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Democracy in the Making



CHAPTER 1
Making Democracy

This book looks at how people come
together to change society. In
communities across the United States,
grassroots activists work tirelessly to
end American military intervention
abroad, protect laboratory animals, or
rid their neighborhoods of guns and
violence. Some of their actions occur in
the public eye, as solemn street corner
vigils, dramatic protests, and emotional
press conferences. Others happen behind
the scenes, as people encourage friends
and neighbors to join them in convincing



decision makers to change laws or
policies.

Pundits commonly bemoan the
general public’s lack of interest in
politics today. Whether civic
engagement is indeed lower now than in
the past is debatable, but clearly, few
people are involved in politics beyond
actually voting. Most even avoid
conversations about politics, especially
those that might create disagreement or
controversy.1

The people in this book are
exceptions. They spend considerable
time talking about political issues and
they work hard to change society.
Compared to the massive feminist,
racial, and anti-war protests of the



1960s and 1970s, their events draw
paltry numbers. The groups they form
are mostly tiny and short-lived. Yet
these activists shape new ways of
talking and doing politics, invigorating
public dialogue with what Marc
Steinberg terms a “moral vision of the
world.” At its best, Robin D. G. Kelley
tells us, such civic activism can “do
what great poetry always does: transport
us to another place, compel us to relive
horrors and, more importantly, enable us
to imagine a new society.” It provides a
means for people to envision what they
otherwise would not consider.2

Grassroots activism is commonly
thought of as ancillary to democratic
politics, as making political institutions



and elected officials more accountable,
and as serving as a conduit into electoral
politics. This defines democracy as
formal institutions of elections and
representative legislatures, with citizen
activism as secondary, if beneficial, to
democratic life.

There are problems with this
definition of democracy. For one, it
overstates the democratic quality of
official state institutions. As activist
groups repeatedly document, many
practices of democratic governments are
contrary to principles of democracy,
including widespread use of state
secrecy and surveillance of citizens.
Equating democracy with governance
also understates the democratizing



effects of grassroots political action.
People who join together to work for
social change practice democracy
differently, but no less than when they
act individually to vote or to write to
their legislators. Their activism shapes
what Étienne Balibar calls a democracy
“beneath and beyond the state.”
Democracy in these instances is a verb,
not an adjective. It is the action of
people as they deliberate and work
together to affect society rather than a
form of governance. Activism-as-
democracy is not institutional or
structural. It is a process, ever being
made.3 Such democratizing practices are
the subject of this book.

Some words of caution. Not all



grassroots civic activism is
democratizing, a reality often
overlooked in the rush to herald civic
engagement as the safeguard of
democracy. Grassroots activism can
move toward decidedly undemocratic
goals, such as efforts to restrict the
political rights of immigrants or
prisoners. It can promote nostalgic ideas
of the past or fuel fears of racial,
national, or gender groups, as did
massive movements for white supremacy
in the early twentieth century.4 Indeed,
even grassroots efforts that promote
democratic goals can pursue these in
ways that quash rather than enable
democracy. Activists can operate with
the very hierarchies of gender, race,



sexuality, and social class that they
oppose in principle.5

This book looks at how emerging
activist groups evoke or limit
democratic action and imagination.
Rather than assuming that the very
presence of grassroots political action is
democratizing, it traces the extent to
which democracy is exercised in and by
activist groups.

ACTIVIST GROUPS

This book is based on an intensive study
of more than 60 emerging grassroots
activist groups in Pittsburgh between
2003 and 2007. Each came together to



pursue social change through non-
electoral means. Some were
progressive, others conservative, and
still others vacillated or defied a clear
label. With few exceptions, they were
small. Rarely did more than two dozen
people attend a meeting, although larger
numbers came to protests and rallies.
Only one group had a paid staff person;
she worked part-time. The rest relied on
members’ time and energy.6 Almost all
had tiny budgets, often just what they
collected at meetings or rallies. Only a
handful had enough money to do
financial planning. They met in places
that were free and convenient: people’s
homes, community centers, churches and
religious centers, offices of nonprofit



organizations, coffeehouses, university
buildings, and a peace and justice
center. Young adults and college
students were the foundation of some
groups; in others, it was longtime
activists in their 50s and 60s.

These groups tackled a broad range
of issues, including the U.S. invasion of
Iraq, police brutality, guns, drugs,
community violence,
gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender
(GLBT) rights, animal protection, and
school reform. Most targeted public
officials at some point, using phone calls
and letters as well as more
confrontational means. Some pushed
consistently for sweeping social change
while others sought incremental



improvements or worked for both. The
diversity of their politics and members
provides a more robust platform for
studying grassroots activism than does
the more common focus on progressive,
youthful, and protest-oriented groups. As
Howard Becker cautions, how we
understand the social world is “shaped
by the collection of cases we have on
hand.”7

Pittsburgh was an ideal place to study
emerging grassroots activism—large
enough to have many and varied kinds of
activism, yet small enough that a single
study could span the landscape of local
activism. Just as anywhere else, the
city’s particular characteristics shaped
its activism. Still-powerful labor unions



provided space and other resources for
progressive efforts. A political divide,
with the city dominated by the
Democratic Party and the state
legislature and county government by
Republicans, provoked activism on both
the left and right of the political
spectrum. Pittsburgh’s sluggish
economy, still reeling from the collapse
of the steel industry in the 1980s,8 kept
employment and social issues at the
forefront. With its tiny Latino/a and
Asian American populations, the city’s
racial politics were framed almost
exclusively in terms of African
American and white issues.

Over a three-year period, an effort
was made to identify and observe all



new grassroots activist groups, along
with comparison sets of more
established groups. Incipient activism
was found by looking for announcements
and recruiting notices in newspapers and
newsletters; on the bulletin boards of
coffeehouses, bookstores, stores, and
bars; and in flyers distributed at places
where activists congregate, such as
demonstrations, alternative music
concerts, city parks, and events like
Rock Against Racism and gay pride
parades.9 Some groups (29% of those
studied) announced themselves to the
public through an event, generally a
protest, but most (71%) began their
public presence by inviting people to a
meeting. Many announcements (66%)



were framed in terms of opportunity,
stressing a unique opening for
organizing, such as “we have a chance
now to show our opposition.” Other
announcements (34%) were framed in
terms of need, emphasizing the crucial
nature of a societal problem, such as
“we must confront the corporations.”
Frames of opportunity tended to be used
when groups were launched through a
meeting while frames of need were more
common when groups began with an
event.

Locating an initial set of emerging
progressive activist groups was
relatively easy as these were highly
visible in activist networks. To reach
beyond these generally accessible and



well-studied forms of activism was
more difficult. Repeatedly contacting
community and neighborhood leaders
and a diverse set of activists
(conservative as well as progressive) to
ask about new organizing efforts proved
successful in locating a wide range of
emerging activist groups.

The grassroots efforts in this book
lack the formal trappings of rules of
operation, settled beliefs, and a
collective identity that characterize more
established activist organizations, those
that scholars refer to as social movement
organizations (SMOs). I focus instead on
the many tiny and fledging groups from
which social movements might emerge.
A few of these incipient groups became



established SMOs during this study or at
some later point. Some may do so in the
future. Most collapsed or remained
fragile and tiny.10

“Tiny and incipient” groups are
rarely the subject of scholarship.11

Scholars tend to prefer SMOs whose
importance is clear and which are likely
to endure over time. Fledgling groups
are risky subjects for study. They are
likely to fall apart and disappear. They
are unstable, sometimes radically
changing focus or direction. As later
chapters show, what begins as a peace
group can morph into an environmental
group with the change of a few members.
Moderate peace groups can turn into
militant anarchist ones. Once-radical



groups can reshape themselves as civic
improvement societies. The fluidity of
emerging groups makes it difficult to
label them, to know what any one is “a
case of.”12

Despite the difficulty they pose to
scholars, emerging activist groups are
important to study for several reasons.
For one, they reveal the difficulties of
launching collective activism. The many
efforts that fizzle, dissolve, or become
something else show how fraught the
process of organizing for change can be.
So do the false starts, quick reversals,
tentative moves, and radical shifts in
direction that characterize virtually
every grassroots effort.

A second reason to study emerging



activism is that people create collective
political action differently today than in
the past. The labor, Southern patriot, and
working-class movements of the last
centuries had less need to fashion a
sense of commonality among those they
organized; they drew on existing ties of
occupation, place, and class. In contrast,
today’s grassroots efforts on behalf of
the environment, guns, or animals seek
recruits from heterogeneous places; they
need to create a sense of commonality,
rather than build on it. Their unity
requires shared definitions, common
beliefs, and agreed-upon ways of acting
that are never settled, always
provisional, forever being made.
However fragile, the unity of activist



groups provides a framework of
understanding from which they can
operate.13 Watching emerging activism
reveals how that framework is made.
Supplementing the many studies of
where, when, and why collective
activism occurs, this study focuses on
how it happens.14

A third reason to study fledgling
groups is that, however overlooked, they
are part of the landscape of grassroots
activism. People’s experiences in
activism are not just in established
organizations with clear agendas and a
sense of mission. Activists spend
considerable time in groups that are
groping for a focus, that can’t pull
themselves together, that accomplish



little. Focusing only on activism that has
“made it”—and ignoring what doesn’t—
truncates what we know. It makes
activism seem successful because we
study successful activism. This singular
focus is a form of skewed sampling, a
problem of drawing conclusions from
cases that share the characteristic in
question. We can’t learn what leads
people into peace politics, for example,
by studying only peace groups. Peace
activists might be overwhelmingly well
educated, highly social, or suburban. But
so might people who are active in all
kinds of politics. To know what attracts
people specifically to peace politics, we
need to compare peace groups with
other political groups. The same logic



applies here. We can’t understand what
makes activist groups endure by studying
only those that do. We need to look also
at those that collapse.15

A singular focus on established
activism may lead to other erroneous
conclusions. For instance, if we look
only at organized activism, we might
think that organization is a necessary
part of activism. Perhaps it is, but we
can’t know that by studying only
activism that is organized. When Gene
Burns studied efforts to abolish laws
against birth control in the United States,
he noted that it was insufficient to
examine only successful campaigns. He
also needed to look at occasions when
people tried to change laws but could



not. The study of grassroots activism is
similar. We need to know about groups
that are not organized to understand
those that are.16

Most important, fledgling groups
present a unique opportunity to
understand the relationship between
possibility and action. As later chapters
show, the talk in new activist groups is
experimental, open-ended, and
contested. Without a firm set of
collective expectations that define “who
we are” and “the way things are,”
fledgling groups weigh their decisions
against a broad array of possibilities.
Do we believe in conspiracies? Are we
willing to fight the police? Should we
use graphic imagery on our posters?



Allow punk musicians on our event
stage? Present ourselves as mainstream
Americans? Try to change how schools
treat kids or try to change how kids are
treated throughout society? Are we in
this for the long run? Do we know where
we can find more information?17

Could we capture this broad sense of
possibility by tracing SMOs back in
time, rather than start with nascent
groups? Unfortunately not. In activist
groups, as in other forms of social life,
what happens later obscures what
happened earlier. Over time, activist
groups forge patterns that define who
they are, who they should recruit, what
agendas to pursue, how they can find
information, and in what frames to cast



their issues. They settle on ways of
interacting with each other: friendly or
hostile, conflictual or cooperative,
democratic or authoritarian. Even if
practices and ideas shift over time, the
weight of tradition makes frequent and
drastic changes less and less likely.
Activist groups quickly take on a
character that defines them into the
future.

The cultural blueprint set out in the
early days of grassroots groups is
difficult to reconstruct once the group
becomes established. By then, many
issues of their early days are gone. As
initial questions are settled and
dilemmas resolved, activists’
recollection of how this happened fades.



Ways of acting and thinking become
assumed, obscuring the process by
which these were established. What was
once up for grabs comes to seem fixed,
normal, even inevitable. The group is
African American or mixed race, violent
or peaceable, insular or inclusive. The
reasons it is this way disappear from
individual and collective memory. It is
now unquestioned and largely
unquestionable.18

By looking at the early moments of
collective activism we can see directly
what later will become opaque. We can
watch frames being formed and made
meaningful, leaders emerging, dilemmas
being confronted, and rules of
interaction being etched. Possibilities



are evident—competing frames, leaders,
and ways of acting—that later are
filtered out. Moreover, group dynamics
are clearer than they will be later. Since
early groups don’t yet have a shared
framework of ideas, activists talk in
more detail about what they think—and
why they think so—than they do later
when understandings are widely shared
and explicit rationales no longer
needed.19

STUDYING ACTIVIST GROUPS

I collected a vast amount and variety of
data to capture a sense of the process of
activism in Pittsburgh’s fledgling



grassroots groups. These data are
unusually rich by being both longitudinal
and comparative. I follow each activist
group over time to see how its dynamics
change, and by gathering similar
information on each group, I compare the
process of activism across many groups.
These data also provide an
extraordinary view of the process of
activism that is simultaneously near and
distant. By recording the internal
dynamics of grassroots groups, they
show activism from the inside. And by
being comparable across groups, these
data reveal broader patterns in activist
group dynamics.

Much of the information for this study
comes from real-time ethnographic data,



including 378 similar semi-structured
observations of meetings and other
events. These are supplemented with 60
lengthy interviews, several focus groups,
and innumerable informal conversations
with activists, former activists, people
recruited to a grassroots group who
declined to join,20 and those on the
fringes of activist groups as well as a
vast amount of written, videotaped, and
Web material by and about these groups.
Other data were collected as well,
including information on 1,234 activist
events during the 2004 presidential
election campaign, 178 funding
proposals to a local philanthropic
foundation, and biannual one-month
inventories of all events and public



appearances by activist groups in the
city.

The various forms of data provide
information on different levels of
activism. Group-level data from
observations reveal that what activists
say—or even what they perceive—is
affected by what happens in the group.
Individual-level data from interviews
and conversations show how activists’
ideas, their desires, and their sense of
possibilities resemble or differ from
those adopted by the group as a whole.21

Data on the larger political environment
provide a context for activist talk and
actions.

Observations: Through systematic
ethnographic observation, very detailed



information was collected on the
workings of grassroots groups,
providing a lens inside the “black box”
of collective activism. These data show
how emerging activist groups work and
what prevents them from working
better.22

Grassroots activism is usually
depicted in times of great energy. These
can be moments of excitement, when
recruits are flooding in and plans are
under way, or times of crisis and
explosive tension.23 Less documented
are the long periods of sagging energy,
wearisome discussion, and irritating
tedium as activists wait for meetings to
start, events to come together, or
something to happen, or the times of



quiet despair when members slip away
and plans unravel. Because grassroots
activism is shaped by its low periods as
well as its high moments, observations
were made at every group event, no
matter how routine or seemingly
insignificant.

Activism also is commonly described
by its visible venues such as press
conferences, teach-ins, vigils,
confrontations with public officials,
rallies, and marches. Such a focus
misses important activism that takes
place in less visible arenas. Activists
don’t only confront the police or rally in
mass events; they also talk.24 One
frustrated activist echoed this
assessment: “organizing isn’t throwing



an event.” These data record the internal
as well as the public side of activist
groups: meetings, social events,
leadership caucuses, planning and
strategy sessions, and encounters with
other activist groups. With permission,
e-mail exchanges among activists on the
group’s discussion board also were
monitored.

In this study, less than one-quarter
(22%) of all group occasions were of
the type most commonly studied by
scholars, such as rallies, press
conferences, and vigils. Excluding
purely social events, the most common
activity for emerging groups (78%) was
a meeting (Table 1.1). Public events
were more common in established



groups, but this may be an artifact of
collecting data for established groups
from public announcements.

When emerging groups were
observed, semi-structured templates
were used to collect comparable
information on the fine details of
everyday social interactions.25 These
templates were designed to capture five
broad dimensions of activism.

First, they record the sequencing of
actions and interactions as they unfold in
real time. This preserves the dynamics
of action, the decision making as well as
the decisions made by activist groups.
Instead of needing to infer a group’s
strategies from their actions, templates
record how a group perceives its



alternatives as it formulates strategies.26

The templates preserve how activists
assert and weigh knowledge and how
groups frame ideas, showing the
contours of action as it is unfolding.

Second, observational templates
collect information on what fails to
happen as well as what does happen.
They capture plans that activist groups
contemplate but never enact, ideas that
fail to materialize, silences that mark the
boundaries of what can be considered,
and Michel Foucault’s “different ways
of not saying things,” such as topics once
talked about but now avoided.27

Table 1.1. ACTIVIST EVENTS BY
TYPE*



Third, these observations include
data on interactions, the often-neglected
intersubjective context of activism. I
record not only that activists do interact,
but how they interact, including the
content and affective qualities of
interactions as indicated in tone, pace,
nonverbal cues, intensity, laughter, and
irritation as well as words. These
subtleties are essential for a full picture
of activism that goes beyond events and
ideas. To avoid assuming that all
members share the group’s collective



understandings, observations include
differences in members’ interpretations.
By preserving the small details of
interaction, the political deliberations
that Katherine Walsh identifies as “the
social processes of people chatting with
one another,” these observations capture
fractures and tensions that are not
disclosed in interviews or recorded in
the group’s documents.28

Fourth, close observation reveals
cultural dynamics, such as how
meanings gain salience or are discarded,
and how groups make sense of their
environments and themselves as
political actors. These are found in the
natural language and interpretive
categories used in activist groups, as



well as their changing interpretations
over time. Observation of group
dynamics also preserves the role of
ordinary members in activism, against
the inflated importance of leaders that
can emerge if data are derived solely
from interviews with leaders and the
group documents they produce. In other
words, it attends to the ordinary
practices of activism.29

Finally, observation captures cycles
of reflection. People do not just act; they
reflect on their actions. Humans are
knowers, Christian Smith writes, who
“not only have experiences, pleasures,
pains, and beliefs but are aware that they
have them.” Human consciousness is the
capacity to stand outside “experiences,



knowledge, beliefs, and reactions and
consider them from different points of
view.” It enables people to judge their
actions, searching for “standards beyond
themselves by which they may evaluate
themselves.”30 These processes of
reflection and evaluation take place on a
collective level in activist groups.
Observation shows how groups reflect
on themselves and their situations and
how they reconsider their earlier
reflections as their circumstances
change.

Interviews: Observations alone do
not provide sufficient data because
people generally don’t talk about what
they take for granted.31 To correct this,
lengthy, semi-structured interviews



probed activists’ experiences and
interpretations. Interviews and
observations were refined over time in
an iterative fashion. Activists were
asked to clarify and provide nuance to
what observations revealed, and
observational templates were then
altered to include new issues raised in
interviews.

Documents: A vast number of
documents produced by activist groups
were collected, such as newsletters,
flyers, and Internet Web sites. Even
larger was the number of documents
produced by others about these groups,
including textual and video material
from mainstream media, alternative
media and Web sites such as Indymedia,



and other activist groups and support
organizations. These documents indicate
how grassroots groups see themselves,
how they choose to represent themselves
to others, and how they are seen and
represented by outsiders.

The data from observations, interviews,
and documents are nested, with
information on individual activists,
interaction among activists, dynamics of
the groups in which activists interact,
and the external context of these groups.
These data provide a rare look at
several aspects of fledgling activist
groups that are rarely examined by
scholars. Rather than the public events
and victories of activism that are most



often studied, these data reveal the
behind-the-scenes and nitty-gritty
activities that consume activist groups
between their more visible actions.
Unlike the more common ethnographic
case studies of a single group, this study
collects similar, systematic data on a
broad array of grassroots groups. In
contrast to the many studies of national
activist organizations, it examines local
groups and extends across the political
spectrum, to conservative as well as
progressive ones. It focuses on micro-
level dynamics of activism, not the well-
studied macro-level structures of
political opportunity. Finally, this study
captures activist dynamics as they
emerge and unfold, not retrospectively



through documents or activists’
accounts.

These data are a lens into the explicit
talk and actions of emerging activist
groups as well as the deeper,
commonsense layers of group life. The
talk that doesn’t take place and the
actions that are not considered are clues
to what activists regard as natural and
given, the “implicit meanings,” in Paul
Lichterman’s terms, “that activists tend
to take for granted” and that
circumscribe what activists think they
can do.32 By tacking between these
layers—between what is done/said and
what is not done/unsaid—it is possible
to see what activists collectively regard
as possible, authorized, and imaginable.



CATEGORIZING AND NAMING

Activist groups are variously described
by their issues (e.g., disability rights),
tactics (e.g., nonviolent), or members
(e.g., middle class). Yet such labels are
misleadingly static, a way of not seeing
as well as seeing. Just as describing a
person, rather than the person’s acts or
desires, as heterosexual or homosexual
obscures how sexual expression may
vary over a lifetime;33 so too, depicting
activist groups as anti-war, youthful, or
militant implies that such characteristics
are essential and durable. The
description freezes in time what is
actually in flux, treating variable states
of activism as fixed attributes.



In reality, activist groups continually
modify themselves. They form coalitions
and alliances or fracture internally. They
reorient from local to national efforts
and back again. People drift in and out,
turning a group of young professionals
into one of economically marginal
students or reforming a youth-dominated
group into one of middle-aged activists.
Boundaries blur as groups dissolve into
each other and activists migrate from
one to another.

The fluidity of activism is easily
overlooked since it is not always
evident from the outside. Activist groups
can retain the same name and mission
statement, even produce identical public
materials, while dramatically shifting



their issues, membership, or tactics. A
Pittsburgh group that organized to
oppose animal experiments in university
research labs, for example, shifted its
energies toward opposing the Iraq War
after the members started attending anti-
war rallies to distribute flyers about
animal rights. From the outside, little
seemed to change: its Web site and
public materials still focused on animal
abuse although there was a subtle shift in
the flyers that now decried “the all-too-
forgotten loss of animals during times of
war.” Inside, though, change was
dramatic and palpable as members
strategized excitedly about the war,
rarely bringing up the topic of animals.
Labeling an activist group by using only



its outward appearance thus risks the
error of “misplaced concreteness,”
equating a model of reality with actual
reality. In fact, groups can be much more
dynamic than their public appearances
suggest.34

The names that activist groups adopt
show the complexity of labeling. Some
select names to define themselves. A
young activist said of his group that “the
name was a big thing, you know,
creating a group in some ways. You’re
not a group until you have the name that
you can refer to yourself by.” For others,
the process of naming was more casual.
A founding member of a protest support
group recalled,



[We decided] we can pool supplies and be
more organized and train other people
ourselves. So at that meeting [we] more or
less came into existence. People said,
“we’re going to have a group and who’s
interested and you all put your e-mail
address down” and then someone e-mailed
the group and said “we’re going to have a
meeting” and at the meeting we picked a
name [and] the group existed.

However names are chosen, they
freeze the group in time. Names imply
stasis, even when a group is in flux, a
phenomenon aptly captured in Andrew
Abbott’s caution that “the name stayed
the same; the thing it denoted did not.”
Some groups retain their original names
(thus, their public identity) even as their
attributes change, like the animal rights



group that turned to war issues.35 Others
alter their names to reflect shifts in
agenda or tactics, like a neighborhood
group that shifted from “Death by
Heroin” to “People Opposing Drugs” to
appear less controversial to funders and
recruits.

The mutability of activist groups
means that they are not easily compared,
since the logic of comparison assumes
that cases have a “generically analyzable
form.”36 Put another way, comparison
requires cases that are unitary and
bounded instances of a single underlying
phenomenon, like “activist group.” But
activist groups are neither unitary nor
bounded. We cannot simply compare gun
control and anti-war groups to see



differences in how they recruit members
or develop leadership. Groups remake
themselves too often to be strictly
comparable. Even the underlying
phenomenon—what they are a case of—
is unclear. Any single group can
simultaneously have qualities of an
activist group, civic improvement
society, electoral pressure group, and
social group in shifting proportions.

Similar problems arise when we
compare activist groups over time.
Longitudinal study assumes a coherent
entity that can be traced as a process, the
way an apple ripens or a child grows
into adulthood. But activist groups are
more like a neighborhood ball game. In
the course of an afternoon, some



children join the game, others leave.
Some never return; others grab a snack
at home and come back. Still others stay
in the game all afternoon. There are
some patterns in the shifting set of
players. At twilight, for instance, the
players will be older and live closer to
the field. But there are also
idiosyncrasies. Strategies change as
players come and go; so does the
intensity of the game. Given these
fluctuations, it is difficult to say that the
team got better over time or that the
members played better in darkness than
light. For the same reasons, it can be
misleading to trace an activist group
over time. Any group can be an
essentially different entity from one



moment to the next, undermining the
assumptions of standard analytic models
that predict outcomes from origins.37

Despite these problems, it is not
necessary to abandon the analytic
advantages of comparison. Instead of
groups, I compare sequences of action
and interpretation as defined from the
perspective of activist groups
themselves. Sequences of action and
interpretation are inherently intertwined,
but activist groups often define them
separately, either lumping together
instances of action—as, for example,
times in which they are “intensely
recruiting” or “in the doldrums” or “on
the brink of success”—or grouping
instances of shared interpretation, like



times when they were “radical” or
“open to new ideas” or “rigid.”

From the outside, these sequences
lack clear start and end points, making it
impossible to specify whether events
occur early or late. But activist groups
treat sequences differently, as having
clear beginnings and conclusions such as
“when we began to consider a new
direction” or “when we stopped fighting
with each other.” From the perspective
of activist groups, then, sequences of
action and interpretation are discrete and
time-limited, thus meeting the
assumption that cases have unity and
boundaries. Using definitions generated
by activist groups also avoids the
problems of retrospection, linking



together actions and events in hindsight,
and choosing cases based on the
characteristic of interest.38 These
sequences provide a robust basis for
comparison over time and across
groups.

POLITICAL CONTEXT

Context is an important aspect of
activism, enabling or disabling the
possibilities for action. During the G.W.
Bush presidency, for example,
progressive activist groups regarded
action as necessary but futile. In the
same political context, conservative
activist groups saw themselves as likely



to succeed, but rarely regarded their
actions as indispensable.39

Much of the salient context of
grassroots activism is local. Borrowing
Doreen Massey’s distinction, activist
groups tend to be place-based but not
necessarily place-bound. Their concerns
and networks extend broadly, yet they
tend to experience even national and
international politics in local terms.40

For example, the 2004 presidential
election in which Pennsylvania was
considered a “toss-up” and “must-win”
state dramatically affected Pittsburgh’s
activist community. Multiple candidate
visits to the city and intense media
attention to the wife of Bush’s opponent,
an influential local philanthropist, forced



activist groups to position themselves
vis-à-vis electoral politics. They
variously used electoral forums to
showcase their issues and tried to fend
off competition from political parties for
donors and recruits.41

Most of these activist groups had ties
to social movements and activists far
outside the city, but on a day-to-day
basis, local context was paramount. For
many progressive activists (less so for
conservative ones), the city supported a
local version of what Donatella della
Porta and Dieter Rucht term “social
movement families” that “share a
common world view, have
organizational overlaps, and
occasionally ally for joint campaigns.”42



Within these families, progressive
activists could find like-minded people
as recruits and allies; with them they
could share ideas, concerns, friendship,
places of activism, and culture.43 Many
progressive groups were able to secure
funding for their projects from a local
foundation.44 There was also a loose
progressive scene in Pittsburgh,
constituted through networks and places
of interaction such as restaurants,
coffeeshops, bookstores, and galleries.45

A local social movement family for
Pittsburgh’s progressive activists was
the network around the Center for
Progressive Values (CPV),46 a
“resource and organizing center for local
peace and justice groups” that dated to



1972 and provided nonprofit tax status,
meeting space, and publicity through its
widely circulated weekly e-mails and
monthly newspaper. It also generated a
calendar of progressive events and
provided advice from its experienced
staff and members. Groups affiliated
with the CPV were not formally linked,
but their activists bumped into each
other at meetings at the CPV office or as
they worked in its associated thrift shop
or with affiliated projects. CPV events,
like its well-attended annual awards
dinner and chartered buses to national
demonstrations, created a dense network
of progressive activists, supported by
various institutions and groups like local
“Raging Grannies,” “Radical



Cheerleaders,” and independent radio
networks, newspapers, and Indymedia.

The conservative groups in this study
were less likely to operate through
activist networks. In part, this may be an
artifact of the study design. Conservative
networks in Pittsburgh largely worked
through Catholic churches, and I
excluded activist groups that were under
the auspices of larger organizations like
churches or unions that might constrain
how activist groups defined themselves
and their political direction. Even in the
conservative groups in the study,
however, activists rarely mentioned
other groups as potential allies, referring
more often to public officials and media.
Nor did they talk about particular venues



or scenes—aside from churches—as
sites of conservative networking.

THE BIRTH OF ACTIVISM

This book looks at the early moments of
activism, but pinpointing the birth of an
activist group is not easy. Even activists
disagreed about when their group
started, hinting at deeper divisions on
what constitutes activism. When asked to
describe their group’s beginning, some
activists pointed to personal ties. For
them, the group began when people
started interacting, even long before it
had a common political focus or goal.
An anti-drug activist told me, “when we
started out, most of the people were just



friends. We’ve expanded since then.”
For these activists, activism is rooted in
interaction and personal ties. In contrast,
other activists traced their group to a
time when people started learning
together. For them, personal ties are
merely social; a group of people does
not become an activist group until the
members start to have common
understandings. A protest organizer
recalled that “the group itself started
based on discussions that we had at the
training. The training was organized, you
got the group, the group didn’t start
before the training occurred.”

Some activists even resisted the idea
that their group had a particular starting
point at all. For them, grassroots



activism is continuous. Groups don’t
begin; they simply emerge from previous
efforts. Likewise, grassroots groups
don’t die. They are absorbed into a flow
of subsequent activism or enter what
Verta Taylor describes as a period of
“abeyance” to be revived later.47 A
neighborhood activist captured this
sense when he recounted, “I don’t see
this particular group coming back, but
it’s a good possibility that another group
similar to this will come back.” Even
when a group never resurfaces, its ideas,
connections, political acumen, and
enhanced sense of possibility turn up in
later efforts. There is one exception:
when a group strays from a mission of
social change, activists say the group is



“dead” even if it continues to meet and
stage events. As one young woman put it,
“I think it ended up becoming more like
a support group (laughs) than an
advocacy group. You know, parents
sitting around and talk[ing] about what
pissed them off.”48

Differing ideas about a group’s birth
are not merely disagreements about
definitions. Activists’ claims are also
strategic. When asked to describe its
history, different members of one group
variously insisted that it was brand-new;
had been revived from a previous group
that collapsed; was the reemergence of a
functioning group that hadn’t done much
for awhile; and was a faction from a
group that split. Why such different



answers? Labeling a group as new can
be a strategic move to recruit members
who want to join groups that are not
fully formed. Or it can be a way to
distance a group from problems of a
former one. Conversely, activists
described groups as not-new when they
wanted to signal a connection to earlier
waves of activism.

The political stakes of defining the
starting point of activism are evident in
the discussion at an initial meeting of a
predominantly African American anti-
violence group. At first, the group talked
about itself as new, relishing the idea
that it could tackle community violence
because it had a fresh vision. Soon,
however, a different theme appeared,



that the group was a reincarnation of an
earlier anti-violence effort. As one anti-
gang street worker put it, “once again
[it] has emerged as a group that the
community really feels it needs.” Which
definition prevailed mattered to the
group for more than semantic reasons.
Defining its birth set in motion a
trajectory of action. If new, the group
was free to do anything. If not, it had a
legacy, and honoring that legacy would
constrain its style and rhetoric.

The last section of this chapter outlines
the emergence of three grassroots
activist efforts. Two collapsed quickly
and have yet to return; one flourished
and continues today. Their brief



trajectories show the complexities of
new grassroots activism explored in
subsequent chapters.

NEW DAWN

New Dawn was the brainchild of
Yvonne (all names are pseudonyms), a
strong-minded but soft-spoken African
American woman and longtime activist
convinced that she had a new way to
stop violence among black youth. To
Yvonne, current efforts did little more
than preach at kids. Worse, those funded
by the government made African
Americans dependent on a system that
gave free rein to police actions in black
neighborhoods. Many just benefited



whites, Yvonne told me, like a billboard
campaign that featured pictures of
murdered black children:

The powers-that-be came to Joyce [the
billboard organizer] and said, “You know
what, we’ll give you this money and you can
put these billboards up. … And we know
just the person who’s going to do it, it’s
[Company] Billboards.” … Them billboards
is not going to solve one murder and if you
go through the history of them, they
haven’t. But you know that money that went
from the City to Joyce to [Company]
Billboards, which happens to be [owned by]
a white man in a white community, living
well. … It doesn’t solve anything, and it
makes our community very gloomy … a
constant reminder that there is people dead,
and the people who murdered them are still
out there.



The billboard debacle happened
because “no one bothered to go ask the
people in the community, ‘What do you
need—what do you need?’”

Yvonne started New Dawn with a
radical aim, to launch a full grassroots
movement. She wanted a groundswell of
activism among young, poor, black
citizens to create changes that would
profoundly reshape their lives. To make
this happen, they needed a vision of a
“New Dawn” and a way to get there.
The timing was ideal, Yvonne thought.
Pittsburgh’s fiscal crisis had closed
community centers and swimming pools
and slashed social programs. Now was
the time to energize poor black kids into
action. New Dawn would be a new



model of organizing against violence, a
bottom-up effort whose direction was
not predetermined.

Instead of trying to get a large group to
meet once a week, at say, the library, we
will take it street by street and have those
people meet on their street and … talk
about issues.

New Dawn’s leadership would be
different too. Yvonne recognized that
other groups had tried “making a core
first and then have them go out and try to
dictate what you want the community to
do” and they failed. Instead, New Dawn
would “go through and by the community
… to form something that would
eventually be the avenue of the voice of
the people.”



New Dawn had four gatherings,
although only Yvonne, her
granddaughter, and I attended the final
one. In its first three meetings, the
fledgling group agreed on several plans.
One tied the group to its local
environment: it would distribute a flyer
in poor neighborhoods and through e-
mail to attract young recruits. Recalling
an earlier era, when families got
together for picnics in the park, its
mostly middle-aged members talked
nostalgically about how they could bring
adults and youth together again on
playgrounds, in church, and at the
library. Once they had young recruits,
one member mused, they would initiate a
second plan, to teach youths how to run



tours of local stations on the
Underground Railroad that had carried
antebellum slaves to freedom. When
another member expressed a desire to be
part of something bigger, the group was
swept into a plan to join upcoming
protests against the National Rifle
Association and the imprisonment of
journalist Mumia Abu Jamal.

Given this promising start, New
Dawn’s activists were caught off guard
in its third meeting when Yvonne bluntly
declared that it had not “gotten off the
ground.” Why not? people wondered
aloud. They had gathered a solid core of
activists and were busily developing
plans. But, Yvonne insisted, these
activists were not the “right kind” of



members. They “want to be in on writing
flyers and statements of purpose.” Such
tactics were a dead end if the group
wanted to get past existing ideas and
programs favored by the elite. It needed
“grassroots people,” Yvonne clarified,
“the kind who want to work on this in
their own communities” and were
dedicated to “involving their neighbors
and friends in getting this going.”
Someone from each of Pittsburgh’s poor
neighborhoods was needed to grow the
group.

No one challenged Yvonne’s
interpretation, but not because she was
heavy-handed or forcefully controlled
the group. Rather, her message seemed
to resonate with other members, at least



after their initial shock. In the discussion
that followed, members quickly
constructed a collective explanation of
the problem that Yvonne identified. New
Dawn couldn’t recruit the right kind of
people, they decided, because people in
desperate economic shape had no time to
participate. Moreover, poor people
were rightly suspicious of their
neighbors, so it was difficult to build the
group from the neighborhood up. Yet
these same factors that were so
economically oppressive—poverty and
isolation—also led to violence. The
very conditions that made the present
untenable were the ones that would
hamper New Dawn from realizing its
vision of community life. People left the



meeting, floundering and defeated.
Although New Dawn collapsed

rapidly, there were moments of great
possibility in its short life. By
envisioning youth violence as the
product of situations that could be
reversed by the very youth most
involved in violence, New Dawn
created new understandings of the
problem and its remedy. But it was
undermined by its own ambitions. It
regarded the people who were needed to
sustain its radical vision and develop a
new kind of movement—ordinary, non-
activists from the neighborhoods—as
too poor and isolated to join the group.
At the same time, it considered those it
could attract—older, long-term activists



—as hobbled by immersion in their own
ideas of the present. Yvonne’s vision
was formidable but self-defeating.

Scholars often favor parsimonious
explanations. But what happens in new
activist groups, even one as short-lived
as New Dawn, is not easily explained
with simple models of cause and effect.
Did New Dawn collapse because its
vision outstripped its ability to recruit
members? Because it lacked resources?
Because Yvonne’s voice was too
strong? Or perhaps because it was
competing in an activist niche already
filled with anti-violence groups? Each
factor mattered, but none alone doomed
the group. Even with these problems,
New Dawn’s demise could not be



predicted. Indeed, the group wrestled
with a series of self-definitions—who it
was as a group, the problem it wanted to
fix, and how members could work with
each other—that were handled very
differently by two other emerging
groups, New Army of Revolution and
ALLIES 2007.

NEW ARMY OF REVOLUTION
(NAR)

The New Army of Revolution lasted
about as long as New Dawn but
otherwise was strikingly different. It
was the brainchild of Mel, a 30-year-old
drummer in a band who saw President
Bush’s reelection as an opportunity to



build a progressive movement in
Pittsburgh. During the presidential
campaign, Mel was active in MoveOn,
the Internet political action committee.
After the election, he decided that
MoveOn simply “preached to the choir”
rather than generating ideas from the
grassroots. To launch a new effort, Mel
rented space in a community center,
posted flyers in his neighborhood and
around the university, and encouraged
friends and acquaintances to come to an
initial meeting.

The first gathering of the New Army
of Revolution attracted seven men and
one woman, an unusually high
proportion of men among activist groups
in this study. NAR was an odd



combination of ideological openness and
structural rigidity, nearly the opposite of
New Dawn’s focused mission and lack
of structure. Mel declared that
participants were free to take on any
progressive issue, although his examples
—Social Security, health care, the war
in Iraq, and same-sex marriage—were
those for which vibrant local groups
were already in place. The unbounded
sense of possibilities for the group’s
mission excited some at the gathering,
like the man who declared that it finally
gave a space for his ideas. Most, though,
were uneasy with NAR’s formlessness.
Unable to tell what was permissible to
bring up for discussion, they were silent.
Mel’s voice dominated even as he



insisted that he would not direct the
group.

In contrast to the limitless
opportunities to choose goals, the
organizational structure that Mel
presented was not up for discussion.
“New American Revolution” would
have a military chain of command with
branches termed “garrisons” and headed
by “captains.” Inexplicably, military
metaphors did not extend to meetings.
These were to be called “gatherings” to
promote informality and personal
networking. When someone ventured that
its militaristic cast might prevent
alliances with local peace groups, Mel
dismissed the concern. NAR would have
so many members that any group would



be happy to work with it:

If you take the model of an Army and you
have a large contingent of soldiers, it would
be nice, if you believe in a battle coming
up, to lend physical support to other causes.
Should [another group] have a rally at CMU
[Carnegie Mellon University], we should
get behind those guys. It would nice to be
able to send a thousand bodies over there
and say, “hey we’re here to help, what do
you need?” It would be nice. That’s, of
course, in the future that we’ll have a lot of
bodies.

Mel’s tight grip extended into other
areas as well. In response to one query,
he announced that members could post
messages to the Web site but only after
he approved the content. Even in the face



of such domineering behavior and Mel’s
lengthy monologues, no one left during
the initial two-hour gathering and five of
the eight returned for a second meeting,
along with eight new people.

If NAR’s militarism was a topic of
discussion at its first gathering, the
subject was clearly off the table by its
second meeting. Now the structure was
fixed, unquestioned, and unquestionable.
Those who didn’t like it simply drifted
away. New recruits accepted NAR’s
structure as a given, noting it “sounds
strong” and that it suggests a group in
which “no one can order you around.”
Instead of mulling over the group’s
structure, NAR’s discussion again turned
to what the group should do. Various



possibilities floated through the group,
some generating interest but none
coalescing into a plan of action. One
man raised a potential target for the
group, the specter of electoral fraud with
the introduction of computerized voting
machines, and the group seized on this.
But it soon fizzled as other issues were
raised. The most sustained talk was
about Mel’s idea to gather in a
neighborhood business district, declare
the area “seceded from Corporate
America” for an hour, and encourage
passersby to enter the “new country” and
enjoy “true freedom.” After a short time,
though, the group dwindled away and no
plan was set in motion.

NAR continued to meet and discuss



ideas in the same vein until Mel
suddenly announced that it had no
momentum and not enough people to take
any action at all. NAR never met again
although Mel continued to maintain its
Web site, which still proclaimed a sense
of heady possibility:

We need to rally people to our cause, and
help our army of idealistic, peaceful, and
caring people grow. We realize that a larger
organization can do more good for more
people. We will communicate our vision
through our website, newsletters, the press,
demonstrations, meetings, and online audio
programs. We hope to find kindred spirits
and motivate them to make this nation a
place that can embrace all of its citizens in
the ideals of its birth.



Its lack of boundaries made NAR
appear open to members’ views of what
goals they should pursue and how. In
practice, though, its unboundedness
caused the fledgling group to flounder in
its efforts to discuss a political
direction. Its approach to structure,
however, was quite different. NAR
members very quickly operated on the
assumption that it would take a militarist
form; other ideas for its organization
were out of bounds for group discussion.

The New Army of Revolution and
New Dawn had much in common, at
least in their politics and initial
definition. Both had visions that rested
on a rejection of similar efforts in the
past that lacked connection to grassroots



people. Both groups sought ties to other
progressives. Both had strong founders
who named the group. NAR and New
Dawn differed, though, in how they
theorized the process of activism. NAR
saw the group’s size as key; for New
Dawn, it was the kinds of members.
They differed as well in whose
theorizing counted. For NAR, Mel the
founder was the most important source
of ideas. In New Dawn, Yvonne saw
theorizing as a task for the grassroots
members she hoped to recruit. It is
tempting to conclude that New Dawn
floundered because it lacked structure
while NAR collapsed because it
couldn’t decide on a mission. But that
conclusion is too simple, as we see in



ALLIES 2007, a group that began with
neither structure nor mission but was
able to generate both.

ALLIES 2007

Like New Dawn, ALLIES 2007 was
formed by several longtime activists to
end violence among young African
Americans after a series of highly
publicized murders of black youth. Its
first meeting, announced at a press
conference that was covered extensively
by local media, brought over 200 people
to a packed auditorium in a local
community center. The crowd was
largely black, with a sprinkling of white
politicians, police officers, and



community activists. Many were middle-
aged, but teens and children were there
too. Groups of motorcycle club members
—white and black—wore identifying
jackets, soliciting funds to provide
motorbikes to poor boys to encourage
them to venture across the borders of
neighborhoods and gangs. Solemn men
from the Ministry of Defense of the
Nation of Islam ringed back and side
walls. While waiting for the meeting to
begin, people greeted each other. To
strangers, they frequently presented their
credentials in violence, introducing
themselves as someone who had lost a
son to violence or who feared violence
at the hand of the community’s drug
dealers and murderers.



A widely respected local activist
opened the meeting by stating that the
goal of the group was to “impact the
violence” with a comprehensive strategy
built on existing anti-violence efforts in
the city. The only rule was that
“everyone is equal tonight, if you are
head of an organization or just a citizen.”
This rule was put into action
immediately: participants who wanted to
speak were asked to put their names in a
box and each could speak for only three
minutes when his or her name was
drawn. The result was an emotionally
charged and powerful meeting.

As speaker after speaker presented
proposals for anti-violence organizing,
the crowd began to talk among



themselves. These side chats, as much as
the formal speeches, began the process
of constructing a shared platform of
understanding that carried over into
subsequent meetings. A large, engaged
cluster of middle-aged and older African
American women at the back, for
example, began as a small group that
arrived together. Over the course of the
evening, their talk and laughter grew
increasingly boisterous (although not
disruptive) and more women slipped
back to join them. When a street minister
talked of going into crack houses to
“save souls,” one woman loudly
whispered to those around her, “Save
souls? Shit! Need to give them a job, a
place to live,” provoking a chorus of



agreement.
The women’s talk quickly turned to

gender, a topic all but absent from the
podium. They agreed that women needed
to report drug dealers and illegal guns to
the police, bemoaning those who goaded
boyfriends into dealing drugs to “bring
them money for Gucci purses.” They
applauded enthusiastically when the
police chief declared that the police
would assist when the community was
ready to “take back” its neighborhoods,
a statement met with stony silence from
many others. When the meeting
concluded with a tearful recounting from
a woman whose three sons were
murdered in two separate incidents, the
women’s talk became even more



animated and their references more
concrete. They needed to take back their
communities “house by house,” the
women now said explicitly to each
other, promising to stand up to the
murderers, drug dealers, and prostitutes
who terrorized their neighborhoods.
Their anger spilled over from those
committing violence to those ignoring it.
Drawing attention to the absence of
news media at this extraordinary event,
they asked: “Where’s Channel 11?
Channel 2?” “It’s a form of genocide,”
one declared.

Subsequent weekly meetings of
ALLIES 2007 were considerably
smaller than its massive kick-off event,
but the group maintained a solid



attendance of 15–30 people each week
and quickly developed a detailed set of
goals and strategies. Members carefully
included new people, introducing
everyone at every meeting and frequently
interrupting the flow to review the
agenda and summarize earlier
discussions and decisions to update
those who arrived late. No one objected;
the group clearly valued new people and
ideas. Perhaps as a result, ALLIES 2007
had a constant influx of people, white
and black. Speakers affirmed the
presence of whites explicitly at each
meeting and discussed race in a relaxed,
lighthearted manner. When a white man
pointed out that schools treat African
American kids more harshly than whites



for the same behavior, the facilitator for
that night joked that he would record this
comment and add “a white man said
this,” sparking general laughter. Laughter
was frequent, with attendees poking fun
at themselves and the facilitator. A
positive spirit prevailed.

Young members were particularly
valued in ALLIES 2007 and their input
was repeatedly solicited. Most
important, new and late-arriving
members were permitted to reopen lines
of discussion on issues that had been
decided earlier, such as how the group
could both work with the police against
violence and deal with persistent cases
of local police misconduct and brutality
toward African Americans. There were



lively conversations before and after
meetings, in which activists continued
the night’s topic and shared personal
experiences.

The ability of ALLIES 2007 to keep
its options open was particularly evident
in a meeting devoted to sensitive issues
of family life. The group began by
discussing the need to address the
problem of “kids having kids,” but
quickly veered into new topics and
surprising decisions. For instance, when
one older man proposed that the group
adopt “marriage before having children”
as a goal, his idea generated a lively
exchange that ended with the decision to
support everyone who had children
without marriage, including lesbian and



gay couples. Conversely, an initial effort
to avoid having the group seem too
“preachy” was challenged when a
middle-aged man argued that young
black men too often equate masculinity
with the amount of sexual activity they
have and the number of children they
produce. Insisting passionately that
“having children when you are unable to
provide for them is an act of violence
against our community!” he argued that
the group had “crossed the line” by not
wanting to sound “judgmental.” Others
concurred and ALLIES 2007 decided to
attack teen pregnancy in the black
community with a focus on abstinence
and chastity.

ALLIES 2007 began with a broad



sense of the issues it wanted to address
and a flexible sense of how to do so. By
carefully including new members and
allowing old issues to be brought back
into the group for discussion, it was able
to maintain a sense of openness even as
it formulated goals and settled on
actions.

New Dawn, NAR, and ALLIES 2007
started around the same time, in the same
city, and with similar progressive
values. Each struggled with defining
itself in organizational, ideological, and
interpersonal terms in very different
ways. New Dawn first grappled with
organizational issues, considering who
should belong in the group; only after the



right members were recruited was it
willing to set a political direction or
establish ground rules for how people
should act toward each other. NAR
initially tackled ideological issues; its
founder insisted that the shape of the
organization would flow from its
political direction. ALLIES 2007 took
yet another course; it focused intensely
on interpersonal dynamics, encouraging
people to work together under a broad
umbrella and assuming that its political
direction and structure would emerge
naturally from a larger and well-working
group.

To understand the trajectories of
these activist groups, it is necessary to
attend both to patterns and to deviations



from these patterns. Activist groups act
in patterned ways that reflect social
structural contexts, such as their access
to resources and the availability of
recruits. They also deviate from those
patterns, reminding us that people have
agency and can change their
circumstances.49 Such intertwining of
patterns and deviations makes it
impossible to predict the outcome of any
one activist group. ALLIES 2007 began
with no organizational structure, like
New Dawn. It started with no fixed
political plan, like NAR. Yet ALLIES
2007 endured while the other two
stumbled.

In the next chapter I present a
conceptual framework for studying the



varying ways in which the dynamics of
activist groups unfold. My goal is not to
predict how activist groups will turn out,
but rather to tease out the differing paths
they take from fairly similar beginnings.
Readers who are less interested in the
details of this framework can skip ahead
to the story of how Pittsburgh’s activist
groups take shape. Chapter 3 looks at
activist groups as they decide who
belongs and whom they should bring in
to the group. In Chapter 4, I explore the
ways activist groups assess the issues to
address and, in Chapter 5, the ways they
create a sense of how members should
act toward each other. A concluding
chapter draws lessons from Pittsburgh’s
activist groups for making democracy



through grassroots activism.



CHAPTER 2
Theorizing the Emergence
of Activism

One hundred fifty people gathered
anxiously in a church basement on a
summer night in Pittsburgh. Not all were
churchgoers, but they knew the building.
Its adjoining school was where they sent
their children to avoid the public
schools they saw as chaotic and scary.
This was Greenview, a neighborhood
whose history was easy to read from its
appearance. Brick houses, small but
solid, attested to a time of relative
prosperity for its mostly white, working-



class residents, but they also displayed
years of neglect in their crumbling steps,
peeling paint, and sagging gutters. Fancy
lettering etched into building facades
advertised the grocers, jewelers, and
restaurants from a prior era that now
hosted nail salons, check-cashing places,
bars, and furniture rental stores.

Greenview’s decline began in the
1980s when steel mills closed and
thousands of jobs vanished in an instant,
throwing the neighborhood into cycles of
decline. Incomes plummeted; young
people moved away; problems
multiplied as the aged, unemployed,
drug-and alcohol-dependent, and
mentally ill population surged and city
services disappeared. Even



Greenview’s neighborhood center lost
its funding and was shuttered. Residents
spoke of feeling trapped and scared.

Against this backdrop of despair, the
church gathering was remarkable in a
neighborhood in which political action
generally meant little more than voting a
Democratic Party slate. This was not a
place where people often challenged
authorities. They tended to accept life as
it came. But tonight, Greenview
residents had gathered together,
convinced they could change their fate in
some way. There was a handful of men,
most wearing T-shirts from local
baseball teams. Some women were
dressed casually in jeans; others had
careful makeup and were wearing



dresses. Most were white, but nearly a
quarter were African American. Many
greeted people they knew, directing them
into parking spots, and moving
downstairs in groups where they made
small talk about schools and athletic
teams or shared news about events in
their lives.

A few whites and most African
Americans asked for directions to the
hall, noting they were “not from here.”
They were from Greenview, but not
from “here,” this particular set of
blocks. Residents used finer gradations
of geography and social ties to mark
belonging. Those “not from here” didn’t
know the organizers. They learned about
the meeting the same way I did, from the



“Heroin Kills” flyers posted in hair
salons and bars and on telephone poles.

The meeting began suddenly, with no
announcement of a plan or agenda, no
introduction to the group or its founders.
A line of speakers told of the
devastation that heroin had brought to
Greenview. Some confessed to
addiction, by themselves or family
members. Their stories were riveting
and horrible; they often ended in
tragedy: jail, homelessness, divorce,
arrest, death.

That night, there was open possibility
in the group, numerous directions in
which things might go. Perhaps the group
would target adults: one speaker
chastised parents who “go to bars and



set a bad example” for their children. Or
the city: another speaker decried the
closing of the Greenview senior center,
which gave Narcotics Anonymous
nowhere to meet, and criticized police
for allowing open drug sales in the
grocery parking lot and in front of the
high school. The group might become
confrontational: a few insisted that
direct action was needed to drive drug
dealers away.

No one seemed in charge, but a
direction eventually emerged. The first
speakers simply delivered statements,
but later ones built on earlier comments.
When one middle-aged man talked of
Greenview as “under siege” by drug
dealers (implying with a gesture of his



head that they came from an adjacent
African American neighborhood), he
was corrected by a young woman who
noted that plenty of drug users and
sellers were from Greenview.
Neighborhoods need to stand together,
she continued, because “heroin isn’t a
ghetto drug anymore.” Others joined in
to block a potentially racist direction.

The evening’s emotional peak came
as Nancy took the stage to tell the story
of her son’s fatal overdose. She was
introduced as the force behind this
gathering and, befitting her position,
Nancy told a story with the coherence of
one often repeated. Her journey from
denial to despair swept up the crowd.
Many were crying when she finished.



Nancy made pointed references to
people in the room—“as you remember,
Joe” or “wasn’t it like that, Norma?”—
making it clear that she had invited many
who were here tonight. Her story
skillfully wove together the threads of
discussion. She related her son’s death
as a tale of individual pain but also as an
example of a common tragedy that
required immediate action. Surprisingly,
though, Nancy ended without saying
what should be done. She got things
going but insisted that what happened
next should be decided by “all of you.”

It was more than a year later: fall
2004. What began as a gathering of
worried, frustrated residents now had a
name (Greenview Against Drugs, GAD),



officers, and a bank account. But at this
meeting there were only 16 people, all
white. They clustered together in a tiny
Veterans of Foreign Wars hall, behind a
gas station, difficult to find for anyone
not familiar with this section of the
neighborhood. Its sole entry snaked
through a private tavern, across a room
still set up for the funeral held earlier in
the day. As they chatted about relatives
and friends, it was obvious that
everyone occupied the same tight social
circle. There was no discussion that
night about drugs or how GAD should
work. All of that was settled. GAD’s
sole aim now was to recruit people to
attend what was termed a “reality tour.”
Set up in a bleak section next to the city



jail, the reality tour ushered dozens of
visitors every month through a set of
successive tableaus in which a teenager
is pressured to take drugs, arrested,
convicted, jailed, and finally dies from
an overdose. The performance was
artful and emotional, ending in a funeral
scene with a teen lying in a casket and
surrounded by sobbing parents and
friends and a confrontational talk by
actual inmates at the jail. In GAD, all
talk was about preparing for the next
reality tour. Earlier possibilities for
combating the neighborhood’s drug
problem were off the table. No personal
stories were related, no emotions
expressed. No one was looking for new
members, only actors for the pre-



scripted show.
What happened? How did a group

that began with a wide horizon of
possibility decide on such a narrow
goal? The answer can’t be found by
talking to its activists. They say they
only dimly remember its beginnings.
When pressed, they insist that there
simply is no explanation. It just
happened.

The argument of this book is that what
happened in Greenview is the product of
two related dynamics. Activist groups
quickly develop routine ways of
operating that shape what they will do
and will consider doing far into the
future; this happens in ways that are
difficult for current members to perceive



or change. And they operate from a
collective sense of what is possible that
tends to contract over time.

This chapter introduces a conceptual
framework to explain these dynamics.
The goal is not to predict the direction
that any particular group will take.
Activists make different choices even
when in similar situations. Some narrow
their visions, like Greenview’s activists,
while others take on a broad mandate.
Rather, this book traces varying
trajectories of grassroots activism and
identifies how patterns of action form
and shift over time.

The conceptual framework of this
study borrows ideas from four quite
distinct research literatures. Studies of



workplace task teams, largely from
organizational psychology, suggest the
ways that group-level factors matter.
Cultural sociology highlights the
importance of cultural interpretation and
meaning-making to group action. Path-
dependency theories, mostly found in
studies of built environments and nation-
state development, show how
sequencing shapes the possibilities of
action and interpretation. Theories of
agency and time provide a way to locate
turning points in the sequences of action
and interpretation.

To begin, this chapter introduces
ideas of group-level factors, culture,
sequencing, and turning points. It then
shows how these concepts can



illuminate otherwise obscure aspects of
activist group trajectories, like those in
the Greenview anti-drug group. The
chapter concludes by applying these
concepts in an extended case study of an
animal rights group.

GROUP-LEVEL FACTORS

An extensive scholarship shows that
people with a common task to complete,
such as work groups or teams set up in
laboratory experiments, take on
characteristics beyond those of
individual members. For example, task
teams develop “collective intelligence”
(CI), a body of shared understandings
beyond the specific knowledge,



experience, or ability of individual
members. CI gives teams a broad
foundation for action. It allows members
to rely on each other as repositories of
memory, providing a stable expectation
of the effects of actions based on the past
experiences of other members. Task
teams similarly exhibit “group potency,”
a shared belief in their group’s efficacy,
which gives members an impetus to take
action since they expect that their acts
will be influential.1

Like task teams, activist groups
develop group-level characteristics.
What happens in grassroots activism is
not a simple product of the motives, acts,
beliefs, or goals of individual activists.
Although activist groups serve as



platforms for individual activism, they
are also consequential “in their own
right.” When GAD morphed from
potential social agitators to staid
producers of a reality tour, its trajectory
could be neither predicted nor explained
by the motives or desires of any
individual member. GAD, like task
teams and other social groups,
developed supra-individual properties
that shaped its trajectory over time. If
GAD initially stretched its members’
perceptions of political possibility,
beyond the imagination of any single
member, it also developed collective
blind spots that later made these
alternatives unthinkable.



CULTURE

In task team research, culture is
generally understood as a consensus of
values or norms that molds and
constrains action. Task teams
characterized by cultures of cooperation,
for instance, work differently from those
rooted in an ethos of risk-taking,
minimal effort, or avid competition. In
this understanding, culture shapes action
in a relatively static fashion.

I turn to recent cultural sociology for
a more dynamic sense of culture, as the
process whereby meanings are generated
in social life. In this definition, culture is
not external to social action; rather,
culture is meaningful social action.



Culture is how social life works.2 This
sense of culture is useful for the study of
activist groups that, as Melucci
observes, operate in a “field of
meanings constructed by social
relations.” Melucci’s insight is twofold.
First, it underscores that collective
action is laden with multiple meanings.
A simple anti-war message, for
example, might draw out the political
implications of militarism in a
democratic society, make a claim about
morality in warfare, express a socially
normative idea about peace, and employ
discursive understandings to distinguish
between war and conflict. Meaning-
making is ubiquitous across the
activities of grassroots groups as well,



as they weigh strategic decisions, decide
what are appropriate emotional
exchanges, and evaluate their results to
learn whether they are successful.
Second, Melucci’s statement shows how
meaning is embedded in the dynamics of
social interaction. Activists make
meanings as they interact with other
people. Meaning-making is not external
to social life; it is a social product.
Since culture is embedded in social
action, it is always contested and being
remade. Culture is not consensual or
fixed, nor does it stand outside and
channel group action. Activist groups
push for shared definitions and
meanings, but these are never finally
accomplished and always emergent.3



Culture is central to activism because
activist groups are more than vehicles
through which people assert political
claims in public life and gain political
advantage. They also are venues in
which people work collectively to
understand their world, decide what is
just or unjust, and express their values.
Culture is not peripheral to, or even just
one aspect of, grassroots activism; it is
the core. As Doug McAdam writes,
activism is a “collaborative cultural
project.” Activism is not undertaken as a
cost-benefit calculus, nor is it a “brute
fact” whose meaning speaks for itself.
Rather, activism is a process in which
actions and meanings are deeply
intertwined.4 An activist group’s culture



is what Gary Alan Fine describes as an
idioculture:

a system of knowledge, beliefs, behaviors,
and customs shared by members of an
interacting group to which members can
refer and which they can employ as the
basis of further interaction. Members
recognize that they share experiences, and
these experiences can be referred to with
the expectation that they will be understood
by others, and will become tools by which
to construct a social reality.5

Cultural processes are particularly
important in horizons of possibility.
Even as they seek to envision the world
in new ways, activists act within
culturally meaningful boundaries of
perceived possibilities. Boundaries thus



enable as well as circumscribe the
action of activist groups.6

SEQUENCE

What activist groups do, and consider
doing, changes over time in sequences
that are path-dependent, a concept more
commonly used to describe changes in
large-scale structures like nation-states
or built environments.7 The geographer
Allan Pred conceptualizes such
sequences as the intertwining of paths
and projects. Human actions are paths
that move through social institutions or
projects. As people travel through
society, they are continually confronted



with new influences, information, and
feelings that lead them toward certain
actions. In the shadow of a nuclear
power plant, residents consider options
for developing their community that are
different from the choices they would
have considered otherwise. They still
make choices, but these are constrained
by the earlier decisions (paths) made by
those who constructed the nuclear plant
(project).8

Paths create projects. Social
institutions are the result of intentional
human action. The nuclear plant did not
simply appear; it came about through
earlier actions. As Pred explains, in a
paraphrase of Karl Marx’s famous
dictum, “people do not produce history



and places under conditions of their own
choosing, but in the context of already
existing, directly encountered social and
spatial structures.”9

As the accrual of social action, social
institutions are provisional, temporary,
and ever changing, reshaped by
unfolding human action. In turn, human
action is bounded by the institutional
framework in which action is taken, a
framework itself created by earlier
action. Action thus generates its own
boundaries, a point that Pred illustrates
in a description of one person’s actions:

Once a person makes a commitment to
partake in any project at a given time and
site it becomes impossible for her: (i) to
do something else simultaneously



elsewhere; (ii) to join any other spatially
separate project which starts at another
time but temporally overlaps with some
portion of the project in question; or (iii) to
join another project that presents no
simultaneity conflicts but which is out of
“reach” because of travel-time
requirements.10

By stressing the interplay between
events and social institutions, theories of
path dependency link micro and macro
levels of social life. People produce
their societies, but they do so within
preexisting and human-created
structures. Structure and action are
iterative.11 When a nuclear power plant
is built in a community (an action path
by builders and politicians), wealthier



citizens leave the area (their action
path), lowering the community’s tax base
and political clout (institutional
projects), thus making it more difficult
for the remaining citizens to fight off
future environmental hazards
(constraints on their future actions).

Properties of Path-Dependent
Sequences

Path-dependent sequences have several
distinct properties. William Sewell puts
the first attribute succinctly: “what
happened at an earlier point in time will
affect the possible outcomes of a
sequence of events occurring at a later



point in time.”12 In other words, events
tend to cascade over time as actions
shape options for later action.

Consider the comparative study of
Ventura and Santa Barbara, California,
by Harvey Moloch and his colleagues.
Both cities are seats of county
government, rich in history, and blessed
(or cursed) with oil reserves. They share
a similar climate, oceanside locations
with long beaches, and a diversity of
fauna and flora. Their populations are
similar in size and socioeconomic status.
Despite their similarities, the cities took
quite distinct paths of development.
Santa Barbara became a center of
information and technological innovation
with a vibrant public life and high-end



consumer goods and services. Ventura
became a dreary industrial seaport with
a meager public life and little land-use
planning.

Events cascaded to produce each city
as a distinctive place. In Ventura, local
decisions about how to manage oil
production spurred a series of negative
developments. Unsightly oil tankers
marred the city’s oceanfront and stymied
any possibility for upscale housing or
recreational development on its
waterfront. For Santa Barbara, the result
was markedly different. There, citizen
groups forced oil tax revenues to be
used to make the waterfront more
attractive. A scenic waterfront proved a
lure to educational institutions and



upscale businesses, which then attracted
affluent residents who spurred the
development of more amenities. Such
cascading actions, in the language of
structuration theory, were the result of
“co-occurrences,” as social practices
built up some things and undermined
others.13

A second property of path-dependent
sequences is that options for action are
increasingly constrained but always
contingent. Once taken, particular paths
of action are progressively more likely
to continue, as actions of the past makes
some future decisions more likely than
others. Yet, no action is inevitable.14

New events and unexpected decisions
can, and often do, alter trajectories.



Douglass North captures this synergy of
choice and constraint:

At every step along the way there [are
choices]—political and economic—that
provide … real alternatives. Path
dependence is a way to narrow conceptually
the choice set and link decision-making
through time. It is not a story of
inevitability in which the past neatly
predicts the future.15

Their durability and dynamism is the
third property of path-dependent
sequences. Durability is the result of
cascading sequences: what came before
shapes what happens next.16 Ventura and
Santa Barbara gained different
characteristics because each step of
development built on previous ones.



Dynamism exists because sequences are
built on events that are unfolding and
always different. If the waterfronts of
Ventura and Santa Barbara are different
from each other, each is also different
from itself over time. Moloch and his
colleagues describe this simultaneous
durability and dynamism as a “rolling
inertia [that] allows for continuous flux
within a stable mode of operation.”17

In path-dependent sequences, timing
matters. This fourth property is
described by Charles Tilly’s
observation that “when things happen
within a sequence affects how they
happen.”18 Early events in a sequence,
even small events, can be enormously
consequential. Military challenges to



civilian rule when states are being
formed can change the direction of state
formation; later, such challenges may
have little long-term impact. The life of
a 20-year-old sentenced to prison will
be changed forever by barriers to
education and entry-level employment,
whereas a prison term for someone at
the age of 60 carries fewer
consequences. Wanda J. Orlikowski’s
metaphor of scaffolding describes the
salience of early events. Although
scaffolds are temporary and fragile, they
create the stability that permits an
enduring and robust structure to be built.
Even when scaffolds are discarded, their
impression lingers in the structure that
remains.19



A fifth property of path-dependent
sequences is that history matters
profoundly. Events of the past create an
imprint that can endure for a long time.
The effects of antebellum slavery are
evident today in racial disparities in
wealth. Violent conflicts leave scars on
societies that last for generations. The
past lingers through what Becker terms
“congealed social agreements” that
structure social life long after such
agreements are made—for example, the
way Wal-Mart’s decision to locate a
store in a community reshapes the terrain
of local businesses for decades.20

In path-dependent sequences, action
is always contingent. This has three
implications for causation. Path-



dependent sequences do not have simple
relationships of cause and effect, so
similar initial conditions don’t
necessarily result in similar end points.
Oil production didn’t make Ventura’s
problems inevitable. Nor did the actions
of Santa Barbara’s residents necessarily
result in its scenic character. Second,
chains of cause and effect can occur
throughout a pathway, set into motion by
unfolding structures and the sequential
choices of social actors. Thus, causal
factors are not found only at the
beginning of a sequence.21 Finally, in
path-dependent sequences, there is not a
primary, single, or even small number of
causes since a multiplicity of factors
propels action along a pathway. An



ultimate determination of which factors
are causes and which are effects is
impossible. As Harvey Moloch and his
colleagues note, “variable independence
and dependence are lost in each other
[as] … path-dependent sequences of
action structures emerge together.”
Given the complexity of cause and
effect, the task is to understand unfolding
processes, not to predict their realization
or final “accomplishment.” This task
requires thick description of sequences
over time.22

Path Dependency in Activist Groups

Activist groups exhibit the five



properties of path-dependent
sequences.23 First, cascading sequences
of actions are common in activist
groups. A bleak financial picture shrinks
the number of events a group can stage,
causing members to drift away, so the
group has more and more difficulty in
finding new funding. A group recruits
members similar to those it already has,
progressively increasing its
homogeneity, which further increases as
those who are dissimilar start to leave.
Activists recruit through personal
networks of people who tend to have
similar politics, creating a self-
reinforcing process that can narrow a
group’s vision.24

Paths of action create projects that



make future action paths more or less
likely. In a group that breaks store
windows as a tactic of protest, those
opposed to illegal actions will drop
away and new members who favor such
tactics may join. Because of the illegal
behavior, the police will intensify
surveillance of the group, further
reshaping its membership as activists
grow more careful about whom they
recruit. Donors who oppose property
destruction may stop giving money;
perhaps new donors will appear. Media
sources that support the group’s actions
now seem more relevant and those that
oppose or ignore them seem less
important; this change in information
flow further reshapes the group’s



understandings of what is possible.25

With this cascade of events, for the
group to shift away from illegal actions
becomes more unlikely, more difficult,
and more costly.

Second, activist groups also act in
ways that are constrained but sometimes
unexpected, another property of path-
dependent sequences.26 In activist
groups, as elsewhere in social life, once
a choice is made, it’s easier to take
everything that comes with that choice
than to make more decisions. For
example, a group that agrees to make
decisions by consensus ceases to
consider actions that are not likely to
win unified assent. Even constrained
actions can take varying directions. The



decision to sponsor an educational
forum can predispose an activist group
either to value its most articulate
members who can address the forum or
to emphasize the need for a larger budget
to pay for speakers.

If, in Paul Pierson’s terms,
“cumulative commitments on the existing
path … make change difficult,”27 what
activist groups do isn’t fully constrained.
Their actions aren’t simply a product of
changing situations.28 Rather, members
of activist groups act on their
circumstances through intentional,
innovative, and coordinated actions. In
other words, they exert collective
agency.29 By recognizing the influence of
both human agency and structural



constraints on action, models of path
dependency acknowledge
unpredictability; they don’t brush it
aside apologetically. Thinking of action
as a constrained but contingent sequence
is a way to avoid over-emphasizing
patterns and losing human action, or
focusing entirely on the vagaries of
action and neglecting the influence of
social structure.30

Third, grassroots activism is
simultaneously dynamic and durable,
exhibiting the third property of path
dependency. An activist group can vary
considerably in its composition but
display surprising consistency in the
way it operates. Patterns of strong
leadership or routine information sharing



can persist even as the entire
membership changes.31

Fourth, timing matters in grassroots
activism. The early actions that activist
groups take can be very influential for a
long time, even beyond the presence or
memories of those particular actors.

Finally, historical imprints linger in
grassroots activism, the fifth property of
path dependency. A founder’s vision can
shape a group indefinitely. Interpersonal
tensions can etch an interactional pattern
reproduced in successive waves of
recruits. A decision to rotate leadership
can have ramifications that endure long
after its origin is forgotten.32

Whether a group will become violent,
rigid, or enthusiastic is not predictable



from its starting point—it is the product
of distinct paths of action in which
subtle and small factors matter. Whether
a single member is present at one
meeting can abruptly redirect the
trajectory of an activist group. So can an
offhand decision to march a block
farther than originally intended in a
demonstration, or failure to pursue an
alliance with another group that had
been considered earlier. Path
dependency captures the impact of such
incidental action better than do simple
models of cause and effect. It draws
attention to the dynamic and contingent
nature of activist groups in which any
particular configuration of members,
ideas, and actions is likely to be



temporary and alternative trajectories of
action are possible at every point.33

TURNING POINTS

Although path dependency emphasizes
human action, agency tends to diminish
in large-scale structural processes over
long periods of time, such as how
choices for action constricted in the
development of Ventura and Santa
Barbara. This isn’t as true of the small-
scale cultural processes in activist
groups.34 Early actions limit the range of
what members consider, but activist
groups also exhibit moments of dramatic
new envisioning when they are open to



fresh possibilities. In studying activism,
we need to pay attention both to
trajectories of action and to the turning
points at which these trajectories
change.35 Attention to the turning points
of trajectories preserves the centrality of
human agency in activism. As Andrew
Abbott puts it, turning points are
moments in which “action might make
particularly consequential bridges.”36

In macro-historical accounts, turning
points generally are identified by tracing
events backward in time to locate major
alterations in direction.37 For example,
we now consider the 1911 fire at the
Triangle Shirtwaist Factory in New
York to be a turning point in U.S. labor
law, creating public sympathy for



protection for industrial laborers. Yet
the effect of the fire was not obvious
until well after it occurred, when
protective labor legislation was enacted
and violators were prosecuted.
Similarly, the uprising of gay men in
New York in the wake of a police raid
in 1969, now termed the Stonewall
Riots, came to be regarded as a turning
point in sexual politics only after a
substantial GLBT movement emerged.
Whether the 2008 election of President
Obama was a watershed in U.S. race
relations or a blip on a longer trajectory
of incremental change is not predictable
at the moment. “What makes a turning
point a turning point rather than a minor
ripple,” Abbott reminds us, “is the



passage of sufficient time ‘on the new
course’ such that it becomes clear that
direction has indeed been changed.”38

Like macro-historical changes,
turning points in micro-action and
interpretation are most obvious in
retrospect, when new directions are
established. Whether a fiery battle
between new recruits and veteran
activists will alter the direction of an
activist group or just fray relationships
can only be known for sure in the long
run. However, it is possible to find hints
of new directions in activist groups
without waiting to see what develops
over time. One way to do so is by
observing shifts in their shared logic, the
deep frameworks upon which social



actors draw to understand the world in a
meaningful way. Such shifts are evident
in changes in how activists assess
evidence, establish criteria on which
they make decisions, and give meanings
to their actions. Shifts in these logics
signal turning points in sequences.39

A second and often easier way to
observe turning points in sequences is by
observing how actors shift their
orientations in time. Here, I draw on
Mustafa Emirbayer and Ann Mische’s
argument that intentional action (agency)
not only takes place over time, but also
in time. In their theory, agency is (often
simultaneously) oriented to the past, as
habitual ways of acting are selected and
used in new settings; this provides



continuity and stability in social life. It
is oriented to the present, as actors
evaluate possible actions in light of
current realities. And it is oriented to the
future, as actors project goals distant in
time.40

Drawing on George Herbert Mead’s
idea that social life is emergent and
requires “a continual refocusing of past
and future,” Emirbayer and Mische
describe actors who select and switch
the orientations of their actions in time.
Agency is apparent, they argue, as actors
“recompose” their orientations to the
past, present, and future in changing
contexts. At these points, actors make
choices based on their considerations of
the conditions they face: “Choices are



imagined, evaluated, and contingently
reconstructed by actors in ongoing
dialogue with unfolding situations.”
Actors “reconstruct their view of the
past in an attempt to understand the
causal conditioning of the emergent
present, while using this understanding
to control and shape their responses in
the arising future.”41

Using Emirbayer and Mische’s
theory, I look for turning points in
activist groups by observing how actions
are reoriented in time as well as over
time. Emirbayer and Mische’s
perspective is a theory of individuals,
but it can be extended to collective
actors like activist groups.42 Grassroots
groups orient toward the future as they



imagine new ways the world can be
organized.43 They orient toward the
present when they become preoccupied
with matters of immediate concern. And
they orient to the past as they discern
lessons from what happened before as a
guide for what to do now. This latter
action, the reshaping of habitual action
for new situations, is described by
James Jasper as “ways of getting from
here to there” that involve “experimental
efforts to transmute existing traditions
into new creations by problematizing
elements that have been taken for
granted.”44

Focusing on the orientations of
activist groups in time has benefits
beyond discerning turning points. It



provides a better vantage on the role of
agency in collective action than does the
more common focus on decision making
because it includes examination of how
groups imagine and interpret themselves
and the world, as well as how they act.
As a group plans a protest rally, it
remembers police reactions to protestors
from their past experiences. The group
imagines future contingencies,
speculating about what might happen if
police closed the subways during the
rally. It is situated in the present as
activists deliberate how to respond to
the denial of a rally permit. The shifting
and multiple ways in which groups are
oriented in time reveal subtle aspects of
activist group dynamics. They also



obviate the implicit definition of a
normal time against which turning points
stand out as a crisis or deviation.45

In activist groups, agency can be
exerted even in habitual and routine
forms of action, including those that
seem unreflective or inevitable. How
activist groups can act with
deliberateness in mundane ways is
illustrated in Charles Kurzman’s
description of Iranian revolutionary
movements that energetically worked to
“maintain practices as they are” by
policing the “boundaries of the routine,
handling disruptions, and making some
changes to prevent others.” Attending to
how action is oriented in time provides
a lens not only into agency in times of



great change and energy but also in the
more common “normal periods” of
activist group life.46

INTEGRATING GROUP,
CULTURE, SEQUENCE, AND
TURNING POINTS

The scholarship on groups, culture,
sequencing, and turning points informs
the two propositions developed in this
book:

1. Over Time, Activist Groups
Operate in Path Trajectories with
Turning Points



How activist groups decide what to do
is a path-dependent process. So are their
shared interpretations. Options tend to
narrow when prior actions and
understandings solidify as the taken-for-
granted character of the group, much like
the development of Ventura and Santa
Barbara was circumscribed by sets of
decisions that shaped the characters of
these communities.

Trajectories are not fixed; they can
shift at turning points along a sequence.
In activist groups, turning points are
those extraordinary times when people
consider “options that were previously
dismissed as unthinkable” or “moments
of madness” that propel new actions.
They are breaks in what Christian Smith



describes as “‘habitus’-like” practices,
or “subconscious, unintentional, and
institutional” routines.47 At turning
points, groups adopt new interpretations
and see new kinds of actions as
possible. A group long accustomed to
seeing its mission as local school
reform, for instance, suddenly widens its
scope to consider broad issues of
economic justice. In the process,
activists collectively begin to see
themselves in a different light, imagining
alliances with groups with which they
formerly saw little in common. They
now regard themselves as capable of
actions like boycotts and street
blockades that earlier could not be
considered. In the language of



hermeneutics, turning points involve
both first-order and second-order
interpretations. Actors reinterpret their
habitual, commonsense actions and
understandings (first-order), as when the
school reform group takes on economic
justice issues, but they also interpret
their new interpretations (second-order),
as when that school reform group
discusses its newfound ideas and the
implications for what it should do next.48

Becker uses Diane Vaughan’s study
of divorce as an example of how to
identify trajectories in social life.
Instead of asking how divorcing couples
differ from those who stay together,
Vaughan asks how each step in the
couple’s relationship—like childbirth or



infidelity—creates conditions for a
subsequent step. In Vaughan’s process-
oriented account, Becker notes, no step
is inevitable. Even when one partner
was unfaithful, there is more than one
possible ending for a couple because
people react differently to similar
situations. Vaughan traces the
trajectories that led to divorce, showing
how a couple moved toward divorce
without suggesting that this was
inevitable.49

Process-based accounts or trajectory
models are useful in the study of
activism because they show how
grassroots groups actually make
decisions and build shared ideas. They
reveal the intricacies of how these take



place in “numerous small ways,”50

responding to Emirbayer and Mische’s
call for “studies of the communicative
processes of challenge, experimentation,
and debate by which actors formulate
new temporally constructed
understandings of their own abilities to
engage in individual and collective
change.”51 Trajectories highlight the
process of acting rather than actions and
the dynamics of interpreting rather than
interpretations. They open the possibility
that activist groups can travel along
different paths from a similar origin to a
similar destination, information that is
lost in causal models that measure only
beginning and end points.



2. Small, Even Incidental Actions can
be Important in the Trajectories of
Activist Groups, Especially When
They Occur Early

In path-dependent sequences, large
consequences can follow from even tiny
events at the right moment. Although
studies of collective activism often focus
on what Tilly calls “big structures, large
processes, huge comparisons,” small
factors, including those of happenstance
and idiosyncrasy, also can matter a great
deal.52

The lesson here is that what happens
in an activist group may be explicable
only by understanding events from a
remote past. It is tempting to explain



why a particular group acts or thinks in a
particular way by using proximate
causes—its current size or ideological
proclivities—but activist groups also act
in the shadow of their pasts, however
distant, forgotten, or shaped by the
tendency that Kwame Anthony Appiah
observes: “once we have a stake in a
practice, we shall be tempted to invent a
past that supports it.”53

These two propositions highlight the
role of sequence and temporality in what
activist groups do and what they talk
about. Path dependency shows the
sequencing of interpretation and action
in group life. The lingering effects of
early actions and interpretations show
the temporality of what activist groups



consider possible and what acts they
decide to undertake.

The empirical chapters that follow use
these propositions to illuminate how
Pittsburgh’s emerging grassroots groups
form and the range of alternatives from
which they choose their actions and
interpretations. As the chapters show,
fledgling activism takes shape in fits and
starts. In some groups, path-dependent
sequences begin early and quickly
become self-reinforcing. In others, group
dynamics remain unformed much longer.
In many groups, some sequences take on
a predictable form while others do not.
For instance, a group might set off on a
path-dependent sense of its political



focus while remaining quite in flux in
terms of its membership.

The remainder of this chapter
illustrates the logic of analysis with an
extended case study of a single
sequence, a protest campaign by the
Animal Liberation League (ALL).

CASE STUDY OF TRAJECTORIES
AND TURNING POINTS

ALL’s campaign began when they
decided to force restaurants to stop
selling the appetizer foie gras on the
grounds that geese are harmed in its
production. It ended when Pennsylvania
passed an “eco-terrorism” bill that ALL



interpreted as outlawing its protests.
Three distinct sub-sequences define this
campaign. The sub-sequences
overlapped in time but had different
chains of causes and effects.54 Sequence
A commenced with ALL’s decision to
campaign against foie gras, a move
accompanied by a radical shift in the
group’s sense of itself. Sequence B
began as ALL shifted tactics, with a new
definition of what it faced in the
campaign. Sequence C was marked by a
shift in the group’s emotional and
affective nature as ALL reconsidered the
nature of its allies and enemies.

Sequence A. Deciding on the issue:
When ALL launched its campaign, it was
regularly attracting 15 to 20 people to



meetings and working on a variety of
issues. It was protesting at an upscale
shop that sold animal fur, distributing
free vegetarian food to customers at fast
food hamburger places (an action it
termed “feed ins”), demonstrating at a
shopping center against wool
production, lobbying against required
animal dissections in science classes,
distributing flyers about research funded
by a pet food company, and fund-raising
at grocery stores. Despite this full plate
of activities, no one objected to the idea
of adding yet another campaign. To the
contrary, the meeting brimmed with
feelings of excitement and confidence.

The campaign against foie gras was a
turning point for ALL, but the shift was



not visible from the outside. To ALL’s
supporters and audiences, protesting foie
gras looked like any other campaign, a
series of actions aimed at fomenting
public outcry against animal cruelty.
ALL’s pamphlets and flyers featured
graphic pictures showing how farmers
expanded the livers of geese before
slaughter by forcing food down their
throats. The juxtaposition of brutal
humans and innocent geese, designed to
evoke sympathy for animals and disgust
at their human abusers, was not much
different from ALL’s earlier campaigns
against fur (lovable baby seals), meat-
eating (doe-eyed cows), and wool
production (cuddly lambs). From the
outside, the foie gras campaign seemed



an example of habitual action, a
repetition of ALL’s well-trodden path of
activism.

From the inside, however, it was
clear that the meaning of the action had
changed. When a member first
mentioned the idea of attacking foie gras,
she didn’t frame it as another instance of
animal abuse, as might be expected.
Rather, she urged the group to protest
foie gras because it had become a
visible demand of the larger animal
rights movement and thus crucial to
demonstrate the movement’s strength.
That ALL should consider its actions
within a larger context of a movement
for animal rights was startling; it almost
never mentioned animal rights activities



outside the immediate Pittsburgh area.
Indeed, ALL’s sense of itself was firmly
built on its place in local progressive
politics: it judged itself only by
comparison to other progressive groups
in the city. These local groups were the
reference point by which ALL assessed
how it was doing, how large it should
be, and what it should do next.

Although novel, the idea that it was
part of a larger movement of animal
rights sparked immediate interest in the
members of ALL. People were clearly
energized and the meeting buzzed with
ideas. Instead of talking about details of
the abuse of geese, a habitual motif at the
launch of other campaigns, ALL
discussed how to position itself to



become part of a larger movement to
change how society treats animals. Foie
gras quickly took on a unique status, not
just another campaign but a springboard
to new possibilities. It opened the door
for ALL to think of itself in a new way.

ALL’s changing sense of itself was
apparent almost immediately. As
members worked out the details of their
attack on foie gras, they measured
themselves against a new and less
familiar standard. Their goal was not to
protect geese or build a progressive
Pittsburgh but to fit into a potentially
vast movement for social change. In the
language of time horizons, ALL was
switching toward a future orientation. Its
horizon of possibilities was no longer



local and fixed; it was now fluid and
expansive.

ALL’s new stance was evident in its
increasingly frenzied pace. In contrast to
its prior leisurely speed when
campaigns were discussed thoroughly
before being adopted, ALL launched its
foie gras effort in a frantic rush with
members voicing impatience that it had
not happened faster. There was no
evident deadline for stopping foie gras,
but activists griped that they had lost
precious time by waiting until after
Thanksgiving so that members could
protest at grocery stores that sold turkeys
and enjoy a vegan holiday potluck for
“all who showed up to demonstrate.” As
one young man put it, summarizing the



frustrations of many, “We are finally
going to be starting our campaign against
restaurants that use foie gras soon—[but]
most likely after Thanksgiving is over.”

The foie gras campaign broke other
patterns as well. In the past, the number
of people ALL could muster for any
event was, almost by definition, enough.
The group simply adjusted its sense of
the right scale of an event to the number
of people who came. A protest was
successful, members decided at one
point, if there were enough people there
to distribute literature, hold the banner,
and get signatures on a petition. Five
would do, for a group consisting of
fewer than two dozen (in present time).
With foie gras, however, standards



changed. Efforts became measured
against what was possible (in future
time) for a major movement. By this
standard, ALL was sorely lacking. Its
meetings became characterized by
worries that the group didn’t have
“enough people” and needed more. It
needed a “big crowd” to attract the
media and show that it was part of
something big. Such rising standards had
a demoralizing effect. Members who
insisted that the campaign was going
“extremely well,” even that they were
making Pittsburgh a center of
international opposition to foie gras,
were increasingly drowned out by those
who saw the campaign as “stalled” in
contrast to what needed to happen.



Sequence A began with a decision
that seemed minor and incidental at the
time, to add another cause to ALL’s
extensive set of campaigns against
animal abuse. Yet this small action
provoked a set of cascading decisions
that fundamentally altered ALL’s sense
of its actions within the larger political
environment. As ALL increasingly
assessed itself as responsible to a broad
movement on behalf of animals, the
membership size and pace of events with
which it had operated no longer seemed
viable. The group had turned a corner
that reoriented it to what it regarded as
possible and reasonable to do.

Sequence B. Changing tactics:
Although the foie gras campaign ushered



in a new sense of itself as a group, ALL
initially stayed with familiar tactics.
Letter writing had worked before, so
members wrote to five pricey restaurants
and demanded that foie gras be removed
from their menus. So confident were they
that this would succeed that ALL spent a
meeting composing the wording for
thank you notes to restaurants that made
“the intelligent and compassionate
decision” to withdraw foie gras. It came
as a major shock when not a single
restaurant replied.

The group faced a dilemma. Should it
wait for answers? Send another letter?
Find a different tactic? Forget
restaurants and target foie gras
distributors or producers? Abandon the



campaign altogether? After much
discussion, members decided to stay the
course, sending another round of letters.
These warned that if a restaurant didn’t
schedule a meeting with ALL within a
week, they would be the target of public
protest.

It is revealing to take a close look at
the dynamics in ALL as it initiated a new
round of letters. Although ALL was
relying on a well-worn tactic, its
horizons of possibility had shifted
considerably. Letter writing was not
simply chosen automatically or out of
habit; rather, a range of other tactics was
considered and rejected in favor of more
letters. In this case, what seemed to be a
repetitive, habitual action was instead an



intentional and deliberative act by a
group weighing its options in light of an
unfolding situation. Repeated actions
need not indicate the dead weight of
tradition.

ALL’s decision to write more letters
was propelled by its new theory of
political action. This was evident in its
debates over issues that had long been
off the table in the group. An example is
a worried discussion of when “groups
like ours” needed to concede defeat that
slid into an energized debate over which
groups it was most like, followed by
speculative talk about which groups it
could aspire to be like. What started as a
despairing account of the costs of
escalating conflict with restaurants thus



became an exciting scrutiny of its
capacity for action, now and in the
future. Talking about whether they could
sustain a lengthy campaign led members
into an animated set of predictions about
what could happen under various
scenarios of actions and responses.

To ALL’s dismay, no restaurant
replied to its second letter. In earlier
campaigns, such an impasse would lead
the group to abandon the campaign. But
members no longer saw this as an
option. Since they were part of a larger
movement, they didn’t have the right to
simply stop. The only possibilities now
were to continue to wait, write yet
another series of letters, or begin a
protest. They decided to protest.



At the same time, ALL exhibited a
shift in its theory of the connection
between resources and action. Up to that
time, the group rarely worried about the
details of its planned actions. If it
decided to protest at a shopping center,
for example, one or two people would
“take charge” and the group as a whole
would do no further planning. The scale
and nature of the event was simply
whatever those in charge could arrange.
If two people showed up and could stay
an hour, that became the event. If they
brought flyers, they were distributed; if
not, there was nothing to hand out and no
one fretted over whether there should be.
(In this respect, ALL differed
considerably from other Pittsburgh



groups, most of which spent a great deal
of time deliberating over the particulars
of their events and campaigns, even
allowing logistics to swamp all other
items of business.)

Different from their earlier patterns,
the members of ALL worried that they
wouldn’t have the money or people to
pull off the foie gras campaign. Some
even criticized the protests—not enough
people, bad choice of time, few posters.
Such rebukes—heretofore unheard of in
ALL—began as sideline muttering
among friends but quickly leaked into
open displays of friction in meetings.
ALL shifted to a new theory of resources
and action: now it would only plan
events after it had assembled the



resources needed to stage them. It would
no longer agree to a protest and then
look for a way to carry it off.

The resource issue breached ALL’s
implicit ban on criticizing events,
allowing other conflicts to emerge.
Eyeing tactics being used in other cities,
some members insisted that they should
stage day-long protests at each
restaurant. Others argued that it would
be more effective to protest for a shorter
time every week. And still others
complained that the campaign was being
rushed or that going to several protests a
week was too burdensome. Another
conflict erupted over who was an
appropriate protestor. Before that point,
protests were made up of ALL members



and anyone they could bring along. Now,
some members pushed to attract
additional protestors from the public at
large by advertising protests on a new
Web site, although, ironically, the site
had nearly the opposite effect. By
insisting that an announcement on the
Web site was a prerequisite for staging a
protest, ALL became hostage to
technical problems. Protests were
planned, then canceled as the Web site
crashed. Instead of stimulating protest
activity, ALL’s decision to recruit
protestors from the public caused its
protests to stall.

In Sequence B, ALL confronted the
difficulties of pursuing its new agenda
for a broad animal rights movement with



its familiar set of tactics and decided to
switch to a more protest-oriented
approach. This set the group on a new
path of actions and deliberations as
members began to fret over whether
protests would be sufficient and whether
ALL was capable of sustaining these.

Sequence C. Altering the mood: The
final shift in ALL’s sequence was its
abrupt affective change. From its
beginning, ALL was remarkable among
Pittsburgh’s activist groups for its lack
of emotionality. Meetings were largely
devoted to exchanging information. Even
in situations in which emotions ran high
in other groups, such as after
confrontations with police or their
targets, ALL’s discussions showed little



passion. When someone described what
happened at a protest, his or her report
was rarely met with cheers, moans, or
even expressions of support or
incredulity. Indeed, across all my field
notes on ALL, there are few accounts of
highly charged emotional moments. One
of these rare occasions was when its
longtime leader expressed frustration
that things were not getting done fast
enough. Even then, no one reacted.
ALL’s lack of emotionality is
particularly striking because it adeptly
used emotional appeals to garner
sympathy for animals with photos of
innocent, abused animals meant to elicit
pity, disgust, and empathy from their
audiences.



The first hint of a change in its
affective nature appeared when ALL
discussed which restaurant to target first.
In the past, such decisions were always
made on practical grounds, like whether
a location was on a bus route that would
make it easy for protestors to
participate. In the foie gras campaign,
however, different considerations
emerged. Although every restaurant
failed to respond to their ultimatum, ALL
decided to target the one whose manager
was “terribly rude” when asked about
the menu. Oddly, this incident had been
mentioned earlier when ALL was
reviewing the week’s events, but had
elicited no reaction. Now, it became the
core of ALL’s strategy. For the first



time, members seemed fully energized
and passionate. They decried the
manager’s attitude as “unbelievable”
and agreed that such rudeness demanded
a dramatic response. In the words of one
activist, “this means war.”

Emotion now assumed a new place in
ALL: it was a basis for decision making.
In earlier campaigns, ALL assumed that
people would change once exposed to
the awful realities of animal abuse. After
being properly educated, trophy
fisherman would catch and release their
fish, buyers would adopt fake fur, and
consumers would substitute tofu for
cheese or meat in their diets. Its
animated discussion of the “rude”
restaurant owner, however, led ALL in a



new tactical direction. Members now
saw two different audiences. One
profited from animal abuse and deserved
to be condemned. The other merely
consumed animal products and could be
converted to ALL’s position.

ALL’s changing emotional trajectory
is evident in its choice of tactics. A
meeting to plan the first protest against
foie gras, on Valentine’s Day, boiled
with members’ anger and the desire to
attack recalcitrant (profiting) owners of
restaurants. At the same time, they
cautioned each other to be mild-
mannered and conciliatory toward the
(consuming) restaurant patrons.
Protesters were to “look presentable to
attract the attention of the people going



into the restaurant,” a message that most
took to mean they should mimic the
expensive attire of those who eat at high-
priced restaurants. In a similar vein, the
flyers meant for patrons were far less
abrasive than the letters they sent to
restaurant owners such as “Have a
Heart. Stop Selling Foie Gras!” written
in red over a large heart. The underlying
theory was clear: patrons could be their
allies.55

However mild, the Valentine’s Day
protest produced a tense confrontation
with restaurant owners who were
described by members of ALL as
“angry” and “unreasonable.” One
activist claimed that the owners were
“clearly rattled by us being there, as



evidenced by the fact that they kept
popping out and looking at us about
every 10 minutes,” a behavior that
convinced the group that it was making
progress. Less expected and far more
demoralizing was the reaction of
customers. Even when greeted politely,
those entering the restaurant were
“extremely closed-minded and either
outright ignored us or made negative
comments.” ALL’s newfound openness
to discussing emotions made it possible
to attend to nuances that would not have
registered in its deliberations earlier. If
restaurant patrons were close-minded,
they were to be considered ALL’s foes,
no better than the owners. No longer
would ALL try to convert them; they



were “beyond the compassion of their
hearts.” Only pressure tactics made
sense in this new context:

The staff at BV [restaurant] are even worse,
and the owner … is the worst of all … trust
me, these people are not going to be
swayed by compassion … nevertheless, we
are going forward with a full-scale
comprehensive campaign … our strategy
being to become one big major annoyance
to them until they don’t want to deal with us
anymore since they’re probably not going
to stop out of the goodness of their hearts.
They are going to be a major challenge for
us, but we would not have taken on this
campaign if we didn’t intend to win it.56

ALL’s new tactic, in members’
words to be a “big major annoyance,”



consisted of a series of angry verbal
exchanges with customers and staff in a
fast-paced series of protests at the
restaurant that stretched its financial and
human resources to the limit and
threatened to swamp all other projects.
When another month passed without
concessions, ALL began to confront the
possibility that the owners wouldn’t give
in. But members didn’t see switching
tactics as an option. Even if protests
weren’t doing much, they reasoned in
one meeting, they should be continued so
it would be clear that ALL wouldn’t
give up easily. The struggle had become
as important as winning. Protest was
now the habitual path of action.

The path of protest became untenable



when, without mentioning ALL, the
target restaurant simply stopped serving
foie gras. After an excited discussion,
ALL proclaimed victory and announced
that its protests had been effective. The
lesson, members concluded, was that
protests needed to be both
confrontational and frequent. No longer
would they consider persuasion as a
possible tactic; all discussion now
included an expectation of conflict. ALL
even chose Susie’s, a relatively new and
upscale restaurant, as its next target
because its location, an area with much
foot traffic, would produce witnesses to
the confrontation. This was a
particularly odd scenario since ALL’s
only prior experience with Susie’s, a



meeting with the chef, had been,
everyone agreed, “successful” and one
that “we should be happy about.” Yet, in
selecting tactics, ALL’s new set of
assumptions outweighed its actual
experience with Susie’s. Memories of
the positive meeting with Susie’s chef
seemed to evaporate; its staff and owner
were now talked about as beyond hope
and its customers as “stuck up.”

If the earlier ALL had been careful
not to offend, now it seized on offense as
a tactic. One example was a Mother’s
Day protest in which it set out to disgust
customers during their meals by creating
large displays of the gruesome methods
(“torture” in ALL’s terms) used to feed
geese. Customers now were regarded as



part of the problem and therefore fair
game for such assaults, even though the
notion that consumer demand caused
restaurants to serve foie gras was an
interpretation that ALL had dismissed
earlier when voiced by restaurant
owners.

Protests at Susie’s were tense from
the beginning. ALL claimed that
someone was taking members’ pictures,
trying to steal their signs, and even
crushing a poster. Within a week, the
restaurant’s window was broken and a
statue in its front yard destroyed,
although ALL consistently insisted that it
was not responsible. ALL meetings
became increasingly somber. People
talked openly of the restaurant owner



and staff as the “enemy” who likely
“vandalized themselves” to make ALL
look bad and who needed to be “hurt.”
Subtle distinctions disappeared;
discussion was phrased in stark terms of
“us” and “them.” As its activists grew
angrier, ALL stepped up its efforts until
it was staging protests almost daily. The
group now had a sense of urgency; it had
to do more and more, faster and faster.
Activists could no longer be satisfied
with removing foie gras from restaurant
menus. They also had to go after caterers
and ordinary people who served it at
receptions and fund-raising events.

ALL’s changing theory of political
action precluded a number of previously
viable options for removing foie gras



from menus, such as negotiation and
public pressure. It also created a
problem for the group itself. If restaurant
owners lacked good will and responded
only to pressure, how could ALL ensure
that they wouldn’t put foie gras back on
the menu as soon as ALL stopped
protesting? The only solution that
members could imagine was to monitor
every restaurant forever, although
“backtracking” to check on those that
had agreed to ban foie gras would
interfere with targeting new restaurants.
This dilemma took a toll on the group.
Members grumbled that ALL was losing
ground and confided that they felt boxed
into an endless and ultimately futile
campaign.



As the group seemed stuck in a self-
reinforcing cycle, it had a turning point.
Opening a line of discussion that had
been closed since the failed effort to
recruit through the Web site, a few
members raised the question of finding
more members to deal with the mounting
workload. Although they were not able
to design a plan to get these members,
the very idea that things could be
different freed the group to envision
other alternatives. Eliminating foie gras
was once again positioned as just a step
toward another goal, now framed as
stopping commercial animal farming
altogether.

In Sequence C, the decision to
embrace the cause of foie gras set ALL



on a new emotional path. It opened the
door to making emotions a central aspect
of the group’s decision making. At the
same time, this new path constrained the
range of tactical possibilities that were
earlier apparent in ALL’s discussions.
Negotiation and persuasion, in
particular, were no longer regarded as
viable options.

Implications: In its attack on foie
gras, ALL recomposed its time
orientations at several points. Its
progression of tactics from persuasion to
protest was oriented to the past, drawing
on the group’s earlier experiences to
shape similar actions that were, at times,
inscribed with new meanings. The
group’s declarations of war or ideas



about changing how all animals were
treated in this society oriented it to the
future, with distant objectives and a
sense of the group’s capacity to reach
them. How ALL assessed itself was
firmly rooted in the present, as activists
weighed alternative courses of action
compared to those of other progressive
groups. In some decisions, events, and
sub-sequences, ALL operated
simultaneously with several time
orientations; in others, its time
orientations changed sequentially. Even
in this single campaign, ALL
demonstrated agency as it switched from
past to present, or future to past, rather
than be mired in one time orientation.

The example of ALL also shows that



activist groups do not recompose their
time orientations in a predictable way. I
coded the dominant time orientation in
11 ALL meetings or events. Table 2.1
shows the shifts over time, as ALL
initially was oriented to the future,
shifted to the present, then to the past,
and so on.

ALL didn’t just start oriented to the
present (or future) and then develop a
sense of the past. Nor did it move from
the past to the present or future. Rather,
ALL recomposed itself differently
depending on a complex mixture of
changing realities, its unfolding
interpretations of its context, its theories
of political action, and its sense of
collective competence and efficacy.



Activist groups do not react in any
simple manner to external structural
conditions or even to their perceptions
of those conditions. As the case of ALL
shows, they formulate and reformulate
their reactions—along with their
strategies, tactics, and sense of
themselves as political actors—over
time. Even when ALL took actions it had
done before, like letter writing or
protesting, it didn’t do so in a robotic
fashion. Rather, it selectively focused on
aspects of the current situation that it
regarded as similar to situations in the
past and that made these meaningful in
the present. As ALL embarked on each
new path of action, it operated from a
different range of options it saw as



viable. Occasionally, a path of
diminishing options ruptured, leading
ALL to consider a wider range of
possibilities. In activist groups, the
collapse of workable options can trigger
a turning point; so can small shifts in
action and interpretation that rupture an
existing path and create new openings.
More often, however, groups stick with
a path that diminishes their sense of
possibility over time. The exact paths
that activist groups will follow is not
predictable, but that their actions and
interpretations will take the form of
paths is foreseeable.

What happened with ALL, even in
this brief sequence of events, is not fully
captured by looking only at its



resources, political opportunities, and
strategies, or how its members rationally
calculated benefits. It also involved the
dynamics of the group. In the chapters
that follow, I explore these dynamics
across a number of emerging activist
groups. In Chapter 3, I look at how
activist groups define themselves
organizationally as they decide who is
part of the group. Chapter 4 explores
how activist groups define themselves
ideologically as they consider what
political issue to address. In Chapter 5, I
focus on how activist groups define
themselves interpersonally as they set
standards for how members should treat
each other. These tasks of self-definition
—membership, political issues, and



personal interactions—are not the only
ones that fledgling groups face. They
even may not always be the most
consequential. Yet these are tasks that
every group confronts in its early days.
They provide a lens for seeing how
emerging groups shape their character
and provide a platform for their
subsequent actions and interpretations.57

Table 2.1. CHANGES IN TIME
ORIENTATION IN ANIMAL
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CHAPTER 3
Who Belongs?

When 37 people showed up at the
second meeting of Ecology Now (EN),
the organizers were thrilled. The room
was filled with excited talk as people
generated ideas at a rapid pace; many
suggestions were met with shouts,
applause, funny rejoinders. This was
quite a change from its sparsely attended
meeting a week earlier. Then, talk was
subdued and modest, little beyond
encouraging recycling and “influencing
public opinion” about President Bush’s
destructive environmental policies.



Tonight, the mood was strikingly
different. In the grip of a “collective
effervescence,”1 EN imagined a much
more expansive agenda. It could “create
a large citizen-based movement” to
“fight for the environment” and drive
Bush from office. It could take on “big
issues” like logging and urban sprawl,
not just easy ones like recycling. Talk
swiftly turned to plans for action. A few
people volunteered to contact other
environmental groups about
collaborating locally. Others promised
to check what was happening in nearby
states. Everything seemed in place for a
synergy that would transform the buzz of
collective energy into concrete projects
that would solidify and further energize



the group.
As the second meeting wrapped up,

the tone suddenly changed. A young man
casually mentioned that EN needed more
members to make all this activity
possible. At that point, one of the
organizers seized the floor. “This needs
to be a community-based movement,”
she admonished the man, “not a narrow
effort among friends.” She pointed to
two of the evening’s most active
participants and declared that they
“obviously look like environmentalists,”
an apparent reference to their
dreadlocked hair and tie-dyed shirts. “If
we don’t start recruiting in a different
way,” she insisted, “the movement will
start looking like a Phish concert.” Her



comments had a devastating effect on the
group’s enthusiasm. How could it be
“community based?” Who could it
recruit, if not members’ friends and
people like them? No answers were
forthcoming, and the mostly young white
crowd shuffled out in a sober mood.

The founder of Black Antiwar
Pittsburgh (BAP), a group mobilizing
African Americans against the U.S.
military presence in Iraq, had a similar
reaction. By most measures, BAP was
thriving. Many people came to its
events, and other activists cited it as a
model of grassroots organizing.
Surprisingly, however, its founder
seemed depressed about the group’s
future, even about a vigil that drew more



than 100 people:

The turning point was for us the fact that we
didn’t think that there were more than 10
people who we hadn’t seen in an anti-war
demonstration before. So while you [might]
say “wow,” we were not happy. … We know
that we’re missing our objective of
mobilizing the black community, that we
have not really effectively pulled them—
black people—to this as we wanted to.

The crowd was large, but its
members were not the kinds of people
the organizers wanted to attract. It was
not the group it wanted to be.

Christian Smith writes that our
“suppositional assumptions and beliefs”
are not built on “an indubitable,



universal foundation of knowledge” but
rather they resemble rafts that “float
freely in the shifting seas of culture and
history.” As activist groups shape a
sense of themselves, they become
similar to the passengers on these rafts.
They become “communities of
believers,” in Smith’s terms, who can’t
see past their rafts to the vast sea and so
think that their raft is “all that exists and
is true.”2 This chapter looks at how
activist groups become “communities of
believers.” It explores how their actions
and interpretations take a path-dependent
form, what happens at turning points
along these paths, and how small and
incidental factors have lingering effects.
And it examines the ways that activist



groups establish shared and meaningful
assumptions about who they are that
come to seem self-evidently true, as
well as the consequences of these
assumptions for what groups do and
consider possible.3

Defining who they are is a
fundamental accomplishment of activist
groups.4 It is key to a group’s sense of
itself, as people who are like-minded or
diverse, dedicated activists or a
collection of the mildly interested. It
creates what I term a group’s
organizational character. Who we are,
in organizational terms, is a platform on
which activist groups produce a unified
voice, standards of leadership and
authority, rules and procedures, political



agendas, and strategies.5 It is also the
foundation of distinctions and inequities,
since those who best fit the group’s self-
definition gain power to make claims
and exert influence within the group.
One group defines itself as a collection
of experienced activists, so it values
members’ prior knowledge; novice
activists have little standing to shape its
direction. Another sees itself as a voice
for ordinary people, so it favors and
empowers new activists.

Self-definition is both accomplished
and malleable.6 Even a group’s
provisional sense of itself has a
stickiness that influences its actions and
interpretations. REBORN, a queer rights
group, struggled through several



stressful meetings to debate who it was.
After trying on several self-definitions,
it decided its members were “radical
queers” who were “sick and tired of the
mainstream.” Once that was decided,
REBORN was set on an organizational
path that meant anyone who wanted to
join needed to accept that label. “What
about those currently in the group?”
someone asked. After a brief discussion,
the group concluded that everyone had to
fit this definition to remain. Even its
founding members were not exempt from
the group’s narrowing sense of who
should be part of REBORN.7 When
REBORN declared itself as “radical
queers,” two people walked out and
never returned. Those who remained



were determined to find other radical
queers to join the group. These two sets
of actions—the exit of those who didn’t
fit and the recruitment of those who did
—reinforced the group’s self-definition.
So did its explicit instructions to new
people that the group was one of radical
queers. Never again would it consider
bringing in people who supported a
queer agenda but did not define
themselves as radical. That option was
closed.

Self-definitions set other boundaries
around action that further shore up a
group’s sense of who belongs. After its
declaration, REBORN simply ignored
ideas that did not conform to its image as
radical queers, a striking example of



cascading actions. When a young man
suggested that the group work with other
GLBT groups on the annual Pride Fest,
for example, no one responded. After a
moment of silence, members resumed
planning their own separate actions for
Pride Fest. There was no explicit
statement that one couldn’t be a radical
queer and take part in the activities of
more mainstream gays—but there didn’t
need to be. The message was clear. A
similar episode occurred at the next
meeting, when a new recruit suggested
that REBORN work with another local
gay rights group. She too faced a wall of
silence. When she persisted,
complaining that she didn’t understand
what was going on, another member took



her aside to say that they couldn’t work
with the other group because it was tied
to the Republican Party and at odds with
their radical aims. No longer was its
political direction debated; it was
simply off the table.

Self-definitions are temporal.
Establishing who we are sets guidelines
for what we should be, even though
present and future definitions need not
be identical. A group may see itself as
one of experienced activists now but aim
for a broader membership later. Desired
future members can affect activist
groups, even long before the group
identifies or recruits them. A school
reform group didn’t schedule meetings
on weekends to avoid interfering with



members’ “family time,” although no one
in the group then had such a conflict. It
hoped to attract people with young
children, though, so it wanted a schedule
that would work for those who should be
members. These activists thought making
accommodations would help their
recruitment.

Self-definitions also are spatial. Who
we are can be situated in the local or be
more expansive, based on current or
desired members. A group advocating
Middle East peace regarded itself as an
international group after an extensive
discussion of other possibilities.
Although its current members were all
U.S. citizens, they didn’t want this to be
the case. They wanted deep connections



with people outside the country. So, de
facto, the group was international. Other
groups wrestled with more local spatial
definitions. Were they residents of
southwestern Pennsylvania?
Pittsburghers? Residents of the city’s
politically progressive East End? And
did these spatial labels identify who they
were as members, or also who they
represented?

Some activist groups define
themselves by imagined external
standards. A civil rights group initially
labeled itself as “reasonable,” in
contrast to other (unnamed) groups who
were not. But soon, some members
doubted this self-definition. One older
man questioned why they thought of



themselves as reasonable; could it be
simply that they just thought alike?
Another man jumped in to note that
disadvantaged people might see being
“reasonable” as simply acquiescing to
the status quo. With this, the idea of
assessing themselves through the vantage
point of an abstract “disadvantaged”
person caught on. Returning to Christian
Smith’s idea, outside criteria gave
activists a vantage point to judge how
they were doing.8

By taking account of how others
might see them, activist groups engage in
a collective form of reflexivity.
Individual self-reflection consists of an
awareness of experience and an
awareness that we are experiencing.



Collective self-reflection, by analogy,
occurs when a social group “knows that
it is a knower,” to borrow Smith’s
words, observing itself (individually or
collectively) from an external point of
reference. For activist groups, the
outside point can be located in a variety
of salient audiences, including potential
recruits, public officials, other activist
groups, national organizations, or simply
the general public.9

As activist groups define themselves
—as poor people, citizens, faith
communities, mothers, marginalized
persons, and so forth—their definitions
are self-reinforcing, setting out paths of
sequential action that are both dynamic
and durable. Self-definitions influence



the horizons of possibility for actions
and interpretations. Whether they see
themselves as—or aspire to be—rabble-
rousers or suburbanites, young or
middle-aged, families or individuals
shapes what groups consider and what
they do.

This chapter explores dynamics of
action in new activist groups as they
define themselves organizationally on
three dimensions: belonging,
membership, and recruitment. It
concludes with an extended comparison
of two groups, illustrating the paths and
turning points in their trajectories of
self-definition.



BELONGING

In fledgling activist groups, questions of
who belongs typically arise quickly and
as a matter of great urgency, lest the
group fizzle away before getting started.
Groups set on this path of action from
their very earliest meetings as founders
and initial members discuss whether to
reach out to seasoned activists or look
for members with fresher ideas. In
private, early participants and
prospective members also assess their
own fit in the group. Just outside an anti-
war group meeting, a group of middle-
aged women talked worriedly about
whether the group was “too male” for
them. Similarly, at an early meeting of an



immigrant rights group, a U.S.-born man
decided that he didn’t belong because he
had no personal experience with
immigration issues.

Belonging can have a broad meaning
in new activist groups. At an initial
gathering of an anti-drug group, people
offered their credentials to show they
belonged. Some mentioned personal
tragedies with illegal drugs; others made
clear that they were community leaders
who knew about the problem. Initially,
neither form of belonging seemed
favored; people just belonged. But as the
group took shape, belonging began to
have finer gradations. People with
personal connections to drugs were still
welcome, but those who most belonged



were those with “more practical” ways
to help the group meet its goals, like ties
to local politicians. As a later chapter
will show, groups make a similar
distinction between personal and
practical forms of belonging as they
assign levels of credibility to their
members.

Nira Yuval-Davis tells us that there
is a “politics of belonging.”10 A sense of
who belongs (and therefore who doesn’t
belong) is forged in the same dynamics
of talk and actions that then shape the
composition of the group. As the
membership becomes younger, more
oriented to religious faith, or tied to
sexual identities, the sense of who
belongs shifts accordingly.



Even as it takes form and affects
actions, the sense of belonging is always
unfolding. The changing agendas of a
group can divert its paths of belonging.
After intensely recruiting at local
universities, an animal rights activist
argued that her group “needed older
people [since] they were being treated
like they were just little college kids and
nothing serious.” Too, a group’s
changing membership can alter its sense
of belonging. In a tiny group—like these
fledgling Pittsburgh ones that averaged
fewer than 13 members per meeting—
the addition or exit of a member or two
can have large effects. If the women who
congregated outside the anti-war meeting
had decided to enter, their decision



would have made the anti-war group a
mixed-sex one, and future recruits would
not have to wonder whether women
belong. If the U.S.-born man had stayed
in the immigration group, it would have
been a group in which both immigrants
and their supporters belong.

How belonging unfolds in cascading
sequences of action and interpretation
was evident in Race Equality (RE), a
civil rights group that initially defined
itself as African American. Its early
claim to represent “the community” was
tied to actions like distributing flyers to
“never let people forget” about racial
injustice. After a while, however, RE’s
members became convinced that only
large rallies and protest marches would



change racial practices and that only a
multiracial group could mount such large
actions. Its original sense of belonging
became unworkable with this theory of
action. Talk of who belonged, earlier
restricted to those who had experienced
racial injustice (so, only racial
minorities), expanded to include those
“not afraid to [pass out] flyer[s]” in
African American neighborhoods, a
definition that opened the group to some
(but not all) whites. However, this
didn’t work. The category of those “not
afraid to flyer” was too vague to identify
who should be brought in, so only a few
people were approached to join and
none actually did. What might have been
a turning point in RE’s self-definition,



that is, expanding who belonged, fizzled
out. The group began a downward
spiral. Members complained of being
“burned out” and “wearing out” and
attendance at meetings and events
dwindled. For the first time, members
were openly disgruntled. As one put it,
“downtown [local government] is
wearing us out.” Within a few weeks,
RE stopped meeting altogether.

Belonging and Action

How the meaning of belonging shapes
action and vice versa is evident in the
history of Eliminating Police Violence
Together (EPVT), a group fighting
police assaults on civilians. As early



participants in EPVT deliberated who
belonged to the group, or, as they
sometimes phrased it, “who the group
belonged to,” a variety of possibilities
emerged. Maybe those who were
personally victimized by the police. Or
victims and their family members.
Maybe all African Americans, since they
were all potential victims of police
violence. Or just African American men.
Or African Americans from poor
neighborhoods. Perhaps everyone with
an interest in racial justice was an
appropriate member. Sentiment was
mixed. Some pushed for broad inclusion.
Others wanted to exclude activists from
anti-war and anti-death-penalty groups
that, despite their focus on violence,



never spoke out against violence by the
police.

The debate over belonging continued
for several weeks, spilling from
meetings into informal discussions
among EPVT’s activists. Eventually,
they reached a solution. The group
would work “in alliance” with whoever
supported its goals, but two kinds of
people would not be considered for the
group: police officers and those from
“potentially violent” racial justice
groups. Police didn’t belong because
they supported each other, even in
violence against the black community
and thus couldn’t be trusted. Members of
racial justice groups that used violent
tactics didn’t belong because they didn’t



renounce violence. The decision seemed
straightforward, but questions lingered.
Did a racial justice group that had had a
physical brawl with Ku Klux Klan
members count as a violent group? What
about militant black nationalists?
Members of the Nation of Islam? Or
anti-gang street workers who were
formerly gang members themselves?

Deliberations about belonging often
continue over time, but even provisional
definitions are consequential. When
EPVT decided that it belonged to police
victims, it no longer sought support from
white progressives and tried to make
more contacts in the city’s most
economically bereft neighborhoods. Its
racial balance shifted as a few African



Americans, but no whites, joined.
Authority slid away from white members
and toward African Americans, even
those without personal ties to victims.
White members began to speak less
often and more tentatively while the
ideas of African Americans were taken
more seriously and were more likely to
be accepted. The dynamic was self-
reinforcing. Soon, it was assumed that
all spokespersons at events would be
African American victims; in response,
the concerns of these members gained
further credibility.

Issues that seem settled don’t
necessarily remain so. Months after the
shift toward African Americans, a white
member of EPVT made the seemingly



innocuous proposal to connect with
young African Americans by sponsoring
an essay contest for high school students.
This spurred new tensions over racial
belonging, in the form of a debate over
the prize for contest winners. Several
African American members argued for
cash prizes, invoking their knowledge of
the black community to assert that this is
what the teens would want. A white
activist challenged them, invoking a
more general knowledge of activism to
assert that EPVT would suffer “bad PR”
(public relations) if the winners used
their prize money to “get into trouble,”
and insisting that EPVT should award
coupons from local merchants.

Another challenge to EPVT’s



definition of belonging flared when a
member proposed that they “take on” the
case of a woman abused by her police
officer husband. Initially, the group
considered this within the context of
their strategy and mission: was it
consistent to extend their understanding
of police violence to include domestic
violence committed by a police officer?
Soon, however, the discussion
meandered into thorny questions of
belonging. Clearly, the police don’t
belong in EPVT; they are adversaries.
But might the families of police officers
belong, if they too are victims of the
police? Or only if the families are
African American, like other victims of
police violence? Their existing



guidelines for belonging weren’t
sufficient and the group seemed stuck.
After a frustrating debate in which no
solution appeared, the group sidestepped
the problem by cobbling together a new
principle of belonging, one that was
oddly rooted in the bureaucratic logic
they deplored in official investigations
of police violence. They decided they
could only be involved in violence that
happened in Pittsburgh’s Allegheny
County and, since this victim lived
outside the county, they couldn’t help. A
turning point was possible in this
sequence that could have expanded the
group’s sense of itself, but it was
thwarted.

The circuitous ways in which paths of



belonging take shape are evident in Stop
Gun Violence (SGV). SGV was initially
convened by Salu, a longtime local
activist, who saw the impending
National Rifle Association (NRA)
national convention in Pittsburgh as a
chance to build a local movement
against gun violence. Its first meeting, on
an icy day in January, drew eight people,
mostly white and all middle class. They
came from local faith and anti-violence
groups, pulled in by personal appeals
from Salu. From the very beginning,
SGV focused on generating protests at
the NRA convention, then just four
months away. Only when someone
suggested that it mount a second protest
in a low-income African American



neighborhood ravaged by gun violence
to attract a “different” kind of member
did SGV step back and confront the
question of who belonged. An interracial
movement would be valuable, everyone
quickly agreed, but could racial minority
communities be brought into SGV so
quickly? The discussion stumbled on,
awkward and convoluted. Since SGV
lacked a “minority presence,” some
argued, it did not have the credibility to
“take up the cause” of how gun violence
is ruining minority communities. But
neither could it ignore those
communities without reinforcing its
image as a white middle-class group.
The mood picked up when Judy, one of
the most experienced activists there,



made an impassioned declaration that
the “immediate goals” were to recruit
minorities to attend meetings and
involve leaders from minority
communities in the fight. When no one
disagreed, Judy suggested that they try to
recruit an African American member of
the anti-police violence group EPVT.

For a moment, it seemed that SGV
would diversify its membership. Judy
had set out a rationale and a plan to do
so. And other members seemed willing
to go along. Yet, almost at once, this
path was blocked. While careful to
agree with Judy’s assessment that it
needed a more diverse membership,
Salu spoke up to undercut the
implication for action. There was no



need for SGV to recruit more minorities,
Salu insisted. He had already extended
many such invitations and only the bad
weather had kept them away so far. The
rest of the group seized on Salu’s point,
anxious to resolve a difficult situation
and move back to the comfortable
ground of the largely white and middle-
class groups with which they were more
familiar. If the weather prevented racial
minority members from attending (but
not white members, the unspoken
corollary), SGV didn’t need to do
anything to diversify itself. It would just
happen as the weather improved. As the
discursive ground shifted, other
members joined in. Citing her earlier
experience in grassroots politics, one



woman insisted that it took time to create
a minority presence in a group, so the
absence of minority members was not
pressing. No one was willing to
contradict her: the topic of the group’s
lack of poor and racial minority
members had been silenced.

SGV’s initial path toward a diverse
sense of belonging was diverted by
Salu’s intervention. So, do founders
have a special influence on group
dynamics? Not necessarily. In the same
meeting, Salu repeatedly insisted that
SGV should become a coalition of
groups, not an organization of members.
But this argument was ignored and,
chastened, Salu gave in. A similar fate
met his effort to build SGV into a



permanent entity. The rest of the group
quickly rejected the idea as both
premature and likely to undermine the
NRA protest. Salu never raised it again.

Salu was able to create a turning
point away from a path toward racial
diversity because doing so allowed SGV
to skirt a difficult problem, not because
he had undue influence as the group’s
founder. If racial minorities would
eventually come to the group (as Salu
claimed), but slowly (as the woman
member insisted), SGV need not spend
time crafting a recruitment plan or
criticizing itself for having an all-white
membership. Members could stop
talking about race yet feel confident that
they were on track for becoming a



racially diverse group.
Since SGV no longer allowed open

discussion of race, it could produce only
an odd resolution: racial minority
activists should produce their own anti-
gun events, which would provide “local
dynamism” for a broad community effort
against the NRA. How this would
happen was never elaborated. The idea
that SGV itself would stage actions in
poor black neighborhoods was
foreclosed. It would never again be
raised in an SGV meeting. Later, there
was scattered, vague talk about the need
for more racial diversity, but the
specifics were now off the table
completely. Who belonged had become
firmly, but invisibly, racialized. Two



implicit principles now defined SGV’s
action: it is difficult for mostly white
social movements to diversify racially;
and activist groups should keep their
events within their racial base.

Disputes over Belonging

When activist groups talk about
belonging, members can operate with
implicit but conflicting logics that
quickly become contentious. SECURE, a
group working on national security
issues, exploded after a meeting attended
by a reporter. Some insisted that
everyone had a reason to worry about
national security and therefore everyone
belonged. Others insisted that ordinary



citizens belonged, but members of the
media did not. Switches in a group’s
logic, like those that define belonging,
can reveal turning points in paths of
action. The decision to allow media in a
meeting would pull SECURE toward a
style in which private talk would be
shaped by how the group would appear
in the media, so expressions of
uncertainty and conflict would likely be
submerged, according greater power to
the currently central members, and so
forth. The decision to exclude the media
kept it off that path.

Among fledgling activist groups, the
most common logics used to define
belonging are those of expediency and
mission. Expediency logics define



belonging as similarity. People belong
who are similar to those already in the
group: their friends, relatives, neighbors,
colleagues, and like-minded activists.
Such people are easy—expedient—to
fold into the group because they
resemble the current “us.” An
environmental group used this logic
when it looked for members who would
fit the group’s casual, friendly
atmosphere, despite its public insistence
that anyone who agreed with its goals
would fit in.11

In contrast, mission logics define
belonging by contribution. People
belong when they can add to the group’s
mission and goals. Such people might be
difficult to bring into the group since



they can be very different from the
current members. But they provide
something that is lacking in the current
group. When its founder said that Black
Antiwar Pittsburgh was failing, even as
it attracted large numbers to its events,
she used a mission logic, arguing that it
didn’t have the right members to
accomplish its aims. Mission logics are
evident as well in the groups that define
belonging by particular skills or
resources. A health reform group
described itself as one of “professionals
and students,” despite having no student
members, because it regarded students
as having “the time to travel to DC” for
demonstrations, which current members
lacked. A civil rights group decided that



retirees belonged for the same reason.
Some groups defined belonging to
include those who might attract
favorable attention, like an AIDS
advocacy group that wanted members of
a faith community “to show that this is a
moral concern.” Others wanted those
with particular attributes; an example is
a group pushing for global debt relief
that sought male recruits on the
assumption that women, who made up
most of its early participants, “all relate
to one another in a certain way” and
would be less successful in meetings
with high-level (presumably male)
officials. GAD, the anti-drug group
profiled in the last chapter, worked to
establish the kinds of people who



belonged in its group—those who knew
a drug abuser, had “conviction,” were
empathetic and willing to “stand up” for
what’s right. Although a concrete
definition was difficult for them to put
into words, everyone seemed to
understand what kind of person this was:
someone enmeshed in neighborhood life
but who could rise above its problems.
By these measures, an elementary school
principal fit, as did members of
Narcotics Anonymous and a deputy
jailer. The local city councilman and a
close friend of one of the members did
not.

A women’s peace group, Women
against War (WAW), defined belonging
in a different but also a categorical way.



As they chatted informally before a
meeting, members discovered that they
were mostly nurses or health
professionals. With this knowledge, they
started to frame who belonged. That they
were health workers, they agreed, was
no accident. Being for peace was an
extension of a general orientation to care
for others. It was a small leap to
conclude, as one woman summarized the
discussion, that the peace movement was
“based on caring.” People who
demonstrated caring by their choice of
profession were those who belonged.

Expediency and mission logics can
be used simultaneously, but it is
revealing to see when groups switch
their emphases from one to another.



When expediency logics are used, it
seems logical to recruit the most
accessible people, and those people
become valued; a mission logic
empowers a different set of people. And
these logics cascade. Each tilts a
group’s future in a certain way, making it
more and more one of artists,
neighborhood leaders, mothers, longtime
activists, or political moderates. As
groups switch between logics, they open
new lines of interpretation and action
that were otherwise off the table. A
group of mostly poor people considers
whether having professional members
would give it more political power and
how that would change the feel of the
group. A group dedicated to educational



reform thinks about reaching out to
neighborhood activists and what effect
that would have on its mission. Logics of
belonging, like other logics of action,
are largely invisible but highly effectual.

Distinctions of Belonging

Pittsburgh had several groups that
focused on the same issue—the Iraq
War, peace, queer/GLBT rights,
violence, racial equity, and animal rights
—so activist groups needed to define
belonging in a way that was specific to
their group, not only to their issue. They
did so by contrasting themselves with
other activist groups rather than
emphasizing commonalities within their



group, much as belonging to the white
race is a matter of not being nonwhite.
The politics of belonging, Yuval-Davis
reminds us, is not only about attachment
but also about being able to decide
whether others, including those you meet
in the future, stand “inside or outside the
imaginary boundary line … of
belonging, whether they are ‘us’ or
‘them.’”12

Emerging activist groups commonly
used three types of distinctions to define
belonging: tactical, emotional, and
social. The most common distinction
was tactical.13 Those who shared an
interest in confrontation or letter writing
belonged; others did not. A same-sex
marriage group declared that its



members would never hold signs in
public, a tactic they variously described
as “degrading,” “not respectable,” and
not “distinguish[ing] us from all groups
who are protesting something.” A civil
liberties group, desperate to attract
young people, debated during several
meetings whether it could imagine itself
using the aggressive practices that
seemed attractive to youth in other
groups.

Tactical distinctions can become a
matter of great concern, as shown in the
fallout from a large anti-war rally. An
anti-war protestor tore away a sign held
by a pro-war heckler, only to be
chastised on the spot by another
protestor who yelled that such actions



could bring in the police and give them
all a bad name in the press. For weeks,
Pittsburgh’s various anti-war groups
debated these actions. Those who
favored confrontational tactics declared
that the protestor who intervened didn’t
have the guts to belong to a group like
theirs. Those who opposed such tactics
insisted that people who assault others
didn’t belong. As one said, summarizing
a long meeting, “those who engage in
civil disobedience are responsible for
their actions.” Someone in another group
said it more plainly: “We respect them,
but we are separate from them. They are
not us.”

A second way that groups
distinguished belonging was by emotion.



An anti-war group positioned itself in
contrast to the uninspired “feel” of one
group’s vigils and the “undignified”
rallies of another.14 The kinds of people
it wanted, by implication, were inspired
and dignified. A young woman
distinguished her group from those with
similar politics that were more
internally contentious:

A lot of young protest groups are really
volatile and they come and they go and they
have enormous disagreements and they
spend a lot of time self-defining and usually
they’re defined in opposition to something.
Pittsburgh Antiwar Network, on the other
hand, has things that I always disagree over
but we’re a fairly stable group.

Third, groups distinguished



themselves by social categories that
define belonging and mark its
boundaries. Their names—Black
Antiwar Pittsburgh, Antiwar Campus
Now, Queer Organizing Network—
declare belonging as African American,
college students, or GLBT persons in
addition to people fighting for peace,
against war, or for progressive causes.
They also define who is less welcome.

Pittsburgh’s activist groups,
especially progressive ones, have
overlapping memberships, so
distinctions of belonging can be very
risky. Among the activists I interviewed,
66% belonged to another group. It is not
surprising, therefore, that New American
Revolution (NAR) found it tricky to



distinguish itself from MoveOn; nearly
one-third of its members had earlier
worked with MoveOn. To discuss
MoveOn’s deficiencies could create a
political space for NAR but also might
destroy it. Indeed, as NAR’s organizer
listed examples of what MoveOn did
wrong, people looked down or glanced
at each other with discomfort. Shifting
focus, he tried other ways to distinguish
NAR: it was different from Republicans;
unlike “people who don’t care;” even,
oddly, dissimilar from groups that
focused on informing members about
current issues since it also embraced
people “who don’t want information.”
But none of these gained traction and the
discussion became progressively more



disjointed and ultimately fizzled out.15

Even when distinctions are easier to
construct, using social categories to
define belonging can be explosive. A
gay rights group nearly did not survive
its initial meeting because of such a
dispute:

After the meeting, Marvin expressed his
indignation at John’s assumption that
everyone at the meeting was in a
[gay/lesbian] partnership because that
“excluded a lot of people from
participating” and said he came to the
meeting simply because he was horrified
that such an injustice has not been
corrected yet, not because he had a
personal investment in getting marriage
rights. (Author’s field notes)



A conservative group found itself
embroiled in a similar dispute about
categories of members. As it tried to
develop a way to prioritize which issues
to tackle first:

One man offered advice about how to
establish a rating system, if the group would
take advice from “old geezers.” He poked
fun at the group’s targeting of youth and
said he was hurt that he couldn’t rise to a
leadership position in the group because of
his age. (Author’s field notes)

By identifying himself as an “old
geezer,” he made visible the group’s
operating premise that younger members
were more valuable and opened the
question of whether older or younger
members most belonged, a matter that



formerly had been silenced.16

When people do not fit an expected
category, subtle questioning may be used
to establish whether they belong. In an
animal rights group, it was young, urban
participants with modest incomes who
were assumed to belong. Newcomers
who fit that profile were absorbed
without comment. The arrival of a
middle-aged suburban woman, however,
provoked friendly but pointed questions.
Did she have children in college? Had
she been involved in other politics?
How did she find out about them? In
other words, these probing questions
were an attempt to determine whether
she belonged.

Matters of belonging are contentious



and dynamic in emerging activist groups.
They rest on interpretive foundations that
shift over time as a result of actions and
evolving sets of meaning but take form in
paths that forge the group’s subsequent
actions and interpretations.

MEMBERSHIP

Activist groups regard membership and
belonging differently. To be an authentic
member is to have the right to shape the
group’s direction as well as some
obligation to do so.17 But defining
membership is not always easy, as an
anti-war activist notes:

In a lot of groups, it seems like there is no



outward recognition of members or non-
members, so it’s sort of in the gray area
what makes a member a member.

In activist groups, the distinction
between member and non-member can
be vague. Ron Aminzade and Doug
McAdam argue that even established
social movements include many who are
not members in any organizational sense
and are “only superficially and
sporadically engaged by the struggle.”18

Even long-term participants, like Chuck,
struggle about what membership means:

Well, I paid dues, so maybe you could call
me a member. That’s a question of
semantics, I mean, what is a member of the
No War Committee? People drift in and
out; I have done that. I’m a little more



involved at the moment, so I am fine with
the word participant. That’s what I do—I
participate.

Membership is not fuzzy simply
because activist groups fail to define it.
Indeed, these ambiguities can be
deliberate, as groups seek to avoid
narrowing their options. Participants in
Stop the Killing (StK), a fledgling anti-
violence group, pressed for clarity on
what the group would be into the future.
A lasting presence? A short-term group
that would plan to end? A coalition of
existing groups? They wanted to know
whether it would be a small or large
time commitment, whether it would
complement or conflict with their
existing activism, whether it would take



their energy for a short while or for
years.19 After much discussion, StK
simply decided not to decide. It was just
“planting the seeds” for whatever would
happen. Freed of a definition, StK did
not rule out anything in advance. Anyone
could join, any action could be
considered.

Other groups define membership in a
fuzzy way to cast a wide net for
members. One advertised that people
could “try out” the group without
committing themselves to the obligations
of full membership. Another announced
that people could define themselves as
“volunteers,” “members,” or “activists”
depending on their commitment and
could change this at any time. Still



another had two levels of membership:
those who “carry on tasks” and a larger
group who were “members in name
only,” including those who were
enrolled by someone else, such as
several who simply “had received their
membership as a gift from a friend” and
never intended to join. Only those who
had shown interest in taking on tasks
were expected to participate.

Albert O. Hirschman’s famous claim
that people can choose to remain loyal,
exercise voice, or exit resonates in
activist groups in which people easily
slip away.20 A broad definition of
membership can link people more
closely to a group, encouraging the
options of loyalty and voice rather than



exit. A women’s peace group pondered
those who signed up for its e-mails but
did not attend meetings. Were they
members? Could one be a member of a
group without expressing intent? Yes,
they decided, those who received e-
mails were members because
membership meant political agreement,
not participation.21 When a recent
arrival questioned whether she could
vote in an anti-violence group, the
immediate response was, “If you’re
here, you’re a member.” Another group
embraced the rule that “if you show up
to a certain number of meetings, or
whatever, you’re a member.”

Groups generally assume that people
want to be members and will be happy



to be asked. As this is not always the
case, the strategy of broad membership
can backfire. When I talked to those who
came to a few meetings then stopped,
several said that they felt pressed to join
before they were ready. Seeing no
option to participate casually, they
backed off. Even someone who stayed,
becoming a committed activist, said that
she felt uneasy at first:

I had just gone to see what it was about, and
my going, to everyone there, seemed like I
wanted to join. But I was really just trying
to see what things were about. I don’t think I
voiced that sufficiently. … They really
wanted everyone to stay and be there
consistently.

Quick offers of membership can



cause friction among current members.
One man remembered his frustration as
his anti-war group debated a
controversial issue without a clear sense
of who could vote:

We were voting on whether I should have
[former Senator] Carol Moseley Braun
come or not. … There was someone there,
that was the only meeting she was at. And
she was, like, “Can I vote?” And it was like,
“Yeah, you can.” And then that decided the
outcome. It was decided by one vote, her
vote.

With exit always a possibility, it can
be difficult for activist groups to make
demands on their members. Any
obligations, even attendance, can be
fraught. An anti-violence group listed its



founder as a member long after he
stopped coming to meetings and events.
Among themselves, people mentioned
that he had quit. Yet the group continued
to treat him as an important member.
Members mailed him minutes of each
meeting—which dutifully noted his
absence—and made note in discussions
that they would have to “catch him up”
when he returned. This changed only
when he responded with some anger and
insisted that they drop him from
membership.

For activists, membership can be a
gradual process. Many sample different
groups before committing themselves to
membership. They talk of sliding into
membership over time. An animal rights



activist said “[I] started to think of
myself more as a member ’cause I was
going regularly.” In her interview,
another woman found it difficult to
decide whether to call herself a member
of a school reform group, ultimately
deciding that she was a member
“because I’ve gone to meetings and …
because I signed up somewhere to be a
member.” Another, asked how she
started thinking about herself as a
member of her group, responded:

I don’t know. … I never did. I just showed
up. I did stuff. … Probably around February
I started to think of myself more as a
member as I’d go every Sunday.

Some activists never see themselves



as members of their groups, even if they
are very active. As one young woman
told me, “I see myself as kind of
standing on the outside. … I see myself
in a different capacity—I don’t know
what that is yet.” But for others, even a
tentative approach can turn into an
immediate connection:

I went the first time to just see what their
agenda was and everything that was
involved. And then after the first meeting I
thought, well, these people have their heart
in the right place and they have an awful lot
to do and I very much believe in their cause
so there’s no reason for me not to help
them out in some capacity. I had no idea
what the capacity would be at that time.



Membership and Action

An activist told me about one of the first
meetings he attended of an anti-war
group:

[I was] pretty uncomfortable only because
we really didn’t know each other yet and
probably didn’t know most of the people’s
names. But yet it [the group’s goal] was
something that we really needed to resolve
because it was going to be one action as a
group and it was going to reflect on all of
us since we were all members of the group.
So we really needed to resolve what we
were going to do.

Activist groups generally expect their
members to support common actions, but
this is not always possible in practice.



REBORN, the radical queer group,
considered how to respond to Reverend
Phelps, a virulent homophobic and anti-
abortion preacher visiting Pittsburgh.
One woman declared that the group must
protest the event, since she “couldn’t
stand seeing anti-abortion and anti-gay
supporters there with signs, while no
one confronted them about their
homophobia.” Others objected, like a
woman (who insisted she spoke for
many) who feared being beaten up as a
“small group in a homophobic majority.”
The meeting fragmented into a variety of
claims and counterclaims. Some argued
against the protest, saying it would give
Phelps more publicity, while others
asserted that protesting would make the



public take them more seriously.
Ultimately, the group could not come to
a resolution. Members were left to
picket as individuals if they wanted.

Tensions arose in an animal rights
group whose founder set out what
members were expected to do:

[She] strictly said that there need to be
more members at the protests. She
addressed the need to collect more money
by asking for sidewalk donations. The
members were silent. They shamefully
looked down and avoided eye contact with
her. Two members then volunteered to go
to this weekend’s protest. Two volunteered
to collect sidewalk donations. Others were
silent the entire meeting. (Author’s field
notes)



In their interviews, activists often talk
about membership in deeply personal
ways, with an emotional resonance that
is markedly different from the dry talk of
member rights and obligations that
occurs during meetings. Activists
describe membership as emotional
attachment to other members and to the
group itself—what Yuval-Davis
discusses as feeling “at home” and
feeling entitled to this feeling.22

Membership is connectedness to a
community of like-minded activists. An
older man insisted that he was not a
member of an anti-war group, despite
his long and intensive involvement,
because “it’s not like [how I’m a]
member of my family.” In contrast, an



anti-violence activist said that she
started thinking of herself as a member
of that group “from the outset”:

[Although other members] were not my
blood children, I felt very connected to
these people. I felt like they could have
been my son, my brother. … Some people
[think] “I would [have] never thought that
could be me.” [But] I always thought that
could be me—that’s the difference.

A middle-aged woman who was active
in several groups maintained that she
was a member of only one: “That is the
group that I am the most tied to
emotionally. … It was the first group
that I got passionate about.”

Like belonging, membership is a
construct that activist groups use as a



foundational assumption. It guides their
actions but is also shaped by what they
do and how they interpret their actions
and themselves.

RECRUITING

Activist groups generally start with a
burst of enthusiasm for recruiting,
although how many people they want to
attract is vague. A civil rights group, for
example, talked of unlimited
possibilities for growth, confident that
its message would attract “thousands.”
In their early days, activist groups
struggle to develop an operational sense
of size, that is, a shared sense of how
many people make a rally or



demonstration worthwhile and how
many members are required to make
decisions at a meeting. Such initial
operational definitions can be fairly
imprecise, like a peace group’s
conclusion that “without a decent
turnout” it could not “democratically
discuss issues and come to decisions …
fairly” or, AID/S, a group fighting for
AIDS funding, that set out to recruit “a
lot” of members, after an animated
discussion of how a “good group”
requires many people to have momentum
even after its founders leave.

Over time, groups generally create a
shared sense of how many members are
sufficient to hold meetings or make
decisions although the exact number can



vary, as in a peace group that avoided
important issues during the summer
when it had only a “floating
membership.” Almost always, these
understandings are implicit, although one
anti-violence activist recalled making a
more explicit formulation at an early
meeting of Stop the Killing:

We had I think 150 people at High House. I
said, standing at the microphone, “this will
not last.” I said that, not to be negative, but I
have been out here forty years or so. We
will come down to about eight, ten, fifteen
people and that’s where we are, okay. … I
am very happy if we have like about fifteen
to twenty people at the table.

Even such seemingly simple
decisions, like whether to recruit a lot of



members, are based on collective
political theorizing about the nature of
activism, momentum, and continuity.
Under similar conditions, one activist
group decides that recruitment is vital
for sustaining activism over time while
another theorizes that collective activism
simply attracts members automatically,
so little effort is needed. In turn, these
understandings shape the groups’
horizons of possible action. When
AID/S began to equate a “good” meeting
with a well-attended one, the group
created an impasse for itself because it
couldn’t persevere through the ups and
downs of attendance that are typical of
activist groups. Whenever attendance
was low, it simply dissolved the



meeting. A similar result happened in a
conservative group, CONSERVE,
whose exuberant predictions of members
flooding into the group were dashed by
meager turnouts. Members became
disgruntled and attendance dropped even
more.

Activist groups generally operate
with an upbeat sense of themselves and
their future even under difficult
circumstances. A declining membership
tends to curb their sense of possibility
only when the group is about to
disappear. At a scheduled meeting of an
African American community
empowerment group, RISE, only one
member showed up. After waiting in
vain for more to arrive, its leader,



Lucinda, became frustrated and declared
that the group would never get off the
ground. She stopped trying to recruit and
the group never met again. But the path
to extinction is not inevitable—the same
situation in the animal rights group ALL
had a different ending. When no member
appeared at a meeting at which crucial
decisions about impending events
needed to be made, ALL’s leader,
Heather, was undaunted, insisting that
she “didn’t want to factor in” why others
were missing and proceeded through the
agenda. She talked about each issue at
length to a member of the research team
who was present, made a decision, and
recorded it in minutes that she later
circulated by e-mail. Heather’s actions



would be seen in some groups as a
violation of democratic decision making;
in ALL it simply reinforced her
centrality. At the following, better-
attended meeting, no one challenged
Heather’s decisions or the principle that
one person could make decisions for the
group. Instead, members worked out
how to implement the choices she had
made.

Groups are emotionally buoyed when
the number of people at a meeting or
event is larger than expected or larger
than in the past. Yet the opposite is not
true. When the turnout is smaller than
expected, activist groups often make a
pronounced effort to keep the mood
positive by explaining away the turnout



as due to holidays, student exams, family
obligations, or inclement weather.23 This
is true even when central members are
missing. In most, the topic of low or
declining attendance is only broached,
and then tentatively, when it reaches a
cataclysmic point, a turning point at
which groups may have to confront the
possibility that they are dissolving.
Otherwise, problematic attendance
easily becomes a silenced topic.

On the eve of its first public protest,
picketing the lecture of a Pentagon
spokeswoman, Pittsburgh Antiwar
Network (PAN) weighed what to do
next if the protest was as successful as it
thought it might be. Once people come
and are allowed to voice their “outrage”



about the war, they reasoned, they will
want to “get involved again,” so PAN
needed to show how they could do so.
“Let’s sponsor an action right away with
Military Families Speak Out (a group of
families of soldiers in Iraq and veterans
opposed to the war),” someone
suggested. The widespread enthusiasm
for this idea was cut short, however,
when John, a founding member,
interrupted to point out how few people
had joined so far. Like a balloon
bursting, the tenor of the meeting
changed abruptly. The buoyant mood of
a moment before was replaced by
expressions of concern. Why were there
so few people at today’s meeting? What
about those at the last meeting who



promised to draft a flyer for the protest?
Where had they gone? One member rose
to leave, apologizing that he had a lot of
work to do. John countered, “we all
have a lot of work to do,” trying to build
a sense of solidarity. But two more
members rose to leave and John made
only a weak effort to stop them.

Working to Recruit

Activist groups talk expansively about
recruiting, but their actual efforts are
quite limited. Every new activist group,
at one time or another, developed a plan
to recruit new members, yet few plans
were implemented and these were
largely perfunctory. Some asked



members to bring friends, with no
sustained effort to make sure that
happened. One changed its meeting
location to a restaurant to draw in more
people, but it didn’t announce itself to
customers or invite nearby patrons to
join the meeting, so the group didn’t
garner a single new member. Many
activists claimed that dynamic, energetic
groups naturally attract people, so they
put their energies into events. One
member of an anti-war group, frustrated
at its dwindling size, decided to go
door-to-door to recruit new members.
Other members praised her initiative but
dismissed it as futile. Recruitment, they
declared, was an endless uphill battle.

Even as activist groups talk about



recruiting, they adjust their expectations
of how many members they need to make
recruiting less important. One striking
example is No War Committee (NWC)
in the month before a large march on the
anniversary of the U.S. invasion of Iraq.
The march involved complicated
logistics: sound systems, police permits,
coordinating with other groups to recruit
speakers and attendees, and publicity. At
one tense meeting, NWC’s leader first
tried to scare members into working
more by listing what remained to be
done for the rapidly approaching event.
When that failed to produce more
volunteers, he announced that people had
too many outside commitments and they
might as well give up. Even in this



urgent situation, no one suggested that
they try to enlist other people. Although
members earlier had talked extensively
about recruiting, none of these ideas
were raised now. Even in the face of a
failed march, the group only considered
ways to motivate existing members to
work longer and harder, not how to
entice new people to join.

Recruiting also slipped off the agenda
of ALL during a particularly intensive
sequence of actions to protest university
research on animals. Dedicated to
staging many events at once, the group’s
members were taxed to manage them all:
film showings, protests, letter-writing
sessions, and literature tables where
they handed out brochures and flyers.



Despite Heather’s efforts to buoy
enthusiasm by reminding members that
they “really make a difference,” the
strain on the group was evident.
Members’ energy continued to flag.
Tasks promised by certain members,
like creating a Web site, never
materialized. Attendance at meetings
slid until only a small handful of people
appeared at each one. At the same time
that recruits were more urgently needed,
ALL’s interest in recruiting seemed to
decline further. After one meeting in a
coffeehouse, a man approached Heather
to inquire about the group. She gave him
only the group’s name before walking
away. Asked later why she hadn’t
invited him to a future meeting, Heather



seemed puzzled: “It really hadn’t
crossed my mind.” Another woman
approached as they were distributing
flyers to say that she was interested in
investigating animal labs at the
university. She was told it was
impossible to close the labs and was
brushed away. No further effort was
made to enlist her in ALL’s work. That
ALL might benefit from bringing in new
people was no longer considered.

After an initial flurry, recruiting
quickly stops in most activist groups,
although they may continue to talk about
it. For instance, an international issues
group that began with lofty goals and a
large following saw its attendance drop
precipitously after its third meeting. Yet



no one made any effort to attract new
members. The group simply scaled
down its goals. The existing members
presumed the group was to be what it
became. In some groups, even the
mention of recruiting can become
awkward. In the East Side Progressive
Coalition (ESPC), as the group
discussed which neighborhoods to target
in distributing its flyers announcing an
upcoming event, one member interrupted
to express her frustration; she
complained that issues of race and
racism, originally central to the group,
were now ignored. An uncomfortable
silence ensued. The implication was
clear, if unspoken: ESPC recruited from
poor African American neighborhoods



for people to attend their events but not
to join the group. Without any
discussion, the members soon resumed
planning the event. Such feeble or
nonexistent recruitment efforts mean that
the tendency of activist groups to
become more homogenous over time is
due more to attrition and retention than
to patterns of joining. Those who are
similar to current members—in ideas or
other factors—stay; those who differ,
leave.24

Newcomers

Despite the minimal effort that most
activist groups put into recruiting, new



people occasionally show up at
meetings. Their appearance is usually
regarded by current members as more
disruptive than welcome. At a meeting
of a civil liberties group, volunteers
were solicited for a number of tasks
related to its upcoming protest. A new
young woman spoke up that she would
“love to do so” but hadn’t “done
anything like that before” and would
need “some guidance.” The immediate
response, from a longtime member, was
that she should not volunteer because
“we’re looking for more experienced or
activist members.” No one objected and
she left the meeting without an
assignment, never returning. Similarly,
when a new member arrived at a racial



justice group eager to join in, his zeal
was quickly extinguished in a conflict
with other members about a party they
were planning. His concerns were the
group’s plans to have alcohol and
marijuana available around teenagers. “I
don’t think it’s the best idea in the world
to incorporate underage drinking and pot
smoking at an event that we are labeling
a ‘[group] event,’” he argued. The group
responded angrily, denying that these
would attract the police and that he was
simply “ruining their plans.”

Not only do activist groups allow
little opportunity for newcomers to
participate, but they often quash their
ideas, even while appearing to welcome
them. No War Committee (NWC)



frequently talked about wanting new
members with fresh ideas, and when
four new people arrived at the same
meeting—in a group that had attracted
23.7 people on average (over 45
meetings)—the newcomers had the
potential to change the group. Why
didn’t this happen? The meeting began
on an emotionally volatile note. People
were on edge, just back from a
demonstration in which the police had
used dogs and taser guns and had
arrested several members. The situation
was complicated since the
demonstration had been officially
sponsored by an anarchist direct-action
group, which NWC regarded as
irresponsibly provocative. In an



informal talk before the meeting, some
blamed the anarchists for causing the
police reaction, but no one voiced this in
the meeting. Instead, members expressed
“outrage” over the “unjust and
unnecessary” police response. Their
only disagreements were whether
federal and military authorities had
pressured local police to respond so
“cruelly” and whether the media had
minimized the police overreaction to
control public perceptions about the
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.

As the conversation turned to police
use of tasers, all conflict ceased.
Members described their experiences of
police brutality and gave emotional
testimonials about the recent tasering.



The story of a young woman who was
tasered after having been subdued under
the firm grip of a police officer was
proffered as evidence that the police had
“become more militant.” As the anger
peaked, one member offered to draft a
“statement of solidarity” with the
anarchists and all those arrested,
injured, or tasered so it could be signed
at the meeting. Any disagreements with
the anarchists were now shelved.

In the midst of this explosion of
anger, someone suddenly turned to the
four new members and asked them to
talk about what brought them to the
meeting. To the surprise of many, two
made comments that violated the group’s
sense of itself. One man declared



himself against the war in Iraq but
believed that war might sometimes be
justified, contrary to the broad anti-war
sentiment of most members. Another
expressed doubts about whether the
police action at the demonstration was
really wrong, citing earlier
demonstrations in which protestors had
blocked access to a military recruiting
station.

Despite these comments, the group
remained engaged with the new arrivals,
eager to bring them into the group’s
collective sense of opposition to war
and the military. One longtime member
explained why it was important to
oppose all war. Another said that
military recruiters had closed the station



before protestors arrived and that the
protestors were careful not to impede
access. Several joined in to praise the
protestor’s actions, noting that military
recruiters used unscrupulous methods to
recruit young people. A young man
related a long story about a military
recruiter who assaulted him, saying that
he had “no idea” what it was like in
Iraq, and then threw him to the ground.

When one of the new arrivals
revealed that he was a probation officer,
the tone changed. One member put it
bluntly: “I thought I smelled a cop when
you walked in here.” From that point, the
group ceased its dialogue with them.
Although only one identified himself as a
probation officer, all now were assumed



to be unacceptable recruits. This became
exceedingly awkward late in the meeting
when the group was casting about for a
volunteer to read a script at a local
concert asking for funds and one of the
new arrivals volunteered. After
exchanging glances, the existing
members simply ignored her offer and
turned to a longtime member, asking her
to do it. Although she balked, noting that
the concert was scheduled for late in the
evening and she had young children,
other members continued to press her
until she accepted. No one referred to
the new arrival’s offer and no one
explained why it wasn’t appropriate for
her to speak. In fact, members ceased to
direct any comments or even glances



toward the new arrivals. They did not fit
the group’s sense of what members
should be like.

CASE COMPARISON

To understand how organizational issues
of belonging, membership, and
recruitment define groups over time, I
compare two groups that started as a
single entity: the Civil Liberties Defense
Committee (CLDC) and the End the War
and Occupation Committee (EWOC).
CLDC splintered from EWOC to pursue
new goals after the latter was successful
in passing an anti-war resolution in the
Pittsburgh City Council. In addition to
overlapping members, the groups



recruited from the same pool of the
city’s most visible progressive activists.
CLDC attracted between 2 and 10
people to its meetings (the mode, or
most common number, was 4) and
EWOC’s attendance ranged from 6 to 38
people (with a mode of 18). Despite
commonalities, important differences
emerged over time in the groups’
definitions and expectations of members.

CLDC began with an expansive
definition of how people could
participate in the group. Borrowing from
the success of EWOC, CLDC
established as its goals convincing the
Pittsburgh City Council to pass a
resolution against the federal legislation
known as the Patriot Act and raising



public awareness about the potential
harms of the act’s restrictions on civil
liberties. These goals became the basis
on which CLDC created a multi-layered
recruitment strategy. Members were
those who attended meetings regularly,
assumed responsibilities, and
participated in decision making. Equally
or more important to the goal of passing
a city council resolution were advisors
(those with political contacts),
supporters (including members of other
progressive groups who would help out,
but not be centrally involved), and
volunteers (those working for the same
goal, but not expected to attend meetings
regularly or participate in decision
making), although all these people were



to be coordinated and directed by CLDC
members. These distinctions became
more clearly delineated over time. For
example, members came to assume that
advisors, supporters, and volunteers
would not become members in the
future; indeed, it was understood that
they would participate in these ways in
lieu of being members.

Although meant to maximize the goal
of passing a city resolution, CLDC’s
recruiting strategy was limiting. The
time-urgency of its goal placed a
premium on contacting council members
and circulating petitions, thus
necessitating a focus on enlisting
advisors, supporters, and volunteers
rather than members. The resulting lack



of new members facilitated the
formation of a core group that worked
together intensively and developed a
collaborative sense of responsibility,
making additional recruitment seem less
urgent.

The turning point for CLDC came
when it found city council members less
enthusiastic about passing a resolution
against the Patriot Act than they had been
for an anti-war resolution. Realizing the
improbability of a “quick-win” with the
council resolution, CLDC was forced to
shift to a long-term goal, so a
membership strategy designed for a
short-term campaign became
problematic. As members left the group,
there was no mechanism to replace them.



Attendance at meetings shrank to the
point that CLDC considered disbanding.
Yet the prospect of defeat proved to be
its second turning point, confronting the
group with the need to discuss its
recruitment efforts openly. Rather than
dissolve, CLDC decided to recruit from
the general public by advertising in a
local paper. Although this brought in
only a few new people, most of whom
did not remain, the decision to try to
revitalize the group created a momentum
that was not even disrupted by the
subsequent departure of the main leader.
CLDC shifted its meetings to a
coffeehouse to have an environment that
was more welcoming to new members,
discussed how to establish new goals



after the city council vote, and identified
new categories of potential supporters
such as librarians. Its efforts to recruit
new members, however, were not
successful since CLDC continued to
devote its time to convincing the city
council to pass a resolution against the
Patriot Act rather than reaching out to
potential members. When the Pittsburgh
City Council passed such a resolution,
CLDC vowed to continue its effort in
other localities, but only one member
tried to create a similar campaign in an
adjoining community.

Despite overlaps in personnel and
ideology with CLDC, EWOC developed
a different sense of membership.
Compared with the variety of levels of



involvement in CLDC, the meaning of
participation in EWOC was
unidimensional: membership meant
discussing and approving plans. EWOC
had no categories of non-member
supporters or advisors. Moreover, from
its beginning, EWOC operated with a
strong leader, Jim. Initial members knew
each other from an earlier anti-war
protest, and Jim’s leadership in this
event gave him immediate authority,
although unacknowledged and not
formalized. Jim controlled the agendas
and dynamics of meetings, channeling
the discussion and structuring members’
permissible range of decision making
and talk. Meetings began with updates of
war news and then shifted to discussion



of tactics, division of tasks, and reports
on work accomplished. Jim admonished
members for speaking out of turn,
engaging in side conversations, or
deviating from the agenda. Rarely was
the group itself a topic of discussion and
generally only when Jim perceived
members as overstepping their authority.
When a member who had been charged
with securing the endorsements of faith
groups for an upcoming march
announced that he had invited a high-
ranking Catholic Church official to
speak, for example, Jim chided him for
acting on behalf of the group without
explicit permission. The boundaries of
member action were not simply
logistical. When a member proposed that



the group consider addressing the
treatment of Iraqi women, Jim refused to
enlarge the group’s discussion to
accommodate this issue.

At two potential turning points,
EWOC might have expanded its sense of
membership, such as the roles and levels
of responsibility that members would be
allowed to assume by the leader. The
first opening occurred when several
members broke the usual flow of the
meeting by raising questions about the
“overarching framework” (the theme and
slogans) of a planned march. Members
generally only talked about how to
implement plans brought by Jim, but now
a number of them jumped in, debating
whether the march should call for



withdrawing U.S. troops from Iraq
immediately or accommodate “fence-
sitters” by calling for United Nation
(UN) replacement troops (“UN in, US
out”). The change in dynamics was
startling: members talked directly to
each other, not waiting to be
acknowledged by Jim. The feeling was
heady, spiraling into a heated debate
over how they should inform marchers
about the direct actions planned by
another group at a university site
connected to Iraqi war contracts. As the
discussion of the march wound down
and members turned to the next item on
the agenda, however, Jim again seized
control. Instead of the energetic talk that
had characterized discussion of the



march, with people speaking over each
other and at great length, laughing, and
shouting, the meeting returned to the old
businesslike style. Members now raised
their hands to get Jim’s permission to
speak and kept their comments short and
to the point. Soon, participants started
grumbling among themselves that they
did little at meetings except sit through
endless committee reports. The brief
glimpse they had had that meetings could
be different had vanished from
possibility.

The second possible turning point
occurred as EWOC reflected on a recent
protest and rally and decided that the
details of planning had taken too much of
members’ time and energy, a discussion



that left unsettled what members should
be doing. After a few tentative comments
about other ways to involve members,
however, this line of discussion fizzled.
Meeting time continued to be consumed
by assigning tasks; broader questions
about the role of members receded into
the background. Despite its considerable
decline in attendance over time, for
example, EWOC never discussed how
members might recruit others. In contrast
to the widespread responsibilities that
CLDC members assumed, members of
EWOC expected to make decisions only
within a limited range. Certainly, they
did not see it as their duty to ponder the
vitality or future of the group. As a
consequence, EWOC’s goals became



more limited and circumscribed as the
group shrank.

CLDC and EWOC were originally a
single group, but, as they separated, their
understandings of membership sharply
diverged. In CLDC, being a member
became just one of several ways of
participating in the group; for EWOC,
there was no other way and what
membership meant was sharply
delineated by its leader. Differences in
structure and leadership style tugged the
groups in different directions, but their
sense of membership was also the result
of the particular dynamics and actions of
their members. Moreover, although
EWOC and CLDC defined membership
very differently, both definitions



ultimately limited their efforts to recruit
and to sustain the respective groups over
time. With its attention riveted on the
City Council resolution, CLDC
considered gaining additional members
less pressing than finding advisors and
supporters. In EWOC, the meaning of
membership did not include
responsibility for the group’s future—
that was the province of its leader—so
members didn’t regard recruitment as an
appropriate topic for broad discussion.
CLDC’s path was disrupted when it
couldn’t get a council resolution passed,
creating an opportunity to reevaluate its
strategy of membership. In EWOC, there
were several times in which the group
could have moved toward a broader



sense of membership, but it did not.

CONCLUSION

From the earliest days of each group’s
organization, grassroots activists
struggle to define who fits into the group
by assessing questions of belonging,
membership, and recruiting. Through
these issues, a group comes to see itself
in various ways, as reserved or
combative, dignified or enraged, young
or old. These definitions operate as
cascading actions and interpretations
that tend to reinforce a homogenous
sense of who—and what kind of person
—fits a group’s evolving sense of self.
Although never completely fixed and



sometimes amorphous, such dynamics
stamp the group with an organizational
character that has lingering effects.

The examples in this chapter highlight
two ways to see turning points as they
are happening. One way is by observing
shifts in logic. As they wrestle with the
question of belonging, activist groups
move between logics of mission and
expediency. Using a mission logic, they
assess how people fit the group’s goals.
Using an expediency logic, they assess
whether new people are similar to
current participants. As they switch
between them, new possibilities open.
Groups that emphasize similarity start to
consider who might help them make
progress toward their goals. Those that



emphasize goals discuss who would be
compatible with current participants.

The second way to see turning points
is to observe how activist groups are
oriented in time. As they talk about
membership, activist groups evaluate
themselves in the context of immediate
concerns (present), draw lessons about
who should be in the group based on
earlier situations (past), and imagine
themselves differently with the addition
of new members (future). As they switch
from one orientation to another, they
alter their current paths and move in new
directions. But that doesn’t always
happen.

When activist groups define
sequences of action and interpretation,



they do so in ways that are meaningful
and consequential for them. These do not
necessarily coincide with how an
outside observer might define such
sequences. For example, most grassroots
groups saw themselves as recruiting for
a long time with unclear and unspecified
beginning and ending points. To an
outside observer, however, it doesn’t
appear that groups did very much to
recruit and that they quickly ceased even
these minimal efforts.

This chapter has implications for the
democratizing potential of grassroots
activism. When a group’s sense of itself
is set very early and then woven into the
cultural fabric of the group through self-
reinforcing sequences of actions and



interpretation, it can be difficult for later
members to rectify problems, steer the
group in a new direction, or even raise
topics that have been shelved. EWOC
and CLDC couldn’t create a viable
means of recruiting because the issue of
membership had been resolved earlier.
It had become their normal way of
operating. Their democratic impulses
were hindered by the cultural framework
they had adopted. That such frameworks
are both invisible and constituted in the
distant past make them particularly
resistant to democratic challenge.



CHAPTER 4
What’s the Problem?

Marriage Now (MN), an effort to secure
same-sex marriage rights in
Pennsylvania, was launched with notices
in local gay and arts papers. Five people
met at a café, each eager to begin work.
The issue seemed clear enough in the
notice, but conflict about how to define
the problem arose almost at once.
Should the group campaign to allow all
same-sex persons to marry? Or only
responsible couples? MN’s founder was
unable to contain the discussion from
spilling into a more delicate issue: If



same-sex marriage were permitted,
might GLBT people with little
commitment to each other marry? Was
the problem only the lack of recognition
of gay marriage or also the libertine
lifestyle that some gays embraced?
Tensions ballooned and the fledgling
group sank into an awkward silence.

Women against War (WAW) became
embroiled in an argument after initially
settling on the Iraq War as the problem it
would address. During a fairly routine
discussion of tactics, a thorny question
arose: Should WAW criticize war in
general, or also those who fought in
wars? One woman argued that the
military was the problem since soldiers
“know what they’re getting into.”



Another countered that soldiers “didn’t
know they were signing up to fight in a
war” and they needed support, not
criticism, from peace groups. The debate
grew heated as members marshaled
different kinds of evidence. Those who
saw the problem as war, not soldiers,
offered personal stories of teenagers
they knew, however remotely, who were
hounded by military recruiters in their
schools or enlisted because they
perceived few alternatives. Others saw
the problem as militarism, using
hypothetical examples of teenaged boys
who entered the military to display their
newfound masculinity.

GAYVOTE came together in a
neighborhood bar with the agenda of



ousting U.S. Senator Rick Santorum as
“bad for queers, Pennsylvanians, and
Americans.” Initially, its young and
mostly white members saw the problem
narrowly, as the danger posed by a
homophobic and powerful politician.
Those it recruited, although similarly
young and white, saw the issue
differently. These new members wanted
to tackle bigger problems, like
“assimilation,” “corporatization,” and
“classism” in the queer community and
the “oppression” that squelches
“expression.” They weren’t content with
simply making change at the ballot box.

This chapter explores how activist
groups define the problem they will



work on. Although they generally begin
with a focus, grassroots groups often
reformulate this almost from the
beginning. A gathering called to end the
war in Iraq might decide that the real
problem was the culture of militarism,
or U.S. dependence on Middle Eastern
oil. A group begun to redress racial
inequities might come to see the problem
as under-representation of racial
minorities in elected office or as
inequitable funding for public schools.
As activist groups define a problem,
they engage in collective theorizing.
They wrestle with fundamental issues of
political life, such as how society is
organized and how it can be changed.
They also reflect on themselves as



political actors.
There is considerable research on

how activist groups frame issues for an
audience, but scholars have paid much
less attention to how groups create a
shared understanding of what they
believe and value. We know, as Jeffrey
Alexander puts it, that activist groups
“learn the art of translating their
particular injustices into the more
universal language of civil justice.” But
we don’t know how they come to
understand “their particular injustices”
in the first place.1

Defining a problem for themselves
and framing issues for external
audiences are very different processes.
Framing is largely instrumental,



involving, Alexander says, “not
specifications of broader moral
concerns but strategies for mobilizing
masses.” In contrast, when activist
groups define a problem internally they
evoke moral concerns, such as whether
there are essential human rights, what
constitutes fairness or justice, by what
right can people intervene to change
society, and, to paraphrase Gayatri
Spivak’s famous question, for whom can
they speak?2 As activist groups work
toward what team researchers call
“cognitive integration,” they revise and
reinterpret problems as the group shifts,
different members assert their ideas, and
situations change. How groups define a
problem, even provisionally, shapes



how they act and how they see
themselves and the social world.
Defining the problem, in other words, is
an aspect of how activist groups create
an ideological character.3

Activist groups define a problem
through reflective political talk that is
otherwise generally absent in public life.
Grassroots activism thus is both an arena
for collective action and a space for
collective political thoughtfulness. Nina
Eliasoph and Paul Lichterman note that
“how people can talk about their own
action is, itself, a crucial part of action.
People can’t change anything until they
consider it a problem.” Grassroots
politics is a vehicle for such talk, as
captured in Pam Oliver and Hank



Johnston’s description:

People think a lot in social movements,
along with the related activities of
reasoning, judging arguments, evaluating
evidence, testing predictions, recognizing
connections, and developing new
knowledge. … It is essential to appreciate
the intellectual aspects of ideology (what
Heberle calls the debate of ideas over the
centuries) as well as their function in
motivating action.4

As activist groups define their problem,
they undertake each of these activities:
reasoning, judging, evaluating, testing,
recognizing, and developing knowledge.
And, as this chapter will show, they
grapple with multi-layered political
questions: Is the problem the war in



Iraq, or does U.S. imperialism always
generate conflicts, of which Iraq is just
the latest? So, would ending the conflict
in Iraq solve the problem, or only
deflect conflict to a new region? Is
violence against women an isolated
matter or only one example of male
domination? So, can violence against
women be stopped without attacking its
roots?

The dynamics of shaping a shared
political ideology are complex and often
surprising. Activist groups do not simply
adopt the ideas of their founders. Neither
do they just aggregate ideas brought by
members. Rather, they forge a
meaningful sense of politics in the
process of working and talking together.



They make an ideological character for
themselves in the mundane processes of
deciding. It is in how they decide, as
much as what they decide, that their
political character emerges. Eliasoph
and Lichterman’s general point about
group life is applicable here: “People
always make meanings in specific social
settings—large or small, face-to-face or
virtual—and they make those meanings
in relation to each other as they perceive
each other.”5 In the small details of how
activists argue, ponder, and debate, we
can observe the making of collective
political ideology.

Emerging activist groups typically
work through four issues in defining the
problem they will address. The chapter



begins with two ontological issues: how
activist groups work on a problem’s
scope and moral status. The chapter then
shifts to two epistemological issues:
how activist groups consider what they
know and how they can learn more. In
each of these issues, activist groups
develop trajectories of action and
interpretation that make some
possibilities more robust and push
others to the side. In each trajectory,
however, there are moments of renewed
possibility, or turning points, in which
actors reorient the paths of their groups.
The chapter concludes with an extended
comparison of two groups as they
defined the problem they would address.



WHAT IS THE SCOPE OF THE
PROBLEM?

Founders usually set an initial scope for
the problem an activist group should
address. This can be broad, like global
imperialism or liberalism. Or it can be
narrow, like poor school lunches or
drug-related deaths in a specific
neighborhood. Yet, as activist groups
talk about the problem, they rarely retain
the scope with which they started.
Generally (although not always), a
group’s scope narrows, as in a group
that organized to combat global
imperialism but quickly reduced its
scope to U.S. policy on the Middle East.
But some groups expand their political



scope, as did one brought together to
stop a gun control law that redefined its
problem to include other conservative
issues like abortion, or a group started to
deal with school lunches that decided its
problem would be societal neglect of
children.

Shifts in scope happen gradually,
almost imperceptibly, as activist groups
mull over what they can do. It is not
simply that groups start with a broad
sense of a problem and then narrow it
into a feasible set of actions. Nor that
they begin with a limited sense of the
problem’s scope and broaden it as they
become more confident of their ability to
act. Rather, actions and scope are
defined iteratively over time.



A forming sense of the possibility of
action crafts a notion of appropriate
scope of the problem and further
redefines a group’s possible actions.
These changes can be subtle and difficult
for members to detect or recall
afterward. A problem whose scope is
amenable to action by this group at this
time is likely to gain traction; wider or
narrower definitions of the problem just
fade away. Within a few meetings,
AID/S moved from “the worldwide
AIDS pandemic” to “U.S. government
intransigence.” The latter focus allowed
the group to undertake actions that were
widely popular among its members, such
as “bird-dogging,” a tactic of repeatedly
confronting local politicians who didn’t



support AIDS relief. In contrast, groups
that cannot define a suitable scope for
action get caught in a negative self-
reinforcing cycle, as did a conservative
group described in the author’s field
notes:

[It] still doesn’t know what it wants to do,
yet refuses to engage with any proposals
until they are concrete. So CONSERVE has
nothing to discuss. Waiting for something
to happen.

Grassroots groups do not first develop
collective political understandings and
then formulate actions that reflect these
beliefs. Rather, they build shared beliefs
as they consider what it is possible for
them to do.6



How political ideas and actions
become intertwined is evident in
ALLIES 2007, the anti-violence group.
In its first few meetings, ALLIES 2007
talked extensively about the problem of
violence, mulling over its many
manifestations: gang, drug, police,
economic, and interpersonal violence.
After a couple of meetings, however,
this broad array of possibilities
disappeared, replaced by a small set of
problems tightly bound to the actions the
group imagined as possible. Members
who wanted to enlist former gang
members to fight violence reduced the
problem to gangs. Those who saw the
possibility of gaining more social
services for communities—but who



didn’t think they could ease tension
among gangs—narrowed the problem to
poverty. The group’s actions and
interpretations were iterative; the scope
of the problem rested on what it saw
itself as capable of doing.

Defining scope is an exercise of
political imagination. It leads activists to
imagine possibilities for changing the
world—not abstractly, but in terms of
their own actions. How the self-
reinforcing cycle of scope and action is
propelled into the future is nicely
captured in an activist’s conclusion to an
anti-war strategy session: “We need to
create a movement that captures our
imagination, that lets people plug in and
be creative.” Collective political



imagination is more than speculation or
thinking about the future. It is a way that
activist groups define the reach and
limits of what’s possible. And it shapes
what they will do to understand and
reach such possibilities. “How things
are imagined,” Marcel Stoetzler and
Nira Yuval-Davis tell us, is
“fundamental to why, whether and what
we are ready to experience, perceive
and know in the first place.”

Imaginings build on and are informed by
cognitive processes as much as the latter
depend on and are shaped by the
imagination. Whatever meaning we attribute
to experiences or specific sense data is as
much an imaginary as it is an intellectual
interpretation of sensual perceptions.
Furthermore, what we expect, are ready to



perceive and admit as (valid) experience
depends on the particular mental setting
that lies within the faculty of the
imagination—which in this sense both
constructs and is constructed by
experience.7

In some moments, political
imagination evident in the internal
meetings and talk of activist groups is
expansive, as they embrace new ways to
think about—and do—politics.8 More
often, and especially over time, groups
operate with political horizons that are
narrower, restricting the actions and
goals they consider possible. Indeed,
when activist groups engage a political
imagination in internal discussion, they
usually do so in fairly limited ways.



Talk of a distant future, when broached,
is cloaked in humor or sarcasm,
minimized as little more than off-handed,
unrealistic, even childish fantasies:
“when the revolution comes,” or “we’ll
see the day when women get respect,” or
“I’d like to be around when schools take
kids seriously.”

This is in stark contrast to the
external talk of activist groups, which is
less fettered by questions of action. In
public, grassroots groups routinely
display an expansive political
imagination as they describe alternative
ways that society could be organized or
the many things they could do to change
society. The bifurcation between the
internal and external talk in a single



group can be quite startling. In the
publications it produced for the public,
for instance, an environmental group
routinely called for a complete change in
how people relate to every aspect of the
natural world. In its private meetings, in
contrast, its political horizon extended
only as far as the need for recycling.

The synergy between scope and
action in the internal dynamics of
activist groups has another consequence.
Because their political imagination
narrows so quickly, activist groups can
find it hard to shift gears when a set of
actions becomes unfeasible because they
have lost track of the underlying
problem. When the anti-violence group
ALLIES 2007 settled on gang violence



as its problem, it was unable to shift
directions when it noticed that
increasing the number of street anti-gang
workers had little effect on levels of
violence. Its ability to focus on earlier,
broader ideas about violence had simply
disappeared. Similarly, an
environmental group, organized
originally to fight for cleaner air,
decided that automobile emissions were
the problem. When it was unable to
increase local use of hybrid cars, it
floundered. In this case, however, as
most members drifted away, the group,
facing dissolution, decided to reorient
itself and was able to shift to a new
focus: industrial pollution.9

A new group excitedly pondered how



to make gay rights more visible. At first,
many ideas seemed possible, but its
enthusiasm ruptured when one man
complained that such demands “always
get thrown back in our face” by
Christian fundamentalists. His challenge
brought the group to a discussion of the
scope of the problem. Was it, as a
founder insisted, simply that gays didn’t
have the same rights as heterosexuals?
Or was there a deeper issue here: as
another member put it, were right-wing
Christians going after everyone they
don’t like, so homophobia is just part of
a larger crusade? The talk turned
contentious, as other members insisted
that harassment and discrimination were
experienced by many groups. One



woman cited Eartha Kitt’s statement
during a gay pride march on Washington,
that she had marched with “the blacks,
the women, and now the gays; if we all
got together, we’d be a majority.” But
the founder and other members continued
to object vehemently to broadening the
agenda beyond gay issues. After
someone told a story to illustrate
troubles of people with disabilities, one
of the dissenting members turned to
another and in a very audible aside,
bluntly commented, “What the fuck is
that guy saying about getting rights for a
woman and her retarded son? What does
that have to do with anything?” She was
greeted with hostile stares, but the
attention gave her the floor to speak.



Others might be denied their rights, she
insisted, but not for the same reason as
are gay persons. Gays face a unique
problem—homophobia—and the group
needed to stick with that focus so it
could agree on what to do. Although
many in the room remained unconvinced,
her appeal to action seemed to settle the
issue. The scope would be anti-gay
discrimination, not broader issues of
family rights or Christian
fundamentalism. What for a moment
were alternate possibilities for action
were never again mentioned.

As activist groups settle on the scope
of their problem, other and broader
possibilities have difficulty finding a
hearing. Although PAN, the anti-war



group, identified its problem as U.S.
military intervention in Iraq and
Afghanistan, a few members continued
to challenge this scope, posing the
problem as war in general, or
imperialism. Such arguments were
quickly dismissed by others on the
grounds that they made it hard to act. The
need to take action was a shared
understanding; anything that jeopardized
action was off the table. Soon, as
dissenting members drifted away or
gave up, the group’s focus became self-
reinforcing. One evening it seemed that
the cycle might be broken—and a turning
point might emerge—when PAN
discussed how it might distribute flyers
at an Amnesty International event. Out of



the blue, a younger woman insisted that
the time was ripe for it to broaden and
work for “an end to perpetual war and
the culture of militarism that sustains it.”
In the past, similar pleas had been
rejected out of hand. Now, however,
people jumped in with new ideas of how
they could do this, drawing comparisons
with other groups whose rallies and
events they had attended. The discussion
spiraled in a variety of directions, as
members imagined taking on problems
of racism, living wages, and social
justice. Just as it appeared that PAN
might widen its sense of the problem,
however, one man definitively evoked
the group’s ideological character,
declaring that it was an anti-war group.



Those who wanted a broader scope
were silenced.

It takes work for a group to remain
the same. What appears static from the
outside can conceal a great deal of
activity inside a group. One that began
broadly as a “citizen-based movement
through education” quickly narrowed its
scope to environmental degradation. Yet
for a number of meetings, other issues
were raised ranging from Latin
American counter-insurgency training at
the School of the Americas to abusive
animal experimentation, the need for a
“sensible” drug policy, abortion rights,
and the rights of families of comatose
patients. Even as it seemed to consider
other possibilities, however, the group



remained firmly focused on
environmental issues. Ultimately, its
sense of scope was made explicit and
the group settled on a plan. Only
environmental topics could be discussed
at meetings; other issues could be raised
as matters of information. Members
could take up these issues (or not) as
individuals or by affiliating with other
groups, but they would not be matters for
the group’s action.

Talking about Scope

Issues of scope appear in a variety of
forms in new activist groups, including
in talk about strategy, tactics, or
ideology. Using the methodology



pioneered by Sophie Duchesne and
Florence Haegel to unlock subtle
dimensions of group processes,10 I look
in close detail at one sequence of talk in
the anti-war group No War Committee to
show how a sense of scope is formed as
groups ponder the options for action.
Italicized excerpts from author’s field
notes are interspersed with quotations
from members.

A member insists that they start talking
about imperialism and colonialism, not
just war. Initially, the suggestion is
angrily dismissed, declared out of bounds
for discussion. They need to take action.
That is the reason that they should not
change:

“No, we shouldn’t talk about imperialism
and colonialism. Our focus should remain



the same: war. That is settled. We need to
use our time to work out the details of our
upcoming march and rally.”

There is a visible pause as members
anticipate an objection. Despite his claim,
their focus has never been so explicitly
stated. No objection is voiced. The
discussion moves to details of planning
the march and rally:

“We should think of a theme that will
resonate with the people of western
Pennsylvania. We could do a funeral march.
That will be visible and dramatic for the
media and other people. We can have
coffins and flags, a silent march with
solemn drums, and end up at the military
recruiting station.”

More members jump in and elaborate
ways to create flag-draped coffins. A
subtle shift occurs. Earlier, broad ideas
are reintroduced. They are now presented



as consistent with its agreed-upon
direction:

“Let’s let different local groups do the
flags that [lie] across the coffin. So the
Palestinian group can do a Palestine flag …
and one can be for New Orleans,
representing how it was hurt by the cuts in
the budget for the war.”

Without acknowledging that its scope
is being debated, those who want the
group to remain the same now advocate a
specific form of vigil:

“We should do a [peace] vigil, with a
veteran or a family member of a soldier as a
speaker. … Our theme should be a funeral
march. We should have speakers only at the
first part of the rally, then we’ll have a
concert at the end because you tend to lose
people then. … Let’s have a program
committee to set up the times of the
march.”



The debate changes tone as some
members insist that the plan is
problematic for both political and
personal reasons:

“The funeral march idea is too
depressing a theme.”

“We need to invigorate our movement.”
“The funeral march doesn’t work for

me.”
Abruptly, the dynamics shift. No longer

does the chair recognize people to speak
one by one. Now people talk over each
other, speaking when they like. Some
grumble about the breakdown of the
meeting, others refer to it as a
“brainstorming session.” When things
settle down, the debate over scope
continues—now tucked into an argument
over the logistics of the march, with one
side contending:

“‘Bring them home alive’ or ‘NOW—



bring them home’ should be our themes,
just like in the past. We should do street
theater with coffins of soldiers. We want to
show that the anti-war movement is strong
and growing.”

And the other pushing for expansion
by insisting,

“We need better outreach to other
groups that support us. We didn’t do that
enough last year. We need to ask groups to
help, not just to endorse us or give us
money. Isn’t anyone else here interested in
expanding to a larger focus on the role of
the U.S. in imperialism, rather than just
staying focused on planning events?
Shouldn’t we consider the issue of
Israel/Palestine? Globalization? Attacking
the causes of war?”

A member states, forcefully and as fact
that

“Our mission statement is broad enough.



We need to stay focused on the war in Iraq.
Staying focused on Iraq brings people onto
the streets, so we should stay focused on
this, our mass mobilization.”

This last statement effectively ended the
debate by leaving no room for objection,
a situation that Paul Ricouer terms
discursive “violence.”11 Although some
members continued to disagree and take
exception to the logistics of the march
and rally, their ideas were ignored. The
group moved ahead with planning.
Months later, this sequence was brought
up at a meeting as evidence that things
were decided and could not be revisited.
The group had embarked on a firm path.

As activist groups shape a sense of
the problem they will tackle, they also



build a sense of themselves as collective
political actors. The result can be an
expansive political imagination that
pulls members into new ways of thinking
about how to change the world. At least
as often, however, activist groups
operate within a declining range of
alternatives and an ever-narrowing
scope of the problem.

WHAT IS THE MORAL STATUS OF
THE PROBLEM?

As activist groups identify a problem,
they also assess its moral status. Along
with what it is possible to do, they
consider what it is right to do. Put
another way, activists do not simply



assess opportunities and then seize them.
Rather, they use ethical (as well as
strategic) criteria to select among the
opportunities they perceive.12 And these
criteria change over time.

Faith-based groups talk explicitly
about the moral principles that guide
their work, as did a Christian peace
group in this study. But secular activist
groups—the majority of those studied
here—generally invoke moral claims
indirectly, and often awkwardly, in their
internal talk. This is true even for groups
that use direct moral claims in their
public appeals and whose activists
privately cite moral standards as guiding
their actions. When asked why they so
rarely express such commitments in



group discussions, activists generally
respond that it is “divisive” to bring
morality into politics. They regard
politics as a social process, a product of
discussion and compromise, and
morality as outside the social, an
external standard of judgment. As Susan
Neiman comments, “Western secular
culture has no clear place for moral
language and its use makes many
profoundly uncomfortable.”13

In secular fledgling groups, explicit
mention of moral concerns is generally
understood as inappropriate. When a
woman said that she couldn’t go along
with the proposal for an illegal protest
march because it went against her
(moral) beliefs, other members jumped



in and declared such reasoning
irrelevant; they insisted that her comment
be ignored. Theirs was more than a
reaction to a novel standard of judgment;
other new criteria did not provoke such
complete dismissal. Rather, they wanted
morality talk off the table for group
discussion, even if it shaped the actions
of individual members. Similarly, when
a woman in a group advocating “queer
rights” wouldn’t agree to the
confrontational vigil that was taking
shape—not because she saw such
actions as futile or counterproductive,
but because she regarded them as
“wrong, not respectable”—her comment
was studiously ignored.

Although activist groups rarely talk



openly about morality, they frequently
evoke moral principles indirectly as they
decide how to act. Philosopher Kwame
Anthony Appiah says that moral
perception “is a way of seeing, and
seeing is always seeing as and seeing
that.” As an example, he cites a story of
a Polish peasant woman in World War II
who saved a Jewish girl from being
hurled into a well by insisting to a group
of villagers that “she’s not a dog.” The
peasant woman’s moral argument was
not expressed in abstract theologies, but
in modes of categorization: “She’s not a
dog.”14 The moral arguments that
pervade activist group talk, although far
less dramatic, have a similar form. Like
the comment “she is not a dog,” activist



groups make moral claims by how they
categorize problems, considering why
action is needed, why it matters, and
what actions are right to do.15

Consider the discussion of a protest
at the Shrine Circus by with animal
rights group. At the meeting, one member
repeatedly shouted out, “I hate that
circus,” intending, she said later, to
create energy for the protest. Her
exclamations were met with loud
affirmations by the others and inspired a
sequence of talk in which people shared
what they disliked about the circus,
ranging from a childhood fear of clowns
to their current sense that circus animals
were mistreated. As the momentum built,
however, one woman abruptly



interrupted her own tale about attending
a Shrine Circus with the thought, “isn’t
that the one that gives money to
hospitals?” A competing, and more
sympathetic, view of the circus broke the
spiral of negative storytelling and the
normally boisterous group fell silent.
Members shot glances at each other and
whispered in worried tones. The moral
category of the Shrine Circus was no
longer clear. Was its essence that it
abused animals or that it raised money
for injured and disabled children?
Quickly though, such questions ceased
and the group returned to planning its
protest, reaffirming the circus as a
hateful institution. A possible counter-
interpretation (and a potential turning



point)—that there was moral ambiguity
to the circus—was never again
mentioned. Yet several members,
obviously uncomfortable, failed to show
up at the circus protest and soon left the
group.

Some groups vacillate among varying
possible moral judgments. An anti-war
group wanted to express its anger over
prisoners abused in U.S. military
custody. But when a member suggested
that they “build momentum from [public]
outrage” by dramatizing a torture scene
at a public square to seize “the moral
high ground,” they were in a quandary.
Several insisted that the event was itself
“wrong,” that they would never
participate in such an action. Others



were silent, but pointedly stopped
paying attention and engaged in side
conversations, both unusual for this
group. Another group discussed how to
act toward people who voted for
President Bush. Although accurate in the
minds of most group members, was it
right or wrong to treat Bush supporters
as “stupid,” “ignorant,” or as people
whose “brains are still evolving,” they
asked each other? Would it be “right” to
act instead as if Bush advocates were
simply “misled?”

Moral Paths

The moral character of activist groups is
established early. Even if the formative



process is forgotten by later activists,
activist groups quickly develop a
collective moral sensibility that makes
some options for action likely and
moves others off the table. Consider
DebtFree, a group formed to pressure
the U.S. government to forgive the debt
burdens of the world’s poorest
countries. Its first meeting attracted nine
white women enlisted by its organizer,
Sue. Of the initial attendees, some knew
each other, but most did not. Sue began
by announcing that they would attract
members from a broad array of local
“religious organizations, congregations,
social action groups, and student
groups.” In fact, she had already moved
in that direction by affiliating with the



Center for Progressive Values (CPV),
the resource and organizing center.
Despite Sue’s aspirations, however,
such an expansive sense of possibility
narrowed considerably.

The way this happened shows how
small acts can reverberate to provoke
large effects. As people settled into
chairs for the first meeting, Sue
prompted them simply to “introduce
themselves.” The first person to do so
gave her name and also her religious
affiliation. Following her lead, all other
attendees then identified themselves by
their faiths, as Quakers, Jews, Unitarian
Universalists, and Lutherans. Such
labels were not the only possible ones,
given the secular focus of the group. In



fact, several attendees later revealed that
they worked in immigrant services or
international programs, affiliations that
would have been at least as reasonable
to announce in a group working on
global debt policy.

This small act, that members
identified themselves by their faiths, had
major consequences. As DebtFree
shifted to consider how to find people to
write letters and call their legislators to
protest the U.S. policy on debt, members
didn’t follow Sue’s initial idea of
focusing on students and social action
groups. Instead, they seemed to think that
only people in faith congregations were
possible to recruit. Other alternatives
were never mentioned again, even



months later when the group had
dwindled to a couple of members and it
was desperate for new people.
(Students, at least, would have been
feasible recruits, as a similar but
unrelated group soon started up on a
college campus.)

The path toward identifying as a faith
group took another step as DebtFree
discussed where it would meet. Even
though its members had connections to a
variety of alternative venues, including
the CPV, DebtFree considered only
church buildings as meeting places.
When it selected a Lutheran Church, the
group encouraged the pastor to join and
immediately deferred to her in its
decision making. Moreover, within a



few meetings, the group took yet a
further move to define itself as a faith
community, by asking the pastor to lead
it in prayer whenever feelings of anger
or frustration broke out among members.
The path toward a religious, and
Christian, sense of itself was self-
reinforcing. As it moved further in this
direction, more church members were
attracted to the group and non-religious
and non-Christian members drifted
away.

Faith issues also shaped how
DebtFree expressed its rationales for
action, that is, its moral understandings.
When it considered how to convince
people to support third-world nations—
in spite of the Bush administration’s



insistence that aid monies supported
immoral activities like abortion and
birth control—members almost
exclusively considered frameworks of
Christian action. Some of the talk among
members was light-hearted, like joking
comments that they should wear
Christian “collars and crosses” to assert
religious authority. As one stated, “They
should know we’re from churches!” But
other talk was more serious. How, the
group pondered, could it win over
Catholics and Baptists who were
sexually conservative and opposed
abortion? Should members approach
Episcopalians or would they be unlikely
to be interested, given the
denomination’s internal turmoil over the



issue of gay clergy? DebtFree’s moral
logics were not only meant for external
effect, to convince its audiences. Moral
logics also structured how the group
considered its options internally.
Members could imagine working to
persuade politicians of their cause, but
they deemed any talk of exerting
political pressure as inappropriately
secular and too political for what, they
reminded each other, was a faith
community working on a “moral
concern.” The small, almost incidental
act—how the first person had introduced
herself—had large ramifications.

Activist groups, even those that shy
away from the language of morality in
their public statements, use moral



criteria to shape their problem. Their
moral interpretations aren’t always
explicit and don’t remain explicit over
time, but they form a blueprint for what
the group will consider morally
appropriate to do or talk about into the
future.

WHAT DO WE KNOW?

To define a problem, new activist
groups must assess what they know
about it. Faced by a deluge of
information from members, outside
activists, and media sources, they decide
what knowledge is relevant and what
gaps they need to fill.16 The groups in



this study typically do so by switching
between classifying problems as
representative or unique and looking
for information accordingly. They
analyze representative problems by
comparing incidents to similar
problems, a process nicely described in
Carol Heimer’s discussion of the care of
critically ill babies. Medical personnel,
Heimer found, regard these infants as
cases of a larger category of babies
(premature, born to drug-dependent
mothers, and so forth), so how a
particular baby might differ from others
in the category is less relevant than its
similarities. In contrast, the parents of ill
infants eschew comparison with other
sick babies and instead look at their



infants as unique, focusing on how their
particular baby changes over time.17

How activist groups classify a
problem matters for what they do. When
they regard a problem as unique, they
value specific information; for problems
they deem representative, they value
broader information. Either direction
takes them on a path of information
seeking that is self-reinforcing. How
activist groups alternate between seeing
problems as representative and unique,
and the consequence of doing so, can be
seen by looking at sequences of action
and interpretation in two groups. The
first is Stop the Killing (StK), a group
fighting black-on-black violence, which
I trace in a sequence that lasted over a



series of meetings. The second is an
anti-war group for which I focus on a
single meeting several years after the
U.S. invasion of Iraq.

Knowing about a Representative Case

The information exchanges of StK were
unusually structured and explicit,
compared to those of other emerging
groups. Most activist groups schedule
times in their agendas to share
information for the first few meetings,
but few continue to do so. At every
meeting of StK, however, there was time
set aside to report new incidents of
violence in the community and to update
members on earlier ones. Its members



also traded information in animated
conversations in the hallway and on the
steps leading into the community center
where they met, in whispered asides
during meetings, and as they lingered
afterward to, as one woman put it,
“catch up on the news” and “fill in the
gaps.”

Although StK’s members often spoke
at great length about the current state of
black-on-black violence in the
community, they did so in a surprisingly
cursory way, even when they had
intimate familiarity with the incident.18

Similar to Heimer’s medical
formulation, members of StK were more
interested in violent incidents as
representative cases of a broader



problem than as unique occurrences. For
instance, when one woman stood up to
recount news on a homicide of someone
in her family, she emphasized that it
should be seen as “just another murder
in which a young person died.” Brushing
aside questions about the specifics of
what happened, she challenged the
others: “How many of us here,” she
asked, “know someone who has been
murdered?” There was little hesitation;
almost everyone there raised a hand. She
continued, “how many know someone
who is a murderer?” After some
hesitation, many raised their hands. To
her, violent incidents were examples of
a general category. The only relevant
factor was race, to establish it as a case



of black-on-black violence.
Stop the Killing continued to classify

incidents of black-on-black violence as
representative cases even as its
definition of violence ballooned from an
initial focus on murders, drive-by
shootings, attacks on intended victims,
and incidental injury to uninvolved
bystanders to a later concern also with
home invasions, death threats against
court witnesses and jurors, weapons
smuggled into schools, and even the
“stop snitching” (to the police)
campaign. Regardless of the type of
violence, specifics of incidents were
rarely mentioned, and there was no need
to ask. Violence from drug dealing, gang
conflict, or general poverty and misery



were all the same: a dreary
accumulation of cases of black-on-black
assault, understandable within and by
virtue of this category.

By classifying incidents as cases of a
larger pattern of violence, StK opened
some options for action and foreclosed
others. It made action more pressing, as
the sheer number of incidents
underscored the “epidemic” they faced.
At the same time, seeing all incidents as
cases of a broad category made it
difficult to design a response. What did
it mean to fight against “violence” as
opposed to, say, drug-related violence,
domestic violence, or gang-related
violence? In the diffuse category of
violence, only the most general solutions



seemed relevant, although these did not
always lend themselves to clear
directions for action.

There was one striking time that StK
saw an incident of violence as unique, in
a discussion of a catastrophic fire
started by two young boys that killed
five African American children while
their mothers were at a neighborhood
bar. A series of dramatic events,
including the eventual arrest of both
mothers, kept the story at the forefront of
the media and in the discussions of StK
for months. Initially, StK talked of the
fire as just another case of black-on-
black violence. Over time, however, its
talk shifted to its unique characteristics.
Why did the mothers leave the children



alone? What would happen to the
mothers? How would the two surviving
children be affected by their siblings’
deaths and their mothers’ arrests? Such
questions made the group press to know
more details. What was it about the
mothers that would lead them to abandon
their children this way? Was teen
pregnancy to blame? And where were
the fathers while this was happening?
Should they take some responsibility for
the tragedy since they were not around?
Here, StK had an opportunity to tailor its
actions to the specific factors of this
violence, but with the vast array of
possibilities—parenting, sex education,
black manhood, child care—it could not
decide what to tackle; and, worried that



members could not agree, it simply
urged them to donate money and
household goods for the surviving
children.

How activist groups classify
problems shapes what they want to know
about them. For representative
problems, particularities and
inconsistencies in individual cases are
less important than knowing about the
general category. For a unique problem,
they want to know about its specificities,
as in the second example of an anti-war
group.

Knowing about a Unique Case

The efforts of the Pittsburgh Antiwar



Network (PAN) to hinder military
recruiting of African American and poor
white kids included vigils, hunger
strikes, marches, demonstrations, and
acts of civil disobedience such as a
blockade of a military recruitment
station. The police responded with
arrests and regular harassment of
protesters. In one meeting, members told
about Lisa, an older white woman and
core member of PAN, who had been
arrested and bitten by a police dog. The
way they talked about what happened to
Lisa illustrates how logics of
comparison are tied to a sense of
possible action, shown in the italicized
author’s field notes below.

PAN members first saw the incident



involving Lisa as part of a general
pattern, which permitted them to speak
definitively without having specific
knowledge about the incident:

Two members speak alternately,
competing to position themselves as the
main expert on unnecessary arrests of
protesters. Each acknowledges that he
had not been at the event in question, but
seeks to establish his credibility by
making a series of claims. These are
announced in ever-louder tones, showing
outrage.

Each speaker referred to Lisa’s incident,
but the claims they made were based on
the underlying, unspecified category, not
on the particular characteristics of the
event. Four claims were made:



The police did not give an order for the
protestors to disperse, “which they never
do.”

Federal authorities and the military
are responsible because they “probably
pressured local police” to respond swiftly
and cruelly because they are trying to
control public perceptions about the war.

If the protestors had been drunken
passersbys leaving the stadium after a
game and urinating in public, the police
wouldn’t have bothered them at all.

We know, from earlier activist
experiences, that the police can be
terribly brutal to protesters.

The speakers asserted expertise in, and
evidence of, these kinds of cases rather
than knowledge of this specific event.
They described the incident with Lisa as



a case of police brutality, so all
necessary knowledge was already
available.

As confirmation, each relates the story of
an earlier event in which police tasered a
protester as evidence that, as one
concludes, the Pittsburgh police have
“become more militant.”

Categories can change even as activist
groups retain the same logic of
comparison. In the same meeting, Lisa’s
incident also was discussed as a case of
overzealous protestors.

Several other members jump into the
discussion. Some ask questions about the
details of the protest event. Were
protestors violating the law by blocking



access to the recruiting station? One cited
a friend who had witnessed previous
counter-recruitment protests in which
protestors broke the law.

Another category also appeared, that
Lisa’s situation was a case of
misconduct by military recruiters.

The conversation shifts to the tactics of
military recruiters. Members relate
stories of shady tactics by recruiters.
Some recount incidents of recruiters in
schools.

One says military recruiters offered to
falsify his mental health record to let him
enlist.

Another tells of four military recruiters
who assaulted him last fall at a protest
when he was dressed as a torture victim
in black robe and hood, throwing him to



the ground, and announcing that he had
“no idea” what it was like in Iraq.

Later, the group shifted to consider the
specifics of Lisa’s event. Even this
discussion, however, was shaped by an
assumption that Lisa’s incident was a
case of something broader. Members
talked with knowledge of how these
kinds of cases are handled.

One member comments that protesters
will face reprisals from the judge and
police if they make noise about their
arrests.

This statement, though, opened the door
to a shift, a turning point, in the group’s
logic. One of the members with firsthand
information about Lisa’s incident



intervened to say that this event was not
like the others. Noting that the judge did
not respond in the predicted way, she
argued that the event was unique, one
with unusual characteristics like the
judge’s sympathy for protestors.

Another member, who had herself been
arrested in this protest, intervenes to
correct him. She insists that the judge’s
comments were not meant to be
intimidating; indeed, that this judge,
himself earlier on active duty in the
military, told one protester that he
“appreciated what you are doing by
exercising your rights” and hoped [the
protester] appreciated the low bail
amount he was setting.

This was a turning point in the group.



With an opening to talk about Lisa’s
event in a different, non-categorical
way, members—including Lisa—saw
themselves as needing new knowledge,
and people with details of the incident
now spoke up.

Lisa talks about her emotional distress
and declares that so many people are
upset about her attack that “the
pendulum has swung” in the anti-war
movement’s direction.

Others jump in to urge that they find
the name and badge number of the officer
with the dog. They speculate that she had
been arrested because the police feared
that she would sue after the dog bit her so
they tried to preempt the lawsuit by
arresting her.

Several ask whether those arrested



were still in “emotional and physical
distress.”

Many questions about the specifics of
the protest and the arrests. A member
(who was not arrested) reiterated that the
protest was orderly, even though they did
not have a legal permit. But they didn’t
block traffic in the street or on the
sidewalk. The police didn’t issue a
request for the protestors to disperse, but
what caused the situation to escalate was
when a young man posting a sign on the
door to the recruiting station pushed
away a Fox News cameraperson’s
camera. It was unclear if the young man
damaged the camera or touched the
cameraperson, but the police intervened
when the cameraperson asked the police
to arrest the young man.

There were implications for its



actions depending on how PAN
categorized Lisa’s arrest. When
members regarded it as a case of a
general problem, they applied standard
solutions to the varying categories to
which it seemed to fit, a process that
generally led to affirming their existing
strategies and tactics. As a new case of
an old problem, in other words, it
seemed to require no new information,
no envisioning of new possibilities.
Moreover, such categorization allowed
the group to overlook details that were
inconsistent and focus on those that were
familiar. When PAN classified the arrest
as a unique episode, though, the group
considered a different and less familiar
array of actions. Members suggested that



they encourage those who were
“unjustly” arrested to file lawsuits or at
least to write narratives about what they
had witnessed. They also talked about
the possibility of creating a “statement of
solidarity” with all those arrested and
about mobilizing a broad alliance of
every peace group in the city to sign it;
after some discussion, they implemented
the solidarity statement tactic.

Gathering information about a
problem is not a straightforward task in
activist groups. It requires members to
consider how to interpret information
and how to gear their actions to an
evolving sense of what they know.



SHOULD WE KNOW MORE AND
HOW SHOULD WE LEARN?

When I talked to founders of activist
groups, they often mentioned that they
wanted to create a space in which
people could learn together, not unlike
Paul Lichterman’s idea of a “forum”
with “critically reflective discussion
[where …] members converse and learn
together as an end in itself.”19 Almost
without exception, grassroots activists
said they wanted their groups to be like
this.

It is striking, therefore, that few
emerging grassroots groups actually took
time for such “critically reflective
discussion.” Indeed, they rarely gave



more than perfunctory attention to
collective learning, at least after the first
couple of meetings. Even those who saw
part of their mission as educating
themselves on political issues tended not
to do so for long. Among the 60-plus
groups in this study, only one continued
to include “news of the day” in its
agenda over time; a couple of others sent
occasional informational e-mails to their
members. Some openly worried that they
lacked enough knowledge to act, like a
civil liberties group that wanted more
information about the attitudes of Arab
Americans, Muslims, and recent
immigrants, but even these groups rarely
tried to acquire the missing data. A new
conservative group Liberty Now (LN)



struggled to define its mission, weighing
whether it should fight hate crimes
legislation, oppose gun control, or take
on some other issue. Eventually, it
bogged down over a member’s
provocative inquiry: “Who determines
what’s conservative?” Was it favoring
lower taxes and less bureaucracy,
members wondered aloud, or working to
preserve freedom and liberties? Did
conservative groups do grassroots
organizing, or did only liberals do that?
None of them knew for sure, participants
concluded, and left the meeting without
considering how to find out.

In most groups, collective learning
dies away with no acknowledgment. An
anti-war group came to a shared



understanding early on that the United
States entered Iraq to secure oil
supplies; from that point forward, all
new information was simply slotted into
the group’s interpretive template. The
disinclination to self-educate remains,
even in the wake of very dramatic news.
An animal rights group spent little time
trying to learn about a state anti-
terrorism bill even though they feared
that it would curtail their ability to stage
public protests. Even when groups
perceive themselves as making mistakes,
they are not likely to try to learn from
these mistakes. In a study of the
disastrous launch of the Challenger
spaceship, Diane Vaughan found a
workplace culture in the space command



in which mistakes were routinely
attributed to tactical errors or lack of
follow-up, but not to a lack of
information.20 Activist groups similarly
see their errors as those of judgment
rather than as gaps in knowledge. Very
quickly, they come to view knowledge
as what they provide to the public, not
what they could gain in the group. This
pattern is generally interrupted only
when the group shifts to a new problem
focus, although not always even then.

Phasing Out Collective Learning

How does learning disappear in activist
groups? Activists say that immediate



needs, like planning events, simply
swallow up the time and energy
necessary to learn together. A civil
liberties activist told me that they had
“news time” at first, but it “got lost” in
the rush of arranging logistics for their
many protests and press conferences.
But less visible factors also push against
collective learning. Lichterman found
that as their members develop more
shared interests and identities, citizen
groups regard discussion and new
information as less necessary.21 This is
the case in grassroots groups too;
cultural factors diminish collective
learning.

Some grassroots groups actively
suppressed shared learning to avoid



internal conflict. This was especially
true when members regarded their
political agreement as fragile or
shallow. An anti-war group frequently
talked about its need to learn about
quickly changing events and praised
another group in which such learning
was routine. At the end of a frustrating
meeting, however, the group decided
that, while desirable, collective learning
was unworkable because it would create
“open debate” and provoke
“factionalism” among members.
Similarly, a conservative group started
with elaborate plans for internal
education, including films and
discussions, but quickly shelved these
ideas as likely to cause friction. When a



member raised the topic again, asking
directly why members didn’t talk about
current events any more, the atmosphere
in the room became uncomfortable.
Talking about why they didn’t talk was
out of bounds and her interjection was
dismissed as divisive. Current events
were discussed only at strategy sessions,
another member instructed her.

Collective learning also declines,
although less abruptly, when activist
groups decide to make learning
irrelevant. An anti-drug group initially
engaged in extensive self-education at its
meetings, learning about illegal drugs
and sharing ideas about how it could
learn more. Within a few months, these
learning attempts were abandoned as the



group decided to model itself on another
group, deciding simply to rely on what
that group had already learned.

The most common way that new
activist groups phase out collective
learning is by designating, often
implicitly, the task of learning and
knowing to one or a few members.
These “cognitively central”22 members
are charged with being informed, thus
absolving others of the need to be so.
Cognitively central members may not be
the group’s official, or even unofficial,
leaders in a broad sense; often they are
not. They do not necessarily guide the
group’s strategy or lead the group
toward a definition of its mission or
goals, nor are they the most authoritative



members or the ones to whom other
members turn to resolve conflicts or
finalize plans. But cognitively central
members are assumed to have unique
access to information whose value or
accuracy is rarely questioned.

The first meeting of a queer advocacy
group, QUERE—described as a “re-
organizational meeting” to acknowledge
an earlier group with the same name but
different members—became embroiled
in a conflict over why its founders didn’t
support the current campaigns of a well-
known national gay/lesbian organization.
“I thought the [national organization]
was a good organization promoting the
gay movement; why are we opposed to
them?” asked one member to general



assent. Ideas flew about how attendees
could figure out which stance was
correct, perhaps by consulting gay
magazines, talking to other activists, or
reading the national group’s literature.
Ideas flourished until, suddenly, the
conversation came to a stop when one
member asserted that he had inside
knowledge about national gay politics.
He claimed that the national group was
funding conservative organizations and
political parties and therefore should be
opposed, a statement that was accepted
without objection. The group shelved the
idea that it needed to learn more about
national gay politics.

Grassroots groups value different
kinds of knowledge, and possessing such



information can position members as
cognitively central. In an anti-police
violence group, the knowledgeable one
was “someone who grew up in the
neighborhood” and thus knew intimately
the level of police brutality toward
young African Americans. For a
Palestinian support group, it was
someone with firsthand knowledge of
suffering based on “situations there.” In
an environmental group that sought to
form coalitions with similar groups,
importance was accorded to those with
broad knowledge of local, national, and
international organizations, while in a
civil rights group, it was someone who
knew enough about a national
organization to “translate” between them



and the local group. For others, it was
members who knew what sources of
information to trust or dismiss.

The dynamics of establishing a
“cognitively central” figure can be
complicated, as seen in an anti-war
group’s discussion of the Iraqi election
in early 2005. John opened with his
analysis, insisting that “the elections
didn’t constitute a democracy” and
reminding everyone—unnecessarily—
that most Iraqis opposed the U.S.
occupation. What happened then, drawn
from author’s field notes, shows how a
cognitively central member like John can
shape what activist groups try to learn.

MEMBER 1 asks, of no one in particular,
“Who was running [for office, in Iraqi



election] and how were they elected?” but
then turns to face JOHN awaiting an
answer.

JOHN provides a list of names.
MEMBER 2 states that the United

States hasn’t revealed which Iraqis were
running as candidates. JOHN, as if the
statement had been a question, responds
“Yes, that’s right.”

MEMBER 3, agitated, concludes: “It’s
a farce! A council is being elected [in
Iraq] to write a constitution under
occupation.” JOHN affirms that “Yes,
elections are a cover that allows the U.S.
to maintain a military presence in the
Middle East.” He then makes a lengthy
statement predicting that the United
States will let Iraq say that U.S. troops
can leave and that President Bush may
use that as an opportunity to invade Iran.



Cognitive centrality is self-
reinforcing, as this example shows.
Activist groups treat what such members
say as important. And what cognitively
central members say shapes the group’s
collective understandings, making these
persons ever more central in the future.
John became central when he
demonstrated his knowledge of Iraqi
politics. Not only was he recognized as
the group’s authority on Iraq, but his
prediction that the United States would
invade Iran also carried great weight,
sparking the group’s interest in knowing
more about Iran, for which John was its
main source. Similarly, a member
became cognitively central in another
anti-war group because of her



knowledge of military operations. Her
centrality then made the group more
attentive to military issues, such as the
details of military campaigns and
enlistment regulations that began to
appear in its propaganda. And the need
to produce these materials further
strengthened her centrality in the group.

Cognitive centrality is not simply a
product of matching the group’s goals
with individual aptitudes. It is not that an
activist group wants to know more about
the military, so the member who knows
the most becomes cognitively central.
Rather, goals and influence are
intertwined. As a group changes its
focus, who is cognitively central can
shift or become further entrenched.



Conversely, as someone becomes
cognitively central, that person may alter
the group’s focus. An example is Street
Medics Action Group (SMAG), a group
that provided lay medical treatment
during protest events, as related by a
member.

EMTs’ (emergency medical technician)
idea of a safe scene is a scene with lots of
police officers on it—which is completely
opposite of a protestor’s idea [which is
when] you see police, that’s an unsafe
scene. … We’ll stay at the protest and we’ll
help people at the protest.

SMAG’s founder envisioned it as “very
activist oriented … just a bunch of
activists who got medical training.” In
other words, its members would provide



medical help, but its main concern was
politics, not medicine: “People get very
excited about the individual [protest]
issues and they get excited when the
issues succeed.”

For a while, another member related,
SMAG was “still sorting it out” and not
clear “about the specifics of the way
people were going to begin to relate to
each other as we got to know each other
better, how effective our decision-
making process would be, how easy it
was going to be to get funding, not sure,
but pretty confident, that we’re going to
stick around, not going to just
disappear.” During this time, Judy, an
experienced medic, moved to Pittsburgh
and joined SMAG. Judy quickly became



one of its most consistent members, as
“other people get too busy or as other
things come up, drift in and out.”
Moreover, Judy became a cognitively
central member by asserting the
importance of knowing medicine rather
than knowing protest. As another
member stated, “we know each other
well enough to know where people are
good at things. I’m not really good at
questioning the wisdom of someone who
has, like, a lot more training than I do.”
Judy’s centrality further pushed SMAG
toward valuing medical rather than
political victories. In a post-mortem of a
protest, for instance, there were many
mentions of medical issues but little talk
about the political issues that fueled the



protest. In the words of one member,
“the emotion [we feel after a protest]
depends a lot on how much training we
do. … We tried to have a training before
people went down to Miami [for the
protest]. It didn’t go well. And people
were pretty upset about that. But we’re
going to do it again. Do a mock training
ourselves.”

Activist groups develop ways to
learn collectively, but often in very
limited ways. Although individual
members talk about activism as a way to
learn more about political issues,
grassroots groups quickly develop ways
to reduce situations in which members
engage in learning together.



CASE COMPARISON

How activist groups develop a political
character is evident in the different paths
taken by Stop Gun Violence (SGV) and
Eliminating Police Violence Together
(EPVT), groups that started with a
similar sense of the problem, that of
violence. Both began with a strong and
directive founder and attracted about the
same number of members to meetings.
Attendance for SGV ranged from 6 to 15
people (mode = 10) and EPVT’s varied
from 4 to 14 people (mode = 5); both
had equivalently larger attendance at
their public events. But EPVT and SGV
moved in different directions as they
refined the problems they would



address.
Despite their similar interest in

stopping violence, SGV began with a
wider scope than EPVT, seeing the
problem as gun violence in general. As
it quickly settled on the pending National
Rifle Association (NRA) nationwide
convention in Pittsburgh as a symbol
around which to mobilize public
interest, SGV recognized the advantage
of keeping vague its sense of the causes
of gun violence to rally a broad coalition
of faith, peace and justice, and racial
minority groups that might have different
positions. In contrast, EPVT’s focus
began with a narrow interest in forcing
the city to prosecute police involved in a
series of killings of African American



men. In EPVT, there was no sense that
the cause of such violence needed
discussion. It was presumed to be clear:
over-zealous, fearful, and racist white
police.

Over the course of a year, SGV and
EPVT moved in opposite directions.
SGV initially considered a variety of
ideas about the problems behind gun
violence but ultimately settled on what it
regarded as a mainstream issue—the
NRA—in order to reach a wide
audience. It decided to save more
contentious possibilities, such as ideas
that militarism or homophobia fueled
gun violence, for outreach to specific
audiences, although such issues were
never again raised. In contrast, EPVT’s



ideological field expanded over time,
both internally and in its public
presentations. It moved successively
from defining the problem as white
police assaulting African American
strangers; to a sense that police of all
races were hostile to African
Americans; to a belief that male police
officers engaged in widespread
violence, including against their wives;
to a sense of institutionalized societal
racism for which the police were simply
an instrument of violence (evidenced in
a terminological shift from “killings” to
“lynchings”); to a belief that there was a
broad culture of violence (including
violence within the African American
community that heightened police fear



and prompted displays of force); to a
belief that violence was global
(discussions of political prisoners like
Mumia Abu-Jamal and the prison
scandal in Iraq); and, ultimately, to a
vague sense of an overall “lack of
justice” that spawned all forms of
violence.

How these two groups took such
different paths can be seen in the stories
they told about themselves and the social
world.23 From its beginning, Stop Gun
Violence distanced itself from members’
stories of personal tragedies; for
instance, members were never asked if a
personal event had brought them to the
group. Instead, SGV’s stories of gun
tragedy were fashioned from items in the



media and retold when they could be
strategically appropriated for external
audiences, as when news of a local
child’s accidental shooting of a postal
worker was used to attract media to a
press conference or when persons
(unaffiliated with the group but known to
have suffered from gun violence) were
selected as speakers for events to give
personal testimonies about gun violence.

Although it did not encourage
members’ personal stories, SGV
initially discussed how it might widen
its focus, and thereby its membership, to
include groups disproportionately
affected by gun violence, such as
African Americans and battered women.
Few efforts were made in this direction,



but the discussion of outreach kept open
the question of how to describe gun
violence. The group talked of building a
coalition of groups whose varied
experiences would bring them to new
understandings of gun violence and
attract a more diverse membership. This
possible broadening was interrupted,
however, when SGV solicited assistance
from a national gun violence group about
protesting and was rebuffed. From that
point, the character of its meetings
changed: ideological discussions gave
way to the details of event planning,
such as the need to determine whether
NRA delegates would be able to view
the protest events from their meeting
spaces. There was no more talk about



identifying the problem or its causes.
Also off the table was any discussion of
recruiting new members since a broad
base was no longer seen as a
prerequisite for ideological clarity or
even for a successful protest. The NRA
protest ceased to be a mobilizing tactic
for SGV and instead became its goal,
with the group increasingly reactive to
NRA plans, such as the announcement
that Vice President Cheney would
deliver the convention’s keynote speech.
In the end, technical and logistical issues
swamped SGV, leaving little time or
energy for a discussion of ways, other
than through the NRA, that gun violence
is promoted or manifested.

As occurred in SGV, the sequences of



action and interpretation by Eliminating
Police Violence Together (EPVT) were
largely reactive to external events.
Meetings and public events transpired in
response to new killings or
developments in existing legal cases.
But while reactive sequences led away
from broad-ranging ideological
discussions in SGV, the reactive
sequences in EPVT led the group to
more extensive, spiraling, personal
stories. Early storytelling in EPVT was
highly personal and centered on the
experiences of Marilyn, its founder and
leader. Marilyn told the group, hesitantly
at first and then repeatedly and boldly,
how the police botched their
investigation of her son’s shooting,



resulting in the shooter’s release from
jail, a story meant to demonstrate that the
police are complicit in community
violence. Later, when Marilyn became
convinced that the district attorney (DA)
would not pursue prosecution of the
police officers accused in a particular
case of police violence, and again when
authorities initiated a probe of Marilyn
and her family members for allegedly
writing fraudulent checks (a charge later
dismissed), the established place of
Marilyn’s stories in the group served to
stretch its ideological horizons to
consider other forms of officially
sanctioned violence against African
Americans. EPVT members then began
to insert new stories of violence into



meetings and public events, spiraling
outward from the specific case of
Marilyn and the Pittsburgh police to
ever-broader ideas about the nature of
violence and its causes.

Francesca Polletta argues that group
narratives are more powerful when they
are incomplete and thus require
retelling.24 Here, the constant twists and
turns of ongoing legal cases and
investigations fueled discussions within
EPVT about the reasons behind these
actions by the authorities. Such
discussions evoked other, seemingly
related stories. In an attempt to interpret
the DA’s refusal to prosecute the police
in several cases, for example, one white
female member described in vivid detail



how the DA grew up to be a “brat” and a
“mean kid” under the supervision of a
father who “tried to shoot [her family’s]
chicken with a BB gun.” The same
member drew on her experiences in
another city where she was an advocate
for domestic violence survivors to
explain a culture of acceptability that
develops in racist police departments
and leads to violence. Stories of
personal abuse by the police led other
members to tell stories of additional
instances of abuse and mistreatment by
authorities, spiraling the ideological
scope of problems far beyond its initial
focus on racist white police.

Their changing ideological paths had
different consequences for the two



groups. SGV embarked on a path of less
and increasingly narrower ideological
talk, less personal storytelling, a
declining commitment of members,
infrequent or no recruitment, and little
talk about what the group might do after
the NRA protest. Not surprisingly given
its disintegrating membership, SGV’s
protest at the NRA convention was only
lightly attended, by approximately 150
people in contrast to a turnout of 1,500
people (in heavy rain and cold) for an
anti-war march the previous month.
Although it did not officially disband,
SGV did not meet after that event.
EPVT’s ideological expansion led it in a
different direction. It retained a
committed membership but became



spread thinly over a widening range of
issues, eventually including health care
and the Iraq War, and faced difficulty
mounting sustained or focused
campaigns on police violence or other
issues.

The path of what activist groups
consider problematic both shapes their
sense of possibilities and constrains
their likely range of actions. What is
problematic can metamorphose into the
infinite, as in the case of EPVT, and
leave the group floundering in a sea of
competing directions and tactics.
Alternately, the possibilities can
disappear altogether, as they did in
SGV, once the group abandoned its
ideological talk and turned to tactics.



CONCLUSION

From the outset, activist groups create an
ideological character. One way is by
defining the problem they will work on.
This process is complicated and often
contentious as activist groups define
their problem’s scope, assess its moral
status, talk about what they know, and
consider how to learn more. As they do
so, they set themselves on an ideological
path that conditions what they will see
as possible well into the future.

Activist groups start with a defined
problem but rarely stay with this
definition for long. Instead, they quickly
mold the scope to allow them to act. Are
they simply moving from broad goals



(such as environmental quality) to
nearer-term objectives (reducing
automobile use) to practical tactics (add
bike lanes)? Close observation of their
internal dynamics shows they are not.
Grassroots groups don’t just pare down
a problem to a manageable size; they
redefine the problem to fit their possible
actions. In the process, broader goals
slip away and can be impossible to
retrieve later. From a distance, these
dynamics are difficult to see because in
their public events activist groups
generally project a broader sense of the
problem. But internally, their political
imaginations tend to narrow
considerably over time. As they develop
a shared ideology, activist groups weigh



the moral nature of the problem they
want to address. This is true even if they
never use moral frameworks in public.
And since they are present from the
beginning, moral frameworks can have
long-lasting effects on how activist
groups develop.

An ideological character requires
activist groups to develop shared ways
of knowing and assessing their
knowledge, often by categorizing
problems as representative or unique.
Activist groups also learn together.
Sometimes, their efforts are energetic
and involve deep and broad political
learning. Too often, though, grassroots
groups push opportunities for collective
learning to the side. Fearing internal



friction, they avoid open discussions of
new information and designate the task
of information gathering and assessment
to a few members.

This chapter highlights how the
political imagination and theorizing of
grassroots groups tend to narrow over
time. What begins as broad discussions
of politics erodes as the range of
admissible topics shrinks and
responsibility for charting the group’s
ideological direction comes to be the
province of a small number of members.
As the case studies of EPVT and SGV
show, shifts in direction are possible in
ideological trajectories, but such
opportunities are not always seized.

Although activist groups tend to



narrow their ideological focus over
time, the way they engage in political
talk also shows their democratizing
potential. When members are talking
about problems and how they might be
resolved, they display a collective
political imagination that, like collective
intelligence, is a group-level
phenomenon. Collective political
imagination is often more expansive than
that of any single member’s, invigorating
participants with new ideas and
possibilities for action.

Although scholars more often look at
how activists frame issues for an
external public, this chapter shows that
grassroots groups are actively involved
in shaping political issues for



themselves. They do not just adopt the
definitions set by their founders. Nor do
they rely on definitions used by other
groups or larger social movements.
Rather, they develop ways to
collectively theorize about politics and
political action.



CHAPTER 5
How Should We Treat Each
Other?

Sam’s passion for politics was evident
in his cluttered living room, stacked high
with papers from his years of grassroots
activism. When I asked him to reflect on
the many groups in which he had been
involved, I was surprised that Sam
didn’t start by describing what they had
achieved. Instead, pushing aside piles of
activist literature, he launched into a
vivid story of a group that “imploded”
and “self-destructed”:



There was a lot of disagreements and in-
fighting between some of the main
members in the group. They just didn’t want
to come to any consensus—everybody
wanted to do their own thing and they kept
pushing really hard on that issue and
essentially alienating a lot of people. … I
don’t think that the group ever really came
together all that well as a group. It was still
a group of individuals rather than a group.

Sam is not unique. When asked why
their group worked or didn’t work,
activists not only mentioned strategies,
ideologies, and opportunities; they also
talked about how people treated each
other. After meetings, activists
conversed about which people were
testy, why tempers flared, who
cooperated or did not.



In Talking about Politics, Katherine
Walsh contrasts voluntary groups in
which people seek fellowship with those
in which they have purposive goals, like
promoting a cause or ideology.1 In
grassroots activism, these motives are
entangled. Political commitment is
important, of course, but people also are
in grassroots groups because they like
being around other activists.
Relationships among members are not
incidental to activism; they sustain or
destroy it.

Before they join an activist group,
people assess how they will get along
with those already there. How a group
feels is a sorting principle. It can usher
people into activism or keep them on the



sidelines, even people who agree with a
group’s politics and strategy and have
personal ties to current members. How a
group feels is also a self-reinforcing
path, guiding people into one activist
group rather than another and bolstering
the expectation that this is what the
group is.2 An elderly white man recalled
his hesitancy to join a civil rights group:

[I was] surprised that there wasn’t more
camaraderie; everyone would come to the
meeting and we would talk about, well, this
is on the agenda. And then it was, okay, the
meeting’s over. Bang. A few people would
mingle around with each other and then they
would go away. It reminds me a lot of
professional actors when they’re in a
professional production and they’re
together and then once the show is over, it’s



time to strike the set, tear the goddamn
thing down.

Expressions of friendship, respect,
and fairness can unify emerging activist
groups and make them work.3 Indeed,
emerging grassroots groups are buoyed
through hard times by the positive
feelings among activists. After a vicious
confrontation with pro-military hecklers
and feeling demoralized about it,
members of one anti-war group decided
to be friendlier with each other to
counteract the nasty treatment they
received from opponents at their public
events. They congratulated themselves
that they weren’t like conservative
groups in which, they presumed, people
were as heavy-handed and hostile



toward other members as they were to
anti-war activists. The anti-war group
could make a political point, one activist
mentioned, simply by being an emotional
oasis for its members. The group
grabbed onto that idea, embarking on a
trajectory of paying more attention to
how its members got along. After staging
an event, for instance, members now
questioned each other about how
“everyone felt” about the group as well
as the political impact of the event.

A sense that members are highly
engaged with each other is a self-
reinforcing emotion that spills over into
increased commitment to collective
activism. A longtime activist in
neighborhood organizing spoke



enthusiastically about the dynamics in
his group:

We found a lot of things in common, the
concerns that we have for our communities
and our families, and we admired each other
for our brilliance. We have fun. We laugh.
We talk about things. You get an
opportunity to actually not be as serious as
you are all the time. It was a no-brainer that
we had to do this more, man.

In contrast to the lift people get from
positive interactions, troubled exchanges
drain energy from political action.
Antagonism, betrayal, jealousy, and
pressures to conform can drive people
away and destroy even the most
promising grassroots group.4 As Sam’s
story shows, friction among members



can cause groups to collapse, or leave
activists feeling bruised and angry. Even
if activists stay, negative interactions
can reduce the time and energy they are
willing to invest in a group. When
activists talked to me about being
“burned out” in grassroots politics, they
weren’t referring only to the enormous
effort it takes to make social change.
They also were upset about how people
worked with each other and they
struggled over whether to continue in
groups whose difficult dynamics they
saw no way to change. As a member of a
reproductive rights group said,

Aisha [another activist] also has become
frustrated and maybe somewhat
disenchanted. I know what that’s like



because it’s happened to me from time to
time too. I keep coming back. Not
everybody does when that happens to them.
I understand why. I almost didn’t come back
from my sabbatical, was not happy. I was
depressed. I was anxious. I was worn out.
Burned out. Frustrated.

Some found such tensions too much to
bear, like a longtime activist who was
on the brink of leaving a mass transit
advocacy group because “sometimes
when I walk into meetings in the
evening, I almost feel like I’m going to
the dentist office.”

Activist groups develop
characteristic ways in which people
treat each other, what I term an
interpersonal character. These are



partly procedural, the implicit or
explicit rules of how members should
deliberate, make decisions, and take
action. But there are more subtle
dimensions as well, unspoken
conventions about how members should
interact on a personal, emotional level.
As Craig Calhoun argues, social groups
have “characteristic ways of relating
emotions to each other, and of relating
emotions to cognition and perception. …
[They have] a sense of how to act, how
to play the game, that is never altogether
conscious or purely reducible to rules.”
Rules and conventions can knit a group
together, creating “moral imperatives”
and forging a sense of working as one
unit to accomplish their goals. Or they



can be sites of tension and conflict.5
A group’s interpersonal character can

be hard for outsiders to pinpoint. Any
gathering is a swirl of micro-interactions
that go off in different directions, with
exchanges of support and anger, and
interactions that are authoritarian as well
as egalitarian. Even the smallest groups
have subgroups with varying ways of
interacting.6 Despite such complexity,
however, activists are readily able to
summarize how a group “feels” and how
its members “get along.” They talk about
some groups as warm, welcoming, and
invigorating; others as depressing or
unfriendly. It is this feel of the group’s
interaction that I term its interpersonal
character.



This chapter not only looks at how
activist groups build an interpersonal
character. It also explores the
limitations of how they do so,
especially how activists can lose sight
of how to change dynamics that become
destructive. The focus is on two common
trajectories for which observational data
of group actions and interpretations are
particularly well suited. The first
trajectory is that of permissible talk, in
which activist groups increasingly avoid
collective discussion of how their
members get along. The other is a path
of increasing distinctions among
members about who can speak and who
should be listened to.



NOT TALKING ABOUT US

Activists place great importance on how
people treat each other, but such talk
becomes quickly submerged in their
groups. In 295 activist group meetings,
there were fewer than a dozen explicit
discussions of how people got along,
although the subject appeared often in
side comments, furtive huddled chats at
social events, and e-mail exchanges
among activists and was expressed
indirectly in voice tone and body
language during meetings.7 It was not
uncommon for grassroots groups to
frame themselves to audiences and
potential recruits as friendly and
welcoming, but such claims were rare in



internal discussions. Occasionally,
members made references to a group’s
dynamics in a quick aside. Positive ones
might attract a few words of agreement
but almost never spiraled into a
sustained discussion. Critical comments
generally were not followed up at all;
they just ended with discomfort and
unhappy silence.

It may be surprising to think of
activist groups as avoiding talk on any
topic, perhaps especially talk about their
conflicts. As Gary Alan Fine notes,
activism is “awash in talk”8 and
activists avidly relate tales of battles
fought with opponents and skirmishes
among comrades. But members generally
raise such topics only outside the group;



in their meetings, activists rarely talk
about a group’s internal dynamics. When
one member proposed that a civil
liberties group discuss the frictions that
were so clearly evident, for instance,
another simply declared that “we’re not
going to start that [kind of talk] now.”
The topic of discussion changed; a
possible thread of talk about
interpersonal conflict was halted.

At times, the absence of talk is quite
striking. When its leader and principal
financial backer, Salu, suddenly
disappeared without explanation from
the anti-violence group SGV, his
departure was never mentioned. A few
members whispered to each other in side
talk, speculating on what might have



happened, but no one brought it up at the
meeting. When asked about it later, one
member expressed concern, but said she
wouldn’t feel comfortable talking about
this during the meeting. Over time, the
silence in SGV became increasingly
awkward, as the consequences of Salu’s
departure became more evident. A
possible turning point arrived when no
one was able to withdraw money from
the group’s bank account to pay for a
rally permit because Salu was the sole
signatory on their account. Faced with
this crisis, members discussed whose
name to add, but they did so gingerly,
never mentioning Salu and sliding
around the delicate issue of why he had
left. They quickly returned to safer



footing, shifting to a debate over whether
it was constitutional for the city to
require march permits.

Activist meetings commonly have
undercurrents of worry, with no one
voicing what everyone knows. As one
activist stated bluntly, people are not
willing to “own up to how they’re
feeling, and if they hear something they
think is off-the-wall, say, ‘hey, I think
it’s a bad idea.’” Indeed, even when
more explicit talk would be useful,
activists often take care to dodge it. A
group protesting U.S. foreign policy, for
instance, deftly moved to avoid what
several members said would be an
“uncomfortable climate” if they reflected
on the tension that was so evident in



their meetings.
In the face of awkward silence,

activists tend to respond with
uncharacteristic despair. If optimistic
about their ability to change the world,
they rarely feel empowered to alter how
people get along in their own groups.
Activists regard their group’s
interpersonal character from a
perspective fixed in the present. They
experience it as unchangeable, unable to
imagine a time it was different in the
past, or how it could be otherwise in the
future. For that reason, some members
openly bemoan collective talk about
group dynamics as a waste of time. A
middle-aged man got angry when he
recalled a meeting of the Coalition for



Progressive Action devoted to “endless
amounts of time talking about what they
should be like and [they] never really
did anything.” Initially, he held his
annoyance in check by “writing notes
back and forth” with his girlfriend. But
eventually he “finally said, ‘I had
enough; this group sounds like it’s more
like the ‘Coalition for Progressive
Conversation.’ And I got up, handed [his
note] to the guy who was the chair of that
group, and just walked away.” A similar
story was related by a neighborhood
activist as she dismissed meetings that
are “just talk about us,” insisting that “if
you’re going to a meeting, you want to
have something concrete to meet about.”
A leader of an animal rights group



bristled at a member’s suggestion that
they talk through problems in their
dynamics. To him, that would just
undercut more essential work:9

[Talking about] potlucks or parties or things
like that to keep everybody connected. …
There are so many more important things
we could be doing rather than devoting our
time and resources to that. … That doesn’t
really help animals.

When groups don’t feel right on an
interpersonal level, activists generally
tend to see their choices as either
leaving the group or accepting the
situation. That is, they regard their
options as loyalty or exit, but not
voice,10 a stance that is particularly



ironic because activists work so hard to
convince others to be vocal about
problems in the society.

Members will voice their concerns
about certain types of disagreements.
Those who are disgruntled about the
ideological direction of their group
generally air their objections. The same
is true when they don’t like how a group
defines itself organizationally. But
members who deplore how people
interact in a group tend to slip away or
remain quiet, which simply reinforces
problematic dynamics. Their sense of
futility is evident in interviews in which
they describe such problems in the most
passive ways: “There isn’t the solidarity
that I expected. But, hey, I got along fine



without it.” Even hopeful sentiments
lacked a sense of agency, like one man’s
“fantasy” that an anti-war group would
have members with enough confidence
in each other to “set a tone in the meeting
in which debate was okay.” When
months went by and that time never
arrived, he “started feeling impatient”
and left the group.11

Avoiding talk is a self-reinforcing
sequence. The longer groups shy away
from such talk, the more they avoid any
related comment lest it seem highly
significant and be explosive. Joan and
Eileen, the two founders of the national
security policy group SECURE, were
concerned about how its members would
get along, given the scarring battles these



founders had encountered in earlier
activism. At the first meeting, they
announced that SECURE would be
different from other groups, with plenty
of time to “talk through” any tensions.
After a few meetings, though, no one
said anything when they got to this item
on the agenda. Joan and Eileen
redoubled their efforts, reminding
everyone that talking through concerns
would keep things smooth. But members
simply found new ways to resist,
muttering among themselves, slipping
out of the room, fidgeting, and grumbling
audibly. Eileen offered a compromise:
they would be able to drop the “talking
through” time as soon as SECURE
“came together” as a group. When the



silence continued in subsequent weeks,
however, this item simply disappeared
from the agenda. It was never mentioned
again.

The Turn to Action

If they cannot discuss conflicts, how do
activist groups deal with tensions that
bubble up in the group? Among emerging
groups, the most common way is to plan
new actions. In an environmental group,
friction among members became so
severe that people talked worriedly
(although not openly in meetings) about
whether the group might soon collapse.
Facing crisis, the members decided to
stop their “tired, repetitive actions” that



“result in nothing” and try something
different. Something more direct and
striking, members agreed, would make
them feel more unified and, the
implication was clear, help reduce
tension. Unable to change dynamics
directly, activists sought to introduce
new actions to create a turning point in
the trajectory of conflict.

Fledgling activist groups turn to
action because they assume that working
together will stimulate positive
interactions among members. As its
founder whispered to me while a major
conflict was brewing in a neighborhood
rights group, members “will be able to
bond” once they start organizing a
protest. Conversely, unhappy members



of a school reform group identified lack
of action as the reason they couldn’t
seem to jell: “We just sat around and
talked [but] people want to be active.”
Discussion of conflicts wasn’t
necessary; the group simply needed to
get busy. The author’s field notes written
after a meeting of a civil liberties group
show how activists interpret their
changing interpersonal dynamics:

Meetings had become sluggish and
unfocused. Even agendas with little more
than a few routine tasks took hours to
accomplish as members fretted over what
they were willing to do and sniped at each
other. Almost overnight, however, these
dynamics changed. Members now eagerly
seized on tasks for which they could
volunteer. The mood was light, friendly, and



positive and they talked openly, for the first
time in their history, about how they got
along. Members expressed great
excitement at their newfound ability to
work in a spirit of cooperation, and
speculated that they could now accomplish
a great deal more. What did they see as the
reason for their improved dynamics? That
after a long period in which they made no
headway with public officials, they had
finally managed to engage in a dialogue
with city representatives.

Activists say that action creates good
dynamics because it gives people a
common experience. The author’s field
notes of an anti-gun group described
how it “becomes more excited … as the
plans become more solidified and
detailed.” A young woman described the



difficult dynamics as her group got
started:

We only started in, maybe late October or
early November. At first, there was that, we
don’t really know each other, what’s really
an okay question to bring up or not bring
up? When is it okay to disagree with
someone or not? Do I really know what I
think about this? And all those kinds of
things meant that the discussions were
sometimes a little flat. It was just a matter
of us all getting to know each other and
having some common experiences that we
could talk about and care about.

Action provided a way for them to get
“to know each other” and have
something in common they “care about.”
With practice, they had a template for



working together so that members knew
“what’s really an okay question to bring
up” and when it was “okay to disagree.”

Activists also talked about the link
between dynamics and activity in the
opposite way: when groups get along,
they can act. When I asked them why
some meetings accomplished a lot while
others did not, activists labeled as
productive those times when people
would “joke around,” “feel comfortable
with each other,” “linger afterward” to
talk, and “feel free to let off steam.”
When people didn’t interact well, when
members “were just sitting there,” little
got done. Grassroots groups reinforce
this interpretation through stories. Unlike
tales of “dramatic, politically relevant



… disruptive, violent, [and] large-scale
events” through which early gay
liberation groups built a sense of
themselves,12 the often-repeated stories
in Pittsburgh groups tended to center on
their efforts more than their events. They
featured acting more than action. An
example is the anti-war group, No War
Committee (NWC), whose disruptive
protests, acts of civil disobedience, and
attacks on military research facilities
and recruitment stations were the subject
of much media attention. In its meetings,
however, NWC rarely recounted stories
of high drama, except in the immediate
aftermath of such an event. NWC’s more
frequent stories were about more
mundane incidents. A frequently



repeated tale is described in the author’s
field notes written after an NWC
meeting:

They talked about when Homeville Library
initially refused to show the film because it
was too partisan. They [remembered being]
shocked that the request was denied.
Everyone said, “Way to go, Sadie,” when
she challenged the denial by stating that the
library’s rejection was based on partisan
concerns. Ultimately, the library relented
and let them have the space, but they still
refused to endorse the film.

Several aspects of this story are
significant. Certainly, it wasn’t exciting;
NWC was simply trying to show a film
in a public library. Why would a film
showing be so memorable, in



comparison to the group’s many
episodes of civil protest, conflict, and
arrests? Indeed, this wasn’t even a story
that others in the progressive community
told about NWC; their stories about
NWC featured its large crowds and
confrontational tactics. The film story
was odd too because it didn’t end in a
clear victory, since the library withheld
its endorsement and publicity. But it
illuminated how NWC could work
together cooperatively and with
persistence.

Are actions and good dynamics as
entangled as activist groups think they
are? To see, I compared the dynamics of
meetings held during or close to a major
event with the dynamics of meetings



more distant from such events. I found
that groups have somewhat more
positive dynamics—a smoother flow of
interactions, fewer visible power plays
or destructive exchanges, and less strife
—when they are busy with actions. But
the differences were small, suggesting
that action is not likely to fix a group’s
troubled dynamics.

Trajectories and Turning Points

As in all trajectories, there are turning
points and exceptions in the path of
permissible talk. Although most groups
followed a trajectory of gradually
diminishing talk about their interactions,
one group disallowed any such talk from



the start. FUTURE, a group focused on
tax policy, operated on the assumption
that it would need a stock of mutual trust
and commitment in order to work out
disagreements. Until it did, as one
member framed it, it couldn’t be sure
that talking about internal issues would
improve things rather than be a means
for some members to criticize others.
Thus FUTURE operated with a strict
agenda that excluded any mention of the
workings of the group or its members.
When such ideas occasionally leaked
into meetings, they were met with stony
silence. Over time, and especially after
several successful events, FUTURE’s
horizon of possibilities shifted. When
one member suggested that the group



assign a timekeeper to make sure that no
one dominated the discussion, her
comment drew widespread assent. This
opened the door to further talk, including
a discussion at the next meeting of how
to evaluate the way members worked
together that ended with the statement
that such “feedback [will] improve our
performance.” At least for a while,
FUTURE was on a trajectory toward
greater discussion about its dynamics.

Given activists’ expressions of
futility about changing the dynamics of
their groups, turning points in the
trajectory of diminishing talk generally
occurred only when groups saw
themselves in crisis. In some, it was
when they thought that conversing about



their dynamics was necessary for them
to act. A civil rights group’s meeting had
become little more than exchanges of
information and committee reports after
any prolonged discussion tended to erupt
into conflict. But a suggestion by one
member that it conduct business through
e-mail was met with instant and near-
unanimous disapproval. Doing so, others
worried, would allow members to fade
away and the group would do nothing.
Face-to-face interactions, members told
each other, were key to achieving the
group’s goals, a decision that briefly
allowed talk about interpersonal
difficulties. An environmental group
opened a discussion when its
longstanding fractiousness leaked into



public view and threatened its reputation
as a leader in progressive politics.
When one member stated, bluntly, “there
is a problem with our image,” others
quickly concurred, bemoaning that the
group had become the subject of
“groaning and snickering” throughout the
movement. It couldn’t be a “leader”
among activist groups unless the
progressive community saw it acting
with solidarity and mutual respect.
Similarly, the African American peace
group, BAP, decided to talk things
through when it faced dissolution. As
one of its longtime members instructed
the group, this change might work
“because sometimes people just need to
get things out.”



Fledging activist groups quickly set
up a trajectory of silence about their
interpersonal dynamics. Not only does
this not erase tensions in the group, but
silence also makes tensions difficult to
rectify. Activists come to see few
options for changing the group. And, as
they act on this assumption, they
reinforce the normality of not talking
about the group’s dynamics. Over time,
activists increasingly regard action as
the only route for correcting
interpersonal problems; earlier
possibilities fade away.

WHO CAN SPEAK? WHOM DO WE
LISTEN TO?



Activist group dynamics quickly reflect
distinctions among members. Some
members are listened to carefully, others
are ignored. When one member presents
an idea, it is discussed carefully and
often followed. The suggestions of
another merit little consideration. This
happens through two processes. First,
grassroots groups develop trajectories
of credibility that accord some members
greater standing to speak and act than
others. Second, they silence any talk of
inequities in how members are treated,
which makes these distinctions difficult
to identify or challenge.

Bestowing Credibility



Grassroots groups create inequities in
their interpersonal dynamics that are
based on an assessment, often tacit, of
members’ credibility. Activist
credibility is similar to Karen
Beckwith’s notion of “political
standing,” what she describes as
“explicitly articulated rationales of
actors’ position and presence in a
movement that assert a status of
legitimacy in making claims and
demands.”13 In contrast to political
standing, credibility is rarely explicit,
although it is widely understood. It is a
shared assumption by which a group
operates without discussion or debate.
Members who are regarded as credible
are authorized to speak and to have



others listen. Credibility is similar to
power or legitimacy, but can be
conferred for limited issues, enabling
members to speak or act with authority
on some topics but not others.14 At any
one time, a member regarded as highly
credible also can be cognitively central
or an official leader of a group, but such
overlap is by no means universal.

One early basis for assigning
credibility is recognition of what
activists do or have done, what I term
credibility-by-action. Some activist
groups regard prior activism as
conveying knowledge or skill or as
proving an activist’s mettle, and they
treat experienced activists as
particularly credible. Indeed, credibility



from past action can be surprisingly
broad. A woman who revealed that she
was fired from a school district job was
given substantial credibility by an
education reform group for challenging
the school system, even though the
district was in another state and she was
fired for a personal matter quite remote
from the group’s focus on student
achievement.

Credibility-by-action also is
bestowed by what activists are doing in
the group now, although often more
narrowly than for past work. Being
willing to undertake “thankless” jobs
can increase a member’s credibility for
issues closely connected to those tasks.
Those who do the nuts and bolts work of



arranging a rally, for example, gain
standing in discussions of the rally, but
not in discussions of other activities.
The contrary is true as well: people who
do not work on a task can lose standing
to speak about that matter although not
necessarily on other issues. As two
young activists whispered to each other
in an environmental group, unless people
“got out and passed out flyers” they
“shouldn’t tell us what to do.”

There are subtleties as to how
credibility is assigned. Members with
heavy job or family commitments can be
credible by doing less work than others
if their efforts exceed what the group
expects of a person in that situation. As
one activist told me, it’s important to



keep from becoming a group in which
“the people who end up making the
decisions are the people who stay
around the meetings the longest … (so) it
becomes the question of who has to get
up for work the next day, who has kids
that they have to go home and take care
of, who doesn’t have time to sit through
what it takes. … It’s like last one
standing.” Occasionally, members have
reservations about their own credibility,
as did a longtime, important member of
an anti-gun group who announced that
since he hadn’t been active lately, others
should do “whatever you want to do”
and he would go along. However, such
reluctance is uncommon.

Credibility also can be bestowed on



members for who they are rather than
what they do, what I term credibility-by-
connection. Those with a connection
(personal or by virtue of their social
category) to the problem an activist
group is working on generally are given
some measure of credibility, although
often only narrowly on those issues.
Activist groups talk a great deal about
this kind of credibility, asserting that
ideas and plans are based on having
members who experience these issues
firsthand. Anti-war groups tout members
who are veterans. Environmental groups
claim to listen hard to those most likely
to be damaged by industrial pollution or
nuclear power. For civil liberties
groups, the credible can be prisoners, or



prisoner’s family members or neighbors.
Those with personal accounts of police
brutality had added credibility in an
activist group focused on police
violence, as did those likely to
experience police violence, such as
African American men. Such credibility
can enhance some and silence others, at
least for a time. An African American
reproductive rights group crackled with
tension when male members angrily
complained that they felt “castrated”
during a film about wife battering.
Annoyed by the men’s response, women
grumbled unhappily but did not object
aloud. As one woman explained later,
women aren’t in a position to understand
how men would feel in that situation.



Both types of credibility are shaped
by social inequalities beyond the group.
Credibility-by-action is more often
attached to those from higher-status
social groups, like whites and men. Just
as Sherryl Kleinman found in her study
of an alternative health organization,
men with the same credentials as women
are regarded more positively than the
women.15 Higher-status persons also
assert their claims to credibility more
boldly and insistently than do others.
They cast their past experience in
activism, or their current activity in the
group, as more unique, onerous, or
valuable than the prior work of other
activists. Credibility-by-connection is
more likely to be given to members with



lower status and positions in society, at
least in progressive groups that work on
behalf of less powerful social groups.

Credibility-by-connection tends to be
more circumscribed and flimsy than
credibility from tasks. Those with
credibility-by-action are given broader
openings to speak and they are listened
to, creating a cascading sequence that
increases their credibility over time.
Those with credibility-by-connection
may also have substantial space to speak
in activist group settings, but their words
are less likely to direct the actions that
the group undertakes, so there is less
opportunity for this kind of credibility to
expand over time.

Differences in credibility, especially



credibility-by-action, enhance the social
inequities of gender, race, age, and other
factors that members bring into activist
groups. Credibility is a channel through
which distinctions of status and
hierarchy flow into the dynamics of
activist groups from the external
environment.16 Indeed, in almost every
meeting of virtually every group—even
those adamantly dedicated to social
equality—white individuals routinely
talked more often and more
authoritatively, were listened to more
attentively, and had their ideas alter the
direction of the discussion more often
than was true of members of other racial
groups. The situation was similar for
men compared to women; middle-class



persons compared to working- or lower-
class persons; and middle-aged or older
members compared to younger ones. Of
course, there were exceptions.
Nonetheless, what Lynn Sanders terms
“sneaky, invisible, and pernicious”
hierarchies of gender, race, class, and
age begin early in fledgling activist
groups and expand quickly.17

Grassroots groups often publicly
assert that getting people involved in
political life will bolster democracy.
But internally, many activist groups
exhibit decidedly non-democratic
interactions. In Sanders’s terms,
distinctions of credibility create a setting
in which, “even if everyone can
deliberate and learn how to give reasons



—some people’s ideas may still count
more than others” and some people are
“less likely than others to be listened to;
even when their arguments are stated
according to conventions of reason.”18 In
the prickly atmosphere of an animal
rights group, for example, members
openly grumbled at any comment that
was not precisely focused on action. As
a result, its meetings became little more
than a weekly distribution of tasks from
the leader’s checklist. The only
exception was when Amy, a member
who had been involved in numerous
episodes of conflict with animal owners,
wanted the floor. She was allowed to
speak on any subject, and at length. The
implicit rules of procedure did not apply



to her.
Credible members also can make

new rules, which further reinforces their
credibility. Sarah, whose long history of
GLBT activism gave her credibility in a
new queer rights group, authoritatively
dismissed another member’s suggestion
as “not worth discussing” because it was
“not concrete enough.” Without comment
or complaint, this requirement became a
new rule. Thereafter, talk was ruled out
of order if it did not mention concrete
action.

How social distinctions cascade and
affect action and interpretation can be
seen in a sequence of exchanges in a
meeting of a progressive group. Alice
and John, both white and middle class,



deliberated about what they should do
next to stop the U.S. invasion of Iraq. On
one level, this seemed to be a debate
between equals, with each member
stating a view and defending it. But a
closer look reveals that his words
carried weight while hers were easily
disregarded. The difference between
Alice and John was not a matter of style
or logic of argument. It was a matter of
credibility.

The exchange began as Alice added
another item to an ongoing discussion of
the issues that the group should attend to:

We should also focus on the
environmental devastation that wars
cause.



John immediately countered:

No, we should only focus on the causes of
war, such as militaristic culture and
corporate greed, instead of on the effects
of war.

In these two sentences, Alice and John
presented contrasting ideas. She wanted
the group to focus on the effects of war;
he wanted it to focus on the causes.
Their statements were equivalent and
parallel, simply pushing the group in
different directions. Both views were
stated with conviction. They were even
phrased in similar ways: what “we …
should … focus on.” But, as a closer
look shows, Alice and John operated
from different platforms of credibility.



Alice framed her proposal as an
addition to the group’s current focus,
asking members to focus also on
environmental destruction. It was not
necessary to understand or disagree with
the group’s current focus to adopt her
suggestion. In contrast, John introduced a
principle that would redirect the group,
setting aside its current focus on the
consequences of war.

Looking at the context of this
exchange reveals additional layers.
Although the group had met for some
time, it never discussed whether to focus
on the causes or consequences of war. It
had simply operated on a shared,
unarticulated sense that U.S. intervention
in Iraq was wrong and politically



disastrous. So when John proposed that
members focus only on the causes of
war, he was suggesting a major change
in how the group should think about and
act toward the war without stating it
explicitly. His statement involved a
claim larger than his surface request for
a narrower focus. Without stating so
outrightly, John was introducing a new
principle of decision making for the
group.

In the very next sentence, Alice both
challenged and seemed to adopt the new
principle. She rejected the idea that
there were identifiable causes for war
but hinted that the focus she initially
proposed (environmental devastation)
might be a cause as well as an effect of



war and thus consistent with John’s new
principle:

But some societies have chronic warring,
like Mayan culture. Sometimes the causes
and effects of war are so blurred that it’s
difficult to disentangle them.

No one in the group weighed in, but
John’s principle triumphed. It would be
an understanding from which the group
operated in the future, although
incorporated without any discussion or
explicit acknowledgment. In his next
statement, John refined his principle
further: the group should not focus on all
causes of war, only economic ones.

No, we should focus on U.S. economic
interests (like thirst for oil) that are



driving the war in Iraq.

The shift in the group’s operating
principles was evident as Alice
continued. She no longer questioned the
idea of focusing on causes—that
wouldn’t be brought up again by her or
anyone. She now argued that the group
shouldn’t narrow their attention only to
economic causes:

Previous U.S. military conflicts like [those
in] Korea, Vietnam, Grenada had very
little to do with economic interests, also
Central America.

Their debate continued, but the terrain
had changed. John added a corrective,
reasserting the economic basis of war:



That is only partially right since the U.S.
perceived the spread of Communism as a
political and economic threat in those
areas.

At that point, their dialogue ended.
Without comment on the shift, the group
moved on to discuss how to implement
their new focus. After members briefly
brainstormed how to educate the public
about the economic causes of the Iraq
war, especially war profiteering, Alice
tried for the last word. Almost under her
breath she reminded the group that
economic causes were not the only
relevant ones:

Environmental disasters in Rwanda and
Haiti exacerbated military conflicts.



But the new principle—still
unacknowledged—prevailed. The
debate was over.

Since arguments in activist groups
often trail off imperceptibly, as this one
did, it is no wonder that activists
expressed befuddlement when asked
how one position or another took hold.
Activists struggle to identify the origins
of the social hierarchies that build up in
their groups, leaving them with little
sense of how to remedy these inequities.

Disavowing Leadership

At the same time that activist groups
create distinctions among members, they
make any mention of them off limits, so



that members have difficulty questioning
or confronting these status differences. In
a conversational process described by
Sophie Duchesne and Florence Haegel,
any mention of inequities in the group is
“dissolved in the free flow of a
conversation where sentences follow on
one another and ideas are juxtaposed,
without anyone making any connection
between them.”19 A group’s ways of
interacting becomes unquestionable.
When a woman from Philadelphia came
to observe a meeting of the protest
support group SMAG, I asked for her
impression of how they worked together.
She hastened to say that she supported
the group and its work but was
distressed to see how often some



members talked down to or interrupted
others, especially given SMAG’s
commitment to collective decision
making. Although its problems were
dramatic enough to be visible to a casual
visitor, SMAG’s members acted puzzled
when asked about them. They were
concerned but couldn’t explain what
caused, or how to correct, these troubled
dynamics.

Leadership is one of the earliest
topics to become unmentionable in
activist groups.20 In private, activists
acknowledge that their groups have
leaders and they are consistent in who
they identify as leaders. Activists also
generally agree that leaders are
necessary as long as regular members



have input into how the group works. As
a young woman in an environmental
group told me, “meetings [are] where
decisions and debates should happen. …
I hate being part of a group that, when
you show up, it seems like everything’s
been talked about and decided on, and
you just like are there, kind of, like,
what’s going on?”

However, if activists value
leadership, almost nobody says anything
positive about it in activist groups.
Actually, few people say much about
leadership at all. The topic generally
comes up only when the group elects
officers, and even then conversation
tends to diminish the value of leaders,
evident in the undercurrents in



discussions of whether to replace titles
of president or chair with those of
coordinator or facilitator. Open talk of
leadership, even by those with official
positions in a group, often is not
sanctioned. When Janice acted openly as
its leader by chastising members of
Ecology Now who “really dropped the
ball” at a failed protest, members shook
their heads and made eye contact with
each other, registering their discontent.
Several got up and abruptly left the
meeting.

Activist groups often claim to have
leaders in name only. Bill had exercised
strong, consistent, and uncontested
leadership in CONCERN since the
group began. The author’s field notes



identified him as the one who scheduled,
organized, and ran every meeting and he
served as the group’s public
spokesperson. However, when a new
member looked to him after someone
suggested a radical change in tactics,
Bill berated her indignantly: “Why are
you looking at me? I’m not the leader!”
Similar incidents appeared in other
groups. Even in groups with strong
leadership, based on my coding of
leadership dynamics in 251 meetings, it
was virtually never acknowledged.

Sometimes, activist groups take steps
to maintain the sense that they are
leaderless. In the anti-drug group Death
by Heroin, one member made critical
decisions between meetings without



consulting anyone else. In one such
incident, he radically shifted the group’s
neighborhood focus by committing it to
host a community-wide event downtown
and setting up a press conference to
announce the plan. Members not only
went along with these commitments but
redefined them as having been group
decisions. The community event was
brought up as a “possibility” at a
meeting, with no mention that it was
already under way; the group dutifully
discussed whether this would be a good
direction for them. No one objected or
raised a question. Such reactions were
decidedly off the table. Within months,
the move toward a community focus had
been adopted in group lore as a



direction that “we” decided to take.
Leadership is not only unmentionable

in politically progressive emerging
groups, where equality among members
might be expected to be a concern but
also in conservative ones. Across the
political spectrum, most new activist
groups operate as if minimizing
leadership will help hold the group
together. A member of another
conservative anti-drug group put it this
way:

Even with some of the conflicts of
personalities, we stayed a grounded group,
meaning that we have been successful in
knowing that no one else is [more]
important than the other and no one else is
higher than the other and no one’s opinion



is more than another. And because of that
we have been able to really keep it together
—we’ve been really able to keep our
relationships together.

Openly expressing apprehension
about leadership is possible in emerging
groups since formal positions and
hierarchies among members are not yet
normalized. It particularly flares up
when members are sought for official
roles, like chair or president. In addition
to worrying about the workload,
members shy away from leadership to
avoid being criticized by other members.
The popular connotation of a leader is
positive, someone with a vision whom
others will follow. But in fledgling
grassroots groups, the idea of a leader is



more problematic, implying control and
undeserved power.

That grassroots groups do not want to
see themselves as having central leaders
does not mean that leadership is not
exercised. It certainly is. But it tends to
be unacknowledged, even denied. Even
when there are obvious struggles for
leadership, such as in one school reform
group in which two women battled for
control, many new activist groups
studiously avoid the topic. Leadership,
like other aspects of their interpersonal
dynamics, can be carefully sidestepped
even when its importance is clear. It is
another trajectory of avoidance that
shapes the interpersonal character of
activist groups.



Trajectories and Turning Points

Activist groups have a difficult time
addressing problematic dynamics for a
more practical reason: activists worry
about the fallout from doing so. In their
interviews, most activists portray their
groups as fragile and vulnerable to
collapse. As one put it, “Every
organization I’m working with is an inch
away from disappearing off the face of
the earth.” Criticizing the group, they
fret, might destroy it. Moreover, they see
voicing conflict as likely to undermine a
group’s ability to act (as one activist put
it, to “stop the group from being able to
move forward”) and thereby create more
conflict.



An AIDS activist group fell into
trouble when its founder and leader,
Anna, seemed to lose interest. She
stopped sending reminders of meetings,
then announced that she had brought no
new ideas from a conference she had
attended in Washington, D.C., on the
group’s behalf. At first, members
grumbled privately. Eventually, several
erupted in anger at a meeting,
complaining that Anna was “dumping”
her jobs on everyone else with little
notice. As others brought up additional
incidents, an explosive spiral of anger
seemed inevitable. Yet, suddenly the
discussion stopped after a member
declared that “this kind” of talk could be
harmful. People continued to grumble



among themselves but not openly at
meetings. Ironically, however, members’
efforts to stem conflict led the group to a
fatal impasse. Since they had decided
not to talk about what was wrong for
fear of creating “negative emotion,”
activists couldn’t take steps to
redistribute the work previously done by
Anna. Over the next couple of meetings,
the discussion increasingly spun off in
tangents. The fragile organization fell
apart. Within a month, it stopped meeting
at all.

A few groups were able to change
their ways of interacting, at least to a
small extent. The most common method
was to adopt new rules of behavior
without talking about why these were



needed. An example is REBORN,
whose members were visibly
exasperated when a newcomer
dominated the meeting in spite of subtle
efforts to keep him in check. When the
problem snowballed in the next meeting,
one member wrote out and displayed
what he claimed to be the group’s rules:

No one should repeat him/herself
No philosophical treatises
Don’t go on and on about the same issue
Let others speak

Although these, or any other rules, had
never been discussed, his action
provided an opening to handle the
newcomer’s behavior and other
members eagerly jumped in with other



rules:21

No side conversations
People should respect each other
People should realize that everyone was
“donating time” at the meeting

A few groups made more strenuous
efforts to change their dynamics.
Sometimes, they were able to resolve
problems; more often, the discussion
broke down. In an anti-imperialist
group, a longtime member interrupted
the flow of a meeting to declare that the
group had “serious internal problems”:
over the last six months, members had
shown a decided “lack of respect” for
the “unspoken differences” among them.
Although she was deliberately vague



about the nature of the problem, other
women jumped in to clarify. “In spite of
the group’s best efforts,” one declared,
“sexism is still an issue.” A few
members seemed surprised, others just
dismayed or weary. After a few more
heated exchanges, the discussion fizzled
out.

Grassroots groups do have openings
when another trajectory is possible.
When a member openly stated that things
in the group were “tense,” RISE did not
revert to its usual pattern of dismissing
tension as nothing more than the press of
pending deadlines. This time, a couple
of people spoke up and agreed. For
once, there was an opening to discuss
the dramatic conflict that had plagued



RISE for months and was widely noted
by activists in other progressive groups.
But RISE couldn’t decide what was
wrong. How could it “turn things
around,” as one member insisted they
do, if members didn’t know why things
had turned sour? Without a clear
problem, the group couldn’t identify a
specific solution. Instead, activists
latched onto generalities. “If we’re
kind,” one member insisted as others
nodded, “things will work out.” By using
“courtesy rules” like not interrupting,
another suggested, they could make
things better. But that didn’t work.

An anti-police violence group broke
its trajectory by organizing a pasta
dinner at a large Baptist church to



discuss its internal problems. An
atmosphere that might have encouraged
open discussion, however, had the
opposite effect. Comments that fit the
night’s “celebratory” mood were built
upon by others; those that were
“emotionally heavy” were ignored.
Instead of the direct talk that members
expected, the night became filled with
praise for themselves as “people who
want justice.” They acknowledged their
problems only obliquely, picking out
members who treated each other with
kindness and proposing an award for
one who was “always there” for other
members.

Distinctions among members cascade
in activist groups. As some are accorded



greater credibility, they gain
opportunities to speak and their words
are listened to carefully. Those deemed
less credible have fewer opportunities
to display or increase their credibility.
Such self-reinforcing sequences build
disparities into group dynamics, while
paths of silence and avoidance make
these inequities literally unmentionable.

CASE COMPARISON

It is possible to see how activist groups
develop an interpersonal character over
a longer time by comparing the different
emotional trajectories of two groups
whose members were similar in many
respects. Planet Protection Society



(PPS) attracted young, gender-diverse,
and mostly university students interested
in environmental issues. The members of
Animal Liberation League (ALL), whose
campaign against foie gras was detailed
in Chapter 2, were similar. The two
groups might be expected to exhibit
comparable emotional characteristics.
But they did not. PPS became inclusive,
tightly knit, and mutually supportive—
what its members described as a “fun”
group, attracting 22 to 50 people to its
meetings (mode = 30)—while ALL
developed a rigid, sober, and tense
emotional style, with an attendance that
varied from 1 to 20 people (mode = 8).

The idea of launching PPS began with
a small group of friends and fellow



students who wanted to create a broad
citizen’s environmental movement. The
emotional tenor of its initial meetings
varied widely, as founding members
alternated between efforts to excite new
recruits and expressions of frustration
that the group had not gotten “moving”
on specific campaigns. After three
meetings, it was not clear that PPS
would get off the ground. Fearful of
defeat, the founding members decided—
but did not announce to the general
membership—that they would constitute
themselves as an executive board to
handle bureaucratic and logistical
matters, leaving general membership
meetings free for creative brainstorming
and decision making. This proved to be



an emotional, as well as tactical, turning
point for the group. From that time on,
PPS flourished with its emotional tenor
divided: executive meetings had a
serious, businesslike cast, while general
meetings had substantial camaraderie
and informal talk among members.

The upbeat emotional style of PPS’s
general meetings was encouraged
through a variety of means, some
planned by the executive board and
others carried forward by members.
Meetings began with introductions—a
practice that continued throughout the
year, even when no one new was
present, and sometimes evoked laughter
as when members were asked to state
their name and best Halloween costume.



This was followed by small-group
brainstorming sessions and report-backs,
giving leaders an opportunity to praise
the contributions of members and
reinforce the idea that PPS was not like
other student-dominated groups that did
not “do much.” With a leadership group,
rather than a single leader, a variety of
emotional tactics were employed to
encourage enthusiasm among members,
from invitations to a “group hug” to
cheerleading that “this is just the starting
point!”

Over time, the light emotional style
promoted by PPS’s founders was
adopted by members. One who became
the group’s unofficial jester interrupted a
discussion with the suggestion that the



group “wear uniforms with badges,”
eliciting the jovial response by a leader
that “we’ll kick you out, [but] we
encourage you to express yourself.”
PPS-sponsored parties and social events
were popular and frequent. One
indication of the group’s affective
cohesion was its ability to adjust its
leadership. After eight months, several
members of the then-unacknowledged
executive board announced their pending
resignations, forcing the founders to
solicit board members from the regular
membership. The revelation that the
group had an inner core of leadership
was greeted by the membership with
surprise, but also humor. Jokes were
bandied around about members versus



leaders, including a founder’s
acknowledgment that he was the group’s
“self-appointed president.” The pattern
of resolving conflict with humor was
sufficiently established that this
transition was completed without
incident.

Planet Protection Society’s emphasis
on creating solidarity among members
through positive emotional appeals
shaped a shared sense of the group and
its members as “fun” but also
constrained its external use of hot-button
emotions like anger, outrage, or
resentment. Such negative emotional
appeals declined over time in PPS’s
campaigns and within six months were
virtually absent, even for issues like



environmental deregulation, in which
acrimonious emotions might garner
public attention and support. Those
perceived as anti-environment, such as
President Bush or recalcitrant university
officials, continued to be subjects of
derision and salacious humor in
meetings, creating laughter and
goodwill. But in exchanges with
outsiders, even those seen as enemies,
PPS insisted on a cautious, respectful
tone and what they referred to as
“appropriate behavior.” Minor
concessions by officials were followed
by expressions of gratitude, including
thank-you notes passed around at
meetings for the signatures of members.
For example, one university



administrator was the subject of frequent
hostility and ridicule in PPS meetings
for her refusal to respond to their
demands. Calls for a sit-in at her office
or an effort to rally influential
community members against her were
met with boisterous approval. When it
was time to craft a response, however,
the tone of the discussion shifted. A few
leaders and members expressed the
desire to have the group “be taken
seriously,” which was clarified to mean
having “thorough research [and] the
proper format.” Members who had
proposed angrier or more
confrontational means of achieving
success quickly backed down, amid a
series of joking comments that restored



the lighthearted solidarity of the group.
As negative emotions and

confrontational tactics in PPS became
increasingly off limits in meetings, the
group’s sense of what was possible and
what it should do took on a narrower
and more mainstream political cast.
PPS’s goals changed from curbing
corporate control over environmental
policies to promoting local use of wind
energy and hybrid cars in the university
motor pool. But as this emerging sense
of itself as an emotionally attractive
group cascaded, it ultimately limited the
range of tactics and goals that PPS saw
as possible.

Like PPS, ALL began as a student
group based on circles of friends. Yet



unlike the positive style that attracted
and retained members in PPS, the rigid
and unfriendly style in ALL meant that
new recruits often felt unwelcome and
rarely returned. From its inception,
ALL’s strong leader, Heather, perceived
her role as planning the group’s
strategies and goals and providing the
knowledge and motivation that would
encourage others to adopt these goals
and commit energy to the group. Due to
the dense web of interpersonal ties
among ALL’s founding members,
Heather’s vision went unchallenged and
meetings were largely instructional and
devoid of emotional exchanges among
members. Even meetings after major
events—media coverage of ALL, arrests



of ALL activists, and concessions by the
targets of ALL’s protests—evidenced
little impassioned discussion.

Concerned that the group could not
sustain its current projects, Heather
lectured members about her frustration
that they were reluctant to commit
sufficient time and that the group was
unable to attract new members. But
emotional exchanges between Heather
and members were one-way. No one
responded to Heather’s lecture or, at a
subsequent meeting, to her complaints
about being treated rudely by restaurant
owners when she approached them about
altering their menus. Moreover, the
scope of Heather’s emotional talk was
limited, focused entirely on her feelings



about the group’s ability to achieve its
goals, as, for example, in her annoyance
when the group wanted to take on too
many projects or when the targets of the
group’s protests did not acquiesce to its
demands.

Despite its minimal emotional content
in meetings, ALL was quite willing to
use emotional appeals in other venues.22

Through e-mail, Heather circulated
vivid descriptions of animal abuse
meant to arouse passionate responses,
one so graphic that a recipient asked to
be removed from the list. ALL also used
emotional language in its propaganda,
attacking its targets as either uninformed
or immoral—such as university lab
administrators (who experimented on



animals “without regard to their care”).
People need to be confronted, ALL
insisted, with the realities of animal
abuse. As ALL’s propaganda became
more emotionally charged, its actions
became increasingly provocative.
Attempts to negotiate with university
officials or others were halted in favor
of picketing with signs that graphically
depicted animal cruelty. ALL’s
emotional paths within the group and
toward its audiences were very
different, and both were self-reinforcing.

Planet Protection Society and Animal
Liberation League show that similar
groups can adopt very different ways of
interacting. In PPS, emotional banter
was strong within the group, but



emotions were rare and dwindled over
time in its political campaigns. In
contrast, ALL had little emotional
interaction internally but deployed
increasingly intense emotional appeals
to its audiences.

CONCLUSION

Activist groups develop ways of
interacting that rest on a myriad of subtle
conventions as well as official and
informal rules; these shape a group’s
interpersonal character. They set out
expectations for how members should
get along personally and how they
should work together. Such assumed
ways of interacting cascade over time by



setting some kinds of interactions as off
limits and making others seem normal.
Friendly groups become even friendlier;
in the same way, those in which
interactions are tense find these relations
becoming more fractious over time.
Friendly groups attract members, energy,
and commitment; the converse is true for
those that are antagonistic or
unwelcoming. And, as the contrasting
trajectories of PPS and ALL show, a
group’s interpersonal character makes
actions seem more or less possible.

This chapter focused on two
trajectories by which activist groups
create shared understandings about how
their members should treat each other.
One is a path of permissible talk. From



their earliest days, activist groups limit
discussions of their internal dynamics in
open meetings. This contrasts sharply
with activists’ intense attention to these
issues when talking to each other in
private and outside the group setting.
Within a group, however, members learn
to avoid talking about its dynamics.
Their avoidance shapes a path of
expected talk, making the topic more and
more difficult to raise over time. Even
when group dynamics are problematic,
activists see little way to talk about or
rectify them. The only option they
perceive is to initiate new actions that
will give members a sense of common
purpose and mend conflicts. But, as the
observational data show, this strategy is



not likely to work since there is little
connection between actions and the
dynamics of group meetings. Generally,
turning points in the trajectory of
diminishing talk come only at times of
crisis. When groups face immediate
collapse, their members can reopen
long-submerged topics of conversation,
including how they interact with each
other.

The second trajectory is toward
distinctions among members. Activist
groups develop ways of interacting that
give greater weight to what some
members say than to the ideas of others.
They do so by according some members
greater credibility, based on their
actions or connections to the issue the



group is working on, as well as their
social status in the larger society.
Credibility snowballs as more credible
members have greater influence in
shaping how the group will interact,
positioning them to become even more
credible. At the same time, activist
groups develop ways of ignoring the
existence of internal distinctions by, for
example, making the issue of leadership
difficult for members to openly
acknowledge.

How patterns of interaction develop
in grassroots activism gives insight into
broader issues as well. It shows that
what is missing in group dynamics, what
isn’t talked about or what doesn’t
happen, is the product of prior actions



and interpretations as much as what is
discussed and what does happen.
Activist groups create silence and
inaction by identifying what is
permissible for discussion and what is
not. And such silence and inactivity have
trajectories over time, just as talk and
action do. They build upon themselves,
reducing incrementally the sense of what
is possible.

Paths of interpersonal character also
show that over time, activists have a
declining sense of how much they can
affect their groups. Even activists who
feel able to change their group’s
political direction, or reshape how it is
constituted, often see little hope for
changing troubled interpersonal



dynamics. The time orientations in
which they talk about how people treat
each other reveal a sense of futility: the
members remain fixedly in the present,
seemingly incapable of drawing lessons
from a better time in the past or
envisioning a better functioning group in
the future.

These findings have implications for
the democratic potential of grassroots
activism. Dynamics that privilege the
ideas and actions of some activists over
others and limit the possibility of
confronting such inequities are
problematic. But might these dynamics
be confined to fragile, emerging
grassroots groups and unlikely to
continue into groups that become



established? It’s not clear.
On the one hand, groups with

particularly troubled dynamics might
tend to dissolve, so established groups
might be likely to have emerged from
fledgling groups with some measure of
positive feeling and equity among
members. On the other hand, deeply
problematic dynamics also exist in many
established activist organizations. If
activists have little hope of changing
difficult dynamics in groups that are just
forming and in flux, they may face an
even tougher challenge in changing
organizations whose patterns are more
firmly settled.



CHAPTER 6
Lessons

Grassroots activism should be a
democratizing force. It creates space in
civic life for ideas and actions that exist
nowhere else, encouraging people to
envision how the world can be
transformed into something better. It
reinvigorates the sense that what
ordinary citizens do matters. It gives
activists a sense of common purpose.
And it provides an alternative to the
apathy and disengagement that
characterize much of modern political
life.1



To a certain extent, this study
confirms the democratizing qualities of
grassroots activism. Pittsburgh’s
fledgling activist groups generated a
collective euphoria that emboldened
their members to acts of conscience and
political will that they would otherwise
never have dreamed of. Activists acted
on what they saw as ideal and right,
even as it put them at odds with
powerful institutions and persons.2 At
times, they displayed leaps of
imagination that forged a new
understanding of social life and
themselves as political actors.

Unfortunately, that is not the whole
story. Pittsburgh’s fledging activist
groups were also unfocused and their



progress was halting at best. Often they
failed to live up to their potential. They
missed precious openings for action and
stumbled over how to define themselves.
Their political imaginations narrowed
quickly, often leaving them unable to
envision more than minor tinkering with
social ills. Members interacted in ways
that left them depleted and anxious rather
than energized about shaping a new
direction for society.3 Some of these
problems arose because the groups were
new; emerging groups are more tentative
and fragile than they will be later, if they
survive. But others foreshadowed
troubles that would likely deepen over
time since emerging groups are more
open, imaginative, and democratic than



they are likely to be later.
How does the democratic potential of

grassroots activism erode so quickly? At
least some of the answer lies in the
dynamics of fledgling activist groups.
Like the sequences of action that
constitute large-scale historical
processes, what happens inside new
activist groups is path dependent. Just as
a city that allows oil wells precludes
recreational tourism, activist groups cut
off options with which they began. The
analogy is not perfect; the micro-level,
cultural paths of fledgling group activity
are less entrenched than the macro-level,
structural paths of geographic
development. But thinking about activist
group dynamics as path-dependent



sequences helps explain why they fall
into routines and how a sense of
possibility can stagnate. Similar to the
way a declining city can become vibrant
again, activist groups have opportunities
to alter their trajectories, but these
turning points are frequently missed.

That fledgling activist groups operate
in path-dependent sequences has
implications for both scholars and
activists. This final chapter builds from
Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s challenge that
“in scholarly research, answers are only
as good as the further questions they
provoke, while for activists, answers
are as good as the tactics they make
possible.”4 It opens by suggesting
lessons for scholars that raise new



questions, then offers implications for
tactics by which grassroots activists can
more effectively make democracy.

IMPLICATIONS FOR
SCHOLARSHIP

This study suggests four lessons for
scholars of activism.

One lesson is the importance of what
doesn’t happen and what isn’t said.
Activism isn’t made only by what groups
decide and what actions they take.
Equally as significant is what they fail to
do or say—and what they fail even to
consider. It is a mistake for scholars to
focus only on visible events and



pronouncements. As the trajectory of
Pittsburgh’s activist groups illustrates,
what happens is deeply shaped by what
cannot happen and what is left unsaid.
Groups do not make decisions from an
unlimited range of options but from a set
of choices that they have played a part in
restricting.

Scholars of activism rarely study
what is missing in social life. Yet it is
possible to do so by using techniques of
comparison. Comparing sequences of
action and interpretation over time can
show what was possible earlier and then
was lost. Comparing these sequences
across groups can indicate what is
possible in one group but not in a similar
one. In Pittsburgh’s activist groups, these



comparisons revealed that the sequences
of inactivity and silences operate with
the same dynamics of path dependency
as do sequences of activity and talk. For
instance, inactivity and silences tend to
cascade: what activist groups disallow
tends to expand over time as, after a
period of not talking about a leader’s
absence, a group will find it increasingly
difficult to raise the subject later. Too,
inactivity and silences constrain the
future: activist groups sidelined topics,
categorized issues as not relevant, and
ignored what they wanted to avoid. And
in activity and silence, timing matters:
activist groups were shaped, in subtle
and nearly invisible ways, by what they
decided to avoid in their earliest days.



A second lesson is about agency.
Pittsburgh’s activists and groups
displayed intentional creative action in
extensive and subtle ways that are rarely
explored in scholarship. Their agency
was exhibited not only in efforts that
throw a group’s trajectory off course;5 it
existed also in purposive, meaningful
action that moved in more familiar
directions. Agency is found in stasis as
well as change.6

However, the study of fledgling
activism shows that agency is more
complex than it is often depicted.
Activists don’t just exert agency, or fail
to do so. They act with purpose and
intention in greater and lesser degrees,
and with more or less of a sense that



their actions will matter. Agency has
temporality. It is more likely at earlier
points along a sequence, less likely
later. And agency can be collective as
well as individual. Collective agency is
deliberate and creative, like individual
agency, but it also is coordinated, resting
on a foundation of shared purpose among
activists.

The collapse of alternatives in many
of Pittsburgh’s grassroots groups shows
that the agency of activism should not be
exaggerated. The dynamics of grassroots
groups can limit agency as much as
provide an arena for its exercise. Yet the
diminishment of agency is neither
inevitable nor unstoppable. Activists can
change the trajectories of their groups by



introducing new interpretations and
proposals for action, as the many
examples in this book show. Returning
to Christian Smith’s observation that
humans are self-conscious about their
intentionality,7 activists can collectively
reflect on the decline of alternative
possibilities in their groups and act to
reverse it. ALLIES 2007, the anti-
violence group, deliberatively revisited
topics and decisions from earlier
meetings and welcomed the input of new
members. In so doing, their discussions
continued to draw on a wide range of
possibilities over time. Path-dependent
trajectories in the dynamics of activist
groups can stifle the range of
possibilities they consider, but activists



can alter these trajectories.
A third lesson is that small events,

even those that occur by happenstance,
can profoundly affect trajectories. An
example is Norman Cantor’s story of
Princess Joan, daughter of England’s
King Edward III whose rise seemed
unstoppable in nineteenth-century
Europe. On her way to marry a Spanish
prince and cement an immense dynasty,
however, Princess Joan succumbed to
the plague. Cantor writes that the
“bacillus from a flea-ridden rat or
consumption of beef from a sick cow
that killed her altered the course of
European political development for the
next hundred years.”8 If a single flea bite
could alter the historically robust



trajectory of an entire European
monarchy, it is no wonder that tiny
serendipitous events can radically
change the course of fragile emerging
activist groups.

Seen through a tight lens, the impact
of small incidents is quite striking.9 For
example, when a single member skips a
meeting to see his girlfriend, a group can
suddenly shift direction, taking on a
character that it wouldn’t have done
otherwise but will come to regard as
obvious and indubitable. In like fashion,
a marital split or clash among friends
can change alliances in an activist group
in unexpected ways, setting it on a path
that no one would have predicted but
that everyone feels unable to stop. The



same is true of a sound system that fails,
an unexpected rain shower, a chance
conversation that changes the time a
group will meet.

Happenstance includes intentional
action as well as twists of fate that
emerge from inside groups or intrude
from the outside. It involves incidental
events, decisions, and interactions that
have major and long-term consequence,
setting groups in new directions that then
take on a momentum of their own.10 Yet
activist groups and the scholars that
study them easily lose sight of the power
of early, small acts. Duncan Watts
observes that “it is always possible,
after the fact, to come up with a story
about why things worked out the way



they did.”11 In the case of grassroots
activism, such retrospective stories
generally stress the influence of larger
events and those closer in time to the
story’s end. As the trajectories of
Pittsburgh’s groups show, however,
what Javier Auyero and Débora
Alejandra Swistun call a “continuing
pileup of things” can accumulate and
have large consequences without anyone
noticing.12

A final lesson is the broad scope of
activism. In recent years, scholars have
widened the study of activism by paying
attention to the actors, institutions, and
cultural milieu around activist groups.
Just as valuable is lengthening the study
of activism by following groups from



their beginnings to understand the
assumptions, trajectories, and ways of
being that are established in early days.

Following groups from the beginning
makes it possible to see the unfolding of
group-level properties like collective
intelligence and imagination.13 It
captures activism as a process, the
dynamics by which groups make
choices, develop routines, advance
alternatives, and lose them. It avoids
attributing a solidity to activist groups
that happens when we assume that they
have a constant purpose, membership,
agenda, and dynamics over time. It also
moves away from relying on taxonomies
of activism (as identity based or
ideological, for instance) to explain how



groups work. And it preserves what
Rhys Isaac argues is an obligation of
scholars of activism, “to proclaim the
deep truth that the world is what it is
because of the particular sequence of
what has been done … [to affirm that]
the shape of the world to come remains
to be made by human action in
circumstances that can never be
foretold.”14

IMPLICATIONS FOR MAKING
DEMOCRACY

Grassroots groups are an important
source for democratic renewal. At their
best, they provide a forum for the



invigorating political talk and action that
become scarce in political parties
beholden to donors and organized
special interests. Activist groups don’t
just support democratic institutions;
when they are open to a full array of new
possibilities, grassroots groups make
democracy anew.

The dazzling potential of grassroots
activism is rarely achieved, at least in
the modern United States. Some scholars
attribute this to external factors, such as
the staggering hurdles that activist
groups face when they seek to alter
entrenched structures of power and
social inequality. Others identify internal
problems, like a tendency for
organizations to become oligarchical



over time.15 This book adds a new
element, showing how early cultural
dynamics can undermine the
democratizing potential of activism as
grassroots groups fall into routines that
erode their imagination and engagement.
This happens as early dynamics quickly
become self-reinforcing, reducing their
horizons of possible talk and action and
moving them toward homogenization.
Recruits tend to be similar to current
members, information is sought from
familiar sources, members interact as
they are accustomed to doing. Such
settled ways of being create a character,
a foundation, a predictability that allows
a group to continue and to act
collectively. But these ways of being



also quash the possibility of other ideas
and ways of acting. Moreover, such
paths are difficult to correct because
they are assumed, constituting the
invisible fabric of group life.

Yet there is hope. The paths of action
and interpretation in activist groups,
even those that steer in non-democratic
directions, are created by members.
They are not inevitable outcomes of
structural conditions. Nor are they
simply the product of larger external
forces. Divisions of social status and
privilege in the Pittsburgh groups, for
instance, didn’t just flow in from the
outside. They were built into the
dynamics of these groups by identifiable
paths of action and interpretation. They



were neither automatic nor
unchangeable.

Two findings about Pittsburgh’s
activists suggest how diminishing
horizons of possibility can be challenged
or reversed. One is that ordinary
activists extensively theorize about the
social world and themselves as political
actors. Members of activist groups don’t
simply adopt the understandings of
founders as their own. Nor do they just
import ideas from other groups or rely
on leaders or spokespersons to do so.
Rather, the intellectual work of activism
—interpreting the world, developing a
shared ideology, and shaping frames that
will translate the particular problems of
an aggrieved group into universal



conditions appealing to a broader
public16—engages members of emerging
groups at all levels.

Theorizing in emerging activist
groups is complex and often not linear.
Members cobble together analyses,
ideologies, and frames in fragmented
discussions that meander across terrains
of morality, epistemology, and ontology
as well as politics. Activists draw on
implicit ideas of ethics and morality as
well as prior beliefs and experiences.
They ponder epistemological issues as
well as political ones, assessing what is
known, what is knowable, and how it
can be known.

Such explicit theorizing doesn’t
always last long. As activist groups form



the assumptions on which they will
operate, discussing the nature of the
social world or the potential of political
action seems less urgent. Grassroots
groups come to rely on what Raymond
Geuss terms “concepts that are in
common use and present themselves as
self-evidently univocal, internally
coherent, well grounded, and rational to
use.”17 Over time, the intellectual work
of activism parses out—or is claimed—
as the province of certain members,
those earlier described as cognitively
central, credible, or leaders.18 Memory
of an earlier and more participatory
process starts to fade. But at least at the
beginning, the intellectual energy of
activist groups is broad.



The other hopeful finding is that some
Pittsburgh groups were able to escape
paths of diminishing possibility through
self-conscious efforts. Their members
worked hard to bring ideas back onto the
table that had slipped away by
reminding each other about earlier
discussions and ideas that they hadn’t
pursued. They designed strategies to
keep themselves open to the input of new
members by being explicit about what
had happened in the past and why they
made the decisions they had. They
encouraged others to voice their
concerns openly and without
recrimination. They talked about what
they could do differently and how. They
struggled to make their actions and ideas



explicit.
Forgetting is part of how groups

cohere.19 Losing track of previous
options helps forge shared
understandings. It takes once-contentious
possibilities off the table and makes the
group—as it is now—seem inevitable.
But there are perils to erasing what once
was. Activist groups remain vital and
democratic when they work against the
process of forgetting, excavating the
roots of what has become habitual and
normative and reopening possibilities
that have eroded or been closed.20

Activists need to expose the forgotten
and challenge the dynamics that make
forgetting possible. Grassroots activism
can be a democratizing force. But it isn’t



a matter only of creating activist groups
and getting people to participate.
Activists also need to take steps to
ensure that their groups fulfill their
democratic potential. Grassroots
activism can only strengthen democracy
when it nurtures a broad sense of
possibility.

I end with a reflection on the ethics of
writing about activism. Gilmore’s
challenge to find questions for scholars
and tactics for activists implies that
scholars and activists have different
interests. For the racist movements I
studied earlier, that is certainly the case;
scholars generally seek to disable racist
movements while racist activists seek to



strengthen them. In this study of
Pittsburgh’s grassroots activists,
however, my interests and those of
activists overlap considerably. All these
activists are working toward politically
palatable goals; many of which I
support. For studies like this, scholars
should work toward both better
questions and better tactics.21

Unfortunately, the quest for better
questions can undermine, at least in the
short run, the search for better tactics.
Exposing the problems of emerging
activist groups generates new questions
for scholars but also casts fragile
grassroots groups in a critical light that
may undermine them. Activist groups
today, especially those with progressive



agendas, face immense obstacles in the
form of new repressive laws, heightened
intensity of surveillance and policing,
the growing power of corporate media,
and the increasing strength of
conservative political parties,
movements, strategists, and funders. In
such a climate, scholars have an ethical
responsibility to highlight the value,
richness, and contributions of grassroots
activism, and I hope this book does so.
But scholars of activism also have an
ethical responsibility to point out how
activist groups can inspire audiences
while crushing the spirits of their
members, how they can move society in
new directions while their own horizon
of possibility collapses. Doing so may



open conversations that, however
difficult, are essential for the project of
making democracy.



APPENDICES

These appendices are for scholars and
students who want details of the design
and methodology of this study. As an aid
to readers, Appendix A lists the names,
acronyms, and issue focus for all groups
named in the book. Appendix B provides
information on sampling strategies, data
collection techniques, coding, and
analysis. Appendices C–F are templates
used in data collection through
observation, interviewing,
questionnaires, and inventories of Web
sites and publications. These templates
changed over time as new questions
emerged from initial data collection, but



the general structure and nature of the
questions remained consistent. Appendix
G lists the deductive analytic codes.



Appendix A







Appendix B: Research
Strategy

This project used a multi-method design
to collect data on activist groups and
their environments. The data are from
documents and media coverage of
Pittsburgh activist groups/organizations,
social movement incubators, and
foundations; ethnographic observations
and documents from emerging activist
groups and several established groups
for comparison; and
interviews/questionnaires with activists
and possible recruits. Thus, data are
nested as community-level, group-level,



and individual-level information.

Sampling Methods

I used a two-stage sampling strategy to
create a quasi-sampling frame (since
there is no comprehensive list of activist
groups, especially new and emerging
groups) from which to select groups.

Stage One: In this stage, we (I and a
team of students) enumerated all
emerging activist groups in Pittsburgh
over a one-year period. I began by
defining emerging activism as collective
public groups in the early stages of
organizing protests or other challenges
to existing state or non-state authorities,



using means other than those of
conventional politics.1 Initially, I
included only groups that were actively
recruiting, but this excluded those that
accepted new members but did not
engage in public recruiting. I thus
redefined emerging activism as new
groups that are (1) public (advertising
for members or publicizing themselves);
or (2) open to new members, even if
with restrictions; and (3) trying to
change society. I included both
progressive and conservative groups to
allow comparison across political
agendas.

I identified emerging groups in three
ways: (1) by systematically monitoring
all local newspapers, including general



readership papers and specialized
papers directed to the city’s African
Americans, Latino/as, LGBT persons,
Catholics, Jews, artists, and homeless
populations; (2) by contacting
community officials, leaders, and
activists who would likely know about
incipient organizing efforts; and (3) by
monitoring public and commercial
spaces where activism is publicized,
including coffeehouses and bars, music
venues, parks, and spaces of public
activism like demonstrations such as
Rock against Racism and the LGBT
Pride Days.2

Stage Two: I selected emerging
activist groups for intensive study
through an iterative sample strategy.



First, I selected a set of groups that
represented a “meaningful range”3 of
political agendas and member
demographics. After preliminary
analysis of data from these groups
pointed to the importance of factors such
as traditional versus faith-based
orientations and incubator organizations,
I selected another set of emerging groups
that varied on these dimensions.
Ultimately, 69 activist groups were
included for intensive study at some
point. I do not list these groups by name
because this would identify activists
who were promised confidentiality.

Data Collection



From the 69 sampled emerging groups,
we collected three kinds of data:
observational, interview, and
documentary.

Observational Data

We collected very detailed data through
regular observation of meetings and
public events of the emerging activist
groups. As a context for understanding
the dynamics of groups, direct
observation has a number of advantages
over written minutes of meetings.

First, meeting minutes often simply record
the final decisions, while observation
captures the process of decision making,



changes in the rules as they occur, the logic
of deliberation, the nature of compromise
or the exertion of power, and the
discussions and actions through which
decisions are made or left unmade.
Observations show a group’s deliberation,
not just its decisions.

Second, observation reveals whose
voices are most respected and taken most
seriously, who verbalizes the sense of the
group, and who represents particular
factions within the group. In contrast,
meeting minutes often screen out the
names of speakers so the actual practice of
leadership (as opposed to the formal
position of leader) or entrepreneurship is
difficult to discern.

Third, through observations it is possible
to track who does not attend a meeting,
while minutes show—incompletely—only
those who attend. With observation, I can



see who is dropping away or leaving the
group, especially if they leave without
directly voicing dissent or disillusion.
Observations reveal behaviors that are
contrary to expectations, thus allowing
tests of emerging hunches, whereas
minutes do not. Observations make it
possible to link members’ actions and talk
over time whereas few individual names
appear in minutes.

I have observations of 378 events of the
69 activist groups between 2003 and
2007. The majority (295) were group
meetings. Of the remaining 83 events, 58
were protests or vigils and 25 were
miscellaneous occurrences, including
press conferences, workshops, and
group-sponsored social or educational
events. The attendance at meetings



averaged 12.7 persons; for protests, it
was 138. Women made up a slightly
larger proportion (56%) of meeting
attendance than did men.

Observational data were collected by
me or by students I trained—a form of
what Calvin Morrill and his colleagues
term “team ethnography.” Team
ethnography is particularly suited to
collecting data on a large number of
groups simultaneously and for providing
multiple perspectives on the
complicated dynamics and actions of
these groups.4 To check reliability, two
researchers periodically attended the
same events and compared their notes;
discrepancies were analyzed at weekly
staff meetings and resulted in



adjustments to the observational
template.

Observations were semi-structured,
using a template for field notes that was
continually refined over time to include
new issues and address emerging
hypotheses (Appendix C).5 The template
guided collection of general data on the
event and group as well as specific
discursive and interactional data about
interpersonal, ideological, and
organizational characteristics of the
group. For example, prompts in the
template reminded the observer to be
alert for information on alliances and
frictions (interpersonal), what was
recognized as expertise (ideological),
and incidents in which rules were



evoked or broken (organizational).
Periodically, conversation at a meeting
was recorded for in-depth analysis.

To collect data that were systematic
as well as responsive to the qualitative
research strategy of simultaneous data
collection and interpretation, part of the
observational template was fixed and
part evolved over time as some lines of
inquiry were resolved and other lines of
inquiry were opened by earlier
observations and analyses. Put another
way, observational data collection was
shaped both deductively, by analytic
concepts and questions derived from
existing scholarship and theories, and
inductively, by concepts and questions
that emerged from prior observations.



To capture the immediacy of group
dynamics as well as record what
happened or failed to happen over time,
the template was organized in three
segments. Initial data about the group
and event were recorded prior to the
observation (name of group, how we
found out about the event, etc.). A
second set of observations, largely about
the characteristics and immediately
observable dynamics of the event such
as power struggles, emotions expressed,
rules invoked, decision making, and
discussions of audiences, was recorded
during the event or meeting. A third set
of observations, mostly reflections on
what the group accomplished, what did
not happen that might be expected to



happen, and the overall tenor and
rhythm, was recorded afterward. For
selected periods of time, we also
assessed the formalization, leadership
strength, membership consistency, and
moves toward action of each meeting or
event. Observational data also extended
beyond the predetermined categories of
the template, as we recorded
unanticipated aspects of activist group
dynamics and preserved information
whose descriptive value was not
immediately clear.6

Interview Data

We conducted semi-structured, face-to-



face individual interviews with
members, leaders, new recruits,
marginal members, defectors from the
group, and those approached to join who
declined to do so. Interviews solicited
demographic and organizational
information as well as the informant’s
interpretations of group processes,
operation, and other issues as they
arose.7

Fifty-three activists were
interviewed, some repeatedly. Of these,
33 (62%) were white, 12 (23%) were
African American, and the remaining 8
(15%) were Asian or Asian American,
Middle Eastern, or Latino/a. Their
median age was 35, with 21 (60%) in
their 20s; the others ranged in age up to



70 years. Most (47, or 88%) had a
history of activism prior to joining the
group in which they were currently
involved and 35 (66%) were currently
involved with more than one group. The
semi-structured format allowed me to
collect comparable data across all
interviews and garner unanticipated
information. The interviews were
conducted in a conversational manner,
with respondents encouraged to expand
on their comments and provide detailed
narratives; all interviewees were asked
to respond to a common set of questions
listed on the interviewing template
(Appendix D). All interviews were
recorded and transcribed in full.

In addition, short questionnaires were



distributed after meetings of selected
groups, some repeatedly (Appendix E),
and focus groups were conducted with
one predominantly African American
and one predominantly white activist
group to assess the impact of the 2004
presidential election campaign on their
groups.

Contextual Data

Activist groups operate within local
activist environments that constrain and
enable the actions of activists and
dynamics of groups. To understand this
environment, we collected several kinds
of data on the wider context of
Pittsburgh activism:



Indymedia: Data (including police
attendance, violence, size, target, etc.)
on all protest events, and surrounding
dialogues among activists that were
displayed as photographs or text on the
Web site of Pittsburgh Indymedia, an
independent progressive media source.
Its extensive footage of protests
constitutes what Chris Atton refers to as
the data of “native observations.”8 These
data covered 290 events between
September 2003 and May 2005.

Newspapers/media: Data (including
location, size, composition, message,
etc.) on all events sponsored by local
progressive groups (not only those
covered in the observational data) that
were reported in any newspaper or other



media between September 2003 and
April 2005, totaling 1,258 events by 133
groups.

Three Rivers Community
Foundation: Characteristics (history,
mission, goals, media usage, Web site
characteristics and links, funding) and
proposed actions (intent, plan, budget,
etc.), and if funded, the results of the
proposed action for all groups that
sought funding from this local
progressive philanthropic foundation in
2003, 2004, and 2005, totaling 178
proposals by 153 different activist
groups.

Activism bi-annual inventory: An
inventory of all activist groups and
organizations in Pittsburgh, with basic



data on their stated purpose, leadership,
relationship to activist group incubators
or other groups, location, and major
public events (Appendix F). This was
done every six months, from October
2003 through April 2006, resulting in
data at six points in time. These data
document activist group appearance and
disappearance as well as changes in
activities, mission, leadership, location,
and relationship to incubators and other
groups.

Documents

We collected published materials and
Web sites of all activist groups in the
study, plus a selection of e-mail and



Web-based discussions from a subset of
the groups used for a “virtual
ethnography”9 of mediated talk.
Additionally, we analyzed all issues of
The New People, a monthly progressive
newspaper of the Center for Progressive
Values (CPV), between 2003 and 2007
—a total of 60 issues or approximately
600 pages.

CODING AND ANALYSIS

Coding and analysis of data from
observations, interviews, documents,
and other sources took place
simultaneously, following established
procedures for qualitative



methodology.10 To increase reliability, a
sample of material was coded by
different coders and discrepancies were
used to adjust the instructions to coders.

All written data were entered into the
qualitative data management program N6
(and, later N7) and coded for themes,
relationships, and patterns in small (1–2
sentences or less) textual segments
linked to contextual information about
the group, event, and speakers. All data
were coded in full twice. First, a list of
theoretical and empirical categories
were generated deductively from prior
research to elicit information on how
groups develop interpersonal,
organizational, and ideological
characteristics (Appendix G). Then, a



list of themes and categories was
generated inductively from several
systematic readings of all data to capture
nuances and develop new lines of
inquiry. All data were coded with the
resulting inductive codes.

Deductive and inductive coding
schemes included both overt content and
silences/omissions. Codes for overt
content were used when a group
commented about a topic or engaged in
action connected to that topic. Thus, an
overt code for conflict was applied
when groups talked about conflict or
when they were engaged in conflictual
talk or actions. Codes for
silences/omissions were used when a
group might have talked or acted in some



way, but did not. A silence/omitted code
for conflict designated when groups
might have engaged in conflict (based
both on their earlier actions and talk and
those of other groups in comparable
situations), but did not.

Analysis was longitudinal and
comparative. I examined activist group
characteristics over time within groups
to assess how these change, and how
earlier actions enable or constrain
subsequent ones. I examined
characteristics across groups to assess
difference by type, composition of
members, issues, and other factors and
to test emerging hypotheses.



Appendix C: Observational
Template

Record at Beginning of Event:

Date of Observation
Group Name
Where did we hear about this

meeting/event (flyer, event,
verbal comment)

Did we have a person who
referred us? Who?

Where Observed
Information on

Membership/Attendance (size,
composition)



How Group Is Recruiting
Group Goals (and source of

evidence)
Public Events (held or planned)

Take Notes During Event On:

1) Conflicts:
2) Power Struggles:
3) Identifiers/Qualifiers:
4) “Us” Talk or “Enemy” Talk:
5) Emotions Invoked or Displayed:
6) Talk of Problems in the Group:
7) “Rules” Are Evoked or Broken:

Write About Later:



1) General impressions about group
2) Pre-existing ties
3) Alliances, frictions, in/out group
4) Dynamics within meeting
5) What is “accomplished” in group

identity, goals, strategies? How?
6) Who is seen as recruitable?
7) Leadership—overt or backstage

* differentiate between leader;
organizer; coordinator

* specify actions that lead you to list
a person in one of these roles

8) What are spoken and unspoken
norms?

9) Friction—what happens?
10) Talk about other groups
11) Who sets agenda? Monitors it? Does



it shift?
12) Anything expected that does not

happen?
13) What didn’t you [or someone else]

understand?
14) How are people authorized to

speak/act?
15) What is assumed (e.g., young people

are good to recruit) and is there ever
clarification/challenge to these
assumptions?



Appendix D: Interviewing
Schedule

Record on Template, Do Not Tape:

Demographic Information (age,
race, sex):

Current activism (including role in
the group):

History of activism in Pittsburgh
and elsewhere (record
chronologically; probe for
descriptions of groups):

In a minute, I’ll turn on the tape for a
series of questions. I’ll ask you a series



of questions about

(1) your former groups
(2) your memory of when you first

joined [current group]
(3) your impressions of how [group] is

working, internally
(4) your role in [group] and as an

activist

Begin Taping

(1) Your Former Groups
What led the group to end (or you

to leave)?
How well did that group function?
* What were its strengths and



weaknesses?
* Give an example that shows

group’s strength and weakness
Which group(s) do you think

worked best?
* worst?
What kinds of groups are you most

comfortable in?
What groups in Pittsburgh do you

rely on now? WHY?
What groups in Pittsburgh do you

most respect, or see as a
model? WHY?

(2) When You First Joined [Current
Group]

What attracted you to the group?
[Or how did you organize it?]



If Brought In:

* How were you recruited?
(Did you know someone in the

group?)
(How would you characterize

your relationship with that
person at the time?)

(What did they say/do that
convinced you?)

* Did anyone discourage you from
joining [starting the group]?

* (Were other people being recruited at
the same time? Who and how?)

If Started It:



* Who did you bring in at the beginning?
* What groups were they from?
* Who did you try to convince, but didn’t

join at the beginning?

What do/did you think about how the
group worked when you first came?
* What impressed you, or worried you?

What expectations did you have
about how the group would
work before you joined?

* Did you think you might become a
leader of the group, eventually?

* Did you think this would be a
supportive group of people?

When did you start thinking of
yourself as a member of this
group?



When did you start thinking of
yourself as a [identity marker;
e.g., antiwar activist]?

How similar or different were
your ideas (politics?) from
others in the group when you
first joined?

* How similar are they now?
* What are some points of disagreement?

(3) Your Impressions of [Group]

One thing we’re interested in is how
groups change over time:

How has group changed over
time?

What do you see as its turning
points? (DETAILS)



Were the expectations you
originally had for the group
met?

Could someone change the goals
of the group at this point?

* What could be changed?
* What could not be changed?

We are interested in knowing how
groups decide how to recruit, and
when:

At what points did the group work
to recruit new people?

What kinds of people have you/the
group tried to recruit?

* How successful?
Are there kinds of people you



didn’t try to recruit, but should
have?

* Why didn’t you?
How does the group try to identify

new members?
How successful has the group

been in retaining new
members? (Example)

What attracts people to the group,
do you think?

* Give me an example of someone
who was successfully recruited

If you had a specific project or
issue for which you needed
more help, who could you
enlist?

If the group needed more
members, where would you



look for them?
What leads people to stay or

leave, do you think?
* Give me an example of someone

who stayed (Details)
* Give me an example of someone

who left (Details)

We are interested in how groups work
internally, their dynamics:

What do you like best about how
the group works?

Could you walk me through what a
good meeting would be like,
when people get along?

What do you like least about how
the group works?



Could you walk me through what a
not-so-good meeting would be
like, when people are not
getting along?

What are the “unspoken rules” of
the group? [prompt]

* What issues/ideas are “off-
limits”?

How would you describe the
nature of personal relationships
in the group?

* Do people socialize with each
other outside the group?

* Do you regard other members of
the group as friends?

* Do you think these personal ties
help the group or not?

Do you think you could be honest



about personal issues in the
group?

* Or to individual members?
How often do you think emotions

get expressed in the group?
* When do happy emotions show

up?
* When do angry or upset

emotions show up?
* Give an example of a time that

felt uncomfortable in the group
and how it was resolved

Do you think there are tensions
around gender? race? age?
sexuality?

* Give an example of when these
came up and what happened

* Give an example of conflict in



the group, and how it got
resolved

What has been the most fulfilling
aspect of being in this group for
you?

* Give an example of a time you
felt fulfilled

What has been the most frustrating
aspect of being in this group for
you?

* Give an example of a time you
felt frustrated

Have you ever thought about
quitting the group? (Details)

Also, we are interested in
understanding how people might see a
groups differently: Can you describe



your understanding of what the group
is about?

* What purpose does the group
serve in “the larger scheme of
things”?

* What needs in the
community/world does the
group fulfill?

* Who, specifically, are you trying
to reach with your message?

* Are you successful?
Walk me through an event that you

thought was particularly good
Walk me through an event that you

thought was not so good
What do you think the groups’

future will be?



We are also interested in
understanding how groups develop
leadership:

Who do you think of as leaders in
the group?

* What makes them leaders?
* Who generally delegates tasks?
Could you be a leader? Would

you want to?
Who do ideas come from, usually?

(Leader, members, others)
What gives someone the

credibility to be listened to?
When (over what) do people

disagree with the leaders?

We are interested in understanding



how the group works outside of
meetings:

What kinds of decisions or plans
do you think are made outside
of meetings (or committee
meetings)?

Which people do you think are
most involved in planning or
making decisions between
meetings?

Would you be interested in being
more involved in this kind of
work for the group? (If so)
How would you go about doing
so?

(4) Your Role in [Group] and as an



Activist
What is your role in the group?
* What exactly, do you do in the

group? (Example)
* Changed over time?
How is your role likely to change

in the future?
What have certain people in the

group taught you? Who?
What have you taught others in the

group?
Do you think your activism has

hurt you in other areas of your
life? (Example)

Does your family (partner)
encourage or discourage your
activism?



Are there ways that your activism
has paid off for you in other
areas? (Example)

(For interviewee with multiple
memberships)

Do you ever feel a conflict
between your involvement in X
and Y groups?

Do they make conflicting
demands?

(If so) How do you handle this?
(Probe for example)

With what group or issue would
you like to be involved in the
future?

Can we re-interview you in the future,
perhaps in about 6 months?



Appendix E: Short
Questionnaire

1. How did you find out about this
group?

2. What attracted you to the group?
3. What impresses you about how the

group is working?
4. What worries you about how the

group is working?
5. What other political or social change

groups do you currently belong to?
6. What groups in Pittsburgh do you most

respect, or see as a model? WHY?

Age



Gender
Race



Appendix F: Group
Inventory Template

1. What does the group want to change
(goals, etc.)?

2. Does the group meet on a regular
basis?

3. How is the group organized? How
are tasks delegated? Are there
officers or leaders? Who takes
responsibility in the group?

4. Where does the group get members?
5. Does the group have events? Does

the group work with others on
events?

6. Does the group advertise meetings?



7. How does the group stay together?
How does the group stay in contact?

8. Does the group try to get media
coverage? How does the group
interact with the media?

9. Does the group have a website?
What does it look like?

10. When did the group start meeting?
Whose idea was it originally to form
the group? What triggered the
group’s formation? How long did it
take for the group to coalesce?

11. Are there paid staff?
12. Where does the group meet?



Appendix G: Deductive
Codes

Accomplishments
Accountability (to other groups; to

members)
Agendas
Allies
Arenas of action
Assumptions
Audiences (external; internal)
Authorities
Becoming an activist
Blame
Central activists



Centralization
Compromises
Conflict (interpersonal;

ideological)
Culture (shared beliefs; sense of

justice; meaning frames)
Decentralization
Decision-making (backdoor)
Defining what is problematic
Delegation of tasks
Democratic practices (basis of

authority; deliberation)
Diversity
Division of labor
Emotions (subcultures;

expression; socialization into)
Ethics (dilemmas)



Evaluation of group
Exit
Expectations (of success)
Experts (expertise)
External pressures
Form vs. content
Future (vision; expectations)
Goals (group; shifts; individual)
Group dynamics
Identities (individual; collective;

identity qualifiers)
Imagined options
Inchoate circumstances
Initial mobilization (expectations;

how; when; who)
Issues suppressed
Joining group (how; why; when)



Knowledge
Loyalty claims
Manners
Media
Members (desired recruits; new;

founding; composition; size)
Money
Motivated by opportunities
Multiple memberships
Movement sustainability
Movement interaction (alliances;

bridging organizations;
coalitions; overlapping
members; friction)

New ideas
Perceived benefits (costs;

opportunities)



Power struggles
Protests (contestation;

intentionality; collective
identity)

Public events
Reactive sequences
Reflexivity
Relations among members

(deferential; hostile; tutelage;
friendship)

Repertoires (modular; innovative;
rejected)

Resources
Rewards for participation
Rhythm to resolve issues
Rules
Self-reinforcing sequences



Silencing
Sliding categories
Staff
Storytelling about group
Stratification (race; status; age;

gender; sexuality)
Structural constraints
Submerged networks
Support in group
Tactic types (identity-oriented;

strategy-oriented)
Tactic interaction (coercion;

facilitation; insider; outsider;
bargaining; violence)

Tactics (shift in; taste in)
Temporal markers
Time, sense of



Top down leadership
Turning points
Worries about group



END NOTES

CHAPTER 1
1. There is an impressive scholarship

on avoidance in political life,
including Katherine Cramer Walsh,
Talking about Politics: Informal
Groups and Social Identity in
American Life (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2004); Katherine
Cramer Walsh, Talking about Race:
Community Dialogues and the
Politics of Difference (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2007);
Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone:
The Collapse and Revival of
American Community (New York:



Simon & Schuster, 2000); Sophie
Duchesne and Florence Haegel,
“Avoiding or Accepting Conflict in
Public Talk,” British Journal of
Political Science 37:1 (2007):1–22;
Diana C. Mutz, Hearing the Other
Side: Deliberative versus
Participatory Democracy (New
York: Cambridge University Press,
2006); and, especially, Nina
Eliasoph, Avoiding Politics: How
Americans Produce Apathy in
Everyday Life (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1998).

2. Marc W. Steinberg, “Toward a
More Dialogic Analysis of Social
Movement Culture,” in Social
Movements: Identity, Culture, and



the State, edited by David S. Meyer,
Nancy Whittier, and Belinda Robnett
(New York: Oxford University
Press, 2002), 224; Robin D. G.
Kelley, Freedom Dreams: The
Black Radical Imagination (Boston:
Beacon Press, 2002b), 9; Marcel
Stoetzler and Nira Yuval-Davis
discuss this as engaging “the
‘deeper’ realms of the ‘social
imaginary’” in their “Standpoint
Theory, Situated Knowledge and the
Situated Imagination,” Feminist
Theory 3:3 (2002):326.

3. Étienne Balibar, “Historical
Dilemmas of Democracy and Their
Contemporary Relevance,” lecture at
Citizenship in the 21st Century: An



International Colloquium, Pittsburgh,
March 18, 2008; H. Van Gunsteren,
A Theory of Citizenship:
Organizing Plurality in
Contemporary Democracies
(Boulder, CO: Westview, 1998),
526–527. Also see Kenneth
Andrews et al., “Civic Associations
That Work: The Contributions of
Leadership to Organizational
Effectiveness,” paper presented at
the annual meeting of the American
Sociological Association, Montreal,
August 2006.

4. As Andrea L. Smith warns, we
should not rush to “celebrate
‘activism’ in an undifferentiated
sense without looking at how



different activisms often reinscribe
racism, sexism, and colonialism
more than they resist it” (Native
Americans and the Christian Right:
The Gendered Politics of Unlikely
Alliances [Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2008], xxx). Also
Stefan-Ludwig Hoffman,
“Democracy and Associations in the
Long Nineteenth Century: Toward a
Transnational Perspective,” Journal
of Modern History 75 (2003):269–
299; Benedict Anderson, Imagined
Communities (New York: Verso,
1991); and James Jasper, The Art of
Moral Protest: Culture, Biography,
and Creativity in Social Movements
(Chicago: University of Chicago



Press, 1997). For examples of anti-
democratic collective action, see
Kathleen Blee, Women of the Klan:
Racism and Gender in the 1920s
(Berkeley: University of California
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