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A moment later in the conversation, he refers to this statement, suammarizing it this
way: “That gets back to — if I'm gonna actually expend energy to alter my lifestyle to
affect one of these things, 'm probably gonna expend it where it’s closer to home.”
The way he himself summarized the long, earlier statement shows his method for
actively, imperceptibly translating “a feeling of impotence” into a feeling of
empowerment on small issues “close to home.” This was to rename that feeling of
impotence as a lack of concern. “Close to home” and “for my children™ was a
package for a cluster of ideas about caring, power, and truth. Animals, like the
whales stuck in Alaska, drugs and schools were “close to home.” Nuclear war, the
local nuclear battleship station, the local protest against U.S. policy in Central
America, the dg@proposed toxic incineraror, and the lpcalpil and chemical spills
and explosions were woL—

Members of the high school parent group used the same vocabulary, gracefully
transmogrifying a feeling of impotence into a feeling of empowerment on issues
.. labelled “close to home,” and “in my interest,” and “for the children.” In the group

intetview, Danielle said, “really, I'm involved because my kids are here.” Elaine said

it next:

All my efforts are geared - [ will get involved in anything that involves kids. ... S0 I'll
join committees like the Just Say No committee in Amargo, that you know, for sure, is
the issue of drugs, but, you know, my view, really is it’s an issue about kids.

Whenever I mentioned that all the groups I studied said they were involved “for the
children,” volunteers would reconsider the phrase for just a moment, say that indeed
anything could be considered to be “close to home” and “for the children,” and then,
just moments later, all would revert to the “close to home,” “for the children”
discourse. This vocabulary of seif-interest was so automatic, volunteers could
not extricate themselves from it even when they rationally knew that it did not
adequately describe their motives.

This gerrymandered engagement might seem easy to explain. In appearing ration-
ally self-interested, volunteers might appear to confirm the idea that people are
“rational actors,” that is, people who will bestir themselves to community action
only when they think that time invested will be worth the personal payoff, and only
when they cannot easily hitch a “free ride” to that personal payoff on other people’s
backs.

But if volunteers were rationally calculating where to invest scarce energy, it wasa
peculiar kind of calculation: as will become more apparent below, the goal was to

s-they had to forget that there were wide arenas in which they didfeel
powerless. If the work they did to divvy up the world into “close to home/do-able”
and “not close to home/not do-able” had been conscious, it would not have had the
desired effect, of allowing them to feel hopeful, powerful, and free. This is an

unusual kind of calculation that w. ct 0 forget they did the
calculation. Tastead of calculating individually, volunteers relied on a catrurally

“standard, automatic second nature that taught them how to translate feelings of
impotence into feelings of efficacy. ...

A second explanation of volunteers’ speech would shift volunteers’ sense of power

and powerlessness onto the level of culture instead of the level of individual con-
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Notice - neither yes nor no nor undecided was the most “real” belief here. The belief
included an effort at convincing herself. In the interview with Carolyn and her
eighteen year old son, the son made less of an effort. Each time he said that people
do not get involved because they don’t think it will have an effect, his mother gently
corrected him, saying that people just did not have enough time. Similarly, typical
volunteers responded to the question, “Can a person like you make a difference?” by
saying “Yes,” with an “at least I hope so” tagged on. ...

When a volunteer expressed a criticism of the election process on one election day,
she sounded extremely apologetic about it. She did not express her worries in the
meeting, but whispered them before the meeting, while standing outside with the
banquet-sized coffeemaker, waiting for the janitor to unlock the door to the meeting
room. During the meeting, a fellow volunteer kept whispering to her, saying, “Don’t
worry, ’'m sure you’ll get over it,” and asking, “Don’t you feel better now?” The
problem had to be treated as if it were just “her mood,” not a problem with
the political system. Volunteers did not want to be too critical, too “cynical”; if the
government and corporations suggested that citizens counld get involved in solving
the drug problem, then volunteers were willing to cooperate, even though drug
abuse conld have been considered a harder issue to solve than some environmental

j problems. But the volunteers meant only the consensual and non-structural aspects
" of drug abuse, home, children, and families. They did not want to be discouraged by
problems that seemed out of their control, and the vocabulary of “close to home”

helped them feel in control of “home.”...
Being a volunreer meant not only convincing oneself that good citizenship was

* possible; but convinging other people aywell, dnd creating public contexts in which

regular people could get together to work on community projects. It meant convin-
cing people that good citizenship is possible today, right now, in the society as it is,
not in some dreamworld. Rather than try to change the institutions that kept them
feeling powerless (because that could require too much depressing discussion),
volunteers tried to change their feelings. Good citizenship was primarily a matter
of feeling good about the community and nation, and showing one’s neighbors that
people care and can be effective; cultivating the feeling of “having an impact” was, in
an important way, he same for them as “hav({ing)...an an impact.” As a refrain
went, “if everyone cared...” Working on feelings was, itself, the goal...

There are varied cultural rules for this cultivation and expression of feeling. For
the unempowered volunteer trying to feel confident that democracy is working
according to its promise — as in Arlie Hochschild’s examples of an unhappy bride
trying to feel joy, a happy funeral attendee trying to suppress his glee, and a blasé
star halfback trying to “psych himself up at a game” — there is “emotion work,” that

bridges the

discrepancy, between what ones does feel and what one wants to feel (which is, in turn,
affected by what one thinks one ought to feel in such a situation). In response, the
individual may try to eliminate the pinch by working on feeling.

Different groups required different emotion work, different relations to feelings of
powerlessness, different relations to inconsistency, doubt, ambivalence, rough edges
in general. And the different groups’ demands for emotion work were context-
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private sentiment. Given volunteers’ low valuation of talk itself, the best way to few informed vorers t
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When teachers came to meetings trying to drum up discussion about funding for
theater lights, or about limiting senior year expenses for activities like the prom and ‘
the class picnic (that all together added up to over a thousand dollars), volunteers,
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ecological groundskeeping into “preventing hayfever in local kids.” Behind the e come & new source of power...

scenes, another volunteer was g very involved union activist, talked about connec-
tions between corporare Hlight and government policies, and had supported Jesse 3 Conclusion: Power-
Jackson for president in an earlier election. But in mectings, he was very quiet and j ) '
when he did speak, he sounded just like the others. Behind the scenes, Cora, the
volunteer who confessed her feelings of cynicism while standing outside waiting for
the janitor, offered quite a wide-ranging criticism and self-criticism session before
entering the meeting: she said there were too many paid political consultants, too
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Taki > i
KIng volunreers professions of “smaH—mindedness”

at face valye would be a
; People exerted them-

treac; “p U . ‘ Xpressions of apathy —
. 2 beliefs i genera - this way helps specify just what it g aboutpbelizfs :;:;‘:




138 NINA ELIASOPH

makes them matter for pablic life, All along the way, I have enterrained possible
alternate interprecations of volunteers’ use of the “close to home™ language: inter-
pretations that highlight power (that they were rational actors; or that a
cross-contextual hegemonic process prevented volunteers from noticing problems);
emotions or other inner psychic processes {that volunteers were avoiding cognitive
dissonance or numbing their feelings); and culturally patterned interactional styles
{that volunteers feared voicing anxiety, ambivalence, getting angry, or asking ques-
tions in public because of their low valuation of public ralk itself). These “struc-
tural,” *psycholagical,” and “cultural” levels of analysis do not correspond to their
separate objects of study (“the structure,” “the individual,” and “the cultural instiru-
tions™} but rather, are mutually implicated and inextricable. All of these explana-
tions call forth something that the others offer; each fills in what others Jeave
uncharted, each layer is contingent on the others.

Understanding the tortured, twisted use of “close to home” helps show how these
explanations are connected; the interconnections could help us interpret other public
languages, as well. What if the things we call “beliefs” are always so equivocal? Then
hope and hopelessness, apathy and engagement would not seem so far apart; they
would always be intertwined, actively making sense of a world that doesn’t.

By showing how hard this apparent apathy is to produce, the concept of culrural
work reveals the kernel of political hope embedded in volunteers’ strenuous expres-
sions of self-interest and political disengagement. At the same time that it Jeaves
more room for hope than other approaches, the idea of cultural work seriously
acknowledges people’s sense of political powerlessness. While politicians all over the
globe extoll the virrues of voluntary associations like the ones portrayed here —
treating them as a panacea for all social ills, from lack of trust, to crime, to poverty,
to economic inefficiency - this article shows how hidden obstructions to citizens’
communication can fuel this prevalent language of political disconnection.

In an imperfect world, each of the groups described here responded dexterously
and creatively to powerlessness; each groups’ response lacked different aspects of the
democratic ideal. But all retained some aspect of it. 1 can put this even more
strongly: the effort at retaining some aspect of it jacluded an implicit recognition
of its failings. The effort at retaining a faith that the world makes sense, is just and
democratic, included acknowiedgement of the ways in which the world does not
make sense, is not just, not democratic.

The people portrayed here worked hard to appear politically disconnected and
self-interested. They did not want ro be apathetic and self-interested, but feared that
expressing self-interest was the only way to retain faith in the possibility of

democracy. Cynics’, activists’, and volunteers’ cultural work opened up different
kinds of spaces for publicly-minded political engagement. The point is to draw these
openings out; that is whar theorists, politicians, journalists, and activists should be
doing, instead of just glumly taking citizens’ expressions of apathy at their word.
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context, and since participatory democracy is intrinsically tied to interactional context,
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pp. 168-74 in In Other Words: Essays Toward a Reflexive Sociology, trans. Matthew
Adamson (Stanferd: Stanford University Press, 1990). The work also models the “extended
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