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Ethnics and cultural groups in Florida

(Svetlana Leonova)

The major part of its territory occupying a relatively small peninsula, Florida is at the same time the fourth most populated state in the whole USA. Moreover, it is probably the most multinational and multiethnic state, which counts more than 60 different ethnicities and cultural groups. Many factors contributed to the formation of Florida’s unique ethnical makeup. Needless to say that such colourful national multitude is not just a matter of haphazard but the result of historical development. Therefore, it is essential to know the history of Florida to understand the base of its cultural diversity. The state’s geographical position and climate also played an important role in the development of the multinational society, defining some of its most distinctive features. It is also obvious that all of the cultural groups to some extent influenced the image of today’s multinational Florida, but at the same time, all these cultures had to suffer some alteration to join the ‘melting pot’ of the US society. As a result, modern Florida is seen not just as a conglomerate of numerous ethnicities, but as a specific unity, which combined the heritage of many cultures ‘to produce a variety of unique cultural syntheses’
. 

The aim of this paper is to make an overview of ethnics and cultural groups living in Florida today and trace their impact on the contemporary image of the state. It is also important to explain the origins of Florida’s multiculturalism, which date back to the history of its early exploration in the sixteenth century. Finally, we will sum up all the features describing Florida as a unique cultural unity comprised of many different ethnical elements.

To begin with, it would be interesting to analyze the racial pattern of Florida’s population. According to the Census Bureau Data for the year of 2000, the figures are as follows: the vast majority of the population is referred to as ‘White Persons’ – they comprise 78% of the population, the rate higher than the average in the USA. However, it is important to remember that ‘White Americans’ is a large category of population that cannot be regarded as a separate cultural group. For instance, this category encompasses both relatively recent immigrants from Slavic countries and those Americans, whose ancestors lived on this land a century ago. Naturally, these two subgroups within the ‘White Americans’ would have different cultural identities. Apart from that, the Hispanics, with their distinctive cultural identity, are also included in the category ‘White Americans’. That is why there is a separate graph in the table for ‘white persons, not of Hispanic/Latino origin’, who comprise 65.4% of the population. So, the remaining 12.6% of the total 78% must be Hispanics. Surprisingly, there is also a separate graph for ‘persons of Hispanic or Latino origin’, which counts 16.8% of the population. It means that 4.2% of Hispanics or Latinos are not counted as ‘White’, but as black. This, in turn, means that the category of Latino Americans is not always unified, just as the category of ‘White Americans’. The third largest category is ‘Black or African American persons’. They comprise 14.6% of the population of Florida. Conspicuously, 3% of the population are included in the category of ‘persons of some other race’, while 2.4% are counted as ‘persons reporting two or more races’. This testifies to the fact that the level of racial intermingling is quite high in Florida. Asian Americans count a relatively small rate of 1.7%, which is lower than the average percentage in the USA. Finally, ‘Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander’ are only 0.1% of Florida’s population
. 

This statistics can help us determine the most numerous and influential cultural groups of the region. Among the minority groups these are, obviously, Hispanic Americans and African Americans. We will leave ‘White Americans’ due to possible substantial diversity of cultures within this category.

As we can see now, official statistics doesn’t always fully reflect the cultural diversity of Florida. Cultural studies offer a far more extended list of the state’s ethnic groups. For example, the South Florida Historical Museum organized a full-scale scientific program studying ethnic cultures of the region.  “Since its inception in 1986, the Historical Museum’s folklife program has documented the traditional arts of more than 60 cultural groups living in South Florida.”
 

It has already been mentioned above that knowledge of the history of Florida, including the time of its exploration and settlement is essential for understanding the origins of the state’s multiculturalism. We will point out only those turning moments of the state’s history that somehow influenced the modern ethnic composition of Florida. 

The earliest known inhabitants of the Florida peninsula were Native American tribes of the Calusa, the Timucua and the Apalachee. There were an estimated 350,000 Native Americans when Europeans first arrived early in the 16th century. However, because of diseases introduced by the explorers and slaving exploitation, by mid-eighteenth century these nations no longer existed. The modern Native Americans of Florida are the Seminole, who entered the territory of the state in the period of 1716 to 1767. Today they have five reservations in the state. They farm, hunt, and fish, run tourist-related businesses, and operate a large bingo hall near Miami. Although the Seminole are a very small cultural group, they have a very strong ethnic and cultural identity, of which they are proud. The story of Osceola, the Seminole warrior, who took the lead of the Indians in the Second Seminole War (1835-1842), is known all over the world thanks to the novel by Thomas Myne Reid. 

The first European to set foot in Florida was the Spanish explorer Juan Ponce de Leon, who landed on the coast of the peninsula in 1513. He named the land La Florida, which means ‘the land of flowers’, and claimed it for Spain. The first permanent European settlement in what is now the USA was established in 1565 by the Spanish explorer Pedro Menedez de Aviles and named San Augustine (now Saint Augustine) in Florida. Thus, we can see that the influence of the Spaniards on this territory was initially strong. However, there are few direct cultural remains of this influence except among Spanish descendants in present-day Saint Augustine.

At first Spanish claims to Florida were challenged by the French. However, after a French expedition was almost totally destroyed by the Spaniards in 1565, no further French settlements were made on the peninsula. English colonists were more successful: in the 17th century they began to push slowly southward into Spanish territory.  Throughout the early part of the 18th century, English raiders, accompanied by their Native American allies, attacked Spanish settlements in northern Florida. That is why in the French and Indian War (1754-1763) between France and Great Britain, Spain allied itself with France against Great Britain. Nevertheless, the British won the war and seceded Florida from Spain. During the 21 years of British rule, many colonists from England and other parts of Europe settled in Florida. The ethnic group of Crackers is an example of British cultural influence in modern Florida. Crackers are ‘the rural white settlers of Celtic heritage’
, whose culture ‘reflected many traits derived from rural life in Scotland and Ireland’
. Their cultural traditions contributed to the formation of the rural part of Florida’s image. For example, they developed Florida’s unique ranching and fishing traditions. As Tina Bucuvalas writes, “many Floridians still take pride in their Cracker heritage, though today this ethnic group predominates only in rural areas of the north”
.

During the American Revolution (1775-1783), the colonists of Florida remained loyal to the British king. In 1779, Spain joined the Revolutionary War on the side of the United States. Spanish forces attacked Florida, and after the Revolution, in the Treaty of Paris in 1783, the British formally returned Florida to Spain. The Spanish governor arrived in 1784, but during this second period of Spanish colonial rule, until 1821, Florida received little attention from Spain. British traders were allowed to continue their profitable businesses in Florida, and immigrants from the United States began to settle there. Thus, in the beginning of the 19th century Florida’s diverse population included Spaniards, Unites States settlers, English traders, and the Seminole Indians. The Seminole also gave refuge to a number of escaped black slaves from Georgia, Alabama and Mississippi. Called Black Seminole, these people lived in separate villages near Seminole settlements where they raised crops and cattle – a third of which they gave to their hosts. They also worked as translators and advisors to the Seminole.

The history of African Americans in Florida is rather conspicuous, and it shows that this ethnic group takes special place in the society of the state. They first came to Florida as participants of Spanish explorations. In the 17th and 18th centuries, many African-born blacks fled to Florida where military service and conversation to Catholicism provided a release from slavery. Thus, by the mid-17th century, communities of free blacks lived in Saint Augustine and Fort Mose. The latter became the first legally sanctioned black town in the U.S.A. African Americans continued to flow into the state throughout the nineteenth century, forming one of the most influential cultural group in Florida. In 1887, Eatonville became the first black incorporated municipality in Florida. The town still preserves its tradition of self-government. 

In 1821, Florida joined the United States, and the population of the territory began to increase rapidly, which affected the Seminole. They began to be displaced from their territories and pushed southward, which led to the Second Seminole War (1835-1842). When the war ended, most of the Seminole were removed from the territory, but some took refuge in the Everglades, where many of their descendants now live. After the Third Seminole War (1855-1858), about half of those remaining were moved west. The rest stayed in Florida. 

On March 3 1845, Florida was admitted to the Union as a state. At that time, almost half of the population were black slaves working on plantations. Between 1845 and 1860, the number of inhabitants in the state increased from about 70,000 to more than 140,000. Most of the people lived in the northern part of the state, and vast areas of southern Florida remained uninhabited.

In the Civil War Florida like other southern states joined the Confederate army. This affected the attitude towards the black population of the state even after the end of the war. African Americans suffered the inferior position, in which they were forced to remain for nearly a century. In the last part of the 19th century, Florida established racial segregation. Notably, desegregation of schools happened as late as 1954. 

Whatever the political conditions, the economy of Florida flourished due to its climate and the benefits of geographical position, which encouraged immigration to the state and the growth of population. As a result, between 1920 and 1925, the population increased four times faster than that of any other state. Furthermore, between 1930 and 1980 no other state matched Florida’s 564 percent rate of growth. The eighth most populous state in the nation in 1980, Florida rose to fourth largest in the next decade, when 900 new residents moved to the state each day.

Nowadays immigration to Florida continues to be strong, although not at the same high levels as in the 1980s. Many of the recent immigrants come from Latin American countries and the Caribbean, especially in Miami. Since the beginning of Fidel Castro’s rule in Cuba (1959), more than 800,000 Cubans have come to Florida. Because of the state’s geographical position, Florida’s contacts with Cuba have always been close: “From early European contact to the present, the peoples of Florida and Cuba have floated back and forth across the narrow passage with the tides of history – often profoundly changing and influencing each other”
. 

In the 19th century, Cuban immigrants have found a proper niche in Florida’s economy, which is the cigar-making industry. It flourished in the area of Tampa Bay, and by 1900 a Cuban population of over 3,500 worked in Ybor City, Tampa Bay in the cigar factories or related industries. Of interest is the fact that “the cigar workers’ custom of listening to lectures read from a variety of newspapers, essays, and political tracts while thy worked created a highly educated and politically sophisticated society”
.

In recent years, Cubans have been joined by the immigrants from El Salvador, Colombia, Venezuela, the Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, Nicaragua, and other Latin American countries. All these ethnicities have produced a lasting impact on Florida, which can be seen in many aspects of the state’s life, most importantly, Florida’s business world. Unlike in the rest of the USA, Hispanic immigrants of Florida are ‘predominantly white, educated and upper- to middle-class’
. That is why this cultural group managed to gain respect and therefore influence in the society. One striking result is that Miami has become a major center for Latin American banking, trade, and culture. Hispanic Americans of Florida were able to create ‘a dynamic world financial center in Miami with powerful links to Latin American and Caribbean countries’
. In Miami-Dade County, 53.3% of the residents speak a language other than English at home.

The islands of the Bahamas, Jamaica, and Trinidad and Tobago also have been connected with Florida, both geographically and historically. Many Bahamians permanently left for better paying jobs for the Keys (in the south of Florida), and by 1892 they comprised a third of Key West’s population. From the late 1890s, Bahamians started settling on South Florida mainland to work in agriculture, railroad services, docks, lumberyards, and later tourist resorts and restaurants. By 1920, Bahamians constituted over 16% of Miami’s population
. They have managed to maintain their cultural heritage through building their own churches, creating fraternal organizations and artistic societies. As for other ‘Islanders’, who immigrated to South Florida, the Jamaicans have had a particular cultural influence on local music. Many Jamaican immigrants make business keeping record stores in Florida. The Trinidadians have imparted their popular steel drum ensembles and carnival traditions, and both ethnicities have contributed to the development of food traditions in Florida. 

Among other recent immigrants, whose influence on Florida’s culture remains strong in spite of their relatively small numbers, are European ethnic groups, particularly the Greek. Since the beginning of the 20th century, entrepreneurs in Tarpon Springs began to hire experienced sponge divers from Greece to support commercial sponge business. The venue has become a sponge diving center ‘with a strong Greek character’, and the recruitment of Greek divers continues today.

Jewish Floridians comprise one of Florida’s largest European-based ethnic groups. Many Jewish families have settled here since the 1920s, and especially in the era shortly after World War II. St. Petersburg is home to many Ukraineans and other East Europeans, while Masaryktown was settled by Slovaks and Czechs. In South Florida, European ethnic communities include Finnish and French residents.

A diverse range of Asian peoples call Florida home. In the 1990s, the number of immigrants from China, India, Japan, Korea, and other Asian countries increased to over a quarter million. Their cultural influence can be felt in Florida through the taste of local food, which can sometimes be a ‘spicy synthesis of Caribbean and Asian traditions’
.

To sum up, Florida is a unique region of the United States, which is home to many diverse ethnic and cultural groups. It has most strong historical and geographical ties with the area of Latin America and the Islands of the Caribbean. That is why the image present-day Florida has been strongly influenced by the Hispanic American culture, and the state’s largest city (Miami) contains the majority of Latin population with a significant Caribbean island element. Because Florida belongs to the South of the United States, the significance of African American cultural influence is also evident. However, other ethnic minority groups also play an important role in the development of Florida’s multicultural society. These groups include European ethnicities as well as Asian. Despite the statistical overwhelming majority of white population in Florida, the state is becoming ‘less European and more diverse’
 in terms of cultural multitude. Although separate influence of each cultural group may seem insignificant, together they create a multiethnic society, which is the example of how different cultures can coexist in the modern world.
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