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about race never occur? More broadly, what can this puzzle teach us about the possibility of 

deliberation and action on racial issues in the presence of deep racial divisions? 

This article addresses these questions, drawing on thirteen months of ethnographic and 

interview-based fieldwork in churches that I conducted between March 2021 and April 2022. During 

this time, I attended 72 churches in Boston and was an active and regular participant in four churches: 

two racially diverse churches, a predominantly white church, and a predominantly African-American 

church. In these four churches, I attended worship services, leadership and staff meetings, fellowship 

activities, and social gatherings and took detailed field notes on front and backstage behaviors and 

meanings. I conducted interviews with pastors, churchgoers, men, women, newcomers, old-timers, 

members of different races and ethnicities, and members with and without leadership roles. I collected 
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I argue that these styles undermine the deliberative 
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position in relations of structural inequality (Haraway 1988). Because situated knowledges are partial 



 7 

able mobilize racial diversity as a deliberative and political resource by pooling the situated knowledges 

of different races to generate more inclusive discussion and political action on racial issues. 

 

Theory: Dilemmas of Accommodation in Diverse Associations 

In this article, I argue that racial diversity presents challenges for deliberation and political action on 

racial issues in associations with deep racial divisions. I developed this argument inductively during 

my fieldwork. For clarity, this section distills the three steps of that argument. 

First, I argue that racial diversity forces members of associations to repeatedly choose between 

harmony and racial tension. I develop several examples from churches in the empirical material 

(Would preaching about racial violence retraumatize our people of color? Would a cost-effective 

English survey spark discontent among non-native speakers?), but one can imagine similar choices in 

other diverse associations (Would a class on racial violence retraumatize students of color? Would 

workplace diversity initiative risk difficult conversations and compromise team spirit?). 

Second, I argue that as members of diverse associations repeatedly face these choices, they 

gravitate toward understandings of “how we do things here” (“styles”) that privilege the maintenance 

of harmony. Styles, here, refer to patterns of interaction that arise from shared assumptions about 

good and appropriate group behavior (Eliasoph and Lichterman 2003).8 I refer to these repeated 
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associations tend to deal with these dilemmas by gravitating toward particular kinds of styles—namely, 

those that maintain harmony through the systematic avoidance of racial issues. 

Finally, I argue that these styles undermine the deliberative and political value of racial diversity 

because they provide paths out of conversations and action on race—a valuable path, on some 

occasions, but a path that restricts the exchange of “situated knowledge” and the likelihood of 

inclusive political action on racial issues
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deliberation and action that draws on the understandings of different groups).9 However, this point 

also suggests that experimental interventions may be failing to account for longer-term adaptations in 

group norms (Mousa 2020; Scacco and Warren 2018; Green and Wong 2009). Do short-term impacts 

on prejudice and outgroup evaluations remain if diverse groups develop norms for avoiding their 

differences? This insight coheres with recent experimental research that finds ambiguous long-term 

effects of contact (Asimovic, Ditlmann, and Samii 2022). Finally, my theory suggests that contact is 

limited in its ability to change power relations and intergroup inequalities (Denis 2015). If privileged 

groups have more to learn about the experiences of less privileged groups (Fricker 2007; Mills 2007; 

Anderson 2010), then the avoidance of group-specific issues and problems allows the privileged to 

remain ignorant about the perspectives of differently positioned groups. 

Third, my theory presents a more troubling companion to the tradeoff between deliberative 

and participatory democracy (Mutz 2002; Mutz 2006). According to Mutz, diverse political discussion 

networks foster tolerance and an awareness of multiple viewpoints but discourage political 

participation. Conflict avoidance explains the tradeoff: members of diverse networks retreat from 

participation because they do not want to put their social relationships at risk. In this study, however, 

I argue that these kinds of discomfort can lead members of diverse networks to avoid their different 

experiences and viewpoints altogether. This point suggests that before diverse networks become 

 
9 This point also suggests a different mechanism for research on the “irony of harmony” in social 

psychology. According to this literature, intergroup contact can undermine collective action to remedy 

inequalities by creating the false impression of equality (Saguy et al. 2009). In this study, however, 

contact undermines this kind of collective action because groups gravitate toward the avoidance of 

divisive issues. This study thus shows how contact can undermine collective action to remedy 

inequalities even when members remain aware of the existence of intergroup inequalities. 
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out my argument about how choices between harmony and racial tension contribute to styles of 

avoidance that undermine the deliberative and political value of diversity. This study draws on data 

from the two diverse churches to develop this theory in detail, although the argument was certainly 

informed by the other churches in my first and second rounds of fieldwork.10 

 

Data Limitations 

This is not a study of churches in Boston. Rather, this is a study of racial diversity and associations 
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voluminous guidance literature on “race-talk” suggests that these pressures are commonplace in 

contexts like diverse schools and workplaces.11 

A related generalizability concern is that my theory might not apply to other time periods or 

to salient divisions other than race (e.g., sect or class). I conducted my fieldwork in the two years after 

the murder of George Floyd, and it is possible that the subsequent “racial reckoning” uniquely 

amplified the perceived risks of conversations about race. However, the avoidance of racial issues has 

long been documented in group settings in the United States (Eliasoph 1999; Bonilla-Silva 2010; 

Feagin 2010; McKinney 2005). Moreover, scholars have observed avoidance norms along other lines 

of division in other divided contexts: studies of Quebec, Northern Ireland, and settler-colonialism in 

Ontario, for instance, find that intergroup interactions often avoid divisive concerns to maintain 

harmony (Taylor, Dube, and Bellerose 1986; Trew 1986; Pettigrew 1998; Denis 2015). 

A second limitation is that there are plausible alternative explanations for the deliberative and 

political involvements of the churches from my fieldwork. These explanations include the possibility 

that churchgoers have “self-selected” into churches that avoid racial issues, that these diverse groups 

lack the capacity for collective action, or that divisive issues of all kinds are taboo. I address each of 

these concerns with data from fieldwork, but no explanation can be categorically ruled out with 

observations from two churches. 

Despite these limitations, these data retain important characteristics that make them suited to 

understanding the barriers to deliberation and action in the presence of racial deep divisions. This is 

because these data capture the $34$/"$-+$ of divisions—what actually 
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church. After several rounds of throat clearing, Jennifer is rewarded with the attention of her 

congregation. The opening African-American spiritual is helped along by a clap, courtesy of the 

Hispanic family on my right. 

These scenes depict a typical Sunday at Fairview Community Church.( Fairview is a non-

denominational church that serves a range of races and ethnicities in Boston. Of the 60 regular 

members of Fairview, 21 are white and non-Hispanic
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pantry organizer) introduced me to the priest (Father Murphy), her husband (Bobby), four Vietnamese 

women, a young Hispanic couple, and seven white churchgoers. Four of the seven are Irish, and after 

some discussion of the distance between their ancestral hometowns (in the south) and my own (in the 

north), Fiona welcomed me to their “very own league of nations.” This league of nations mirrors the 

congregation: St. Joseph’s 47 regular churchgoers are white (18), Hispanic (14), and Vietnamese (15). 

The priest is white, the deacon is Hispanic, and the 
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Here, Jennifer uses conflict on Christian social media to remind churchgoers to rise above 

disagreements (to “grow out of this stubbornness”).  Jennifer enjoins churchgoers to look beyond 

their differences and creates a space in which difference can be cast aside.  Efrem, a longtime member, 

offered a similar account of Fairview: “Our approach is very much like, ‘God loves you…Leave all 

that other stuff at the door’…It’s a diverse place, but we don’t get hung up on that other baggage.”  

Together, these accounts reveal the “style” of Fairview. Life in Fairview consists in the !$*#$+,")-(

of attention away from racial difference—away, as Efrem put it, from “that other baggage.”  Fairview 

provides refuge from division and brings churchgoers together to focus on their faith.  This style 

(deflection) represents an understanding of “how we do things here” that ties together the activities 

of the church. By minimizing the significance of race, Fairview avoids the prioritization of some racial 

groups over others and steers clear of difficult conversations about the experience of race and 

privilege. This style helps Fairview navigate the pressures of racial diversity––quickly, consistently, and 

in a manner of its own. 

How did the pressures of diversity produce this style? A conversation with Pastor Jennifer 

offered a window into the evolution of deflection in Fairview. In that conversation, we talked about 

several of the “low points” in her ministry journey. This account of Jennifer’s description of a low 

point draws on fieldnotes written after the conversation: 
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Jennifer paused, and then continued:  
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From this account, we learn that Jennifer tried to facilitate a conversation about inequality in 

a racially diverse congregation, and that her efforts prompted anger among churchgoers whose 

different class (and in this context, racial) backgrounds shaped their experience of the dinner. Notice, 

first, how this episode represents a choice between racial tension and harmony: here, Jennifer chose 

between a dinner with or without difficult conversations about race and inequality. Notice also how 

the fallout from Jennifer’s choice set Fairview on the path toward its style by reminding Jennifer that 

they “don’t need to rehash the divisions.” This commitment is the essence of deflection.14 

 
14 It is possible that Jennifer felt these pressures more acutely as a white pastor. However, I found that 

pastors of color faced similar pressures during my fieldwork. For instance, one black pastor shared 

that he had been fired from a previous diverse church for “speaking too much about Black Lives 

Matter” and now chose to stay away from racially-charged issues in church. Churchgoers of color 

referenced similar pressures in conversations and interviews. For instance, when I asked why race was 
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and Hispanic representation on the church council; the church office sign reads “Welcome! Let’s 

Talk” in English, Spanish, and Vietnamese; and the clergy solicit requests for cultural events for each 

group (last year’s events, for instance, included a Hispanic Heritage Month “Paint Night,” a 

Vietnamese district fieldtrip, and a St. Patrick’s Day brunch). 

These observations reveal the style of St. Joseph Parish. Life at St. Joseph centers on 4&/",1––

the church places equal value on all racial groups in the congregation. This style alleviates the pressures 

of racial diversity in the congregation: by tending to each race in equal measure, the church avoids the 

tensions that might arise from the prioritization of some groups over others. 
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imparted lessons about “how things are done” at St. Joseph Parish: lessons which capture the ethos 

of the church, and which, as will I argue next, constrain deliberation and political action about issues 

related to race. 

 

The Deliberative and Political Consequences of Deflection and Parity 

Up to now, I have described how racial diversity produced(!$*#$+,")- in Fairview and 4&/",1 in St. Joseph.  

I will now shift my attention to the deliberative and political implications of this journey. Consider the 

following conversation about the racial justice activities of another church with Gabrielle, a member 

of Fairview. In that conversation, Gabrielle shared that “We don’t really do that kind of political and 

social justice work…I’d actually say we draw a clear line between the spiritual and political.” This 

delineation aligns
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not meaningfully exposed to the perspectives of the less privileged racial groups in the church. 

Deflection, then, constrains deliberation and political action that draw on the perspectives and 

experiences of different races. 

Observations from St. Joseph Parish tell a similar story. Several months into my fieldwork, I 

arrived before the service to meet with Father Murphy, and to learn about the kinds of conversations 

he had with churchgoers. When I asked if churchgoers
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At this point, however, the work of the church is complete: churchgoers raised concerns, clergy 

listened to each group, and no further discussion takes place. 

Parity in St. Joseph Parish, then, comes at the cost of deliberation and political action about 

race: the church hears from each group of churchgoers, but never brings their differences or 

perspectives 
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on city council campaigns, and several work with an organizing group on affordable housing and retail 

district revitalization in a predominantly black neighborhood in Boston. While impossible to rule out 

the role of self-selection, I take my conversations in and knowledge of these communities as evidence 

that self-selection is not the entire story, and that churchgoers would at least be willing to engage in 

the kind of deliberation and action about racial issues that the “styles” of these churches foreclose.19 

Third, disagreement itself is not taboo in Fairview or St. Joseph. In both churches, I witnessed 

animated debates about fundraising options, budget decisions, the provision and scheduling of youth 

group programming, the timing of breaks on food pantry shifts, and other such issues. More than a 

few churchgoers were willing to express unpopular opinions on issues like the order of service and 

hiring decisions. These observations suggest that these churches are not home to Noelle-Neumann’s 

(1984) “spiral of silence,” in which people refrain from expressing unpopular viewpoints in public. 

Churchgoers avoided deliberation 
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diversity, but limit my ability to generalize to other populations, associations, and divisions. These 

limitations suggest two avenues for future 
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investigate the role of long-term institutional support for deliberation and decision-making, such as 

civic education (Allen 2016; Allen and Kidd 2022). 

These avenues for future research, then, comprise an agenda that takes up two inter-related 

questions. First, what are the barriers to deliberation and political action about race in diverse 

associations? And second, how might these barriers be overcome? This study opens up a line of 

inquiry into first question, in the hope that future research might more fruitfully explore the second. 
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