
1

t h e  s h i f t i n g  g e o g r a p h i e s  o f 
m e x i c a n  i m m i g r a t i o n

Although I live in Virginia, far from the U.S.- Mexico border, in 2005 it 

felt as if the border had moved into my backyard. That summer I watched 

the situation in Herndon, Virginia, with fascination and an uncanny 

sense of déjà vu as a controversy erupted regarding a group of Latino 

men. For over a de cade a sizable group of day laborers, many of whom 

 were from Mexico and Central America, had been gathering in the park-

ing lot of Herndon’s 7- Eleven in the early morning, hoping to fi nd work. 

The space had become an ad hoc employment center for contractors 

seeking extra workers for a specifi c job or local residents looking to em-

ploy a handyman for small  house hold projects. Herndon’s residents 
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 were becoming increasingly unnerved by the men who  were described as 

“scary” and “unkempt.” Residents complained that groups of men would 

“swarm on top of [customers]” when driving into the 7- Eleven (Cho 2005, 

July 18: A1). The residents, American citizens who constituted the local 

English- speaking majority, insisted that the local offi cials force the men 

to leave lest they risk arrest. As an alternative, a local social ser vice pro-

vider proposed to develop a day labor center so that men looking for 

work would have a place to congregate. As envisioned by the planners, 

the site would offer on- site En glish classes and job skills training, as well 

as a place to spend the afternoon when work was not available.

Although this seemed like a good idea to some, the proposal to build 

a day labor center, to resituate Latinos within Herndon, met strong re sis-

tance from the majority population. Many of the same residents who 

 were unhappy with the hundred or so men waiting by the 7- Eleven  were 

similarly incensed by the alternative: using tax dollars to build an offi cial 

day labor center located adjacent to a residential neighborhood. They ar-

gued that funding a day labor center would offi cially encourage illegal 

immigration (Cho 2005: T03). Many also feared that a town- supported 

center might encourage even more undocumented workers to come to 

Herndon.

I watched the circumstances surrounding Herndon’s day labor con-

troversy with more than a casual interest. The events  were reminiscent 

of those that I had begun documenting in Kennett Square, Pennsylva-

nia, the previous de cade. Since the mid- 1980s Kennett Square had transi-

tioned from a majority Anglo- European small town into a multiethnic 

community as Mexican families began moving in and around the area. 

The issues at stake in Kennett Square during this rapid local transforma-

tion  were nearly identical to those in Herndon: fi nding a physical and 

cultural place for the rapidly growing number of Mexican families mov-

ing into the community; frustration with failed national immigration 

policies and the search for local alternatives; and most signifi cantly, 

anxiety about the changing local character and communal identity of an 

Anglo- European historic farming village.

Other issues, such as how to maintain ties to distant families and 

friends,  were voiced by Mexicans who  were settling in Kennett Square, 
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yet they  were rarely acknowledged in public discussions because very 

few of these newcomers spoke En glish, most  were presumed transients, 

and some  were undocumented. When I began my work with some of 

these Mexican families in 1995, I asked them what their thoughts  were, 

and their responses refl ected concerns about incorporation into the com-

munity and adapting to life in Pennsylvania: what I refer to as emplace-

ment and belonging. These men and women had a strong desire to make 

a home in Kennett Square and to provide more opportunities for their 

families. At the same time, they wanted to maintain connections to their 

home community in Mexico and preserve their identities as Mexicans 

living in the United States.1 Although my early work with this group of 

Mexican settlers began in Pennsylvania, it was not long before I realized 

that their stories of settlement and adaptation in Kennett  were, and con-

tinue to be, deeply tied to their home community in Mexico, a place that 

I refer to as Textitlán, Guanajuato.2 Their ties to Textitlán constitute a com-

plex binational existence that has shaped their experiences in Kennett 

Square, everyday life in their hometown, and how they fi nd and main-

tain their place and sense of belonging in both communities.

This book, an ethnography based on fi eldwork in Mexico and Pennsyl-

vania, explores the challenges encountered by Mexican families as they 

endeavored to fi nd their place in Kennett Square beginning in the mid- 

1980s. It situates the events in Kennett Square in the historical context of 

the changing geography of Mexican immigration, the oldest and most 

sustained of all of America’s immigrations (Massey 1998; Suarez- Orozco 

1998; Durand, Massey and Capoferro 2005; Zúñiga and Hernández- León 

2005). Beyond the Borderlands provides a ten- year longitudinal window be-

tween 1995 and 2005 during the formation of the new destination settle-

ment in Kennett Square and the accompanying changes that took place 

in Textitlán.3

I was trained as a folklorist, so when I began my work with Mexican 

families in 1995, I was intrigued by Kennett Square’s Mexican population 

and the local responses to Mexican settlement. On the surface, Kennett 

Square resembled the types of small, localized face- to- face communities 

that  were the subjects of sense of place studies common in folklore 

scholarship.4 As this project grew, however, it became apparent that the 
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situation in Kennett Square was deeply multifaceted. Although the total 

number of Mexicans in Kennett Square was small, as in many rural and 

suburban communities where Mexicans and other immigrants are set-

tling in the United States, their presence has had an infl uence dispropor-

tionate to their numbers. Their effect on the community’s culture and 

day- to- day life has reshaped Kennett Square’s local character. The expe-

riences in Kennett Square for Mexicans and longer- term residents dem-

onstrates that immigrant settlement and incorporation are character-

ized not so much by assimilating one’s culture and identity to “fi t in” 

to a host society but are constituted through diverse experiences that 

simultaneously integrate newcomers even as their presence reshapes 

their new community (Alba and Nee 2003, 11).5 Beyond the Borderlands is 

an examination of the senses of place, and the Mexican sense of belong-

ing, as each evolved in the context of migration between Kennett Square 

and Textitlán.

n e w  d e s t i n a t i o n s  a n d  t h e  c h a n g i n g 
g e o g r a p h i e s  o f  m e x i c a n  i m m i g r a t i o n

It was not clear when I began this study in the mid- 1990s that Kennett 

Square was what has been termed a new destination settlement (Zuñiga 

and Hernández- León 2005). Although Mexican men had been migrating 

to Kennett Square for years to pick mushrooms, it had only been a few 

years since these men started moving their families north. By the late 

1990s it was apparent that Kennett Square was one of many Mexican set-

tlements emerging in new locations throughout the United States, settle-

ments that  were part of a new era of Mexican migration and settlement. 

What I was witnessing in the fi eld had not been widespread since the 

classic era of immigration at the turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth 

century: the formation of new immigrant communities throughout the 

United States (Massey 2008).

More recently it has come to light that the events in places like Kennett 

Square are part of a larger national trend in Mexican immigration that 

has occurred since the mid- 1980s: the phenomenon of Mexicans settling 
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permanently in communities outside the border region. At one time the 

U.S.- Mexico borderlands  were the familiar destination of Mexican im-

migration and immigration controversy. Throughout the 1980s, national 

headlines documented the problems of the borderlands: the porous yet 

militarized border; coyotes (immigrant traffi ckers) and drug smugglers; 

migrant deaths in the desert; and undocumented workers siphoning 

public funds  were some of the more common issues discussed. Once 

considered a localized problem, emigration from Mexico has moved be-

yond its familiar territory in the borderlands and is now dispersed to 

new and diverse places across the United States (Zúñiga and Hernández- 

León 2005).

The most striking changes have taken place in American suburbs and 

rural small towns. These communities, once the exclusive domain of An-

glo middle- and upper- class families, are increasingly home to a growing 

number of immigrant families. Throughout the 1990s, the U.S. foreign- 

born population grew dramatically— increasing to 11.3 million or 57.4 

percent— and by 2000, nearly a third of these new immigrant settlers 

 were residing outside of locations that  were the historic gateway settle-

ment states and moving into places with little history of immigrant set-

tlement (Singer 2004: 3).6 This shift in settlement gave rise to new immi-

grant gateways that experienced growth rates of more than double the 

national average. These new gateways included states such as Colorado, 

Georgia, Nevada, and North Carolina, as well as a number of large met-

ropolitan areas, including Washington, DC, Atlanta, and Denver (Singer 

2004: 9– 10). Most notably, by 2000 immigrants in these newly emerging 

gateways  were much more likely to settle in suburbs rather than in cities 

(Singer 2004: 11).

These demographic changes  were in part the outcome of the Immi-

gration Reform and Control Act (IRCA), which facilitated the changing 

social and cultural landscape of Kennett Square. It provided amnesty 

and legal residency for previously undocumented laborers, primarily 

Mexican nationals, throughout the United States, allowing former cyclical 

migrants to settle permanently in the United States (Durand, Massey, 

and Charvet 2000; Hernández- León and Zúñiga 2000; Massey, Durand, 

and Malone 2002; Durand, Massey, and Capoferro 2005). Although the 
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numbers of legal immigrants who  were moving into nontraditional set-

tlement areas began to rise in the early 1980s, the total number of immi-

grants living in new destinations increased signifi cantly immediately 

after the passage of IRCA in 1986, peaking at 25 percent in the late 1980s 

and then falling back to 12 percent by 1992 (Massey, Durand, and Malone 

2002: 127).

The IRCA was not the only event that shaped the changing migra-

tion and settlement patterns in the United States. Increased border se-

curity in Texas and California ultimately encouraged migrants to stay 

longer in the United States. Similarly, a rise in anti- immigrant sentiment 

in California, culminating in the passage of Proposition 187,7 also con-

tributed to the establishment of Mexican communities outside the his-

toric gateway states along the U.S.- Mexico borderlands (Massey, Du-

rand, and Malone 2002).

The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) went into effect 

in 1994. It promoted the integration of the capital markets of the United 

States and Mexico and thus lowered barriers to the movement of goods, 

capital, ser vices, and information, but the agreement excluded provi-

sions for labor. NAFTA was expected to create new jobs in Mexico to 

decrease undocumented immigration to the United States. These ex-

pectations  were never realized, however (Andreas 1998, 2000; Fernández- 

Kelly and Massey 2007). In the never- ending pursuit of cheap labor, 

many of the post- NAFTA U.S.- owned factories in Mexico  were shuttered 

as operations  were relocated in China or other Latin American coun-

tries. The deregulation of Mexican agriculture and competition from the 

United States and Canada also forced many Mexican peasants out 

of  agriculture (Fernández- Kelly and Massey 2007). The net effect of 

NAFTA’s economic integration neither decreased the number of dis-

placed Mexican workers nor reduced entry of unauthorized immigrants 

from Mexico into the United States.

In Kennett Square, most of the pioneer settlers who participated in 

this study said that they decided to move their families to Pennsylvania 

after receiving amnesty, but changes in local economic and labor needs 

also facilitated this pro cess. For instance, the early 1990s saw an expan-

sion of suburban developments throughout Chester County and in-
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creased the labor needs in construction and landscaping. These new 

jobs fueled Mexican settlement in Kennett Square from the mid- 1990s 

onward. In other parts of the United States, the increased demand for 

domestic assistance (i.e.,  house keeping and child care) created a labor 

market for immigrant women and also promoted a more diverse settle-

ment pattern (Hernández- León and Zúñiga 2000; Hondagneu- Sotelo 

2001; Zúñiga and Hernández- León 2005). Whereas it was rare in Kennett 

Square for Mexican women to take domestic  house cleaning jobs, women 

 were more often engaged in informal child care in their homes, working 

for other Mexican women who  were employed outside the home. The 

few Mexican women working outside the home  were most often em-

ployed as cooks or waitstaff in local restaurants, and some women also 

worked at a Kennett Square mushroom packing plant.8

As locations of settlement, Kennett Square and other new destinations 

have had limited or no prior history of a Mexican presence. As such, they 

do not provide the long- standing social and po liti cal support networks 

that are common in the borderlands. New destinations are also unique 

in that the longer- term citizen residents are facing a variety of unex-

pected challenges, such as providing bilingual education and culturally 

appropriate health- care ser vices, as their communities grow. The changes 

that accompany growth are often fraught with controversy as the very 

character of local identity shifts along with the population.

Since the mid- 1990s, new destinations have often been at the center of 

immigration debates, most notably where citizens or ga nize against im-

migrants in an attempt to “take back” their communities through the 

enactment of local ordinances (Bono 2007; Ludden 2007; Osterling and 

McClure 2008; Walker 2008). Anti- immigrant actions have included a 

range of activities, including the creation of zoning laws that redefi ne 

who can live together in a legal  house hold and enactment of ordi-

nances that enable local law enforcement to arrest suspected undocu-

mented immigrants and remove them from the community. Some cases 

have also included open harassment of immigrants (Osterling and Mc-

Clure 2008). Such local responses are frequently characterized as reac-

tions to the failure of federal immigration policy, but they are also fun-

damentally battles about who belongs to the community and the local 
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sense of place. Understanding the dynamics of new destinations is es-

sential to understanding issues of contemporary immigration debate be-

cause these communities have become some of the most vocal and infl u-

ential players in immigration politics.

Among in- depth examinations of new destinations (Lamphere 1992; 

Fink 2003; Hirsch 2003; Millard, Chapa, and Burillo 2004; Smith 2006; 

Jones 2008),9 Beyond the Borderlands offers a distinct approach to U.S.- 

Mexico migration studies because it provides an in- depth examination 

of the perspectives and infl uence of both the English- speaking commu-

nity in the United States and the non- migrating Mexicans in the sending 

community. This combined approach has uncovered distinct insights 

into the evolving cultural practices of U.S.- born residents and Mexi-

cans in the early years of the formation of the new destination. It also 

points to the important infl uence of the U.S. citizen population on mi-

grants’ perceptions of belonging and exclusion in the newly emerging 

multiethnic community.

In 1995 when I set out to document everyday life for Mexican families 

settling in Kennett Square, I quickly found that I could not fully under-

stand these events unless I was willing to pay attention to the role of 

the English- speaking majority in shaping Mexican experiences of em-

placement and belonging. My work quickly expanded from a study of 

a settlement enclave to one about the relationships between the English- 

speaking majority and Mexican settlers. Beyond the Borderlands examines 

the English- speaking majority’s responses to Mexican settlement, which 

at times seemed paradoxical and contradictory. Although there  were 

overt strategies that appeared to incorporate Mexican families in the 

community, it was clear that a number of unspoken rules governed who 

did and did not belong in Kennett Square and that these rules clearly 

favored the English- speaking majority and marginalized Mexican fami-

lies struggling to fi nd their place in the community.

Accessing the immigrant community in Kennett Square, however, 

was not a simple pro cess. In late 1995, I discovered a nonprofi t migrant 

health clinic and a social ser vice agency, Project Salud and La Comuni-

dad Hispana, respectively. These agencies served as my fi rst introduction 

to the Mexican community, and they  were recognized among Mexican 
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settlers as the places to go when in need of health care and social ser-

vices or to fi nd help negotiating the complex cultural landscape that was 

Kennett Square. Drawing upon the resources of La Comunidad Hispana 

and Project Salud, I was also able to collect essential information about 

Mexicans who  were settling in Kennett Square. The agencies collected 

demographic data on their client population, including where they  were 

from in Mexico, the average age and family size, and where they  were liv-

ing in Kennett Square.

The fall of 1995 was a tense time in Kennett Square, as it was the peak 

of racial and ethnic tension between Mexicans and their English- 

speaking neighbors. Since April 1993, when mushroom workers at Kaolin 

Mushroom Farms went on strike and demanded better wages and work-

ing conditions, there had been a noticeable tension in the community.10 

The strike marked the fi rst time that Mexican workers demonstrated 

that they  were no longer the accommodating and often invisible work-

force that farm own ers and townspeople had previously known.11 After 

the strike, small protests erupted from the English- speaking commu-

nity. Though most of these  were largely nonviolent social protests, they 

offended and alienated many of the town’s Mexican population.

These tensions made my early years in the fi eld challenging. I found 

that many in the English- speaking community  were suspicious of my 

work and my position as an outsider who they feared might unfairly 

judge their community, and some Mexican settlers  were reluctant to speak 

with an unfamiliar gringa who wanted to know so many details of their 

lives and experiences. To overcome these barriers, I drew upon my pre-

vious career experience as a registered nurse and volunteered at Project 

Salud. In the pro cess of vaccinating children, completing paperwork, 

and translating for physicians, I became a familiar face to the Mexican 

community. The administrator and staff of Project Salud had positive 

and long- standing relationships with mushroom farm own ers and Ken-

nett townspeople, and the clinic’s willingness to support my research 

was perhaps one of my greatest resources in the fi eld, as it allowed me to 

fi nd my own place in this dynamic community.

As I observed Mexican families in their settlement efforts, I realized 

that many families  were also maintaining homes and continuing to build 
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relationships in Textitlán. In 1999, I joined families returning to Textitlán 

for the fi esta season, and I discovered a startling aspect of their lives 

in their natal home: as a group, migrants’ and settlers’ position in Textit-

lán was tenuous and returning families engaged in signifi cant efforts to 

maintain their place there. I had expected the opposite, that homecomings 

would be a welcome reprieve from their efforts to emplace themselves in 

Pennsylvania. My early observations of life in Textitlán revealed that the 

non- migrating community often viewed these men and women as defec-

tors of a sort. They  were envied for their successes but also criticized for 

“abandoning” their home community to work in the United States.12 In 

short, although Mexicans living in Kennett Square  were maintaining ties 

to both communities, they  were doing so only with great effort.

m e x i c a n  s e t t l e m e n t  a n d  t h e  r e n e g o t i a t i o n 
o f  p l a c e  a n d  b e l o n g i n g

My examination of Mexican migration and settlement focuses on the 

transformation of sense of place in Kennett Square and Textitlán. In both 

ethnographic contexts, I examine the mobile population of Textitlanecos 

and their relationships with their non- migrating neighbors in Mexico 

and the native- born population in the United States. My premise is that 

sense of place develops as newcomers move into (or out of) a place and is 

dependent on the types and quality of relationships that they build and 

maintain in the places where they live (Cresswell 1996; Mulgan 2009).

Place is “space made culturally meaningful”; it is the lived context for 

all human activity and cultural pro cesses (Low 1994: 66). Examinations 

of sense of place include an assessment of lived experiences and the dis-

tinctive characteristics that are associated with place identities. It also 

references the subjective and emotional attachments that people associ-

ate with a place (Agnew 1987). More important, sense of place considers 

how humans shape the places they inhabit and how places similarly in-

fl uence human social interactions and cultural pro cesses (Cresswell 

2004).13 Places are intimately experienced, and the sense of place is often 

described as feeling rooted, attached, or belonging to a place (Tuan 1974, 
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1977). It is broader than an emotional and cognitive experience, however. 

Sense of place includes, and emerges from, cultural beliefs and practices 

that are embedded within par tic u lar places (Merrifi eld 1993; Basso 1996; 

Low 2000).

Sense of place also recognizes that locales are not necessarily limited 

by the physical world but can be bounded cognitively through percep-

tions of belonging and exclusion. These sensate boundaries constitute 

what folklorist Kent Ryden has termed the “invisible landscape,” which 

he argues is mapped through the exploration of vernacular cultural prac-

tices and narrative traditions (1993). Emplacement and belonging are part 

of this invisible landscape, but in a new destination the invisible land-

scape is also problematic because immigrants often engage in a sense of 

belonging that is not limited to one place and is produced through mem-

ories as well as the adaptation of cultural practices that  were common in 

the homeland.14

Fundamental to the sense of place are the feelings of belonging that 

Mexicans and long- term residents in Mexico and the United States as-

sociate with the places they call home. Belonging is a basic human need 

(Baumeister and Leary 1995; Young, Russell, and Powers 2004; Mulgan 

2007, 2009), but it is not a naturalized state; rather, it is socially constructed 

and negotiated. It is a pro cess through which “people refl exively judge 

the suitability of a given site as appropriate given their social trajectory 

and their position in other fi elds” of experience (Savage, Bagnall, and 

Longhurst 2005: 12). In new destinations, issues of belonging become a 

twofold challenge. Local social contexts shift with the introduction of 

the new population, making new destinations “new” for newcomers 

and longer- term residents alike. New residents understandably struggle 

to belong, but the same can be true for those who have lived their entire 

lives in what has become the new destination. In many instances, longer- 

term residents experience a type of localized displacement, a feeling that 

their “home” is no longer a familiar and predictable place, thus making it 

diffi cult to embrace the changes taking place around them.15 Kennett 

Square’s longer- term residents reacted to the changes in their commu-

nity with a sense of privilege. Because they  were “here fi rst,” they fre-

quently assumed that their residential longevity justifi ed local divisions 
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of power and the subordinate position of Mexican settlers. As a group 

they dominated social relations, controlled local resources, and deter-

mined which residents would have access to various places in town and 

the circumstances of that access.

It is in this context that Kennett Square’s longer- term population en-

acted a variety of spatial practices that  were employed to manage and 

limit Mexican settlers in their attempts to shape the local sense of place. 

Spatial practice refers to space that is appropriated and inhabited by 

people and institutions though quotidian practices, behaviors, and activi-

ties (Lefebvre 1991: 8; Merrifi eld 1993; Cleaveland and Pierson 2009). Ex-

amining spatial practice forces a recognition that sense of place emerges 

and is shaped by the structure and hierarchy of social relations (Soja 

1989; Lefebvre 1991; Massey 2005). It includes the privileging of some ac-

cording to social class, educational attainment, and facility with the En-

glish language and the subordination of others who lack these attributes. 

In the chapters that follow, I analyze spatial practices in order to reveal 

the mechanism of privilege operating within the dominant population in 

the development of sense of place in Kennett Square and Textitlán and to 

demonstrate how Mexican settlers contest these arrangements through 

narrative and cultural practices (Scott 1990; Lefebvre 1991).

New destinations such as Kennett Square offer an exceptional oppor-

tunity to see how events and practices shape the development of sense 

of place. By adopting this approach, Beyond the Borderlands addresses 

one of the limitations associated with many sense of place studies: rep-

resenting “place” as a homogeneous local community while at the same 

time de- emphasizing the pathways through which sense of place devel-

ops. Too often sense of place studies emphasize “memory, stasis, and 

nostalgia,” and relegate place to “an essentialist concept which held 

within it the temptation of relapsing into past traditions, of sinking back 

into (what was interpreted as) the comfort of Being instead of forging 

ahead with the (assumed progressive) project of Becoming” (Massey 1994: 

119).16 These interpretations emphasize place stability and minimize 

place- making as a pro cess, and at the same time they assume a core local 

identity that is constant and has a long- term historical presence. Even 

more problematic is the idea that there can be only one sense of place 
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and that all members of a community experience place equally (Massey 

1993: 65; Massey 2005).17

Folklorists often take one of two perspectives in their analyses of place: 

drawing on narrative studies, they reconstruct a sense of place that is 

rooted in the past and is frequently characterized as threatened by a social 

or economic transformation.18 They have also analyzed narrative accounts 

to reconstitute a present- day sense of place that appears to be stable or 

unchanging. In both instances, these sense of place studies celebrate place 

stability rather than examine how, and under what circumstances, sense 

of place emerges and transforms. One reason for this is that folklorists’ 

work emphasizes the emic perspective of their in for mants, who in some 

cases have already constructed an idea of place stability. Thus the folklor-

ist reconstitutes the sense of place as it is interpreted by his or her in for-

mants: bounded or isolated, unchanging, and rooted in the past.19 This is 

exactly what I encountered when I began working with Kennett Square’s 

English- speaking population.20 Although I document the sense of place 

that was described by the English- speaking majority, I also argue that this 

account of sense of place largely ignores local power relationships and 

minimizes the fact that residents always actively construct places and 

local environments that are continually transforming.

Folklorists are not alone in the tendency to emphasize place stability. 

Doreen Massey’s aforementioned comments on the problematics of place 

are an assessment of the work of human geographers, a critique reiter-

ated by others in her fi eld (Pred 1984). The classical texts of anthropology 

are also sometimes “cited to justify pop u lar conceptions of place homolo-

gous with ideas of boundedness, homogeneity, and exclusion” (McKay 

2006a: 198). Similarly, Gupta and Ferguson’s (1992, 1997) work on the poli-

tics of difference critiques the study of space and place in anthropology, 

particularly those studies that assume that the “distinctiveness of societ-

ies, nations and cultures [is] . . .  based upon a seemingly unproblematic 

division of space, on the fact that they occupy ‘naturally’ discontinuous 

spaces” (1992: 6).

Sense of place is the product of ongoing negotiations, and as such, 

when it is assumed that places are stable, it effectively diminishes the 

role of power relations and the ways in which confl ict, hierarchies, and 
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exclusion are created and maintained. In new destinations, it is common 

for longer- term residents to accuse newcomers of changing their commu-

nities, often for the worse.21 In these instances, concerns about community 

change are drawn upon to create discourses of local identity and history 

that establish who belongs and to legitimize the exclusion of immigrants 

(Harvey 1996).

Newcomers are likely to meet different types of welcome, or opposi-

tion, to their arrival depending on how they fi t into the accepted ideas of 

local identity. These responses are mediated by established residents 

and community leaders and their perception of the newcomers and 

include their preconceived ideas of who the newcomers are as a group, 

how new arrivals will transform the community, and how they wish to 

enact their position as longer- term residents to shape the identity and 

direction of the community. Recently settled migrants, for instance, 

might be characterized as a threat to the local sense of place (Lattanzi 

Shutika 2005) or as a local asset that can revitalize a community (Grey 

and Woodrick 2005; Hernández- León and Zúñiga 2005), or they may be 

met with ambivalence (Rich and Miranda 2005; Lattanzi Shutika 2008). It 

is also possible that settlers can provoke all three responses, at different 

times, in the same community.22

David Harvey (1996) posits that place and its interpretations become 

more signifi cant in the context of expanding global market forces as they 

reshape perceptions of space and time, and they have distinct bearings 

on local power structures. Resisting the taken- for- granted notion that 

mobile capital and expanded mass communication necessarily render 

places less distinct or that sense of place is less important to human ex-

perience (see Meyrowitz 1985), Harvey argues that places are actually 

more signifi cant in the context of globalization. This is because even as 

the globalized world may seem smaller and less distinct, people are more 

likely to think about their place in the world and have a greater apprecia-

tion of the places where they live and work. The restructuring of spatial 

relations through globalization certainly poses par tic u lar challenges to 

places, but it neither destroys them nor lessens their signifi cance.

Instead, expanding global markets compel residents to see their place 

as actively competing with other places for mobile capital, making resi-
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dents become more aware, and often concerned, about what their place 

can offer. They are also more likely to have a heightened focus on what 

makes their place exceptional: who lives there, how residents affect the 

appearance and quality of the community, and how local resources might 

be engaged to attract outside business and investment. Concomitantly, 

residents are likely to become hostile or defensive toward people and 

events that are viewed as a threat to the distinctiveness of their place 

(Harvey 1996).23

In Kennett Square, the introduction of a rapidly growing Mexican 

population forced longer- term residents to take stock of their commu-

nity. When Mexican settlers  were few in number and largely invisible, 

their presence caused little concern for the English- speaking majority. 

When the population expanded to the point where their presence was 

obvious and they began to reshape the sense of place, many in the ma-

jority population expressed concern that Mexicans would diminish, or 

perhaps destroy, their historic community.

c r e a t i n g  a n d  m a i n t a i n i n g 
a  s e n s e  o f  b e l o n g i n g

The sense of belonging is constituted through shared meanings and a 

sense of social alliance between people and the places where they reside: 

it does not necessarily reference a geographic location but can include 

places that are physical, virtual, or imagined. A sense of belonging en-

ables people to feel like they belong to a place, which in turn allows them 

to rely on cultural practices to establish and maintain social, po liti cal, 

and economic relationships. The development of the sense of belonging 

is the result of the activities that people employ to emplace themselves in 

new and everyday situations; it is a pro cess that consists of multiple strat-

egies that newcomers draw upon to develop relationships and form so-

cial networks. These social networks in turn promote cultural expression 

and social support. Drawing on a framework of emplacement and be-

longing, we can consider Mexican settlers’ relationships to one another, 

to the citizen community in the United States, and to their homeland. It 
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redirects attention from internal, bounded local pro cesses to the con-

struction sense of place as a multifaceted dynamic pro cesses that ac-

knowledges that there is no solitary place identity but rather a multi-

plicity thereof, and that boundaries between places are constructed and 

maintained through social pro cesses that are the product of human con-

struction and not natural features of the social or physical environment.

Though this study explores the Mexican experience of immigration 

in order to illustrate the pro cess of immigrant incorporation, it is impor-

tant to recognize that the emplacement and belonging experience is not 

exclusively the project of the newly arrived immigrant; it is a shared pro-

cess between newcomers and longer- term residents, and it reveals how 

local populations are simultaneously transformed as migrant settlers 

establish themselves in the community and become part of it. Indeed, 

anyone experiencing a recent move to a new place can feel a sense of 

displacement while adjusting to and fi tting into the new locale. Belong-

ing can be distinguished from pop u lar notions of assimilation, a pro cess 

associated with transformation and shedding one’s cultural heritage; 

assimilation is often expected of immigrants as a condition of belonging 

to a local community or to claim a legitimate place in American soci-

ety.24 Belonging, in contrast, is constituted through human connections 

to the places one inhabits and is infl uenced by the newcomer as well as 

his or her longer- term neighbors and their shared experiences (Buonfi no 

and Thompson 2007; Mulgan 2007, 2009).25

Living in the suburbs of Washington, DC, I have observed some of 

my neighbors, particularly military families, exhibit an impressive abil-

ity to situate themselves and establish a sense of belonging. Military 

families stationed  here are regularly uprooted (typically every two to 

three years), so in order to feel at home and survive the emotional up-

heaval that accompanies frequent moves, they must learn to engage each 

new place and establish connections quickly. When my friend Kelly Wal-

lace, the wife of a career Army offi cer, moved back to Virginia she ex-

plained, “When we move in, I unpack and get everything set up [in the 

 house] right away.  We’ve done it so often that I can typically get my 

 house set up in two weeks; then we start to get involved with our neigh-

borhood, the school.”
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In everyday life, people actively engage one another to confi rm and 

reaffi rm their sense of belonging in ways that are often unnoticed. In-

deed, our consciousness of our efforts to belong all but disappears in 

many everyday situations. It is the unanticipated transgression of belong-

ing, for instance, recognizing a person who is seemingly in the wrong 

place, adjusting to living in a different town, or feeling out of place when 

living in a new apartment after a divorce, that forces our recognition of 

not belonging and how we work to adapt to our surroundings. This is 

sometimes the case in neighborhoods where many of the homes are 

rental properties. When people are constantly coming and going, con-

cerns about belonging are often minimized or put off for the time when 

life is more “permanent.”

The social practices that encompass the sense of belonging include 

initiation rituals and ceremonies that mark rites of passage. Belonging 

can be expressed through institutional structures, such as the obser-

vance of the Roman Catholic sacraments throughout the life cycle. It also 

includes informal behaviors that are not mandated but nevertheless ex-

pected if one is to maintain ties to the people and places where one lives. 

Activities such as maintaining regular contact with friends and neigh-

bors, attending company picnics, joining the school P.T.O., and otherwise 

keeping up with one’s social “obligations” are in themselves essential to 

maintaining a sense of belonging to one’s neighborhood or group.

b e l o n g i n g  a n d  t h e  t r a n s l o c a l

When I entered Kennett Square for the fi rst time it was immediately 

obvious that the town was in the midst of a transition. The sense of place 

had become unpredictable as English- speaking and Mexican residents 

sought new ways to interpret their community. As Mexicans settled in 

greater numbers, it seemed that the community was changing dramati-

cally; it was also apparent that neither group could rely on old assump-

tions regarding how to interact with its neighbors.

One might assume that the effort involved with developing a sense 

of belonging after a move would ensure that it could rarely be produced 
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in more than one place. Certainly, once one has moved from one com-

munity to another it is rare to maintain deep or signifi cant connections 

with the majority of people who have been left behind. Yet many of the 

Mexican families in Kennett Square that I observed  were engaged in 

a form of multilocal belonging: the pro cess of immersing themselves in 

and maintaining ties to Kennett Square and their natal community 

simultaneously. For this reason, Textitlán cannot be characterized as 

simply a migrant “sending” community, because it continues to fi gure 

prominently in the day- to- day lives of Mexicans who have settled in 

Kennett Square, and it is in many ways the center of Mexican life. Many 

Mexican families return, as often as possible, to visit their families and 

friends. However, Mexican settlers still consider Textitlán home, not 

simply a place to visit. These families often maintain  houses in Textit-

lán, and they regularly return to participate in the social and spiritual 

life of the village, even as they actively build their lives in Kennett 

Square.

In this respect, the ongoing connections between Kennett Square and 

Textitlán can be characterized as creating a transnational community, 

that is, a group of people for whom everyday life centers on the simulta-

neous engagement in the social life of two places. Kennett Square and 

Textitlán constitute a type of “transnational social space” (Basch, Glick 

Schiller, and Szanton Blanc 1994; Pries 1999; Faist and Ozveren 2004; Smith 

2006), but I do not use the term “transmigrant” to identify these men 

and women in the conventional sense. The terms “transnational” and 

“transmigrant” carry specifi c associations and meanings about the na-

ture of social and cultural pro cesses within immigrant populations, and 

many of these are not refl ective of this par tic u lar group (see Glick Schil-

ler, Basch, and Szanton 1992 and Rouse 1992 for a review of the more 

common defi nitions of “transnationalism” and “transmigrant”). For in-

stance, most studies defi ne transmigrants as a group of people that self- 

identifi es as a single community that lives in two distinct places.26 This 

is clearly not the case in Textitlán or Kennett Square. Textitlán is a large 

township with an eco nom ical ly and socially diverse population of forty- 

eight thousand, of which over half of the adult population has elected 

to migrate to the United States at least one time for work.27 Similarly, 
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Kennett Square’s Mexican population, although largely from Textitlán, 

has also attracted small numbers of Mexicans from San Miguel Arcán-

gel,28 several other townships that are adjacent to Textitlán, and a small 

number from Toluca, located in the state of Mexico.29

The connections that Mexican settlers maintain within Textitlán and 

Kennett Square are also much more fragile than those typically described 

in the scholarship on transnational communities; the experiences on the 

ground in Kennett Square and Textitlán reveal a complex expression of 

binational existence that does not easily fi t into the conventional under-

standing of transnational pro cesses. In neither Kennett Square nor Tex-

titlán can these men and women rest on the assumption that they have a 

taken- for- granted place or that they truly belong. In this respect, Beyond 
the Borderlands stands apart from other binational studies of Mexican 

migration in that it highlights the precarious situation of these men and 

women as they maintain their connections in two places. The Mexican 

settlers in Kennett Square are in a sense transmigrants based on the fact 

that their lives are a series of journeys between two locales, but at the 

same time, lived experiences and cultural practices common in Kennett 

Square and Textitlán have evolved into a distinct binational existence 

(Hirsch 2003; Smith 2006). Their experiences in Mexico and the United 

States are also shaped largely in the context of each community’s local 

milieu; this book explores their efforts to belong to two distinct, but 

deeply connected, places.

Textitlán and Kennett Square do not form a conventional transnational 

social space, but instead form one that can more accurately be described 

as translocal: a local- to- local spatial dynamic (Ma 2002). Translocal places 

are those whose social relations and local communities have been re-

shaped through transnational dynamics (Conradson and McKay 2007). I 

use the term “translocal” to acknowledge that the local is an important 

ongoing source of meaning and identity for Mexican settlers, that mi-

grants form multifaceted connections that link them to Kennett Square 

and Textitlán in distinct and complex ways and as a result generate a set 

of discursive and spatial practices that can reconfi gure and transform 

the cultural landscape and power relations in both locales (Mandaville 

1999; McKay 2006b).
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In order to uncover the translocal pro cesses of emplacement and be-

longing, this study examines the migration sending and receiving com-

munities, Textitlán and Kennett Square, as coequals. There  were multiple 

benefi ts of conducting this study in these communities. Fieldwork in 

both locations provided ethnographically informed insights to Mexican 

life across borders. The multisite approach also provided access to a 

broader range of cultural practices: I was able to witness settlers recon-

stitute their lives in both cultural fi elds and in a variety of social con-

texts. Beyond the Borderlands explores three questions about the nature of 

belonging and sense of place in the context of Mexican settlement: How 

is belonging, particularly multilocal belonging, produced through daily 

experiences? How is sense of place structured through spatial practices 

during settlement in new destinations as well as sending communities? 

How are ideas about belonging utilized at par tic u lar moments to explic-

itly establish collective identities or to legitimize claims to territory?

f i e l d  s i t e s

Kennett Square: The Mushroom Capital

The fi rst time I drove into Kennett Square in October 1995, I was looking 

for Mexicans. I wanted to begin an ethnographic study of the effects of 

migration on family life, and my friend Dona, a lifelong Philadelphian, 

had told me there was a Mexican migrant community in nearby Kennett 

Square.30 Dona explained that Kennett Square was locally known as the 

“Mushroom Capital of the World,” and the industry depended on Mexi-

can labor. I decided to drive to Kennett one rainy afternoon, but as I 

surveyed the town I found no indication of a Mexican presence. There 

 were no Mexican restaurants or grocery stores, and I did not see anyone 

who was identifi ably Mexican on the streets. What I did fi nd was a 

quaint rural town, one obviously wealthy and well maintained. I had no 

trouble fi nding indications of the local mushroom industry, however, 

including a prominent mushroom museum along U.S. Route 1. There 

 were images of mushrooms just about everywhere, but there  were no 

signs of, or allusions to, how the mushrooms  were harvested and by 


