Constructing Cosmopolitan Futures Out of Xenophobic Discourses
“The future in my eyes is not very good,” claims a 12-year-old boy, a participant in a study of school and community (dis)connections. “I think we are going to be controlled by foreigners. … It’s scary seeing people of that race.” Across town, an adult member of “that race” wonders aloud, “Whose town is this?” Such questions and tensions are at the heart of the research reported here. This paper attempts to understand how adolescents and adults in uncertain times, against an uncertain landscape, make sense of and perhaps re-imagine themselves, their families, their communities: What cultural, historical and material resources do they draw on to make sense of their pasts, understand the present and imagine a future? Part of a larger project that examines how people negotiate critical transitions within and across sites such as families, peer groups, communities, workplaces, schools, and prisons, this paper focuses on a cross-generational (parent-student) book club organized by teachers in a troubled school district in a small, economically depressed city in the USA’s de-industrialized Northeast. The focal district had been placed under corrective action by the state for failing to meet what the state deems “adequate yearly progress” on language arts assessments. Beyond that, the district had been taken to task by local authorities for seeming to nurture an adversarial relationship with “the community,” variously defined. At the same time, the city itself wrestled with its own (but related) issues: It was (and remains) economically depressed, struggling with ways to make up the loss of a major industry, trying to make sense of shifting demographics that complicate notions of what an economic recovery might look like and who might benefit, and arguing in very public ways about the roles the city’s schools might play in reinventing (or at least reinvigorating) the city. 

The teachers organized the book group in collaboration with one of the city’s performing arts centers – which itself was a symbol, variously interpreted by different factions within the city. The book club participated in shared writing experiences, performances, and exhibitions, all built around a reading of Karen Hesse's novel Out of the Dust. Drawing from critical perspectives on community and place (e.g., Anderson, 1991; Grabil, 2001; Massey, 1994) and from perspectives on cosmopolitanism and the politics of division (e.g., Appiah, 2006; Hochshild, 2016), I examine discourses of displacement, dislocation, relocation and reinvention. The book club’s evolving purposes offer breaths of clean air under a cloud of toxic political discourse. The project’s youth challenge, extend or confirm notions of what a community is and can be. 
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