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Disavowing Politics: C ivic E ngagement in an E ra of Political Skepticism
A BST R A C T
Today, Americans are simultaneously skeptical of and engaged with political life. How does
widespread cynicism affect the culture of civic participation? What are the implications for
democracy? This study synthesizes data from a one-year collective ethnography of seven civic
groups and theoretical work on boundary making, ambiguity, and role distancing. We find
VNHSWLFLVPJHQHUDWHV³GLVDYRZDORIWKHSROLWLFDO´DFXOWXral idiom that allows people to
creatively constitute what they imagine to be appropriate forms of engagement. Disavowal
generates taboos, and we show how distain for conflict and special interests challenges activism
around inequality. Political disavowal both facilitates and constrains civic engagement in an era
of political skepticism.
INTRODUC TION
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, American trust in government plummeted (Dionne
1991; Tolchin 1996; Nye, Zelikow, and King 1997). Simultaneously, citizens withdrew from
political life and shifted the ways in which they participated in civic associations (Skocpol and
Fiorina 1999; Putnam 2000). That moment spurred a flurry of empirical research and theoretical
discussions around the relationship between trust in government, political participation, and the
state of democracy: Do skepticism and withdrawal necessarily compromise democracy? How
would democracy function in the midst of a skeptical populous and disengaged citizenry?
These questions remain highly relevant today. Americans are once again overwhelmingly
skeptical of politics, but this time they are actively engaged in civic life. Voting, campaigning,
and talking about politics on the rise, and new forms of participation²such as online activism²
are emerging. Despite their skepticism, citizens are collectively re-imagining a nation in which
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citizens and the state walk hand in hand.1 According to extant literature, we would expect this
W\SHRI³VNHSWLFDOHQJDJHPHQW´WREHDSHUYHUVHVHOILVKRURWKHUZLVH diminished form of civic
participation, with negative consequences for democratic life.
While the trends of skepticism and participation have been documented and debated with
broad survey data (e.g., Craig 1993; Bennett 1997; Pharr and Putnam 2000; Norris 2011),
sociologists have yet to fully explain how this moment plays out on the ground, and what this
means for American political life. Thus, this study takes up several unanswered questions. First,
what is the culture of political engagement in a moment of skepticism? With what habits,
discourses, or mechanisms do individual citizens and civic groups participate in political life
while remaining distrustful of the political? In particular, how do citizens themselves understand
and explain this form of engagement? Second, what are the consequences of this form of
participation? What are the implications²positive and negative²for democratic life?
Our team of five researchers, from three social science disciplines, conducted
ethnographic research with seven civic organizations and their members over the course of one
year. The fieldsites, all located in Providence, Rhode Island, cut across demographic groups,
organizational forms, political orientations, and approaches to working for change. Despite this
diYHUVLW\DFRPPRQWKHPHHPHUJHGFLWL]HQVHPSOR\DFXOWXUDOLGLRPWKDWZHFDOO³WKH
GLVDYRZDORISROLWLFV´7KH\XVHWKLV³SROLWLFDOGLVDYRZDO´WRUHVROYHWKHWHQVLRQVEHWZHHQWKH
polluted politics they believe actually exist, and the democratic political world they aspire to
FUHDWH'LVDYRZDOVRXQGVOLNHDFKRUXVRI³,DPQRWSROLWLFDO´EXWORRNVOLNHSROLWLFDODFWLRQ,Q
this way, our study explains what survey data have observed: that skepticism and withdrawal do
not necessarily go hand in hand. We also show that, contrary to expectations, disavowal can be

productive RIFLYLFHQJDJHPHQW+RZHYHUGLYRUFLQJWKHFRQFHSWRI³SROLWLFV´IURPWKHHYHU\GD\
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work of active citizenship involves tradeoffs, such as excluding marginalized group, and
minimizing the value of conflict in democratic debate.
We begin this article by reviewing the literature on political skepticism, civic engagement
and democracy. We then move to three concepts from cultural sociology that help us understand
the everyday meanings of the contemporary movement: denegation, pollution, and role
distancing. Next, we turn to data and methods, outlining our method of multi-sited collective
ethnography, and describing our research location and fieldsites. We then describe how
disavowal of the political works to resolve ambiguities presented by the context of broad
skepticism. Our discussion examines the negative consequences of disavowal²that it creates
challenges to activism around inequality²and the conclusion highlights questions raised by the
study and suggestions for future research.
LIT ERA TURE
Skepticism, E ngagement, and Democracy
Today, Americans are overwhelmingly skeptical of political actors and institutions
(ANES 2010; Pew Research Center 2010). +HUH³VNHSWLFDO´LVXVHGWRFDSWXUHDEURad
assortment of negative feelings toward politics, politicians, and the government, such as
disapproval, disaffection, mistrust, and cynicism. It includes the perspective that the current
political could work (but does not), as well as those who believe the system is more
fundamentally broken.
Scholars from various perspectives worry that disaffection can corrode even the most
vibrant of democracies (e.g., Goldfarb 1991; Wuthnow 1994; Calhoun 1998; Bellah et al. 1985;
Wuthnow 1998; Putnam 2000; Skocpol 2003). There are three lines of thinking about why this
would occur. The first is that there is a direct connection between disaffection and
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disengagement: citizens who feel political engagement is futile are less likely to engage at all
(Offe 2006; Keane 2009; Jackson, Mondak, and Huckfeldt 2009). The second is that citizens will
turn to local, community-level concerns that cannot confront the central struggles of democratic
life, such as power imbalances, inequality, and belonging (Calhoun 1998; Herbert 2005). The
third is that citizens will continue to engage politics, but in a way that is selfish, constricted, and
confrontational (Putnam 1996; Macedo 2005; Bellah et al. 1985). An alternative to these
arguments is the notion that in times of distrust, citizens feel motivated by their hopes and
dreams for democracy to participate in public life (Dalton 2004; Norris 2011), and that this
inspired participation can spur unconventional forms of engagement (Inglehart 1990; Cain,
Dalton, and Scarrow 2003).
Analyses of survey data counter the argument that skepticism necessarily leads to
withdrawal from political life, showing that Americans are²in large numbers²participating in
the civic sphere (ANES 2010; Pew Research Center 2010).2 These studies also document
widespread civic and community participation, leaving room for the idea that citizens are also
turning to community level concerns (CNCS 2006). What these data do not tell us are whether or
not the contemporary culture of participation can address the principal problems of social life, if
it is selfish and narrow, or if citizens are motivated to innovate in the civic sphere. These are the
hypotheses examined in our study, from the approach of cultural sociology.
Cultural sociology turns the question of whether Americans doubt their political system
into a question of what that skepticism, cynicism, or apathy actually mean (e.g., Lichterman
1996). This perspective allows us to move from identifying trends to understanding and
explaining those trends. For example, apathy, at face value, may be understood as ambivalence
toward politics. However, cultural sociologists have shown that displays of apathy actually take
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significant work to produce²in this way, apathy is a mechanism that people have developed in
order to preserve faith in democratic ideals in the face of feeling powerless (Eliasoph 1997,
1RUJDDUG ,QWKLVVWXG\ZHGHYHORSWKHFRQFHSWRI³SROLWLFDOGLVDYRZDO´WRDQVZHU
the questions of what skeptical engagement means for democracy.
T heorizing Disavowal of the Political
:HDUJXHWKDWWKH³GLVDYRZDORISROLWLFV´LVDFRPPRQODQJXDJHRIFLYLFOLIH²even if the
PHDQLQJVSHRSOHDWWULEXWHWR³SROLWLFV´DQG³WKHSROLWLFDO´YDU\JUHDWO\7KLVFRQFHSWZKLFK
emerged from our empirical analysis, integrates three theoretical building blocks: disavowal and
denegation as developed in psychoanalytic and Bourdieuian scholarship; boundaries and
symbolic pollution; and identity formation and role distancing.

Disavowal and Denegation
7KHWHUP³GLVDYRZDO´ in its psychoanalytic usage refers to an ambivalent psychic
distancing that is ego-preserving in the face of traumas or taboos (Freud 1959; Bass 2000).
'LVDYRZHGIDFWVDUH³WRRWHUULEOHWRFRQIURQWEXWLPSRVVLEOHWRLJQRUH´DQGDUHWKXVGHDOWZLWK
by a simultaneous knowing and not-knowing (Cohen 2001:25). In sociology, Bourdieu used
disavowal (dénégation WRUHIHUWRWKH³FXOWLYDWHGGLVLQWHUHVWHGQHVV´WKDWGHILQHVDSURIHVVLRQDO
field (Bourdieu and Nice 1980; Bourdieu 1993, 1994, 1996). These fields are defined by the
constant rejection of the very factors that dictate how those fields function. For example, for
artists and art dealers, disavowing the economic aspect of their work is neither a real negation of
WKH³HFRQRPLF´LQWHUHVWVWKDWDOZD\VKDXQWWKHPRVW³GLVLQWHUHVWHG´SUDFWLFHVQRUDVLPSOH
FRQFHDOPHQWRIWKH³PHUFHQDU\DVSHFWVRIWKHSUDFWLFH´ %RXUGLHXDQG1LFH 7KLV
concept of economic disavowal has been extended to rock climbing (Aubel and Ohl 2005), the
Victorian novel (Ruth 2006), and professional economics (Lebaron 1997). In these spaces,
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symbolic interests are set up in opposition to economic LQWHUHVWV$³GLVLQWHUHVWHGLQWHUHVW´LV
produced when professionals, who depend on economic gain from their cultural products, strive
for autonomy from these economic interests (Bourdieu 1994, 1996; see also Ruth 2006). Some
professionals go as far as to use their disavowal of economic interests in order to get ahead in
their fields, the most fundamental objective being financial gain. The disavowal of the political
functions similarly, as citizens work to cultivate a disinterestedness in the political, whilst
actively engaging in politics.

Boundaries and Symbolic Pollution
Cultural sociologists argue that typologies and evaluative frameworks for categorizing
objects, people, and practices play important roles in identity formation (Lamont 2001). In other
words, by clarifying what type of person one is not, a definition is created of who one is (Lamont
and Molnar 2002). Mary Douglas (2002 [1966]) argues that societies create categories of what is
and is not acceptable in order to protect social order. She calls the facts or behaviors that fail to
ILWLQWRWKHVHFDWHJRULHVDV³PDWWHURXWRISODFH´7KLVPDWWHU DOVRUHIHUUHGWRDV³GLUW´RU
³SROOXWLRQ´ LVFRQIXVLQJXQFRPIRUWDEOHDQGDWKUHDWWRFRPPXQLW\YDOXHV,QKHUZRUGVLW
FUHDWHV³DPELJXLWLHV´&RPPXQLWLHVUHVSRQGE\FUHDWLQJWDERRVWRUHLQIRUFHFXOWXUDOFDWHJRULHV
and thus protect social organizatioQ7KLV³V\PEROLFSROOXWLRQ´FDQRSHUDWHHLWKHULQVWUXPHQWDOO\
to guide people to good behavior, or expressively, as analogies for communicating a vision of
good social order. Our concept of disavowal follows this pattern. The simultaneous desire to
have a better democracy and the concomitant disillusionment with democratic politics as they
DFWXDOO\H[LVWJHQHUDWHVDPELJXLWLHV%\FUHDWLQJDQHJDWLYHWDERRDURXQG³SROLWLFV´DQG³EHLQJ
SROLWLFDO´FLWL]HQVDUHQRWRQO\H[SUHVVLQJGLVWDLQIRUSROLWLFV as is but also creating space for an
aspired notion of what democracy could be. 7KLVDVSLUDWLRQDOVSDFHLVRIWHQFDOOHG³FRPPXQLW\´
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RU³FLYLFOLIH´,WLVDSODFHZKHUHWKHVDYRU\HOHPHQWVRIWKHSXEOLFVSKHUH²solidarity, problem
solving, community mindedness, to name a few²come to life. In this way, disavowal is a
cultural mechanism for protecting commonly held democratic ideals from the ambiguities and
FRQWUDGLFWLRQVRISROLWLFVLQSUDFWLFH%\PDNLQJSROLWLFV³EDG´FLYLFVFDQEH³JRRG´

Role Distancing and (Non-) Political Identity
7KHGLVDYRZDORISROLWLFVLVDGLVWDQFLQJRIRQH¶VVHOIIURPSROLWLFVRUWKHSROLWLFDO
KRZHYHULWLVGHILQHG*RIIPDQ¶V  FRQFHSWRI role distancing illuminates how disavowal
creates particular boundaries and identities that enable civic engagement. Role requirements are
a set of expected behaviors that are geared toward maintaining patterned relationships (Coser
1966:180). When community members perform a role that is viewed as contaminated, they
engage in role distancing to foster the impression that they are not attached to the negative
identity associated with that role (Snow and Anderson 1987). In our case, activists disavow
politics to separate themselves from the negative taboos associated with the role of politician or
other political person. We do not assert that this process is necessarily self-conscious or
deliberate, as argued by Snow and Anderson (1987), but instead that it can occur consciously or
unconsciously. This takes place at both the individual and group unit of analysis. Through
political disavowal, civil society actors distinguish themselves from the political sphere, in order
to put forth an identity that is more aligned with the savory aspects of civic life.
The concepts of denegation, pollution, and role distancing are tools that, taken together,
help us to understand the intricate meanings behind blunt measures of political engagement. In
the following section, we discuss how our methodology allowed us to apply sociological theory
to debates about skeptical engagement and democratic health.
METHODOLOGY
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Although quantitative survey research has documented skepticism and political
participation, alternative methods are required to uncover their motion, interaction, function, and
consequences (Eisinger 2000). Ethnographic methods are uniquely suited for examining and
explain political practices, the day-to-day expressions of political life, and the meanings that
animate action in civil society (Eliasoph and Lichterman 2003; Auyero 2006; Baiocchi and
Connor 2008). Because of its attention to events as they happen and because it allows for
triangulation of discourse, meaning, and practice, ethnography allows us to describe and analyze
the emergence, forms, and consequences of political disavowal.
Our approach is SDUWLFXODUO\DWWHQWLYHWRDFWRUV¶VHOI-understandings as they develop their
own versions of what it means to work for the public good (Silber 2003). We are guided by
SUDJPDWLVWV¶FDOO to take people seriously as moral beings who are seeking to instantiate their
version of the good, and who must constantly re-adjust in the face of disagreements and of a
world that does not quite measure up. Like pragmatist scholars, we are less concerned with
norms and values, as might be asked in a large-scale VXUYH\WKDQZHDUHZLWKSHRSOH¶VPRUDO

evaluations. Pragmatism assumes that people are primarily moral, reflexive agents who are
FRQVWDQWO\HQJDJLQJZLWKWKHZRUOGWREULQJDERXWWKHLUYHUVLRQRI³the gRRG´3 Importantly, this
perspective allows us to accept that people have different versions of what is ³Jood,´ to respect
these differences, and then to interrogate how the differences matter for the ways people evaluate
society and choose to engage. By closely considering what actually makes up a particular
FXOWXUHWKHSUDJPDWLFDSSURDFKKHOSVXVWRXQSDFNSHRSOH¶VPRUDOHYDOXDWLRQVLQRUGHUWRVHHLQ
7KpYHQRW¶VZRUGVKRZ³WKHJRRGDQGUHDOLW\DUHMRLQWO\HQJDJHG´ 68). We thus
minimized, as much as is possible, the urge to indulge pre-set assumptions or comparisons. For
example, we attempted to shed SUHVXSSRVLWLRQVVXFKDV³HOLWHVXVHSROLWLFDOHQJDJHPHQWWRVHHN
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SHUVRQDOSRZHUDQGPDWHULDOEHQHILWV´RU³PDUJLQDOL]HGJURXSVDUHGXSHGLQWRIRUPVRI
participation only meant to appease and silence theLUJULHYDQFHV´LQRXUREVHUYDWLRQVDQG
analysis of how different groups engaged in civic and political life.
Data and Methods
To gather data, we developed a new approach of multi-sited collective ethnography, in
which multiple researchers act as co-investigators each of several fieldsites, co-writing
fieldnotes, and coding, analyzing, and writing collectively (Author a). There are some cases of
co-researched and co-written ethnographies (e.g., Auyero and Swistun 2008). However,
collaborative ethnography more often involves multiple researchers studying the same social
phenomenon across unique fieldsites, each site examined by a different researcher (e.g., Holland
et al. 2007; Hirsch et al. 2009). Our methodology extends the depth, breadth, and reliability of
data collected in two ways. First, whenever possible multiple researchers attended the same
events and each contributed to a single fieldnote document. Conducting research in this way
allowed us to observe events through multiple lenses, increasing the reliability of our data and
improving our ability to capture and describe social worlds (May and Pattillo-McCoy 2000).
Second, we were able to simultaneously examine how different groups reacted to the same
events. Here we applied the concept of symmetry (Callon 1986), attempting to employ a uniform
and agnostic analytic framework to cases that are typically not studied together. This meant
selecting fieldsites with different missions and socioeconomic profiles, and individuals from
different backgrounds who held disparate theories of political change. Together, our
collaborative lens and symmetrical approach allowed us to examine variation and commonality
between and within groups, and among their individual members.
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We conducted our fieldwork in Providence, Rhode Island, which exemplifies the features
RIWRGD\¶VW\SLFDO$PHULFDQFLW\UDFLDOGLYHUVLW\SRVW-industrial economic transformation,
budgetary crises and social problems. It is a medium sized city (with a population of 170,000 in
2010), with historically large Italian, Eastern European, Portuguese, and Cape Verdean
populations, and a growing Latino immigrant community (Itzigsohn 2009; U.S. Census Bureau,
D ,QSHUFHQWRIWKHFLW\¶VSRSXODWLRQZDVQRQ-White (American Community
Survey 2011), and voters elected their first Latino mayor. Although Providence hosted several
large manufacturing companies in the 19th century, shifts in manufacturing sectors,
deindustrialization, and post-World War II suburbanization led to economic decline and a
shrinking population. In the 1980s and 90s, government community development funding and
public-private development partnerships attracted investment and invigorated growth, but today,
WKHFLW\¶VHFRQRP\LVWHQXRXVO\GHSHQGHQWRQILYHFROOHJHVDQGXQLYHUVLWLHVDQH[WHQVLYH
hospital system, and a budding reputation as a hub for entrepreneurial innovation. After the 2008
financiDOGHFOLQH5KRGH,VODQGFRPSHWHGZLWK0LFKLJDQIRUWKHQDWLRQ¶VKLJKHVWXQHPSOR\PHQW
rates, and Providence joined the many American cities unable to balance a budget. In 2010, 26
percent of its residents lived below the poverty line (U.S. Census Bureau 2011b). The literature
about Providence describes vibrant civic life (Perrotta 1977; Sterne 2003; Rappleye 2006);
(re)development initiatives (Motte and Weil 2000; Peck 2005); and gentrification (Jerzyk 2009;
Silver 2009). Providence is large enough to follow national trends, such as the Occupy
movement, and host new civic innovations, such as SeeClickFix,4 yet its modest size facilitates
intimate knowledge of the civic landscape and its actors. In this way, Providence is an ideal
³VWDJHRIDFWLRQ´ZKLFKIDFLlitates understanding of non-local processes (Fine 2010), allowing us
to understand more general processes of social action, interaction, and boundary formation.
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Our initial research identified all of the groups in Providence that explicitly aimed to
³PDNe the city a EHWWHUSODFHWROLYH´WKURXJK,nternet queries, literature review, and snowball
VDPSOLQJ:HPHWZLWKWKHJURXSV¶OHDGHUVWROHDUQDERXWWKHLUKLVWRULHVPLVVLRQVWDFWLFVDQG
IXQGLQJ:HDVNHGHDFKWRGHVFULSWLRQDQGH[SODLQ³ZKDWLVZURQJZLWK3URYLGHQFH´DQGKRZ
the problem(s) could be addressed. The field of potential sites included youth empowerment
organizations, communities of faith, ethnic clubs, neighborhood associations, partisan drinking
groups, and grassroots networks. We then selected fieldsites according to three criteria. First,
each group was oriented toward making Providence a better city by influencing, reforming, or
participating in politics. Some interfaced directly with the state (e.g., by attending meetings with
officials at the statehouse), while others interacted with the state in less direct ways (e.g., by
disseminating information and ideas about new legislation). Second, we eliminated partisan
groups, organizations formed for the purpose of campaigning for particular candidates, religious
institutions, societies based on a shared national heritage, local chapters of national associations,
and unions. This allowed us to focus on locally organized groups that take their directions from
the citizens of Providence, as opposed to national or international leadership. Third, we selected
organizations that welcomed us to attend meetings, participate in events, interview members,
volunteer our time, and build relationships with leaders. Although we abstained from accepting
positions of leadership, we reciprocated some of the time and energy that groups gave us by
offering volunteer services, such as distributing flyers, grant writing, recording meeting minutes,
compiling survey data, and general grunt work.
In choosing from the eligible fieldsites, the principle of symmetry inspired us to select
cases that were ³GLIIHUHQW´DORQJVHYHUDOGLPHQVLRQVLQFOXGLQJGHPRJUDSKLFFRPSRVLWLRQ
mission, organizational form, tactics, history, and location within the city. In this way, we
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selected groups that, because of their agendas, tactics, and membership, are typically not studied
together. Although our sampling was not random, this selection process provided a broad and
LQWLPDWHNQRZOHGJHRIWKHFLW\¶VFLYLFFXOWXUHZHNQHZNH\DFWRUVSersonally, spent time with
organizations highlighted in the news, could appreciate nuanced conflicts, and often caught the
meanings of inside jokes or double speak.
From spring of 2010 through summer of 2011, we attended over 150 meetings and events
across these groups, ranging from political canvassing, to non-violent direct actions, to internal
meetings. We supplemented this participant observation with dozens of semi-structured and
informal interviews with founders, leaders, and members of the organizations. Finally, we
collected organization documents and relevant media from mainstream news (e.g., The

Providence Journal), Internet-based news (e.g., community blogs), and social media (e.g.,
Facebook pages). Our fieldwork generated over 500 pages of detailed notes, fliers, newspaper
articles, Internet pages, and social media references. We developed both open and focused codes
that reflected our field observations and theoretical explorations (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw
1995), and at least two researchers coGHGHDFKILHOGQRWH2XUFRGHRI³GLVDYRZDO´LGHQWLILHG
moments when people disavowed politics, the political system, or political action. This code
resulted in 78 separate incidents of disavowal. We systematically analyzed these incidences to
identify why, when, and to what end people disavow. In addition to collective coding of
fieldnotes, all other analyzing, theorizing, and writing were also done collectively. In this paper,
descriptions of events and conversations come directly from our field notes unless otherwise
indicated. We use pseudonyms to protect confidentiality, except when drawing upon publicly
available documents such as press releases or news stories.
F ieldsites
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Here we present the seven fieldsites as they were most often discussed among citizens of
Providence²by organizational form and general purpose. They include three neighborhood
associations, two social justice organizations, and two groups of civic innovators.
Oceanside Neighbors, Parkside Coalition, and Neighbors Driving Change are
neighborhood associations with demographically distinct neighborhoods and discrete missions.
Oceanside Neighbors, founded nearly 20 years ago, seeks to enhance life in the neighborhood
and to protect its historic resources, and currently works on land use and waterfront
redevelopment projects. About a third of the Oceanside neighborhood population claims a
Portuguese-speaking heritage. Due to its close proximity to Brown University and Rhode Island
School Design, it is also home to many university students, faculty, and staff. The Parkside
Coalition was founded nearly thirty years ago, and participants express pride in making the
neighborhood a better place to live, their role in reducing crime and attracting successful
businesses, and gaining attention of city officials. The neighborhood is racially and economically
diverse, although Parkside Coalition members are predominantly White professionals with
college degrees who own their homes. Neighbors Driving Change officially represents a
neighborhood with a large Latino population, but in practice works to improve life for Latinos
and immigrants living in any part of the city. Unlike the other neighborhood associations, the
group uses contentious tactics and collaborates with immigrant rights advocates and religious
groups. It could just as easily be categorized as a social justice organization.
2QHRI1HLJKERUV'ULYLQJ&KDQJH¶VUHJXODUDOOLHVLV),*+7a social justice organization
established over 25 years ago when residents of an economically depressed neighborhood
gathered around a kitchen table to discuss the pressing problems facing their community, such as
violence and discrimination. They founded FIGHT to organize low-income families and
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communities of color to work for social, economic, and political justice. Today, they are a
racially diverse group of primarily lower income citizens who strive to empower marginalized
persons and groups, giving those voices a central role in their organizing and outreach. Youth,
Action, and Knowledge (YAK) is another social justice organization, one more loosely
organized than FIGHT. A middle-aged Black man founded the group to make a difference in the
lives of boys and young men of color. YAK meets with city officials, participates in processes to
reform school district policy, collaborates with other organizations, and attends protest events to
advocate that the Providence School System change how boys of color are educated.
2SHQ6RXUFHDQG(QJDJHDUH³FLYLFLQQRYDWRUV´²groups that create new forms of
engagement in the civic sphere by borrowing values, language, and tactics from the business
world (Author a). Open Source was started by a group of friends who wanted to influence the
FLW\¶VPD\RUDOHOHFWLRQ,QVWHDGRIEDFNLQJDSDUWLFXODUFDQGLGDWHWhe friends wanted to
ensure that the dialogue around the campaign²and thus the new administration²was focused
on needed improvements to government transparency, efficiency, and civic accessibility. Engage
was formed in 2009 when the mayor of Providence asked a citizen to form an organization that
ZRXOGSURYLGHD³FLWL]HQ¶VYRLFH´LQFLW\SROLWLFVWRFRXQWHUFRUUXSWLRQFRPEDW3URYLGHQFH¶V
³XQFLYLO´SROLWLFDOGLVFRXUVHDQGJREH\RQGWKH³K\SHU-localized, small, neighborhood
DVVRFLDWLRQ´7KHJURXSVWULYHVWo increase transparency and participation in city decisionmaking, and uses social media to increase communication among citizens and between citizens
and government.
Using the approach of multi-sited collective ethnography in seven diverse fieldsites, we
JHQHUDWHGWKHFRQFHSWRI³SROLWLFDOGLVDYRZDO´7KHIROORZLQJVHFWLRQGUDZVRQHWKQRJUDSKLF
evidence to illustrate and explain this finding.
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R ESU L TS: D ISA V O W A L O F T H E PO L I T I C A L
³,¶PDQRQ-political guy, big time,GRQ¶WWKLQNLWPDWWHUV´7KHVFKRROGHSDrtment
official threw up his hands and raised his eyebrows at the audience at the community meeting,
pausing as if to allow the statement time to sink in. His comment caught us by surprise. This was
a public policy maker addressing concerned citizens at a meeting hosted by the Parkside
CoalitionDQGKHZDVWDONLQJDERXWWKHQHZO\HOHFWHGPD\RU¶VLQIOXHQFHRQVFKRROSROLF\*LYHQ
the history of politically motivated school closures in this neighborhood, his claim that politics
did not matter for school policy struck us as inaccurate. His statement, however, was
SURYRFDWLYHLWVLJQDOHGDQXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKH³SROLWLFDO´DVVRPHWKLQJZLWKZKLFKKHGLGQRW
want to be associated, despite his career in city government and his willingness to engage
community members in discussing school management.
7KHVFKRROGHSDUWPHQWRIILFLDOZDVQRWXQLTXHLQDVVHUWLQJWKDWKHLVQRW³SROLWLFDO´LQ
order to communicate something important to his audience. Throughout our research, we heard
widely different civic groups and engaged individuals make similar statements, proclaiming their
distrust of and disconnection from political processes, politicians, and government, in order to
say something about their own identities as citizens and citizen groups³3HRSOHQHHGWRJHWRYHU
tKHLUH[SHFWDWLRQVWKDWWKHJRYHUQPHQWLVJRLQJWRIL[WKHLUSUREOHPV,W¶VQRW«$WLWVZRUVW
JRYHUQPHQWLVDEDUULHU$WLWVEHVWDQHQDEOHU7KDW¶VDVIDUDVLWJRHV´This comment from one
of the leaders of Open Source is emblematic of the skepticism that constantly surfaced in our
research. ³:HFDQ¶WFRPSODLQDERXWZKDWVFKRROVDQGJRYHUQPHQWDUHQRWGRLQJ«IW¶VXSWRXV
WRGRLWRXUVHOYHV´ZDVDQRWKHUUHIUDLQthat echoed in various ways. Mistrusting the
JRYHUQPHQW¶VDELOity to solve problems often went hand in hand with the notions that citizen
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engagement would bolster government capacity, or WKDWSHRSOHFDQDQGVKRXOG³IL[LW
WKHPVHOYHV´
Notably, the people who made these statements were some of the most active citizens in
3URYLGHQFH¶VFLYLOVRFLHW\DQGORFDOJRYHUQPHQW, many explicitly engaging the state in their
work. For example, the Open Source leader ZKRFDOOHGJRYHUQPHQW³DWEHVWDQHQDEOHU´ZDV
working to improve legislative processes, meeting with officials, attending city council meetings,
and writing publicly about the importance of an educated and connected citizenry. Six months
DIWHUWKHLQWHUYLHZVKHHYHQEHFDPHDSROLWLFDODSSRLQWHHLQWKHQHZPD\RU¶VDGPLQLVWUDWLRQ
Similarly, an activist with YAK who adYRFDWHG³GR-it-\RXUVHOI´FLWL]HQU\ZRUNVUHJXODUO\DQG
directly with the superintendent of schools and other government officials. Americans from
different backgrounds, pursuing change in different ways, are similar in asserting they are not
political. Yet WKLV³GLVDYRZDORIWKHSROLWLFDO´GRHVQRWQHFHVVDULO\VLJQDODSDWK\RUZLWKGUDZDO
from political life. On the contrary, it functions as a prelude to civic participation.
When Americans claim they are not political, they are not simply defining themselves by
what they are not. They are disavowing the political²rejecting knowledge of, connection to, or
responsibility for the processes and consequences of the political²and simultaneously selfidentifying with what they view as a more positive ideal of public engagement and social change.
%\³SROLWLFV´ZHloosely refer to the political processes of voicing preferences (what citizens do)
and creating policy (what politicians and bureaucrats do). Disavowal is intertwined with how
people understand and define politics. It is an active process of defining, categorizing, and
distancing from the unsavory aspects of public life. This concept is in motion at both the
LQGLYLGXDOOHYHO ³,DPQRWSROLWLFDO´ DQGJURXSOHYHO ³7KLVLVQRWDSROLWLFDORUJDQL]DWLRQ´ 
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Disavowal was enacted by community organizers, public servants, and elected officials
alike. It was not limited to certain demographic groups, constrained by particular political
ideologies. &RPPHQWVVXFKDV³7KHJRYHUQPHQWZRQ¶WVROYHRXUSUREOHPV´³3URYLGHQFH
SROLWLFVDUHFRUUXSW´DQG³&XUUHQWDYHQXHVIRUSDUWLFLSDWLRQDUHQ¶WJRLQJWREULQJDERXWFKDQJH´
were heard across our fieldsites, and in a variety of contexts. Disavowal of the political is a
common idiom among those who engage in civic life, and it raises the question: If citizens do not
view their activities as ³SROLWLFDO´WKHQKRZGRWKH\XQGHUVWDQGWKHLUHQJDJHPHQW?
³,I\RXZDQWWRJHWSHRSOHHQJDJHGWKURZDSDUW\DQGWXUQWKHPXVLFRQ´-RH explained,
responding to our questions about what he does in the community. Joe is an activist and a DJ
who WKURZVSDUWLHVDQGSOD\VPXVLFLQSXEOLFSDUNV)XQHYHQWVJLYHSHRSOH³DUHDVon to get
LQYROYHG´KHsaid. It offer DQLPSHWXVWRYLVLWQHZSODFHVLQRQH¶VRZQFLW\WRPHHWQHZSHRSOH
and to learn about other events. Joe sees what he does as building a path towards broader civic
engagement. He also directs an after-school program IRUWKHFLW\¶VXQGHUSULYLOHJHGWHHQVDQGLV
the co-leader of the civic group Engage. Joe says that Engage promotes better communication
between citizens and city government²WR³SXWWKHµSXEOLF¶LQSXEOLFSROLF\´Acting on his
conviction that change comes from everyday citizens, Joe understands his work as simply getting
people involved.
,QDQLQWHUYLHZZKHUH-RHGHVFULEHGKLVYDOXHVDQGDFWLYLWLHVKHFRQFOXGHGE\VD\LQJ³,
GRQ¶WOLNHWRWKLQNRIZKDW,GRDVSROLWLFDO´+HWKHQJULQQHGVHOI-consciously DQGDGGHG³,¶P
VXUH\RXJHWWKDWDORW´ -RH¶VFRPPHQWZRXOGKDYHEHHQVXUSULsing had it not become so typical,
across all our fieldsites. According to Joe, he and his colleagues founded Engage in response to
WKHPD\RU¶VGHVLUHWR³VKLIWWKHSRZHUEDVHDZD\IURPWKHKRRGOXPVZKRFXUUHQWO\KDYH
SRZHU´7KLVGHVFULSWLRQHPERGLHV-RH¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIZKDWSROLWLFVLVDOODERXW²a realm co-
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opted by the powerful, catering to special interests, and unconcerned with serving the broader
public good. Later, in the analysis section, we show how other Providence activists defined
³SROLWLFV´DQGWKH³SROLWLFDO´GLIIHUHQWO\²as corruption, special interest advocacy, or bipartisan
battling. In general, however, ³SROLWLFV´LVJHQHUDOO\XQGHUVWRRGDVDQREVWDFOHWRKRZGHPRFUDF\
ought to function if it were to truly serve the public good. As one activist from Open Source told
us, ³,WKLQNWKHUH¶VDQHJDWLYHSHUFHSWLRQRIEHLQJSROLWLFDO,GRQ¶WNQRZZKDWSHRSOHWhought of
SROLWLFV\HDUVDJREXWWRGD\LW¶VGHILQLWHO\QHJDWLYH´He continued: ³3ROLWLFVLVDQHJDWLYH
ZRUG,WKLQNWKDW¶VZK\they >SHRSOHLQYROYHGZLWKSROLWLFV@GRQ¶WZDQWWRWKLQNRIWKHPVHOYHVDV
political. Civic engagement is very political²iW¶VWKHQHZµSROLWLFV¶ULJKW"´
Disavowal, as we have illustrated, is different from skepticism. Skepticism is disbelief
WKDWJRYHUQPHQWUHIOHFWVSHRSOH¶VSUHIHUHQFHV,WLVdiscontentment about governmental
processes, policies, and people. Disavowal, on the other hand, is the claim that who one is, what
one does, or the group that one belongs to is separate from the political sphere. It could be the
case that people and groups who disavow truly understand themselves to be outside of politics,
and wish to be perceived as such. It could also be that they identify as political, yet present
themselves apolitical. We do not adjudicate whether the disavowal of politics is a statement of
fact or instrumental rhetoric, nor do we argue whether disavowal is constructed consciously or
unconsciously. Instead, we attend to how disavowal is meaningful in allowing people to
participate in politics, and shaping the ways in which they do so.
Disavowal is thus the enactment of a taboo (Douglas 2002[1966]) against those aspects
of the political considered to be polluted. It provides a cultural mechanism to shelter commonly
held democratic ideals from the ambiguities and contradictions of politics in practice. People
must deal with the vast ambiguities that result from their desire for a better democracy, and their
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concomitant disillusionment with existing political processes and structures. ,QVWDWLQJ³,GRQ¶W
like to think of what I do as politicDO´-RHIRUH[DPSOHGLVWLQJXLVKHG his work from the
contaminated sphere of politics. By drawing a boundary between civic life and community work,
he is able to set aside the ambiguities of democracy in practice and continue to engage public
life. We argue that disavowal is a cultural idiom that attempts to resolve the ambiguity that
people experience when their expectations about how politics ought to function are contradicted
by how they believe political decisions actually take place.
Disavowal of politics constitutes identity work: activists disavow politics to separate
themselves from the negative stigma associated with the perceived nature of politicians or other
political actors. In this way, disavowal is a form of role distancing, demonstrating not a real
separation from politics, but instead the creation of an implicit boundary between what is
political (polluted) and what is civic (good). Members of civil society draw boundaries between
themselves and the political in order to establish a positive identity for themselves and gain trust
and legitimacy in the eyes of others. For example, when we asked an activist about another
member of his organization who vehemently disavowed politics but later accepted a job with the
city, he explDLQHG³,WKLQNWKDW¶VWKHLGHDOVFHQDULR²that we have people who did not intend to
EHFDUHHUSROLWLFLDQVWKDWDUHDEOHWRFRQWULEXWHDQGHQGXSLQRIILFHDQGGRLWYHU\HDUQHVWO\´7KH
SURFHVVRIIRUJLQJRQH¶VLGHQWLW\LVQHYHUFRPSOHWH'LVDYRZDOLVHQDFted repeatedly, to different
audiences, and across contexts, as people establish themselves as appropriately engaged citizens.
Every interpersonal interaction provides the opportunity to negotiate this identity for themselves
and for others. Each time Joe takes on political roles, associates with political people, or uses
political institutions, KHFUHDWHVDGLVMXQFWXUHZLWKKLVLGHQWLILFDWLRQDV³QRQ-SROLWLFDO´7KLV
ambiguity inspires subsequent iterations of political disavowal.
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In drawing a boundary beWZHHQ³JRRG´FLYLFHQJDJHPHQWDQG³EDG´SROLWLFVSHRSOH
express shared understandings of what democracy should be. When people like Joe describe their
work as non-political, they reinforce the idea that good, engaged citizens working to make
Providence a better place should do so outside of politics. In the next section, we turn our
attention to what, H[DFWO\PDNHVSROLWLFVVR³EDG´ and how these negative associations create
ambiguity.
A N A L YSIS: D ISA V O W A L R ESO L V ES A M B I G U I T I ES
When engaged citizens disavow the political, what is it that they are rejecting? What is it
that pollutes, and how does this pollution conflict with other ideas, to create ambiguities? In this
section, we show how disavowal emerges to resolve three areas of ambiguity. First, people
disavow because they mistrust government capacity, yet wish to collaborate with the state to
solve public problems. Second, people disavow because they feel politicians promote special
interests, but wish to lobby those same politicians for the broader public good. And third, people
disavow because they see political life as mired by conflict and contention, yet want to engage
political actors in polite, rational debate. Although these ambiguities emerged strongly in our
fieldwork, we caught glimpses of others, and believe this list could be extended with additional
field research.

Citizens Want to Influence Policy, but Doubt the Political Process
In one of the ethnographic anecdotes above, a leader of Open Source described
JRYHUQPHQWDV³DW EHVWDQHQDEOHU´RIFLWL]HQV¶DFWLRQVDQGHPSKDVL]HGWKDWEHFDXVH
JRYHUQPHQWLVQRWJRLQJWR³IL[SHRSOH¶VSUREOHPV´FLWL]HQVQHHGWRWDNHPDWWHUVLQWRWKHLURZQ
hands. In a similar call for self-sufficiency from government, a leader of YAK group expressed
nostalgia for a communal past when people took care of other people, rather than relying on
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JRYHUQPHQWVHUYLFHV+HEHOLHYHVWKDW³LW¶VRQXV´SHRSOHPXVWKROGWKHPVHOYHVDFFRXQWDEOHIRU
making the changes necessary to improve our community. He works with Black families and
non-Black allies to address the structural racism that continues to create an unequal society. As is
characteristic of disavowal, his advocacy of communitarianism and self-reliance are
complemented by work to influence state policy, through actions such as testifying on a bill or
collaborating with school officials.
This form of disavowal emerges in response to the ambiguity that arises when actors
work within political systems while believing that those systems cannot or will not solve
community problems effectively. While the people in our study may disagree on what, exactly, is
EURNHQWKH\QHDUO\DOZD\VDJUHHWKDWWKHJRYHUQPHQWDSSDUDWXVDORQHFDQQRWVROYHWKHFLW\¶V
problems. Yet this conflicts with the fact that they often must participate in these very
government processes in order to make the change they seek.
We also observed this sentiment after the Providence mayor proposed closing several
public schools in 2011 to address a budget deficit. The city sponsored a series of public hearings
in which school board members were to hear public commentary about the proposed changes
before arriving at an informed decision, and Providence activists and community leaders rallied
forcefully to criticize the idea of closing schools. At the hearings participants charged the
administration with being divisive and political , arguing that minority schools were targeted, the
school-board was driven by special interests, and the community as a whole was being ignored.
At one public hearing on the proposed school closures, a young Latino student asked why the
city was not closing schools in the more affluent, White neighborhoods. Another student echoed
WKLVFULWLTXH³:K\GRWKH\SLFNRQWKHSRRUNLGVDOOWKHWLPH"´One of the activists who had set
XSDWDEOHZLWKIO\HUVDWWKHIURQWFRPPHQWHGWRXVWKDW³they are just blowing smoke, doing these
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PHHWLQJVVRWKH\FDQFKHFNWKLQJVRIIWKHLUOLVW´+HSDXVHGEHIRUHLQGLJQDQWO\DGGLQJ³DQGWKHQ
WKH\SUHWHQGLW¶VEHHQDUHDOFRPPXQLW\PHHWLQJ´In this setting activists who were highly
critical of the process, were still participating²simultaneously distancing themselves and
engaging in the policy making process.
Sometimes activists disavow politics because they believe that significant structural
changes are required to transform the political system. This was characteristic of many of our
fieldsites. For example, members of FIGHT often make veiled references to the possibilities of
revolution and socialism, implying that only massive overhauls to the political system can
address entrenched race, class, and gender inequalities. Likewise, an activist with YAK said that
institutionalized racism was visible in political decisions made by the city council, state
legislature, and mayor. For him, the policy proposals on the table today are insufficient for
DGGUHVVLQJZKDWKHXQGHUVWDQGVWREHWKHURRWRIVRFLHW\¶VSUREOHPV-RHWKHDFWLYLVW'-ZKR
works with Engage, explained that schools inspire a lot of people to get involved, but are equally
as good at shutting people out. Because he feels that the system is fundamentally broken, he
works to supplement public schools with an after-school program, rather than pursing small
changes within the public schools themselves. In these examples, the political process is rejected
on the basis that it unfairly excludes vulnerable segments of the populations.
Activists who disavow government responsiveness often attribute their political victories
to the ingenuity of their tactics, as opposed to the responsiveness of politicians or political
systems that work. For example, when Governor Lincoln Chafee was running for office in 2010,
Neighbors Driving Change requested that, if elected, he rescind an Executive Order from the
previous governor. The OUGHUZDVUHODWHGWRWKHXVHRI³(-9HULI\´DIHGHUDOSURJUDPWRFKHFN
the immigration eligibility of potential employees. He promised to do so, and in his first days of
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office held a press conference to talk about E-Verify and announce his decision on the Executive
Order. But Neighbors Driving Change members were skeptical that the Governor would stick to
his promise. As they gathered to walk together to the conference, one leader shouted to the
JURXS³ZKR¶VUHDG\WRJHWDQJU\"´ The response was enthusiastic. At the conference, the
Governor did, in fact, rescind the Executive Order, stating that the policy was divisive and had
failed to reduce costs for the state, and that immigration policy was best addressed at the federal
level (Tucker 2011). One of the activists FUHGLWHGWKLV³VXFFHVV´WRKLVJURXS¶VGLUHFWDFWLRQ
tactics, arguing that the only reason Chafee agreed to rescind the whole Executive Order was that
he saw activists in the crowd. For him, the victory was attributable to the threat of activists
making a scene²QRWDQHOHFWHGRIILFLDO¶VFRPPLWPHQWWRUHVSRQGWRKLVFRQVWLWXHQWVRUD
democratic process that worked. In this type of disavowal, individuals at once claim that the
political system is broken, push for structural change, and attribute victories to contentious
tactics, not institutionalized processes.

Citizens Want to Work for the Common Good, but Believe Politics Serves Narrow Interest
One evening in the spring of 2010, Oceanside Neighbors KRVWHGDSROLWLFDOFDQGLGDWH¶V
wife as a special guest at their monthly meeting. Sitting at the head of the room, the guest
H[SODLQHGVKHZDVWKHUHWR³VD\KL´RQKHUKXVEDQG¶VEHKDOI7RSURPRWHKHUKXVEDQG¶V
candidacy, she said two things about herself: first, that she did not have a hLVWRU\RIEHLQJ³YHU\
SROLWLFDO´DQGVHFRQGWKDWVKHZDVWKHSULQFLSDORIDSXEOLFVFKRRO7KHVHWZRVWDWHPHQWVZHUH
intended to bolster her own credibility, and to convince the audience that her husband was a
good person and a good candidate. For this iQGLYLGXDO³,DPQRWSROLWLFDO´FRPPXQLFDWHG³,DP
WUXVWZRUWK\´/LNHZLVH³,DPDSXEOLFVHUYDQW´FRPPXQLFDWHG³,DPQRWVHOI-LQWHUHVWHG´+HU
pronouncement had the intended effect, as the facial expressions of several board members
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transformed from mildly hostile to cautiously welcoming. By disavowing self-interested politics,
she effectively communicated that she was an advocate for the common good.
This type of disavowal responds to a disjuncture between the perception that politics
promotes self-interest or special interests, and the belief that politics should be about the
SURPRWLRQRIXQLYHUVDOSXEOLFJRRGV7KXVD³SROLWLFDO´DJHQWLVVRPHRQHZKRXVHVWKHVWDWHWR
pursue selfish interests or lacks a commitment to the public good. This includes both illicit
behavior, such as bribery, as well as legal profiteering and self-interested political activity, such
DVEHQHILWLQJIURPRQH¶VDFFHVVWRLQIOXHQWLDOGHFLVLRQ-makers.
People disavow a political system that benefits a small group instead of, or at the expense
of, the broader community. We saw this clearly with Joe, whose organization Engage aimed to
VKLIWSRZHUIURP³KRRGOXPV´WRWKHSHRSOHRI3URYLGHQFH:HDOVRKHDUGWKLVH[SUHVVHGat
one of the school closure hearings, when a parent asserWHGWKDWWKHSURSRVDOZDV³SROLWLFDO´
EHFDXVHLWZDVEDVHGRQWKHUHFRPPHQGDWLRQVRI³WZRIRU-SURILWFRPSDQLHV´ZKR³VWDQGWR
EHQHILWILQDQFLDOO\´IURPGHFLVLRQVWRUHSXUSRVHSXEOLFVFKRROV)RUWKLVSDUHQWSROLWLFVPHDQW
allowing a few companies to gain profits at the expense of the education of hundreds of
schoolchildren. We even heard this form of disavowal from elected officials: at another school
FORVXUHKHDULQJWKH0D\RUWRRNWKHVWDJHDQGVDLG³7KHVHDUHQ¶WSROLWLFDOGHFLVLRQV,I,ZDV
trying to EHSROLWLFDOGR\RXWKLQNWKLVLVZKDW,ZRXOGEHGRLQJ«'RQ¶WWKLQNIRURQHVHFRQG
WKDW,GRQ¶WFDUH>DERXWWKHVWXGHQWs LQWKH3URYLGHQFHVFKRROV\VWHP@´
Throughout our fieldwork, we saw politics disavowed when referring to a closed system
that serves narrow interests, but accepted and encouraged when it meant the opposite. The
VLJQLILHU³SROLWLFDO´RIWHQUHIHUUHGWRWKHSHRSOHDQGSURFHVVHVWKDWSULYLOHJHspecial interests. To
EH³QRQ-SROLWLFDO´RUWRPDNH³QRQ-SROLWLFDOO\PRWLYDWHGGHFLVLRQV´Ln the political arena was to

24

be community minded, to work for the general good, and to embody public-spiritedness. In this
way, disavowal is not only a rejection, but also an active redefinition and an aspirational
rendering of the political.
Civic or community participation is put forward as the antidote to political action that
favors private interests. At the school closure hearings, in the face of skepticism about this
publically-VSRQVRUHGSURFHVVWKH0D\RU¶VRIILFHWKHVFKRROERDUGDQGWKHVFKRROGLstrict sent a
clear message to the citizens of Providence: public opinion mattered. In order to foster
participation, the city government portrayed the process to all parties as non-political. The
language inviting participation was unequivocal: these hearings were DERXW³FROODERUDWLYH
problem-VROYLQJ´³FRPPRQFKDOOHQJHV´DQG³OLVWHQLQJWRWKHFRPPXQLW\´Explicitly, the
hearings were ³not DERXWGLYLVLYHVSHFLDOLQWHUHVWV´or, more bluntly, as one official described,
DV³SXWWLQJNLGVDKHDGRISROLWLFV´The 0D\RU¶VRIILFHDQGSchool Board encouraged
participation and testimony through an active media outreach campaign, made data available for
alternate analyses, and acknowledged the tension between harming individual students and
benefiting the city as a ZKROH7KHVHDFWLRQVDLPHGWRGHPRQVWUDWHWKDWWKH0D\RU¶VRIILFHDQG
school officials focused on universal goods instead of private interests²contrary to popular
opinion. To some extent, despite the skepticism described above, this strategy worked: hundreds
of people attended and dozens testified at each of the six hearings, parents and activists formed
new coalitions to provide input into the decision-making process, and citizens poured themselves
into preparing and pitching alternative plans---all expecting (or at least hoping) to be taken
seriously.

Citizens Want to Solve Problems Politely, but F ind Political Organizing Marked by Conflict

25

The civic group Engage identifies the acrimony that characterizes Providence politics as
RQHRIWKHFLW\¶VSULPDU\SUREOHPVDQGWKXVDLPVWRSURPRWH³KDUPRQLRXV´UHODWLRQVDPRQJVW
citizens and city government officials. According to one of the organizatioQ¶VOHDGHUV³PXWXDO
respect for each other as neighbors and friends should determine the tone of any and all
FRQYHUVDWLRQV´2QHRI(QJDJH¶VPDLQWDFWLFVLVWRSXEOLFL]HFLW\FRXQFLOPHHWLQJVRUJDQL]H
residents to attend these meetings, and use social media to report what was discussed and
decided. Leaders told us repeatedly that merely having Providence residents attend city council
meetings would improve city government, because it would encourage councilors to be more
FLYLODQG³ZHOO-EHKDYHG´
In these discourses, Engage exemplifies a commonly held aversion to political conflict
among Americans of all backgrounds (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002). This ambiguity results
when people take political action or participate in political activities, which often involve
conflict. During our fieldwork, we often saw people and groups distancing themselves from
contention and confrontation. This type of disavowal was clear in an interview with a leader of
2FHDQVLGH1HLJKERUV'HVFULELQJKHUJURXS¶VJRDOVDQGVWUDWHJLHVVKHVDLG³,KDYHOHDUQHGWKDW
\RXFDQ¶WVWDUWRXWE\DWWDFNLQJ<RXKDYHWRILUVWWDONDERXWZKDWWKH\KDYHGRQHWKDWLVJRRG
and then go into [youUJRDOV@´6KHdescribed a multi-year campaign to shut down a
neighborhood business, whose noisy activities and clientele were perceived as dangerous and
KDUPIXOWRUHVLGHQWV¶TXDOLW\RIOLIHE\WDONLQJWRORFDORIILFLDOV, lobbying city offices, and
fundraising to hire a lawyer. The leader did not mention any direct actions, such as protests or
picketing, nor did she talk about contentious meetings between residents and city leaders or the
business owners. Even surrounding such a highly charged issue that involved direct political
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engagementVKHVDLG³:HWU\UHDOO\KDUGWRJHWDORQJZLWKSHRSOH²ZHGRQ¶WZDQWWREH
QD\VD\HUV´
In another case, a volunteer who teaches civic skills to students in public schools said his
RUJDQL]DWLRQ¶VOHVVRQSODQV³DYRLGSROLWLFDOO\FKDUJHGLVVXHV´He defined theses issues as those
that are too contentious for the classroom and cannot be solved by student discussion. Here,
politics takes on the connotation of inciting unproductive conflict, the sort of thing that is
inappropriate for young people to discuss in school. This form of disavowal sets up an
aspirational definition of a different form of politics that is defined by civility, communication,
and participation. To disavow politics, in this sense, is to deny the potential productivity of
conflictive behaviors or processes, and to simultaneously promote norms of good civic
engagement as polite and harmonious.
Some civic groups and individuals, however, go against the grain of this more general
trend of distaste for conflict in political life. They imagine that society will be improved by
leveling out inequalities, and that in order to work towards this goal, direct and confrontational
action is sometimes necessary to disrupt the status quo. For example, as part of their campaign
against the criminalization of immigration, Neighbors Driving Change held polite and rational
meetings with the Police Department, and also organized confrontational protests in front of
HOHFWHGRIILFLDOV¶KRPHV,QWKHLURZQPHHWLQJVKRZHYHUWKHgroup went to great lengths to
avoid and smooth over conflict, and their discussions were marked by respect, order, and equal
opportunities to be heard. In these types of groups, orientation toward conflict is thus more fluid
across contexts²something we discuss in more depth in the next section.
D ISC USSI O N: D ISA V O W A L A N D D E M O C R A C Y
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This study aimed to describe the culture and sociology of skeptical engagement, and
examine its consequences for democratic life. The concept of disavowal was introduced to
describe and explain WRGD\¶Vculture of political participation. Here, we turn to the consequences
of disavowal for democracy. Previous studies have suggested that a context of mistrust and
cynicism might discourage or pervert political participation, on one hand, or spur innovation, on
the other. Do citizens participate? What is the nature of this participation? Is it selfish and
narrow, as some have suggested? Is it innovative and inspired, as others have hoped? Is this form
of participation able to address the principal problems of social life? We argue that citizens
participate in ways that are community-minded and creative, but that widely shared negative
taboos about politics limits what type of participation is acceptable, and that these constraints
present challenges to citizens working to address inequality.
Disavowal F acilitates Participation
Certainly, as survey data and our study have shown, skepticism does not preclude
participation. Ethnographic evidence presented in this article illustrates how disavowal facilitates
participation and innovation²showing that citizens are engaging in intellectual acrobatics to
create space for their political behaviors. By signaling that one is not entangled with the
contaminated sphere of politics and forging a positive identity as a civic leader, disavowal makes
it possible to work for a political campaign, be a public official, or interact with government²in
other words, to do political things. This creates the space for imagining alternative paths for
democracy.
When a leader of Open Source professed her disbelief in government, she signaled that
her path diverges from traditional politics, which have not affected the kinds of change she
wishes to see. When she worked on political campaigns, and eventually in tKHPD\RU¶VRIILFHLW
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was in the spirit of imagining that a different and better path is possible. Similarly, the activist DJ
who works with Engage has a vision of himself as non-political that allows him to work for a
better city government and support struggling teens, without being associated with the negative
features of the political sphere. His disavowal is intertwined with the belief that bringing people
together in public spaces and building community will create positive changes for his city. We
argue, as other cultural sociologists have shown, that displays of apathy actually take significant
work to produce, and in this way, expressed apathy is a mechanism for preserving faith in
democratic ideals in the face of feeling powerless (Eliasoph 1997, 1998; Norgaard 2006).
T he Nature of Participation
As people disavow a negative vision of politics, they simultaneously identify the
characteristics of democracy they prefer: if politics is focused on narrow interests, involves
conflict, and entails broken processes, then a better democratic system is inclusive and
representative, respectful of everyone, and efficient at serving and responding to citizens.
Disavowal, then, includes a creative imagination of a future democracy that does not yet exist,
VXJJHVWLQJFRPPRQDOLWLHVZLWKSROLWLFDOSKLORVRSKHUV¶ work on imagined futures (Arendt 1994;
&DVWRULDGLV DQGDQHPHUJLQJ³VRFLRORJ\RIWKHIXWXUH´ *LEVRQ)U\H  In this
way, our study supports the claim that skepticism ignites innovation. New, creative forms of
participation marked the culture of civic engagement in Providence. For example, one group
QDPHGWKHPVHOYHV³KLULQJPDQDJHUV´for the mayoral election and recruited candidates by
posting a job description on Craigslist in Providence DQGRWKHU³OLNH-PLQGHG´FLWLHV. Another
JURXSKRVWHGD³OLVWHQLQJSDUW\´LQZKLFKWKHW\SLFDOWRZQKDOOSUDFWLFHRIWKHDXGLHQFHDVNLQJ
questions of political candidates was reversed: mayoral candidates asked questions of the
audience about how to improve the city, and were required to remain silent as the community
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discussed possible solutions. The idea was to highlight the capacity of citizens to generate new
ideas, offer creative solutions, and bring fresh thinking to a tired political system.
In citizHQV¶YLVLRQVof and creative advocacy for a better future, we found no evidence
that skepticism has created selfish populous or that public life has devolved into an arena for
pursuing narrow interests. We do, however, question whether this form of participation can
address the principal problems of social life, as some have suggested it might. Here, we turn our
attention to the ways in which disavowal reinforces negative taboos, and how these notions of
appropriate and inappropriate behavior constrain the form that participation can take. We show
how these constraints challenge citizens working to address entrenched, structural, issues such as
inequality. These are the negative consequences of political disavowal.
T he C hallenges of Being Political
At times, people did say that what they do is political. But even then they were partaking
in the contemporary idiom of political disavowal. To say ³,DPSROLWLFDO´ZHIRXQGERDVWHGD
willingness to promote marginalized voices, to fight a broken system, to engage contentious
VLWXDWLRQV7KLVXVHRI³SROLWLFDO´reinforces the idea that ³WKHSROLWLFDO´LV narrow, broken, and
conflictual. When we asked 'DUQHOOWKHOHDGHURI<$.³GR\RXYLHZ\RXUDFWLYLWLHVDV
SROLWLFDO"´KHILUVWUHVSRQGHGQRKLVZRUNZDVQRWDERXWSROLWLFVEXWWKHQKHFODULILHG³,PHDQ
\HVLWLVSROLWLFDO<RXNQRZ,JRWRWKH6WDWH+RXVH´+HFRQWLQXHGWRH[SODLQWKDWHQJDJLQg in
³politricks´LVQRWVRPHWKLQJKH likes to do, it is something he has to do. Even though it is
polluted, Darnell believes that he must engage the political sphere in order to create the social
FKDQJHKHGHVLUHV7KLVMXVWLILFDWLRQIRU³EHLQJSROLWLFDO´ was repeated by social justice advocates
throughout our fieldsites. ,QWKHZRUGVRI'DYHDPHPEHURI),*+7³,ILWDLQ¶WSROLWLFDOWKHQ
LW¶VQRMXVWLFHEHFDXVHWKHUHKDVWREHDUHDVRQZK\ZHDUHGRLQJWKHVHWKLQJV:HQHHGSROLWLFDO
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and social change, DQGWKDWGRHVQ¶WKDSSHQXQOHVV\RXJHWLQWRWKHSROLWLFDODUHQD´)URPWKLV
perspective, explicit political activism is not only worthwhile, but also necessary.
Dave, Darnell, and the other social justice activists at our fieldsites view the political
system as polluted and broken, just like almost everyone else. What sets apart some of these
engaged citizens is their willingness to be political and do political work. These active citizens
often see themselves as the only people willing to directly confront the political system that
everyone agrees is broken. This finding was clarified toward the end of our fieldwork, when we
explained our preliminary results to leaders in each fieldsite. At FIGHT, as we explained our
concept of disavowal of politics, saying that people disavow but still engage, a leader interjected,
³Some SHRSOHGR>HQJDJH@´7KLVSHUVRQPD\KDYHPLVXQGHUVWRRGRXUSRLQWEXWKLVLQWHUMHFWLRQ
was revealing. In emphasizing that some people engage, the implication was that others do not.
Essentially, he suggested that he and his colleagues were the ones willing to roll up their sleeves
and do the dirty but necessary work of engaging with politics.
Being political in the context of widespread disavowal means going against the grain.
Here, we present two challenges facing the social justice activists ZKR³GRSROLWLFDOZRUN´:
advocating for marginalized groups in a moment when supporting specific interests is taboo; and
confronting the issue of inequality in a moment when raising contentious issues or eliciting
conflict are frowned upon.

Taboos Against Narrow Interests: The Challenge of Advocating for Marginalized Groups
$WDPHHWLQJDERXW3URYLGHQFH¶VSXEOLFVFKRROV'DUQHOOQRWLced that the discussion
IRFXVHGRQZKDWZRXOGEHEHVWIRU³DOONLGV´UDWKHUWKDQVSHFLILFUDFLDOJURXSVRINLGVZKRZHUH
PRUHOLNHO\WREHVWUXJJOLQJ+HLQWHUUXSWHGWKHPHHWLQJ¶VIDFLOLWDWRUGHPDQGLQJWRNQRZZKDW
would be done for Black children. Black students, he explained, drop out more often than White
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students. The school official responded that the district was aware of the problem and that they
are working to ensure that providence educates students in a way that is good for all students.
'DUQHOOUHVSRQGHGWKDWKHLVWLUHGRIWKHIRFXVRQ³DOOFKLOGUHQ´EHFDXVHLVVXHVUHODWHGWR%ODFN
youth are always moved to the back burner. The conversation moved on, and nobody returned to
'DUQHOO¶VSRLQW
Social justice activists typically aim to support populations that have been marginalized
by structural injustices. Their advocacy unapologetically focuses on the most vulnerable groups,
such as the urban poor, minorities, the unemployed, former prisoners, and illegal immigrants.
Although the\VSHDNDJDLQVWSROLWLFVDVDYHKLFOHIRU³VSHFLDO´LQWHUHVWVWKH\W\SLFDOO\PHDQHOLWH
interests. They do not see their policy engagement, which is directly targeted at alleviating the
inequalities experienced by certain segments of the population, with special interest activism.
However, their work is sometimes treated as such. An Open Source leader once told us that
),*+7¶VDGYRFDF\ZDVDQ³HQWLWOHPHQWPRGHO´WKDW³WKH\´²),*+7¶V members²feel the
SHRSOHWKH\DGYRFDWHIRUDUH³HQWLWOHGWRMREVRUZKDWHYHU´In this way, the leader was arguing
WKDW),*+7¶VDGYRFDF\IRUWKHMREOHVVLVXQMXVWLILHGWKDWLW XVHVSROLWLFVWRSULYLOHJHRQHJURXS¶V
needs RYHUDQRWKHU¶V. These sorts of comments were common responses to social justice
organizing, and at times put members of different civic groups at odds with one another, creating
conflict despite taboos against contention.

Taboos Against Conflict: The Challenge of Confronting Inequality
Darnell relentlessly marks his public appearances with contentious remarks. At public
HYHQWVKHRIWHQRSHQVZLWKDSKUDVHVXFKDV³7KHUHLVDG\QDPLFKHUHWKDWQRRQHZDQWVWRWDON
DERXW«´DQGSURFHHGVWRVSHDNDERXWFODVVDQGUDFH:KHQ%ODFNVDUHDEVHQt from a public
VSDFHKHVD\V³/RRNKRZXQUHSUHVHQWHGZHDUHWRQLJKW´'DUQHOO¶VFRPPHQWVDUHPHDQWWREH
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contentious, because this is a way of pushing people to think and talk directly about issues they
QRUPDOO\SUHIHUWRDYRLG³3HRSOHDVNPHLI,¶PDQJU\´KHWROGXV³*RGGDPQULJKW,¶PDQJU\
:KHQP\SHRSOHDUHOLYLQJLQWKLVFRQGLWLRQDQG,NQRZWKHUH¶VVRPHWKLQJV\VWHPLFDERXWLW
ZKDWNLQGRIIDFHDP,VXSSRVHGWRSXWRQ",¶PQRWJRLQJWRVPLOHOLNHWKLV«´he exclaimed,
stretching an exaggerated smile across his face. Darnell KDVEHHQGHVFULEHGWRXVDVD³VWURQJ
presence´ in Providence, though most people use less neutral words. The culture of overly civil
discourse makes it easy to GLVPLVVYRLFHVOLNH'DUQHOO¶V which stand out as confrontational
against a more subdued context.
In drawing attention to unequal distributions of wealth, unequal opportunity, or unearned
privilege, social justice activists ask citizens to grapple with realities in which they are deeply
invested. Talk of inequality challenges the notion of America as a meritocratic nation of
opportunity. As Rancière notes, in contexts of entrenched and accepted inequality, to speak of
HTXDOLW\LVD³GHYLDWLRQIURPWKHQRUPDORUGHURIWKLQJV´DQGWKXVDUJXLQJIRULQFUHDVLQJHTXDOLW\
inevitably interrupts and unsettles accepted assumptions that facilitated existing privilege
(Rancière 1995:29-30). And as critics RIWKH³post-SROLWLFDOFRQGLWLRQ´DUJXHLWLVGLIILFXOWWR
address inequality without conflict, because political conflict is the realm where disadvantaged
populations can make claims for increased recognition (Zizek 1999).
The implied solution to inequality is redistribution of privilege, power, and resources
away from those who hold them. Thus, challenging inequality is further bound up in the conflict
of identifying groups as haves and the have-nots, privileged and oppressed, and asserting which
groups deserve new privileges or sharpened constraints. Here, there will inevitably be differences
of opinion. To deny the role of conflict in this situation would limit the scope of democratic
engagement (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002). As Chantal Mouffe (2000) explains, these
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differences of opinion and emotional connection LQWKH³DIIHFWLYHGLPHQVLRQ´RISROLWLFVDUH
actually productive and positive, even central to true democracy. In this way, it is not surprising
that social justice activists find conflict and confrontational tactics as necessary components of
their work²but they are still going against the grain. For these activists, ³Eeing political,´ is in
part a defiant stance against contemporary political culture. ³3ROLWLFDO´citizens reject the
dominant discourse that appropriate engagement is polite and non-confrontational, and that
politics should benefit all people equally. They argue, whether explicitly or through their actions,
that equality is worth a fight.
Political disavowal, in its generation of taboos against conflict and special interests,
constrains the ability of citizens to address inequality. In this way, our study supports the notion
that political skepticism produces a form of participation that is limited in its ability to take on
the most difficult of social problems.
C O N C L USI O N: P A R T I C IPA T I O N I N A N E R A O F S K E PT I C ISM
When citizens are skeptical of politicians, distrustful of government, and cynical about
political life do they still participate in politics? National-level quantitative analyses argue that,
in this moment of skepticism, they do. Our research supported this finding, showing that
individual citizens and civic groups can at once be skeptical of and active in political life. The
more challenging question, however, is about what form this participation takes, and what its
implications are for democratic life. Thus, this study aimed to describe and explain the culture of
participation in the context of widespread political skepticism.
To investigate what skepticism means for political engagement and democracy, the coauthors developed a new methodological approach: multi-sited collective ethnography. Five coinvestigators gathered data through semi-structured interviews and participant-observation at
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seven locally organized civic groups and their members in Providence, Rhode Island, each
investigator working at each fieldsite. The fieldsites were diverse in many ways, including
member demographics, organizational form, objectives, tactics, and history, providing a broad
picture of one year of civic engagement in a mid-sized city facing typical social, economic, and
political issues.
Across these groups, engaged citizens struggled with the ambiguity of feeling skeptical
about politics yet wanting to engage politics to bring about positive change. This ambiguity took
three forms, though we suspect others exist. First, citizens wanted to influence public policies,
but doubted the efficacy of the political process. Second, they wanted to work for the common
good, but believed politics would serve only narrow interests. And third, citizens wanted to solve
problems through polite and rational conversation, but found political organizing to be marked
by conflict. For reasons such as these²lack of efficacy, narrow interests, and conflict²people
treat politics as a contaminated sphere. Subsequently, engaged citizens are loath to identify or be
LGHQWLILHGZLWKSROLWLFVSUHIHUULQJWRFDOOWKHPVHOYHV³JRRGQHLJKERUV´³DFWLYHFLWL]HQV´RU
³DJHQWVIRUFKDQJH´/LNHZLVHWKH\DVVHUW that the work they do is ³QRWSROLWLFDO´²even if it
involved meeting with public officials, lobbying policy makers, and working to change the
political process.
:HSUHVHQWHGDQHZFRQFHSWFDOOHG³GLVDYRZDORIWKHSROLWLFDO´WRPDNHVHQVHRIWKHVH
claims. Drawing on the cultural sociology concepts of denegation, boundary making, and role
distancing, we showed how disavowal resolves perceived ambiguities in the political process,
allowing members of civil society to engage public life despite their skepticism. By creating and
maintaining boundaries between polluted politics and appropriate engagement, Americans
generate new ideas and practices regarding what it means to be a good citizen. Disavowal allows
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individuals and civic groups to deepen their sense of community, and to harness that community
for political activity. By avoiding the contaminated sphere of politics, activists can collectively
engage with the political structure without feeling compromised. The positive effect of  
disavowal  is  that  it  allows  people  hold  on  to  what  they  see  as  valuable  in  democracy. It allows
citizens with ideals and identities of good citizenship and meaningful engagement needed to
HQJDJHSROLWLFV%\H[FODLPLQJHQDFWLQJDQGSURPLVLQJWKDWDQDFWLYLW\³LVQRWSROLWLFDO´
citizens alter cultural notions of appropriate and desirable forms of civic engagement, and create
avenues to engagement.
In disavowing politics, citizens also define and reinforce their ideas of what politics ought

not to be. That is, disavowal also works to define certain actions, identities, and ideas as
unsavory, out of touch, or just plain wrong. These negative taboos limit certain types of activism
from being culturally resonant, in this way constraining political behavior. We identified two
such taboos: criticizing the use of contentious tactics instead of polite ones; and advocating for
the interests of specific groups instead of the universal good. The negative effect of disavowal is
that these constraints present challenges to people and groups aiming to address inequality. This
is because taking on inequality is both contentious and implies advocacy for less privileged
JURXSV7KHVRFLDOMXVWLFHDGYRFDWHVLQRXUVWXG\ZHUHRIWHQGLVPLVVHGDV³DQJU\DFWLYLVWV´IRU
pushing back against these norms. Thus, while disavowal facilitates participation in public life, it
also constrains this participation by narrowing the culturally appropriate channels of action.
L imitations and F uture Research
Both the limitations and findings of this study generate several questions for future
research. First, scholars may wish to replicate this project in other cities. In particular, they may
wish to choose cases that challenge the extent to which findings from Providence are
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generalizable. Providence is overwhelmingly Democratic (Rhode Island State Board of Elections
2008) and has a deserved reputation for corrupt politics (Stanton 2003). We do not expect a
SDUWLVDQELDVWRLQIOXHQFHILQGLQJVDVWRGD\¶VVNHSWLFVFRPHIURPERWKSDUWLHVDQGWKHREMHFWVRI
$PHULFDQV¶GLVDYRZDODUHQRQ-partisan. Likewise, we do not expect that a history of corruption
has significantly influenced the subjects of our study, as they rarely identified this as a source of
pollution. However, similar research in other cities could confirm or negate these claims.
Second, this study is based on ethnographic evidence from a targeted population: citizens
engaged in city-level politics through civic organizations. Disengaged citizens, state and locallevel activism, and citizens who engage outside of groups were not included. Future studies
could examine the disengaged population to determine how the idiom of disavowal extends to
disengaged citizens, if at all. What is the object of disavowal in their population? Why does it
fail to facilitate participation? Similar work could be conducted among engaged citizens who do
not participate in groups. Such research could contribute to our understanding of what group
dynamics bring to bear on the nature of civic participation.
Third, some scholars have argued that skepticism will lead citizens to turn away from
institutional problems, complex issues, or national-level policies, instead focusing attention on
LVVXHVWKDWIHHOOHVVRYHUZKHOPLQJ VHH(OLDVRSKRQSUREOHPV³FORVHWRKRPH´ However,  
we  observed  people  taking  on  the  most  intractable  problems:  increasing  accountability,  
addressing  immigration,  improving  communication  with  politicians,  and  police  violence,  to  
name  a  few.  We  can  imagine  that,  ever  time,  constant  discredit,  distrust,  and  disillusionment  with  
political  institutions  would  dissuade  activists  from  taking  on  institutional  reform,  perhaps  instead  
creating  parallel  institutions  or  turning  attention  to  other  avenues  of  change,  but  this  was  beyond  
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the  scope  of  our  research.  A  longitudinal analysis following how engaged citizens reposition
themselves over time would inform this discussion.
Finally, this study raised the concern that the contemporary culture of political
participation presents a formidable challenge to FLWL]HQV¶ efforts to address inequality. We hope
that future research will investigate the relationship between contentious approaches to
engagement and equality-oriented activism. Is embracing conflict as necessary for addressing
inequality as it appeared to be in our fieldsites? If so, why is this the case? If not, why is it a
prevalent approach? Was the taboo against conflict equally pronounced during the civil rights
movement? If so, how was it negotiated by activists? *LYHQWKLVVWXG\¶VILQGLQJVWKDW the
widespread cultural idiom of political disavowal not only facilitates participation but also creates
taboos that challenge activism around inequality, how can engaged citizens address inequality in
an era of skeptical engagement?
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For a discussion of the merits and challenges of measuring participation in civic and political

life, see Norris (2011).
3

Here we treat pragmatism as one theoretical program, though there are meaningful distinctions

between the French school (e.g., Laurent Thévenot, and colleagues at the Center for Moral and
Political Sociology at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales in Paris), and
contemporary English-language pragmatists (e.g., Joas 1996).
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SeeClickFix is a website that encourages people to take pictures of municipal infrastructure

problems (e.g., potholes) and post their photos and descriptions on the Internet as a call for them
WREH³IL[HG´E\ORFDOJRYHUQPHQW7KHVLWHIRU3URYLGHQFHLVDvailable at:
http://seeclickfix.com/providence.
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5HYLVLRQ0HPR

April 30, 2013
Dear Dr. Abbott, editors, and reviewers,
7KDQN\RXIRU\RXUGHWDLOHGFRPPHQWVDQGWKHRSSRUWXQLW\WRUHYLVHRXUDUWLFOH³'LVDYRZLQJ
3ROLWLFV&LYLF(QJDJHPHQWLQDQ(UDRI3ROLWLFDO6NHSWLFLVP´submitted to the American Journal
of Sociology in October 2012. We were happy to hear that the reviewers felt the article presented
³DQLQWHUHVWLQJDQGQHZSHUVSHFWLYHRQFLYLFHQJDJHPHQWLQ$PHULFD´that ³SXVKHGWKHOLWHUDWXUH
RQVNHSWLFLVPWRZDUGVJRYHUQPHQWLQDQHZGLUHFWLRQ´DQGWKDWWKH\IRXQGLWWREH³ZHOO-written
DQGSURYRFDWLYH´:HDOVRDSSUHFLDWHGWKHLUFULWLTXHVDQGVXJJHVWLRQV²as you noted, the
UHYLHZHUV¶FRPPHQWVZHUHH[WUHPHO\KHOSIXO:HKDYHWDNHQWKHUHYLHZHUV¶VXJJHVWLRQVWRKHDUW
and substantially revised the article. We feel the resulting paper is much stronger, and it is our
hope that now it can more forcefully contribute to both the literature on cultural sociology and
the conversation about contemporary political culture in America.
The revisions are detailed below. 7KHUHYLHZHUV¶ notes overlap substantially, and we have thus
aggregated and addressed them at once. Here, we list them in order of substantive revision
required: developing the analysis; engaging with theory; framing and organization; and
deploying and discussing data and methods.
T he A nalysis of Disavowal
The overall analysis of disavowal has been adjusted. We strengthen the conclusion and make a
FOHDUSRLQWDERXWWKHSUREOHPDWLFDVSHFWVRIGLVDYRZDOUDWKHUWKDQLPSO\LQJRU³GDQFLQJDURXQG´
them as we did in the first version. In particular, we now argue that disavowal facilitates forms of
engagement that eschew conflict and reject special interests. We show how these taboos make it
difficult for engaged citizens to address inequality and advocate on behalf of marginalized
populations. This is developed in the Discussion VXEVHFWLRQV³7DERRV$JDLQVW6SHFLDO,QWHUHVWV´
DQG³7DERRV$JDLQVW&RQIOLFW´DVZHOODVLQWKH&RQFOXVLRQ
These changes respond to the principal concern of the reviewers. Each argued that the article
circumvented questions about the consequences of disavowal²particularly the negative²for
community organizing and democratic life. Reviewer A notes that we do not speculate about the
potential problems associated with disavowal, while Reviewer C rightly notes that we have a
clear and important point to make about the role of conflict in democratic life, and this point was
inadequately highlighted and developed in the first version.
Reviewers A and C both also asked about the function of disavowal beyond the realm of
community organizing. Reviewer A wants to know more about the symbolic meaning of
³SROLWLFV´LQRXUVRFLHW\´DQGwhat this means for electoral politics, collective action, and
democracy more generally. In a similar vein, Reviewer C would like more discussion of the
results of disavowal within the realm of political organizing, in particular as it pertains to
inclusion and marginalization. Further Reviewer A wanted to know whether disavowal crosses
ideological and political categories, and, if not, in what contexts and with which groups of people
it is more or less resonant.

We agree that these are important points. :HDGGUHVVHGWKHPHDQLQJRI³SROLWLFV´throughout in
this new version, clarifying both how we use the term and what folk definitions are invoked in
the communities we studied. We aGGUHVV5HYLHZHU&¶VUHTXHVWIRUDGLVFXVVLRQRIKRZ
disavowal relates to marginalization and inclusion in our development of an argument about the
negative consequences of disavowal. We also note, in the Conclusion, that our study is limited to
a specific population²people who engage in city- level politics by participating in civic
groups²and discuss the limitations of this research design. Finally, the ubiquity of disavowal
across ideological and political categories is now made clear in the Results section, and further
LOOXVWUDWHGLQWKH'LVFXVVLRQVXEVHFWLRQ³7KH&KDOOHQJHVRI%HLQJ3ROLWLFDO´
Finally, as requested by Reviewer A, we now include a thoughtful section on the implications of
the analysis for future research. This is in the Conclusion section.
Relating to T heory
Some of the 5HYLHZHUV¶FRQFHUQV had to do with WKHDUJXPHQW¶V relationship with extant theory.
We combined two distinct sections on theory to create one literature review, and reframed this
review so that it is more concise and more directly related to the research question. In the revised
version, we begin with a brief, targeted review of the literature on political participation and
skepticism, using it to raise questions and pose hypotheses about the contemporary moment. We
then turn to the cultural sociology literature, describing the theoretical foundations for our
analysis. Here we make a case for bringing cultural sociology literature to bear, showing how
this literature helps us to answer questions and evaluate claims made in the literature on political
participation. In our Discussion section, we explicitly state how the study contributes to this
discussion.
These respond directly to the concerns of Reviewers B and C, who note that there is room to
improve our discussion of how this study speaks to previous literature on American political
culture; Reviewer B, who suggests that the literature on civic engagement be more focused on
the research question at hand; and Reviewer C, who asserts that our research should more
directly weigh in on extant findings.
Reviewer C further notes that the references to Ranciere and Mouffe could be made more
relevant by examining the consequences of disavowal within organizations and among civil
society groups. In expanding this discussion, we clarify how these findings relate to these
DXWKRUV¶ZRUNVSHFLILFDOO\LQWKHVXEVHFWLRQRQ³7DERRV$JDLQVW&RQIOLFW´
Reviewer A made additional comments about our use of theory. Specifically, s/he suggests that
we engage with pragmatism, symbolic interaction, and the literature on Golem science. The
pragmatist perspective we now bring in by our references to the French pragmatist school,
especially in the Methodology section, and the reorganized argument is certainly compatible
with SI and the literature on Golem science. However, we do not include an explicit review of
either of these literatures in order to keep the paper focused.
F raming and O rganization
We have significantly reorganized the article. We explicitly state and answer our research
questions, highlight alternative explanations found in the literature, and evaluate how our study

speaks to each of these hypotheses. We also strengthen the conclusion, by developing our point
about the negative consequences of disavowal, as described above, and by speaking more
directly to how our study addresses extant findings. We also address the critical question of how
our study fits in the historical arc of American political life.
These respond to the very helpful and specific suggestions of Reviewer B, but also to concerns
of the other Reviewers and the Editor. Reviewer B suggests that the theoretical review, which in
the first submission was divided between an opening discussion of political skepticism and
engagement and a later section on pollution, denegation, and role distancing, be combined and
placed at the beginning of the paper. Following this suggestion helped us to communicate the
connections between extant literature, our research questions, and the findings of the study more
clearly.
These respond directly to the concerns of Reviewers B and C, who note that there is room to
improve our discussion of how this study speaks to previous literature on American political
culture; Reviewer B, who suggests that the literature on civic engagement be more focused on
the research question at hand; and Reviewer C, who asserts that our research should more
directly weigh in on extant findings.
These changes also respond to the comments mentioned above about rHODWLQJRXUVWXG\¶V
questions and findings to survey data and the literatures on American political culture and civic
engagement.
Data, methods, evidence
We have more explicitly discussed our evidence and its limits. First, we moved the contents of
relevant endnotes about the organizations to the body of the paper. Second, we provided more
detail about the civil society organizations we studied. Third, we discussed the case selection
process, and how the fieldsites relate to the universe of cases in Providence. Fourth, we added a
description of our process of coding and analysis, noting the number of instances of disavowal in
our fieldnotes (78). Fifth, we comment in the Conclusion on the extent to which we believe these
findings can be generalized. Sixth, we made significant additions of detailed ethnographic
evidence, including vignettes, quotes, and other excerpts from fieldnotes, especially in the
Analysis and Discussion sections. And finally, the revised paper now explicitly addresses the
limits of the study and how future studies might build on these limitations.
These changes UHVSRQGWR5HYLHZHU%¶VVXJJHVWLRQVIRUGHYHORSLQJthe section on data and
PHWKRGV5HYLHZHU$¶Vcomments that we do not discuss the limitations of the study, and
Reviewer C¶VUHTXHVW for more ethnographic detail.
Summary
We KDYHWKRXJKWIXOO\LQFRUSRUDWHGWKHUHYLHZHUV¶FRPPHQWVLQWRZKDWLVQRZDPXFKVWURQJHU
article: the analysis is more developed; the argument clarified and communicated more clearly;
the section on data and methods has been augmented; more ethnographic evidence is
incorporated; and, most importantly, the discussion and conclusion answer the questions raised
by the analysis. Additionally, we made several minor stylistic changes. And although Reviewer
&DUJXHGWKDW³WKHSDSHUFRXOGMXVWEHORQJHU´ZHZHUHUHWLFHQWWRPRYHIXUWKHUIURPWKH

suggested 10,000 word count. Thus, we made extant prose more concise in order to make room
IRU5HYLHZHUV¶VXJJHVWHGDGGLWLRns, resulting in an article similar in length to the original.
Again, thank you for the opportunity to revise and resubmit²we look forward to your comments
and evaluation.
Sincerely,
Elizabeth Bennett
Alissa Cordner
Peter Klein
Stephanie Savell
Gianpaolo Baiocchi
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