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The Community Investigation Paper: Sense of Community and the 
Latino Community of Lawrence, MA 
When I think about "These are my people!" I'm thinking of my Latino neighbors and friends in Lawrence. Lawrence is considered a small city, and it is about 30 miles north of Boston. And while it's true that we do have some in-fighting among us, our sense of community is strong. If you ask most of us, I think we'd say that we are Latinos in Lawrence, and then we'd also say that we are Dominican or Puerto Rican, or Guatemalan, Salvadoran, Mexican, or Colombian or something else that is specific to the country our families came from. Puerto Ricans were the first Latinos to move into Lawrence in large numbers, and they are still a big subgroup, but almost half the whole city is Dominican now. 
In Lawrence, food is like memory. On hot summer days, piragua carts remind our parents of their childhoods in the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico. And the restaurants we go to are gathering places year-round. Pollo Tipico has a particular way of cooking rotisserie chicken and arroz con gandules that are perfect for Sunday afternoons in my family. Raices is another local Latino restaurant (more for Puerto Ricans) and they bring it with pasteles and mofongo. These places are important to us.
Almost 200 years ago, someone named Daniel Saunders bought this land that's along the Merrimack River. He wanted the resources because waterpower rights were very valuable (Lawrence History Center, n.d.). And the mills used the river for power to make textiles. 
Lawrence is known as the "Immigrant City" and my community is the immigrants in Immigrant City! The mills were where it was at because in the late 1800s, the mills gave jobs and homes to waves of immigrants looking for work and a place to live. After Irish, Italian, and other European immigrants came, Puerto Ricans and Dominicans arrived in large numbers in the 1980s.
Lawrence has a population of about 90,000 people today and is over 80% Latino. Lawrence is full of creative and lively youth who are proud of their roots and who try to make a name for themselves despite all the negatives we face as a community, including the unfavorable image that outsiders tend to have of our beloved community. It feels like it is a really small place when you're here. Most people know one another in some way, making it an even closer-knit community. I was born and raised here in Lawrence, so I have a certain bias towards it.
My family goes to Saint Mary of the Assumption Parish, along with several Dominicans I know, although some go to St. John's because they like the mass to be done in Spanish. Before going to college, I had never been outside of my city. Then I went from Lawrence to this upper middle class, predominantly White community in Fairfield, CT. It was definitely the nudge to appreciate my home more! Nobody had even heard of Lawrence there, so I said I was from Boston. I soon realized I didn't need to do that, and repped my city loud and proud. 
There were a couple people who I had met who were from Andover and Lowell and they gave me the look when I said where I was from, as if in disdain. That just made me appreciate Lawrence more because yes, I'm from Lawrence and look at me, thriving in the same place as you. As an insider, you see things from a different perspective than an outsider can see. During times of crisis, we stick together and even on a daily basis, we show massive amounts of love towards one another. 
Hopefully after reading my paper, the reader will realize how much of a family we are here. In the following sections, I apply the McMillan-Chavis model of sense of community to my experience of the Latino community in Lawrence and how they create membership, influence, integration and fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection.
[bookmark: _Hlk207649296]Sense of Community Analysis
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	Boundaries. The boundaries of membership aren't too rigid. Maybe it's just a Lawrencian thing, but for the most part you can identify who fits and who doesn't. We really are a small community, and everyone knows everyone. Usually people end up moving away from Lawrence and nobody seems to really be coming into Lawrence, so we can tell who's new and who's not. Lawrence is divided into North and South. I live in North Lawrence which means I live in the part that is north of the Merrimack River. The river is a geographical boundary that the people have for themselves. 
	I think boundaries have a lot to do with people's attitude. Those who are not from Lawrence have a more negative attitude towards our community, while those who are from here understand each other's struggle and have a more positive attitude. They define the boundaries, often around the names of a cultural marker such as the neighborhood church or literally the name of the hill. 
	In Lawrence, boundaries are drawn not only by geography but also by cultural shorthand. Nobody is going to say they are from Prospect Hill if they're not Latino. Tower Hill and Prospect Hill are historically where immigrants have settled, and for about fifty years that's been Latinos and so these boundaries are actual hills and also symbolic boundaries.
	Common Symbol System. The Lawrence Latino community shares many symbols. I am laughing just thinking about this one symbol. It's the best restaurant to go to when you're hanging with your friends in the middle of the night and probably should be home. It's not even serving Latino food. It's Big and Beefy! This is a favorite fast food place of younger Latinos. It's not a chain restaurant, so I think people are proud to have something be exclusively ours. 
	The other big symbol of membership I can think about is the Ayer Mill clock tower. I'm not sure why it is such a big community symbol, but it has always been an iconic Lawrence landmark. Local photographers have captured great images of it. If you're from Lawrence, you know that tower. The Ayer Mill clock tower is a symbol of Lawrence itself. For Latinos, seeing it in graphics is a reminder of home and membership in this community.
	The mills are definitely a great symbol of Lawrence. It's amazing to know the history and that Lawrence served a great purpose in the Industrial Revolution and the region's economy. 
There are smaller symbols of membership too, like the guys who sell piraguas on the street pushing their carts. They remind the elders of street vendors in Puerto Rico especially, and there are no other cities in Massachusetts where piraguas are sold regularly. And we Latinos do love our flags, so these symbols collectively help us remember who we are and where our people come from
	Emotional Safety. I think people mostly try to support others. In my generation, many use social media to promote their businesses or art and they get a lot of support from others. 
	As far as creating a safe space to speak truthfully, this is without a doubt done here. I don't think anybody is afraid to say what is on their mind when push comes to shove. We back up our community, so I believe most people create and experience that emotional safety. Even when people disagree, we know we are generally safe to be honest with each other. Just come to a neighborhood council meeting and see how we have each other's back. That also shows personal investment, with a commitment to helping Lawrence to be the best it can be. 
	Personal Investment. Perhaps it's due to emotional safety, or maybe it's all pride, but people here feel it is their duty to defend our city. And although I do not agree with gentrification, because it seems to eliminate affordable housing and benefit wealthy investors every time, there have been multiple efforts to create housing for people. People are opening culturally oriented restaurants, and that creates jobs and is an investment in the permanence of Latino culture. Each of these things is an investment that makes people more tied to the city, because they've put a part of themselves into it.
	Lawrence is home to MANY artistic folks, and they are using their art to represent Lawrence in the best way they can. We have kids going to college, making a name for themselves, and coming back to work in Lawrence. People value what they put their effort into, and they put their effort into what they value.
	Sense of Belonging. I feel like most Lawrence people understand each other's struggles, and sense of belonging and relatedness connects back to personal investment. For example, if something happens to one community member then we all feel the effects, like dominos.
	Latinos in Lawrence demonstrate a strong sense of belonging through everyday practices like speaking Spanish at public places. Language affirms shared identity. Spanish is also part of our common symbol system. 
	Visible markers such as the Dominican flag at my house and Puerto Rican flags on other porches are also images of our strong sense of belonging. Even identifying with neighborhoods like Tower Hill or Prospect Hill is about our inclusion in the history of Lawrence through our locality and culture.
	Latinos also pride themselves on hospitality. If someone visits, we go above and beyond to make sure guests feel welcome and treated well. This makes Lawrence a very comfortable place to be for Latinos. That is what I missed when I went away to college, the sense of belonging and warmth of everyday life. It was wild how I could automatically feel like I belonged when I moved back home to Lawrence.
Influence
	Sacrifice. We don't have resources that wealthy communities have, but we make do with what we have, and I think an everyday sacrifice that community members make is the commitment of service, and dedication of our futures. We Gen Z'ers are making sure we have a good future so that we will be able to give back to the people of Lawrence. It's our dream. You wouldn't have to sacrifice a lot to be a part of this community but sacrifice for the greater good feels important. I know several people who have gone off to college and come back to serve the community and help people. Look at our City Council members for that sacrifice. It's based on love and it's a beautiful thing because even when resources are scarce, our people sacrifice by sharing their resources to help others.
	Lawrence residents also volunteer labor and materials to repair homes of their neighbors, sometimes coordinated through the churches. This sacrifice helps make our community strong for everyone. During the gas explosions in South Lawrence in 2018, 30,000 people had to evacuate. People offered food and space to stay in their homes. Sacrifices show our willingness to prioritize the community's collective well-being over our own personal convenience, and it makes our sense of belonging strong.
	Power and Trust. The people who govern Lawrence try to do their best to make Lawrence a better place. Obviously, the people of Lawrence can voice our concerns. I haven't had the opportunity to attend any other neighborhood council meetings except my own, so I cannot go into detail about what goes on in each, but I know that Lawrence City officials used to be regular residents. I believe they seek elected positions of power to better the community from a resident's standpoint. The Latino community of Lawrence isn't afraid to speak their truth and stand up for what they believe in, so there is a good balance between the individuals and the whole. 
	Back in 2020, a local artist named Jason Reyes met with then-Mayor Dan Rivera to request permission to paint "Black Lives Matter" on a city street, like they had done in Washington DC. Reyes wanted to bring community solidarity to Lawrence with his public art, and to connect our city into the national movement for racial justice. This took confidence that his voice would be heard and valued in civic life. Jasons's approaching the mayor showed trust in local government. And the whole process of organizing people around this shared cause showed the belief that Latinos in Lawrence could literally influence public space. 
	That this was approved by people with elected and formal power showed us that ordinary community members also have power and a voice. This is why we trust our elected officials and see them more like one of us. All of this is evidence of mutual influence in which community members trust their leaders, and leaders trust their community to help define the city's public identity.
Integration and Fulfillment of Needs
	Shared Values. Most of us want better for our community. In recent years, with the events pertaining to police brutality, and COVID, and immigration issues, our community has tried to keep up with the changes. I wrote about the BLM street mural which was one way we manifested the shared value of community solidarity. Some of us (Latinos) are Black, and some are Brown, but we are not White in this country, so our shared value of solidarity extends to any person of color. Everyone I know was so happy about that street mural, because it was a way to express our solidarity values to outsiders. The community also organized numerous peaceful protests to show our solidarity with the movement for Black lives.
	Lawrence is also a city where people are statistically close to poverty, so we empathize with others who struggle. Although it was an ongoing struggle with city officials at times, a group called The Movement Family (TMF) organized a weekly event for the homeless. They offered them food, clothing, detox services, transitional housing, and counseling. This depicts our shared Latino value of hospitality that I mentioned as part of our sense of belonging. They helped tons of people even though the city had said the problem was too big to solve. I feel like solidarity and hospitality are the best of our shared values that build our sense of community.
	There is one more shared value in the Latino Community of Lawrence: we are big on family celebrations. Many residents have family nearby and the get-togethers are massive. There is often celebratory commotion in neighborhoods, especially during summer. Because we have similar cultural backgrounds, even if we do not know the people personally, we will still bring food and dance. Wepa! Hopefully, these examples show that our shared values guide how we meet one another's needs.
	Community Economy. Those block parties require pooling our collective resources. Someone brings a certain dish. Someone else will take care of the music. Someone will provide the yard space. And somebody's abuela has the hookup for folding chairs. There is that level of community economy in which we pool our resources routinely to share celebrations of life.
	A lot of things people trade in Lawrence are nonphysical too. Whether it's baking, cooking, clothes, jewelry…you name it, and someone can do it for you.
	Latinos in Lawrence demonstrate the community economy through our businesses too. Bodegas in Tower Hill and Prospect Hill keep money circulating within the neighborhood economy. They also sell things from our homelands, and these purchases connect us to our home here and to our families there. Many Latino-owned businesses meet both practical and cultural needs. Even when outsiders look down on Lawrence, we still know the strength of our community economy. Bodegas and small businesses keep money here and supply the goods that connect us back to our roots.
Shared Emotional Connection
	Most of us in Lawrence share a common story in which our parents or grandparents came here seeking better opportunities. They did what they could so that we could be where we are, and that shared history motivates us to move ourselves higher in the world and to lift each other up along the way. This community narrative is the heart of our shared emotional connection, and it helps us identify with the community across generations.
	Because Dominican and Puerto Rican culture is so family-oriented, and because a lot of our extended family lives far away, we consider our Latino neighbors to be family too, and we help when someone is in need. Even when it's not technically family, it's family.
	The Latino community is big on church as you probably know, and when I was younger, my favorite part was when everyone turned and hugged their neighbors, a familiar shared ritual that showed how much love was in the space. The regular holidays each year in church also include a lot of rituals that help us to feel connected as we participate together.
	The contact hypothesis is clear when families go to the Lawrence Senior Center for salsa and merengue events, where the grandparents and all the kids dance together and pass on the culture to the next generation. I think the shared valent event hypothesis is apparent at Lawrence High baseball games, when Dominican and Puerto Rican pride blends into one loud Latino family cheer, because baseball is serious. Closure to events happens when someone passes away and neighbors organize the gatherings and fundraisers. We do this so that our grief can become something we carry together, and our memories can be circulated so that our ancestors are remembered forever. These are some of the moments that form the soul of Lawrence and remind me why I am so proud to belong here.
Most Pressing Issues
	In 2012, Boston Magazine called Lawrence the "City of the Damned" and wrote that we were dangerous and hopeless, talking about how crime was soaring, and our schools were failing, and that the government had basically lost control. For those of us who lived here for that mess, it was both insulting and painful because it did not reflect the people we knew or the love we had for our city. I'm still mad about it, because I think our sense of community defines us a lot better than a characterization that we were the "City of the Damned." 
	They didn't write about our resilience though, or about how our sense of community makes us strong and keeps us moving forward. 
	One pressing issue today is definitely still our reputation. Like any city, Lawrence has crime and poverty, but outsiders don't see all the outreach, the scholarships, the cultural wisdom passed down at block parties, the kids succeeding, or the community leaders who come back home because they believe in our people. That "damned" reputation still weighs us down, but it also pushes us to show the world who we really are. I believe that we are blessed, not damned.
	Housing is another major challenge. Families get evicted because rents go up faster than they could keep up with the bills. Still, there are some good initiatives underway that might help with the housing crisis. Island Parkside is a project that gives families a chance to stay in the same neighborhoods where they have built their lives by transforming some abandoned mills into affordable housing. Lawrence CommunityWorks (LCW) is making the housing, and SquashBusters Lawrence is going to create a youth community center in the mills too, which will give kids a place to belong. These efforts don't really make the housing crisis go away, but they do show how our community responds to big problems with big creativity and solidarity.
	As painful as it was for us when Lawrence was called the "City of the Damned," we have come a long way since then. Even with these struggles, I feel proud when I look at how my people respond. Lawrence is not perfect, but it is a place where we fight for each other when necessary and we keep moving forward by always giving a hand and knowing that we rise and fall together. That solidarity is what those old headlines never understood, and it is the reason I would not trade being from Lawrence for anything.
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