ASA Conference 2008: Worlds of Work

-From Here to There-

(Social action version)
By Bruce Russell Sr.

Last year, the American Sociological Association met in New York City and explored the Constitutional ruptures of the political order. It reflected on institutions that exploit the middle class, the poor, and minorities, using market fundamentalism and a ‘war on terror’ as tools. The ASA also examined traditional, new, and fledgling forms of resistance.  This year, the ASA gathered in Boston to explore means to right public wrongs of a moribund decade and re-establish the American Dream, asking how do we get there from here?

Coming together on what to do was more difficult than describing the problems--a task made more difficult by professional competition among multiple sub-disciplines and research agendas, diverse theories, and sector favoritism. Yet, sociologists met, organizing around work as life’s central commitment, and contributed new theoretical perspectives and observations embracing a public sociology that mattered. For professionals, they were remarkably candid in declaring their values.

For example, ASA President Arne Kalleberg was explicit about Public Sociology and public goods when he co-edited the book, Ending Poverty in America: How to Restore the American Dream with Presidential candidate John Edwards in April of 2007, and he carried that theme into the conference plenaries.1 Presidential panelists referred to the up-coming election, often predicating the relevance of points made upon this or that candidate, and Arne opened the conference with a panel (2)2 setting out objectives reminiscent of Edwards’ directorship of U of North Carolina’s Center on Poverty, Work and Opportunity where co-editor Kalleberg was dean of the hosting university. His panelists stressed the need for universal health care and legislation to augment union protections of workers under the US Labor Department and National Labor Relations Board.

Here we are today: Overview

3ASA 2007 had exposed the carceral nature of the American state, combining the highest incarceration rates in the Western world with the most disproportionate racial composition, plus a welfare system deformed from providing services to poor families with children.  Instead we have a system blaming the poor for expropriating national assets, even as the real expropriation enlists state institutions to serve the profit interests of a fraction of the richest 1%.  Field researcher Loic Wacquant presented this central thesis, arising from his book, The New Government of Social Insecurity (2006).  At ASA 2008, he was awarded the Lewis Coser Memorial Award.  

Further, in 2007, national conditions were found to be unfavorable to egalitarian values/democratic processes. Political re-structuring for a decade had featured degradation of US Constitutional elements in both legislative and judicial branches, favoring instead executive powers not delegated under the rule of law.  Instead, it was secured through collusion with corporations (especially communications), through a self-initiated ‘state of exception’ that militarized US institutions, and by withdrawing executive support from international treaties, charters, and domestic statutory law.  This evidence was put forward by diverse sources in social organization and the sociology of law, including an overview by a US Supreme Court justice.  Specific efforts of the US Congress to resist this non-egalitarian tide were likewise embodied by Judiciary Committee Chairman John Conyers, advocating for single-payer health care to join the US with traditions of the Western World. The American Dream plenaries in 2008 contested the rising tide of inequality.
Disparities in attaining the American Dream was the theme of Presidential Panel (28), and Daniel Cornfield’s focus was institutional, not the “interdependent power” of the past ASA president. As Thomas A. Kochan, author of Restoring the American Dream put it, “We are in one hell of a mess.” Not only does the gini coefficient continue rising (degree of separation of high and low incomes), but health gains and wage growth are flat while industry exacts productivity gains.  If a rise in labor’s standard of living is the American Dream, we failed.  Bruce Rainer was no more encouraging towards labor, saying its “debate with Neanderthals” had failed to advance on five key factors of family welfare for a decade, and the “national disgrace” of labor law reform had become a rearguard action resembling “a 1930’s moment.”  Political leadership is missing.

Teresa A. Sullivan documented lost dreams of middle class consumers who find themselves with home “assets” which have become liabilities risking foreclosure on the next medical bill. Average net worth is dropping as debt-repayment liabilities increase to 25%, based in new lending industry practices: universal default, mortgage bundling of low asset loans to sell as securities overseas, and bankruptcy legislation tailored to banking interests.  A home, and aspirations for college, a pension, and health care—all fundamentals of the American Dream--are escaped by new companies on the stock market, e.g. Mastercard.  American dreams are in decline, and for many are unattainable. Lenders, of course, contribute heavily to US political campaigns. 

Kalleberg asserted that globalization, the spread of market fundamentalism, and growing population diversity are three of the major drivers producing change in work and society in the 21st century. His Re-inventing the American Dream session (69) found editor Bob Kuttner of American Prospect magazine giving small hope for ‘social charter' interests in Europe or America under center right governments that follow US-led hedge fund speculation and market fundamentalist ideas. Political re-structuring is likely to continue without holding chief executives accountable. With the exception of the Copenhagen Consensus, which supports low wage erosion, the Maastricht Treaty, US economic leadership, and high use of outsourcing paint a bleak picture without “living wage” legislation. The Squandering of America, with its declining expectations and demolition of a mixed economy, is likely to continue. 

Donna Shalala championed positive changes from the Earned Income Credit under Clinton, but she admitted workfare overcame welfare priorities under Welfare Reform—something she asked Clinton not to sign--and mothers with children were merely added to an increasingly large group of lower wage workers.  This is an approach which can no longer be done she added, because at present there is no longer a flush economy.  Priorities for these workers, she said, counts single-payer health care number one. 

During this session I asked about that part of the American Dream that citizens believed in while crafting a constitution that expected elected officials to follow its provisions or be dismissed by congress during their executive terms.  But subsequent 2008 sessions appeared less to forestall, than to document executive acts counterproductive to citizen interests.
A Precarious Worker in a Precarious Workplace

Insecurity in the workplace occupied a number of sessions, including the presidential panel on worker stress and outsourcing (269), but those papers took on a sub-discipline concern with “social construction” and “social mediation” which nearly obscured collective labor aspirations, dispensing with individual for managerial ones. 

Vicki Smith presented her Silicon Valley participant observation study with Esther Neuwith for their new book, The Good Temp (Cornell University Press, 2008). Their thesis treated outsourcing as a socially-constructed means to “bring labor back in.” This would meet management concerns of a dependable work ethic by promoting outside contracts which legally permit employers to call temps their employees, and thereby create a commodity market for a stream of non-standard employees which compete against standard work arrangements.  Generally, they found Temp Companies to be older, larger, more multi-site, offering more services, and more credit worthy than Professional Employer Organizations.  At present, temp services are not licensed in 28 states, though there are 2 ½ million US temp workers at work every day. Susan Houseman’s paper did conclude, essentially, that temp employment is not a good way to get a job in which one wishes to advance; that is, out-sourced labor can be dead-end labor.
Growing population diversity was an implicit theme leading to worker insecurity in ASA sessions, a theme combined with concerns over globalization.  Rubén G. Rumbaut (28), for example, called the plight of US Mexican workers ‘Kafkaesque,” with 53% of workers fearing deportation, in an immigrant labor market drawing both higher and lower skills to the country.  Half the US un-documented are in California, one third of California workers are foreign-born, and only 5-10% are served by US tertiary education.  He classed this as “segmental assimilation”--not fitting a classic model--and he underscored education as a key factor for fulfilling American dreams these diverse workers bring with them.4 The 2008 ASA Distinguished Book Award was given to Robert Courtney Smith for filling in their ethnographic background in Mexican New York, where lives are heavily determined by their transnational status.

Barriers and Bridges, session (461), gave an in-depth assessment of a failed US immigration policy with Mexico since 9/11.  Saying that policy became paradoxical, Doug Massey pointed to a free trade agreement saddled with six-fold militarization of a border that has been no threat. Mexican immigration went from an uninterrupted flow of male workers going to three states to families going to 50 states, doubling US illegals through dramatic drops in rates of return, while middle class Americans scapegoated, terrorized, and pursued them with anti-terror laws.  Immigrants withdrew into single language enclaves for protection of their mixed-status members.

Jorge Gutman (Secretary of Foreign Affairs of Mexico 2001-3) said this incensed Mexican public opinion and defeated diplomatic goals for a worker program and a resolution on residency. Jorge discounted anti-immigrant arguments about joblessness; 82% of immigrant Mexicans have jobs at the time they cross the border.  He discounted high quotas.  Mexico has the same legal quota for immigration as smaller nations overseas.  He discounted wide fluctuations in rates. There have been 130 years of steady Mexican immigration unresponsive to economic and political cycles, save disasters like the US depression and Mexican land reform.

Massey decried public media on the issue, pointing out only 20% of Americans are anti-immigrant, 1 million Americans live in Mexico at any one time, and criminalization is a counterproductive policy for addressing both US citizen and immigrant interests.  With the “worst of all possible worlds” at present, the US, out of self interest, should consider a Mexico/US development fund like Northern Europe used before EU unification with Spain/Portugal.

The insecurity of US-Mexican families is shared by labor markets of the native born, as session (428) made clear. Bruce Western’s paper, “Inequality Among American Families, 1975 to 2005” found during that period there was a 40% increase in income inequality for males, 60% for females, and 65% for women with children.  This result challenges the work of economists who neglect negative impacts of welfare reform legislation on female-headed families in the US.  When he explored internal variation within three categories of education (less than high school, high school, and college), the greatest increases in income inequality were for the least educated. Factors like women entering the workforce and workers getting further education were offsets to the overall rise in inequality. 

He concluded this era of market fundamentalism has raised insecurity within educational categories by producing greater heterogeneity. This is in line with the theory of the "great risk shift" i.e. your neighbor may suffer a foreclosure, a bankruptcy, an uninsured medical cost, or have a less supportive network in job search or advancement than you, though all other social characteristics are identical. Such financial perils have become typical of this period. Researcher-observed hostility to immigrants by US workers may be related.5  Western defended his finding of high within-class variance from an audience member who claimed it’s a statistical artifact, by indicating his study looked at growth over time, an historical measurement unlike the cited survey model of former ASA president William T. Bielby.

Discussant Fred Block called the current condition one of “income volatility” directly related to NLRB and Dept. of Labor harassment of labor unions by the Bush Administration.  He noted that Jody Heymann’s survey paper on labor in180 countries essentially found that resistance to global controls preventing such volatility were now ideology-based.  He said John L. Campbell’s paper on “Flexicurity” in Denmark made its fundamental point that hybrids, like mixing a high lay-off economy with state secured benefits can work very well to prevent volatility (the good of a high taxes, high benefits system).  He summed up that there’s a global problem now with employment contracts containing escape clauses that prevent workers from getting promised benefits.  In the US, he said, workers cannot protect themselves.

Arne Kalleberg drew upon the previous researchers in his presidential address (308), “Precarious Work, Insecure Workers: Rethinking the Sociology of Work, Workers, and the Workplace.”  Perhaps only kinship, he said, is a comparable social locator for human beings than work, and that work in recent decades has been made precarious by social, economic, and political forces.  This include 5-8% layoffs of plant work forces, expansion of service work, global cost competition with oil shocks leading to outsourcing, more immigrant labor, and the end of post-war labor-management relations.  The latter was complicated in the US by removal of government protections, attendant changes in labor law, and the decline of union membership as a check on management policies.  

Kalleberg used the short noun “precarity” to characterize these conditions.  Citing Polanyi, he sketched three eras of laissez faire vs. social protections policy: 1800-1930 market mechanisms with uncertainty; 1930-1975 a social contract with relative certainty; and 1975 on, with pervasive market mechanisms to move money, goods and workers across borders.  The last has low tenure and security, job displacement, labor cost reductions in good times, outsourcing used by half of employers, and high rates of long-term unemployed as compared with short-term.

The social effects are in process: economic insecurity and a rise in debt and bankruptcies, high stress and poor health, high anomie, re-timing of marriage and the number of children, more college debt, and declines in community organizations.  Employment is embedded in other institutions; consequently, we need an integrated holistic study of work to substitute for the fragmentation of industrial sociology, the management focus of economic sociology, and the control of employment policy by economists.

The Sociology of Work should be grounded in employment relations where government can implement collective social security commitments, with guidelines for employers, similar to the Danish Flexicurity model.  Actions should include portable social and unemployment insurance, pensions, and support for union advocacy as a balance of power to big money and vested interests.

A Precarious Citizen in a Precarious National Environment

The US worker is not only in precarity with respect to his employer, but as a citizen related to national leadership and political structure.  Session (17), on the Politics of Exclusion explored this condition and papers were discussed by Jack Goldstone, an author with several books on revolutions and social movements who has studied political fragmentation in the USSR and Iran.  Dorith Geva and Ben Herzog exposed present limits of citizenship in the US; that is, its potential revocation. Hella Dietz reviewed a Polish paradox and proposed a problem-solving model for social action. Colin J. Beck overviewed revolutionary ideology in16th Century Europe, discussing the potential for a pragmatic political regime avoiding revolution, by “stretching itself” with heterodox ideologies rather than pursuing assimilation.  Lightly applying the papers to the present, Goldstone stressed linking citizens with evolving principles of oppositional elites, something that requires active intellectuals.  While Goldstone’s focus was reminiscent of US bifurcation in its political elites, a McCain-Obama split did not figure directly in his comments.

Section 214, Organizational Crime: Corporations and the State, explored “grave offenses against human rights law and humanitarian law, including war crimes and genocide.”  Citizens and soldiers experienced precarity under such conditions of the Bush Administration and its policies, but organizational crime has been a neglected theme in sociological literature.  The session cited Colin Powell lending pressure in Serbia, which resulted in Milosovich’s surrender, and the 12 minute Srebrenitza video of war crimes impacted the Serbian chain of command.  A survey of 5007 Belgrade adults in two opposed political parties shows that video evidence is likely to be influential among supporters of EU membership for producing Mladich for trial by the ICC.  So, a “structural pre-conditionality” approach is favorable to achieving justice.  In the US, the RICO law is effective when more are involved in calling for collective responsibility.  In the case of Darfur, more nations should call for it.

Jens Meierhenrich called for “collective criminality” investigations to hold individual perpetrators accountable in “The Concept of 'Criminal Organization' in International Law: A Reconstruction.”  Conspiracy alone, he said, is too vague and casts the net too widely, holding innocent citizens guilty by association.  Linkages to the crime could include: command responsibility, superior responsibility in a position, joint criminal enterprise, and conspiracy.  In the International Criminal Court today the practice is to hold all individuals responsible among people who form a plan. 
Joachim J. Savelsberg’s session (214) observed that in the US it is difficult to hold organizations liable under criminal law and punish them as one would an individual citizen, except by probation. Citizens caught up in corporate criminality are proportionately at loose ends. The Smith Act, the Nuremberg trials, and humanitarian law trends advocated by John Hagen and others to address state offenders, do lead increasingly to prosecutions.  His paper, “The Lieutenant, the Company or the Army? Attributing Liability in Criminal Trials and other Narratives” dwelt on US war atrocities in Viet Nam, distinguished spontaneous from ordered atrocities (de-coupling), and surveyed 37 textbooks.  He sought how much collective memory remained in print about the 175 killed at My Lai and the 22 murders attributed to the commanding lieutenant. While trials like Lt. Calley’s do have a ritual power to reinforce a nation’s values--if held--the Peers Commission discovered both unclear commands and a cover-up by AMERICAL, but only one textbook reported the cover-up, and the textbooks gave very fragmentary reports on the war crimes.  Savelsberg suggested this is due to matters of US national pride.  He compared it to Argentina, and when I asked whether President Bush and VP Cheney are likely to be part of collective memory due to their law violations, torture, and war crimes if an impeachment hearing is not held, he replied that reputation was certainly a matter of concern to those in the House, irrespective of party. 

Session 466, Discourse Processes in the War on Terrorism, further addressed citizen precarity with a State whose covert aims are facilitated by poor mass media. Paul Chilton’s “War Metaphors: Real and Imagined” found there are serious misrepresentations of foreign events by high end US mass media, and US policy makers would be better off not reading it.  He cited the missed story of Clinton considering war over 8000 Korean fuel rods and Jimmy Carter averting it through diplomacy.  Hugh Gusterson took up the thread in “True Lies: American Media Distortions of North Korea's Nuclear Program” and Bush’s plans for a pre-emptive attack on Korea when the press misrepresented actual terms of the US-Korean agreement.  The press also slandered Korean leaders as narcissists and blackmailers, while citing expertise of US commentators (e.g. Robert Einhorn) that did not exist.  Tit-for-tat policies and countering Bush’s broken word on the agreement; both provide more reliable grounds for US policy-makers on Korea.

Gordon C. Chang et al discussed “Representing the Need of the Iraq Invasion” in the context that: the US had given WMD to Iraq in the 1980’s, there was simply a 10% miss-match of UN and Iraq destruction records for those produced, and Iraq agreed to be inspected in both 1998 and 2002.  Examining US leader statements, including those by Bush and Powell, they found that the “script of terrorism” was combined with unhistorical data to make social representations of character flaws while contesting the material evidence that WMD were gone.
James M Skelly, a soldier who once filed suit against the RVN war, brought home the consequences of political precarity for citizens with his, “Iraq, Vietnam, and the Dilemmas of Soldiers in the Time of War.”  Noting that the US has moved from political to economic conscription for its soldiers and increased “moral waivers” by 50%, he said those conscripted are taught a mythic not sensory reality about war which leads to internal dilemmas. Those dilemmas resemble those reported by war reporter Chris Hedges in What Every Person Should know About War (2005), ones which cause questions over what kind of person one has become. Consequently, there is a high suicide rate of 18 soldiers a day across all US veterans in the population, a war-related increase in suicides that is 1/3 higher than former wars, and an increase in atrocities which cede moral authority to amoral war leaders. The audience suggested researchers use Discourse Analysis on events of importance i.e. snippets of talk.

Session (173) on Theorizing the History of Sociology explored ways in which the sociological enterprise has often times associated itself with imperial governments and colonialism; a negative exemplum C.W. Pennell eschews for professional practice.  George Steinmetz presented, “Imperial and Anti-Imperial Sociology in the US, France and Germany,” pre-figuring his book coming out soon. Noting that disciplines today have a strong national character which invite comparisons, he asserted these three have been imperialist nations. While in the US the ASA developed out of the Anti-Imperialist League, between the two wars references to imperialism in the American Journal of Sociology increased up through the last century while colonialism references swelled in1948. But there are few references to empire after 1948.  Gerth and Mills though, state that American sociologists retained an informal focus on imperialism. In Britain, during Patrick Geddes and Brian Turner’s works, de-colonization reigned while the US adopted a focus on universalism.  

In France, social order in journals followed Durkheim’s lead until 1975, modeled on non-literate societies, then after WWII Aron, Mercier, and Bourdieu conducted sociological analysis in situations of Western empire and colonialism. Germany, the most complicated case did not turn inward, and it saw Max and Alfred Weber research ancient empires or societies dominated by the West. Thornvald, a colonial fieldworker, established the Sociologus journal. Carl Schmit, Nazi jurist and theorist of Neo-cons, advocated Monroe Doctrine-style imperialism to Germany’s east during WWII. After the war, in Germany a consensus developed not to investigate Nazism. Neil Gross (173) suggested Max Weber held imperialist ideas prior to his China studies, and he suggested pursuing institutional studies from an intellectual history standpoint, not class-based analysis inside massive imperial states. 

Sociologists who assembled to extol a book by Sarah E. Igo (72), seemed to approve of this approach as represented in The Averaged American: Surveys, Citizens, and the Making of a Mass Public, critically depicting sociologists and intellectuals who shaped conceptions of a mass society in the mid-20th Century. Wendy Nelson Espeland, Elizabeth Clemens, Eric Klinenberg, and Michelle Lamont praised Igo’s exposition of these ideas that generated a mass public for the commercial book trade and newspapers, defining “American” in terms of a lonely crowd, a mean adrogenous majority. It defied the identities and protests of citizens in Letters to the Editor columns then, and frustrates grass roots organizers today.  Ogburn, Lynd, Kinsey, Mead, Friedan, Gallup and others manipulated their typical communities, excluded Blacks and women, underrepresented workers, and even succumbed to the interests of their funding organizations while conducting commercial ventures which fed off the rush to “normalcy.” Klinenberg observed sociologists played a major role in developing this national imaginary, but it is not the influence we want to have. One said, “How challenging public sociology is.”

A NSF study by Devah Pager et al (184) investigated racial precarity in their paper, “Sequencing Disadvantage: Barriers to Employment facing Young Black and White Men with Criminal Records.”  They found what amounts to a political dimension in the problematics of US hiring.  Using a large scale field experiment in the New York job market, they sent Blacks and Whites displaying criminal records for job interviews seeking to account for why 60-70% of ex-cons are still unemployed a year after release, and half return to prison where 40% of inmates are Black, four times their population percentage. The authors found criminal records halved the callbacks for job interviews overall, and Blacks had half the callbacks of Whites, thereby preventing them from overcoming racial stereotypes with their personal characteristics, even as US politics has increased incarceration rates.  Racial discomfort in hiring interviews and institutional racism were very real in this study, underscoring minority penalties that complicate political precarity.  In a related Fulbright study by Pager, done in France regarding high punishments of resident North Africans, she reported national minorities play a prominent role for changing the landscape of crime control; it predicts the severity of criminal justice interventions.
How We’ll Get to Something Better

Progressive Summary: Clearly this conference conceived of public sociologists and intellectuals providing concepts and a public imaginary for improving things.  Instead of a carceral society preying upon the largest part of the population, third strike penology and punitive welfare policy need to drastically change course.  Anti-Constitutional political organization needs to stop hollowing out functions of its implementing bureaucracies to benefit a bloated executive, and re-invigorate Constitutional guarantees to the whole people.  The American dream needs to be reinstated.  Institutionalized racism and marginalization of foreign labor and critical political groups need to stop, especially as implemented by a profit-compromised mass media.  

Precarities of the poor, the worker, the shrinking middle class and practicing professionals need to be addressed and mended to restore a civil society.  Labor law and Labor Department policies need to renew the place of good faith union/management negotiation in an increasingly service-oriented economy, and professional networks of social scientists linked internationally can assist by coalescing concepts and theories from contemporary ethnography and from historical studies rather than mere data cross-sections.  However, they could be picked off from fragile positions in ramified networks, which can be interfered with, where they have little support except from core leaders and departments. Trends in sociological practice, however, mitigate against such plans for social action.

The ASA president ventured a new discipline intended to tie together the sociological products on work just discussed, diverse as they are.  If sociologists get at the deep structure of contemporary work, with all its institutional connections, then public sociology will have better policy recommendations; in a sense they will better apply their professional power.

Two plenaries planned such a discipline (383-4).  I attended session 384, the one with insurgent public sociologist Michael Burawoy as discussant, and the one that more closely follows an emerging ASA consensus that ethnographic monographs better handle emergent properties in flux than secondary analysis of databases.  This is the direction Wacquant’s 2000 journal Ethnography follows, and this session’s central paper was a survey of work ethnographies by Jennifer Platt et al (U of Sussex) using Hodson’s Sample of 156 books and 204 workplace situations between1940 and 2002.

Jennifer stated the sample was not representative of work specialties or sociological practice, since work ethnographies miss military personnel, clerics, hotel workers, and postal workers by and large.  One in five were done by anthropologists studying a specific work site, material culture, or to preserve unique social information, while many are journalistic, autobiographical, or done by management or industrial relations schools.  Less than half the researchers took the job specifically to prepare an ethnography on it.

Sociological ethnographies specialized in studies of the factory floor, tried to make generalizations to apply to other work sites, and some report folklore especially in time of war. The overview immediately generated controversy because no mention of theory was made, and very little was made of sponsoring agency.  Burawoy contended much of the work was inspired by critical theory and work done in the future should follow that trend, done from the perspective of worker interests.  I made a pitch from the audience that much of the work in the US was done from the Everett Hughes view of professions, and workplace studies by symbolic interactionists of the Chicago School trying to explicate how individual workers negotiate “trouble” at work under competing demands. I wanted to know how anthropologist Erving Goffman had escaped comment and why Peter Berger’s Human Shape of Work, foundational for work studied by labeling theory, did not play.  Platt underscored Hodson’s goal of enumerating works as viable for research, but participants saw a new sociology of work being vitalized by theory, whether emergent or generalized.

Michael Rose discussed, “Neglected Classics in the Sociology of Work,” going back to its industrial sociology founders.  He said management interests suppressed some sociological work finding workshop crafts fundamental to building national society e.g. Lloyd Warner’s The Social System and the Modern Factory.  “Skills decomposition” introduced there later played a major role in critical theories of Braverman, taking the view of organized workers. The human relations approach of Rothlisberger and Dickson and Elton Mayo buttressed upper and mid-level management interests, by applying Pareto and Durkheim theories of social order, and posing how to maintain it. 

While this view was redressed by William Foote Whyte’s view that conflict can be positive, and crying waitresses mostly negative, the scientific management approach of Taylor was a major influence on Anglo workplaces, fragmenting and alienating labor. Further, Warner and Lowe’s work de-emphasized class polarization with a research view favoring open status and rank aspirations for labor to avoid apathetic dissociation by labor.  In addition, they touted management building international cartels.

The mixed history between management and workers in Industrial Sociology is not easy to ignore or transform into a professional Sociology of Work, any more than disputes among professionals studying worker views from general and emergent viewpoints are.  Arne Kalleberg set out a discipline goal rife with contention.  Another historical transformation was reported, complicating the plan further. Jennifer L. Pierce raised feminist questions of rationalized, gendered, and transnational roles, saying sociological studies have avoided until recently the unpaid, volunteer, sex work, and care work which sociologists like Dorothy Smith have qualified for study, suggesting that work processes construct gender e.g. masculinity.  Burawoy again stressed the theoretical model--the context of these studies--is critical sociology, which energizes labor for the future.

Critical Sociology was a means to social change for the current crop of sociologists in practice.  In Boston, this section consolidated itself into a separate conference at a nearby hotel, and put on ten papers there under a theme of power and resistance.  They met, gave awards, and reflected on 40 years since they challenged “Fat Cat Sociology” in Boston. Their publication, “The Insurgent Sociologist” became in 1987 the journal Critical Sociology that they handed out at the meeting. With a newly secured publication relation with Sage Publishing, they prepared for future social action. 

Rhonda F. Levine reflected on Al Szysmanski, who updated members on social movements in the days after 1968’s sociology liberation movement, and upon their conceptual successes with class, race, and gender inside sociology.  Robert J. S. Ross amplified the role that unpopular war, police riots, and urban social unrest played for young professionals choosing not to be fat cat sociologists but to work from inside professions for change, a situation with parallels to our current economic strains and an unpopular “hundred years war.” Successes have been very limited in economics and political science.  Martin Nicolaus, who spoke on fat cat sociology at New University in 1968, called for offsetting “Uncle Toms” with a long march through the institutions.  Sociologists, now half women, nibbled away at cultural hegemony and changed the process of cultural reproduction.  To succeed in more than male/female equality, sociologists must now go beyond the cultural, make work institutions more democratic through worker authority, and the nation more democratic by energizing geographic and communitarian decision-making by the people.  Our opponent is a national regime with less intergenerational mobility than Old Europe. 

Final sessions I attended focused in on how institutions of religion, the economy, social movements, and politics seek to implement calls by Ross to mobilize workers.  Religion and Labor, session 273, contrasted coalitions with labor activists in America--where evangelicals are tied to the informal labor market--and Latin America where the Catholic hierarchy is tied to formal employment.  Rhys H. Williams emphasized cultural meanings as likewise important to people of faith: work justifying faith through class ascendancy, work as mortifying the flesh, work as a blessing caught between the wealthy and other Christians living in inequality, and work to give charity or alms (“being co-creative with God”). William A. Mirola related an unusual Mid-West SIU case where six clergy were arrested out of a total 50 during labor organizing.  However, he said labor leaders question clerical involvements where no end product is evident, and may blanch at white collar state employees who are different to organize from blue collar ones.  Still, he advised, treat all linking organizations with labor as labor organizations per se.  Finally, Labor Day pulpits do invite labor leaders to church, but more is needed than descriptive cultural solutions.

Paths of Resistance: Work Regimes and Global Protest (514) took popular economics to task for worker precarities in China.  Ching Kwan Lee discussed the world’s largest working class, now de-coupling from Chinese capital.  Capital is being invested in Africa, while institutions for resolving class problems in China fail. Market fundamentalism is ascendant among managers even as grass roots labor organization in China’s sun and rust belts decline. There and in Chinese enclaves in Africa there is a resort to direct action e.g. wildcat strikes in the copper belt of Zambia. A full-time job is the common demand. 

Gay W. Seidman spoke on how transnational monitoring is being used to raise labor prices and protect workers by putting consumer pressure on importers with name and shame campaigns. Global sociologists have fielded different types: independent monitoring as used in India to limit child labor in GAP factories; the early code of conduct following Sullivan principles (still plagued by race issues); Rugmark (1992), created by exporters to limit child labor in hand-knotted carpets (where NGOs cannot monitor multiple sites);  and the 1996 name and shame campaign in the apparel industry.

An effective program needs: recognized human rights to protect vulnerable workers, a focus on institutional not individual  purchasers, company-funded independent monitoring (NGO’s haven’t the capital), and blocking through trade rules by states.  Three drawbacks of current programs include labor being omitted from monitoring, companies hiring monitors who undermine the codes, and nations opting out of providing for children removed from workshops. 

Worker links to social movements and politics was a subject of sessions  440, 514, and the Critical Sociology’s keynote speech.  Hank Johnston and Eitan Y Alimi (440) examined the “cultural grammar” (the subject, verb, object relations of political action) in the Middle East and South Asia for Chechens and Palestinians.  Chechens identify with the wolf, defending freedom from imperial Russia while Palestinians identify with the olive tree representing peasants on the land, defending it through jihad against Zionism. The authors loosely treated the recent history of Palestinians from central inspiration by the PLO into Hamas’ symbolism of the Muslim Brotherhood.  However, in the Chechen case, the movement was secular and nationalist from the beginning. 

Jeff Goodwin (514) posed the question of what workers do when labor action is not possible and treated terrorism as the weapon of the weak under this theme. He concluded it is not a viable path for labor because it is a tool of weak ethnic groups not classes with solidarity, and it focuses on oppressors (state terrorism) rather than exploiters.  The South African ANC eschewed terrorism despite conditions of state terror.  The 1987 intifada in Palestine was non-violent and garnered worker support and influence through the threat of absenteeism during the harvest.  By 2000, however, Palestinians were displaced by migrant labor and that intifada became far more violent as desperation led to increased suicide bombing. 

The most ambitious political link to workers was the paper by Josh Pacewicz et al, “Obama Wins the Heartland: Vertical Isomorphy Between Local Community Dynamics and the ‘New Politics.’”  The ASA conference had noted from the outset that Obama encouraged a Puerto Rican garment worker organization, and he might be supportive of wider union organization as president, like Franklin Roosevelt was.  This multi-sited ethnographic study, done by three universities, was conducted in small manufacturing cities undergoing de-industrialization over eight months of interviewing in the Mid-West.

Five neighborhoods were chosen in River City and Prairieville, John Deere layoffs and the failed meat packing plant had led to economic development drives, and political change was the condition researchers honed in on as Obama took the Iowa caucuses. 

Models or metaphors were found to characterize the political transition: Before, civic life was more like dating to form a marriage but now it’s like we are children growing up to resolve problems.  Civic engagement by leaders came from the Chamber of Commerce and old party organizations, but now it comes from a pro-growth labor coalition, a labor-management council, and young professional growth organizations.  Making these new partnerships involved breaking from the old politics and setting aside divisiveness. “Business Democrats” evolved, disrupting the old factions of democratic labor and Republican management, and new leaders crossed party lines.  Finally, the partnerships formed began talking about Obama for leadership at the national level, particularly among the youthful and highly civic-engaged.

Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, Duke University, gave the keynote address at the Critical Sociology conference, entitled,  “It’s Real: Racism, Color Blindness, Obama, and the URGENT Need for Social Movement Politics.” Patricia Hill Collins presented a paper in the international racism session of the 2008 conference (71) as her first act as the new ASA president. Bonilla-Silva also delivered the Lewis A. Coser Memorial Award lecture (307) at the regular ASA meetings, having received that award in 2007.

Speaking of a new sociology to revitalize US social movements against a social structure with a deep psychological thread of subordination, Eduardo recapped US racism from Klan and Neo-Nazi prejudice in the Deep South (focused in an undereducated working class); to the systemic practices and subjectivities Gunnar Myrdal recounted which sociologists and media anchors verbalize; to the “color-blind racism” evident in all Western societies and expressed in, “I am not a racist but…” followed by an economic justification.  That form of argument tends to assume market forces lead to racial laissez faire, while the fact is that 30% to 50% of the labor market implements market discrimination.  As much as 80% of job appointments are achieved through referral, putting the lie to US hiring under an assumption of merit; that is, “You can kill me safely.”

This Black Puerto Rican sociologist declared the “fierce urgency of now” to sweep away stereotypes of Blacks as a “they” made up of our best friends--without names-- who are religious, like their food, might steal, and will vote for Obama.  Obama, he said, does not agree with US Blacks on fundamental issues, not his expanding the military for a hawkish foreign policy, not his free market views without adequate constraints, not intended imperialism across the Afghanistan border, and not his sponsorship of centrism in the DNC, which the speaker straightforwardly labeled as fascist for its congressional voting record in recent years.  Forty six per cent of all funding in the US, he asserted, is corporate money achieved through bundling for investment purposes and that is a key message about sharing in economic life in America.  In short, he advised, “Vote the content of your politics, not the color of your skin.”

This stark identification with Black workers and suffering middle classes in America opened a fresh vision of this conference’s mission to restore to average people some fragment of the American Dream, recognizing with Bonilla-Silva that electoral politics can drain monies and energies which properly need to find expression in social movement politics, in urgent resistance to a corrupt nation run on principles unacceptable to its people.

1 Bookjacket:“Can the United States, the wealthiest nation in the world do nothing to combat the rising numbers of Americans living in poverty –37 Million according to government statistics—or the 50 million Americans living in “near poverty”?


2 Parentheses indicate the session number cited in the ASA conference program available at: http://www.asanet.org/cs/root/leftnav/meetings/2008_preliminary_program


3 A comprehensive review of ASA 2007 is available at http://www.msssrbooks.com/acad.htm


4 On this writing, Henry Cejudo, son of two undocumented Mexicans in the US, won a US gold medal for free style wrestling in Beijing.


5 On this writing, the largest immigration raid in US history removed 595 workers, mostly from Latin America, from Howard Industries in Laurel, Mississippi. 





