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Chapter 1: 
Introduction
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Being from the Caribbean, I can speak to the reality of family life in our region. I grew up in a nuclear family with two parents, but everything changed when I became a teenager and my mother became the head of the household. This is commonplace in Jamaica and across many Caribbean islands, and although it feels normal to us, it should not be. Almost immediately, our lifestyle shifted. We moved from a multi-room home where extended family lived together, to a shared house with three households under one roof. We shared a kitchen and bathroom and even needed another tenant to help cover the rent.

Soon after, things became even more difficult. I was pursuing tertiary education, and my mother was working around the clock—twenty-four hours a day, five to seven days a week. We moved from a residential neighborhood to progressively lower-income, crime-ridden communities, and eventually into what many would call a “ghetto.” This is the reality for countless families across the Caribbean—Jamaica, Trinidad, Haiti, Barbados, the Dominican Republic, St. Lucia, Curaçao, Guyana, Puerto Rico, and more—where matrifocal households depend on one income and carry the weight of poverty, instability, and survival.

Throughout my life, I lived in more than twenty different homes. Without realizing it, I developed a nomadic part of my personality. The breaking of parental ties with my father also shaped my relationships with men. My relationship with him grew distant, and even as a young adult, I could not understand why. This confusion is familiar to many Caribbean women. It is a quiet, unspoken ache that sits beneath the surface while we push through daily life just to keep our heads above water.

These are the effects of broken families.
These are the consequences of poverty.
These are the patterns we inherit without ever asking for them.
But the answers—and the tools to rebuild—lie in our history. To understand the Caribbean family, we must understand the Afro-Caribbean experience, the legacy of slavery, the psychology of survival, and the cultural influences that shaped each island. Whether English-speaking, Spanish-speaking, French-speaking, or Dutch-speaking, our family structures were formed through a mix of African heritage, colonial systems, migration, indentureship, and economic hardship.

Single-parent homes across the region face cultural, social, financial, and psychological disadvantages. Children often carry adult responsibilities too early. Many leave school to support the family. Crime, unemployment, and instability affect mothers’ ability to provide. The eldest child is usually expected to sacrifice so the younger ones can eat or finish primary school—responsibilities that should have been shared by both parents.

Growing up in a single-parent home robs a child of the full benefits a two-parent household can offer. The absence of a father places additional pressure on mothers, affects young girls’ future relationships, and leaves young boys without an example of how to be a husband or father. This is one of the reasons single-parent households are so widespread in the Caribbean. Children grow up seeing fathers absent, and that absence becomes a pattern passed down through generations. This pattern was not accidental.
It was engineered.
The Willie Lynch ideology left a deep imprint on the Caribbean family. His methods were designed to break the Black family, destroy unity, and create division that would last for centuries. More than 300 years later, we still see the effects in our homes, relationships, and communities.

Yet, despite all of this, the Caribbean family remains strong, adaptable, and resilient. Across our islands—Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, Haiti, Barbados, St. Vincent, Grenada, the Dominican Republic, Martinique, Guadeloupe, Curaçao, Aruba, Suriname, and beyond—our families continue to evolve. We carry the scars of our past, but we also carry the strength of our ancestors.

This book explores the Caribbean family in all its forms: nuclear, matrifocal, extended, blended, common-law, visiting unions, and more. It blends research with lived experience, history with culture, and truth with hope. My prayer is that as you read, you will gain understanding, healing, and a deeper appreciation for the complexity and beauty of our Caribbean families.
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Chapter 2: 
The Family
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The family is the genesis of every society. It is our first classroom, our first government, our first economy, and our first community. Before we ever step into a school or workplace, we learn the meaning of love, authority, responsibility, and belonging within the walls of our home. Whether in Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Barbados, Curaçao, St. Lucia, Puerto Rico, or Suriname, the family remains the foundation on which every Caribbean nation stands.

It is within the family that children first learn the value of work, the worth of their possessions, and the importance of cooperation. It is where they experience discipline, compassion, and guidance. Families teach us how to relate to others, how to resolve conflict, and how to navigate the world. They provide the nurturing, protection, and emotional grounding that shape who we become. Even when families are imperfect or strained, they still serve as the first environment where identity is formed and character is shaped.

Every society depends on its families. Without strong families, communities weaken. Without stable homes, nations struggle. As Mehrotra (2005) notes, the family is the most basic social unit, and its structure influences the development of every individual within it. Across the Caribbean—English-speaking, Spanish-speaking, French-speaking, and Dutch-speaking—families differ in form, but their purpose remains the same: to raise, guide, and prepare the next generation.

What Is a Family?

Mehrotra describes the family as a unit that traditionally includes a mother, father, children, and sometimes grandparents or extended relatives. In many Caribbean cultures, roles have historically been defined by gender: men as providers, women as nurturers. While these roles have evolved over time, especially with migration, economic pressures, and changing social norms, the core function of the family remains unchanged.

In the English-speaking Caribbean, families often reflect a blend of African heritage and colonial influence. In the Spanish-speaking Caribbean, such as the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico, Catholic traditions and extended kinship networks shape family life. In Haiti and Martinique, French and African influences merge, creating strong community-based family structures. In the Dutch-speaking Caribbean—Curaçao, Aruba, and Suriname—families reflect a mix of African, European, and Indigenous traditions. Each island carries its own history, yet all share the belief that family is central to survival and identity.

Functions of the Family

Although families across the Caribbean vary in structure—from nuclear households in Barbados, to matrifocal homes in Jamaica, to extended families in Haiti, to blended families in Trinidad—they all share similar responsibilities. Stewart (2005) identifies the key functions of the family as:

	Procreation: ensuring the continuation of the human race.

	Socialization: teaching children values, beliefs, religion, culture, and social behavior.

	Provision: supplying food, shelter, clothing, healthcare, and love.

	Cultural transmission: passing down language, traditions, attitudes, and shared history.

	Regulating kinship: preventing incest and defining family boundaries.

	Conferring status: giving individuals identity, belonging, and social position.


Across the Caribbean, these functions are carried out in different ways depending on the island’s history, culture, and economic realities. In Haiti, extended families often share responsibilities across generations. In the Dominican Republic, migration patterns shape family roles, with many households depending on remittances from relatives abroad. In Trinidad and Guyana, Indian and African traditions influence household structure, shaping expectations around marriage, gender roles, and child-rearing. In Aruba and Curaçao, Dutch cultural norms blend with Afro-Caribbean heritage, creating unique family dynamics.

Yet despite these differences, one truth remains constant: The family is the heart of Caribbean life.

It shapes our values, our identity, and our future. It influences our relationships, our choices, and our resilience. It is the first place we learn who we are—and who we can become.

The Family as a Social Anchor

In many Caribbean communities, the family is more than a private unit—it is a social anchor. It provides emotional support, economic stability, and a sense of belonging. Even when families face hardship, they often find creative ways to survive. Grandmothers raise grandchildren while parents migrate for work. Older siblings take on adult responsibilities. Cousins grow up like siblings. Neighbors become extended family. This interconnectedness is one of the defining features of Caribbean life.

In rural Haiti, for example, families often share land, labor, and childcare. In the Dominican Republic, godparents play an important role in guiding children. In Jamaica, “aunties” and “uncles” may not be blood relatives but serve as trusted adults in a child’s life. In Trinidad, extended families gather for religious and cultural celebrations that reinforce unity and identity. These practices reflect the communal nature of Caribbean societies.

The Family as a Cultural Bridge

Families also serve as cultural bridges, passing down traditions, languages, and values from one generation to the next. Whether it is Haitian Creole, Jamaican Patois, Dominican Spanish, or Papiamento, language is often learned first at home. Music, food, religious practices, and storytelling are also transmitted through family life. These cultural elements help children understand who they are and where they come from.

Even in families affected by migration, culture remains a powerful connector. Caribbean parents living abroad often work hard to ensure their children maintain ties to their heritage. They teach them the foods, the music, the values, and the stories of home. This cultural continuity strengthens identity and fosters pride.

The Family as a Place of Healing

Finally, the family is a place of healing. Caribbean families have endured centuries of hardship—slavery, colonization, poverty, migration, and social instability. Yet they continue to rise. They continue to adapt. They continue to love. The resilience of the Caribbean family is one of our region’s greatest strengths.

Even when families are broken or strained, there is always the possibility of restoration. With understanding, support, and intentional effort, families can heal generational wounds and build healthier futures.
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