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city of Boston is home to only one-sixth of 
the metropolitan area’s population, statistics 
are for the entire metropolitan area (PMSA) or 
“greater Boston.”

Greater Boston is 80% Non-Hispanic 
White and 7% Black, though both percentages 
have decreased since the year 2000 as each of 
the new groups has grown proportionately. 
Residential separation between Blacks and 
Whites has been high, similar to other large 
metropolitan areas, reflecting the groups’ social 
separation and the lower incomes of Blacks. 
The distributions of Blacks and Whites are part 
of the context within which new groups adjust 
to the area. The largest area of predominantly 
Black habitation extends from Roxbury and 
Dorchester through Mattapan to Hyde Park. 

Asian Indians 
Eighty percent of adult Asian Indians in 

greater Boston are college graduates—twice 
the figure for the total population. A quarter 
of Asian Indians are in occupations relating 
to computers; many manufacture and design 
computers and software. Also, Asian Indians 
are physicians and surgeons at more than five 
times the rate for all workers. Such specialty 

occupations and high average educational 
attainment help explain their exceptionally 
high median household income. The location 
of many high-tech companies on the periphery 
of Boston helps explain the dispersed settle-
ment of this group in Boston’s outer suburbs, 
which is why Asian Indians do not appear on 
the accompanying map (at right, on page 9).

Chinese 
The highest percentage Chinese tracts 

occur in and near Boston’s Chinatown, a well-
known enclave that began in the nineteenth 
century as a Chinese ghetto of worker hous-
ing, laundries, and later, restaurants. Now it is 
an increasingly multiethnic Asian center for 
personal and professional services, shops, and 
restaurants, which serve Boston-area Asians 
more than tourists. For many Chinese the 
first step up economically from Chinatown 
has been Quincy, the growing importance of 
which is reflected in the fact that the Chinese 
Super 88 Supermarket chain chose Quincy 
for its first store in suburban Boston. Chinese 
are employed as physical and life scientists 
at five times the average rate for the total 
population and as cooks and food preparation 
workers at four times the average rate.

Vietnamese 
The residential distribution of Vietnamese 

is highly clustered. Half live in Boston city 
and of these most live in Dorchester. There 
are Vietnamese businesses along much of 
Dorchester Avenue, with a community center 
at Fields Corner. Outlying towns like Malden, 
Lynn, Quincy, and Randolph are also home to 
Vietnamese, reflecting a suburbanization that 
can be expected to increase. The strongest 
Vietnamese employment niche is assembling 
manufactured products, most commonly com-
puters and electronic products. Another niche 
is work in beauty salons, in which Vietnamese 
are represented at eight times the average rate.

Dominicans
Migrants from one town in the Dominican 

Republic began arriving in Boston in the late 

1960s, and transnational connections between 
Boston and that town have remained strong. A 
20-block section of Jamaica Plain, once domi-
nated by Irish, has become the main settlement 
concentration. Centre Street (east of Huntington 
Avenue) is the commercial focus, where stores 
and restaurants cater to the area’s Spanish-speak-
ers, who include Puerto Ricans and Mexicans. 
Caribbean music sometimes fills the air, and 
dance festivals occasionally take place in nearby 
Franklin Park. Outside Boston many Domini-
cans live in Lynn, the old shoe-manufacturing 
town. Although Dominicans are employed in a 
great range of jobs, they work as office building 
cleaners at five times the average rate, and they 
are also overrepresented as factory assemblers, 
health aides, and construction laborers. 

Puerto Ricans
Arriving first in New England as farm and 

orchard workers during World War II, Puerto 
Ricans in Boston were soon working in a 
range of menial jobs, often in manufacturing. 
Within the city of Boston, many Puerto Ricans 
live in the same Jamaica Plain neighborhood 
as Dominicans and in the South End, where 
the loss of low-cost housing through gentri-
fication is a major threat. One in six Puerto 
Ricans has a government job—a much higher 
rate than the other groups in this sketch. In 
terms of occupations, Puerto Ricans work as 
cooks and food preparation workers, as fac-
tory assemblers, and as construction laborers 
at more than twice the average rate. Hispan-
ics of diverse origins have settled in Chelsea, 
making that city 48% Hispanic. Numerous 
small Hispanic businesses have helped revital-
ize that once-declining industrial city. 

Mexicans 
In 2000 two-thirds of Boston’s Mexican 

residents were U.S.-born and 36% of Mexican 
adults were college graduates. In terms of status, 
this group seems to be different from most other 
metro areas and perhaps somewhat of a bimod-
al population. Mexicans are represented as  

Populations in the Boston PMSA, 2000

Population Median 
Household 
Income

Total 3,406,829 $55,153

Asian Indian 30,167 $72,273

Chinese 69,343 $50,943

Vietnamese 21,907 $41,174

Dominican 25,178 $24,759

Mexican 14,381 $44,747

Puerto Rican 58,178 $26,388

Brazilian 22,597 $38,284

Cape Verdean 20,419 $36,910

Haitian 36,503 $39,054

Continued on page 9
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scientists, related technicians, 
and post-secondary teachers 
at the same rate as the total 
population and as physicians 
and surgeons at twice the 
average rate. On the other 
hand, they work in food 
preparation and processing 
at four times the rate for all 
employed people. East Bos-
ton, where rents are low, is 
the major concentration, but 
most Mexicans live outside 
Mexican concentrations. 
In Cambridge Mexicans 
live near M.I.T. and Har-
vard University, and 64% of 
Cambridge’s Mexicans above 
age 14 are enrolled in college 
or graduate school. Mexican 
numbers are not sufficient in 
any tract, however, for them 
to appear on the map. 

Brazilians 
Brazilians are 20% self-

employed, easily the highest 
rate found in these groups. 
Opening a small store is 
popular, much in evidence 
in the Allston section of Bos-
ton with its numerous food stores stocking Bra-
zilian specialties. But Brazilians have generally 
found more opportunities in outlying centers 
like Somerville and Everett; only a sixth live in 
the city of Boston. The town of Framingham, 
west of Boston, has become the most important 
Brazilian enclave, and parts of that city have 
been rejuvenated by the many new enterprises. 
Brazilians have certain strong employment 
niches—as house painters, construction labor-
ers, and restaurant kitchen workers. Moreover, 
Brazilians clean people’s homes at twenty-five 
times the rate for that occupation in the gen-
eral population, and they have organized many 
home-cleaning businesses, where highly prized 
routes with 50 homes or more are controlled 
by different families. 

Cape Verdeans
People from the Cape Verde Islands, former 

Portuguese possessions off the west coast of 
Africa, first arrived in southeastern Massa-
chusetts over a century ago, and in the 1950s 
some moved to Boston. White Americans have 

generally viewed Cape Verdeans as Black, 
and many families long resident in the U.S. 
now identify as Blacks. On the other hand, 
new arrivals from the islands stress their Cape 
Verdean identity. Cape Verdeans and Haitians, 
as well as Dominicans and Puerto Ricans, have 
slightly different neighborhood concentrations 
within the mostly Black and Hispanic sections 
of Boston between Jamaica Plain, Dorchester, 
and Hyde Park. Most Cape Verdeans have 
low-status jobs, often in assembling and fab-
ricating. Ten percent of Cape Verdeans clean 
office buildings, especially in downtown Bos-
ton, also a specialization for many Haitian and 
Dominican women.

Haitians
Haitians first arrived in Boston in the 1960s, 

especially in Mattapan and Hyde Park. The 
many Haitians, Dominicans, and other West 
Indians living in the area from the South End 
through Hyde Park have given that area a dis-
tinct Caribbean character and have rejuvenated 
Catholic parishes that had declined after most 

Irish departed. Cambridge, 
Somerville, Waltham, and 
more distant Randolph also 
have Haitian enclaves. A 
third of all employed Hai-
tians work in the health-
care industry, employed 
frequently as assistants in 
nursing homes. But visitors 
are more likely to meet 
Haitians as taxi cab driv-
ers; Haitians are employed 
in that occupation at over 
ten times the rate for the 
total population. 

Concluding Comments 
Although casual visi-

tors may notice few of 
these new groups, their 
impact on greater Bos-
ton is growing. We have 
highlighted certain dis-
tinctive features, but the 
groups are more mixed 
residentially and occu-
pationally with Boston’s 
other residents than the 
text and map suggest. In 
addition to field obser-
vations and census data, 

this sketch has been based on maps of each 
group’s distribution and an earlier paper 
that includes source references. These 
can be viewed at Professor Turner’s web 
site: www.csun.edu/%7Ehfgeg005/eturner/ 
gallery/Bostonatlas/Bostonatlascover.html. n
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University, Northridge

Eugene Turner is a professor and James P. Allen 
is emeritus professor in the Department of Geography 
at California State University, Northridge. Both 
have co-authored several books on ethnic geography 
including We the People: An Atlas of Amer-
ica’s Ethnic Diversity and the Ethnic Quilt: 
Population Diversity in Southern California.  
“Boston’s Ethnic Quilt: a Geographer’s Perspective” 
is available at www.csun.edu/~hfgeg005/eturner/ 
gallery/Bostonatlas/Bostonatlascover.html.

Chelsea

In 2004, Eugene Turner and James P. Allen published “Boston’s Emerging Ethnic Quilt: a Geographic 
Perspective.” Maps from the paper and the paper itself are available at: www.csun.edu/~hfgeg005/eturner/ 
gallery/Bostonatlas/Bostonatlascover.html.
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