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from “Colonial Girls' School” by Olive Senior
How those pale northern eyes and/ aristocratic whispers once erased us/ 
how our loudness, our laughter/ debased us.                                            
There was nothing left of ourselves/ Nothing about us at all…
There was nothing of our landscape there/ Nothing about us at all. 

Like Tee in Merle Hodge’s Crick Crack, Monkey, many Caribbean children 
live in eager anticipation of an imminent move to the United States of 
America. Statistics show that over the past four decades immigration from 
the Caribbean has increased steadily. 

Sources: Data from U.S. Census Bureau 2006, 2010, and 2014 ACS; and Campbell J. Gibson and Kay Jung, "Historical Census Statistics on the Foreign-Born 
Population of the United States: 1850-2000" (Working Paper no. 81, U.S. Census Bureau, Washington, DC, February 2006), available online. via 
migrationpolicy.org

To put this in context, statistics from the 2010 US Census Bureau reveal that 
immigrants from the Caribbean account for the fourth highest immigrant 
population in the US behind people from Asia, Europe, and Mexico (The 
Foreign-Born), and according to McCabe, “there were 6.0 million self-
identified members of the Caribbean diaspora residing in the United States 
in 2009”.

These immigrants hail from a wide range of nations within the Caribbean.

Source: MPI tabulation of data from U.S. Census Bureau 2014 American Community Survey (ACS). Via migrationolicy,org

Within this overlooked group of immigrants is a sub-group that is in dire 
need of attention: the children within the Caribbean diaspora, whether they 
be first or second generation immigrants. 

– “In 2009, about 1.2 million children under the age of 18 resided 
in a household with at least one immigrant parent born in the 
Caribbean” (McCabe).

Many of the immigrant children included in this population dream of the 
fame and fortune that they see daily on cable network, and for many, the 
move represents an escape from poverty. They often regard the move as 
being akin to moving to paradise. Yet, upon their arrival, they often struggle 
with the disparity between their expectations and their reality.

PARADISE	DEBUNKED- Caribbean	Immigration	
Statistics

from “The Tropics in New York” by Claude McKay                                                                               
…My eyes grew dim, and I could no more gaze;/A wave of longing through my body swept,                                         
And, hungry for the old, familiar ways, /I turned aside and bowed my head and wept.”

The immigrant children included in this population dream of the fame and fortune that they see daily on cable network, and for many, the move represents an escape 
from poverty. They often regard the move as being akin to getting their own slice of paradise. Yet, upon their arrival, they often struggle with the disparity between 
expectation and reality.

Among the major struggles that many of these children face is the loss of a sense of belonging and the loss of their sense of personal identity, as a result of the 
experience of being untethered from the country of their origin and placed in a new environment. They experience: 

– Identity Confusion
– Displacement
– Alienation- Stranger in a strange land phenomenon
– Anomie
– Cultural Inferiority
– Competing Value Systems
– “Psycho-cultural and socio-cultural adjustment difficulties” Esquivel & Keitel (1990)

Bill Ashcroft et al.,- Displacement brings with it “the concern with the development or recovery of an effective identifying relationship between self and place 
[since]… a valid and active sense of self may have been eroded by dislocation, resulting from migration” (Ashcroft et al)

“You come to the United States and the United States begins immediately, systematically, to erase you in every way, to suppress those things which it considers not 
digestible. You spend a lot of time being colonized” (Diaz qtd. In Frydman, 135).

“A healthy adjustment to a new school structure requires the immigrant child to first use his or her cultural background as reference. [However] most educational 
and psychological research has neglected Caribbean immigrants. Since educators and school staff know relatively little about the Caribbean as a whole, and still less 
about the historical social, and cultural nuances of the people, [they struggle because they do not] understand the experience of their pupils in order to facilitate their 
cultural transition.” (Thomas)

PARADISE	DEBUNKED- Struggles	Faced	by	Caribbean	Immigrant	Students

“The fish,/Even in the fisherman's net,/Still carries,/The smell of the sea.” ― Mourid Barghouti

Why do we need to pay specific attention to Caribbean cultural identity?

The USA has boiled identity down to a system of essentialism that categorizes people based on broad stereotypes connected to their ethnicity. Enough focus has not 
been placed on truly assessing identity as a geo-cultural phenomenon. Caribbean immigrant students are often placed in the same cultural groups as African-
Americans or Latinas, because of a shared ethnicity, even though their places of origin and cultures are so different. There is a difference between being a Black 
immigrant student from the Caribbean, and being an African American student.

– “I am Black, but I am not African American. I exhibit many White middle class norms and values, but I am not White” (Gilpin 4).
– “I was neither black enough for the black kids nor Dominican enough for the Dominican kids. I didn't have a safe category” (Diaz qtd. in Garcia)

Geo-cultural identity simply refers to an understanding of identity as being influenced by the cultural norms of the specific region from which one hails.

What then are the components of Caribbean culture and Caribbean cultural identity? What defines this region and makes it so distinct from other regions?
– Colonial history
– Multiplicity of cultural heritage with the changing of colonial from one colonizing power to another- out of many, one.
– Syncretism and Creolization
– Music and Cuisine
– Mannerisms and other Social Nuances

Identity	as	a	Geo-Cultural	Phenomenon	and	The	Caribbean	as	a	Cultural	Enclave

The	ELA	Classroom	as	a	Place	of	Cultural	Identity	
Reaffirmation

from “Colonial Girls' School” by Olive Senior 
So, friend of my childhood years / One day we'll talk about 
How the mirror broke / Who kissed us awake                                                                                   
Who let Anansi from his bag

Literature is a powerful vehicle through which people find themselves, and 
reaffirm who they are. If students were able to find themselves in the 
literature that they study, and if they were able to use this literature to 
articulate who they are and who they are becoming, then they would be 
better able to adjust to the change in their cultural landscape.

Lynn Smolen: “readers naturally make connections between books and their 
own lives... [therefore] all students need to see positive representations of 
themselves and their cultures in literature” (Smolen 2)

“When readers read about characters that look like them and reflect their 
way of life, their self-identity is affirmed, and they get the message that 
their way of life is valued” (Norton qtd. in Smolen 17)

Caribbean	Voices	in	the	English	Language	Arts	
Classroom- Absence	and	Integration

Incorporating Caribbean cultural representation in the ELA classroom need 
not involve a lengthy or costly overhaul. It simply requires curriculum 
writers to identify authors who:

– cover a variety of genres, 
– hail from a range of islands, 
– focus on a multiplicity of issues

Chief among their concerns should be:
– an interrogation of the colonial past upon the present
– an exploration of the syncretism of practices and beliefs 

resulting from the fusion of various cultures at a time when the 
region was the crossroads of the world

– a celebration of the ingenuity and innovation of the people
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