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e _ Perhaps for more than. any dther group of vomen, images of Afro-
Caribbean women in te United States do not colncide with reality All
:, ‘ ~ the images are affecte by the’ trip1e realities which these women face

[

--black, female and immigrants in a nativistic society which has

traditionally thought little of blacks and women; PR

By its very definition however, the term "Afro-Caribbean women"'

Y

contributesto this disparity between image and reality'because it evokes ;
the image of a homogenous group and tends qo lump them all together 1n a‘

e e A

- uniform group of women. -But it is difficult to perceive Afro-Caribbean

. women in the United States ‘as a group since the term used is a short-cut;

¢

' one and describes only those women(igpthe United States who share a

‘.commou regional origin. }Moreover, these women have dispersed throughout

i
o

the United States, and even when they congregate in, large cities like

a
) -

New York and Boston, they cut across alI classes and occupations, thus

their American experiences are not similar. It is also difficult te arrive

\]

._ j)- at anything like accurate statistics about the number, involved since many"

are nere illegall . Moreover, the majority of Afro—Caribbean women in the
B 3
Unite? ‘States are recent arrivals, their entry into the United'States .
N
. eased by the 1965 Immigration Bill. Immigration after 1965 has been

- -~

‘described as "female initiated, involving women who have high rates of ~ﬂ:

participation in the labor. markets of . the host soqiety and it, in contrast )
: - ¢ . L .

) : : - <
/ L. oo . .
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to past migrat:.ons often involves women who leave established households ’

&

o —and children behind."1 \These vomen come to t‘xe Um.ted States to establish _

° "

beachheads for their families because women can’ find jobs easier than men.

. = ¢ Because’ of these p%radoxes, the term Afro—Caribbean women in this
» . -, B

© context would .refer *o those women who emigrated to the cUnited States from _
Ehe English-speaking Caribbean islands. This paper would emptp.size

that though these women differ from each other in their islands of origin,
" e : . 1 -\\“‘; N - g 4
* they share general experiences, desires and mores which set them apart

-from any other group of women in-;:-he United‘ States. Many of the comment's , ',

woul‘d be conf;.ned to generalities developed by asking some basic questions'
\ ~—

~ What im.éges do Americans have of Afro—Carib};ean women" Do these images

co-incide with reality? What images do Afro-Caribbean women have of .

' k4 . e .

s America \and Americans? How do these images affect their behavior" 'The

L -

generalities thus developed will explain how much m1sconceptions and
I lx}hted knowledge contribute to the>formation of images as well as show
| how traditional valtxes and attitudes shape these images. : ) .
What images do Americans have of Afro-Caribhean women" Most think

. of ‘them as clannish females s constant strivers, uninvolved in the ):oncerns

. of civil rights or female rights .and’ imbued with the psychology of their
K B

former white British masters to consider Black Amerfcans as :Lnferior to
, .

» them. In many ways » the images are the 'samé as "those held of the A.fro-'

Caribbean male. Ira ‘deA. Reid in his mqnumental study of The egro /

grant lists s:theen of‘the commonly perceived stereotypes which were
%

ap‘plied to'people from the Caribbean. Although he used the’ gener.ic term .'.~

¥ ’ . e . : '

K . "he” .to describe. them, many of these per’c‘eptions were, and still are, held
¢ ' &" od - 4 v 7 ®
. " ' 4 i o
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of the'Afro-Caribbean female. Among thgﬁ&.»..wteworthy aret"clannish,f

. oe o S -

; ‘\\ o ﬁover—sensitrvity,“ a "trouble maker with wi. - people"% and a "feeling
CSE e meeees deeees

of superiority" 2 Gilbert Osofsky in a later work,’ Harlem.‘ The Maki;g

'f.g Ghetto corroborates ‘the existence of thc"e stereotypes.-'He comments:
—_— P 2 x

- 4 DN
'"As a group, West Indians became. noted for tiedr ambition, thrift and - ;

‘ 1 busi?esslacumen.i They-were called pushy . 'the Jews gf the race!,
oL ' 3 . : e : R
- 'crafty',"clannish‘ "3 Harold Cruse portrays some of these very images *

_ ‘ in his booa The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual. 'He quotes'a womsn
- ) - B
v ! jazz singer who accuses Afro-Caribbeans of playing‘"a two—faced
. : .

underhanded role with white people in undercutting American negro;s.

He further concluded that "the stereotype of Americanrnegro inferiority

e .

is so strong among‘many West Indians that %o theg; aﬁ*extra 1ntelligent

'y
'American negro either has distant West Indian antecedents, or else the

abi]*ty to 'think -like ‘a West Indian'. nh - Tpday, the same images of Afro-'

Y

Caribbean women exist and they hawe" been given added life by the . ‘.

_increasing3nuﬂber of female immigrants who-have come td the United' -

cStates from the Caribbean since 1965, . o o ‘ v h,? *

To try to oocide whether these images co—incide with reality,

->

i~ ome nteds to consider uot only the islghd background of these women, but

. also the fact that they are strangers in a strange land. Their
1 ’ . ¢ '

immigrant °tatus contributes to a certain amount of insecurity——fear of the
N ‘ future -and distancé\gzon-significant others who could provide psydhologic31

and physical support. This inae~urity leads to frugality which Afro-
™
Caribbean consider- thrift ‘but which evoke' the image of greed in those Who

_do not perceive the reality of her situation. The need ‘to have a

e ‘, o . ) , Pt . L
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substantial financial background is perceived by these women as an

[ ) Y

Pav, urgent one.. Thus,,money must be saved even from the smallest wages to
e

' A '\ Lo, o\,\ -

v provide financial ipdependenceain a. foreign land where the vast networks !
Pl . "y o>
o - ' of family and friends, S0 familiar in their native islands, do not:
< 0 . .
exist. Money must also be secured for the proverbia’ "rainy“day " For

»
-

the Afro—Caribbean women in the United States, there is no alternative g
to being thrifty. It is'necessarx for their survival and the survival

of those who-depend-on them.‘ Coming as they have from poor countries N
: . ;, wvith little social services Afro-Caribbean women are used to 1iving on

. -

small sums of‘money anc he ftugal life which sbme assume in the Uhlted
. ®

b -

{)States imposes no real burden on them. As a matter of Zact, .the frugality

is only the means to _some clearly defined end. L
® g e : " '

K o : '. There is often another vital reason for the exce551ve thrift of
- theﬁAfro-Caribbean weuwen. They need the money not only for their :

’

_— ' financial iqdependence in this couptryj but also to satisfy accrued debts

- q
™

and obligations in their native islands. In the Caribbean tradition,

u -~

debts are to be avoided. sHowever, in order to’ come to the United States,
many women have to make heavy financial investments--money is needed for
travel, new clothee, luggage and arrangements for taking care of those to be

- v 4

left behind._ When these women-arrive in the Uhited States, they must

C ey

obtain a- job--any job, quite quickly. They cannot afford tq be choosy ‘
a. . | about the: type or place of employment because ‘their. creditors will not
wait and the family back home canpot post;one eating. In additiog to
this most Afro-Caribbean worien think that debts must be eliminated as

quickly as ppssible. Moreover, obligations to family are strongly feIt. Lo
\ 3 .
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One write{.asserts that "West Indians of all classes regard children
"A : . as blessings.f Proud- to give birth happy to cherish bables,}ready to.
ﬁp. .,' make sacrifices for a_ child® - future, parents look forward to’ support and

companionship in old age "5 It is to fulfill the obligations to .

family and to satisfy debts that Afro—Caribbean women are even more
thrifty S g . | Lo

’ Y

Most of the Afrq-Caribbean women in the United States, especielly

n

those who emigrated after 1965 have some technical skill demanded by the,
¥

¥
American economy However, many of the Jobs which they take are either

1ow paying andlor low status by American standards "or else cannot be -
\ .

e filled because the local female population is eithet urrilling or unable .

’ to perform such tasks The Afro-Caribbean woman sis_ often unaware that &

A . )

some jobs e.g nurses or secretaries _are’ considered low status occupations

A
.= in the United States% What she does know is that thésé- jobs\pay her
' i N ’
considerably more than she would have earned in.her native island.. As a

matter of fact, many Afro—Caribbean women who arg in the United States '
illegally %t temporarily, often take jobs with,which they are ashamed to
e be.identified,e.g, domestic or factory hand,.becaus:,ewen such‘low f .:'7:_
e status occupations pay hiéher wages than the professions "back:home:d
‘ i :T\ Iu the position of Tow status, and often low wage earning

employee, Afro-Caribbean women do not perceive of. themselves as victims%>
y . ,

‘ ‘ instead these jobs .are seen as means’to an’ end. Paule Marshall in- ={

N

[

U .

Brown Girl, Brown Stones, captures the essence of this perception., She

describes Barbadian wome& domestics in Brooklyn who' were taunted because

' of their'race on’ their way to clean and scrub the floors of white ‘f o

S




' ' -/

. s : .
< AN \. . - .‘“&A . b',,

2

‘folks whose only thought was of the 'few raw mout pennies at the end - \u?'

. of the day whith would exentually 'buy house' 6 Coming as they have . v
. .].- ol
.o from,agrarian societies where the ovnership of property is associated . .

~ . .

hb'wn.th economic security and high status, these women. are ambitious to ' \}"
) : N .
acquire propertv either in the United States or in their birth places.

o c a0

- All the scrimping and saving epitomizes this passion for home ownership.

Afro—Caribbean woien in the United States are often perceived o0

- : : \

as ambitious because a significant number of them can: be found 1n

. .
e \

professional occupations. This fact-redounds on the prevailing attitudes
0 \
and values of the Caribbean area. The ‘need for a sourd education has
‘ N |
}.always been empHasized in the Caribbean.r In this fact, they are *
) A

considerably more fortunate than their native sisters who have often ' ;T

ii. been subjedted tq inferior education in ¢ rcumstances wnich hampered .

;‘ e

.learning. The European coloniZers in the Caribbean declared education FE
‘/ g

I - determifant=$f social mobility, and b1acks who took. OVer tbe leadership

- . of the islands have been even more emphatic. Parents too, have drilled f

0 > k- »

- into the heads of their children the need for a sound eﬁucation.- It is

3

no wonder then,uthat in the Unitedfﬁtates Afro—Garibbean women have X

i

been so quick to take advantage of every educational opportunity-—if not ot

for themselves, surely for - their chi&dren. Shirley“Chisholm, the former'

-

' United States congresswoman, herself the beneficiary of these Caribbeaﬁ’l .
,f © values and traditions, confirnm that. The Barbadians who ¢ame to Brooklyn
. ’
- . AN . /
. .a11 wanted,.and-most of them got, the same two things. a brownstone

- v

house and a‘qoliege education for their cHildren."7 The same could be o

‘ s . - . - ' . 4 . Ty
Qv.'}' Asaid of those who came ffom the _other g/iands. N ! ) L
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* - ." "The image that Afro—Caribbean women feel superior to Afro-
L’ ‘ Ameriqgns is portrayed by many writers. ‘Roi Ottley attrlbutes thls dominant

6 group ‘psychology to ‘the fact that A‘rq-Caribbears come from countries

. "where the great maJority of the people are b: '“P "8 Tdrleave 1slands ~

-
’

*n o where blacks are:in the majority for a country where they are in the
- . 4 \ -
Arg minority can-be quite traumatlc, But even more important is the fact

that Afro—Caribbean women have a new perception of color .in the United

°

' ' States, Itels not that racism does not exist in their native lands, bpt -

Y

that "it often differs categorically, manifests itse1f differently, and

may not have the same order of importance/ér salience as that practiced :

> -

in the United States;ﬁg Thus, Afro—Caribbean women, when confronted with

¢ ’

. certain ;acial issues react differently to native Americans. The
A N .

differences between *hese two grbups of ‘women in their perceptlon of the N

v P

.
)

i) .

o

white world should not be an indictment of any. group, But slmply an

. -,

PR ’ explanation of their psychology which ardse from different national

N conditions. . o - , . : . o

1 ; - | . -

e wA further image of’ the Afro~Caribbean women in the Unjkted States “
is that of individuals who are minimally involved in political and,social

T organizations inotheir a&aﬁted country. As a matter of fact, many of

the earlier refetences used’ the.term “clannish" to describe this behavior.,

Many factors account for this behavior pattern. As*immigrants, Afro—f

‘e - R |

Caribbean w0men seek-mutual support and security in an alien world,

homesickness also helps them to discover ‘common backgroun s problems'and..,

Y L aspirations.' Thgi an Afro—Caribbean community is forged Americén
e cities—wa kind of unity it is interesting to note, which does ot exist

S o in :be Caribbean. But this Seeking out of others who shhre the ‘same ”,, g
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. a "1 Y "\' Q, . \ . . ‘ n \
. 'c \-
) e background is not peculia;/to;ﬁfro—Caribbean women. Chinese have their\
: . o \ . .
S ) Chinatowns in almost every American city and Americans 1iv1ng ovérseas !
- 3 usually es tabl&sh similar communities. Moreover, Afro-Caribbean women’

do fiot get invdlved in Ameridan nplitical and SOClal organizations

o
t N

because they,‘as foreigners, have no relationghip to the power’ strurture

e A -

Av)

S - of the United States and because, in most cases they 'do not even’ under-;
. stand how the politicallsystem;works.- . 5. S B )
o ' g C S A I A o
. 'For an ‘even greater number, non-involvement in American'affairs
- ' . te - (% . %)

is a con cious act. ﬁhe vast numbers of illegdl aliens fear ‘that an :).
J o
o involvem nt will reveal their illegal status*and resuit in deportation._

Others e so involved in pursuing their goals of education or making L\
money t} at there is neither time nor need for other involvement. For an- )

- °

even larger number, they refuse to be?ome involved because of the

Y

¥ a 'realization that they may, - if things do not work out in the United States,'
Q. . -

return to the land.of their birth. Because few of them'do, a latge ;' .

"o

number of Afro-Caribbean.women in'the United States live in a state of

' limbo—-neither here in the United States nor there in the Carlbbean. ;e

. ; _ Many of the behavior patterns of Afro-Caribbean women in the . .«
RSN ’ M : -

United States .are shaped by images which were perceived even before.

arrival.in.this country. American radio-and television shows flood the
. _ - .
‘_caribbean airwaves.' It is pOSSible to keep up with the American "Top

l

Forty pop tunes and to follow the activities of “Dallas P "Magnum P I. s
. and "The’ Love Boat" in the Caribbean Caribbean newspapers carry a.

ngeat deal of Aferican fare including the comic btrips sQ familiar to’

A /e

‘Amerigans like "Dick Trac{", and "Mzry Worth" Most of the movies ; o
’ ., ~ e ? e X ' N
- . ,\, » h '
& . - . ‘t’ 1 N A
- .. ey 5 . » -
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" streets. Moreover,

T Vo . ( - .
. ¢ - .
seen in the Caribbean are made in Hollyweodlind the cultural messages

imbedded in these mov1es\te11 what g in, and’ on, ‘Iin America. Tﬁe 1mage
g . L] Y ......\.‘ :

are a1so shaped by popular black American magazines like Jet and Ebony

- ; - . .-(2... o .
as well as some of the more popular woten's magazines 11ke McCall's‘and a
~—— . ‘ q, ) !} . . B . s R
-Better Homes and.Gardens. SR -, - A Lot

ey . -
» t .

b .

c

|-t

It is from these Various media-sources'that Afro—Caribbean women: )

' get their imageg of Anerica and Americans. All the media tell\itories L

' .
which are, in reality fantasies about the American Dream——that persistent

N ey N

*icultural myth told in. Zany forms aBout America s search for and presumed
. °\\ . l LA SN

and tovlective happiness. These images are so real.that Afro-Caribhean
L & S
women firmly believe that the American Dream cduld also be thear s.\ Even

/
in the face of reality, many. only re1uctant1y yield the fantasy of the .

image preferring instead to avdid or ignore the contradictory c1a1ms of

'others ‘a11eged realities. They work hard, save money, 1ive right, and

Y

believe tha if they do not "make it" in’ this country, Surely their

° 3 H
[T 4 RS ‘5 . Re -~ .

children will, L ', ! ': C ' °’H o ;o

-~ - " j‘ : " g I S ' "

’ The images*eyoked Afro—Caribbean women of‘America and Americans

@

are also the result of socializamion in the Un*ted States. Relatives and

e #

/
friends,'newspa ers and television tell them that the city is a place to
~“be feared.)jWhen one’ considers the population of the neighborhoods’where
they live on first coming to the United States, the jobs they take and

the zoutes -they use,,the fears of these women are oft directed to the ‘

e

native black and hi panic strangers they meet in hallways, subways and .

any Afro-Caribbean women in\the United‘States find

-

¢ ' . d . i . >

to realize moral and material prosperity and ﬁb#achieve individual

©
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‘

themselves as, pawns in a- divide-—and-—conquer Practice often encountered in
\ S the workp'lace. The Afro-—Caribbean women are ofteﬂ told that they are |
.“ . ) ' . .
de different from and hence ’ better than native blacks and are, often given
/ .. : /et -

preferential treatment because of thJ.s.' Afro-Caribbean women in the
» o

. ' United States qften do not realize that very often, the person who is Y

\

. '_ deciding wl}p is the bettér blaek is himself an imgrant(who hés. been
. .
5

« oo _ in the United Stat\es for a mucb.shorter period than the native blacks .

v L whom he so fully criticises. Nevertheless,. ma.ny Afjcbari"bhEan women

r 4

Cmy “use the'ir differences from the native blacks to support the superior/ *‘ C

\

inferior images which a{re so detrimental to the unity of a11 black people

’ / ~r ‘. . : I/' . .o

: in America. . / . ) H - . . . e n‘ ..- C ) ~9: , ‘-’ . £ . ‘."' ,
" S a ) % . _— . ; ‘

L - ‘ But ‘the Afro—Ca,ribbean woman also has some images of América and

.

. | ' Americans which are shaped y her limited knoqledge of - the society' . o

@-&ribhean women often come to the rUnited States w:r,th Iittle knowledge /
\. - . -~ i \ / . Y
ST of Qmeri'can prfhibiions' su‘r ding public conduct with whites .“ "The\ )

t

West Indian comes New -York with a supreme advanta‘g‘é‘;"?m.—i_tes a :;- s

. Triﬁidadian, namely i\gnorance of American patterns ‘of segregation. -5 "Un-

o custouﬁed to’ the socia mores . .\, (she} goes th . ».» and swings o

- \ RA o
through every door."lo S without planning to, she brea'ks barriers and _ ,/
| _ ‘ destroys streotypes by her very niavett and unabashed aggression and oftex,:/x
B e -
- eétablishes a kind of relationship with whi es thich the native blacks do/ .
o 2 . . » ¢

SR nog have. Because the rac.ist walls of Jericho seem to crumble at the bldst -

N

e \of her trumpet the Afro-Caribbean woman in the- United’States find it -

/)b

b ..
difficult to understand why native blacks cannot do the same things which '

4

G '\

she does.' Wc not undarstand that their b,ackground as well as- o \
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ignorance of societal mores pxedispose,them to behave in ways which’ would ’
e - - _ ‘ //‘
perhaps not even be considered -.by the native blacks. T j//' o

s

Many of the conflicts #nd misunderstandings mhich arise between

s Afro—Caribhean women‘and nat1ve blacks arise beacuse each has images of =«

A

. the other which do not coincide with realitv‘ Differences in cultural

Y

pbackground make each side view the _same things differentl,. 'Afro—Caribbean
women develop most. of their images from the American media. Images of
.;«' optimistic order drematize their fantasies about Amerlcan society The
s ‘images are further affected by the behavior of the members of the hOst

v society with whom they first come into contact$ Morcover, the images
A

‘are affected by the society of their native islandsaand the failure to.

\

~recognize that many cultural differences exist and what is acceptable in,

e f o one society is taboo “in another.

[~ .

.:}/)7 The images which Americans have of the Afro—Caribbean woman are

|
\ v

,//77 affected by her immigrant‘ tatus. As a foreigner, she’ constantly strives
/.

__2/1 vjfor financial security and to achieye goals which were the raison ar etre
//// - . for immigration. There is no time/nor need to involve herself dn-
(i : ecommunity activities aad the Afro-Caribbean women can ask like the
£§§fA psalmist’l "How can'we slng ﬁhe Lozd's song in a strange land?" For some, ’

there will be ho adjustmen{/to llfe in the United States; their birth lands

. remain their‘mental places for life° ‘
There isfno reason why different perceptions of each other should
“*ifcontinue ‘to drive wedges between Afro-Caribbean women and Afro—Americansr

F -0 / \\
S In a society where all are black and poIIcies\do not differentiate among

o . " .
blacks in housing, jobs etc., divisiveness only facilit exploitation . ‘

e et : ( .




A

: : . \
AL 2R . . .

'of all. Although Afro—Caribbean women operate under more levels of
cross pressures in the American society--as blacks, females, and

forei ners, they must join w1th Afro-Americans to erase the negative

-

image//which they have of each other and as blacks and Ameri;ans they
e
bothlmust work to. improve their collective sithgtion. In order'to
/// begi removing the imaccurate images, each group must go about defining

itself its goals and its perceptions.- The system of self definition is

required because,a number of the images, on both sides, have been createa
/ ) ' / [ "
/ ', b7/what others have sald® or thought-. The urgent need for se1f definition

-’

7% best char?cterized by the folktale of the s1ave, Dave, who decided to

/leave the plantation after he had been freed. .As long as Dave was in ;

/lsight, massa stood on the porch hollering' "Dave.. The children‘love ./
|

you.. I love you, and missy, she like yOu. But remember, Dave. You
still a nigger!" Dave would holler back "Yassuh"‘ but he kept right on i

' -stepping'until he.got to.Canada. .Even though massa had let Dave s body

L go free, he still wanted to keep his spirit a slave by yelling "Remember E*h

. . you still a nigger." People aren't free as long as they let others tell

them who they.are. Afro-Caribbean mer: and women and Afro-American men
and women must be like Dave. They have to begin stepplng and not 1isten

to what is "elled after them. They must keep on- stepping for by
/

’”'_ .combining enetgies and numbers JAn the United States, political

7

effectiveness will be enhanced.
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