
Introduction

But we all know that Miami is
America. is Now what it always
was: a sunbleached monument to Obese brutality
a vicious incarnation reservation of
sand and bleeding money and murdered
Indians and lost refugees
lynched niggers flying from religious
trees
—from “POEM FOR ARTHUR MCDUFFIE: MAY, 1980” by Kofi Natambu

Miami’s the special-that-ain’t-that-special . . . This so-called capital of the 
Caribbean home, but, Lord, if Miami’s “Diversity” ain’t been one of the 
biggest bait-and-switches in our sun-drenched history of selling points, 
swindles, and snake-oil.
—from “Speculating in History” by N.D.B. Connolly

Black storytellers’ examinations of South Florida are largely missing from 
literary studies. Like Natambu and Connolly, other poets, scholars, novel-
ists, memoirists, and filmmakers have identified and countered the mythic 
construction of Miami, and South Florida generally, as somehow magically 
distinct from the remainder of the United States because of its “diversity.” 
Instead, Black creators have outlined legacies of anti-Blackness and racial-
ized violence that continuously shape and reshape South Florida’s cultural 
terrain to the detriment of Black people. These creators have called out 
anti-Blackness either subtlely and shadily, or boldly and explicitly, refut-
ing the region’s widespread reputation as a cosmopolitan mecca. This proj-
ect holds the rich culture inspired by Miami’s position as a transnational 
“contact zone” in tandem with the violent and virulent anti-Blackness that 
constitutes the region.1
 To Tell a Black Story of Miami integrates Black voices into “the story we 
tell” about South Florida. I provide examples of how Black creators name 
and reject South Florida’s winter playground reputation to argue that the 
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region’s casting as a diverse cultural mecca overlooks and is dependent on 
anti-Blackness. In what follows, I treat anti-Blackness both as an ideology 
or set of values and ideas that inform the master narratives of South Flor-
ida, and a methodology that dictates the space-making practices evident in 
South Florida’s terrain. I use Miami as a microcosm to discuss transnational 
racial hierarchies and suggest that this examination facilitates an intersec-
tional analysis of cross-cultural interaction and tension. My analysis treats 
anti-Blackness as not only a global phenomenon, but also a transnational 
problem.
 In its focus on space-making and storytelling, my analysis of South Flor-
ida is relying on Katherine McKittrick’s foundational work on how racist 
ideologies make space in Demonic Grounds. Like McKittrick, I reject any 
neutral interpretation of space that relies on self-evident assumptions. I 
assert that our constructions, destructions, and “developments” naturalize 
unjustly asymmetrical hierarchies that are in turn inscribed into our car-
tographies and geographies; put simply, “we produce space, we produce its 
meaning, we work very hard to make geography what it is.”2 The storytell-
ers I include in this manuscript present South Floridian cartographies that 
echo Monika Gosin’s claim that despite the city’s diversity and boosters’ 
efforts to sell the winter playground, “Miami remains among one of the na-
tion’s most segregated cities.”3 The “maps” in To Tell a Black Story of Miami 
expose regional, national, and international politics of diasporic subjectiv-
ity, violent, and at times deadly, detention of émigrés, other instances of 
racialized violence, and increasing wealth gaps among Miami inhabitants, 
most of which occur across racial/cultural/ethnic lines.
 The celebrations of Miami as a city of a multiracial future dangerously 
obfuscate myriad social inequalities that disproportionately affect the city’s 
Black residents, regardless of nation of origin. Dismantling this myth re-
veals the state-sanctioned mistreatment of many of Miami’s residents (who 
are in turn used to support its reputation for diversity), and throws into re-
lief the rigid racial, socioeconomic, and political stratifications that some-
times make massive waves of immigration (like those that have shaped 
Miami’s demographic) a disproportionate burden to already marginalized 
communities.

Which Miami? Whose South?

Throughout, I variously use “Miami” and “South Florida” as metonyms 
for the cities and neighborhoods within and beyond the City of Miami, 
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and even Miami-Dade County proper. These areas have been influenced 
by massive waves of immigration and have shaped and carry a variety of 
produced meanings: the nation’s winter playground, a contact zone of lin-
guistic and cultural diversity, an extension of the Caribbean. For a close 
friend, Miami is a bachata cover of a Beatles song played at The Cheesecake 
Factory. She had moved to Tennessee and when asked for clarification, she 
offered that “Miami is geographically, but not culturally, Southern.” I have 
heard this assessment elsewhere, and there are many reasons why it may 
appear to be true.
 The mythic South has been constructed as backward, politically conser-
vative, and culturally homogenous with a Manichean hierarchy of white 
supremacy and Black enslavement.4 Debatably the ground zero for set-
tler colonialism in the U.S., the South bears legacies of Indigenous and 
Black genocide, displacement, dispossession, and exploited labor.5 In South 
Florida, Black and Indigenous people built up a region they would be sys-
temically kept from enjoying the benefits of. Investigations of Black Miami 
reveal a long history of degradation, limited citizenship, labor exploitation, 
and resistance that predate the city’s inception in 1896. As Jafari S. Allen 
writes:

Miami could not have become what it has—or any of the things it 
is imagined to be or aspires to today—without many generations of 
Black folks’ aliveness in this space, from the moment of pirates and 
privateers, and slave traders bringing kidnapped Africans to these 
swampy shores that were stolen from the Tequesta and other Indian 
nations.6

The patterns of the past reverberate to the present, and white supremacist 
erasures continuously inform the stories we tell about South Florida. Any 
examination of the construction of the city must acknowledge exploited 
and usurped Black American and Black Bahamian labor as foundational 
to Miami’s modern development.7 George Merrick, a prominent real estate 
developer, the namesake of Merrick Park in Coral Gables, and a prime 
beneficiary of Black labor noted: “all of our heavy laborers were Bahamian 
negroes . . . [Bahamians] knew how to plant [on this land]” and brought 
with them “their own commonly used trees, vegetables, and fruits.”8 South 
Floridian terrain is a challenging amalgam of swamp and rock, and Baha-
mian insight made possible visions of a habitable, and profitable, South 
Florida, just as the labor of the enslaved, formerly enslaved, and dispos-
sessed made possible visions of the United States.
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 It is unlikely that we can ever overstate the impact that enslavement and 
its afterlives continue to have on the U.S. South. However, the same could 
and should be said for the imagined community of the U.S., and the world.9 
To view the South otherwise is a reductive displacement that overlooks 
what is national and global. As Barbara Ladd notes in her meditation on 
the monolith of the South, we must revisit the region as a site of “cultural 
dynamism” where plantation cultures are formative foci, but not exclusive 
ones.10 Ladd’s reflections in 2000 seem prescient given the radical changes 
the South has undergone in the past two decades as industry has capital-
ized on lower prices in the Southeast (Amazon is moving to the Raleigh-
Durham area, for example) and the increased Latinization of the rural U.S. 
generally, specifically in the Southeastern states.11
 Though the region has evolved or as Ladd might suggest, has always 
been more than the reductive monolithic myth, the South gets a bad rep 
from which South Florida is often held apart. This is in part a consequence 
of the region’s demographic and the use of multiculturalism to interpret 
its changes; more than half of the city’s residents (approximately 51.7%) 
were born outside of the U.S., primarily in the Caribbean, and in Central 
and South America.12 This demographic is the consequence of widespread 
political unrest; although by no means a comprehensive list, Fidel Cas-
tro’s Communist revolution in Cuba (beginning in 1959), François Duva-
lier’s regime (1957–1971), and his son, Jean-Claude Duvalier’s succession 
(1971–1986), and the overthrow of the Somoza dynasty by the Sandinistas 
in Nicaragua (1970s–1990s) each triggered massive waves of emigration 
that radically altered Miami’s racial and ethnic demographic.
 It is perhaps unsurprising then that Miami is often lauded for its diver-
sity and has even been nicknamed a “global” or “international” city, the 
“Capital of the Caribbean,” and the “Gateway to Latin America.” Given 
the history of tourism in Miami, and the widespread marketing of the city, 
cultural analysis of myriad representations of Miami yields insight into 
its cultural construction.13 Miami’s official tourist guide markets the city 
as an “international hub of cultural diversity and world-class offerings.”14 
Google’s description of Miami reads, “Miami is an international city at Flor-
ida’s southeastern tip. Its Cuban influence is reflected in the cafes and cigar 
shops that line Calle Ocho in Little Havana.” This description is striking in 
its implicit conflation of “international” with “Cuban,” which references 
massive waves of immigration from Cuba to Miami in the latter half of the 
twentieth century. The travel-booking website TripAdvisor’s site on Miami 
boasts “scorching” nightlife “thanks to a strong Latin influence and spicy 
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salsa culture.” Sociologist Saskia Sassen, examining both Miami’s residen-
tial demographic and the representation of international industries in the 
port city has dubbed Miami a “global city,” while Colin Woodard included 
Miami in the Spanish Caribbean region in his book, American Nations: A 
History of the Eleven Rival Regional Cultures of North America (2011). As 
these various assessments of Miami might reflect, “international,” “global,” 
“Caribbean,” and “Cuban” are variously used, in some cases interchange-
ably, to describe Miami’s cultural topography.
 Scholars, tourists, beneficiaries of the Miami tourist industry, and city 
officials capitalize on claims of the city’s Caribbeanness, cultural diversity, 
and/or internationality.15 Even the renaming of Dade County, the county 
within which the City of Miami is located, to Miami-Dade County, im-
plicitly indexes the displacement of the city’s “Southernness.” The county, 
founded in 1836, was originally named after Southern Major Francis Lang-
horne Dade who died in the Second Seminole War, a conflict whose express 
purpose was the displacement of Seminoles in the interest of expanding the 
spatial parameters of the Southern United States. In 1997, Mayor Alex Pene-
las successfully advocated for renaming the county Miami-Dade, assert-
ing, “There is a magic to the name Miami . . . quite frankly no one knows 
what Dade County is. By adding Miami to our county’s name we will be 
able to better identify and market our community throughout the world.”16 
Historian Gregory Bush highlights the marketability of this renaming, sug-
gesting that we view “Miami-Dade” as a promotional effort that relies on 
Miami’s reputations as a lush, tropical, and cosmopolitan paradise as op-
posed to a Southern town.17

What Black Stories Reveal

I contend, in concert with many of the creators whom I cite herein, that 
there is limited benefit to contesting or defending Miami’s Southernness, 
Caribbeanness, or internationalism—to do so fosters only tautological or 
binaristic conclusions that the authors I take up are largely uninterested 
in. Instead, this book identifies larger stakes geo-narratives put forth in 
enabling or suppressing discourse around how race makes place in South 
Florida. The mythmaking monikers about South Florida disguise the per-
vasive, adaptive nature of white supremacy and anti-Blackness in diverse 
locales that renders darker-complected people vulnerable to premature 
death while providing lighter-complected people disproportionate ac-
cess to various resources that prolong and enhance their quality of life, 


