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Picturing rural New England, one might conjure an image from a
Norman Rockwell painting: rolling green pastures dotted with red
barns, steepled white churches, and covered bridges dating back
to the Colonial era. When it comes to the Upper Valley, a collection
of small towns along the Connecticut River in Vermont and New
Hampshire, even today, this image isn‘t far from the truth. While the
physical place and its institutions have not changed much, the racial
demographics of this area have dramatically transformed over the
past two decades. Drawn to the area’s unique combination of profes-
sional and education opportunities in an idyllic rural setting, Asian
Americans are the largest proportion of racialized newcomers in the
Upper Valley. As Asian Americans attempt to make the region their
home, they encounter a place suffused with a particular White history,
a place where local community members’ last names are inscribed
on the street signs and where a strong culture of self-reliance is fit-

tingly described by New Hampshire’s state motto “Live Free or Die.”
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small-town america

In my research, | center the voices of Asian Americans as
they strive for a sense of belonging in historically White small-
town America, capturing how they make meaning of their daily
negotiations of place as visible and stigmatized “outsiders”. |
conceptualize belonging not as a state of being, but as the pro-
cesses related to achieving a sense of home and membership in
the community. Belonging is an active and multifaceted process
entailing emotions (feelings of belonging), practices (perfor-
mances of belonging), and structures (policies and institutions
enabling or constraining belonging). As a process, belong-
ing occurs as people negotiate claims to space and practice
social norms to signal that they are “one
of us.” While belonging involves individual
emotion and performance, it is also an
inherently social process because member-
ship requires legitimation. Migrants facing
hostile receptions are often told to “go
back home,” received as strangers even as
they work so diligently toward belonging
and security. Sociologist Pawan Dhingra’s
research on Indian American motel owners
shows how even middle-class and professional Asian Americans
must negotiate belonging within hierarchical racial contexts in
which the “master status” of race so often prevents full recogni-
tion of their humanity.

Sociologist Mia Tuan raises questions about Asian Ameri-
cans’ ability to ever fully belong in historically White places.
Tuan’s work demonstrates how even after living for two or
three generations in the United States, many Asian Americans
are still treated as foreign, feeling as if they are “guests in
someone’s house,” unable to “really relax and put their feet

home.
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up on the table.” Similarly, feminist scholar Trinh Thi Minh Ha
discusses how Asians are racialized as strangers and aliens in
America, often facing a kind of exile and maintaining a “ghost
like” presence in White spaces. Ironically, these experiences of
marginalization sit alongside a portrayal of Asian Americans as
the “model minority” and even “honorary Whites”—signals
of a level of acceptance into mainstream society compared to
other racialized groups. These multiple understandings of Asian
Americans’ social position lead to conflicting expectations about
their and their children’s ability to ever call longstanding White
rural communities home.

Multiple understandings of Asian Americans’
social position lead to conflicting expectations
about their and their children’s ability to ever
call longstanding White rural communities

My study of belonging in small-town New England sheds
light on a little understood, but theoretically important and
demographically significant segment of the population while
critically pushing the Asian American narrative beyond urban
areas in the Pacific Rim. Rural communities may present differ-
ent challenges compared with urban and suburban gateway
experiences, because, compared to the Gemeinschaft in rural
places—where socially closed, village-like relationships pre-
dominate—urban areas are more disconnected but also more
accepting of difference. First-generation Asian Americans settling
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