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Table 1. Cultural Traits and Expected Political Capacity of Selected
Organizing Committees

St. Full St.
Elizabeth Gospel Columba CTWO
Intensity of Shared Elements + ++ +/- +/-
Capacity for Ambiguity + - ++ +/-
Cultural resources for contestation + +/- - o+t
Cultural resources for compromise ++ +/- ++ +/-
Expected political capacity High Low Moderate Low-moderate
Observed political capacity High Low Low-moderate High-moderate

they’re going to approach you, as friend or foe.” Although this tension with city officials
no doubt kept CTWO from being co-opted, this only served the organization’s political
capacity if those same officials were obliged by the organization’s strength to continue
negotiating with its leadership. At no point during this study was CTWO able to bring
more than 100 people into a room for a political action; hostile political leaders could
therefore shun the organization when they chose. As a result, CTWQ’s significant political
victories never coalesced sufficiently to enable the organization to project power at the
level of St. Elizabeth’s organizing effort.

Yet over the course of several years, CTWO won significant successes in the political
arena. In addition to winning the distribution of asset forfeiture monies to community
organizations that were its own allies, the organization’s Oakland project won heightened
protection and testing for lead poisoning among urban youth, and new school nutrition
programs. Thus, appealing to racial identity as a primary cultural base for democratic
engagement brings both strengths and significant dilemmas into the effort to construct an
effective political culture. On one hand, in the highly racialized context of American soci-
ety, racial identities are often strongly held and thus capable of motivating vigorous polit-
ical engagement. On the other hand, a cultural strategy based on racial identity runs the
risk of undermining democratic organizing in two ways: by diminishing the organization’s
interpretive resources for facing the ambiguity in its environment, and by undermining
participants’ willingness to compromise and find the powerful allies needed for a success-
ful fight. American history and culture make race a key site of social conflict, yet provide
only very thin nonreligious, cross-racial cultural resources for engaging in that conflict.
The distortions of America’s racialized past and present continue to burden all players in
the political arena, not least those struggling to overcome it.'°

Summary: Organizational Culture and Democratic Effectiveness in Four Cases

Table 1 summarizes the four facets of organizational culture discussed within each orga-
nizing effort, using a simple scheme to indicate facets highly conducive (++), moderately
conducive (+), or not conducive (-) to political engagement in the public realm. Where
these factors are especially mixed, the table indicates this (+/-). The table also suggests

19 An anonymous reviewer at Sociological Theory makes the important point that the universalist thrust of most
Christian traditions today legitimates relations with out-groups, and that racial or ethnic consciousness some-
times lacks such universalism. See Wood (1995) for some implicit discussion of this theme, which deserves fuller
treatment. I focus here on the cultural dynamics through which such universalism makes a democratic difference.
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what political capacity one might expect based on this analysis of the political culture
underlying each organizing effort, and the actual political capacity observed.

The political capacities expected as a result of this analysis closely match the actual
fruits born of their efforts: St. Elizabeth Church demonstrates the strongest political capac-
ity in having won the most substantial and politically complex issues, having sustained
community organizing over the longest period, and having turned out the most members
for actions. Full Gospel Church shows the lowest political capacity, in having been unsuc-
cessful in winning specific issues, seen its organizing effort wither after only two years,
and turned out less than two dozen members at its height. St. Columba and CTWO both
demonstrate moderate political capacity through their success in winning issues, sustain-
ing the organizing, and turning out members. This overall pattern strongly supports the
theoretical framework developed here for analyzing the organizational cultures of political
organizations.

But within the “moderate” political capacity, the actual outcomes at St. Columba and
CTWO reverse the outcomes predicted purely on the basis of this analysis of political
culture: that analysis suggests CTWO should have been less successful than PICO’s St.
Columba unit, when in fact it was somewhat more successful. Thus, explaining these
outcomes requires going beyond the analysis of political culture.

I would account for this anomaly as follows: CTWO has managed to sustain its orga-
nizing effort more successfully than St. Columba, and more successfully than its internal
political culture would predict, for at least two key reasons. First, it concentrates a high
level of resources on a relatively small organizing team; indeed, the financial resources
CTWO dedicates to organizing in Oakland are comparable to those of PICO’s entire Oak-
land effort, and dwarf those that PICO can dedicate to St. Columba alone. While both
CTWO and PICO employ talented staff organizers, CTWQO’s attentions can be more nar-
rowly focused due to its smaller scale.?’ Second, it is more autonomous organizationally
than PICO’s St. Columba effort: thus, it was not pulled down by crises within its sponsor-
ing institution, as occurred when the organizing effort at St. Columba fell prey to the
turmoil of the church at large. Although organizational crises occurred within CTWO, staff
could devote itself nearly full-time to trouble-shooting these internal crises, thus prevent-
ing them from stopping the organizing altogether.

Thus, the theoretical framework proposed here is not imperialistic: political culture
does not unilaterally determine organizational outcomes, but provides powerful structur-
ing tendencies shaping those outcomes. Alongside this cultural structure, factors including
resource flows, organizational structure, and the agency of leaders continue to exert auton-
omous influences of their own. But analyzing political organizing without paying attention
to the construction of political culture runs a risk of missing a great deal of the action.

IV. CONCLUSION

This causal autonomy [of cultural dynamics] in turn allows, even mandates, a central
role for culture in structuring political outcomes. . . . By existing as something apart
from either the economy or the state, a political culture, when acted upon, will shape
the outcome, the meaning, and the very course of political action and social pro-
cesses. (Somers 1995b: 132, 134, emphasis in original)

20This means that the more direct comparison between the overall Oakland efforts of CTWO and PICO (rather
than CTWO’s overall effort to just one local organizing committee of PICO’s Oakland work) yields a one-sided
result: the two citywide organizations draw on comparable resources, but PICO parlays these resources into
significantly greater political influence. See Wood (1995) for fuller discussion.
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This article began by asking what religion contributes to sustaining the democratic
public realm of American society, noting that recent scholarship has shown various ways
that religious institutions qua institutions do so. In keeping with Somers’s emphasis on the
causal autonomy of culture, this article focused instead on what religion qua religious
culture may contribute. By controlling through research design the factors of material
resources and political opportunity, it isolated for analytic purposes the cultural dynamics
within democratic movements.?! In extending recent work on religion in social move-
ments, on the political culture of democratic engagement, and on the cultural underpin-
nings of the public sphere, it strove simultaneously to use new conceptual insights to
illuminate the challenges that face democratic movements in contemporary America, and
to provide a stronger theoretical account of just how political cultures shape political
outcomes.

On the basis of this analysis, I argue that the content of an organization’s culture matters
greatly for political action, but in subtle and complex ways.?> For example, “religious
culture” in general does not necessarily enable or inhibit democratic political organizing.
Rather, certain forms of religious culture—Ilike certain forms of any culture—enable such"
participation, and other forms of religious or secular culture constrain it. To understand the
complex dynamics of political culture, cultural analysts must stay grounded within the
concrete social settings in which political action occurs.

More generally, to provide an adequate cultural foundation for motivating and sustain-
ing political participation, the organizational culture of challenger groups must: (1) engage
participants in ways vigorous enough to elicit their communal commitment and engage-
ment, and thus help maintain organizational stability; (2) offer resources for interpreting
an ambiguous political world; and (3) do both of the above in a way consonant with
contesting power through political conflict and subsequently engaging in compromise and
negotiation. Laying such a cultural foundation is no mean task; where religious culture
lends itself towards such a combination, it provides powerful cultural resources for dem-
ocratic politics. But, of course, not all religion does so.

Second, whether political organizers can construct such a cultural foundation lies not
just in their own hands, but depends crucially upon cultural work done in sites far outside
the political arena. Given Americans’ high levels of engagement in religion, among the
most important such sites are churches, synagogues, mosques, and other houses of wor-
ship. Analysis of the political culture of democratic organizing must focus not just inter-
nally, but also transinstitutionally—particularly within the religious institutions in which
so many Americans participate. In those institutions, vivid affirmation of the reality of
good and evil appears to help make worship meaningful and engaging in ways not avail-
able to a strongly relativistic stance. “Vivid affirmation” sometimes becomes simplistic
interpretation, but not necessarily: a culture that understands good and evil complexly, as
potentials in every person, lends itself to sophisticated interpretation of the political world,
whereas conceptualizing good and evil in absolute terms as “us” and “them” tends strongly

2I'This work follows Somers (1995b:130ff.) in emphasizing this as an analytic autonomy, not a concrete/
empirical autonomy. That is, cultural dynamics overlap with and operate within other concrete processes such as
the dynamics of resource flows, political opportunities, and strategic calculation that also influence political
outcomes. By designing this research to analytically isolate the cultural dynamics, I strive here to gain analytic
leverage for understanding them; at the same time, in contrast to some cultural studies, I strive to locate the
cultural dynamics very much within the social process of organizing and its political environment.

22Cultural content here includes both what Wendy Griswold (1987) and Robert Wuthnow (1987) call the
internal structure of the cultural object and the active elaboration and interpretation of cultural objects by par-
ticipants in the organization. That is, some aspects of cultural content come already determined by adoption of a
cultural strategy, but participants preserve extensive freedom to re-fashion that content through “culture work”—
see Hart (1992, forthcoming); another example of this kind of culture work is in Williams and Demerath (1991).
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toward simplistic political interpretation.?® In this way, religious commitment to a tran-
scendent dimension of human life may lead either to escapism or to strong ethical leverage
against the status quo—that is, it may lead to political quietism or to motivation for polit-
ical transformation. Some religious congregations construct the worship experience with
other-worldly dimensions that eviscerate political engagement; but others tie that transcen-
dent dimension back to this world in powerful ways, with different political repercussions.

Third, each of the alternative Christian interpretations examined here (and by extension
probably the major strands of the world religions in general) offers cultural resources for
political engagement. But the historical importance of evangelical forms of religion in
America has moved the “religious marketplace” shared by all American congregations
toward more enthusiastic forms of worship (Butler 1992; Warner 1994). This has led many
religious leaders to be better at generating vigorous worship than at subtle social interpre-
tation, political conflict, or compromise and negotiation. As a result, these religious tradi-
tions require significant cultural work to highlight those elements that can enable political
engagement. For example, song, rhetoric, symbolism, and ritual that combine strong aes-
thetic appeal and rootedness in the worshiping community’s own traditions appear to con-
tribute to full engagement in worship life and thus the intensity of shared culture. But these
cultural elements must be presented and interpreted in ways that highlight not only their
personal and psychological implications, but also their social implications; and the latter
must be sufficiently complex to interpret a complex political world, and to encompass the
full array of human political life.

In all these ways, religion in the modern world continues to penetrate deeply the key
dynamic that Margaret Somers places at the core of the historic origins of democratic
public life: the mutually constitutive quality of community associational life, local politi-
cal cultures, and the construction of public spaces. In social contexts steeped in religious
faith and practice—and the global trend in this regard is up, not down—social theory can
only illuminate democratic life if it understands the complex interplay of religion and
political culture in society.

It thus bodes well that political sociology and political science have recently rediscov-
ered that culture in general and religious culture in particular profoundly shape the dem-
ocratic life of society. Likewise, scholars of social movements and political culture have
recently found religious culture near the heart of some of their core concerns: the chal-
lenges of mobilization, the impact of culture on politics, and the constitution of a demo-
cratic public realm. This study provides additional theoretical grounding to these findings,
and new empirical insight into the microlevel dynamics through which culture shapes
politics. Religious culture matters because it is taken seriously by large numbers of people—
and thus orients their lives either toward or away from political engagement and the habits
of the heart that can sustain it. By making sense of this pattern, social theory can rescue
itself from irrelevance in the broader political culture and contribute its part to the revi-
talization of democracy in America.
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