
RACE AND IDENTITY IN RURAL AMERICA:
WRITING LIVES
In the tapestry of American history, rural communities have often been
overlooked, their stories untold and their experiences obscured. Yet, within
these seemingly isolated pockets of the nation, vibrant and diverse lives
have been lived, shaped by the unique interplay of race, identity, and the
rural landscape. This essay explores the complex and multifaceted
narratives of race and identity in rural America, drawing from the rich
literary tradition that has emerged from these often-forgotten places.

The Weight of History

The history of race in rural America is a somber and often painful one.
From the forced displacement of Native American tribes to the legacy of
slavery and Jim Crow segregation, rural communities have borne the brunt
of systemic racism and discrimination. These histories have left an
enduring mark on the lives of rural Americans, shaping their experiences of
identity and belonging.
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In her powerful memoir, The Fire Next Time, James Baldwin writes about
the suffocating weight of racism in the rural South of his childhood. He
recounts the fear and anger that permeated his community, as well as the
resilience and determination of its people. Baldwin's words capture the
deep-seated racial tensions that continue to simmer in many rural areas
today.

Finding Identity in Isolation

The isolation of rural life can both hinder and facilitate the development of
individual and collective identities. On the one hand, the lack of diversity
and exposure to different cultures can lead to a narrow and limited sense of
self. On the other hand, the close-knit nature of rural communities can
provide a sense of belonging and shared experience that shapes a distinct
identity.

In her novel The Bluest Eye, Toni Morrison explores the devastating effects
of racism on the self-esteem and identity of a young black girl in a rural
Ohio town. Pecola Breedlove's tragic story highlights the corrosive power of
white supremacy and the internalized racism that can result from living in a
society that devalues blackness.

The Power of Storytelling

In the face of adversity, rural Americans have turned to storytelling as a
way to preserve their histories, celebrate their cultures, and challenge
dominant narratives. From oral traditions passed down through generations
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to contemporary written works, these stories offer a glimpse into the
complexities of racial and ethnic experiences in rural America.

The writings of Native American authors such as Louise Erdrich and
Sherman Alexie provide a powerful and evocative portrayal of the
challenges and triumphs of Native communities in rural America. Their
stories explore the themes of identity, displacement, and the resilience of
the human spirit.

Contemporary Perspectives

In recent years, there has been a growing body of literature by rural
Americans of color that challenges traditional stereotypes and offers fresh
perspectives on race and identity. These writers explore the complexities of
living in a rapidly changing rural landscape, where traditional ways of life
intersect with new challenges and opportunities.

In her novel The Nickel Boys, Colson Whitehead tells the harrowing story of
two black boys who are wrongfully incarcerated in a brutal reform school in
rural Florida. Whitehead's novel exposes the systemic racism and violence
that continue to plague rural communities in the 21st century.

A Call for Recognition

The stories of race and identity in rural America deserve to be heard,
recognized, and celebrated. These narratives provide a valuable and often
overlooked perspective on the American experience. By amplifying the
voices of rural Americans of color, we can deepen our understanding of the
complexities of race and identity in the United States.



Through literature, education, and community engagement, we can work to
bridge the gap between rural and urban America and create a more
inclusive and just society for all.

Additional Resources:

The Complicated History of Race in Rural America

Rural America's Race Problem

Race in Rural America: The Voters Trump Left Behind
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A young woman sitting in a field, reading a book.

A group of children playing in a rural setting.
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