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For my Aunt Dee—


my American Dream















INTRODUCTION





It was all a dream


I used to read Word Up! magazine


Salt’N’Pepa and Heavy D up in the limousine


Hangin’ pictures on my wall


Every Saturday Rap Attack, Mr. Magic, Marley Marl


I let my tape rock ’til my tape pop


Smokin’ weed and bamboo, sippin’ on private stock


Way back, when I had the red and black lumberjack


With the hat to match


—THE NOTORIOUS B.I.G, “JUICY”




MY FIRST VERSION OF THE AMERICAN DREAM WAS SIMPLE, MATERIALISTIC, AND perhaps misguided from the jump. I remember it clearly, its conception around the time puberty was beginning to take hold of my body and I was captivated by all things adult. I would have a hot red Toyota Corolla, a perfect chocolate-brown husband with shimmering skin who looked like Blair Underwood, and darling Brown kids. I’d be some sort of professional, with a graduate degree and a well-paying corporate job, and I’d live in a fancy New York City condo. Oh, and I’d of course have a slick hourglass shape, flat stomach, and long straight hair with my edges laid.


It completely grosses me out looking back, but I understand now that it was the beginning of my quest to succeed and move up in class and social status. Back then, in the eighties and nineties, the world seemed to hold endless possibilities. People constantly told me that I could be anything I wanted to be, and I had no reason not to believe them. My own family had “moved on up” from the South to New York during the second wave of the Great Migration, and then fled the concrete jungle to the suburbs, claiming their own piece of the Dream. My mother, a baby boomer who came of age of during the Civil Rights era, had completed undergraduate and graduate school and owned her own home. Plus, there were a ton of Black middle-class shows on television, Oprah Winfrey was shattering all kinds of glass ceilings in the real world, and the words of Biggie’s dreams realized lulled me to sleep every night. Sure, I was aware of the shitty sides of America: I gasped when riots broke in Los Angeles, cried when Phillip Pannell, a young Black man, was killed by cops in my own hood, and watched in horror as Anita Hill was attacked for speaking out against sexual harassment. But it seemed for a while that my generation of Black millennials would actually do better than our parents and prove that for Black Americans, dreams could come true. Looking back, I think perhaps I was just being young and naïve, having not fully understood what America often does to young Black kids with dreams of a better life.


As the world changed and I grew up, my dream evolved. It was no longer solely about material things; I wanted to make some kind of difference in the world, too.1 A stint in a youth journalism program made me want to do social justice work as a journalist or in politics. The hairstyle I so loved—short on top, with a bump ’n’ curl on the bottom—became played, the Corolla too boxy. I realized at some point I wanted to be like the fictionalized character Khadijah James on Living Single. She had a Black-ass-sounding name (like mine), ran her own magazine business, was not too girlie, remained down for the people, was loyal to her friends, and had a fine man at the end of the series. Plus, her real life portrayer, Dana Owens, better known as Queen Latifah, was from Jersey—just like me.


Today I laugh at my 1980s and 1990s notion of making it, yet at its core it never really changed. My American Dream was to not fuck up. My dream was to defy expectations. To be unpredictable, to do something better and something more than my ancestors. Perhaps I thought that if these dreams came true, I would finally be respected, embraced, so that America would recognize that I too existed and had a voice. In retrospect, I wonder why I even cared about any of that, because again and again America has shown it cares so little about people who look like me.






[image: ]








AS AMERICANS WE LOVE TO OBSESS ABOUT THE SO-CALLED AMERICAN Dream. We fight over whether it’s attainable, whether it’s dying, or whom it’s even for, though we rarely talk about what it is or admit that we all have our different versions of it. The American Dream is one of the most enduring myths in America, yet it is also one of its most prominent falsehoods. The Dream, the idea that anyone can succeed and enjoy a prosperous life through hard work, has been around since the founding of the country. But despite the reality that the Dream applies only to a limited number of people, America never seems to grow weary of this idea. The Puritans and Pilgrims believed that they could build a kind of utopia in the new world; Benjamin Franklin and Abraham Lincoln rose from humble beginnings to shape our nation; and Horatio Alger popularized the rags-to-riches narrative for generations of young men.


The term itself was first coined by James Truslow Adams in 1931 during the Great Depression. He defined the American Dream as a “dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for everyone, with opportunity for each according to ability or achievement.” Though he left the idea ambiguous, he was careful to clarify what it was not. It was not about community or material possessions, but about aspiration. The American Dream, Adams later wrote, was not only America’s “most precious national possession but our only unique contribution to the civilization of the world.”2


A 2017 survey by the Pew Research Center shows that if anything, the popularity and belief in the American Dream is growing, not shrinking—46 percent of Americans believe they are on their way to achieving it, and 36 percent think they have already achieved it. The reality is different. Wealth inequality is at a historically high level, wages have stagnated despite increases in productivity, and it is harder than ever for Americans at any level to move above the social strata they were born into. Yet millennials too fall into that same thinking. The same survey found that 61 percent of millennials think they’re on their way to achieving the American Dream, though only 29 percent say their family has achieved it. And only 9 percent believe that the Dream is out of reach.3


More curious, perhaps, is that the myth continues even among communities whose economic and social standings in America have been repeatedly marginalized. Black and Latinx communities often believe in the Dream with more fervor than their White counterparts, a trend also noted by the Pew study. The report found that 62 percent of Blacks and 51 percent of Latinxs said they were on their way to achieving the Dream. In comparison, only 42 percent of Whites said they were on their way to achieving it, meaning that those who are most likely to be left out of the Dream are also the ones who believe in it the most.


Just because the American Dream is a falsehood for many does not mean the myth should totally be discounted.4 Perhaps it means we need to engage with it even more. The idea of the American Dream in our society provides important clues into how Americans see themselves, how we view upward mobility, and what we believe the promise of America is.


For Black folk, who have consistently been oppressed and marginalized in this country, the Dream has always been complicated. It has meant not just economic opportunity but equality as well.5 In a speech at Drew University in 1964, the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. noted that “America is essentially a dream, a dream yet unfulfilled.” “On the one hand we have proudly professed the great principles of democracy,” he continued. “On the other hand we have sadly practiced the very antithesis of those principles. Indeed, slavery and racial segregation are strange paradoxes in the nation founded on the principle that all men are created equal.” The next year, novelist and social critic James Baldwin directly took on his disappointment with the American Dream in a live debate with conservative William F. Buckley. “It comes as a great shock around the age of 5, 6, or 7 to discover that the flag to which you have pledged allegiance, along with everybody else, has not pledged allegiance to you. It comes as a great shock to see Gary Cooper killing off the Indians, and although you are rooting for Gary Cooper, that the Indians are you.” He noted that when you as a young Black person are becoming an adult, you start to realize that your place in America may not be what you thought. “You are 30 by now and nothing you have done has helped you escape the trap. But what is worse is that nothing you have done, and as far as you can tell nothing you can do, will save your son or your daughter from having the same disaster and from coming to the same end.”6


Whether or not Black millennials today have children, we are still asking these questions for ourselves. What is our place in America? And how can we escape the trap?
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IN THIS TRANSFORMATIVE MOMENT AT THE DAWN OF THE TRUMP era, millennials overall are struggling to create a new version of success for ourselves—one that often looks different than the postwar, middle-class, cookie-cutter success stories of our parents’ generation. In this post–civil rights, post-Obama moment, I wanted to explore what the world looks like to young Black Americans and what aspiration and mobility means to us. I decided to focus on Black millennials because our experiences are different, the stakes higher, and the challenges unique. Yet so many don’t understand our plight.


All too often the experience of the Black millennial gets ignored in favor of narratives about overeducated White hipsters drinking pricey coffee in Brooklyn. When we imagine the face of the generation that Time magazine reporter Joel Stein called “narcissistic, overconfident, entitled and lazy,” we don’t see the young Black sex worker, the charming Republican student, the protester jumping on cars, or the injured track star with a pile of student debt. A select few are trying to change this image, but it’s been a hard one to shake.7


The media likes to note the diversity of the millennial generation—43 percent of all American millennials are non-White. But discussions about millennials and their ideas of “success” are often deeply rooted in the experiences of privileged White men and women—think more Lena Dunham than Issa Rae. What’s more, this generation’s diversity does not automatically mean we are better about issues of racism and inequality. Despite their degrees, interracial partners, and love of Beyoncé, White millennials think more like their parents than their fellow Black and Brown millennials. Research by Spencer Piston at Syracuse University found that 51 percent of young Whites think Blacks are lazier than Whites, while 43 percent said Black people are not as intelligent. Equally problematic is that 32 percent of White millennials believe that racism isn’t a major problem compared to 24 percent of Asian Americans, 21 percent of Latinxs, and 12 percent of Black Americans.8


Superficially, however, it looks as if we’re succeeding. Marvel’s Black Panther broke all sorts of records; there’s a crop of new television shows by creatives like Donald Glover, Lena Waithe, and Issa Rae; hilarious podcasts like The Read feature unabashedly Black views; Beyoncé is everything; young Black authors are winning awards; Serena is still dominating on the courts despite her haters; and a whole range of new activists and policymakers are running for office. I don’t want to kill these much-needed moments of Black joy that I too revel in, but these wins are too few and far between for a people who have been here for over four centuries. Our stories are still misunderstood, our bodies taken advantage of, and our voices silenced in a world that shows little concern for our everyday struggles.


With the increasing cost of college, the proliferation of a low-wage, low-skilled work force, and a recession that wiped out the wealth of a generation, whatever dreams we once had are in grave danger of never becoming a reality. We see versions of Black millennial success in sports (alongside struggles against the White-dominated power structure, like Colin Kaepernick’s protest kneel, which seems to have gotten him ostracized from the NFL), in popular culture, and in politics, yet these are the exceptions, not the rule. Success for young Black people is increasingly difficult to achieve, and while we are working harder than ever to try to make our dreams come true, to have our stories told, we may be fighting a losing battle.


But our stories matter. Young Black people have been trying to realize the promise of America for centuries and coping with the reality of its limitations for just as long. We have often been at the forefront of migrations and movements hoping to usher in change, but instead we are left with broken promises, devastated by broken dreams.


Reconstruction failed to deliver the equality that the end of slavery should have heralded, so young people moved to the North to escape Jim Crow. Segregation raged in much of the country, so young Black people helped spearhead many of the civil rights campaigns in the 1950s and 1960s, building groups like SNCC (The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee). When that progress was slow, young Black people embraced Black Power and became Black Panthers. The next generation turned to hip-hop to make sure their voices were told, then Barack Obama, hopeful that he would bring about change. When that too failed, when we realized we were still brutalized and battered, we let the world know that our Black Lives Mattered. And now, when technology allows videos of our pain and struggle to be broadcast to the world, we wonder what is next, as Donald Trump leads a country that feels more polarized than ever.


We’re not being chased down by dogs, we don’t have to fight to use the same restrooms and water fountains as people who don’t look like us, but we’re still tired of having to prove our humanity. So here we are, centuries later, another generation of young Black Americans trying to make sure that America makes good on its promise to us.
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INITIALLY, I THOUGHT THIS WOULD BE PRIMARILY A STORY OF downward mobility, of a community that just couldn’t find its way. But as I talked with more young Black people, I realized that what had at first seemed like stories of failure—college dropouts, sex workers, moves away from cities to the slower-paced South, hustling in the entertainment industry—might also be stories of rejecting definitions of success imposed from the outside.


A lot of my peers seem to be eschewing traditional ideas of success and upward mobility, bucking the system, and creating happiness on their own terms. Because of technology and the Obama effect, they believe that change is possible, that their voices matter. But they are worried not just about a particular president or a movement, but that this change hasn’t taken place yet. There is still discontent, but like so many generations past, there is also hope, creativity, and excitement about better days ahead. We are learning that we don’t have to define our dreams in the same ways as our White counterparts, and we have adjusted accordingly.


Maybe we’re tired of watching a system that failed our parents—that downsized and laid them off, pushed them out of their family homes, and left many struggling to survive. Maybe it’s that we think playing by the previous generation’s rules all but guarantees losing. Maybe it’s the intersection of millennial entrepreneurial spirit, a generation of “wokeness,” and individualism that’s creating this new vibe. Or maybe it’s all just an “F—you” to a country that never seemed to truly believe in young Black America.


I wanted to see what dreaming meant to folks who looked like me all around the country. I wanted to see what their strategies were for upward mobility, since it has become obvious that America’s ideals weren’t quite working for us the way it seemed to for all those families on TV. I wanted the answer to the question Jay-Z posed when he remixed Biggie’s song, asking, “Was it all a dream?”


In order to find out, I spoke to over seventy-five Black millennials in cities and towns like New York; Los Angeles; Jackson; Chicago; Tampa; New Orleans; Bluefield, West Virginia; and Raeford, North Carolina. I found some people through friends, others through organizations, and others in stories I read online and elsewhere. Not everyone I spoke with appears in this book, but their voices and concerns are still articulated throughout these pages. I especially wanted to hear the voices of Black women because their stories—our stories—are often left out of the narrative of America. I also wanted to make sure the voices of queer Black millennials were represented because they, too, are excluded from these conversations.


Defining a generation can be challenging, and years don’t always exactly correlate with people’s experiences. In fact, it’s so hard that the Census has given only one generation exact dates: the baby boomers, born between 1946 and 1964. Various researchers have defined millennials as being born anywhere from 1978 to 2004. Neil Howe and William Strauss, who are known for being the first to name a generation “millennial,” include those born between 1982 and 2000 (later they amended it to 2004). Time used the years 1980 and 2000 to define the generation, as did the Obama administration in a report the White House issued in 2014. For this project, I defined a millennial as anyone born between 1980 and 2000, roughly anyone between the ages of eighteen and thirty-seven in 2018, though most of my interviewees line up with the Pew Research Center’s new definition of a millennial as being born between 1981 and 1996. I was born in 1981, one of the earliest millennials. Sometimes I am grouped under generation X, or more commonly a micro-generation called the xennials, often identified as being born between 1977 and 1983. This microgeneration grew up in an analog world and came of age in a digital one. I agree in part with both assessments and hope that my experience gives me an understanding of the millennial generation as well as some distance from it in order to critically and honestly tell these stories.9


Each of this book’s nine chapters incorporates a major aspect of Black millennial life as it relates to mobility and the American Dream. In some I focus on the standard sociological components to upward mobility, like education and homeownership, while in others I discuss different avenues to success and happiness like politics, migration, the entertainment industry, and even love and relationships. In between each chapter I have included “millennial moments”: sections about significant trends and moments in young Black life that are raw and unfiltered and presented in an “as-told-to” voice. Taken along with the chapters, their stories—our stories—capture something about a new generation of young Black people that are once again trying to believe in America.


Black folk in America, especially Black youth, have always dreamed of a better life, of “moving on up,” yet it’s been a struggle to make those dreams reality. In fact, by most measures, Black millennials are doing worse than their millennial counterparts. While “The Dream” has become a clichéd reference to Black America’s hope for a better way, it’s still an apt concept for a group that has been fighting for equal opportunity since the days of slavery, who are still hoping that America will one day keep its promise to them.


Black millennials are figuring out how to pull themselves up in the best way possible, and because of their unique plight, they’re trying myriad ways of doing so. But they can’t do it alone. Today, as this new generation comes of age, I wonder what amazing things Black millennials could do if America learns to keep its promise. What if our dreams, from the days of Reconstruction, had been realized then? What would America look like for young Black people now? What might it look like if we actually try to make those dreams a reality?















chapter one



WE OUT


SIMPLY PUT, BELTON FELL IN LOVE WITH THE BEAT OF THE CITY. NEW YORK CITY represented everything to him as a twenty-year-old moving up from the South in 2006. He loved the excitement, the movement on the street, the food, the summertime, and that indescribable chorus that only New York City seems to have. It was a place like no other, where he could wander the streets and watch people draw or make jewelry, where art could come alive right before his eyes.


More than the quirky people and the “dope street edgy vibe,” though, Belton loved the idea of possibility in New York. And back then, in the city where investment bankers rode in the same subway cars as homeless people, and you could spot celebrities on street corners, it felt as if anything was possible. Belton needed that feeling. So, like many others before him, the aspiring writer left the South after attending Morehouse College and headed to a city he thought represented everything he wanted and desired.


He had flirted with life in New York before, completing a few internships, including one at Time magazine, but this time it would be different. He’d become a permanent resident of the “epicenter of media”; he’d live, breathe, and walk the streets. It was the only way he believed he would be able to carry out his dream of being a magazine writer and developing a publication for African Americans. Or so he thought.


Belton wasn’t completely naïve about his dream. He knew the move would be hard, and he’d have to make sacrifices. His plan to attend a top-notch graduate program at New York University meant going into a considerable amount of debt, and it also meant leaving friends and family behind. But he believed his dream was worth it, so he decided to take the risk. The City represented to him what it does for so many: freedom, hope, and opportunity—life. Belton remembers his first ride on the subway as if it were yesterday. “I felt like it was an adventure. I felt like the whole city was its own world and the subway was like my magic carpet to be able to access New York City. It was almost like the MetroCard was like the passport for it. I could go anywhere I wanted to go and explore anything I wanted to explore.”


Anyone who has ever truly fallen in love with the City knows that pulse, that sound, that feeling, that vibration that moves you along, pushes you, embraces you, drags you, seduces you in seconds. It feeds your desires, or so it seems, in a way that nothing else can.


I too remember that beat Belton heard, that energy. New York was like a sky scattered with diamonds, filled with bright lights that I’d been gazing at since I was a young child. I don’t remember stepping foot in the actual city until 1986 or 1987. I’d probably been driven through Manhattan or the Bronx before, most likely in my mom’s teal Volvo, chauffeured around like some bratty suburban kid, but it was unremarkable until that day. I don’t remember why I was there or for what reason, but this time it felt different. We’d taken a graffiti-covered subway train to Times Square. Grit, dirt really, was everywhere. The lights of the cars flashed on and off, smells of dollar pizza hung in the air, and the sight of all the people was at once intoxicating and overwhelming. It was such a difference from my quiet suburban streets across the river, and the noise of horns, sirens, and shouting was deafening. As I walked outside, what I remember most, though, is the break-dancers. I wish I could tell you what song they were playing, but I’ve forgotten. What I do remember is what these chocolate boys were wearing: red and black Adidas gear and some gold chains. All they had was a boom box and a bucket, but they were doing it big. A crowd surrounded them, and my six-year-old self stood there, eyes wide open. The kids were young, some perhaps not older than me. They were having fun as people threw coins and dollars in the hat they had laid out as they twisted their bodies, spun on their backs, and swerved on the ground. I want to say it was a Kangol, to complete my urban fantasy of yesteryear, but who really knows. Perhaps none of these details really matter, because what I absorbed that day was that this was a place where dreams could happen. At that very moment, clichéd or not, those four boys had begun to make their dreams come true.


In 2009, hip-hop stars and New York natives Jay-Z and Alicia Keys released a song called “Empire State of Mind.” On it Keys sings about dreams being realized in New York. The City had a reputation like that, even in the eyes of young Black folk—despite what the City dished out to them. No matter how many of us were sent to jail as a result of the draconian Rockefeller laws that disproportionately targeted Black men and women, no matter how many of us protested, horrified, when the Central Park 5 were proclaimed rapists, no matter how many were tired of living in rat-infested housing, or frustrated with a stop-and-frisk policy that seemed to do everything but prevent crime, Black youth loved their city. Onika Maraj, Belcalis Almanzar, and other young Black girls who normally would be shunned by Madison Avenue and turned away from the modeling agencies in Midtown for having fat asses and thick lips, until some White girl would call it chic years later, still bled for the city, still shouted out their boroughs. Still gave their heart to the City.


In some ways it’s understandable why young Blacks would be so dedicated to the City. It was the place where many of our families too believed their dreams could come true, and they worked hard to get here from the South, struggled to come from lands abroad. They believed in this city, believed opportunity was manifest, and did all they could to make it all happen. Starting in the days after slavery was abolished and having been disappointed by Reconstruction, one of the first of many promises that would be broken to Blacks in America, frustrated Blacks in the South began to see migration to the North as a way to make their dreams manifest, and young adults were the first to go.


Young Black people between the ages of fifteen and twenty-eight made up many of the first migrants to New York City. Scholar Marcy S. Sacks noted that it was those of the freeborn generation who were young and single, who had the “greatest ease of movement and the most intractable resentment about the broken promises of Reconstruction,” that decided to make the move first. “The old people are used to their fare, and they never leave, but the children won’t stand for the situation down there,” she quotes one migrant to New York in 1907.1


Still, while New York has been the dream for many young African Americans looking to improve their lot in life, whether it was a physical escape from bondage in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries or in the post-Reconstruction moment, it wasn’t until the Great Migration that Blacks, 90 percent of whom lived in the South, decided en masse they were fed up with their treatment. Between 1910 and 1970, over six million African Americans fled the South in attempts to escape that bastard Jim Crow and his passive cousin Uncle Sam, who was freely bestowing loans and awards to help uplift White workers while Black sharecroppers toiled away broke. In New York, like other places in the North, Blacks believed they would have better work opportunities, experience less racial violence, and have a shot at education. So they did what so many of their ancestors had attempted to do from slavery to the present: they left. It was an extraordinary act of agency, and according to author Isabel Wilkerson, “it was the first big step the nation’s servant class ever took without asking.”2


The city was flooded with hundreds of thousands of migrants, and New York’s Black population grew from 92,000 in 1910 to 1.7 million in 1970, as places like Harlem and Bedford-Stuyvesant boomed. People like musician Duke Ellington were enchanted by the city. He left for the Big Apple in 1923, from the District of Columbia, and said later, “Harlem, to our minds, did indeed have the world’s most glamorous atmosphere. We had to go there.… It was New York that filled our imagination.”3


Years later Belton too believed in New York. Following in the tradition of Ellington and millions of others, he was excited by his now home, and for awhile he was content. He lived in Brooklyn, the Bronx, Queens. He got a taste of different cultures. He lived that Dream. Made it a reality. Enjoyed the city. It was magical; it was musical. But soon reality struck.


By the time he finished his master’s degree in journalism in 2008, the world had changed a bit more. The Great Recession of 2008, which would hit African American and Latinx communities the hardest, was in full swing, and Belton was unable to find a job. It’s not surprising: statistics from the Bureau of Labor in 2008 found that nearly 4 percent of Black college graduates ages twenty-five and over were unemployed, compared to 2.4 percent of White graduates. But Belton, whose writing had been published in Vibe and Upscale magazines, wasn’t a quitter and he continued to search for jobs as a writer. He found none. He blames the Recession, the rise of the internet, the fierce competition in the industry, or perhaps a combination of it all. It wasn’t just him or the economy; the media industry as a whole was suffering, particularly for Black writers and journalists. A report in the Columbia Journalism Review found that Black journalists held just 5.5 percent of jobs at newspapers—that was at the peak of their employment in the industry, in 2006. In 2010 they held 4.7 percent of newspaper jobs.4


Belton took it all in stride and decided to try something new. He became a fashion copywriter for Bloomingdale’s. He wrote all sorts of material for ads and catalogs, but he wasn’t feeling fulfilled. So after a few years, he left, got another master’s degree at the City University of New York and became a teacher at a charter school. He liked working in education, and life was good again.


After three years of teaching, he began to feel stressed and burned out. At first he wasn’t sure exactly why—perhaps it was the job. Research has shown that Black male teachers, who account for less than 2 percent of the nation’s teaching population, sometimes feel they have an “invisible tax” on them, which often means they are asked to deal with things like discipline or racial issues instead of focusing on their craft and subject area, and many end up leaving the field.5


But Belton realized it wasn’t his teaching job—he wanted to stay in the field of education—but it was the city that was wearing on him. He began to feel more like a caged bird than one soaring through the air. “I felt like everything around me was moving so quickly that it was very hard for me to find balance and find energy.” All he wanted to do was to go back to the South, drive a car, sit on a porch, and drink some sweet tea.


Belton knew his love affair was over when even his beloved subway rides became a chore. Walking to the subway became a laborious task. He began to resent the overheated cars and seats. He dreaded the people even more; he was annoyed that he had to deal with them, especially at five o’clock, when sweat rolling off the foreheads of exhausted workers would drip slowly onto him. He was even annoyed that he had to touch the railings, which now looked dirty, he said with wistful disgust. No longer did that magic carpet ride feel quite so magical. “Everything became more of an annoyance, the stuff I loved about it was the very things I started to hate.” Within months he was gone, back in Atlanta, starting a new life.


Turns out, he wasn’t alone.
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A 2016 REPORT BY THE OFFICE OF NEW YORK CITY COMPTROLLER Scott Stringer found that Black millennials are leaving New York quicker than their White counterparts. From 2000 to 2014, there was a net increase of about 83,000 White millennials int the city’s population in contrast to a decrease of about 42,000 Black millennials. Looking at the data even more broadly, it’s not just New York that is losing its young Black population; it’s the North overall, including cities like Chicago, Philadelphia, and Detroit.6 While White millennials and other groups may move to places outside the North, it’s not as rapid an exodus as Blacks are making from the region. I couldn’t help but wonder, if Black parents and grandparents saw Northern cities as some sort of “promised land,” do Black millennials now see the South that way?


Millennials are more likely to migrate to another state than older generations. Thirty percent of young adults ages eighteen to twenty-nine move every year. It makes sense; the older and more established you are in a home and a career, the less likely you are to move. Black millennials aren’t any more likely to migrate than millennials of other races and ethnicities, but the places they move to are different. Among Black millennials who move, the South is by far the most popular region—44 percent move there. It’s followed by the Midwest (22 percent), the West (20 percent), and the Northeast (14 percent). This a different pattern from millennial Whites and Asians, whose moving choices are more evenly divided.7


Of those migrating to the South, Black and Latinx millennials have the highest migration rates proportionate to their population, with 44 percent of Black and Latinx millennial migrants moving to the region. In 2016 alone, 73,000 Black millennial migrants moved to the South. Thirty-nine percent of those Black millennials who migrated to the South come from the Northeast, 37 percent from the Midwest, and 23 percent from the West. Black Millennials and Latinxs who come from abroad are also most likely to settle in the South, more so than White and Asian millennials from abroad.


TOP FIVE STATES BLACK MILLENNIALS MIGRATE TO COMPARED TO OTHER MAJOR RACIAL/ETHNIC GROUPS


BLACK


State: California


Interstate Migrants: 16,480


WHITE


State: California


Interstate Migrants: 93,680


HISPANIC


State: Texas


Interstate Migrants: 31,580


ASIAN


State: California


Interstate Migrants: 9,760


BLACK


State: Texas


Interstate Migrants: 11,840


WHITE


State: Texas


Interstate Migrants: 65,980


HISPANIC


State: Florida


Interstate Migrants: 24,320


ASIAN


State: Texas


Interstate Migrants: 5,330


BLACK


State: Georgia


Interstate Migrants: 11,720


WHITE


State: Florida


Interstate Migrants: 64,920


HISPANIC


State: California


Interstate Migrants: 19,710


ASIAN


State: New York


Interstate Migrants: 2,990


BLACK


State: Florida


Interstate Migrants: 8,950


WHITE


State: Colorado


Interstate Migrants: 61,780


HISPANIC


State: New York


Interstate Migrants: 11,630


ASIAN


State: Pennsylvania


Interstate Migrants: 1,880


BLACK


State: Pennsylvania


Interstate Migrants: 7,860


WHITE


State: New York


Interstate Migrants: 51,300


HISPANIC


State: Pennsylvania


Interstate Migrants: 9,650


ASIAN


State: Washington


Interstate Migrants: 3,770


SOURCE: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016 Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS), 2017.


Further research shows that the top five states Black millennials are moving to are California, Texas, Georgia, Florida, and Pennsylvania. While all groups seem to want to migrate to California, the other states vary by race and ethnicity.8


While the South has often been affiliated with the traumas of Jim Crow and slavery, it also has been touted as the place for young Black Americans since the end of the Second Great Migration in the late 1960s and early 1970s. On July 21, 1970, an article in the Baltimore Afro-American newspaper explained, “Most of the young Blacks in the South cite the difference in cost of living, the better environment, and a bright and dynamic economic future as chief reasons for returning.” “The North is stagnant now,” Morris Keye, a thirty-one-year-old college-educated deputy sheriff and New Jersey native is quoted as saying at the time. “You just don’t see growth. They’re building on top of each other, but I don’t call that growth.” Nearly fifty years later, young Blacks are giving many of those same reasons for leaving the North, increasing their exodus, and continuing the trend of the “reverse migration,” something that demographers said began in the seventies and continues to increase today.


At first scholars who study the reverse migration, like University of California, Berkeley, professor Carol Stack, described it as “a call to home” for earlier migrants who had missed the South. But others I spoke to, like Sabrina Pendergrass, an assistant professor at the University of Virginia who studies the reverse migration of the twenty-first century, believes there’s more at play. She explained that Black migration is usually about more than economics. For Black folks, she said, sometimes migration is about defining who you are as a person, about moving away from where you were raised just to prove you can make it on your own without your parents. It can also be about finding your Black identity. The Black media plays a role, too. Pendergrass sees it as parallel to the way the Chicago Defender, during the Great Migration, portrayed the Midwestern city as “good for Black people.”9


I asked a handful of millennials who were leaving or had left New York why they had decided to move. They all said the same thing: New York used to be a place where dreams are made. But they’ve had to sacrifice those dreams for practicality, mobility, and a sort of freedom that they believe is missing in New York and other Northern cities.


Thing is, the North, including New York City, as several scholars show, was never as hospitable as it was made to be. It was never the “promised land.” Sure, slavery was abolished there in 1827, and Blacks were able to publish newspapers, engage in politics, and start schools, but racism was still pervasive. Property ownership requirements virtually ensured that Black men were disenfranchised from voting. And in 1863, race riots broke out over the draft, leaving anywhere between 74 and 1,200 Blacks and White allies dead. As Black people began to arrive in even greater numbers during the Great Migration, Whites prevented them from joining unions to avoid competition in the workforce, forcing them into low-wage and low-skilled jobs. Even during the Civil Rights Movement, despite New York being home to one of the largest protests, people worried about racism so much that an article on the front page of the New York Times noted, “For the Negro in the North, segregation is as much a fact of life as it is in the South. Almost invariably the color of his skin determines where he lives, where he goes to school and how he makes his living.” Today, over sixty years after the US Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education, New York State has the most segregated schools in the nation, mainly because of intense segregation in New York City schools.


New York City was also home to a police program known as “stop and frisk,” which disproportionately targeted Black and Latinx citizens—who were overwhelmingly innocent—until it was ruled that the city’s implementation of the program was unconstitutional, with the judge calling it “a form of racial profiling” of Black and Brown men.10


It’s not just New York City that is seeing an exodus of Black people. It’s many states in the North, and it started as Jim Crow laws began to loosen in the 1970s. Today, 55 percent of Blacks live in the land of Dixie, while cities like New York, Chicago, Detroit, and Philadelphia are losing their Black population and places like Atlanta, DC, Raleigh, and Dallas are gaining them—especially young college Black graduates who cite the appeal of cheaper costs of living, warm weather, a better quality of life, and an emerging Black middle class. In the postrecession world, where young Black millennials struggle to keep up with their counterparts, New York and other enclaves become expensive and besieged with gentrifiers, and inequality and discrimination persist, it seems we may be at another tipping point.


In some ways, I understand the pull of the South. Apart from the DC11 area, the Southern states enjoy a lower cost of living and higher Black employment rates than those in the North. And despite common wisdom suggesting the North is the more liberal, culturally progressive place, the movement of college-educated and professional Blacks means that a progressive Black elite has established itself in the South. Atlanta, for example, hasn’t had a White mayor since 1969. Some of these places have always had Black elite communities, thanks perhaps to employment with the federal government in Washington, DC, and to the historically Black colleges and universities that pepper the South, but in recent decades, those numbers have risen. In fact, Washington, DC, Raleigh, and Atlanta now have the most educated Blacks in the United States, and Washington, DC, Baltimore, and Atlanta have the highest number of top-earning Blacks in the country.12 Whether the South has provided a true place of opportunity for young Blacks—and whether it can provide Black millennials with what they’re looking for—remains to be seen.
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IN 2016, JASMINE MADE AN OFFER FOR A NINE-HUNDRED-FOOT co-op in Harlem. It wasn’t the Bronx assistant district attorney’s first choice, but she decided she had to make do. The space was small and in an underperforming school district, so she’d have to pay for private school for her six-year-old son, but at $170,000 for a mortgage and $810 a month for maintenance, the apartment was a pretty good deal. She had been living in New York for almost eight years, after spending over four years looking, unsuccessfully, for a job in the South. She decided that despite the smaller apartments and the expense of school for her son, she would somehow make the city work. She was fairly happy as a lawyer and had a great group of friends to rely on. But still, something felt off, and she was perpetually uneasy. “I was doing well, but at any moment something could’ve gone wrong.”


Jasmine was born and raised in South Carolina and had gone to law school in Louisiana. She moved to New York because she wanted to experience one simple thing: a city that had public transportation. She liked the ability to walk around without a car, so after law school she applied to jobs in Chicago, Boston, Philly, and every single borough in NYC. She ended up being hired in New York. She was excited and scared when she first arrived, and everything was a shock, especially the rent. But life was good, and for the most part, she enjoyed it. In 2010, though, when her son was born, the single mom realized it might be time to leave. Not only could she be closer to her child’s father, but she had more support networks in the South. Plus it seemed to her that opportunities for Blacks were on the rise there. “When you come down here, you have a better quality of life, as in: you get more money; you get more bang for your buck. You can actually put your child in a public school that is a really good school. You can actually own something and build something here as opposed to New York. I had the sense that I was basically living check to check.” She cites increasing costs of living in all of the boroughs and gentrification as major barriers to upward mobility in New York, noting that even in her old neighborhood off the Grand Concourse in the South Bronx, a notoriously cheap neighborhood, housing costs were rising.


Like the other people I spoke to, Jasmine said the lure of the South was not just economic but also cultural. She was attracted to the large Black professional population and Atlanta’s reputation as a “Black mecca,” something she believes New York never has been despite its large Black population. “A Black mecca in my opinion would be a location where you know that wherever you go, you can find people that look like you, that have the same experiences, that have the same background,” she said. “You don’t have to go out of your way to try to find people that look like you and have your same experiences because you know that they’re there.” It’s quite the contrast from New York, a city she thinks is not as welcoming to African Americans. She described the city as segregated and ethnically cliquey, with people sticking to the people they know and what neighborhood they’re from. “Even though I feel like New York is culturally diverse, it’s still very segregated in how people interact.” She said people would always assume she was Dominican and seemed disappointed when they found out she wasn’t. Plus, she said, unity among the Black population was just lacking.


So when, while waiting to hear about her apartment bid, she got a call from the district attorney’s office in Clayton County, Georgia, with a job offer, she decided it was definitely time to go. “I knew that it was best for my son to leave. I could’ve stayed, but I just knew it was better for him if we came down here.” Instead of a cramped co-op, she has just moved into a spacious four-bedroom townhome that cost her $200,000.






[image: ]








LAST WINTER WHILE WAITING FOR FRIENDS TO VISIT A TONY ART exhibit on Manhattan’s Upper East Side, I felt a strangeness, a discomfort really, as I walked in and out of the high-end boutiques lining Madison Avenue. I saw eyes following me as I meandered in and out of the stores, rocking a big afro, hoop earrings, and an even bigger book bag. Again and again, I was met with the same condescending glare as I bumbled through the shops looking for some unknown item.


I wanted to casually stroll through the stores, yet at that moment, nervous that my brown skin and youthful look would deem me guilty for something and cause a ruckus, I ended my voyage and went to get a cup of coffee. I wondered, as I walked down Madison Ave, if I was being paranoid, or if those eyes were really following me. I honestly wasn’t sure, but the unease I felt that day reminded me of a time when I was driving through the mountains of West Virginia and came across several homes and shops covered in the Confederate flag. I didn’t exactly feel hate, but a strange uneasiness, as if I didn’t quite belong. These things were on my mind as I entered an espresso café ready to recharge. The shop was full of White men and women laughing and chatting over afternoon coffee. Unsurprised and nonplussed, I took a seat at the counter and began scribbling down a quote from Claude Browne’s book Manchild in the Promised Land: “Where does one run to when he’s already in the promised land?”


The barista walked over to me and asked for my order.


“An espresso,” I replied. Yet he didn’t budge.


“Are you sure you want a cup of espresso?”


“Yes,” I said emphatically and now confused.


He went behind the counter and grabbed one of the cups. “Are you sure?” he asked again. “Do you know that it comes in this small cup?”


“Yes,” I said, angry and embarrassed. Why would the waiter ask me if I knew what a cup of espresso looked like when I intentionally walked into an espresso bar? I watched as other customers, who didn’t share my skin tone, streamed in and out, ordering tiny little cups of espresso, without being met with even a raised eyebrow.


Racism, I thought. Or at least a racial microaggression at its finest.


I didn’t know how to respond, so I did what so many millennials do and fired off a complaint on Twitter. I realized once again that New York is never as progressive as it’s made out to be, and often it’s downright lonely to be young and Black here.


I remembered being at one of New York City’s oldest bars on Election Day 2016, as a bunch of Donald Trump supporters gathered near me talking about how their candidate was the change the country really needed. I exchanged looks with two of my friends wearing Hillary shirts, amazed that young guys in the city were actually excited at the prospect of a Trump presidency. As they peered in our direction, I felt that same unease that I’d felt in West Virginia surrounded by Confederate flags, and I wondered how many other Trump supporters packed the room. As my friends and I—a diverse group of Black, Brown, and White women—left the bar when Hillary Clinton’s upending seemed likely, the men shouted at us that they were going to “Make America Great Again.” I sighed and ignored them as I walked out into the night.


Perhaps this is the reason that so many young Black people are leaving the New York area in search of opportunity elsewhere. Years after the 2016 election, in a country that still feels divided, I can’t tell if the red state/blue state differences even matter still. Hatred, fear, and resentment seem to flow through the land.


It’s still hard for me to walk into Baumgarts, a local ice cream parlor in my hometown of Englewood, New Jersey, though it has the best ice cream I’ve ever tasted. My mom told me they discriminated against Black people when she was growing up in the 1950s. I would be surprised if I wasn’t followed today as I walk through Barney’s in Manhattan. And I still remain horrified that a school district less than thirty miles away in New Jersey recently assigned and then proudly displayed pictures of a slave auction that their fifth-grade students drew. I remember my sadness walking around the slave memorials in lower Manhattan, the sheer terror watching Eric Garner mumble the words “I can’t breathe” over and over on that street in Staten Island, and the fear I felt when a young Black man was killed by a White police officer steps from where my great-aunt lived and where I currently reside.


The Southern Poverty Law Center reports that New York has more hate groups than Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, or Virginia. The Center for the Study of Hate and Extremism at California State University, San Bernardino, found that more than 1,000 hate crimes were reported in nine major cities in 2016. New York City had 380 incidents, the highest nationwide. These incidents, many fueled by Trump’s election, included swastikas in Philadelphia, two Indian men being killed in Kansas after being reportedly told to get out of the country, the murder of a Black man in New York by someone frustrated over interracial dating, and a Sikh in Washington State being shot and also told to “leave”—places far from a good glass of sweet tea.13
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KIYMA HAD NEVER BEEN TO ATLANTA BEFORE SHE DECIDED TO move there. She was in her twenties with a kid and felt she wasn’t really making any progress as a medical secretary in the New York suburb of Hackensack, New Jersey. She was ready for a change. When her aunt, who lived there, told her of the opportunities the area had, she decided to give it a chance. “I did my research, and I figured, you know, I’m young. If I can get the same money and pay cheaper rent, why not?” Within two months she and her young daughter had moved in with her aunt in the suburb of Alpharetta. Kiyma started going door to door looking for jobs doing secretarial or billing work in the medical field. She found a job at a neurosurgeon’s office. It was different for sure, and the self-described “city girl” had to adjust to the slow pace of the region, but it didn’t take long for her to enjoy the country way of life. Soon she fell in love with the South. When she moved out of her aunt’s crib and into a two-bedroom apartment in Roswell, she was shocked. She was paying $625 a month, and the amenities were “incredible” compared to what she was used to in the New York area: wall-to-wall carpet, pool, barbeque, gym, and a walking path. She was elated. She was making around $18 dollars an hour as a secretary, and she finally felt comfortable. For the first time she didn’t have to struggle so much. “I had so much money in my pocket, and I was doing so much overtime. I was good!”


She’d travel back up North time to time, and her daughter would even stay there with relatives for the summer, but Atlanta had become home. She had come to love the peace and open space, plus it was brimming with choices for young Black people: “It is a really big mountain top with a lot of opportunities.” She saw other young Black people there doing well, and she wanted to be around that. “African American people are taking over down there, and I want to be around successful people. I want to be around people that are making money, with houses. Just living their life and not struggling.” But, she said, you have to have some kind of career already established. “You can’t really go down there working at Publix or Kroger and think, ‘Oh, I’m about to come up.’”


When she lost her job, though she had years of experience doing administrative work in the medical field, Atlanta began to test her. She was denied unemployment benefits and then lost her car, something essential for a city, she said, where public transportation is known to be unreliable and inefficient at times. To add to that, her daughter was starting to complain about missing friends up North. But Kiyma was determined. She worked a temporary job at a tax office, even though the commute on the bus was less than pleasant; when that gig ended, she tried to find other work. Unable to secure another administrative job, she became a stripper. “I had to do that to survive. I hated it.” She avoided the traps of the life, like drugs, and stayed focused on finding a new occupation. Every guy she came across as a dancer told her it looked as if she didn’t want to be there. It was true. She didn’t. She would dance all night and then get up in the morning and go to the unemployment office to fax out résumés and call jobs. But she wasn’t having any luck.


One day, after returning to Atlanta from a quick trip to New Jersey, she stepped through the door of her apartment into darkness. Her lights had been cut off. Suddenly Kiyma was overwhelmed. She had recently learned she was pregnant and didn’t know how she was going to make ends meet. She decided that this was a sign that it was time to leave. So she packed up her bags and headed back North, where she could live with her grandmother and find jobs more easily without a car.


But coming back was hard, and her circumstances today only remind her of how good life was in Atlanta. She now has a job in a cardiologist’s office, but her days of struggling have returned. She just left a small two-bedroom apartment near her family, where she was paying $1,600 a month, for a larger three-bedroom apartment in Newark that is about $250 dollars cheaper. It’s farther from her children’s school and her job, but she’s happy to have more space for her two kids and new baby, a cutie who was born needing a pacemaker. She’s not thrilled with the neighborhood or the gunshots she can hear in the distance at night, but she’s okay for now. She waves a friendly hi and bye to her neighbors and “keeps it moving.”


Atlanta, though, is never far from her mind. “It’s just disgusting. I’m looking on Trulia and Zillow and all those apartment apps, I was looking at the prices [in Atlanta], and you just get so much bang for your buck out there. You really do. The way my credit is, I mean, I’m working on it now, but I would never be able to afford a house up here. Down there, I could definitely, probably, get two or three houses!” On top of everything, she has lupus and can’t afford the $250 health care payments that would be deducted out of each check. She’s doing okay at the moment and relies on Medicaid support, but her frustration is clear.


More than anything, although she’s happy around her friends and family, a sense of inertia hovers over her, as if her life is not going anywhere. She is barely getting by. She’s tired of that, so she’s planning on moving back to Atlanta the week after her daughter graduates high school in 2018. She plans to get a rental for a year, then start saving up for a house, because she wants something for her kids to have, someplace, she said, that they can call home. Kiyma said she feels she can make more progress down South and is working to convince her kids to move with her. Her son, who is a star basketball player, is ambivalent, and she still isn’t sure what her older daughter will do. At age thirty-four, she’s ready for a change and also wants to get training in stenography and ultrasound. She thinks that opportunity lies in the South. “I was doing things! Not once did I ever call anyone to borrow anything. Up here, every week, it’s ‘Can I just borrow $20 until I get paid?,’” she said. “You know, it’s always something.”
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OVER THE LAST FEW YEARS I’VE BEEN TRYING TO FIND THE “NEW South” that young Black millennials like me are moving to. That Black Mecca of upwardly mobile Black folk that is so prominent in the Black imagination. But I can’t. I look for it every time I visit the South. I look for it in the stories of Belton, Jasmine, and Kiyma. Instead of a feeling of freedom and comfort, all I feel is the weight of a past that doesn’t feel so distant. I want to love places like Charlotte, Charleston, Memphis, and of course Atlanta, the place the SNL writer Michael Che called the “Blackest” city in America, but it’s been hard. It’s been even harder after Trump became our president and I see Klan and Nazi rallies and White power signs peppering the region.


I feel guilty for my bewilderment because so many of my beloved friends and family adore the region. I love the gracious Southern hospitality, the grits, the sweet tea, the plethora of HBCUs, and the warm weather, but still, something about the South feels different to me. Perhaps it’s the pain when I see statues dedicated to the Confederacy, read about laws that won’t let transgender people use the bathroom (since 2013 over half of transgender victims of fatal violence lived in the South14), hear about government officials actively fighting against memorials recognizing slavery, or ride past homes draped in Confederate flags. It’s painful and hurtful, and I don’t know how to react to the many markers of oppression, slavery, and Jim Crow that are on full display in so many areas of a sometimes unapologetic South. It feels anything but liberating or free. It’s as if the chains of bondage remain shackled to me, and I find freedom as stifling as the air in the Carolina heat.


It’s personal, too. In some ways, much of my identity is tied to the South. It is perhaps the painful memories often shared by my relatives that make me want to stay away. I always want to understand the stories better, but whenever I asked my now deceased great-aunt why she left Manning, South Carolina, during the Great Migration (after explaining to her what the Great Migration was and that she was a part of it) she said it was for better jobs, that there was nothing there for her to go back to. Recently, when I was afforded the opportunity to visit her hometown, I felt a sense of pride as I tried to find pieces of her South, overwhelmed when I learned that Brown v. Board of Education was started by a case in her county, and near tears when I found Meesha a young educated millennial woman who may be my cousin. I was frustrated to learn of the vandalizing that occurred a few years ago at Meesha’s church, Bigger’s African Methodist Episcopal: someone kept removing the first letter of the name and replacing it with an N. And I felt saddened when I heard that two White men affiliated with the Ku Klux Klan burned a Black church down there—in 1995.


Because my grandmother and great-aunt did follow some sort of American Dream narrative and achieved those traditional monikers of success in the North (buying a home, getting married, owning their own businesses, putting their kid through college), their tales of the South stung even more. The North, most likely by sheer luck and also because of their hard work, was good to them. But in reality, it was also good to many of my relatives in the South who did not move North.


If you Google “the South sucks” you get plenty of material about rednecks, failing school systems, opioids, and Jesus, but that’s not my beef with the region. I’ve found that folks in the South are no less educated or “backwards” than people who live in my part of the country. In particular, the Black folk I know in the South are super educated. Most people I know have gone to college, bought homes, and are fairly happily raising their families. Meesha has two degrees and is the director of the county archives. And there is that sense of home. In the last presidential election season in particular, Black folk in states like North Carolina and Georgia played a significant role. Art, music, and other markers of American culture remain to flourish in the region.


For me, in such polarized times, when White privilege, nativist sentiment, and xenophobia have been clearly visible, the South, with its racial past and unwillingness by so many to renounce it, have especially frustrated me. When states like Mississippi refuse to remove the Confederate flag from their state flag or signs that urge to “Keep America White” are displayed so openly on the streets, I’m horrified in ways that I’m not up North. The public and bold way that Southern Whites cling to the flag and memorabilia is frightening, but it’s more than just the flag and statues. It’s about a history that so many in the region are unwilling to let go of, a past they seem to yearn for—an America of yesteryear. And while that sentiment has crept up nearly everywhere in the nation, the South always seems to lead the charge.


There are signs of progress. South Carolina removed a Confederate flag after a racially motivated killing in a church in 2015 (and sentenced the killer to death). In New Orleans, a city I love, they have just removed the last monument dedicated to the Confederacy off of public property. A movement to take down additional monuments to the Confederacy has spread, despite the president’s lamentation of the trend. Nevertheless, the solid hold Donald Trump seems to have on the region makes me wonder if it really is a place that would welcome me.


Yet no sooner had I proclaimed myself a Northern Yankee snob than I found a fairly recent report that confirmed my thoughts: the South is still dealing with race in ways other places aren’t. The research came about in the aftermath of the Supreme Court ruling on Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act, when chief Justice John Roberts blatantly asked, “Is it the government’s submission that the citizens in the South are more racist than citizens in the North?”


The lawyers in the case didn’t seem to want to deal with that question (the government’s lawyer replied, “It is not, and I do not know the answer to that, Your Honor”), but two law professors, Christopher Elmendorf of the University of California, Davis, and Douglas Spencer of the University of Connecticut, figured out the answer to that question. They proved that the South—specifically those states cited in the Voting Rights Act—correlated with research of non-Black residents who have “exceptionally negative stereotypes” of Black people. Plain and simple, it seemed: the study confirmed that people in the South do seem to have more anti-Black prejudice than other regions of the country.15 Other reports I read contradicted that a bit, with one specifically noting that the research about whether the South was more “racist” has been inconclusive.


I was left trying to figure out if the South was really that great for Black millennials and whether upward mobility—economical, spiritual, cultural, or all of the above—looked different in this region. I began to question my generalizations and simplistic understandings of an entire geographic area and decided to reach out to Jessica Barron, a sociologist and demographer. She thinks that race and racism play out in different ways historically and contemporarily in the South. She noted that the South’s particularly harsh regulation of and brutality toward Black bodies was horrific, but doesn’t discount policies like redlining that also damaged Black communities in Northern cities like Chicago. She explained, “The South is an easy scapegoat. After the Civil Rights Movement, when the country wanted to rewrite the narrative of this color-blind racial utopia, somebody has to be the villain. Somebody has to be the antagonist.”
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FOR A WHILE I WONDERED IF THE SOUTH, AND PARTICULARLY Atlanta, was a good metaphor for the upwardly mobile Black experience. Popular culture has certainly hyped up the South as the place to be for upwardly mobile Black folk with television shows like Donald Glover’s award-winning Atlanta, a range of Tyler Perry films, and Beyoncé’s stunning visual project Lemonade firmly rooted there. Recently, many Black coming-of-age stories seem to be set away from New York City, while it still remains the place for several White coming-of-age stories like Girls and Broad City. Even mainstream media outlets have picked up on the trend. Forbes said the South had become in many ways “the new promised land” for Blacks. The New York Times called Atlanta the epicenter of the Black “glitterati.”16


I couldn’t help thinking about the other side of the South, especially that more working-class Atlanta, that Glover portrays in his popular series. Was that too the promised land? In 2013, the Brookings Institute released a report that found that the city’s wealthiest residents had twenty times more than the poorest that year, and a few years later, the Federal Reserve chief of Atlanta noted the city was “one of the worst” in terms of economic mobility. Of course this disproportionately affects the city’s Black residents, and the gap between White and Black households is high. In 2016, the median income for White families in the Atlanta metro area was $78,000 a year, compared to $50,000 for Black households. And a report by Clark Atlanta University professors in 2010 also found Blacks were unemployed at twice the rates of their White counterparts (reflecting a longstanding national trend), that there were fewer supermarkets in Black neighborhoods and less access to public transportation in these same communities. For all its positives, the idea of a “Black Mecca,” it concluded, was more “public relations and image management” than reality.17


There are some other statistics to consider when looking at the South as a region. While Black millennials who live in the South have the highest rates of employment in the country, at 68.9 percent, they also earn the lowest (making about $22,000 in median wages)18 and have the lowest levels of educational attainment of millennials in other parts of the country.


Jasmine said these statistics reflect the reality, and while she loves it, she wouldn’t move to Atlanta without securing a job first. “I think a lot of people move here because they see Black people thinking that it is the mecca for Black people and they don’t properly prepare and then they’re in for a rude awakening. There are opportunities, but it may not be the opportunity that you particularly want. You may have to try something different.”
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I DON’T KNOW WHAT TO MAKE OF ATLANTA AND MANY OF THE other parts of the South. The data seems to show that the realities of Black life there, like other parts of the country, can be tough and it certainly appears to be no utopia or promised land for Black folk. But there still seems to be something to this idea of the city as a Black Mecca, which people hold near and dear to their heart. It seems to be something not always solely measurable by the usual markers of success and economic well-being, but by happiness and work-life balance.


I feel so betrayed by America, by those on the right, by White women, that maybe it doesn’t even matter where I live. I still want to believe in America. Believe that things can be better. America of late is making it hard. Perhaps the South is this place of my American Dream, even in a land where the hope of 2008 seems elusive and change a joke. Perhaps getting out of blue-state liberal land, which is never quite as ocean blue as I dream of, is the answer to me finding that slippery American Dream. Perhaps it is my future.


Jessica Barron, the sociologist, reminded me of the importance of a visible humanity that often draws young people to the South. Its slower, less competitive, and more communal pace can often feel like a needed respite for a generation that’s tired of working twice as hard in their personal and professional lives. “People want to move away from this grind and this constantly trying to vouch for your humanity and dignity,” she said. Black people can go to a place where Blackness is seen as valuable because of the large Black population and is held to some kind of standard, even if it does have roots in slavery. “This is still a place that is somewhere that I want to be because I will be seen as Jessica XYZ versus the Black girl here doing XYZ. I think people underestimate that.”


After our conversation, I began to see the South in a different light, as a mystical, mythical, complicated mess of pain and beauty. Maybe the Black millennials who choose to live there have it right.


In the spring of 2017, I stood in the sticky hot heat watching the removal of a statue of Confederate General Robert E. Lee in New Orleans. As workers, allegedly clad in bulletproof vests, chiseled loudly away at the over-hundred-year-old statue, I couldn’t help but feel that progress was being made despite the previous night’s protest over the removal. In that moment I ignored the few Confederate flags in the crowd. I was overjoyed to be part of a diverse group of people watching Lee be evicted from his perch over the city, waiting anxiously to erase a blighted history. I was pleased when two Black men gave out some Powerade to the crowd. It was a comforting moment, and I thought, despite whatever mess was going on in Washington, maybe change could happen.


But then some folks came up arguing about how the statue deserved to stay, which somehow devolved into a conversation about “those people” who apparently get “plenty,” and once again, I was disappointed in the region. As the statue popped off the structure, secured only by cords and rope, it looked ironically as if a lynching was occurring.


The next day I headed to Hattiesburg, Mississippi, to visit a church created for LGBTQ members, where I was greeted by a tattoo-covered, nose-ring-wearing lesbian minister, and once again I noticed the emergence of a different (yet still complicated) South.


As Belton settles in and Kiyma works toward a future in the South, I head to New York City again and try to hear the beat that was once so loud to me. I stand on 125th Street after a conversation with a twenty-something Bronx native who has decided that she definitely won’t be coming back after years living in Florida. In the background steel drums are blaring in front of The Clinton Foundation’s former Harlem office, but the sound is fleeting. After about a half hour, they are silenced, and only sirens can be heard in the distance.















MILLENNIAL MOMENT: KATRINA



It’s been over a decade since Hurricane Katrina destroyed New Orleans, left more than 1,800 people dead, and displaced tens of thousands of residents. A study of Black youth ages ten to sixteen conducted between 2012 and 2014 found that nearly one in five participants exhibited signs of post-traumatic stress—a rate four times higher than the national average.19
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