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introduction

despite our relative peace, we live with a persistent undercurrent of 
tension—Between those who have lived here all their lives and those 
who are new; Between those born in this country and those who 
are recent immigrants; Between those who can afford rising hous-
ing costs and those who are just getting by; Between those who seek 
immediate action on development issues and those who seek a differ-
ent vision. (Curtatone 2004)

Based on a multiyear qualitative study from 2004 to 2009 of a mid-size 
city adjacent to Boston, this book explores local influences that facilitate or 
pose barriers to civic and political engagement in the public life of an urban 
community. The book shows how civic and political engagement play out 
in Somerville, where residents are divided by class, race-ethnicity, and im-
migrant diversity and where local government is in the eyes of many an en-
trenched political structure.

This book informs current debates about the place of immigrants in 
civic and political life and the role of voluntary associations in local pol-
itics and government. Some argue that host communities should actively 
facilitate immigrant incorporation because large numbers of “nonparticipat-
ing, unrepresented, [and] disengaged” residents weaken local democracy and 
community solidarity (Andersen 2008: 77; Bloemraad 2006). A contrasting 
view claims that only immigrants who have achieved full legal citizenship 
are entitled to be politically engaged. As for voluntary associations, some 
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say these valuable agents of civil society should avoid politics altogether and 
focus instead on activities that build community cohesion and solidarity.1 
others argue that voluntary associations are important vehicles for active cit-
izens (and non-citizens) to affect public decisions and for democracy itself to 
thrive, thus requiring that associational activity connect to politics and gov-
ernment (Foley and edwards 1997; mark r. Warren 2001).

At its root, this book is about the practice of local democracy. When peo-
ple take part in the civic and political life of their own communities, their 
actions create a strong foundation for democracy. democracy overall de-
pends, then, on local involvement to build democratic participation from the 
ground up (elstub 2008: 181; King 2004; mark r. Warren 2001: 21). es-
pecially for those who have not previously been engaged, such as new im-
migrants, local participation is often the starting point for participation at 
higher levels (hardy-Fanta 2002: 196; mark r. Warren 2001: 22).

The central claim of this book is that full community membership, be-
longing, and acceptance by others—what i call social citizenship—is a key 
condition for a kind of democratic participation that i term shared gover-
nance.2 Social citizenship is “full membership in the community within 
which one lives” (Glenn 2011: 3). Citizenship in this broader sociological 
sense is “not just a matter of formal legal status; it is rather a kind of belong-
ing which requires recognition by other members of the community” and re-
volves around social relations of exclusion and inclusion (Glenn 2011: 3; see 
also Bloemraad 2006 and Glenn 2000).3 instead of focusing on legal rights 
of citizenship, my study is, then, concerned with the actual local practice or 
substance of citizenship as a socially meaningful category (Glenn 2011: 3). in 
Somerville, as i show, actively engaged residents who were “born and raised” 
in the city typically have full social citizenship, while latino,4 Brazilian, and 
haitian “newcomers” do not enjoy this privilege, even when they are legal 
citizens. This is true, even though, during my study, the mayor of Somerville 
appealed to what i am calling social citizenship when he regularly and pub-
licly welcomed to his city everybody who “wants to live here, work hard, and 
make a positive contribution,” saying, “i don’t care what your [legal] status 
is” (dreilinger 2007: 4).

The concept of shared governance refers to a process for making public 
decisions that involves actors from both inside and outside government in 
an ongoing and dynamic way.5 Typical actors are organizations, especially 
voluntary associations and community nonprofits.6 democratic shared gov-
ernance operates according to “principles of openness, participation, [and] 
accountability” (Garcia 2006: 745). Civic engagement scholars describe var-
ious forms of democratic shared governance, all of which result in socially 
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produced agreements about public issues arrived at by those in positions of 
elected authority plus non-governmental actors who challenge state actors 
to adopt different ends or collaborate with them to achieve common ends.7

This social production of public decisions is not intended as a substitute 
for government, nor is it anti-government. it is a sharing of power, a way for 
elected officials and engaged members of communities to actively negoti-
ate and adapt to one another’s positions. i show how voluntary associations 
involved in public affairs in Somerville have been able to retain their inde-
pendence from local government while still engaging with local government 
in ways that constitute shared governance. Associations do this by determin-
ing for themselves when to collaborate with government and when to assume 
a more distinctive and/or adversarial role. retaining this choice, i argue, 
alleviates well-founded concerns about the risks voluntary associations take 
when they work too closely with government and lose their capacity to speak 
and act outside the realm of state power.

Because inclusivity of all segments of a population is so important for 
democ racy, i am especially interested in local opportunities and conditions 
for engagement that bring diverse residents together and those that push 
them apart (mark r. Warren 2001: 25). people in Somerville talk about 
three main groups of residents. First are older residents identified as work-
ing class, mainly of irish and italian heritage, who were “born and raised” 
in the city and who still run the local politics. At the time of my study, 
they constituted the largest ethnic-identified ancestry group (office of Stra-
tegic planning and Community development [oSpCd], 2009b: 55) (Figure 
1.1). Second is a growing professional middle class, largely white and often 
(but not always) young. many of them moved from neighboring towns when 
housing costs there became prohibitive in the 1980s. Third are newer immi-
grants, mainly from Central and South America, especially Brazil and el Sal-
vador, and from haiti (oSpCd 2009b). Some moved to Somerville in the 
1980s, driven by violence in their home countries (Figure 1.2).

Based on the old white ethnic working-class power structure, both the 
newer immigrants of color and the white, middle-class groups are consid-
ered newcomers, even though many have lived in Somerville since the 1980s. 
Being a newcomer in this context often simply means not being “born and 
raised” in the city or not tracing one’s family back three or four generations. 
one way that the two newcomer groups are excluded from full social citizen-
ship is by the members of “old Somerville” defining them as having arrived 
in the city more recently than is actually the case.

immigration is, of course, a major issue in the United States today. The 
editors of a recent encyclopedic volume on U.S. immigration since 1965 
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wrote that “Somerville typifies numerous American neighborhoods where 
multiplying food stands, restaurants, stores, markets, and mass media ven-
dors have been established by the new American immigrants” (Waters and 
Ueda 2007: 1). Somerville has experienced substantial growth in latino and 
other new immigrant populations since the 1980s. like other cities, it is 
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Figure 1.1. Ancestries most Frequently reported by Somerville residents, 2000. (Office 
of Strategic Planning and Community Development [OSPCD], Trends in Somerville: 
population Technical report [Somerville, MA: City of Somerville, 2009], 55. Data from 
the U.S. Census.)
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Figure 1.2. Countries of origin most Frequently reported for Foreign-Born Somer-
ville residents, 2000. (Office of Strategic Planning and Community Development [OSPCD], 
Trends in Somerville: population Technical report [Somerville, MA: City of Somerville, 
2009], 55. Data from the U.S. Census.)
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dealing with how to adapt to and incorporate these groups into commu-
nity life. Civic engagement scholars have just begun to explore what it might 
mean for U.S. democracy if substantial numbers of new immigrants to U.S. 
towns and cities become more politically engaged (Junn and haynie 2008: 
2). Some research suggests that immigrants today are more engaged than 
one might expect, even when they are not eligible to vote (Barreto 2003; 
marschall 2001). The marches and demonstrations of immigrant groups in 
the spring of 2006 in the United States brought to light the potential for im-
migrant engagement (ramakrishnan and Bloemraad 2008a: 1). As U.S. im-
migrants become more involved in the public life of their communities, how 
will local power structures change? how could civic leaders and elected of-
ficials assist in the incorporation of immigrants into civic and political life? 
What local policies might increase the civic and political engagement of im-
migrants? (ramakrishnan and Bloemraad 2008a: 32–33).

Unlike many studies of civic and political engagement that focus on 
individual-level characteristics as explanations for civic engagement, this 
book emphasizes external conditions and circumstances in the community 
and local politic that create both opportunities and barriers for engagement. 
A number of leading scholars have identified individual-level characteristics 
that facilitate and inhibit engagement, such as education and being socially 
well connected (social capital).8 individual-level analysis seems to imply a 
deficit model to explain why some communities have low levels of engage-
ment because it assumes that low engagement is caused by problems with 
residents themselves, such as a lack of political and civic skills, experience, 
and interests (levine 2007: xiv). in contrast, a community-level analysis such 
as this one points to the need for reform in the policies and practices of local 
institutions if certain segments of the population are not engaged. higher 
levels of community engagement not only strengthen democracy but also 
contribute to higher standards of living and well-functioning local institu-
tions, such as schools and city government (levine 2007: 28).

While it seems well established that the individual-level factors most asso-
ciated with high levels of engagement are education and income, this may not 
be true for diverse populations of immigrants. For immigrants, how politics 
works to either accommodate or constrain their participation may be a more 
significant factor (espiritu 2009: 223; Junn 1999: 1417). research shows that 
local responses to immigration in terms of providing these opportunities vary 
widely. Some local communities in the United States take measures to affirm 
and protect immigrant residents in ways that encourage incorporation into 
their communities. Federal government efforts may instead deny and limit 
the incorporation of immigrants (Wells 2004: 1308).
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The positive changes in Somerville that i describe here have been hard 
won. Beginning in the early 1960s and continuing into the 1980s, this city 
was known around the region as Slumerville, a decidedly pejorative term de-
spised by today’s longtime residents.9 This widely used local slur brings to 
mind deteriorating homes, empty storefronts, gritty streets and neighbor-
hoods, and corrupt city administrations associated with organized crime. 
The 2006 critically acclaimed film The Departed—starring leonardo di-
Caprio, matt damon, and Jack nicholson—vividly portrayed Somerville’s 
all too real and horribly violent Winter hill Gang of those earlier decades 
(hassett 2008b).

The changes that have occurred in Somerville happened in large part 
because of active engagement by Somerville residents, both inside and out-
side government. From the mid-1960s and continuing to the present, reform-
minded residents launched a transformation of what was once a city in 
decline to one now celebrated for its racial-ethnic and class diversity, thriving 
arts scene, local festivals, and trendy restaurants and café venues. Somerville 
is well suited, then, to this study of civic and political engagement. in 1972 
and again in 2009, the national Civic league designated it an All America 
City, which a local newspaper described on the occasion of the 2009 award 
as a “civic oscar,” celebrating civic engagement, community activism, inno-
vation, and inclusiveness (Federico 2009b).

local voluntary associations are common vehicles for residents to become 
involved in local public affairs, not only in Somerville but also elsewhere. 
Civic engagement scholars define associations as the heart of civil society, 
providing “a strong community foundation . . .  for a vibrant political life” 
(mark r. Warren 2001: 15). Associations of greatest interest here are genuine 
political actors that seek to both influence and participate directly in public 
decision making (Fung 2003a) through what i call shared governance.

The amount of civic engagement that takes place in Somerville can per-
haps be explained in part by two contextual and historical factors: (1) the 
presence of a city government that, while it has undergone enormous im-
provement, is still emerging from older patronage practices; and (2) the ab-
sence of a strong and vibrant business sector after the decline of an industrial 
economy. Somerville’s city government is also under-resourced because of 
the loss of its earlier industrial economic base and the more recent loss of rev-
enue from the state of massachusetts (hassett 2007c). The lack of a strong 
local commercial base means that Somerville must rely on resident property 
taxes for three-quarters of its annual budget. Funding from the state of mas-
sachusetts has been the source of most of the remaining quarter of the bud-
get. As elsewhere in the United States since the national 2008 recession, state 
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budget cuts have resulted in loss of revenue to local cities and towns. These 
past and current factors have prevented the formation in Somerville of what 
political scientists characterize as the typical urban regime, made up of pow-
erful combined business and political sectors (Kilburn 2004; mossberger 
and Stoker 2001; Stone 1993). This absence opens a space for civic engage-
ment, allowing civil society associations and organizations to obtain greater 
influence and power in Somerville than might otherwise be the case.

A few caveats: my purpose here differs from research that shows how 
voluntary associations imbue individuals with knowledge of how to become 
active citizens by developing civic skills and virtues, increasing their sense of 
efficacy, or providing political information (Fung 2003a: 518). While polit-
ical socialization of this kind can indeed encourage participation such as 
voting, membership in civic and political groups, and attendance at public 
meetings (Sampson et al. 2005), that is not the focus of this book.

This book also is not intended as an organizational study. it is instead 
in the tradition of ethnographic studies of entire communities, though fo-
cused specifically on characteristics that either facilitate or threaten collec-
tive engagement. my interest here, discovered rather than pre-assumed, is 
local voluntary associations as vehicles for that engagement. Unlike formally 
constituted community nonprofits, the voluntary associations i studied do 
not typically keep records of formal membership, so what i was able to learn 
about numbers and demographics was based on my observations of those 
who attended meetings. readers will also note the absence of data on budgets 
or staff because these associations have neither. i also derived information 
about why and how these associations were formed and the extent to which 
they operate according to democratic structures and processes from the kinds 
of sources used for this study, which i detail in the section on methods.

Finally, this book is by no means a comprehensive look at the city and 
community of Somerville. other studies could focus more than this one does 
on, for example, what is occurring among the city’s youth, in schools, reli-
gious, cultural, and social service organizations, or on issues of crime, public 
health, and safety.

issues of gender might also deserve greater attention, and a gender imbal-
ance in Somerville’s elected officials is certainly evident.10 Feminist scholars 
have sometimes argued that women tend to focus their civic and political in-
volvement mainly around issues of immediate importance to them, such as 
families and children as well as women’s safety and security (naples 1998a, 
1998b). Because this study centers on the major forms of engagement occur-
ring in the city at the time of my research, concerning redevelopment and 
immigrant issues, i may have missed some aspects of engagement  particular 
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to women. i did note that women were often in positions of leadership in the 
voluntary associations of greatest interest here and in the more formally con-
stituted community organizations sometimes affiliated with those associa-
tions. in the years of my study, both the Somerville Transportation  equity 
partnership (STep) and east Somerville neighbors for Change (eSnC) 
were led by women, one white, the other black haitian. The executive direc-
tors of Centro presente and the Community Action Agency of Somerville 
were both women (one latina and one African American). The executive di-
rector of the haitian Coalition was a black haitian man, although its board 
of directors was predominantly composed of women. The immigrant advo-
cacy organization called the Welcome project and the city’s community de-
velopment agency called the Somerville Community Corporation had white 
men in the top staff positions, but the boards were made up of a majority 
of women.

in my systematic observations of meetings of various kinds, i saw nei-
ther gender differences nor inequalities in how people treated one another, 
and a search through interview transcripts for references to gender issues or 
concerns turned up few. my past gender research (ostrander 1984, 1999, 
2004b) suggested that this is somewhat surprising, and i can only specu-
late that Somerville’s enormous changes, whose effect has related primarily 
to class, race, and immigrant status, may have obscured or overridden more 
gendered concerns.

Gender issues, however, were not totally absent in interviews. one woman 
immigrant activist who had founded a women’s group spoke about sexual 
harass ment, especially for the women who worked as domestics and were un-
documented and therefore afraid to complain. She also noted that immigrant 
women made less money than the men and reported that some men objected 
to their wives being employed and said this issue caused conflict and some-
times divorce. Another immigrant woman activist talked about how she had 
learned her leadership skills while involved in an association well known in 
the Boston area called one hundred Black Women, and she spoke about the 
valued influence of her mother as a “woman full of wisdom and a powerhouse 
woman.” A lifelong female resident of italian American descent who had 
risen to be an important leader in the city’s business community told about 
how she had first gone to nursing school, a traditional woman’s occupation. 
When telling me about their family histories, people often spoke with respect 
and admiration of the struggles their mothers and grandmothers, in particu-
lar, had experienced in coming to America and raising children in a foreign 
culture. The woman who was the first person of portuguese descent to be 
elected to public office in Somerville, as a member of the school board, attrib-
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uted her involvement in education to her mother’s inability to be involved at 
all because she could not speak english. A young man of irish American her-
itage who is a youth organizer told of his grandmother, who worked at the 
local hostess factory and earned enough to buy the house where he and the 
rest of his family still live.

Preview of Major Research Findings and Conclusions

At the center of civic and political engagement in Somerville today is public 
decision making regarding huge redevelopment projects that are fundamen-
tally remaking the city. A critical challenge is how to create a new economic 
base for this formerly industrial city without displacing its long-standing 
working class and newer immigrant groups. Somerville residents often dis-
cuss this challenge as being about the tension between the benefits and dan-
gers of gentrification, a topic of much interest to urban scholars.

While some Somerville immigrants who are active in their community 
do concern themselves with redevelopment issues (especially the preserva-
tion of affordable housing and the availability of jobs), active engagement 
by the city’s immigrant groups tends toward more immediate local events 
that threaten immigrant safety and security. As i explain, this is one of the 
reasons why i argue that members of newer immigrant groups in the city, 
whether legal citizens or not, do not enjoy full social citizenship. in recent 
years, one event demanding immigrants’ attention was the 2004 adoption of 
a local gang ordinance that latino leaders see as marginalizing and stigma-
tizing latino youth. Another was the summer 2007 and 2008 federal immi-
gration and Customs enforcement (iCe) raids that brought fear to anyone 
in the city who “looked latino” and led to a flurry of organizing aimed at 
protecting immigrants.11

i claim here that at the root of active involvement of Somerville residents 
lies a deeper and larger struggle about who should be the city’s elected leaders 
and how they should conduct the city’s affairs. on one side of this struggle 
are the relative newcomers to the city, both newer immigrants and mem-
bers of a new non-immigrant middle class, who are trying to gain a foothold 
in the city’s politic. i conceptualize this as an effort to be admitted to full 
community membership (social citizenship) and participation in shared gov-
ernance. on the other side is Somerville’s political “old guard,” which has 
changed very little since 1929, when irish working-class immigrants wrested 
control from the city’s yankee elite founders.

The circumstances and opportunities for Somerville’s two newcomer 
groups to participate in community affairs are, of course, both different and 
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unequal. The growing professional, largely white middle class includes po-
litically active progressives who have lived in the city since the 1980s, some 
forced to move from the contiguous city of Cambridge as housing costs rose 
rapidly in that community. Somerville’s new middle class also consists of 
young professionals who value the city for its proximity to Boston, its rela-
tively lower housing costs, and its hip urban feel. They can be characterized 
as devotees of a new urban renaissance culture that sees life in the suburbs as 
one of bland homogeneity. Both segments of this growing middle class have 
begun to make inroads into elected offices, with one elected to the Board of 
Aldermen and several to the School Committee.

The other population making up Somerville’s “newcomers” is a relatively 
well-established but politically unorganized population of immigrants who 
are mainly working-class; mostly latino, Brazilian, and haitian; and largely 
of color. For them, english is a second or third language. even though some 
of these “new” immigrants have lived in Somerville for two decades or more, 
up to the time of my study, they had not gained a single elected position in 
the city. Their few attempts to gain elected office have ended in failure, and a 
small number of administrative appointments of individuals from this pop-
ulation have been short-lived.

Somerville city government and the city generally are officially welcom-
ing to new immigrants. The city’s popular mayor, a second-generation immi-
grant12 of italian heritage, took office in 2004, when he was only thirty-eight 
years old. in 2009, he was reelected without opposition for a third two-year 
term. he is well known for the creation of new civic spaces for the city’s 
young urban professionals13 (referred to as yuppies by old-timers) and for his 
public support of immigrants. All of the city’s elected leaders with whom i 
spoke or whom i heard speak at public meetings or whose quotes i read in 
local newspapers regularly expressed pride in Somerville’s legacy as an immi-
grant city. They want new immigrants to continue to come to the city to 
live, and they support the rights of immigrants to have equal access to local 
jobs, affordable housing, city services, public protection of their safety, and 
freedom from ethnic and racial prejudice. To a person, they oppose using 
local police to enforce federal laws about illegal immigrants, and they have 
no interest in actively pursuing or even identifying an unknown number of 
undocumented immigrants who live in their city.

At the same time, when i asked longtime elected officials what the city 
might do to bring the city’s newer immigrants into the polity as full mem-
bers, their answers focused on the responsibility of new immigrants them-
selves to “just get involved,” with the idea that eventually they would “just 
naturally” begin to ascend to elected posts in city government. When local 
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immigrant leaders and advocates proposed concrete institutional reforms, 
such as routine language translation at city meetings, regular printing of city 
documents and public announcements over the city’s call system in multi-
ple languages, routine voter registration drives in immigrant neighborhoods, 
multi-lingual ballots, and extension of the ability to vote in local elections 
to non-citizens, the response of elected officials, with very few exceptions, 
ranged from passivity to active resistance.

in 2008 and 2009, for example, Somerville’s Board of Aldermen declined 
to sign on to an immigrant-led initiative, even though the mayor and sub-
sequently the elected School Committee readily endorsed it. That initiative, 
known as Welcoming Somerville, called for the community to be “hospi-
table, welcoming and inclusive of diversity” and stated that “harsh immi-
gration enforcement policies violate civil and human rights of immigrants, 
that workplace and home raids must end immediately and that our nation 
must implement a humane and just reform of our immigration laws” (web-
site of massachusetts immigrant and refugee Advocacy Coalition, accessed 
June 11, 2009). i return to this initiative in my discussion of immigrant 
civic engagement (see Chapter 5).14 old-time city officials’ lack of support for 
measures that would open up local politics to the one-third of the population 
that is made up of newer immigrants reinforces my conclusion that under-
neath the most visible and active forms of resident civic and political engage-
ment lies a deeper ongoing local power struggle over who and how this city 
will be governed.

Conceptual Framework and Theoretical Contribution

i began my study with a broad definition of civic engagement as “individual 
and collective action to identify and address public concerns and to partici-
pate in public life” (ostrander and portney 2007: 1). This definition suggests 
that engagement with debates about community issues and concerns, that is, 
with politics, broadly defined, is necessary for people to exert some control 
over public matters that affect their lives (Foley and edwards 1997; mark 
r. Warren 2001). i term that measure of control as shared governance. This 
definition of civic engagement also implies the value of widespread public 
participation that includes the community’s newest members in what i am 
calling social citizenship.

driven by what i saw and heard in Somerville, i became especially in-
terested in forms of engagement that go beyond trying to influence local 
government to exerting real power in making public decisions and becom-
ing at times an integral part of true governing. This idea draws on current 
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 understandings of relations between the civic and political realms—between 
civil society and the state (Choup 2006)—as interactive. it is consistent with 
notions of democracy that go beyond the state toward a democratic society 
(Boyte 2005). it draws on emerging frameworks that try to link civil soci-
ety (where public issues are deliberated, opinions created, and agendas set) to 
official political realms, where actual decisions about public issues are made 
(elstub 2008; hendriks 2006).

here is where the concept of mutual or shared governance assumes spe-
cial importance. As i have said, while conventional views of governance are 
limited to actions by government (Chaskin 2003: 162), broader notions of 
governance see public decision making as an outcome of dynamic and ongo-
ing engagement by multiple involved actors, both inside and outside gov-
ernment. Flowing broadly from Foucault’s concept of governmentality, civic 
actors are then seen in relation to multiple sites of governing beyond the tra-
ditional boundaries of the state (mcKee 2009: 469).

As i show, actions by civic associations in Somerville are, at times, able 
to at least approach genuine mutual or shared governance. i also demon-
strate that this level of participation is much less available to newer immi-
grant groups because they are not fully accepted and participating members 
of the community—that is, they lack social citizenship. This is sometimes 
true even of those who do hold legal citizenship. The point is starkly made 
by what my research shows about the occasions when Somerville’s newer 
immigrant groups are most likely to become engaged—occasions most often 
limited to local events that immediately threaten immigrant safety and secu-
rity, such as raids by federal iCe agents or local actions that are racist and 
anti-immigrant.

Somerville’s civic actors sometimes choose to preserve their indepen-
dence from local government and avoid cooptation by strategically shifting 
between being collaborative and adversarial in relation to local government. 
This avoids their having to depend on the invitation of local government 
to participate in public decision making.15 Several conditions in Somerville 
support civic actors’ capacity to function relatively autonomously from city 
government. As noted earlier, the relative absence of a typical urban regime 
in Somerville, dominated by business and governmental sectors, creates the 
potential for genuine political power by voluntary associations and com-
munity organizations. While this city’s earlier model of political patron-
age has not completely disappeared, the loss of revenue in recent decades, 
due in large part to the city’s declining economic base, has weakened both 
governmental and business sectors. Because city government is not well re-
sourced, it cannot wield the kind of power it might otherwise, and that cir-
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cumstance increases the potential for influence (and real power) of civil 
society groups.

Collaboration with local government around public decision making is 
facilitated in Somerville by a relatively harmonious fit between what civically 
engaged residents want to achieve and what the city administration wants 
to achieve in terms of community and economic development. i discuss this 
later by, for example, showing the commonality between two community 
visions developed, on one hand, by a process sponsored by the city admin-
istration and, on the other, by a parallel but separate process run by a coali-
tion of civic organizations.

The possibility for mutual or shared governance is further strengthened 
by a shared allegiance to the democratic party. i later describe a bitter re-
lationship between the city’s more traditional blue-collar, working-class, 
“lunch bucket” democrats and the newer, largely middle-class progressive 
democrats of Somerville known as pdSers. members of both groups ac-
knowledge that their conflict is more a concern about process and style than 
a substantive disagreement about issues. i see their conflict as reflecting a 
fundamental struggle in the city about who does and does not deserve full 
community membership (social citizenship) and who, therefore, will have 
the most opportunities to take part in public affairs (shared governance). 
one source of conflict is the support of the progressive democrats of Somer-
ville for candidates who represent newer immigrants and the newer middle 
class and for affirmative measures that would make it easier for newer immi-
grants to be politically engaged. Traditional Somerville democrats are op-
posed to both, perhaps not surprisingly, because these actions threaten their 
established position in the city politic.

This larger struggle about who the city’s elected leaders will be and how 
they will govern is a major area where politically engaged civic associations 
sometimes take an adversarial stance toward Somerville’s political estab-
lishment. The outcome of this struggle is centrally important to this city’s 
capacity to extend local democracy and to incorporate into its public life 
newer residents who are immigrants of color (often low-income and/or work-
ing-class people), and a new, relatively privileged, often young and white pro-
fessional middle class.

Research Methods

This book is based on interviews with forty-five actively engaged Somerville 
residents; extensive review of city documents, local and regional newspaper 
articles, and city and community websites; plus attendance at some thirty 
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community and city meetings. The locally engaged residents interviewed for 
this study were involved in various aspects of local public life: voluntary as-
sociations, community nonprofit organizations, business, the arts, elected 
city government, and church and neighborhood groups. Although i include 
some elected officials and paid staff of prominent community organizations 
who also resided in and were active in Somerville, i focus primarily on resi-
dents who were involved in their community in a voluntary capacity rather 
than as paid staff of community organizations or of the city administration. 
interviews were conducted between march 2007 and June 2009.

my study’s emphasis on the five years between 2004 and 2009 reflects 
the first five years of the current reform mayor’s term in office, during which 
time he was reelected twice. (As of January 2012, this same mayor began his 
fifth term in office.) it is always difficult for social scientists doing qualita-
tive field studies like this one to determine when to end data collection and 
leave the field. This book is, then, like all such studies, inevitably a snapshot 
in time. in an effort to provide some sense of historical context, i make use 
of a locally published city history going back to Somerville’s earliest years 
(haskell n.d.) and one focused on the 1960s and 1970s (Johnston 2009; 
see also the scholarly studies of Somerville by levenstein [1976] and Ueda 
[1987]). i also obtained background information from an online search of 
local newspapers dating back to 1997.

i left the field in december 2009, at the point when a coalition of com-
munity groups and the city administration had completed separate parallel 
processes that created a set of principles to guide the city for the next twenty 
years (2010 to 2030). These vision statements, reproduced in Chapter 3, pro-
vide a map for civic and political engagement over the next decade. While 
the story told here ends at that point, the story of the organizations and the 
people i studied, of course, continues to unfold.16

i selected people to interview by perusing lists of involved individuals on 
city and organization websites, noting individuals and groups that received 
multiple mentions in the local newspapers, and making contacts when i at-
tended meetings. i also asked interview subjects to provide additional names, 
and i interviewed only people who were independently suggested by at least 
two others. Although i do not live in Somerville, i am a longtime engaged 
faculty member at Tufts University, which is located partially in Somer-
ville. my more than two decades of practice placing students in Somerville 
agencies gave me the access i needed and the opportunity to become fa-
miliar with the city and to become known and trusted by key local actors 
( ostrander 2004a; ostrander and portney 2007).
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people who were interviewed were chosen in roughly equal numbers 
from the different main segments of Somerville’s population: ten lifelong 
residents of irish and/or italian heritage; fourteen relative newcomers who 
were white Anglo and members of the professional middle class; and thirteen 
members of the city’s largest newer immigrant groups of color, namely la-
tinos of varying nationalities, Brazilians, and haitians. eight people of por-
tuguese or Greek origin were also interviewed. They provide an interesting 
contrast to the earlier irish and italian immigrants who took over the city’s 
political establishment, plus a different and earlier view of the race-based 
hostility later faced by latinos, Brazilians, and haitians.

interview subjects ranged from twenty-five to seventy-six years of age, 
with fifty-three years of age the median. eighteen were women and twenty-
seven were men. Confidentiality limits a more detailed description of in-
terview subjects, although they are more fully described as they are quoted 
throughout this book. pseudonyms match subjects’ ethnic background. in-
terviews dealt with personal and family history; class, race, and ethnic mean-
ing and identification; and education and job history. most importantly, i 
asked about Somerville’s social and political divisions and conflicts (and lack 
thereof), impressions of the city’s political leadership, types of civic and polit-
ical involvement, and visions of the future of the city. interviews were sixty 
to ninety minutes long and took place in subjects’ homes or offices. each in-
terview was audiotaped and transcribed verbatim.

City reports, documents, and materials are readily available and are 
posted on the city’s active and extensive website. Because Somerville is in a 
period of intense redevelopment, city reports are frequent and voluminous, 
including detailed city plans required as a condition of funding from fed-
eral Community development Block Grants through the U.S. department 
of housing and Urban development (hUd) program for  lower-income 
areas of the city. The city plan for the years 2008 to 2013 is some five 
hundred pages long (oSpCd 2008). i also regularly read two Somerville 
weekly newspapers considered locally as representing different political 
points of view, and i monitored websites of key community organizations 
and associations engaged in city issues. To supplement the interviews and 
review of written and published materials, i periodically attended meet-
ings of various community nonprofit organizations and voluntary asso-
ciations, including neighborhood associations, in addition to meetings 
sponsored by the mayor’s office and city department, such as the human 
rights Commission and the office of Strategic planning and Community 
devel opment.
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i analyzed all data—interview transcripts, documents and publications 
of various kinds, and field notes—using standard qualitative research prac-
tices, which aim for the inductive emergence of new ways of thinking (theory 
broadly defined). The first step is to create analytic categories that arise from 
the data. This contrasts with research where these categories are deduced 
post hoc from pre-existing theory. The next step is to use these emergent 
categories to systematically code all materials. Finally, i searched for rela-
tionships among categories as the basis for developing arguments informed 
by current theoretical knowledge and debates. The literature on this kind 
of methodology is well established (Berg 2009; denzin and lincoln 2000; 
esterberg 2002; lofland and lofland 1995).

Because this research is an in-depth qualitative study of the civic and 
political engagement and power politics of a single city, it contains both the 
strengths and weaknesses of a study that was not based on random sam-
ples of a population and was not intended to test hypotheses derived from 
existing theory. An important value of this kind of study is to provide rich 
close-to-the-ground qualitative data capable of inductively generating new 
thinking on a particular topic. Future research may assess that new thinking 
and its validity in other settings and under other conditions.

i have been somewhat involved in Somerville outside my role as a re-
searcher, a practice that is not uncommon among ethnographic and qualita-
tive researchers. i have for many years arranged for students at my university 
to do volunteer projects in Somerville community organizations. in the 
spring semester of 2007, students from one of my classes plus a class taught 
by a colleague conducted fourteen of the forty-five interviews used in this 
book. in 2008, i joined the board of directors of a Somerville immigrant 
advocacy organization called the Welcome project, which i discuss in later 
chapters. my invitation to join that board and my acceptance of the offer 
demonstrate my sympathy toward the concerns and interests of the city’s 
newer immigrants before and during my research.

Plan of the Book

Chapter 2 describes the city that is the subject of this book. The chapter 
 offers a brief economic and political history, introduces its people in all of 
their diversity, and highlights the fundamental changes that Somerville is 
experiencing.

Chapter 3 tells the stories of how civic associations of various kinds—
advocacy groups, neighborhood associations, and satellite groups affiliated 
with the city’s community development corporation—act and how they 
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have both influenced and become an integral part of public decision mak-
ing. i show how associations that were not listened to by earlier city admin-
istrations turned to an oppositional strategy, bringing several successful legal 
suits against city government for failing to include community input. The 
chapter explains how, as the city’s reform-oriented young mayor came into 
office in 2004, active associations, along with city officials, chose more col-
laborative ways to achieve their goals, while retaining the option of a more 
adversarial relationship when needed.

Chapter 4 describes immigrant experiences in old and new Somerville 
as the actively engaged city residents i interviewed described them to me. i 
talked with first-generation latino, Brazilian, and haitian immigrants; first- 
and second-generation Greeks and portuguese; and second-, third-, and 
fourth-generation irish and italians. A key focus of these interviews was the 
similarities and differences between different generations and racial-ethnic 
groups. The main points include the importance to actively engaged resi-
dents of Somerville’s tradition as a city where immigrants are welcome and 
can make a better life for themselves and their families. Common themes 
are learning english and becoming American citizens. defying stereotypes 
of white working-class ethnics as insensitive to matters of race, the actively 
engaged older white irish and italian immigrants i talked with seemed to 
recognize (often without my asking) that newer immigrants of color face 
barriers that white immigrants of earlier generations did not.

Chapter 5 is about immigrant civic and political engagement in Somer-
ville, focusing on the newer latino, Brazilian, and haitian immigrants and 
their local allies and advocates. This chapter shows how these newer immi-
grants actively respond when events threaten them directly. it suggests that 
an essential condition for immigrant engagement is a local community that 
offers some measure of protection so that newer immigrants feel relatively 
safe to act collectively, even at a minimal level. The chapter suggests, as did 
the people i talked with, ways that local government might act affirmatively 
to remove barriers to full incorporation into the public life of the community 
(i.e., barriers to social citizenship that then become barriers to participation 
in shared governance and local democracy).

Chapter 6 examines what the people i interviewed had to say about the 
future of their city. residents told me about the advantages and disadvan-
tages of gentrification, and they offered differing views about their will-
ingness to incorporate both non-immigrant middle-class and immigrant 
newcomers into the life of the city. This chapter discusses how Somerville 
residents came together despite their differences to express a common vision 
for their city. here i give voice to expressions of appreciation for Somerville’s 
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diversity, pride in its working-class and immigrant heritage, and excite-
ment (along with worry) about improvements coming to the city in the next 
decade. here in this common vision lies the possibility for Somerville to 
become a city where all residents can become full members of the commu-
nity in an extension of social citizenship.

in Chapter 7, class, race, and immigration rise to the center of my anal-
ysis as i explore what seems to be the city’s most bitter division: the strug-
gle over who occupies elected positions in city government and how they are 
going to govern. Where Chapter 6 is about coming together, Chapter 7 is 
about coming apart and the possibility of remaking a city government and 
democratic process that today is not representative of the population of this 
changing city. i argue that the deeper struggle that underlies much of the 
civic and political engagement in the city is about how to extend or with-
hold the full membership of two very different groups of relative newcom-
ers to Somerville: a community of immigrants, mostly from Central and 
South America and haiti, some of whom who have lived in the city for two 
decades, and a growing number of middle-class, mostly white professionals. 
Some of the members of this new middle class are decades-long residents, 
and others are young families or young singles recently graduated from col-
lege. it is this struggle that will define who is and who is not able to obtain 
full social citizenship, with its accompanying opportunity to participate in 
local shared governance. here rests the future of politics and power and the 
state of democracy in the public life of this rapidly changing city.
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