likely to see prejudice 

and discrimination as more isolated occurrences, and as temporary barri­

ers to be overcome, rather than as permanent, pervasive symptoms of a 

society that has overarching enmity toward them. A West Indian, we were 

told repeatedly in the interviews, treats individual whites as individuals 

and does not react to whites purely on the basis of skin color. But a West 

Indian also does not put lip with "racist" nonsense when it does occur: 

When I came here, I didn't meet too many of them \whitesl in the 

beginning. Very few, you know: But I'm a person who takes every­

body-how you present yourself to me, that's how I take you. I 

don't .iudge, I don't·pre-judge. I don't look at the color and say, oh, 

whitel Maj'be he expects this, maybe he expects that. You knowt 

Then) when we start to interact, however you interact with me" that's 

the way I'm gonna interact with you. So, however you deal with me, 

that's how I'm gonua deal with you. I have met some who· were very 

nice. I have met some who were awful. The awful ones, I deal with 

them awful too. And the nice ones, I deal with them nice ... 1 ust the 

way you deal with me, that's how I'll deal with you. Black or white . 

. (Trinidadian female supervisor, age 36, in United States nineteen 

years) 

These concerns with ·"radalism" and with difji,rentiating true racism 

from imagined racism rellecl a particular experience with race that the 

West Indian. have carried with them. 

THE CULTURE THE IMMIGRANTS BRING WITH THEM 

Orlando Patterson has described the dmerence in how racial relations are 

. organized in the Caribbean and the United States as a critical difference 

between a society in which there is racism (the Caribbean) and a chroni­

cally racist society (the United States). What is this critical difference? 

While both societies were founded to a great extent on slavery, the 

"American slave society was unique in the complexil)' and sophistication 
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of the culture of slavery that it developed and in theextraordin.ry role 

slavery and the slave culture played in that development.»" Contrasting 

the$<! two types of weieties, Patterson argues that in many countries where 

racism exists, such as England, France, or the Caribbean, "many people 

there, perhaps the majority, believe in the inherent superiority of whites 

over nonwhite peoples. Yet they are not radst cultures because this ideol­

ogy is a minor component in their systems of belief; it serves no indispen­

sable cultural or socioeconomic functions and is not a critical element in 

the way people define themselves physically and sociillly. Not so in Amer­

ica."" The culture of slavery that existed in the United States from the 

founding until the eivil rights movement, and whose legacy curren til' 

persists in the very core of American culture, means that black Americans 

are "the Other" in the social identities of white Americans. White cultural 

values fundamentally illsvalue African Ameri""",. Racism-the belief in 

the fundamental inferiority of blacks-is a much larger part of the core 

American cultnre in a way it could never be in the Caribbean, where the 

nnmbers of white people were never great. 

So, Patterson argues that a key difference between the Caribbean and 

the United States is that the latter is "more terrifying in the illl-pervasive 

presence of the white group and white culture, and the crushing sense of 

racial isolation and despair" that develops." This is a common theme in 

the interviews we conducted; the immigrants sense something over­

whelming about race in the culture of America, something that they 

believe has affected African Americans in a very fundamental way: 

I'm very disappointed in black Americans because I think they've 

allowed others to make them feel that they're not important, or it's 

as if they act the part that has been put on them. Tbey limit them­

selves because people say that blacks are limited They limit them­

selves and they live like that and I don't believe that. Uamaican 

female teacher, age 37, in United States ten years) 

Ira Reid noted in his 1939 study that the black immigrants he studied 

all reported that the whites they encountered in the Caribbean did not 

even come dose to matching American whites in their high degree of 

racial hostility and contempt." That this contempt and hostility take a toll 

is incontestable; a number of studies document the feelings of rage and 
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sadness African Americans endure every day because of white behaviors 

and attitudes." Indeed, Cornell West has called the results for the poorest 

African Americans of living in such a racialized society "black existential 

angst," which derives from "the lived experience of ontological wounds . 

and emotional scars inflicted by white supremacist beliefS and images 

permeating U.S. society and culture. These wounds and scars attack black 

intelligence, black ability, black beauty, an<i black character daily in subtle 

and not so subtle ways ... The accumulated effect of these wounds and 

scars produces a deep-seated anger, a boiling sense of rage, and a passion­

ate pessimism regarding America's will to justice."" . 

The immigrants descnbe this difference between the two societies as 

one where Americans, both white and black, seem obsessed with "racial­

ism." Racialism was the word used to refer to a heightened sensitivity to 

race, a tendency to regard relations between people in terms of race. The 

. overarching concern with race among Americans was shocking to the 

immigrants wilen they first arrived. It was so different from what they 

were used to back home. Mary, a teacher who emigrated from Jamaica in 

1981 at age 29, describes her changing sensitivities on the subject: 

You heard about crime but you didn't hear that you come here and 

you would be bombarded with this racial thing. And even to this 

day, sometimes, it's difficult to see things from a race perspective. 1 

still see it as people against people. I find that American blacks, they 

talk about it, they see it in every incident that happens, it has to he 

race why this happens ..• You hecome much more sensitive to it 

. because the television and the radio they pick it up, they say don't 

you see that, don't you see that. And then you start hecoming aware 

that there is something that's going on, you know. (Jamaican female 

teacher, age 38; in United States nine years) 

Many people we spoke with, both working class and middle class, were 

especially concerned that their children would develop this attitude of 

racialism: 

Q: Are there any things that you've tried to tell your children as 

they're growing up about how to be black or how to get along 

with white people? , 
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A: Well, no, I've never really laid them because of black this and 

black that. Eventually you will start to become racial. At least I feel 
that. You see, I feel that it doesn't matter the color of your skin. 

And you mow, the minute you will .tart to look at, oh, he's white, 

they're black, and this black isn't gonuado this, you know, eventu­

ally it becomes you and humbles your thinking and everything. 

You mow, like theywould say up here is racial rvenever encoun­

tered any and I really don't want to. But you know, how I go 

ab out it on a day to day, you meet people, you talk with them. 

You mow, everybody has different feelings. But you know, for me 

to tell them that you're black, you're this, you're that-no, I don't. 

(Guyanese female worker, age 38, in United States nine years) 

The perception that black Americans are too quick to cry race is inti­

mately tied to the immigrants' long-standing belief that opportunities 

exist in the United States and that their own black skin has not, and will 
not, prevent them from taking advantage of those opportunities}' It is this 

belief that racism, while it might exist, can surely be overcome with 

detennination and hard work that propelled the inunigranl' to move 

from a majority-black society to the United States in the first place. And 

there is a .trong psychological incentive for the immigrants to believe that 

American blacks overestimate the role of race in everyday life and in 

limiting opportunity. After all, if you have moved to a society in which 

you are now in the minority, and you have done so in order to achieve 

success, you do not want to believe that your color will limit that success: 

We're not saying that there is not racism, we're not saying that 

there's not prejudices. We're not saying that there are not certain 

jobs where they put a token black man. We're not saying that. But 

you don't have to be negative all the time. I just cannot understand 

because I came here, I didn't have a high school diploma from this 

country. You understand? But-I mean, I love my job, I'm doing. 

who t I like to do ... My next step after this will be to have my own 

catering business. And that is what I'm w;>rking towards now. You 

mow? So, don't tell me I can't do it. I could do it. II say to African· 

Americans 1 why you can't do it and you're right here? (Trinidadian 

femaIe supervisor, age 36, in United States nineteen years) 
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The idea that while racial prejudice might keep the group down, it 

will not stap them from succeeding as individuals reflects a long-standing 

tradition among-West Indian immigrants--they fight individually, not 

collectively, for their rights." Indeed, scholars who studied earlier waves 

of immigration descnbed how West Indians often stressed their British 

ties aad their foreign status as ways to combat discrimination.2• In psy_ 

chological terms West Indians often deal with the stigmatized nature of 

the black race in- American society through a strategy of "exit" rather 

than "voice." Black Americans generally perceive little possibility for in­

dividuals to succeed by "exiting" the category of black people, and thus 

tend to develop a collective strategy to give "voice" to their lack of equal­

ity. West Indians, especially in the first generation and especially when 

they first arrive, believe that by evoking their foreign status, working 

hard, avoiding "racialism,'" and challenging true racism with loud cries 

of protest when it does occur they can "exit" from the stigmatized black 

category." 

These beliefs that individual effOrt can overcome racial barriers do 

not mean that -West Indians deny the existence of racism (a charge that 

African Americans often make and that the immigraats spend time re­

futing). Rather, the immigrants argue that they are very vigilant in no-

c tieing attitudes or behaviors that might keep them from achieving 

'c socioeconomic mobility. The immigrants often see racism on the job 

" and in society, and they think that racism should be challenged. In fact. 

.~ the foreign-born pride themselves jn being more likely to stand up to 

,. whites when Kreal" situations occur. Yet their lack of racialism was often 
~i-; 
",'pointed to by the immigrants to explain why they got along better with 

fk·whites than African Americans. This manager believes that whites are 

if' more at ease with him because he does not react to them based on their 
~:y 
~~,. -race: 
"'-: 
$: 
~'-:-
>.:-;. 

if «-

~' •. ' ••. 

I think-I am a Caribbean American. I see what a person is, right? 

And if I need something from you, I'm gonna ask for it, regardless 

of who you are. And like, I'm a person. I mean, color and nationality 

is secondary and I think that most Caribbean people focus on that 

point of view. And I think this helps people to get along. You know, 

if you don't have anKpreconceived notions. I have no problem with 



152 ENCOUNTERING AMB1UCAN RACE Ri!.l.AT10NS 

white Americans and I think that from that perspective they treat 

you differently. In conversations with other black Americans-not 

an, mind you. some. I seen that some of their basic concepts are so 

strange, that it keeps them back. You know, their values. (Grenadian 

male manager, age 42, in United State> nine years) 

Several respondents consciously tied this difference between west In­

dians and African Americans to what they perceive as the Americans' 

preoccupation with the historical experience 01' slavery. This Jamakoln 
teacher argues that African Americans see slavery in job hierarchies that 

are merely job hierarchies: 

I would think [that West Indians get more opportunities than Afri· 

can Americans in New¥orkj but I don't think it's because of the 

whites, I think it is because of the blacks. The attitude of the blacks, 

I see it everyday. And that' .-for example, some people will say YOIl 

are subservient, you are just accepting of everything. It's not a mat­

ter of accepting. it's a matter of the work ethic. That a white person 

is set over you-it's not who is set over you but you came here with· 

a certain work ethic. Somebody is set over you and you do what you· . 

are told to do. It's not that you don't have any backbone or thaI you . 

are subservient or anything, it's just that you are in the workplace 

and somebody has to be the boss. I think we accept that quicker than 

American blacks, much more readily than American blacks. Ameri­

can blacks say he's white and he's set over me, that is slavery, and he 

tells you to do that and it's still the slavery thing continuing. (Jamai­

ean female teacher, age 41, in United States seven years) 

Another teacher also pointed out this willingness of West Indians to d,,:, 

jobs that Americans would frnd degrading because of their ability to· 

. separate their sense of self from the job: 

to me, Americans still remember and they're really heavy into it, so / 

they don't do certain jobs theY wouldn't take either. They dOh'tda 

it. You know what I'm saying? Most of the maids and stuff you see 

around here are West Indian people. 'Cause they [black Americansl 

figure they ain't working in no white person's kitchen. You know 

'cause that was a thing of the past. You know they're not thinking· 
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it's money in the pocket. You know they prefer to go ou welfare ... 

You know you hardly find any American person who would say 

they'd take a maid job or anything like that. They don't want to do 

it. You know they feel degraded to be walking out in the park or 

wherever and they got two white kids--they babysitting. West In­

dianperson will do it. (Guyanese female teacher, age 33, in United 

States eight years) . 

Thus.the cultural beliefs and practices West Indian immigrants bring 

to the United States reflect two influences--their status as voluntary im­

migrants, which leads them to expect hard work and ambition to· conquer 

discrimination, and their experiences in Can"bbean society, which lead 

... them to expect racial discrimination but to see it as a relatively contained 

part of life, not one that suffuses every encounter between black and white . 

. These expectations are severely challenged by the immigraots' experiences 

• ill American society. . 

.'. ENCOUNTERING THE REALITY OF AMERICAN 

RACE RELATIONS 

The expe<:tations that the immigrants have about race relations in. the 

< . United States do not prepare them well for their experiences here. Most 

·respondents report surprise at the racial situation they encounter: many 

: •. report deep shock. The immigrants come here expe<:ting to encounter 

~, what I call structural racism-blocked mobility for blacks in the society 
~~~ 
,'. and a hierarchy in which whiles have political and economic power. When 
iY--

~(.they encounter this kind of racism, the immigrants are able to handle 

~:c these situations well, mainly by challenging them. For example, they will 
~,:apply for johs and housing they feel they deserve, even if they believe 

~_:whites are trying to prevent their mobility. -

~; But abnost everyone we spoke to was unprepared for the degree of 

!I'< 'interpersonal racism they encountered in the United Sta tes--the over­

;:{,Jltching concern with race in every encounter, the oonstan t role race plays 

rin everyday life, and the subtle experiences ihat are tinged with racial 

r~~spidons and overtones. The immigrants) encounters with each of these 

Horms of American racism will be examined in tum. 
"-?,: 
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Str ... :lural Radsm 

West Indians come to the United States prepared to find racial discrimi­

nation. After all, the racial problems of the United States are no secret 

throughout the world, and most immigrants are fullowing friends and 

rdatives who have sent home much iuformation about what life is like in 

America after immigration. But when the immigrants imagine the racism 

they will encounter here, they base those expectations on the race relations 

they have experienced iu the Caribbean. Bacl"home whites and light­

skinned blacks were more likdy to be iu higher socioeconomic positions, 

and it was very rare to see a white person at the bottom of the socioeco­

nomic status ladder. Thus while race was not determinative of socioeco­

nomic position (many blacks were iu a high position), it was highly 

correlated with it (most high positions were filled with light -skinned blacks 

or whites). The immigrants expected blocks to black mohility: while they 

could rise to the top, it would be more difficult because whites were iu 

control and would jealcmsly guard their competitive po.ition. 

In descriptions of race relations at home, dass distiuctions were often 

tied to color distiuctions; respondents recalled that lighter -skinned people 

commanded wealth, power, and top-level jobs: 

-Whites were not existing iu the community as such. They were 

there. "lNh;!e teachers taught in the schools, but they were volunteers 

from England. Y Oll would see American tourists, but what we had 

;,vas: sort of a class consciousness in Jamaica which was also corre­

lated with light skin. Syrians and Chinese and people with light skin 

got the bank jobs, good .johs. (Jamaican male teacher, age 41, in 

United States five years) 

But even this story was a dynamic one. Past discrimination in favor of 

light-skinned people meant that control of top jobs and power iu these 

societies was highly correlated with color. However, since independence 

iu the 196(}s and the establishment of the merit-based, yet still hierarchi- .. 

cal, school system, many dark-skinned islanders had achieved a .great deal 

of social mobility. 

When they arrived in the United States, both middle-class and workiug­

dass respondents were surprised by the existence of poor whites. Ex-
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. pecting the United States to be more racist than the Caribbean, they 

were surprised to find whites in positions where they actually served 

blacks: 

The class structure really surprised me. Our population is made up 

of blacks, East Indians who came as indentured I.borers, a small 

percentage of P<;>rtuguese, a small percentage of Chinese, very few 

whites ... It was the whites who had the key positions. You know, 

the top positions. And we looked up to them, they were the bosses, 

they made the decisions. You had to go to them for a job. That was 

the structure. After independence ... it started to change and then 

who did they take? The light-skinned blacks. Those that had the light 

skin and had the hair and the look ... So .over there, you wouldn't 

find a white man driving a taxi cab. No way. He wouldn't do any­

thing like that. Not there. Over here, it's common. That's one thing 

I've been surprised about. Over there, you wouldn't find a white 

man picking up garbage, being garbage men, no, no no. They had 

all the important positions, the doctors, the lawyers, the managers. 

They did not do these menial jobs ... Here you see white peo­

ple--they different classes, you have the rich ones and the poor 

ones, you have the middle-class ones, you have the laborers. You 

know over there you did not have that. They were only upper class. 

So that was a surprise. You get in a cab, you expect a white guy to 

drive you? No. He has a chauffeur. (Guyanese female teacher, age 42, 

in United States twenty-two years) 

Another respondent discusses how she learned once she arrived here 

that the white tourists she had encountered back home were not worthy 

of the exalted treatment they had received; 

I can remember when seeing white people there and now I come 

here, I want to beat up myselfbecause we stop and look at them with 

so muCh admiration because they're white. And when I come here I 

realize that some those that we saw, they just some washed-up white 

people who just have the fare to come to Jamaica, you know what I 

mean. They're not elite, you know. They get a fare, a cheap ticket to 

Jamaica, and thf}"<:ome down there and people run to them like 
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everybody is SO nice to them, .. People would move out of their way 

to accommodate them be<:ause they're white. Nobody thinking of 

whether they're rich white or poor white. They're white. (Jamaican 

female teacher, age 37, in United States seven years) 

As much as some people were pleasantly .urprised to see poor whites 

and well-off blacks in the United States, their expectations about struc­

tural racism here were mostly confirmed. The preponderance of whites in 

the United St.tes and their positions of power confronted the immigrants 

daily: 

As far as 1 see, it's a white world, We living in a white world, you 

know, everything is just white aronnd us. You go to get a job, there's 

a white man to inteMe\\r you. You knOW"J ifs just that world we)re 

living in. No matter where you go there's a white person. (Guyanese 

male supervisor, age 33, in United States nine years) 

The majority of re.pondents described their postirmnigration years as a 

process of coming to terms with this reality. The immigrants believe that 

white. are threatened by blacks who try to advance, and thus they try to 

keep blacks under them in order to protect their socioeconomic control 

and relative superi?r position. This suspicion is often confirmed by their 

experiences on the job: 

Sometimes the white, they feel superior to the Negro regardless of 

his or her ability. At times you might find a Negro who might be 

more highly qualified than the white person. And because of the 

races problem, you find that white pers()n will get the job. It do 

happen. (Guyanese male worker, age 39, in United States sL"< years) 

The expectation of structural racism and the evidence they found for it 

3Cl\lally provided a bond for Ameri(:an blacks and West Indians. The 

theme that whites tried to protect their control of the higher reaches of the 

socioeconomi.c structure came thr9'ugh in our interviews with both na­

tive-born and immigrant blacks: 

I think that white people think that they always have to be the boss 

over everything. They think that-that was just the way they was 

brought up, that we aren't better than the whites, We have no blacks 
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teaching in school-like they think that they always have to be the 

boss of us. That's the bottom line, that they have to be the ruler. 

They have to be on top. (Black American female worker, age 59) 

The middle-class teachers and the food-service workers sounded very 

similar when they described their perceptions of structural racism in the 

United States. Even immigrants who were highly critical of African Ameri­

cans for being too "racialn shared the perceptions of their African-Ameri­

can coworkers that race affected mobility in the workplace. For instance, 

some immigrants described blocked mobility for black people on the job 

and the lengths to which whites would go to find a white person for a job 

when a qualified black was already on -site: 

After I got my master's degree I went to the banks to try to get a job. 

But you know they would rather choose the yopng white heir. Even 

if they have to bring them over from the Midwest, and that's what's 

happening in New York City. Somebodys grandfather, uncle, or 

godfather, somewhere they live in Texas and they come right at the 

mid-management level and they get the jobs. (Guyanese female 

teacher, age 48, in United States tiventy years} 

The similarities in both foreign-born and native-born views of racism 

in the structure of work relations in both the public schools and American 

Food are striking in comparison with the views of their white coworkers. 

The whites describe their workplaces as fair and just meritocracies. While 

the white managers believed charges of racism at American Food were. 

unfounded, there was a widespread belief among the black immigrants 

and the black Americans that mobility beyond a certain point within the 

company was blocked for people with black skin, regardless of nativity. 

And this shared understanding of blocked social mobility due to pure 

discrimination based on race alone, not culture, provided the opportunity 

for West Indians and African Americans to go to bat for each other and 

to see themselves as having common goals and experiences. 

At American Food supervisors were especially likely to describe 

blocked mobility. The comparatively large numbers of black supervisors 

(all were black) com pared to black managers (only three out of twenty 

were black) testified to the Qifficulty of moving from the ranks of workers 
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(including supervisors) to management. The supervisors' most common 

complaintwas that while the company often boasted oHts internal labor 

market and worker mobility, the company was likely to "bring someone 

in from the Oll tsidel1 when there was a management vacancy: 

There's peopleworkirig here for like excessive amount of years, okay, 

and they happen to be black. And a white person will come in here 

and the next thing you know, they're rnakirig "X" amount of money 

more than tho t person. There's a guy right here right now, he's white, 

he used lobe in purchasing-he used to buy the foodstuffs ... Now 

he's been now promoted to manager. He was just with the company 

for like two years. He's one of the managers. You gOI people here for 

like five, seven years. They didn't even ask you if you wanted to apply 

for it. And this guy have no experience whatsoever, you know, with 

food, because he just carne off the streets, wherever he carne from, he 

happened to know somebody here that hired him downstairs as a 

purchasing clerk, right? And then he happened to know the executive 

chef, they were friends, 'cause she's white too, they hang outtogether. 

So she just give him a push. Which I think was tOlallywrongin front 

of everybody. I was made to understand, this is your boss. Now I can't 

figure it out. How could he be my boss ifhe can't even tell me, he can't 

even explain to me what is a tomato or a cauliflower? There) s ~othing 

that he can tell me that 1 can gain from. (Guyanese m.lesupervisar, 

age 33, in United States nine years) 

Like the immigrants, most American black workers saw systematic racism 

and discrimination on the job, and they had numerous personal experi­

ences of missed promotiollS and opportrmities owing tc> their race: 

I had a manager who was prejudiced against me. Harassing me 

based on my color. I had plenty of ch.nces for a promotion. He 

denied it. It was left up to him. But he denied it. There was two black 

ladies working in the office and one Spanish. And there's one more 

opening. He does not want another black lady' in the office. 1 was due 

for a vacalion, and I ,aid when I come back there will a white woman 

in that position. Sure enough, when I came back, there was a white 

waman in the position. (Black American female worker, age 27) 
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Yet the whites at American Food had very different intetpretations. 

None of them admitted to preferential hiring or promotions for whites 

over blacks, and some of the whiteS we spoke to at American Food actually 

thought that blacks were getting positions at the expense of whites: 

I think there are more opportunities here if you are not white. 

Because they do push them {blacksl more. I have worked for Ameri­

can Food for ten years, and I think they \blacks], you know, get 

more today. (White female supervisor, age 50) 

Even though all of the whites in the organization held positions as su­

pervisors or managers, whites thought that the company was practicing 

"reverse discrimination."' The whites we interviewed at American Food 

were all opposed to· affirmative action because they believed that it un­

fairly gave advantages to ·blacks at the expense of people like themselves: 

When I graduated from wllege, AT&T had just signed a consent 

decree with the federal government saying that they would integrate 

the workplace, and everybody else started. Therefure the white Irish 

American; say, ifl had the ability to work for NeVl York Telephone, 

chances of me getting a job when I graduated from college in 1971 

was slim to none. 'Cause that's when this was signed. (\'lbite male 

manager, age 42) 

The wbite teachers also perceived the hierarchy of the school differently 

than the African-American and Caribbean teachers. Many of them also 

thought "the system" was leaning over backwards to acronuuodate blacks, 

and none of them thought that special perks or promotions were withheld 

more often from blacks than from whites. 

The acrnevement ideology of the West Indians prepares them to battle 

to succeed in the United States. They expect that it will be more difficult 

for blacks than for whites because they know that whites have more 

economic and political power than blacks. The immigrants conclude that 

whites will try to maintain that power and will resist attempts by blacks to 

enter the higher reaches of society. This is in keeping with the immigrants' 

understanding and experience of discrimination back home. Their expec­

tations match their experiences, and tbeir interpretations of those experi-
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ences match the interpretations of their African -American coworkers and 

are at odds with the interpretations of their white American coworkers. 

While our respondents might have been surprised or disgusted at the 

extent of structural racism; it fit in with their worldview, and they felt 

prepared to handle it. Indeed, some people were pleasantly surprised 

when they learned that whites could sometinles be found iu low-level jobs 

and blacks sometimes in high-level jobs. For some people the degree of 

structural racism was not even as bad as they had expected. The immi­

grants were deeply shocked, however, when they eucountered the other 

component of American race relations-interpersonal racism. 

lnterpersonal Racism 

The interpersonal racism that the immigrants experience comes in two 

forms-old-fashioned racism and subtle racism. Old-fashioned racism 

consists of blatant acts of discrimination and prejudice such as physical 

attacks or threats, insults on the street, refusals of housing or employment 

specifically for racial reasons, and hassles or more frightening intimida­

tion by the polke. The stories of blatant discrimination told by the immi' 

grants might very well shock Americans who believe that Jim Crow-style 

racism has been completely eradicated in 1990s America. But the immi­

grants related episodes of overt racism in housing: 

A: I had applied to get a condo-condominium-and I was told by 

this lady that they not going to take any niggers in this apartment. 

Q: She ,aid that to your face? 

A: Yes. That turned me off right away. I said, well, I didn't, you 

know, I'm not going to give up, but still, same time I feel bad to 

say well O.K., I want to go into a nice decent am; and the re­

sponse that you get is that. (Guyanese female worker, age 29, in 

United States nine years) 

In employment: 

Q: Have you ever been discriminated against;for being a black peI­

son? 

A: Oh yeah! One time I went to this store, downtown Brooklyn, to 

get a job and the day before I went into this store and I talked to 
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one of the girls and she said that they needed girls. So I got up 

early in the morning, dressed, had all my stuff ready and I went, 

'cause I really wanted the job. And even before the store opened, 

I was standing outside and I waited there to meet her. So then 

she showed me the boss, it was a white guy. She said that I came 

. to interview for a job. And he watched me, he watched me really 

bad. He just look at me and didn't say good morning or nothing 

and he just~so I kinda got scared. I said, but I'm gonna go in 

there and get a job. So I went in and I sit down, I talk, and show 

him the application and everything. And he said we don't have 

any openings. So I said, I was here yesterday and they showed me 

that they had a sign up that they wanted help. He said that the 

sign came down yesterday evening because we got girls. So I say, 

O.K., 111 try s~mewhere else. But please, keep me in mind. So I . 

left and I went back about a week after and I went upstairs and 

they had two new girls, but they were white girls. My friend told 

me, you didn't get yOur job but he hired I>Vo girls after. I said, he 

told me he was full. He was filled up. She said, no, those 1>'10 girls 

over there were hired the day after you. So I went back to him be­

cause I'm that type of person. I said, why did you tell me that you 

didn't want me because you were full and you hired girls the next 

day? He said, "Who told you I hired the girls the next day?" I say, 

well it don't matter. When I came here you didn't have those 

girls. How come YOIl have those I>VO girlS! Aml he was angry, he 

was so mad. He wanted me to get out of Ills store. You know? 

And I just look around and I say, I know why 'you didn't hire me, 

but it's not a problem to me, it's a problem to you. And I just 

walked off and left him there, you know? Because I felt so stupid 

because I've never been treated like that before and I finally was. 

Q: Now would that kind of thing happen in Trinidad, do you think? 

A:. Not really, no. Because I worked in Trinidad and we have white 

folks down there. But they don't even look at you no how. You 

come for a job and there is an opening, they hire you and you 

work. And that's it. And that' 5 why it was 50 strange to me to see 

how it's so-separate willtes or separate, I used to be always ask­

ing, why? What'. the big deal about this? Back home everybody 
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just live together) do whateverJ it never was. You wouldn't even 

realize you was 'a black person because you weren't even worrying 

about it. But when I came here, I said, this is an issue here? Why 

it's such an issue, you know? This is what I have to deal with if 

I'm going to live here? You know. 

Q: That must have been upsetting. 

A: Surely it is, because you not custom of it. I was not accustomed 

becaUse you never used to look at it. To come here now and sepa­

rate it-it's so stupid, you know, why you see this person because 

of the color of their skin, you know. It was kind of upsetting but 

then when I applied for other jobs, I realized that was the same 

thing happening over and over. It was-you can stop and see 

clearer and then say, oh, maybe this is how it is. (Trinidadian fe­

male worker, age 30, in United Sta tos ten years) 

In police beatings of the Rodney King variety: 

Q: Have you ever experienced any discrimina lion since you came 

here to the United States? 

A: Oh yeah, when it was? In October. Yeah, we was going to this party, 

right? And we was passing down Empire Boulevard coming from 

ChurchAvenue-OceanAvenue there from by Prospect Park, by 

Burger King here, they had this brack guy and his girlfriend in the 

Burger King driveway and these two cops was beating him. You 

know? And we was in this cab and this cab driver stopped and we 

was saying "no, no, no," you know? And they kept on bealing him 

and his girlfriend wasn't saying one thing. And you know, it was 

,ad. It was ,ad. I mean it was about two or three of \hem, and then 

the next cop careame, you know I find they shouldn't have beaten 

him beGluse he wasn't fighting them or anything.l never know 

what happened to him after that. But you know, you don't want to 

get in trouble so you j ust,just whisper your words. (Trinidadian fe­

male worker, age 29, in United States thirteen years) 

On public transportation: 

I board the ,ubway going to Bay Park, out in Bay Ridge. And I know 

this is a discrimination area. Because I was told before I went there. 
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And I went on the train and the tram was empty, almost empty seats 

was there for people to sit. And I went and I sit beside this man. He 

was a white. And he look at me and he say, what you fucking bitch 

doing here? You know, like that. I said, eXCUSe me, this is a publk 

place and I didn't come to your house and if you try to mess with 

me,. I think you're messing with the wrong cf{}wd. And he, you 

know, he look at me like this. So I just get up, I said, I don't want to 

get in trouble for you. Honestly. I just get up because I would slap 

his ass out. That for sure, oh yeah. I certainly would. I don't play 

around. So now I always-when I go on the train, I look where I 

stand. Now we coming to, where I took the train, this is DeKalb, to 

Cortlandt, and there is a lot of people coming from that same place 

which is racism. So when they come up to our area, which is practi­

calIy black, they dml't carry on those things. (Jamaican female 

worker, age 34, in United States fourteen years) 

And in the streets: 

Well I was reading, you know, and listening to the news before I 

came here, and I always know that that was a major problem here in 

America. Since I'm here, I have encountered a few racial. Because, 

like it was three years back, it was Christmas Eve night and I was 

standing downstairs trying to catch a cab and there was this-you 

know, I was standing there fur like thirty-five minutes and each cab 

that pulls up, you know, would be a white driver, and they would 

stop and they would slow down, and as soon as they would see me . 

they would just drive off I was standing there with this bag of gifts. 

And this white guy carne up, he was waiting on a cab too. And he 

said to me when the cab stopped, he said to me, why don't you go 

ahead? So I got into the cab and the guy said, no, I'm not taking you. 

I said, ;,hy? I was here before this guy. This guy was nice enough to 

tell me to go ahead. He drove off. With the bag outside, my feet 

outside the cab and everything, and I said, boy, this is crazy. And 

another guy stopped. He did the same thing. He just wanted to pick. 

the white guy up. I said, well, you know, I heard about this, but I 

never really expected it. (Guyanese male supervisor, age 33, in 

United States nine years) 
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These incidents are similar in several ways. Note that each story con­

cludes on a note of surprise that such a thing could happen, and each 

person relates how he m she was changed by the experience. People who 

would never look for a "racial" angIe now think twice before they accept 

that a job has been filled or that a cab doesn't stop, or before they venture 

into a white neighborhood m sit next to a stranger on a subway. There is 

nothing subtle or open to other explanations about these experiences. 

They stem from radal prejudice, and the whites who perpetrate these acts 

are up-front about their disdain for all blacks, including the foreign-born. 

Any imrnigrantwbohad livedin the United States for anything but a short 

period of time reported having experiences like these. The reactions that 

appear over and oyer again in descriptions of these encolinters are surprise 

and shock. Unlike blocked mobility at wmk, which the immigrants antici­

pated, these blatant acts of discrimination and raw interpersonal attacks 

are disturbing because they are so unexpected. 

The other type of raciSm ·that people experience is the more subtle, 

modern kind where the perpetrator can deny any racial animosity and 

claim their bellavim is due to other considerations. These subtle experi­

ences often hurt as much or more---the daily hassles, indigoities, and "bad 

vibes" that black people experience constantly in interactions with whites. 

These include being followed in .tores because clerks suspect ooe rnigh t 

shoplift, whites moving to the other side of the street and clutching their 

handbags when one passes by, taxis refusing to stop, store clerks who 

avoid putting money in one's hand because they do oot want to tonch 

black skin, or security guards demanding one's identification though they 

allow coworkers to walk by unchallenged. Subtle racism also includes acts 

of omission as well as commission-never receiving ~vitations- to co­

workers' homes, enjoying friendly treatroent from people during tele­

phone exchanges whose attitude turns very cold when they meet one in 

person, or professors in graduate school acting .urprised when one'. work 

is excellent. Both of these types of discrimination and prejudice affect the 

immigrants profoundly---;ill tl1e more- so because they never expected or 

imagined how mudl of it would happen to them pe'sonally. 

While working-dass and middle~dass blacks experience both forms of 

interpersonal racism, the middle class is more likely to experience subtle 

racism, and the working class is more likely to experience the more direct 
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old-fashioned racism. The working-class immigrants would describe trav­

eling the subways where people would yell at them to stay out of their 

neighborhoods; the middle-class respondents would speak of trying to get 

Cabs that refused to stop. Both types of incident are due to the race of the 

.. victim, yet in the case of the taxicabs, raCe is not the only possible expla­

-nation. _ 

l . 

Many of the stories the middle-class immigrants told us about dis­

crimination involved people who refused to belleve they could be middle 

class-for instance, assumptions by sales clerks that they could not afford 

certain merchandise: 

A: I have had the experience of going to buy something that was, 
let's say, a high-priced something. You know? And it was like, 

don't look at this one, because this one is so much and so much. 

Look at this one, which was less. 

Q: SO they tried to steer you to something else? 

A: Cheaper. You know, because you're black. You can't afford this. 

To me, the implication was, you can't afford it. You're black. You 

have to look at this. Or I've had instances where I've waiked into 

some place, and somebody is walking up from down behind me . 

. And I have to tum around and tell them, look, I didn't come into 

here to pick up the store and walk out ,vith it. I really honestly 

think that they think that we are all a bunch of drug addicts, shift­

less, lazy. (Trinidadian female supervisor, age 36, in United States 

nineteen years) 

This female supervisor is experiencing what many middle-class Ameri­

can blacks have experienced-the stereotype that all black Americans are· 

poor. The idea that her dass starus, which affords her the wherewithal to 

. buy a high-priced computer or car, does not outweigh or modify her race 

status seems particnlarly upsetting to her. This vulnerability to interper­

sonal racism is particularly hard on middle-class immigrants. At home in 

the Caribbean, money did "whiten" to some degree and acted as a shield 

against the interpersonal racism that existed there.'" The teachers felt 

acutely that they had enjoyed a certain prestige in the community back 

home, which they did not have here because the same amount of respect 
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was not accorded to teachers and because race was such an overwhelming 

presence in American life: 

It's different [than the United State'l down in Jam';ca, but as I told 

you, in Jamaica it's sodal dass. And there was a way out of it, but it 

seems in America it does not matter how much money you have or 

how much education you have, race is still going to be an issue. In 

Jamaica if you were very black, verydark-skinued, you could always 

get a good education and g';n the respect aud adoration of every­

body. That was it, nobody would ever ag.;n look at you or the color 

of your skin to ask where you came from, were you a farmer's 

daughte,or anything. No, that would go once you got the educa­

tion. And the education and sodal class. But it's not like that here. 

(Jamaican female teacher, age 41, in United States seven years) 

Many teachers were shocked by their experiences in graduate school once 

they realized that their professors did not expect them to do well academi­

cally because they were black. Most had received their undergraduate 

degrees at the University of the West Indies, where the vast majority of the 

students were black and the professors did not differentiate among stu­

dents by race. This teacher describes an incident where she had to ques­

tion whether race was responsible for the behavior of the professor she 

encountered: 

The professor was white and the class was mixed, it was like half­

black, half-white. And I must have b€en in the front, I used to 

participate a lot I don't know why I took it for granted that he knew 

my name. The day we were doing the final exam and he was handing 

out the midterm paper and he handed me my pape;. Obviously, he 

knew me, he just brought it over to me. Ifhe didn't know my name, 

he should ask me. He brought it and I walked out. When I got to my 

car, checked the paper out, it was a C And when I looked at it, it 

wasn't my name_ So when I broUght it back, I said to myself, why 

couldn't he mistake my face for an A? Is it that .my face looked like 

a C? Would he have given a wrong name to someone else? There's 

not enough to say it', prejudiced, right? These are some of the things 

because I said, "I'm black, and there's no doubt about that." But 
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maybe he could have mistaken roe for a white A and not given me a 

C. So I took it back to him and 1 said, if you didn't know my name, 

you should have asked me. When I- got my paper hack, I got an A. 

(jamaican female teacher, age 37, in United States seven years) 

Experiencing this discrimination begins to change the immigrants' 

behavior, as this teacher describes: 

I had an English class and I had written a paper, and I had done 

something on children's writing because that's what I like, and the 

professor read it and he said, was this adapted? I was so upset. I said, 

well excuse me, this is mine and it's an originaL Can you find a 

duplicate? And he's like "Dh, I didn't mean it that way,· but I said 

that's what you implied That particular class, I was the only black 

in it. And I got the impression like you're black and you're not 

supposed to know how to write, you're not supposed to know how 

to speak, you know ... Sometimes you feel as if you are, not a spy, 

but like you don't belong here. This is our territory, you have no 

business in this territory. Certain fields, you're black and you count 

the number in the class with your fingers, and it's why are you here? 

You are invading. That's the feeling I get sometimes. Because some­

times that can really interfere, you know you're not comfortable, 

you'te not sure you warit to answer,. you"re not sure if you want to 

say something. (Guyanese female teacher, age 34, in United States 

nine years) 

When immigrants notice discrimination in one area of their lives, they 

begin to see the subtle racism that exists in other areas: 

I have felt it [prejudice J. Like the lecturers at City, they say, «oh, you 

write so well,» or they meet you and they say, "oh you speak so well." 

Now I don't understand why they should single me out and say I 

speak so well It's like it'. not normal for that color Skin to speak 

well. And because you have become sensitive to this thing now, you 

sort of sense it, you know. And at the school where I teach, some­

times you wonder whether it's because you are black that certain 

things are withheld from you; they [whites) are keeping all the little 

extra jobs in the school. They know about it, they put up an ad over 
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the time dock, and thenyou asked if it's been filled or something 

like that because they had picked out who was to do it already. My 

district is white and they do discriminate against blacks ... I often 

wonder too .b out some ladies I work with th.t I often talk to, we are 

always together.l can get a lift home if I don't have my car, and 1hat 

sort of thing. And yet they would never like invite you. The}? re going 

home for lunch, they're going to have lunch on their back po~ch and 

they will not invite you. And you start thinking to yourself, how 

genuine are these people? What do they think you are going to do if 

you come to 1heir house? (JamaicaIl female teacher, age 41, in 

United States seven years) 

In addition to specific incidents, both blatant and subtle, that convince 

the immigrants to be wary ofwbites, many respondents reported that they 

began to pick up "bad vibes" coming from whites--a general attitude of 

disgust and disdain that is unspoken, yet undeniably about race: 

A: White people lookat Negroes as though, you know, they don't 

exist. They think very little of you. It's like you don't have intelli­

gence. And they always try to put you down in that kind of way. 

Q: Do you think white people know the difference between Carib­

bean Negroes and African-American Negroes? 

A; No, I think they classify them all as the same. They don't really 

want to know, you know. (Guyanese male supervisor, age 33, in 

United States nine years) 

The black Americans had the same litany of bad experiences based on 

race that the middle-class immigrants described, il,1cluding professors. 

doubting their good performances in university, promotions going 10 less 

qualified whites, and treatment akin to a paor or criminal person based 

on the color of their skin, The teachers saw a great deal of entrenched 

racism in 1he schools where they worked; many were concerned that white . 

teachers had low expectations of their black students. 

Since a majority of the black American teachers we interviewed were ~ 

originally from the South, many of them compared race relations in,'~ 

present-day New York with what they rememhlored from the South. Un'·:' 

like the immigrants, they did not describe their original home as a place' 



ENCOONTERING AMlIlUCAN RACE REl.ATIONS l69 

where they experienced no racism-in fact, many told very moving stories 

about their experiel<ces with Jim Crow racism as young children. Yet 

several of the teachers from the South suggested that it was easier to be 

black in the South than in the North because they had attended segregated 

schools and lived their lives in such a way that they rarely encountered 

whites: This was not possible in New York, especiaUyas a middle-class 

person who worked with whites. This nostalgia for the 'power" and 

"freedom" that segregation brought, especially in the schools, has recently 

been expressed by a nuniber of black writers." The parallels are strong 

between the immigrants' discussions of the freedoms they felt coming 

from the majority-black West Indies and the southern blacks' remem­

brances of their hometowns. 

Interpersonal racism begins to undermine the immigrants' belief that 

they can tell the difference betw'een incidents that are "racial" in nature 

and those that are not. Over time, the openness and willingness to respond 

to whites as "individuals" erode. The suspicion that any individual white 

might treat one badly because of skin color begins to shape every encoun-

ter between black and white. Interpersonal racism ultimately undermines 

the ability of blacks and whites to ever "forget race." The ghosts of past 

.. bad encounters influence cutrent encounters. The immigrants learn to 

expect race to permeate every potential encounter with a white American. 

The experiences of Ginny, a 29-year-old Guyanese cafeteria cashier, 

· and Charissa, a 41-year-old Jamaican teacher, illustrate the ways in which 

.. interpersonal racism and the expectation of interpersonal racism begin to 

· change the immigrants' overall experience of America and their modes of 

· interacting with whites. Ginny, like most other cafe~ia workers, did not 

very many areas of her life where she interacted with whites. Aside 

",,· .. 1W'~ work and some fleeting encounters with whites in public arenas such 

... as shops, trains, parks, beaches, and the like, most of her life was spent 

with other black people. Her friends, her neighbors, and many of her 

coworkers were either American or Caribbean blacks. Because of the high 

degree· of racial segregation in housing and the ripple effi"ts of that 

· segl,egation on other institutions such as schools, churches, and parks~ 

there are few areas other than work in which working-class immigrants 

have sustained contact with whites. Yet Ginny enjoyed very good relations 

the whites she encountered on the job. This consisted of the b.ck-
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and-forth banter she would have with the white office workers and execu­

tives who came through her line with their lunch every day. Her experi­

enees had generally been quite positive and she had grown to know many 

of her regular customers enough to ask about their vacations and their 

families, and they would ask in return about her family and her vacations. 

Some customers even asked a number of questions about what Guyana 

was like and why she had emigrated. Yet Ginuy reports that her generally 

positive encounters with whites left her un prepared and shocked for the 

negative encounter she had recently endured: 

The white people that COme to my· line, you know, they will greet 

me. They say, hello, morning, good afternoon ... But one day this 

guy, he came in my line and I was asking him what he have on his 

tray 'cause I couldn't see what he have, and he said, "You can't see 

what I have on my tray? If you don't understand our language, why 

don't you go back to your cou,:,try and I'm sick and tired of you 

black rrigger~ you black people down here------all you niggers 

down here." That's what he said. And I went to get the manager and, 

you know, they told me the next time that he come back they going 

. to talk to him. But he came like a lot of times and they never come 

and talk to him. And he was saying it loud and clear, and the other . 

whites that was behind him they was surprised to see how this man 

was going on. But-he acts like he has a problem or something, I 

don't know. But it was terrible that he said that, you know.l feel bad 

because when one person mess up with you, well everybody's the 

same thing. (Guyanese female worker, age 29, in United States nine 

years) 

Of course, on a cafeteria line all service people will'proballly experience 

rude behavior and lack of respect from customers. But for Ginny and all ~ 

of the other workers who witnessed this incident, the use of the term 

"nigger" and the racism it laid bare will affect future interpersonal en­

counters with whites. While most people getting their lunch on this cafe-.:,' 

leria line are not likely to ever call anyone a nigger \ that one encounter ~ as 

this worker clearly understands, will "color" her exp ectations and experi' 

ences with every white customer who approaches her cash register. 

deed, the story of how black immigrants come to terms with American: 
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racism really is more about how they see interperS{}11al racism rather than 

structural racism. And this involves developing a "sixth sense" that picks 

up on whites' unspoken disdain, that noti"", the ways in which whites 

look at YOlL The immigrants have to learn for the first time that race in 

the United States is not just about intergroup conflict over societal re­

wards, which is what they had expected, but that many whites simply do 

not see a black person as a
c 
human being. 

Charissa also had an experience that changed her expectations about 

race and its effects on her. While Ginny's experience was dear-cut and 

undeniably about race, Charissa's was more opaque and open to interpre-

,. tation. But it also changed her expectations about interactions with 

whites. For most of her interview Charissa was insistent that she did not 

'-:';--

:'-'.-

'j:"". 

~:~ -
-~-. 

~,~:-

want to become "racial" in the United States, and she is roncerned that 

her teenage children seem overly focused on racial slights. She feels that 

black Americans are too consumed by their race: 

I can't help them [African Americans 1 because they're so wrapped 

up in racism, and they act it out so often, they interpret it as such so 

often that sometimes they are not even approachable. If they're 

going to teach anything and it's not black, black, all black, they are 

not satisfied, you know. If they're going to teach poetry and it's not 

all written by blacks-it's strange that they think it should be so. Yes, 

iii' British. You know for us that's not new. Sometimes I leel sorry for 
tt~~ 

we did black authors and black wtiters but certainly we did a lotof 

", them, but you find that you just can't change tbeir attitude because 

~. ;:::~:::::::::::::::<l ";':,::"~~:~"': 
I. Yet she had an experience that made her much more receptive to the 

, " . advice of her African-AInerican friends. She w.s attending graduate 

+-.'sthool to get a master's in education, and she had to take the national 

f . teachers test to keep her position in the city schools. The forms for the test 

'S included a question on race. The first time she took the test she answered 

,j. the race question by stating that she was black, and she was certain she had 

'it· done very well on the test. But when she got the Iesul~S-, she learned that 

she had failed the test. An African-American friend from one of her 
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graduate dasses told her that the test was rigged and that a certain number 

of blacks who took the test were purposefully failed so whites could pas. 

at a higher number. Charissa was very skeptical about this assertion at 

first, bnt the second time she took the test, she left the race question blank 

and she passed the test. Since that lime she has never put her race on any 

form that asks for it; she believes thai many forms require information 

about race so that blacks can be uncovered and discriminated against. 

THE COMFORT FACTOR 

In his autobiography Malcohn X wrote about why the wrute man hated 

the Negro: «Do you know why the white man really hates yount's because 

every time he sees your face, he sees a mirror of his crime---and Iris goilty 

conscience can't bear to face it."" West Indian blacks provide a black face 

for whites to look into without seeing the sorry lristory of American race 

relations mirrored back. This puis whites at ease, and a cycle of expecta­

tions is created. West Indians don't expect strained relations wilh whites, 

and whites don't expect strained relations with West Indians. These ex­

pectations are often met, and thus race relations at an interpersonalleve! 

are smoother for whites and West Indian blacks than they are for whites 

and American blacks. 

I have noted in Chapter 4 that the whites who worked at American 

Food, most of whom are the descendants of European immigrants, tended 

to see the immigrants as sharing an "immigrant" identity with them. Yet:~ 

the basis for the relative warmth all of these whites feel toward West~~ 

Indians as opposed to African Americans goes beyond ~eir sharedimmic~ 

gration histories. Whites sense the lack of opposition. in West Indians w} 
their whiteness and report having far friendlier experiences with foreignc~~, 

born blacks than wilh American blacks. For instance, this white manager~J 

senses exactly the difference that the West Indians describe in how tIle¥;" 
relate to her as a person who is in authority over them: 

Sometimes I feel that people who come from the islands are more 

appreciative of their jobs. They consider themselves fortunate. And,,' 

sometimes I feel that the assistants that come from the South feel cell 
that you owe it to them t~ keep them on when you have sorrie>~ '-~ 

::~ 
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problems. The island people are a little more open. to white people 

than the southern blacks who question authority more. And I don't 

know how to say it-the West Indians kind of accept the fact that 

even though you are white, it is not because you are white that you 

are dictatiug to them, but because you are the person in authority. 

(White female manager, age 32) 

In a widely quoted popular article on relations among American 

. whites, American blacks, and recent immigrants in The Atlantic Monthly, 

jonrnalist Jack Miles argues that whites prefer to be with a'nd deal with 

immigrants rather than American blacks. Speaking about race relations iu 

Los Angeles, Miles notes that for Anglos, «Latiuos, even when they are 

foreign, seem native and safe, while blacks, who are native, seem foreign 

$_ -~d dangerous."l2
) Miles describes this as the ("comfort facto-rn and asserts 

'c,' that whites are more comfortable with black immigrants as well. He notes 

that when he was in college, he had a Nigerian roommate whom he felt 

immediately comfortable with. The ease of his friendship with his Nige­

", 'rian roommate showed him how deep an estrangement separated him 
': :--from -African Americans.u 

Why did he feel such discomfort with black Americans? He notes that 

, in the 1960s when he was spending a great deal of time with American 

black people, he sensed how they were approaching their relationship with 

... ' ,him: «In the end I felt that even with me they were prepared at every 

f -, at every single moment, for the worst, braced as it were, for a 

1\"."""'" This is what slavery has done to us as a people, and I can scarcely 

iEthinkof it without tears."" The "comfort factor" that whites felt toward 

Indians and their "discomfort" with black Americans came through 

IM·:d,:arly in the interviews. A key difference that was cited over and over by 

interviewed was the sense of entitlement they detected among 

,An1encan blacks: 

Q: What are the differences Ibetween American blacks and West In-

dians 1 thaI you see? 

k From a working standpoint-work ethic? The willingness to . 

work for a Iiviug--aniong some, as compared to American 

blacks. The willingness to be helpful. The chip isn't on the shoul­

der that you may get from an American black because they're 
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black, and then a Jamaican person, you can go up to them-I'm 

willing to treat them same as me. He's no better than me, I'm no 

better than him. And I gel that treatment all the time. And I treat 

that way. 

Q: Where do you think this difference comes from? 

A: Vb, their own cultures. I think-this is terrible but I think Ameri­

can blacks sometimes think that they're owed something instead 

of working for it. (White male manager, age 42) 

The managers' sense that American blacks have a chip on their shoul­

der is consciously related to the historical experience of black-white raCial 

conflict in the U niled States: 

This is not the whole group, this is a portion of the group, they 

[American blacks J tend to have a chip on their shoulder about the 

same thing. Tend to feel that the debt has not been paid by society· 

and feel that they should get special treatment and take advantage of 

the system. Very often I've had people leave here because they can 

collect more money on welfare. Stay home and collect welfure. You 

know, those kinds of things. (White female manager, age 30) 

Whites pointed to a difference between American blacks ·and foreign~ 

born blacks in terms of the amount of anger and sense of entitlement they 

displayed. For instance, this white teacher was asked to describe what 

black Americans are like: 

A: I think there's an evolving African-American character as differ­

entiated from a black character. I think that has b~en around for­

ever. I think that if it's going to be anything, ifl'could pick a 

word, I would say «angry'. » 

Q: Really? 

k yeah, because I think that there's this sense 0(<<1 want what I de­

serve" happening. (White female teacher, age 26) 

In contrast, the immigrants are described by the wrutds as being willing to 

work within the system, as not taking advantage of the system, as not. 

feeling that they are owed something, and as not being angry and blaming 
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whites for historical wrongs. So most whites reported that they felt more 

comfortable with foreign-born blacks than with American-born blacks: 

Q: What about West Indians, or people from the islands? What char­

acteristics come to mind when you think of West Indians? 

A: Urn, from my experience, 1 think for the most part, they're ex­

tremely friendly people. 1 mean, it just seems like they're friendly. 

They'll say hello to you, they smile, they wave. (White male man­

ager, age 34) . 

At the same time, a significant number. of the white managers describe the 

foreign -born as beiog very outspoken, very aware of race, and very likely 

to be blunt about what they want. Yet this did not seem to dampen 

relations betwee!) whites and West Indians io the same way that it damp­

ened relations between African Americans and whites: 

Q: Do you see ethnic difkrences between people from the islands 

and American blacks! Do you notice any distinctions there? 

A: American blacks probably feel they, they probably feel that they 

wish-give more to them. You know what I'm saying? I don't know 

how to explain it. Whereas island blacks who come over, they're im­

migrant,theymaynothavesucha good life where they are so they 

gonna try to strive to better themselves, and I think there's a lot of 

American blacks out there who feel weowe them. And enough is 

enough already. You know, this is something that happened to their 

ancestors, not now .. I mean, we)ve done so much for the black peo­

plein Amerkanowthatit'stime that they got off their butts. 

Q: Do you think the immigrant blacks will end up doing better eco­

nomically than the American blacks? 

A:. Sure. That's because I think they strive fur it more. I think they've 

had, they--I don't think they feel we owe them a living. You 

know? 

Q: But you get that sense from American blacks? 

A: I get that sense, oh yeah. Yeah. (White female manager, age 33) 

It is not surprising that the immigrants develop the perceptions about 

"white attitudes that I have just described. Race relations have changed 

:-enough in American society over the last few decades so that few whites 
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admit to being prejudiced against all blacks and discriminating against 

them. Yet many of the whites we interviewed for this project were surpris­

ingly open about their negative feelings toward black people. 

We spoke to the white coworkers of the immigrants to see how they 

understood race relations as well as the differences they saw between West 

Indians and black Americans. Four themes emerged in our discussions 

with the whites; First, most whites went out of their way to try to convince 

the interviewers and themselves that they were not racists. Second, the vast 

majority of the whites felt very uncomfortable with blacks, made negative 

judgments about black people as a whole, and evaluated their employees 

and coworkers by the color of their skin all of the time. A smaller minority 

was blatantly racist and expressed strong resentment aliont what they 

perceived as the growing powers of black Americans. Third, most whites 

did not understand the amount and severity of interpersonal racism blacks 

endured. Those who did begin to understand those experiences were 

shocked by it. Finally, given the complexities of American race relations, 

many whites had a hard time sorting out when race was determining 

differences they saw between individnals and ",ben race was not a factor. 
. 7 

Most people did not like to think of themselves as prejudiced. Yet a 

relatively nonthreatening question about good qualities of black Am~ri- . 

cans was surprisingly difficnlt for man)' respondents: 

Q: What are the traits of black Amerkans that you think are the best? . 

A:. Urn, this is a real hard question fur me. Again, certain blacks, if· 
you-the sense of family is very strong among, you know, certain 

blacks, but unfortunately, there are just too many blacl< people 

that don't know who their parents are or there's a lot of, you. 

know, unwed mothers and this and that ... -Oh, God. This is the 

hardest question you've asked. Can you repeat it one more time? 

Let me think about this one more time. The characteristics that 

I .,. (White male manager, age 34) 

. Others were less embarrassed or retiCent about expressing negativeim· 

pressions in response to a similar question: 

I don't have a positive impression of them. I think everybody with a 

little self-control and a little self-discipline, and I mean a little, Gill 
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do a lot better for themselves. And it means, forget the pen;onaliz­

ing. I just mean, come to work every day and stuff like that. (White 

male manager, age 42) 

Most white respundents were mud> more able to tap into their negative 

impressions of black people, especially "underdass" blacks whom they 

. were highly critical of. These opinions were not just based on disinterested 

observation. There was a direct sense among many of the whites that they 

personally were being taken advantage of and threatened by the black 

·.·popnlation. One woman's resentment of blacks hinges on her assessment 

that they do not work bard (despite the long-term, hard-working employ­

... e," she manages) and is directly related to her belief that there is much 

- --~ompetition for resources: 

{ -

Even just observing them and watching them or driving through like, 

downtown Jersey City, and you see all these people, I mean, it's a 

shame that you have to be terrified going through some sections, you 

know? I mean you listen to the news reports, it's always blacks, it's 

always blacks, it's always blacks, you know? You want to go out and 

like, shake them, w3ke them up. Heyguj", go get a job. Don't stand on 

the street comer drinking a bottle. You know, it's like go out and do 

something for yourself, better yourself because the opportunities are 

there-but you know what? They find the easy way out. I have some­

body working for me who-American black-who got a job bere, 

and quit four months later because she was collecting more money on 
~.-f welfare then she was getting here. I think our government has lost 

~: complete control over the welfare system, over social security, and by 

~i the time I'm able to retire, there ain't gonna be anything there for me. 

t. You know, I can't get aid. I'm in the minority now. I can't get smool 

~:;- help. It's not fair, it's not fair. I couldn't get aid in school, I couldn't 
~:.- -

oc, . get financial aid for school. My father either made too much or I was 

~t white. And that is tmetoday. It's still true today. I don't resent it but I 

~ •. : . don't think it's fuir either. You know, because we're handing it to 

Ii' them. We're saying, we're sorry,here you go. You know? Well heyl 

I
~ ... ,_ .. _ .. ,_· ... :,~.: .... ,., .. _· ..•........ '.·. Whataboutme over here?Y {)uknow? How can you notbe prejudiced 
~ or bigoted towards American blacks because they don't do anything. 

~. They don'tshow that they deserve it. 1 mean if this girl can m3ke more 
""<. 
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money on welfare than she can being out there, supporting her­

self-when J heard that, when I heard that, and I was like, I was 

disgusted. I swore to myself, as long as my two legs are able, and .s 

long as my two arms are able, I'm gonna be out there doing a job ... 1 

see these blacks in Jersey City ... And the food stamp bothers me. 

Because I see blacks out there buying food With fo ad stamps eating 

better than I'm eating. When I was in college, I was twelve dollars a 

. week in college, living on tuna fish and crackers. Yet there were other 

people out there eating filet mignon. So it just doesn't make sense. I 

was proud, I said, I'm not gonna go begging or anything. I worked, 

and that's what got me through. I didn't spend any money through 

the week. But J don't think it's fair. I don't think it's fair that way. 

(White female manager, age 33) 

Underlying the attitudes these whites profess about black Americans is 

a sense of personal threat but in even greater measure a belief that black 

Americans violate the "moral values embodied in the Protestant Ethic."" 

The anecdotes the whites tell of black women quitting the cafeteria while 

«scheming" to collect welfare reinforce the' images they have from the 

media and their own experiences with urban change that black Americans 

do not work hard, have too many children, and get government handouts: 

Well, I have a million of them [American blacks I in my town where I 

live. They have taken over the proj eels downtown where I used to live; 

now I live uptown. Characteristics? I think they are lazy. I think they 

are lazy and, now let's say, I don't want to be mean about this but, they 

just have too many kids. Like, they can't afford to have one or two, 

and they wind up with twelve. And then that, but. if you com pare it 

with a white couple, who will have maybe one, and then you'll turn 

around and a black couple who, the father usually doesn't even have a 

job, they have seven, you know? (White female manager, age 53) 

While the managers at American Food freely expressed these opinions 

about blacks to the white interviewer, only one of them really saw herself 

as prejudiced; when asked about race relations at work, they all thought 

blacks unfairly saw racism where none exists. One of the chief ways in 

which the whites reassured themselves and me that there is a race-blind 
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meritocracy at American Food is -to point to the black managers and 

supervisors in the company, all but one of whom are foreign-born. 

Ironically, one of the concrete incidents of structural racism at Ameri­

. can Food described by many of the black workers was the hiring of a white 

woman from outside the company to be a supervisor when the black 

workers thought many of them were qualified for the promotion. The 

woman who was hired as a supervisor was only 19 years old, although she 

had worked in food services for a number of years. Perhaps because of her 

age (she had not yet learned to censor her opinions), this woman was the 

most blatantly and unabashedly prejudiced of all our respondents: 

I feel that a lot of the stereotypes are true. 1 mean, they're unedu­

cated, you know, a lot ()f them are poor: They're rude, they d()n'! 

know how to ""arry themselves. Those types of stereotypes ... 

They're very showy. Loud. Their music-which I happen to 

like-some of it is extremely different and aggressive and curses 

and, you know, fighting. They're very street people, I feel. And I 

think that some of it's stereotypical, like, you know, but like a lot 

of the people say they smell, they have, you know, body odor. 

And I really feel in many ways that it's true.l don't think that be­

cause of their hair-I don't think they shower every day. I mean, 

I don't know it for a fact. And I'm no! saying it to be, you know, 

cruel. But I really, I don't think they shower every day. i d()n't 

think they are as hygienic as Amer-like white people. I think 

that white-not all white people, I think most white people are 

cleaner, a lot more sanitary and a lot more aware" you know. I en­

joy now bemg more around Italians and white people, and I just 

feel more comfortable and I don't want to feel tension from other 

people. I me.n, I just-I don't need that in my life. It wouldn't 

be because, you know, of the color ()f their skin. It would be be­

cause of everything that'. involved with the color of their skin. 

Q: Do you think that there are racial tension. now in New York be­

tween blacks and whites? 

A: a h, definitely. Definitely. And I think it's more and more that the 

blacks are creating it, and I think it's a shame. I think if they 

would stop blamiag us, you know, for everything, then it would 
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be a little easier ... And 1 feel it's a real shame because 1 love 

New York .. : And I hate to feel like I have to leave it because of 

that reason. I always feel it will never be all blacks because of, you 

know, this right here, this trade center, the financial center. They 

couldn't take it over. They couldn't control it. They could be a 

part ofit, a big part. But I think it's become--whites are becom­

ing-whites are the minority I think now. Factually they are the 

minority, which is a shame. (White female supervisor, age 19) 

Yet when this supervisor was challenged by the black workers abont 

receiving her position when black war kers~ with more seniority were 

passed over, she was shocked: 

We have a monthly shop meeting, and they said this is Suzie, she'll 

be running the Super Star Program, so one of the black gentleman 

who is a chef in the cafeteria stoodup and said, weill feel, why is she 

getting hired? How long has she been here? So I thOllght he was just 

asking questiolls at first. So I said, well, just a month and a half. He 

says, well, I forgot exacdy the words he us;:d, something like "My 

people need jobs" or "I'm here for the minority and why is she 

getting the position?" ... And that really hoome a lot. I didn't even 
want to do my job after that.r felt like, they hate me. 

The middle-class white teachers we spoke with also included a few', 

blatant racists. Most white teachers, however, bent over backwards to 

present themselves as accepting of black people, and many felt genuinely 

warm toward their black students. Yet quite a few were uncomfortable 

with relations with black teachers at their schools and thought that blacks) 

were too quick to see race as both a source of problems and as a solution~ 

to problems. They resent being told it's a "black thing" when trying to' 

understand the behavior of their students. While the majority of teachers", 

belieyed tbat having black teachers was imp orlant for their black students( 

some were concerned that a stress .on black role models was beingmacl,;:· 
at the expense of good education: 

We are now going for black role models. Okay? I will never again in 

this life do anything because I am the wrong color. We must bave 

black role models. So we have people who look down on our stu-
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dents and then we have people who talk to them in street language, 

the language right out of the gutter.And they expect to be ed lieated. 

And then they say this is a black thing. That doesn't work either 

because children have contempt for them. So we really need better 

teachers, and we need people who care, who really want to teach 

children. (White female teacher, age 47) 

Given these underlying negative opinions of at least some whites in our 

, society, it is not surprising that immigrant and American blacks experi­

ence both interpersonal and structurai racism., 

CONSEQUllNCES FOR THE IMMIGRANTS 

There are three main consequences to the West Indians' different expec­

,tations and understandings of race relations and the ways in which those 

"expectations and understandings affect their interactions with whites. 

, First, their different understandings ofrace relations contribute to their 

~tensions with black Americans. Second, their different ways of dealing 

•• : with race relations lead both to increased chances of social mobility for 

", some and increased chances of bitter disappointment for others. Finally, 

:_~over time the immigrants become more like African Americans, and their 
v-- -

~. approach to race relations begins to change. 

,:- ',The first consequence--that black Americans and West Indians expe­

~-:_:~;-IJenCe some tensions in how they experience race relations-has been 

['documented in Chapter 3. To summarize, Vlrest Indians criticize Ameri­

~'';anhlacks for two seemingly contradictory characteristics-racialism and 

~~ r'.cial docility. The West Indians believe the Afri~an Americans are too 
10"-,.-_ ,-
~". IitCial, that is, too likely to cry race in situations where race has nothing to 

~ do with what is happening. They also believe that African AIDerican. are 
-g,.--".:., 

~,'.ometimes too docile--that they do not stand up for their rights and their 

I:,;~ignity because they have allowed the white-majority society to degrade 

!.t ;them. For instance, this woman believes that when white managers treat 

ltheir black employees badly, the black Americans do not handle the 

., situation as well as she would: 
:~. -. 

"i. '[The Americans 1 being afraid to say certain things. Once you know 

.~ ,how to pmase it in the right way, or you don't higher your voice or 
0"" 




