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Introduction

Many people have some of their first interactions with groups of people 
they have never met before during their first year in college, and these 
interactions often lead people to think more deeply about their own 
identity. Mary Waters, in Ethnic Options, discusses this phenomenon 
for white college students who, for their entire life, may have identi-
fied as Irish or Italian and then go to college and realize that there are 
actually people from Ireland and Italy who would use the same ethnic 
labels; this experience leads these people to reassess their identity in 
the face of “authentic” ethnic white international or immigrant stu-
dents.1 This was true for me as well as for a number of other people 
in my incoming class. A Trinidadian friend of mine, for example, told 
me that I was the first Black friend she had that was actually from the 
United States  —  that is to say, someone who had a long African Ameri-
can lineage. She lived in Miami and mentioned that all the Black peo-
ple she knew were from one island in the Caribbean or another. And I 
met two Afro-Latina women who were best friends. One of them had a 
Black father and a Mexican mother. The other had a Black mother and 
a Puerto Rican father. They were connected at the hip and identified as 
Black (both pledged a historically Black sorority), but when they fought 
(in Spanish), they would make remarks about the other’s Mexican or 
Puerto Rican roots. I realized that my ideas concerning who was Black 
were actually very limited and constrained.

My undergraduate institution, like other elite schools in the U.S., 
had a large proportion of Black students who were first- and second-
generation immigrants; the exact numbers are undocumented by the 
institution, but with a group of friends and a yearbook, we approxi-
mated that 30 percent or so of the Black students in our incoming class 
were immigrants or had at least one parent who was an immigrant. 
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Black immigrants compose 8 percent of the Black population nation-
ally.2 While almost all the Black students belonged to the Black Student 
Alliance, many of them also belonged to clubs particular to their eth-
nic group. Black students were proud of where they came from, but at 
times you could feel a tension between the various Black ethnic groups. 
I can recall quite clearly a time when a woman asked me, “Where are 
you from?” I replied, “My family lives in North Carolina”  —  a response 
that I used because my family was an Army family. She, in turn, asked, 
“No, where are you from from?” So I said, “Well, my parents are from 
Chicago, and my grandparents are from Mississippi.” And then she 
said, “So you’re telling me that you’ve managed to accomplish all that 
you have, and you have no immigrants in your family?” I didn’t know 
exactly what she meant then, but her comment piqued my interest. Was 
she giving me a backhanded compliment, or was she simply insulting 
African Americans?

Throughout my college career, it became clear to me that while there 
was a sense of unity among Blacks on campus due to our shared racial 
identity, there was also potential for tension to crop up due to ethnic 
differences depending on the context. At Duke, people like me whose 
families are nth-generation African American were labeled “regular 
Black,” then there were Nigerians, Trinidadians, Dominicans, Haitians, 
Ethiopians, Ghanaians, “halfsies” (people who had one parent who was 
African American and the other who was not), and so forth. We united 
because we were a minority on a predominantly white campus, and we 
did not want to disagree with one another in front of people outside our 
racial group; we did not want to “air our dirty laundry.” Black students 
knew there were differences among us due to socioeconomic status, 
ideology, and sexuality but also due to ethnicity. Sometimes we reacted 
to these differences with appreciation, while at other times we reacted 
with cynicism: “I’m not Black. I’m Nigerian. You all have funny names 
like LaQuisha,” or “You only checked the Black box so could get into 
this school; you’re not really Black.”

With an increased attention in the news and the academy to ethnic 
diversity among Blacks, especially in elite institutions of higher educa-
tion,3 I began to recognize that Duke was a microcosm of the coun-
try, as it concerned ethnic diversity among Blacks. The migration of 
Black immigrants from Africa, the Caribbean, and Latin America has 
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served to increase the ethnic diversity of those who are ascribed a Black 
identity in the United States. As more first- and second- generation 
Black students began to develop student groups around their ethnic 
identity —  Duke Africa, Duke Ethiopian Student Association, Students 
of the Caribbean Association  —  I thought this must also be going on 
across the country and in larger ways. I wanted to know what this 
diversity would mean for Black politics. Sometimes Blacks of various 
ethnicities worked together and embraced an identity that was inclusive 
of ethnic diversity. At other times, the groups differentiated themselves, 
and conflict ensued. Black politics has been intriguing because of the 
homogeneity in political attitudes and behaviors that derives from a 
shared history and collective memory, but what happens to Black iden-
tity and, consequently, Black politics as Black immigrants are incorpo-
rated into American society?

Black Mosaic is an examination of the ways in which the boundaries 
of Black identity and the contours of Black politics are (re)shaped by 
the increasing ethnic diversity among Black people in the United States. 
Ultimately, the answer to the larger question concerning the nature of 
the boundaries of Black identity and Black politics will rest on answers 
to a set of secondary questions raised in this book: Considering the 
fact that ethnicity continues to be a salient identity within a racialized 
context, how do African Americans and Black immigrants concep-
tualize who is Black? Do Black immigrants embrace or reject a Black 
racial identity that is inclusive of Blacks native to the U.S.? Similarly, do 
African Americans embrace an identity that is inclusive of Black immi-
grants? Do Black immigrants share a sense of group consciousness sim-
ilar to what has long been documented for African Americans? To what 
extent are the political and policy attitudes of Black immigrants and 
African Americans similar or different? Finally, what are the prospects 
for intraracial coalitions of African American and Black immigrants 
across the country?

My experiences as well as those who have shared their time with 
me in interviews for this book push me to go beyond the question of 
whether Black immigrants’ and African Americans’ political attitudes 
and behaviors are similar or different. Instead, I am compelled to exam-
ine the more complex and necessary concerns  —  to what extent and 
under what conditions are these groups likely to develop a pan-ethnic 
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identity and to work in coalition and under what conditions are we are 
likely to see interethnic distancing and intraracial conflict? The intent 
here is to develop a theory that helps us to explain what we see empiri-
cally and to predict when and under what circumstances the boundar-
ies of Black identity and politics are likely to be more rigid and when 
they are likely to be more permeable.

We know from the study of Latino and Asian American politics that 
differentiations due to ethnicity, country of origin, generational status, 
and levels of acculturation complicate what we know about these pan-
ethnic groups. This level of diversity exists among Blacks in the U.S., 
but little attention has been paid to the effects of this diversity on Black 
politics. Due to the rapid changes in the American population, gener-
ally, and the Black population, more specifically, it will become increas-
ingly important to establish whether what we know about Blacks in the 
United States is actually relevant to those immigrants who are ascribed 
a Black identity but may or may not identify as Black. If that knowledge 
is (or is not) relevant, then we need to know why and under what cir-
cumstances this might be the case.

Dynamic Boundaries of Black Identity and Black Politics

In recognizing that Black is not only a racial category but also a pan-
ethnic identity, we must also realize that a more nuanced analysis and 
explanation of the group’s identity and political attitudes and behavior 
are required. That is to say, taking into consideration the ethnic diver-
sity of Blacks brings with it a myriad of complexities that have to, at 
least, be acknowledged. There are two major groups of scholars whose 
shoulders I stand on in the development of a theory that helps us to 
more thoroughly explain what we see empirically and what we should 
expect for Black politics as ethnic diversity increases.

The first body of literature is that which is concerned with the politi-
cal attitudes and behaviors of African Americans. One of the primary 
reasons African American politics has been of interest to political sci-
entists is due to the homogeneity of political attitudes and behaviors 
among African Americans in the United States. African Americans 
tend to have a sense of linked fate, and Michael Dawson explains that 
because African Americans have been treated as group members rather 
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than individuals, they use the well-being of their racial group as a proxy 
for the well-being of the individual when making political decisions; 
he calls this rule of thumb the “black utility heuristic.”4 Consequently, 
African Americans have overwhelmingly supported the political party 
and political policies that they feel best represent the interests of Blacks 
in America. For example, for the past five decades, at least 60 percent 
of African Americans have supported the Democratic Party despite the 
increased number of Blacks in the middle class.5 We typically expect 
Americans who make more money to support the Republican Party, 
but this is not the case for African Americans; racial group conscious-
ness is key to understanding this paradox.

Dawson further argues that we should continue to see Blacks behav-
ing similarly because of the constraints of America’s racialized social 
system. But there is intraracial diversity in political attitudes and behav-
iors.6 There has always existed diversity among Blacks in the United 
States, but the differences within the group are becoming ever more bla-
tant. Cathy Cohen explains: “the dominant myth of a monolithic black 
community is tearing not only at the seams but throughout its entire 
fabric.”7 There are at least four significant sources of diversity among 
Blacks that influence Black politics, some of which have received more 
attention than others. Scholars have focused on the diversity that exists 
among Blacks due to ideological differences,8 an increasing class bifur-
cation between middle- and working-class Blacks,9 and gender.10 But 
the fourth, political diversity as a result of ethnic diversity, has received 
less attention.11 This source of diversity and its effects on Black politics 
are the focus of this book.

The second body of literature that is of importance to this study 
focuses on Black immigrants. One emerging consensus in the literature 
is that (first-generation) Black immigrants’ ethnic or distinct cultural 
identity is often more salient and central than is their racial identity. 
A consistent finding in these studies is that Black immigrants often 
make an effort to differentiate themselves from African Americans or 
even to place themselves in a superior position in America’s ethno-
racial hierarchy.12

Scholars of American politics and Black politics have primarily 
focused on the centripetal forces of unity among Blacks in the United 
States. Scholars of Black immigrants have primarily focused on the 
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notion of distancing between African Americans and Black immi-
grants. But empirical reality, what we see in the real world, shows 
that the situation is more complicated than that. There exists diversity 
among Blacks and diversity in their political attitudes and behaviors. 
Further, there are times when Black immigrants and African Ameri-
cans are in conflict with each other, but there are also times when they 
embrace an identity that is inclusive of ethnic diversity and build politi-
cal coalitions.13 We need a new theory for Black political behavior that 
helps explain the very contextual nature of Black identity, Black intrara-
cial relations, and Black politics.

I develop a theory of diasporic consciousness to help explain what 
we see empirically and what we should expect for Black politics as eth-
nic diversity increases. My central thesis is that while African Ameri-
cans and Black immigrants may at times see differences marked by 
ethnic boundaries, they will generally see each other as members of 
the same group and as partners in a struggle against racial inequality. 
As a result of contemporary racism and racial inequality, first- and 
second- generation Black immigrants are likely to believe that their 
potential status as first-class citizens is imperiled just as a many Afri-
can Americans do, and consequently, their racial identities are likely 
to be mobilized just as African Americans’ racial identity is politically 
mobilized. I recognize that there has been significant change in the 
racial landscape in the United States, but I would argue that many of 
the factors that led African Americans to develop a sense of group 
consciousness historically still exist today. And we should, in turn, see 
that Black immigrants’ identities are similarly shaped by those struc-
tural constraints.

But there is more complexity for which we must account. A theory 
of diasporic consciousness is motivated to account for both similarities 
and differences, for conflict and coalition, for distancing and mutual 
embracing, and asserts that even though America’s racialized social 
system continues to have a homogenizing effect, Black immigrants are 
likely to bring along with them different ideas about what race means 
(both its definition and its implications), different interpretations of 
political issues, different ideas about the role of government, and dif-
ferent ideas about how to improve the status of a broader, pan-ethnic 
group. Speaking more generally, differences between groups typically 
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bring conflict and tension, and ethnic diversity is likely to do the same 
at times.

Put simply, we can think of diasporic consciousness as the (mental ) 
tightrope that people of African descent who live in the United States walk 
as they try to balance their superordinate racial identity (and the politi-
cal interests associated with it) with their subgroup or ethnic identity and 
its closely associated political interests. The diversity that exists among 
Blacks across the country calls for a nuanced theory that helps us to 
understand when we should expect similar outcomes of the identity-
to-politics link among native- and foreign-born Blacks and when we 
should see differences. Diasporic consciousness is an effort to satisfy 
that need.

Since I label this new conceptual framework diasporic consciousness, 
I imagine some readers are wondering how the theory I present departs 
from Pan-Africanism. Proponents of Pan-Africanism claim that “there 
is an underlying unity in the New World black experience,” while focus-
ing on “important uniformities in the black experience  —  that indeed, 
the trend is toward complete uniformity.”14 Critical race scholars and 
diaspora scholars show that people of African descent across the globe 
are in similar straits, and they challenge scholars to gain an understand-
ing of how processes of inequalities are connected from one country 
or region to the next.15 Moreover, Pan-Africanism largely focuses on 
the dispersal from a common Black homeland, the making of mem-
ory around that homeland, the recognition of marginalization in the 
new location, a commitment to the restoration of the homeland, and a 
desire to return and continue a relationship with the homeland.16 The 
concept presented here  —  diasporic consciousness  —  centers on the idea 
that within the borders of the United States, native- and foreign-born 
Blacks must navigate the U.S.’s racial hierarchy. At times, strategies to 
navigate this hierarchy will lead to unity among various Black ethnic 
groups, while at other moments, strategies to navigate this society will 
lead these groups to be at odds with each other.

Diasporic consciousness, in contrast to Pan-Africanism, focuses on 
the idea that various groups of Blacks must balance two things: (1) their 
shared pan-ethnic identity and the (political) interests that are associ-
ated with this superordinate group and (2) their disparate, subethnic 
identity and the sometimes differing interests associated with that 
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identity; Pan-Africanism focuses largely on the former aspect. Again, 
by not thinking of Black identity as simply a homogeneous racial group 
but instead thinking of “Blackness” in the U.S. as a pan-ethnic identity, 
we recognize the need for flexibility in a theory of contemporary Black 
politics. The theory of diasporic consciousness, in short, allows for a 
more accurate depiction of Black identity and more satisfying explana-
tions of Black political behavior.

Why Focus on Ethnic Diversity Now?

The implications of ethnic diversity on Black politics are the focus of 
this book for three primary reasons. The first reason has to do with the 
sheer number of Black immigrants who are coming to the U.S. This 
change in demographics compels us to think about the influence that 
these newcomers and their interactions with native-born Blacks will 
have on Black identity and Black politics as we know them. National 
immigration policies such as the Immigration Act of 1924 and the Hart-
Cellar Act are often cited by scholars of identity and politics as factors 
that have served to dramatically change the racial and ethnic makeup of 
the United States’ population, especially due to the rigid exclusion of or 
substantial increase in the number of Latino and Asians immigrants.17 
But the ethnic makeup of the Black population in the United States has 
also been influenced by these national immigration policies. For exam-
ple, prior to Immigration Act of 1924, which favored the admission of 
northern European immigrants, there were no limits on West Indian 
immigration. In 1924, approximately 12,000 Black immigrants came to 
the United States, but in 1925, only 791 Black immigrants entered the 
United States.18 Ira Berlin notes, “by 1965, the United States was no 
longer a nation of immigrants,” as the foreign-born proportion of the 
American population fell to rates lower than before then 1830s, about 5 
percent of the population.19

Looking retrospectively, the 1965 Hart-Cellar Act has changed the 
racial makeup of immigrant waves to the United States ever since. Just 
as the 1965 act increased the diversity of the American population in 
general due to a mass influx of immigrants from Latin American and 
Asia, the act also increased the ethnic diversity among Black people in 
the United States who come from the Caribbean and Africa. In 1965, 
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there were only 125,000 foreign-born Blacks in this country. This num-
ber increased to 816,000 in 1980, and a total of 2.8 million foreign-born 
Blacks resided in the U.S. in 2005.20 Figure I.1 provides U.S. Census 
Bureau data on foreign-born Black immigration to the country over the 
past five decades.

Although Black immigrants only compose about 8 percent of the 
Black population nationally, there are several states across the coun-
try where Black immigrants make up a significant portion of the 
Black population (see figure I.2). New York is a historical destination 
for many groups of Black immigrants, and consequently, foreign-born 
Blacks account for about 28.4 percent of the Black population in that 
state. Foreign-born Blacks also compose 28.4 percent of the Black pop-
ulation in Massachusetts, a less studied destination. Additionally, Black 
immigrants make up a significant portion of Blacks in several other 
states: Minnesota (25.5 percent), Florida (19.3 percent), Connecticut 
(17.2 percent), Washington (17.2 percent), and New Jersey (14.4 per-
cent). There are also large populations of Black immigrants in less tra-
ditional destinations: Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, Maryland, and Dela-
ware.21 Furthermore, foreign-born Blacks contributed 20 percent of 
the growth of the Black population in the United States between 2000 
and 2006.22 Black immigrants are likely to have an increasing influence 
on Black politics, especially in these places where their voices, which 
may be quite different from African Americans’, are likely to be more 

Figure I.1. Year of entry of the U.S.’s foreign-born Black population

9781479823543 smith text.indd   9 9/3/14   9:21 AM



10 << Introduction

resounding. The demographic shifts in the American population, in 
general, and in the Black population, more specifically, call for the need 
to think more critically about the interactions between African Ameri-
cans and Black immigrants, because while they are grouped in the same 
racial category, it is unclear how well or whether they will get along.

Connected to shifting demographics, this book focuses on the in-
creasing ethnic diversity of Blacks in the United States because in-
creased interactions between native- and foreign-born Blacks are likely 
to influence change in the meaning of “Blackness” and Black identity 
in the United States. Increased diversity among Blacks in the United 
States along with the dismantling of formal racial segregation in the 
post –  Civil Rights era has sparked a debate among Black people in the 

Figure I.2. Foreign-born black population, 2004. Note: Percentage of the state’s Black-
alone population that is foreign-born. Data are based on a sample limited to the house-
hold population and exclude those who are institutionalized or living in college dormi-
tories or other group quarters. Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2004 American Community 
Survey, Detailed Tables, B06004B.
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United States around notions of Black identity and Black politics.23 
Black immigrants, on the one hand, bring with them alternative frame-
works of racial identity, thereby expanding the ways that people who 
are categorized as Black understand their racial and ethnic identities. 
Many of these immigrants do not necessarily see themselves as Black 
(or white) or at least do not feel that their racial identity will influence 
their life chances, as African Americans historically have.24

The Civil Rights era also loosened the rigid Black-white dichotomy. 
Historically, Black immigrants’ racial identity was more psychologi-
cally and politically salient to first- and second-generation Black immi-
grants  —  in comparison to contemporary immigrants  —  because formal 
laws and informal customs of segregation were based on racial iden-
tity rather than ethnic identity.25 In some ways, Black ethnic identity 
was irrelevant in public spaces prior to the 1960s, but over the past 
five decades, both Black and non-Black Americans have increasingly 
paid attention to ethnic diversity among Black people in the United 
States. White employers, for example, are reported to prefer foreign-
born Blacks to native-born African Americans.26 Further, 37 percent of 
Blacks suggest that African Americans and Black immigrants are not 
actually members of the same racial group, with this feeling being the 
most salient among younger Blacks, between the ages of eighteen and 
twenty-nine.27

The notion that white ethnic immigrants became white  —  or were 
eventually included within the boundaries of whiteness and called 
white  —  is well documented.28 But the boundaries of Blackness in 
the United States have also contracted and expanded. Previously, the 
debates around Black identity concerned whether those with mixed-
raced ancestry should be included within the group, but the informal 
“one-drop” rule, which was later codified into law, made this a moot 
point. All those members of society with one Black ancestor were 
ascribed an all-encompassing Black identity that failed to account for 
any differences among group members. But the increasing ethnic diver-
sity among Blacks in the United States at this moment in American his-
tory has served to respark and reshape this debate around racial label-
ing and racial belonging.

Due to the influx of Afro-Latino, Afro-Caribbean, and African im-
migrants into the United States, the definitions of “African American” 
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and “Black” are being challenged both by native-born Black people and 
by foreign-born people of African descent and their children. Berlin 
reports that many African immigrants feel that they should make claim 
to the term “African American,” challenging native-born Blacks because 
many of them have not been to Africa, nor can they trace one of their 
ancestors to a specific African country.29 Likewise, many Haitian im-
migrants tend to distance themselves from African Americans in their 
effort to avoid “being Black twice”  —  or, in other words, being at the bot-
tom of the racial hierarchy in two countries.30 Afro-Caribbeans often 
see themselves as Black but argue that “Black” and “African American” 
should not be seen as synonymous.31 Meanwhile, many Black elites have 
tried to make the boundaries of Blackness more rigid in efforts to pro-
tect civil rights gains for African Americans. Lani Guinier, for instance, 
reportedly suggested that Black immigrants represent a threat to Afri-
can American educational interests, stating, “I don’t think, in the name 
of affirmative action, we should be admitting people because they look 
like us, but then they don’t identify with us.”32 The debate over who is 
and who is not Black as well as who should be able to adopt (or reject) 
various racial labels is by no means new, but it certainly has become 
more intense.

The final, and perhaps most important, reason that ethnic diversity 
is the focus of this book is because it is my intuition that immigrants  —  
Black or otherwise  —  can be likened to a canary in a coal mine. Assessing 
the well-being of immigrants of color can help us to gauge the toxicity 
of the racial environment in society. America is a nation of immigrants. 
Immigrants come to the United States with a particular set of goals 
and ideas about American society. Many Black immigrants, like many 
other types of immigrants, come to the U.S. with the ideas that meritoc-
racy reigns supreme among the tenets of the American creed and that 
their hard work will be rewarded without regard to their race. Follow-
ing the progression of immigrants’ identities, attitudes, behaviors, and 
outcomes will ultimately help us to distinguish the historical influences 
that led Blacks to be placed at the bottom of America’s ethnoracial hier-
archy from the contemporary influences. African Americans have a 
long history and deep understanding of America’s racial structure and 
what that means for citizenship; their political attitudes and behaviors 
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are largely shaped by a four-century-long legacy and relationship with 
American social, political, and economic institutions.33 Further, many 
of their economic outcomes are due to intergenerational transfers of 
debt, or lack of wealth.34 In contrast, immigrant-replenished communi-
ties and the experiences of immigrants in the U.S. provide an excellent 
anchoring point to assess the role and effects of contemporary levels 
of racism.

Scholarship on African Americans and Black immigrants tends to 
analyze these groups separately. This approach might best be character-
ized as what Claire Jean Kim calls the “different trajectories approach,” 
which “examines racialization .  .  . as an open-ended, variable process 
that has played out differently for each subordinated group.”35 We know 
that African Americans and Black immigrants are not mutually exclu-
sive groups since they live in a society that groups them together at the 
bottom of its ethnoracial hierarchy. By comparing immigrants’ out-
comes and experiences with those of native-born minorities, we gain 
a better idea of how far we have actually come in reducing the levels of 
racial toxicity in American society.

Methodological Approach

To address the questions I raise in this book about the changing contours 
of Black identity and Black politics, I pursue a multimethodological 
design, which includes survey analysis and analysis of semistructured, 
face-to-face interviews, to test a theory of diasporic consciousness. 
The survey analysis employs data from the National Survey of Ameri-
can Life (NSAL), 2001 –  3. The NSAL was developed by the University 
of Michigan Research Center and supported by the National Institute 
for Mental Health. The survey was conducted between 2001 and 2003, 
and respondents include over three thousand African Americans and 
sixteen hundred Black immigrants of Caribbean, Latin American, and 
African descent. The survey is concerned with cross-cultural differ-
ences among African Americans, Afro-Caribbeans, and white Ameri-
cans across the United States.

I also incorporate semistructured, face-to-face interviews. Inter-
views are an excellent way to understand how people make meaning 
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around issues that affect them. This analysis draws on thirty face-to-
face, in-depth interviews conducted between March and July of 2010. 
I interviewed a total of thirty college-age African Americans and first- 
and second-generation Black immigrants. The respondents include sev-
enteen African Americans and thirteen Black immigrants. Among the 
Black immigrants, three of them are first-generation Black immigrants, 
three of them were born in another country but moved to the U.S. as 
a child (1.5 generation), and the remaining seven of them are second 
generation  —  that is, at least one of their parents is an immigrant, but 
they were born and raised in the United States.36 The Black immigrants 
include students from the Caribbean, Latin America, and Africa. Three 
of the African American respondents are biracial. Twenty of them 
are or were students at a small private university in the South (hence-
forth, Private Southern University, or PSU), and the remainder of them 
attended colleges across the country. Their families come from various 
socioeconomic statuses; further, some of them live in economically and 
racially homogeneous neighborhoods, while others were raised and 
live in very diverse neighborhoods (appendix B includes a table of the 
respondents’ attributes).

The interviews were conducted in North Carolina, but only one of 
the respondents called North Carolina home. In 2000, foreign-born 
Blacks constituted 30 percent of Blacks in New York City, 28 percent of 
those in Boston, and about 25 percent in Montgomery County, Mary-
land. Seven of the respondents here live in or near these cities. The 
other respondents live in various places around the United States, rep-
resenting all of the major regions of the United States. These data have 
the added value of furthering our understanding of Black immigrants 
outside New York, where the majority of studies on this population 
have been conducted.

Respondents were recruited through snowball sampling procedure. 
The initial participants answered an advertisement emailed to cultural 
groups and summer programs. The semistructured interview sched-
ule consisted of questions concerning themes of identity and personal 
experiences, as well as political attitudes and behaviors. The interviews 
lasted between forty-five minutes and two hours. The taped recordings 
of the interviews were transcribed verbatim, and most of the respon-
dents selected their own pseudonyms.
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The qualitative data analysis involved a multistep processes. First, a 
coding scheme was developed inductively. Then, I organized data into 
analytical categories. Once the interviews were coded, a series of pat-
terns became clear. I analyzed these patterns across ethnic groups and 
across generational status.

I chose college students as interview subjects for three reasons. First, 
this group of individuals comes into contact with various types of Black 
people; they have had experiences with communities that are ethnically 
and racially homogeneous as well as ones that are diverse. Second, there 
is quite a bit of talk on college campuses about the ethnic diversity of 
Black people in the United States,37 so it is likely that they have thought 
seriously about what it means to be Black, who they feel constitute 
members of “the Black community,” and what the implications are for 
aggregating African Americans and Black immigrants into one racial 
group. Third, it is typically assumed that first- and second-generation 
Black immigrants, who are projected to move upwardly on economic 
and social ladders, are resistant to identifying with Blackness  —  as an 
identity and its associated politics.38 This well-educated group of people 
provides a stringent test for the proposed theory.

Overview of the Book

Black immigrants have always taken part in Black politics, but they, 
for the most part, have been invisible. Chapter 1 examines the histori-
cal legacy of foreign-born and native Black relations. At times, Afri-
can Americans and Black immigrants worked together, while at other 
times, the groups were in direct conflict. Similarly, we have seen Black 
immigrant politicians distancing themselves from African Americans 
to gain votes from whites and Blacks immigrants, while at other times 
we see them identifying with African Americans. The ways in which 
African Americans and Black immigrants interact today is, in part, an 
outcome of what occurred in the past; chapter 1 brings this history to 
light. Further, this chapter touches on contemporary examples of politi-
cal conflict and coalition between Black immigrants and African Amer-
icans. This chapter sets the backdrop for the reader to understand the 
various paths that Black intraracial politics might take, which a theory 
of diasporic consciousness seeks to understand and predict.
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Chapter 2 more thoroughly examines the concept of diasporic con-
sciousness, which is the central theoretical framework I use throughout 
this book. The basic argument is that because Black people in the United 
States do not compose a monolithic racial group but instead make up 
a diverse pan-ethnic group, we should expect similarities and unity as 
well as differences and discord. That is to say, we should expect a resem-
blance to exist between African Americans’ and Black immigrants’ 
identity and political attitudes and behaviors due to the constraints of 
America’s racialized social system, but we should also expect distinc-
tions to arise due to ethnic diversity. The U.S. places Blacks  —  despite 
ethnicity  —  at the bottom of an ethnoracial hierarchy, leading foreign- 
and native-born Blacks to embrace a pan-ethnic identity; but with eth-
nic diversity comes different interpretation of problems, different per-
ceptions about the role of government, and different notions about how 
to improve the status of the group. A theory of diasporic consciousness 
both appreciates the factors that lead to unity among Blacks and prob-
lematizes the notion that unity will always be the best characterization 
of Black politics as diversity increases. Ultimately, diasporic conscious-
ness captures the complex notion that African Americans and Black 
immigrants find themselves trying to balance the (political) concerns 
of their shared, overarching racial identity with the sometimes compet-
ing concerns closely associated with their more exclusive ethnic-group 
membership and identity.

Chapters 3 through 6 analyze each step or transition in the path that 
links identities to politics: group membership, group identity, group 
consciousness, and finally, political attitudes and behaviors. Chapter 3 
is concerned with the link between group membership and group iden-
tity. First, this chapter examines how racial labels and group boundar-
ies are understood and constructed among people of African descent. 
Here, I use data from the National Survey of American Life and in-
depth interviews. Black immigrants’ and African Americans’ responses 
illuminate how Black people discuss issues around racial group mem-
bership. These respondents help us to better understand how African 
Americans and Black immigrants define who is Black as well as the 
extent to which Blacks of various ethnicities embrace or reject an iden-
tity that is inclusive of ethnic diversity. Ultimately, the respondents’ 
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answers elucidate how group membership (whereby individuals are 
involuntarily assigned to a racial category) transitions into group iden-
tity (or the development of an attachment to people in your racial cat-
egory). Chapter 4 expounds on the findings of the previous chapter by 
exploring the determinants of racial identity with data from the NSAL. 
This chapter investigates various dimensions of Black racial identity, 
and the quantitative analysis allows us to compare the determinants of 
racial identity of African Americans with those of Black immigrants.

Chapter 5 moves us to group consciousness. Racial group con-
sciousness is a critical step in the identity‐to‐politics link for African 
Americans, but it is unknown whether a sense of group consciousness 
influences the political attitudes and behaviors of Black immigrants, 
much less what the determinants of group consciousness among Black 
immigrants are. Here, I explore the extent to which African Americans’ 
and Black immigrants’ identities are politicized. Interview respondents 
explain the connection between their racial identity and their political 
attitudes and behaviors, and then the remainder of the chapter ana-
lyzes the determinants of racial group consciousness among native‐ and 
foreign‐ born Blacks as well as the political consequences of group con-
sciousness. I employ the NSAL to develop a series of analyses that shed 
light on the role of group consciousness on political attitudes and lev-
els and types of political participation among African Americans and 
Black immigrants.

Chapter 6 is concerned with the last portion of the identity-to-politics 
link: political outcomes. This chapter is primarily concerned with the 
prospects for intraracial political coalitions. In an effort to answer ques-
tions around issues of coalition and competition, the chapter explores 
the issues of importance to African Americans and Black immigrants 
and asks whether there is one cohesive Black agenda or whether there 
are distinct Black agendas as a result of ethnic diversity. Informants’ 
responses as to whether African Americans and Black immigrants 
should form coalitions to progress the racial group illustrate a spectrum 
of possibilities for the future of Black politics. Finally, in the concluding 
chapter, I discuss the major findings of the book and also the implica-
tions that the results have for what we know about and how we under-
stand American politics in general and Black politics more specifically.
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A Note on Nomenclature

I use the term “Black” to describe all people who are categorized as 
racially Black despite their ethnicity. I use the terms “African Ameri-
can” and “native-born Black” interchangeably to describe Black peo-
ple whose ancestors have been in the U.S. for several generations. 
Finally, I use “foreign-born Black “ and “Black immigrant” to describe 
people who are categorized as Black in the U.S. but are first-, 1.5-, or 
second-generation immigrants to the U.S.; this group includes Afro- 
Caribbeans, Afro-Latinos, and Black Africans.

9781479823543 smith text.indd   18 9/3/14   9:21 AM


