ASA Conference 2009

The New Politics of Community

(Ten year anniversary review by Bruce Russell Sr.)

Sometimes it is the casual remark not the thesis of a prepared speech that tells the truth most insightfully, and that is how is was at the ASA conference in 2009.  We don’t feel like we’re in the center of things, one plenary speaker said. We all feel like that, she reassured us. Well she might, because thinking globally and acting locally was what we were there for, each raising a public voice on behalf of the discipline.

There was no center, and that is the theme of this story, even as committed social scientists are putting themselves more in the public eye. We were there as professionals faced outwards to the world just as the conference graphic depicted us in all our diversity, yet linked together horizontally with our communities to apply our expertise on every level to what Wanda Katz-Fishman called, “today’s historic moment of deepening social, economic, political, and ecological crises”  (Social Justice and Social Change Session 82). 

Whole associations gathered in San Francisco. North American Chinese Sociologists explored crises in its diaspora and in China’s newly marketized health care.  The Society for the Study of  Social Problems pursued a theme rebuking complacency on racial inequality, “Race, Ethnicity, and the Continuing Problem of the Color Line.”
 The American Sociological Association and the Critical Sociology Association addressed global crises with newly invigorated concepts of community and world system, and many association members attended and presented papers in the other conferences.

Professional communities active for decades gathered, and constructed an imaginary around the ways sociology fosters social justice and reformative change.  Former ASA president Frances Fox Piven and her social movement model was there (322), adapting it for the world’s undemocratic social environments. Former president Michael Burowoy and his Public Sociology model was there, giving tribute for Giovanni Arrighi (138) and his ASA globalism debates, and to award-winner Barbara Ehrenreich (222) for her “Public Sociology in Action.” Saskia Sassen and her upgrade to 21st Century concepts was there, following up her call in Nation magazine (March ’09) for "An Economic Platform That Is Ours" (75, 259).  Craig Calhoun continued his reflection (356) on bringing more historical and political realism into social theory.

Immanuel Wallerstein’s social action model for the longue dure’e was present in both the organization of the Critical Sociology conference, and in a special ASA session on impacts of his world system theory (66). Professor Arne Kalleberg’s presidential concern to lift working people out of poverty and “precarity” through labor organization (127) continued to struggle with legislative hurdles. George Ritzer (177) left aside his critiques of consumerism and post-modernism with Bryan Turner over the last decade, to advance his codification of macrosociology in the global age.  The new president Patricia Hill Collins touted her political conception of community through numerous plenaries, and she organized many within the context of community organizing advocated by our first Black president i.e. The Obama Mini-Symposium.
For me, I found the promise to realize more egalitarian values in the San Francisco civic center itself.  There, behind a statue of Bolivar the liberator, and facing the gilded dome of state, phrases from the UN Charter are embedded as bronze letters in granite. “To reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person, in the equal rights of men and women and of nations large and small…to employ international machinery for the promotion of the economic and social advancement of all peoples…” Expansive. Timeless. 

Civil society of my parent’s generation was addressing a world audience, and the monument’s plaques were those of the Global South. But persons in the square--many of them in the early hours of the day—were the dispossessed of America: its poor, its foreclosed, its ill and injured, and its growing unemployed.  It was a public space to which they retreated, from the predations by contemporary society that Katz-Fishman had articulated. 

After a decade of extensive up-dating, social theory and practice have drawn closer for American sociologists. In part this has been through the intellectual leadership just overviewed, but also as a benefit of a flurry of recent publications in the public sphere by the ASA’s recent speakers, and by politically-engaged intellectuals at large. Sociologists have taken the concept systems formulated for colonial industrial societies with ethnic cores, deconstructed them, and reformulated them for an actual transnational world of worker flows, mixed-race office holders, and poorly-regulated international investments.
 

When It’s Too Big to Fail and It Does

World-wide collapse of political economies has been the specter in the minds of sociologists of the world system since the ASA meetings of 2008 where some were predicting it.  Global economic sociologists in particular were not surprised that a country like Iceland might suffer a collapse when its national investments in Lehman Brothers became worthless and it had to appeal to the International Monetary fund for loans to prop up the country.  The world system is financially that interdependent.  

The Federal Reserve Chairman of the US said later
 that he had to let Lehman Brothers fail because he technically lacked the powers he applied to other global financial institutions to inject capital and halt a world-wide depression like the 1930's.  Global sociologists were aware of this possibility. In a chaotic political/economic environment a company too big to fail would.  A nation-state invested in that company could fail along with it.  International capital flows are that sizeable. Office-holders in the world’s political leadership were unprepared.

That that failure nearly happened to the US--as it bankrolled the world’s biggest financial corporations from its national treasury--was the specter which drove sociologists to overflow many of the ASA sessions on globalism, finance, and economic sociology.  Unlike citizens on Main Street told by local media to suspect greedy individuals were responsible,
 that this was just a fluctuation in the business cycle, or that the world’s big dogs need to be fed to avoid catastrophe, this audience was less sanguine about personalities and about advice from the ideologues of global finance, yet more informed about political/economic policies off course for more than forty years. 

In a special invited session on the Global Financial Crisis (207), Fred Block, Bai Gao and Frank Dobbin put forward Economic Sociology’s contention this is “the most severe disturbance since the Great Depression,” and their papers concentrated on how it happened with the US in the lead, and how public policy needs to change.

Block said this credit boom and crash was abetted by numerous boards like Citygroup which had no outside members who understood finance, plus a global hegemony of Wall Street priorities.  His discussion of trade deficits since 1981 signaled a need for alternative fuels development such as the recent $2.8 billion going to building electric car batteries.  Block contended that, "Bank of America and City Corp were too big to succeed," and he expects they will be sold off in chunks.  

Gao picked up on fuels, saying causes included oil being pegged to a dollar standard which led to a “glut of liquidity.” To exploit the low interest rates, US CEOs focused on capital return while Japan and Germany focused on improving products, a disadvantage for US trade accounts. He argued an historically-complex relationship of cultural strategies to three global financial regimes (the gold standard, Bretton Woods, and the dollar).  Stable production by US and China for global consumption--and their agreements since the 1990s--is a central strategizing concern for the world as the dollar remains standard.

Harvard sociologist Dobbin examined “Fuel for the Crisis,” and he found it in the behavior of institutional investors and their stock market bubbles.  From the 1970’s on, he identified failures to increase the independence of corporate boards across 750 firms in his study, plus a pattern of CEO behavior that overvalued US companies and increased stock volatility: hiring CFOs for public relations with investors, and building in analysts’ target expectations, they drove up stock prices—permitting cash-ins by stock-option holders—and then used borrowed money for all new projects of the firm. E.G. the “Harvard Hole” of Larry Sommers.  When added to the higher risk behavior of investment banks, such pumped-up institutional investment added fuel to the crisis. 

Dobbin concluded three things: stock options yielded risk taking, debt yielded susceptibility to downturns, and board dependence yielded no effective oversight.  He reminded promoters of agency theory that institutional shareholders didn’t buy more shares if the companies instituted prescribed reforms, but rewarded “spin” rather than accurate earnings assessments. “What do you get?” he asked, and then answered, “A lot of little bubbles.”  Little bubbles, is seems, do add up to big ones.

Why The Failure? A Dialogue with the Public.

In 2009, American sociologists returned to public dialogue in significant ways, possibly to rival the mid 20th century, led by Robert Merton and Paul Lazarsfeld. Perhaps that is why president Barbara Reskin (77) lamented that economists have been controlling the global debate on the crisis of financial capitalism. She said media stories on it have been in individualist terms not sociological ones.  Clearly, the cultural and structural causes described by Block, Gao, and Dobbin is a powerful one, and that fact argues the affirmative on her session, “Does the Obama Administration Need a Social Science Scholars Council?”
  

Economists advising nation-states have all but ignored social and cultural factors--along with irrationality factors--and this exposed their complicity in the crisis.  Over the last year, J.Q. Public has had little difficulty understanding that their bundled mortgage sold overseas impaired relations with their note-holder. Their household values were essentially written out of their side of the "market" as their home became nothing but a financial instrument in a global sea of mortgages that cannot be untangled.  That thought preoccupies them during foreclosure, one reason why the Obama Administration moved to write the interests of homeowners back in by re-negotiating mortgages where possible.

But the public is just beginning to realize that market relationships all over the world have been  impeded for decades this way, by denying that a market is a social relationship.  This denial was exaggerated by the response of corporations to “the end of ideology” argument of Francis Fukuyama, supposing history had crowned radical capitalism forever. Fukuyama, however, did warn that democracy was impeded by “expansionist ultranationalism”—still current in the U.S. despite Fukuyama’s early appraisal it was dead.
 His recent book on Latin America, Falling Behind (2008) stresses failures due to weak institutions, not only responses to ideological capitalism.  

New publications within economics the last decade, and within the sociological specialty of Economic Sociology, have challenged views of market fundamentalists.  John Kenneth Galbraith, economic advisor for Roosevelt, JFK, and Johnson, made clear that a market is an unequal social relationship when one partner is a corporation (The Economics of Innocent Fraud, Ch X).  Face-offs of Global South countries with corporations were legion in the 20th Century.  Galbraith distained the simplistic economics we’ve taught our young in recent years, and he did not follow suit, saying in 2004, “References to the market system as a benign alternative to capitalism is a bland, meaningless disguise” (p7). His economist son later suggested that when fundamentalist economists talk of markets "they profess a belief in magic with a straight face" (2009, p21).  

The magic of market fundamentalists is now in disrepute.  Queen Elizabeth asked her economic advisors last November why she wasn't warned of the crisis. She received replies from the London School of Economics which Richard Posner reported in Atlantic magazine (August 16, 2009). Economists are now very narrowly trained, they said—essentially, they can miss elephants in the room because of substantial cultural blinders--and mathematical formulas have largely replaced their former judgement faculties.  To Judge Posner this reply constituted a "denunciation of mainstream economics," in part because the culture of post-WWII economists have ignored factors in the synthetic vision of John Maynard Keynes who advised the West on economics up through the Marshall Plan.   He concludes that the economics profession failed both the UK and the US. As we saw at ASA conferences the last decade, it largely failed the world.

For sociologists attending sessions on the world system, then, the Iceland story and the impending world recession were more than an unintended consequence of high-flying markets in credit default swaps, US mortgages bundled and sold internationally, and diving hedge funds, all governed by markets presumed to be self-regulating but clearly suffering from pilot error.
  For sociologists, “Disaster Capitalism”
 and “The Predator State”
 have been globally entwined over half a century.  Keynsian economics that governed the world system as late as the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations, succumbed to18th Century “market fundamentalism” over decades around the world, and the 2008 global financial crisis was a direct consequence.

A Whole World Out There In Need of Reform: The Public Dialogue Continues

For a generation, the main body of economic advice available to presidents and prime ministers of nations around the world has come out of Washington D.C. and been known as the Washington Consensus.  ASA conferences increasingly provided a critical perspective on it, as metaphors of triage among developing nations became common, and speakers like economist Paul Krugman, President Fernando Cardoso of Brazil, and sociologist Ricardo Lagos in the Chilean government, offered the view that nations operating outside the Washington Consensus can continue developing while retaining public goods.  Krugman declared free capital flows are not an unalloyed good.

ASA conference papers proliferated on negative outcomes of the Washington Consensus as it influenced actions of the IMF and World Bank, consolidated its influence into a shock doctrine for nations in debt, and guided the G-20 and trade agreements like NAFTA and CAFTA. Anti-systemic social movements gathered to protest WTO meetings in Seattle in 1999 and put pressure on the delegates, resulting in some reforms.  ASA sociologists have closely watched the World Social Forum debates held at Porto Alegre, Brazil since 2001, offering some support, and tracked the WTO reforms undertaken at Davos alongside the World Economic Forum e.g. 2006.  With the global financial crisis now flowing out of Washington, that consensus has cracked, and public sociologists are regaining wide readership.

One sign is that former Labor Secretary Robert Reich, author of Supercapitalism, says the financial crisis means a long-term change in how the world does business. World System theorist Immanual Wallerstein argued in The Decline of American Power, that fundamentalist capitalism, advancing since the height of US hegemony under Yalta agreements, will morph into a new form of world system as it fails. So, Reich’s view that unemployment and mortgage foreclosures will rise and depress consumption is apt. Real change in practices is likely. 

In his July 9th 2009 blog Reich says any recovery will not be V or U shaped, but X shaped, because “flat or declining median wages, mounting consumer debt, and widening insecurity, not to mention increasing carbon in the atmosphere – simply cannot be sustained. The X marks a brand new track – a new economy.” In the US mere financial investments don’t produce the recovery consumption can, unlike production economies like Germany which aid workers with wage subsidies and a social democratic political system. Ours is at best a tattered social democracy12 without Social Security or Medicare for people who work, so insecurity here begets insecurity. 

Another sign is newly published forums, like March 2009 issues of The Nation magazine. In the March 23rd issue, Wallerstein described the global struggle for a new world system in broad terms, saying that sociologists anticipate a system change within forty years and advised, “Follow Brazil’s Example…It is the battle between the spirit of Davos (for a new system that is not capitalism but is nonetheless hierarchical, exploitative and polarizing) and the spirit of Porto Alegre (a new system that is relatively democratic and relatively egalitarian)…
 

“Democratic and relatively egalitarian” was not descriptive of global conditions reported at our conference.  Even in Costa Rica, in a paper for the Section on Labor and Labor Movements (169), this effective welfare state in Central America was stymied by government submission to the Washington Consensus, and later implementation of CAFTA.  Jeremy Rayner, who spent two years of field work there in 2007-9, reported a decade and a half of conflict between privatization advocates determined to roll back the welfare state, and interests of the populace.  The people organized horizontally into political committees which led strikes and set up road blocks in protest, and protected their national utility ICE at the polls.  But their successes against corrupt politicians actually lowered opposition to the government, the CAFTA national referendum narrowly passed--splitting the electorate--and new parties continue the polarization. Costa Rica, in Central America, is less different today. 

If this was near success by stalemate, none of the other papers in this session reported as much.  

Joohee Lee’s first-hand report examined a 17 month period of South Korean strikes with sit-ins for non-standard workers disadvantaged by Korea’s 1997 economic crisis, and the shock prescriptions made by the IMF. After outsourcing and massive layoffs, a national labor pact made in 2006 to make non-standard workers standard was dishonored by the government.  Reactionary officials justified economic actions in religious terms, community support was tenuous, and local businesses pressured for profits.  Worker solidarity was split by these forces and the worker’s movement failed.  Joohoo said splitting workers has been a key objective of capital-controlling nations towards Korea, and Korean newspapers treated strikers as criminals.  Most non-standard workers were women.

Cassandra Dawn Engeman and Peter Olney treated labor movements in California, the first examining union social movement coalitions formed around immigrant rights (especially at March 25th and May Day 2006 demonstrations), and the second on a poorly-reported May Day port shut-down to protest the Iraq War.  Cassandra reported success only in stopping the Sensenbrenner Bill HR-4437, and that union coalitions can work.  Social movements like the We Are America Coalition must consider seeing beyond personal interests, and losing credibility when wider objectives are not met.  

Olney described how ILWU contract negotiations for July 1st fell apart when management threatened firings and imprisonment if a February-planned shut-down of West Coast ports went forward.  This united union leaders in solidarity with their members and they idled ports on May Day.  This coalition involvement didn’t stop US military adventurism in oil-rich countries, a broad goal of the strike. Further, media underexposure kept union leadership from knowing about long-haul truckers idling their trucks in sympathy when they reached Chicago or the coast, something I was able to tell them at the conference from first-hand involvement.  Also, they were reminded by others of coalition strikes by teacher’s unions.  The ILWU got their contract. 

“Democratic” and “egalitarian” terms certainly apply to the efforts just described: protecting a nation’s public goods from predation, restoring employment to non-standard workers within a decade of economic crisis, ensuring immigrant rights, and protecting the constitutional rights of citizens to reject pre-emptive and fraudulent wars.  But union efforts globally have been impeded particularly in the US by their small membership, as ASA President Kalleberg said in 2008, and the Obama Administration has appeared hesitant to promote its growth.  Olney and Kate Bronfenbrenner, the new Labor Section chair, advocated for passage of the Employee Free Choice Act.  Kate secured official endorsement letters from both ASA and SSSP associations.

Kathleen C. Schwartzman (5) gave a startling paper that demonstrated how a single sociological work and cross-border product can encapsulate global economic dilemmas and social justice issues.  Chickens.  Mexican traspatio (backyard) producers provided huge numbers before the maquiladora era and NAFTA implementation.  She said that industrialization and colonialization have parallels with the effects of new investing in Global South countries.  

In the Mexico example, “foreign portfolio equity investment” was enabled to import chickens cheaply, and traspatio producers lost out due to the low selling price.  Their household economies plunged them into extreme poverty, and the economically displaced immigrated to the US.  Schwartzman presented two historical graphs for 1985-94 showed the connection between volume of investor capitalism in chickens and the volume of Mexican immigration to the US; they mirrored each other in extraordinary detail.  A case by case accounting would help further research. 

Her similar study of Sao Paolo, Brazil housing investments confirmed for the researcher that a new development is replacing IMF and WTO incursions on behalf of the Washington Consensus, by privatizing it. US bond raters now “score” Global South countries, and the investment flows generate local poverty and spawn new favelas.  She mentioned an updated phrase from Mexican culture that expresses this, “So far from God, so close to Wall Street.”

Chris Tilly, in the same session, overviewed social movements in the Global South for confronting the takeover of public assets, saying the response is most developed in Latin America, where populist, social democratic, or socialist governing structures have been crafted. Where populism to reform the State was ineffective, non-traditional movements like MST and EZLN sought autonomy.  However, a third broad-based movement of good governing councils prizing high citizen participation has developed, some taking on abandoned factories and running them independently for their communities, providing social welfare the State does not, or in one case running its own teacher’s college. He called this a solidarity economic model. 

Tilly mentioned similar community movements in the US during the 1930’s, including “penny auctions” that protected farmers from land confiscation, tenant associations for housing, and severance pay banks to redress job loss, so our global financial crisis could revive similar forms.

His overview exposed broad features of organizational recourse for hard times. He ranked democratic socialism, monopoly, and solidarity economic models on both accountability and concentration, that is, the proportion of a market that is accounted for or controlled by a small number of enterprises. The monopoly model is less viable in the current economic situation, as it has been both highly concentrated and unaccountable.  Whether the Obama Administration can lead in crafting a new model out of the current crisis, with moderate accountability and concentration, is at issue. 

Fred Block’s paper for a political sociology session (322), “Obama Politics through a Piven and Cloward Lens,” took up such a prospect, and he began by stressing 40 years of unmet needs.  He said 2010 is critical for progress on it in the US, and both legislative and non-legislative means will be required to shape a new world system. But he warned anti-change forces can tie the hands of the media as a change agent, just as a synergy of religious congregations and free marketeers did on health care and insurance issues three days before, ambushing congresspersons during the August legislative recess.
  

To Block, the right-wing turn of recent decades in the US would not have been possible without such projection of everyday people into public affairs.  Much of a new legislative agenda is hampered by such forces, plus the very social movement methods Piven and Cloward developed to get reform on behalf of the poor and the invisible are now being used against them.  Non-legislative methods like those developing in Global South nations are conflicted as well.

Reaching the World in Redress, Each Institution in Turn

The State

Sociologists are developing a working consensus, as the Washington Consensus has become discredited by this crisis.  It will need to rely on many non-legislative means, however, since US party legislation has expressed market fundamentalist goals more or less together.  This was the shadow concern, I think, behind presider Rick Fantasia’s statement (5) there has been a three decade “counter-revolution” against global social democratic goals since the Johnson Administration.  It privatized. It made markets the supreme arbiter of a nation’s public goods—read corporate actors like CEOs—and it, “left no domain of social life unchanged.” 

Jonathan D. Shefner (322) probed why dramatically worsened conditions do not necessarily lead to protest.  In part it is because of State resources to co-opt, repress, marginalize, and otherwise undermine popular support, and in part because consciousness of need to change depends upon organizing for protest within the poor people’s movements, overcoming fears to break social rules institutionalizing poverty, and then enduring the response of the State. Howard Winant argued for achieving a deeper democracy, as was done through welfare reform, civil rights, and in such campaigns as "A Day Without a Mexican."  Use the weapons of the weak.
 In making the US a center for social movement methods, Americans have lived out the words of Frederick Douglass, “Power concedes nothing without demand.”  

But, as the audience reminded, transnational states provide no locale for such social action, and undemocratic states no electoral machinery to work towards. A dialogue between Gay Seidman and Francis Fox Piven considered required changes in the social movements model, and unearthed new meeting places and protest venues: border crossings, global supply chains, ports, airports, conferences to talk on behalf of others, plus interactions with politicians. The transnational calculus however is different, not parallel, because meeting together daily is restricted, the common identity is lost, and political requirements to respond to local demands may be absent.  Fran said Obama’s election was a social movement in itself, but if there are no demonstrations in the street his administration will bend to financial interests and ride the waves. She expects citizens will create a bigger wave.

But social forces to meet such a tide of the newly impoverished, it appears, are already in place.  

But social forces to meet such a tide of the newly impoverished, it appears, are already in place.  

Torin Monahan (60) makes the point in his paper that when democratic process is closed then places like airports and surveilled streets and crossing points are politicized beyond their function, that is, surveillance becomes a form of governance.  Getting to the conference through the San Francisco Airport, a literal warren of gated and observed social spaces, had already made his point for him.  Such venues are designed for control, not democracy.  He suggests further development of “convivial technologies” which access community values, and he urged that
the US Office of Technology Assessment be re-opened.

Health Care

While mainstream economists may have induced a whole new wave of poverty by institutionalizing the Washington  Consensus, health care institutions have also gone awry.  The Obama Administration intended to further public goods in this area, but the Montana senator chairing the Senate Finance Committee re-worked it into a bi-partisan reform of health insurance excesses.  That collapse of a right to citizen health care, into a right to make co-payments on a required private health insurance plan has resulted in a “Mad as Hell” doctors’ march on the state capitol in Helena, Montana.  It will demand a return to single-payer legislation, not a hand over of the impoverished ill to insurance claim adjusters garnering an increased slice of the “market.”
  

As a one time medical sociologist, I decided to attend papers breaking new ground on the health care crisis. Jane D. McCloud (361) detailed “the health gradient.” Dramatically higher death rates exist for low education and SES citizens, particularly with high stress due to social exclusion. Roundtable 137, 4&13 put this in historical perspective.  David Swanson—not the social activist but the demographer—presented disturbing news there, outside his usual academic venues. He had found substantive health disparities based on socio-economic status in county demographic data in Arkansas over time, plus in a random sampling of US states.  Within-race data also showed this pattern of differences in life expectancy, a disparity increasing between 1970 and 1990.  See Population Review for details and upcoming replication studies on succeeding decades.  US fatality rates are on track with the historical trajectory of market fundamentalism.

Other presenters were from the Chinese diaspora, reporting on recent health care market trends within China. Weizhen Dong’s paper, “Who is In? Who is Out” examined case data from urban Shanghai typical of the country-wide trend, “kan bing nan, kan bing gui” (seeing a doctor is difficult and seeking medical care is too costly).  The medical savings account system introduced to address the vast growth in rural-urban differences in health care has failed, with growing inequities in benefits by income.  The seven plans in Shanghai reflect social inequality levels, and they grow increasingly spare as jobs are lost.  Health benefits go with a job in China.  Currently over half of urban Chinese do not seek medical care when ill, while medically-recommended inpatient care is not received by 28% of the population.  Three quarters of the low income social group are not covered for medical benefits, where once health care was a right of citizenship.

Marketization was the subject of the remaining two papers.  Health care is being commodified, Weizhen stated, and she made four policy recommendations for the Chinese health sector, lamenting the for-profit model being imposed, and hoping the core socialist value will be upheld in China’s social policies.  Ke Liang spoke on, “The Consequences of Marketization for Health in China, 1991 to 2004.” While she documented how education and income now make major differences in health care, the most graphic fact she reported about this period was the regular overall decline in self-reported health (SRH) in China corresponding to occupational changes in urban areas as state industries were closed. Rural areas declined half as much on SRH.  Overall, China now suffers from similar health care flaws to the US. 

Bernice Pescosolido, panelist in plenary 368 for setting a new policy agenda in health care, said a

sociological presence was essential at the National Institutes of Health.  NIH regards sociologists today as an out group and relies upon popularized studies like Goffman's Stigma to set policies for reducing social distance, but the historical data does not support such a thesis. i.e. social distance has not gone down in the US since its publication.  Make use of the sociological division of labor in addressing NIH, she suggested.  

For example, three social theories explain the supposed genetic factor in alcoholism.  Sociologists need to challenge the individualist assumptions of US health-providing institutions.  Focus instead on communities as an object of health studies, with key target audiences of public policy makers, since this is the locus of cultural meaning, whether network or geographically-based. Core sociological ideas give context to emerging health crises.  An example is the case of obesity, as discussed by subsequent HPRC and Center for Disease Control speaker, Steven Gortmaker.  

Steven’s major goal has been to identify modifiable risks for morbidity and mortality in the young.  He treated obesity as an epidemic, saying the big picture is that every racial group has shown an increase in obesity since 1988, making the US almost number one in the world.  By 1997 20% of us were overweight. His Powerpoint projections of obesity data on a US map from that date were inescapable for their conclusions.  Every year showed increased rates and new states joining the obese until most of the population was 25-30 pounds overweight across the entire US, except for Colorado. Colorado actually helped him make his key point that this epidemic is socio-environmentally caused.  Its geographical location at high altitude directly affects metabolism. 

Increases in inactive lifestyle have overturned such natural controls on weight, and dietary intake has escalated as the major factor in weight gain.  He detailed the growth of fast food industries, portion over-sizing, increased sugared, soft drink consumption (e.g. 300 calories/day by a high school student), and more monies advertising for high consumption.  He advocated for community based participatory research (CBPR)
 to restrain an unhealthy economy and its community minions. Without community partners, he said, progress on health can be trivial. Market-stimulating processes worked.  We are bigger consumers (better?), and so we are bigger. 

Racial Inequality and Political Economy

Reform of political economies was a touchstone of the 2009 conference, including every level from global through regional areas down to households as a politic/economic unit. Such reform does not spring full-blown but has a history.  So, several papers examined precursors of political economies where inequalities were redressed. 

Julia Adams presided over History and Culture of State and Economy (274) where Marlene Elvira Santin presented her Goffmanesque frame analysis of the triangular slave trade from England to Africa, to the US South, and back to Great Britain, picking up and delivering goods along the way. This for-profit trade was set against 20 years of abolitionist resistance after the murder of 132 slaves in an insurance fraud at the turn of the 19th Century.  She concluded slavery was viewed politically as an economic issue in Great Britain at the time, attached to trade goods, human resources, cotton, sugar and tobacco.  A modern application suggests market fundamentalist thinking may persist for some durable goods. 

Curtis Sarles examined the Gascogne region of France during and after the reign of Napoleon III against the backdrop of Saint-Simon utopianism and Marx’s political appraisal of the emperor’s heritage with the words, “The first time as tragedy, the second time as farce.” For 30 years republicanism grew nationally while resin-tappers in Gascogne earned high wages in the agricultural South.  Most wealth remained in the North.  Today, temps harvest the trees for low wages and landowners gain the profit. Curtis suggested the infra-structural power of modern states to contain social movements is pervasive, in contrast with weaker despotic regimes. 

There has been a similar rising of hopes to1848, only located within the US and centered around the replacement of the Bush Administration with Barack Obama’s.  Sociologists predicted changes in political economy beforehand, along with a greater openness to social movements. An ASA retrospective asked the question what Obama’s election means for democracy and change in America (71). President Patricia Hill Collins said Obama could mean more democratic institutions, new policies and policy applications, and more community services. 

Lawrence D. Bobo and Jose Zapata Calderon (71) treated minority relations with Blacks and Browns.  They seemed to agree a radical change in relations is not implied by election of a Black cosmopolite by 43% of the White electorate, even while careful management of race issues by the campaign and the economic collapse helped, but Bobo said it mobilized the “Ready to cross the river generation,” though a disproportionate part of it remains in prison.
  Calderon said the election provided a vision for “change at the foundations” for Latinos, but noted that the power of capital in the US today is not in citizen’s interests, so multi-racial social movements begun by the campaign must continue.  

Melissa V. Harris-Lacewell agreed that Black political thought was often evident in Obama’s political venues, and she considers it a counter to economic balkanization by race, so Blacks may now consider themselves part of the American Dream.  Significantly, the election shifted the partisan balance in the country.  Only Peter Levine seemed to attribute significant long-term effects to the election, noting that AmeriCore was passed early on, Obama’s civic themes and high citizen participation helped him get elected—though the press did not cover them well—and technocratic campaigning gave way to personal talks with youth at the grass roots.

Collins, in her opening remarks (292), said the election “widened the public space” for political action, knitting together diverse groups, and race and inequality issues were tools in the victory, with Whites following Black attitudes and leadership after Katrina.  She raised $1.4M from ASA members to continue diversity studies by the American Sociological Association.  Her recurring phrase was, “the changing same,” referring to the expansion and contraction of opportunities for minority youth going on at the same time.

Stratified Urban Areas

Stratified urban areas of the world have long been an ASA concern at its conferences.  This meeting provided new research that contemplates momentous changes not dissimilar to the suburbanization of the middle class after the 1960’s or the re-location of workers near sites of industrial production at the turn of the last century.  This concern, like New Orleans after Katrina, focuses at the level of city planning and resource utilization, not just care for the new homeless roaming San Francisco in the current economic crisis.  It brings communities back into federal, state, and city purview in much the same way ASA conferences brought the political back into international economics.

Robert Sampson (368) reported on the decades-long Chicago voucher project to redress inequality there. This individualist policy approach offered means to re-locate within the city and the outcomes are now known.  Virtually all movement by vouchers was a move to highly disadvantaged areas in Chicago.  From the 1970’s through the 1990’s Chicago did not transform, as poverty traps pre and post correlate r=.87.  This reflects US concentrations of poverty almost exactly, and over 90% of Blacks ended living in racially-segregated neighborhoods.  Sampson’s map of these moves from structurally disadvantaged locations to new structurally disadvantaged locations was stark.  Racial inequality is durable.  His recommendation was obvious: study community-level interventions instead, to form effective policy.

Sampson discussed the problem using terms like cohesion and collective efficacy, pointing to the map, saying that Black neighborhoods display 30 times more spatial vulnerability to low collective efficacy as places to live.  That relates to social structural isolation, so when youth are raised in these communities they become developmentally excluded from escaping poverty.  Again, his study says whether you moved or not you lost a year of schooling and significant verbal ability in public education during the period.  If called in professionally to validate a policy, he averred, large scale community-level interventions have in fact worked in Harlem, Riverside, and Chicago’s Near West side.

Structural inequality was also the focus of Robert Perrucci’s presentation (5), pitched at the nation’s “new economy,” while assessing one’s fractured community position, now glaringly evident in post-Katrina urban settings.  His new book, America at Risk: The Crisis of Hope, Trust, and Caring, builds upon opening material in this review, adds features of his new US stratification model presented in 2005, and applies psychological motives to the mix.  Americans have had their hope destroyed since the 1970’s, he says, by loss of jobs, good wages, and visible means to a better future.  Taking percentages from his distributional stratification model (or the double diamond model), he indicates the 20% who are privileged control the hope of the other 80%, and 8% of the latter are simply excluded from hope.  

Sociological measures of class have lost specification recently, as occupational composition, income differentials, and educational access have rapidly changed, but Perrucci’s new stratification model has an ideal “fit” with the world financial crisis.  Those in the middle and the bottom have either limited access or no access to financing (the key variable) while those at the top monopolize it. In the case of 2008, they can cause the devaluation of every one else’s assets. Education, once the stepping stone to privilege through grants, has retreated to giving loans and, “hope has taken a drubbing.” 

His second micro-foundation of community, trust, has fared no better as major institutions of politics and corporate life generate little interest among citizens, and politics is simply mistrusted.  Policies that come out of these institutions reflect no hope and low trust, and that leads to the third depleted micro-foundation of community, a lack of interest in caring.  That downward spiral is visited upon: single mothers, the homeless, the aged, and the incarcerated.  He predicts the three micro-foundations of hope, trust, and caring will continue to erode because the economic depradations of the 70’s, 80’s, and 90’s are now totally institutionalized.  He suggested it is worse than Latin America.

A manifestation of Perrucci’s thesis was evident among San Francisco’s homeless.  Immediately next door to the high rise hotels of the ASA conference in both 2009 and 2004 was a daily line of homeless seeking amelioration of their plight at Glide Church, the site of the 1969 Rump Sociology Conference by the way.  I walked Ellis Avenue through the crowd nearly 10 times each during those two conferences--at various times of day--then sought interviews with a case worker at Glide to discuss conditions. Margaret Anderson introduced President Collins with the words that San Francisco has the most homeless of any major US city, and Collins invited Glide’s director, Rev. Donald Guest, to share his insights on community organizing inside this great metropolis. 

Between 2004 and 2009, I observed distinct changes in the homeless population, their street behavior, their different needs, and their plight through the nights and early morning.  Some of these I was able to confirm with the caseworker, a second generation employee.  The line out the door and up to the corner for clothes and essentials is longer at St. Vincent de Paul’s now, roughly next door to Glide. I watched emotive verbal duels, sometimes three in a block, between pairs of homeless, sometimes both sexes.  There was an air of animated desperation this year, and that matched up with Glide’s restricted access to rooms for the night, with policing tactics that moved them along the Caltrain tracks at night, or arrested them, and I saw fewer bundles of tarps and tenting in their arms.  More wore middle class clothing, had handicaps, or pulled airline bags or carried a cell phone for contacts up the street. 

Jasmine Harrison said her clients were more numerous, from more states, and they often said something like, "I don't know what I’m going to do” (if you don’t help). They are more frustrated now with her case counseling.  She acknowledged political advocacy is more necessary than in the past, but asking clients to pursue matters with the city on individual needs seemed to be current policy for her drop-ins.  

Global crises, then, are generating disaffected populations around the globe.  Large numbers of unemployed, foreclosed, and would-be retirees deprived of assets people neighborhoods across Michigan and the US, and swell the homeless in cities like San Francisco.  Favelas grow in Global South nations.  Whole nations of citizens remain marginalized to core decision-making processes and have felt powerless. The US presidential election, building upon a globally recognized civil rights movement and its grass roots politics which made it possible, had an inspirational effect on millions which has turned many towards political engagement. Struggles to regain democratic control for all the world’s citizens, and re-form institutions of the state, health care, race relations, political economies of production and consumption, and stratification within cities of the world has generated natural constituencies for organization. These constituencies are growing,
 outstripping collective means in place. This conference asks where most professional sociologists should begin to join in, and the answer is, with communities.

The New Politics of Community

Patricia Collins’ kick-off plenary (2) for the conference was with community organizers from around the world, particularly with youth. Though poorly attended, it provided both conceptual base and prospect for a new sense of community, one with a global reach.  Community is a place to start.  She began her conference of university professors next door to a community settlement house, reclaiming the truism of the Progressive Era that traditions of town and gown are both viable for the task ahead.  Both pursue a devotion to equality and social justice in their work, and their dominant thoughts interleave in a common dialogue.

Guest told the conference (2) Glide’s student immersion program works, and it is their prospect for political change (consult:  JLin.glide.org.). They recruit youth from gangs, utilize endowed hotels for school attendees and work with local unions  Youth develop a sense of community which includes claiming their own humanity. Their training cross-cuts racial, ethical, and political lines. To sustain youth contacts they have modernized by using cell phones and Twitter. Guest, from Chicago, says San Francisco is more violent since everybody has a gun. 

Marcel Fournier presented a session on new social thought (241) which provided a background to 21st century social action by sociologists. It featured a paper by Vicki M. MacLean on the old politics of community organizing during the actual Progressive Era.  Of three theoretical models, social gospel, ethical culture, and feminist/pragmatist, Glide’s program best resembles the first. 

Guest’s speech emphasized “a spiritual community” and utilized wealthy donors and educated staff to pursue “neighborly relations” with the poor.  Even his advice to youth had a sage-like quality: watch out for going-to-get-rich-someday myths leading you to vote against your interests.  Works foundational to this approach, like Robert A. Woods’ Victorian era books, and next millennium re-assessments by Robert Woods (ed), are newly published, and give a strong base to development.

McLean said Felix Adler’s Deed not Creed movement did the earliest community organizing in New York during the 1880’s calling it the Ethical Culture model.  It concentrated on empowerment of the poor—central for political alienation--and worked closely with guilds.  Similarly, Francis Fox Piven has applied an ethical perspective for empowerment of the poor, only in a world of global NGOs.  Panelists Amina Mama, of Capetown, South Africa, and Marcyliena Morgan, of the Harvard Hip Hop Archive (2) do so in community contexts, the first through educational networks, the second through localized youth engaged by “the hip hop nation,” a global cultural phenomenon.

Mama said African universities capture youth’s imagination and provide solidarity in the presence of dictatorships and quiet coups.  Her "trans-generational action” links political economies and processes for change for the six million Africans with university ties, many unified by the forms of oppression to which they object.  Just being heard is not enough.  One must activate voices and challenge the deafness that comes from authoritarian rule. You work with the young because life expectancies are in the 30’s and 40’s and you try to be future-oriented.  

Morgan works beyond “Black communities at risk,” focusing on five aspects of life affirmation she finds in hip hop which build respect for skill in performance. She says all the things youth have to deal with in everyday life become part of hip hop, including ciphers of self-protection and for fitting into a group, so view hip hop as a miner’s canary, an indicator of youth’s response to and mastery of their social environment.  Rapid social change becomes possible when their themes, their particulars, are adopted and elaborated upon, becoming a voice of youth around the world. e.g. Nigerian language phrases.

A third type of progressive model McLean detailed was Jane Adams’ Hull House in Chicago (1889). It had its roots in femininism/pragmatism and the College Settlement Association, building social policies for women and youth through social democracy rather than on individual rights.  It sought to reduce class differences in urban cores, often in immigrant communities.  Similarly, two panelists worked to organize new immigrant communities, Nancy Lopez with Haitians in New York and pueblos in New Mexico and Tam Tran with undocumented youth attending college (11 states have legal college attendance for undocumented students).  Charlotte Bunch likewise applied her feminist perspective in New Mexico and New York during 40 years of activism with communities of women organizing to give voice for global structural changes.  

Lopez raises consciousness for dismantling oppression from INS raids and racial profiling through: “other mothering,” boycotts, and “Si, se puedes” rallies (Yes, we can).  Tran has used a common writing project, reading circles, relations with churches and unions, and a march for the undocumented.  By providing safe spaces and pedagogy-anchored justice opportunities, their communities have socially constructed “SamHaitian” and “I am undocumented” identities that tell their own truth to power.  Tran is undocumented.  She studies documentary film production. 

Bunch emphasized choosing communities over a life span of activism, continually utilizing public spaces, resources, and information to exercise leadership. It should be multi-generational, because youth have “come into the world in a different moment.” At a recent UN meeting, she reported, a woman activist revealed she works to empower social justice with 65 lesbian groups in China that nobody previously knew about. This is a new form of political community, not tied to the physical space of a settlement house, a neighborhood, or even positions in global NGOs.  In Patricia Hill Collins’ terminology, it cuts across formerly insurmountable social boundaries.

Updating “Community” for the Global Context

Collins’ presidential address (292) laid out the theoretical foundations for a new sociological understanding of community grounded in such grass roots professional experiences.  It is one detached from the Park/Burgess model applied to “natural areas” within urban centers during the Progressive Era.  It is also separate from Toennies’ “gemeinschaft” model grounded in localized social relations of 19th Century Northern Europe, contrasting it with modernist commercial trade relations on the inland waterways.  Her model received analytic and critical examination in numerous sessions.

As I sat beside the transcriptionist rendering every word of President Collins’ statement for a “mature discipline,” I reflected that indeed, a discipline is mature when it takes seriously its nominalist responsibility.  Likewise, I was sandwiched on the other side by Vincent Jefferies,
 a second presenter at Fournier’s social theory session (241), there to restore a multiplistic vision to a discipline reclaimed from narrow specialties that speak weakly to the global moment.  A mature discipline holds together well, like a group of nested dolls carved to fit inside one another, and that is what Collins implied for global social action at every level, as she posed key questions: Why community? How is it mapped? How do we need to re-think it?

Due to the communication revolution, she said--and a “widening of the public space” that Obama’s recent campaign brought to race and inequality issues in US power relations--a fundamental re-structuring of the meanings of everyday life in “community” has taken place.  Community is where ethnic ranking and economic inequality intertwine with the state—not families—and where emotional touchstones both of love and perceived threat are shored up by localized hierarchies. 

In short, community is “a construct at the heart of the political itself.” This social construction is versatile towards challenges to group solidarity.  It is contradictory over actual social innovations and their meanings and motivations to me and mine, catalyzes our deepest feelings, and it is ubiquitous. Gaining her feminist voice, Collins said, “When feminists (inaudible word) politicized the concept of family they instituted a sea change in analyses of numerous social institutions.  I suggest that re-thinking the idea of community as a political construct may catalyze a similar interpretive shift.”
One finds communities and can map them in part, through reactions to gate them against social insecurities.
 It is found in efforts to enlist them in grassroots politics, employ citizens in public service, imagine a history together, and organize for collective action.  This loosened public space results in new social relations that detach and re-attach our symbols and construct new style encounters in public spaces, much of it beyond our symbolic boundaries. 

Altogether, identity politics is being augmented by an aspirational politics that will have staying power in the US. "I think we live in mediated communities" she said, and her references to negotiated social boundaries, relational thinking, adaptability, flexibility, and new uses of finances all re-think a social world where community issues are found everywhere, and much of it is political. Collins’ concept is more than the new political advocacy, more than a people’s view of national community, and much more than access to a list/serve.
Special session 41, with the sub-title Replacing or Developing Traditional Structures of Community, explored the viability of Collins’ new use of “community” around the world, enlisting some of sociology’s most experienced researchers. Presider Harmann Strasser introduced the theme in terms of short-term social networks where new forms of social solidarity for political ends is achieved by new forms of engagement in the US, the UK, Belgium, Netherlands, and Canada. 

Paul R. Lichterman put his comparative community studies in Southern California, Wisconsin, and Paris together to assert that one must pay attention to “lived concepts of community” uppermost, when dealing with civic life.  Tocqueville’s notion that Americans form distinctively ramified associations that cross-cut social categories misses the fact that Americans often have not integrated diversity in the process of working out their public problems.  Further, “social capital,” as a standardized notion applied to very different communities, doesn’t do much more than add market thinking to community thought processes that are suspicious of market influences.  

In his studies, he described concerns among community activists that gentrification by market forces would drive Latinos out of communities due to high rents, and he identified traditional communities of charitable giving as concerned over maintaining access to affordable housing and food.  “Communities,” it appears, can reflect paramount political insecurities.

Lichterman’s pragmatic view from the lowest level of a profit-oriented society was complimented by Dekker’s discussion of national social planning in the Netherlands, the country with the biggest non-profit sector in the world.  With disappointment, he reflected that perhaps one quarter of the population is critical of multi-cultural backgrounds and the other three quarters is multi-cultural, a fact which has vivified traditional community memories of the 1950’s.  But, old non-profit traditions are being built upon by citizen initiatives which cross-cut multi-culturalism there.

Quite in contrast with the US, 70% of schooling is diversely parochial--including humanist--yet it is publicly paid.  Non-profits report rapidly growing mailing lists which solicit volunteers, and citizen initiatives grow out of them for unpaid labor benefiting society at large.  All sorts of hybrid organizations are resulting, ones which cooperate with the government and get financial resources in turn.  Such “enterprises”—read political communities—have resulted in the Den Haag planning office declaring the next step in civil society is making businesses out of the civil initiatives.

Helmut K. Anheier, from the University of Heidelberg, reported on the broader growth of such NGOs around the world, saying it has escalated since 1975, only some of them related to business enterprises as in the Netherlands.  The Global Civil Society Yearbook, by UCLA and the London School of Economics, is reaching 10 volumes, as research on these institutions begun between the family and the state is reported annually.  Now, globally, they stretch from a world network of headquarters concentrated in Europe, and they reconsider their operational definitions to match their un-even growth in infrastructure through time.  

Canada’s Paul B. Reed reported on Ottowa deliberations, beginning with civic community behavior that is eroding, like paying your taxes and not running red lights. Both are learned behavior.  While the terminology is still shifting, he says, the uncertainty and the fragility of the traditional social order is evident in: less civic action, declines in voting except on key issues, closing service clubs, and drops in attendance at religious functions.  He suggested “the market” is the template upon which traditional community declines.  At the same time there is a wide-spread perceived need for greater community engagement, evidenced in new electronic forms which impact us as the telephone’s invention once did. “Community” is actually both resilient and cyclical as it is redefined for new social conditions, Reed suggested.

A very different community context is found in Brazil. There, Elisa P. Reis said civil society in Latin America is arrayed against totalitarianism, and her study of 300 Brazilian NGOs oriented to social policy demonstrates traditional community and society are not exhaustive in their confrontation of state power and markets. Non-profits advocate for corporate social responsibility and social welfare independently.  Her study replicates one done in Hungary.  However, NGO personnel recruit for solidarity reasons, have a high need for achievement, and train people basically in the informal job market on a self-selected basis.  Their financing is increasingly external and their decision-making internal to the NGO, rather than worked out with clients. These traits seem inconsistent with Collins’ call for active involvement of NGO clients.  Community can be out of step with civic-minded globalists, thinking in common cause. 

During discussion, the session focused on Richard Sennett’s comment that less family-based learning presages changes in civic engagement.
 Likewise, Kai Eriksen’s observation that relationships in public life now show demonstrable changes gave impetus to further community engagement by sociologists.

The Intersection of Formal Organizations and “Community”

The “new politics of community” resonated with social change efforts by community organizers I heard at the conference.  It was a more positive community focus for some researchers who see traditional community fading away, and it cautions a need for cooperation of global NGOs and community activists.  Hopefully, this may have been true of the hundreds of ASA sessions I did not attend.  But within political communities there is also a communication process broached with formal organizations, the subject of session 395.  It carried the sub-title Formal Organizations and Urban Transformations.  

Debbie Becher’s study examined “communication bridges” that utilize local knowledge to form policy.  Her approach anticipated conflict and her model of cooperation hinged on brokers between local government and actualized citizens.  Brokers who acted as intermediaries, accomplished a better policy fit, their success depending upon the type and legitimacy of the broker.  Benjamin Elliot Lind, who studied tenant rights mobilization in Los Angeles, 1976-1979, discussed miscommunication issues which led to severe mistrust in planning.  In a social atmosphere denying conflict and stressing cooperation, contrasting roles of representative or gate-keeper became confused, and redevelopment suffered.  He concluded that it is important to move among identities appropriately as part of the process, and explicitly recognize the roles people play.  Conceptualizing community politically appears consistent with both studies.

How about interactions between say Black citizens and formal organizations serving the growing poor populations in urban communities such as I found at Glide church?  Does similar race and ethnicity between client and agent facilitate community organization.  The new book by Celeste Watkins-Hayes, The New Welfare Bureaucrats: Entanglements of Race, Class, and Policy Reform, addressed this issue directly.

Increased appointment of same-race welfare agents permits research comparisons on the whats of intra-racial relations in communities. Celeste found most clients don’t see themselves benefited by same-race agents but do by a strong bureaucratic structure.  Backgrounds of agents affected how they understand their jobs, as representatives of the community or as policy-setting persons.  These conflicts center on desires to help versus desires to keep their jobs and benefits.  De-racializing suspicions is best accomplished by simply “showing respect” to the client. Some positives of same-race services may include “being a sister” and sharing “the same struggle,” and negatives may include “your own race discriminates against you,” and “you have to put yourself first” (above job security of an agent). Political community, it appears, may routinely cross-cut racial divisions if respect is shown.   
Getting Personal with Sociologists Engaged in a Broad Social Movement

Professional identities are often tied to communities.  That is one reason sociologists are moved to advocacy, putting their knowledge on the line so to speak.  ASA President Collins models this dedication as she advocates a political shift in “community” pursuant to global aims.  But her aspirations to social justice and equality reflect the tradition of prominent sociologists of the last century, and new scholars of this one.

Two social action sociologists important in Western history, Pitirim Sorokin (a Russian émigré), and Emile Durkheim (a French Jew) acted from a community-based identity in their professional and public worlds. Such ethnic considerations to their work were revealed, and punctuated session 241, as a background for evaluating the status quo in our discipline, and inspiring new theoretical creativity and action by today’s sociologists.

Sorokin, the émigré, was viewed as “deviant” by turn of the century American sociologists because he was not value-neutral, he’d written political essays beforehand, his lengthy disputations were traditional to Russian universities, and he took himself to be something akin to a sociological Doystoyevski.  Further, his intellect was comprehensive over the multiple disciplines he incorporated, not divided into compartments that risk dismissal.  Today professionals emulate his practice in America, though many of his heuristic concepts have long since passed.  

Durkheim, as Alan Goldberg intimated (241), faced antipathy in his milieu, being associated with “the Jewish Revolution” during a French Republic which displayed negative reactions to Jewish identity in the Dreyfus Affair and treatment of Jewish refugees from the pogroms in Russia. Durkheim’s core concept of “mechanical solidarity” he identified with Judaism and its inherited priesthood, not social change towards organic solidarity, and he advocated building a far broader solidarity through national division of labor.  In doing this he sought to avoid an extreme individualism that runs the risk of “egoistic suicide.”  

He identified scapegoating of Jews by both the Left and the Right as generating pathological solidarity in society.  Pescosolido, no doubt following Durkheim, highlighted division of labor for sociologists at the conference, articulating it to address specific institutions for reform in the current global crises, and she warned against scapegoating any sociological specialties in the association, or any professional working for reform. 

President Patricia Hill Collins is a Black feminist who advocated an aspirational politics on the eve of America’s first Black administration. She anticipates a broad social movement in the midst of large structural dislocations, grounded in transforming communities. Her contribution casts new anchors for “community” in a broad movement of community organizing like Obama used for cross-cutting identity politics in his campaign. Clues whether this usage it will be sustained in sociology like Durkheim’s concepts, or serve a purpose and disappear, like Sorokin’s appear to have done, may be located in a sociological work just published.  

Right after the conference German immigrant sociologist Peter Berger, author of The Social Construction of Reality (1966) with Thomas Luckmann, introduced his new book In Praise of Doubt to public discourse, again stressing that community is fading before forces of modernism. “We argue that modernization almost inevitably undermines the taking-for-grantedness of people's convictions. It has to do with the fact that few people today live in communities where everyone agrees on basic values…
”  His touchstone is also Toennies’ century-old concept of community.  

But Collins’ ASA conference speech, its plenary sessions, and its professional dialogues had something new to offer in the way of hope, and the social construction of what people in community can create together as they face their most serious global crises in a hundred years. 

Collins explicitly employed Berger’s model of social constructionism in her talk, and implicitly encouraged him to lean forward not back.  She also grounded her concept of community in the methodology of contemporary cultural scholarship and the growing ASA section of Cultural Sociology,
 though many may not have noticed. 
French cultural sociologist Michel Foucault added an historical dimension to the study of culture complexes in the 20th Century when he insisted all contemporary alternatives to a new concept be researched not just the one which proves historically viable.  This was a harsh critique to past practice in humanistic studies, and an intellectual boon to creators of professional culture.  

Collins consciously selected among salient historical alternatives in deciding to bring the political back into the network-based or place-based locus of social and cultural meanings, the community. She made explicit reference to how she was doing it, and said she was not shy in her efforts.  To some degree she superceded the Progressive Era underpinnings of Park/Burgess neutrality on the concept. She also redressed excess romanticism in Toennies’ alternative to modernism, gemeinschaft, still hanging on in Berger’s works.  Now there is a new vision of global solidarity for realizing values of equality and social justice, the politically salient vision of community.  

In the last decade sociology has become more cosmopolitan (session 539) and more honest dealing with the public to implement greater equality and justice.  ASA Conference 2009, in particular, inspired social actions in San Francisco designed to enable world social movements and organize labor and diverse people who work for a living.  It called upon sociologists at every level of scale to link arms, and inform their situated communities with the tools for rectifying an old order regressing into moribund party politics, giving little shelter to antipathies towards human dignity and human need.

� On July 16, 2009 Barack Obama—just before a Harvard friend was arrested in his home for back-talking a Boston cop—told the NAACP  “And I believe that overall, there's probably never been less discrimination in America than there is today.”.


� Financial Regularity Reform: A New Foundation by the US Treasury, p10-18, surveys 2009 goals of G-20 nations.


� David Cho’s “Banks 'Too Big to Fail' Have Grown Even Bigger,” Washington Post Aug 28, 09 warns of corporate ‘moral hazard’ because big investment banks become regular banks in 2008 received billions in federal monies, but grew larger while retaining predatory features.  


� Ben Bernanke addressed the US in a series of three town hall interviews videotaped on Sunday July 25, 2009 expressing both his chagrin that he lacked power to save Lehman Brothers-a major competitor of investment bank Goldman Sachs and other companies which survived to continue a high level of integration with government policy-making-but he also expressed moral outrage at having to bail out failed global insurance giant AIG, due to its size.


� Laura L. Hansen & Siamak Movahedi’s  “Wall Street Scandals: The Myth of Individual Greed” (46, at table 26) located white collar criminality in a structural and cultural environment “heavily embedded within the legitimate financial banking network.” This is located at the communications intersection of competitive & regulatory regimes.





� Her analysis of crisis data also exposed financial gender features that go beyond press stories that males in blue collar work settings were disproportionately affected.  Women held 32% more sub-prime mortgages at the time of the crisis than men, yet collectively held higher credit ratings.  Second, high income US females suffered higher foreclosure rates than others.  While she offered an hypothesis for the former, the latter feature remains unexplained.


� Richard Swedberg’s concept of “household economics” alongside microeconomic theory (390)—had it been institutionalized by now—would have clarified contradictions of use value and exchange value.  His concept is grounded in the broader Weberian view of  “household” as updated by Ellikson (2008), & feminists Reid & Kyrk.


� VP Henry A. Wallace under FDR, April 9, 1944,: "They claim to be super-patriots, but they would destroy every liberty guaranteed by the Constitution. They demand free enterprise, but are the spokesmen for monopoly and vested interest. Their final objective toward which all their deceit is directed is to capture political power so that, using the power of the state and the power of the market simultaneously, they may keep the common man in eternal subjection."  From Thom Hartman, CommonDreams.org, “Fascism Coming to a Court Near You,” July 6, 2009.











� In fact, the IMF loan to Iceland has followed the same course of austerities & privatization used before the crisis.


� Naomi Klein’s  The Shock Doctrine documents how Milton Friedman’s U of Chicago “economic warfare” violently stripped public goods from South America, Poland, Russia & Asian Tigers, Iraq, & now China & the US


� James K. Galbraith’s The Predator State documents State policies to divert public cash into private hands—as far back as the Great Depression--through a dogma prescribing tax cuts, hollowed out government services, deregulation, balanced national budgets, & compromised plans to set wages, prices, & fair trade rules socially.








� Wallerstein was a steadying force in (416) analyzing the Islamic fundamentalist movement to establish a “Global Umma,” saying it was an effort to make Islam the issue when its key elements are only two: the assertion of an identity & a loyalty.  Iranian-born Valentine M. Moghadam stressed that recovering usurped countries may be an objective, but such nationalism is in populations that prefer democracy.  Charles Kurzman detailed shades of meaning “Umma” evokes in Arabic, & Albert J. Bergesen summed it as, “Weber’s Protestant estheticism on drugs.”


� He made historical US comparisons with the split and multi-lateral elites of Democratic and Republican parties during the Franklin Roosevelt Administration.  Roosevelt, a centrist eventually convinced by strikes and dire economic conditions—as Obama may prove to be—rolled out the New Deal in stages, signaling “help is on the way,” beginning with The National Industrial Recovery Act.


� Forms of resistance, even within secular nation-states, are culturally-conditioned by locale.  Seminologist Hans Bakker’s paper on Indonesia (470-5) made this startlingly clear for turn of the century resistance to the Dutch there by Bali, Aceh, and Buton.  Hindu Bali ritualized their ending with collective suicides (puputan), Aceh,--first site of SE Asian Islam--had tarekat communities wage the Aceh War, idealizing charismatic imams.  The Sultanate of Buton chose cooperation.  Crude tourist terminology fails often. Likewise, Persia’s Sunni resistance today is unique.


� That health rally is scheduled in my state next week at this writing, to line up with Obama’s address on health.


� ASA put on session (298) about sociological inputs to national policy-formation through CBPR.  Dana Sampson spoke for NIH research on public health issues the community identifies.  Meredith Minkler sought collaboration with under-served communities, and Ed Martinez et al spoke about pregnant women recruited for a clinical trial in a border town. Robert C. Freeman represented CBPR for the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism.





� Bobo elaborated on survey data through time in social psychology session 361, citing Thurgood Marshall’s saying that where you find salient attitudes expect consequences.  While trends for integration increase through 2006, social distance persists. Twenty percent want all White society. There is low intermarriage, high opposition to affirmative action, & special help from the government is approved by less and less, trending down from 25%. Pushiness  is disfavored & racial resentment remains.  Some citizens attach such attitudes to Obama as a Black president.


� On Oct 2, 2009 Public Broadcasting Service reported short & long-term unemployment in the US reached 17%.


� Vincent Jeffries read Lawrence T. Nichols’ paper on Pitirim Sorokin’s professional communities in Russia before emigration, & how American sociologists misunderstood them until Sorokin was chosen patron sociologist of the 1969 ASA Rump meeting at Glide Methodist Church.  Jeffries (70-5) presented Sorokin’s public sociology as consistent with Burawoy’s as presented at the 2004 ASA conference in San Francisco.


� Two examples from public life around ASA conference time:  the community of congress reacting to Joe Wilson’s  (R-SC) words “You lie” during a Presidential Address by Obama on health care, and congress de-funding and discrediting the largest US community organizing entity, Acorn, by applying exaggerated labels. 





� Richard Sennett’s views on recent economic changes were reported in Time’s special Out of Work in America edition, September 21, 2009, cited in “Unemployment Nation” by Joshua Cooper Ramo. “If we go back to the old ways…we just go back to a very unsustainable path.” 





� “Why Doubt is Truth's Best Friend: Peter Berger speaks with U.S. News about In Praise of Doubt and the dangers of absolute certainty” by Amanda Ruggeri, Posted September 4, 2009.


� Thanks go to Karen Cerulo (254 and 362), organizer & new sociology chair at Rutgers, for a phone interview September 21, 2009 explicating cultural sociology’s willingness to apply its analytic lens for ASA sections affecting policy issues, particularly in medical sociology, mental health, poverty, & economic sociology.  These are the very issue areas the Obama Administration is addressing for public policy change. Panelist Joshua Gameson stressed that Cultural Sociology works must be written in a public idiom to avoid leaving 'the space' to journalists.





