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If one were altruistic enough to accept an
offer from CS to review a book, one could
indeed during the composition of said
review “trouble the otherings,” or “embed
the nuanced intervention,” or “grow the
frame,” or “deploy the borderings” or “priv-
ilege the transgressions.” One could “parse
out” or “tease out” or “practice framing” or
“interrogate rich knowledges,” or “question
binaries.” But one need not; one could simply
write English.

About twenty years ago a fair number of
English professors across America, espe-
cially younger ones, became weary of trying
to persuade their charges that Chaucer, Mil-
ton, Spenser, and that lot were worth read-
ing, so to guarantee and vastly enhance their
sinecures, they happily discovered Social
Theory of certain types. They did not get
there by way of Tönnies or Parsons or
Sorokin, but by means of watered-down
Marx via second-hand Gramsci, or by study-
ing Derrida’s Of Grammatology in the English
translation as if it had Biblical meaning. And,
of course, they fell hard for some Foucault.
They discovered that “knowledge is power”
and that “homocentric epistemology” is a
serious mistake, not to mention “the essen-
tialist fallacy.” Thus the officially designated
Guardians of Prose Style abdicated their
roles, fell into a protracted orgy of incom-
prehensible and self-absorbed exposition,
and set the pace for others in the academy to
follow. So just as Lionel Trilling and others
during the 1950s found it easy to caricature
sociologists for propagating numbing jargon,
today’s critics (especially from the Right)
have enjoyed quoting current academicese,
prompting gales of knowing laughter from
their audiences, whose low opinion of intel-
lectuals is confirmed by jargon-fests mas-
querading as “new ideas.”

As I read reviews submitted to CS—and I
am forever grateful and truly appreciative
for the effort that goes into writing a good

review—I and my copyeditor see the same
phrases—stock academic expressions—pop-
ping up again and again. I wonder if the
copyeditors at The New Yorker have the same
problem, for if they do, it does not show. If an
issue of CS contains 50 to 60 reviews, and 30
of them observe that a book is “finely
nuanced” or “theoretically embedded” or
“richly drawn,” one begins to wonder at the
uniformity of consciousness that must
ensnare reviewers, or, perhaps even more
startling, the similarity of substance that
must saturate today’s monographs. As in
music, a phrase is most welcome when first
heard, but after the tenth repetition, its magic
is lost.

Taking a tip from Hemingway, I encour-
age all reviewers to reread Sam Clemens at
least once a year, or any of Edmund Wilson’s
hundreds of reviews, in order to remind
themselves what clearly expressed, intelli-
gent, and pertinent English prose can accom-
plish when handled well. Notice the effec-
tiveness of this sentence: “If.|.|.we are going
to use history for our own pleasure and
amusement, for inflating our national ego,
and giving us a false but pleasurable sense of
accomplishment, then we must give up the
idea of history either as a science or as an art
using the results of science, and admit
frankly that we are using a version of historic
fact in order to influence and educate the
new generation along the way we wish” (Du
Bois, “The Propaganda of History,” 1935). Or
consider this: “To read George Eliot atten-
tively is to become aware how little one
knows about her. It is also to become aware
of the credulity, not very creditable to one’s
insight, with which, half consciously and
partly maliciously, one had accepted the late
Victorian version of a deluded woman, who
held phantom sway over subjects even more
deluded than herself” (Virginia Woolf,
“George Eliot,” 1925). Nothing in these pas-
sages indicates academic stretching or pos-
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turing; instead, these writers wanted mostly
to communicate with smart readers across a
broad spectrum of knowledge and sensibili-
ties, without throwing needless barriers in
their path. Their goal was to be understood
clearly and to write interestingly. In addition
to edifying reading, reminding us of what
talented folks have done with English, it
would be good to keep a handy list of all the
current academic clichés near one’s
workdesk (beside the inkwell perhaps), and
then vigorously struggle to avoid using any
of them, at least when writing for CS. One
way or another, it will be grand to see that
they are not appearing in the journal, dilut-
ing what would otherwise be delightful
reading.
———————————————————————————————

The Problem of Categorizing
Books for Review

Myra Marx Ferree, Judith Lorber, and Bar-
bara Risman each recently wrote to ask why
“sexuality and gender” had been “dropped,”
so they thought, from the categories dis-
played in the journal’s Table of Contents. In

fact, the immediately preceding editors did
not use these terms; many such books fell
instead into their “intimate relations, family,
and life course” category. The last time “sex-
uality and gender” appeared in so many
words in a CS ToC was during the editorship
of Ida Harper Simpson, in 1991, with a cate-
gory entitled “Differentiation and Stratifica-
tion: Age Groups, Class, Gender, Race, and
Ethnic Groups”; “gender” appeared in a cat-
egory of its own under the same editor in
1987, and not since.

I explained to them that “sexuality and
gender” are pervasive in most of the books
we receive for review, which illustrates the
broad success of scholarship in this area.
However, the category has been reinstated as
of this issue precisely to recognize its ubiq-
uitous importance. For technical reasons
having to do with expensive software created
a few years ago exclusively for CS, we have
joined “sexuality and gender” with “social
psychology.” This is indeed intellectually
defensible, but reflects more the constraints
of an inflexible computer program than a
scholarly choice.

Contemporary Sociology 38, 5



Water, for drinking, bathing, sanitation, agri-
culture, industry, and habitat preservation, is
a necessity of life. Among the many ramifi-
cations of climate change, the form, content,
and distribution of the earth’s water are
changing in ways that fundamentally affect
society and the environment. Social scientists
in growing numbers are turning to problems
of climate change and society: from drought,
famine, and flooding to rising sea levels and
wholesale migrations.

There is no more nor less water on the
planet today than there was at the time of
Noah’s flood. The water cycle assures that
the molecule moves from solid to liquid to
gas through transpiration, evaporation, and
precipitation, but never increases. Seventy-
one percent of the earth’s surface is ocean
and the oceans contain ninety-seven percent
of the world’s water. With two percent stored
in glaciers and ice caps, less than one percent
of the world’s water remains in lakes, rivers,
springs, and aquifers for potential human
use (excluding prospective desalination, of
which more below). That one percent suf-
ficed for the needs of most societies when the
world’s population stood at one or two or
three billion but becomes exiguous as we
reach seven billion in the next few years. The
U. N. reports that half the world’s population
is without ready access to adequate water for
drinking and sanitation. And, of course,
access is unequal internationally: per capita
daily consumption for all uses is 12 gallons in
Africa, 22 gallons in Asia, 88 gallons in the
United Kingdom and 153 gallons in the
United States. Yet growing scarcity is pre-
dicted for all regions of the world, a looming
“water crisis” according to the U.N.

Archaeological evidence shows that soci-
eties have previously experienced drastic
effects of climate change. Ancient cities and
canal systems have gone to dust. Once fertile
irrigation societies in Mesopotamia and Cen-
tral Arizona succumbed to growing accu-

mulations of salt and silt. The spectacular
Chaco Canyon civilization in New Mexico
abandoned its hub and satellite cities when
the waters stopped flowing—a fate dupli-
cated in the great Mayan droughts. Today
the African Sahel, a strip of land 4400 miles
long and 500 miles wide from Sudan to Sene-
gal, has been migrating south bringing the
Saharan climate to once habitable land. The
Colorado plateau is presently experiencing a
decade-long drought (2005 was exceptionally
wet followed by a return to the driest months
on record in early 2009) that threatens the
delivery of water and power from the
Hoover and Glen Canyon dams that sustain
southern California, Phoenix, Las Vegas, and
a host of other southwestern communities.
Will the contemporary water crisis bring the
kind of societal ruin documented in the his-
torical record or will some combination of
environmental policy and equitable resource
allocation make it possible for all societies to
live within nature’s providence? That is the
question underpinning the works reviewed
here.

Dead Pool, the main title of James
Lawrence Powell’s compelling book, refers
to the condition in which Lake Mead or Lake
Powell may fall to levels of the lowest outlet
works, meaning that the Hoover and Glen
Canyon dams no longer produce hydroelec-
tric power and their storage reservoirs are
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reduced to a meager through-flow. It is an
even chance that deal pool will be reached by
2021 and the odds rise for subsequent years.
These estimates are based on current vol-
umes of Colorado River flow, yet climate sci-
ence predicts warmer temperatures for the
region resulting in a reduced snowpack to
feed the river, early melting and more evap-
oration—“a recipe for depleted rivers and
reservoirs” (p. 177). And growing scarcities
of water and power coincide with greater
demand from a warmer, dryer, air-condi-
tioned, urban Southwest. Powell anticipates
growing legal conflict among the states and
water authorities that claim more water and
power than the river can deliver, new water
wars, and perhaps to a repetition of the
choice of the ancients who abandoned their
unsustainable settlements.

Powell’s story of how we reached this
looming crisis is told in an engaging narra-
tive ranging from the early days of explo-
ration of the Colorado River and Grand
Canyon to the era of imperious dam building
by the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation. Recon-
structed events stress the importance of
bureaucratic cultures, political machinations
oblivious to environmental limits, and the
valiant efforts of conservationists who
sought with mixed success to save the nat-
ural treasures of the west. Yet dams were
built that destroyed canyon lands, never paid
for themselves, overestimated the amount of
water promised to beneficiaries, provided
water at great public expense to marginal
crop lands, sponsored unsustainable Las
Vegas-style development, and all of that
short-lived as silt accumulates behind the
dams eventually rendering them ineffective
and unsafe. The argument concedes that the
dams were marvels of engineering and that
Los Angeles, Phoenix, Tucson, Las Vegas,
and all the rest provide salubrious life styles.
The larger argument, however, is that expan-
sionary hubris has met natural constraints —
that the water crisis is here.

Forecasters, whether public officials, pri-
vate developers, or scientists, are of two
minds about the crisis. Either technology will
save us or we will save ourselves by adopt-
ing fundamentally different ways of living
with nature and our neighbors (a few worry
we will do neither and many hope for both).
Technologically, the substitution of wind,

solar, nuclear, and geothermal power for
hydroelectric (and coal) is advantageous,
although some of these options require large
quantities of water. Provision of fresh water
is a tougher problem. Powell reviews a num-
ber of proposals. Reclamation of wastewater
and storm runoff go part of the way toward
sustaining current demand as traditional
sources (including over-tapped aquifers)
decline. Orange County, California runs a
successful “toilet-to-tap” recycling program
(via treatment and aquifer recharge). Opti-
mists place heavy bets on the future of
desalination plants, often located near the
sea. But “desal” has not proven itself a ready
solution. Effective plants turn out to be much
more expensive than estimated, costs rise
with the desired level of water quality, com-
pletion dates extend ever further into the
future, several completed facilities (e.g. in
Yuma, Arizona and Santa Barbara, Califor-
nia) have been closed owing to excessive
costs. Plants located near the sea draw in fish
larvae and expel overheated water and brine
degrading the ocean. Plants distant from the
sea require more power and transmission
lines to move the heavy liquid and the
energy required to operate any of these
plants contributes to further global warming.
Yet desal is continuously proposed as the
solution to urban growth throughout the
Southwest. Although the argument will go
on, the most efficacious long-term solution
lies in conservation by multiple means of
reduced consumption and recycling. Big
gains will have to come from agriculture
where consumption exceeds industrial and
domestic uses—drip irrigation, drought
resistant hybrids, an end to publicly subsi-
dized water and water intensive crops that
can be produced elsewhere. Domestically,
small-tank toilets, efficient showerheads, cis-
tern and gray water use outdoors, and
increased percolation surfaces for ground-
water replenishment yield substantial
economies. Chicago is turning alleyways
into permeable surfaces by replacing pave-
ment with a compound made from shredded
plastic bottles.

Water, Place, and Equity is a collection of
case studies of water management that
focuses on distributional questions in a vari-
ety of places, often places whose identities
are defined by their relation to water. The
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organizing theme is a “turn,” empirically
noted and normatively urged, in water
resource management from efficiency to
equity, from water as a commodity to
water as a public good. The shift is not
complete; efficiency has its virtues and
equity of access to and the cost of water is
seldom fully realized. The case studies
intend to excavate this tension.

Several of the cases provide fertile com-
parisons among themselves and with other
research. The San Luis Valley in south-cen-
tral Colorado has been the scene of a suc-
cessful water war in which local ranchers
organized in communal irrigation associa-
tions (acequias) fought back repeated cor-
porate attempts to privatize surface and
groundwater for export to Colorado’s
growing “front range.” Author Thomas
Clay Arnold borrows (from E.P. Thomp-
son) the idea of “moral economy” to char-
acterize the way people think about water
and the way they mobilize collective action
for community survival. Madeline Baer
describes how the natives of Cocham-
bamba, Bolivia organized mass protests to
defeat a World Bank project to privatize the
city’s municipal water system. Local mobi-
lization, coupled, I suspect, with growing
opposition throughout Latin America to
neo-liberal reforms, convinced the Bolivian
government to cancel the project. Paul
Hirt’s neat comparison of the environmen-
tally unspoiled, fish-friendly Fraser River
in Canada and the over-dammed, salmon-
killing Columbia River in the Pacific
Northwest provides a classic lesson in
environmental policy. Yet this is mainly a
fish story with limited connections to other
chapters.

Ismael Vaccaro’s chapter on moderniza-
tion of the Lillet Valley of Catalonia and
Maria Carmen Lemos’s study of the Brazil-
ian Northeast both demonstrate how the
growing efficiency of regional water works
introduce new inequalities, especially in
the possession of technical knowledge
about their operation. Margaret Wilder’s
piece on the institutional management of
water systems in Mexico invites compari-
son with the studies of Bolivia, Spain, and
Brazil as they all deal with potential means
for citizen participation in the largess of
public works. Stephen Mumme describes

the trickle of Colorado River water that
now reaches Mexico and the international
treaties that destroyed the once luxuriant
Colorado River Delta—a consequence fully
developed in Powell’s book. Sheldon
Kamieniecki and Amy Below provide a
description of how Los Angeles proposes
to deal with prodigious amounts of conta-
minated storm-runoff water, an interesting
problem with little relation to the rest of
the collection.

The editors of Water, Place, and Equity
write introductory and concluding chap-
ters with impressive authority and persis-
tent stress on equity in the provision of
water for economic development, health,
and local democracy. The case studies do
not always dovetail, their implications
going in many thematic directions (collec-
tive action, resource management, political
domination, environmental policy). Each
of the studies raises equity issues in a gen-
eral way, although equity is a problem for
any social undertaking and certainly for
any class of public good whether a road,
school, park, nuclear waste dump, or water
system. One would hope for sharper gen-
eralizations from the cases and some
framework for their selection. Yet, it is no
doubt useful to stress the characteristic
inequities of infrastructure projects to effi-
ciency experts and international agencies
that may be the volume’s main audience.
Their argument may be gaining influence,
as the recent international conference in
Copenhagen set the stage for a new version
of the Kyoto Treaty by devoting a number
of sessions to the question of equity.

Dead Pool and Water, Place, and Equity
open up the immanent problem of climate
change and society; such contributions to
the field are increasing in tandem with the
growing threat of climate change. Along-
side the facts of global warming is a new
literature on environmental action, societal
collapse, drought, famine, rising seas and
saltwater intrusion, energy futures, deci-
mated fishing industries and communities,
and perhaps millions of “climate-change
refugees.” There is much work for sociolo-
gists.
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This large volume is a welcome turn to the
classic roots of political economy. “Global-
ization” here refers to the dynamics of late
capitalism, an economic system that now
covers the entire planet. “Critical” means
that such system must be examined in terms
of costs and benefits, potentiality and actual-
ity.

The field of globalization studies is orga-
nized around a set of questions about late
capitalism and its various articulations in dif-
ferent areas—in this case Latin America. The
situation of the field was well-stated by Eric
Hobsbawm, for whom the living dichotomy
“capitalism/socialism” is over (Hobsbawm
2009). Moreover, the failure of socialism pre-
ceded the bankruptcy of capitalism. In fact,
the socialist collapse may have precipitated
the current capitalist crisis by launching an
unopposed search for cheap labor, with the
consequent migration of industry to hitherto
out-of-bounds nations, and the overspecial-
ization of former industrial countries in the
service sector, including financial speculation
and leveraged consumption. We are now
witnessing the rebalancing of this unsustain-
able dynamic.

The situation presents a paradox for
Marxists, for whom socialism will ultimately
succeed capitalism. To this reviewer such an
outcome seems unlikely. Not so to William
Robinson, who hopes that the present crisis
of world capitalism will usher in a new wave
of revolutionary movements. In his view, this
new “march towards socialism” is happen-
ing in various parts of Latin America and
will become a source of international inspi-
ration.

In the analysis of capitalist globalization
and its crisis, interpretations from the right
quadrant are lacking. Market fundamental-
ists have remained silent since the crisis
started, with a few exceptions to be found in
some newsletters circulated by investor
gurus.

By and large, the economic establishment
has moved to the left. The narrative is as fol-
lows: the crisis began in the American real

estate market and it rapidly spread over the
global financial system largely due to com-
plex debt instruments that mixed good and
bad assets and diluted financial responsibil-
ity. The system as a whole became opaque.
The calculus of risk broke down.

The theoretical bases for this analysis can
be found in the work of post-Keynesians for
whom monetary systems tend towards
financial instability, and produce speculative
bubbles. The ensuing disorder requires the
intervention of the public sector and the
reform of financial institutions. In this view,
financial crises are recurrent and severe but
not terminal. Here the debate centers on the
scope of public intervention. Regardless of
disagreements as to procedures and veloci-
ties, most economists concur in recognizing a
need for a massive state intervention to reac-
tivate credit, production and demand.

Further to the left, critics seem to be more
in disagreement among themselves than
mainline analysts. Some of them come close
to the Keynesian school of thought and point
to the financialization of the economy as the
main source of the crisis. Some go back to
Marxist sources for the study of finance cap-
ital. Others follow the theses about “over-
production” and “under-consumption.” The
thesis of the “unmanageable surplus” was
once popular in the United States in the rad-
ical 1960s. Likewise today, the great reces-
sion before us would be an expression of the
“falling rate of profit.”

Finally, postmodern theorists break the
productivist mold of conventional analyses
and point to what in economic parlance we
may call the “internalization of externali-
ties”—ranging from overpopulation to cli-
mate change—as the underlying force
beneath the crisis. For them, capitalist society
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solves some of its problems at the cost of gen-
erating even bigger ones.

The geopolitical interpretations follow
closely the theoretical positions. Some see
new capitalist powers emerging to challenge
older hegemons, with the ensuing risk of
war. Others see instead a less traumatic
“passing of the baton” from the West to the
East. Others yet envisage new ruling
alliances, such as a reformed G-20, a rising G-
2, or an evolving “Chimerica.” And there are
those who sense the dawn of a world order in
which a major shift will take place towards
public action, prodded by a looming envi-
ronmental catastrophe.

The calls for action are also varied. Some
propose a radicalized set of Keynesian poli-
cies to tame capitalism. Others believe that
socialism has found its second wind, and
there are those who think modernity itself
will be replaced by a different type of civi-
lization.

Where does Latin America and Global Cap-
italism fit in this field of positions and pro-
posals? In my view, somewhere between
Marxism and post-modern anti-globalism as
abridged above. In his interpretation of
global capitalism, and in his treatment of
Latin America the author tends to over-gen-
eralize. He gives short shrift to the varieties of
capitalism—a subject with a rich scholarship.
Likewise, he glosses over the striking diver-
sity of national experiences, at a time when
most experts refuse to define a single Latin
American problematique, as was done ear-
lier around concepts such as “development,”
“revolution,” “dependency,” “moderniza-
tion,” and “democratization.” In both
instances—globalization and Latin Amer-
ica—Robinson seems to uphold the notion
that a single paradigm of causal relationships
exists.

Prefatory disclaimers notwithstanding,
Robinson is a resolute determinist. The con-
cepts of expanded reproduction, commoditi-
zation, phases of accumulation, and stages of
development are culled from standard Marx-
ism. Robinson’s contribution is to bring the
analysis forward in time.

The grand narrative is familiar: capitalism
is driven by underlying “laws of motion”
which lead to periodic crises, at which points
the ruling elites re-design the system for fur-
ther bouts of growth. Robinson dwells on the

last experiment in capitalist re-design, neo-
liberalism, which he portrays in Spenglerian
tones.

Here Marxist materialism lapses into ide-
alism. Neo-liberalism becomes a Zeitgeist
that wreaks havoc on the planet. With the
exception of Cuba, all regimes in the
region—military and civilian alike—were
presumably streamlined to the requirements
of transnational companies and elites.

The account is too much of a gloss. Robin-
son’s methodological problem has been
described as an “historical Doppler effect,”
which, similar to acoustics, creates a more
homogeneous interpretation for distant eras
and sharper, more complex interpretations in
periods closer to the present. The Doppler
effect leads to the logical fallacy of post hoc,
ergo propter hoc—the illusion that what has
happened necessarily had to happen, when
in fact, upon closer examination, all action
faces algorithmic forks. The most interesting
research on Latin America separates political,
social, and economic processes and maps
their combinations in variable matrices with-
out assuming a single line of causation.

Robinson modulates his determinism. In
the past, he sees actors as agents of structure;
in the present, a counterpoint of domination
and resistance. In the future, he sees a num-
ber of conflicts and mobilizations—ranging
from indigenous Andean movements to the
struggles of unemployed blue-collar workers
in greater Buenos Aires—coming together
under a Single Social Movement that would
supersede capitalism. Diversity is reduced to
unity, and disparate historical trajectories are
boiled down to an all-or-nothing option—as
in the old slogan socialisme ou barbarie.

I beg to disagree. The past is less over-
determined and the future less dire. Latin
America will continue to consume more his-
tory than it can produce. As during the Great
Depression, the response in the region is
pragmatic and sometimes innovative, but not
world-shaking. Brazil, the largest country in
the area and one with a sizeable new middle
class, will surge ahead and become a player
on the great international chessboard. Its
challenge will be the reduction of inequality.
Mexico, on the other hand, will reboot devel-
opment on the coat tails of an American
recovery. It will continue to be “too far from
God and too close to the United States.”

Contemporary Sociology 38, 5



398–Review Essays

Argentina, as always, will muddle through
more thanks to the bounty of nature than to
the wisdom of its leadership. Chile will con-
tinue on its path of steady growth and good
governance, with closer links to the Asia-
Pacific region than to its immediate neigh-
borhood. The Andean countries will pursue
the inclusion of the long-marginalized native
majorities, but without any significant
spillover on the rest of the continent. Only
Venezuela will follow a path to “twenty-first
century socialism.” The question here is: will
the Bolivarian revolution succumb to the nat-
ural resource curse and a self-destructive
dynamic?

This sample illustrates the diversity of
experiences. Just as neo-liberalism has had
different interpretations, so will the roads out
of the world crisis differ from each other.
Like the River Plate, continental solidarity is
wide but also shallow.

Robinson proposes a different view. Not
only is Venezuela’s revolution seen as sus-
tainable but also as a superior model—
thanks to a dialectic of permanent popular
mobilization. Robinson acknowledges the
many inconsistencies of the Bolivarian trans-
formation but thinks they can be overcome.
Yet why call this process “twenty-first cen-
tury socialism” and not “plebiscitary leader
democracy” (following Max Weber) which
involves charisma, cumulative radicaliza-
tion—and crash? To think that the experi-

ment can be replicated in places like Brazil,
Mexico, Argentina, or Chile is a fantasy.
Much as Robinson castigates those who pro-
pose a distinction between a “well-behaved”
and a “bad” left in Latin America, he pro-
poses a similar Manichean dichotomy
between a reformist and a revolutionary left.

Yet Robinson manages to pour new wine
into old bottles. The book contains admirable
analyses of new globalization processes in
Latin America. The middle chapters on
industrial subcontracting, transnational ser-
vices, tourism, the export of labor, and
migration are excellent and will reward the
reader who is eager for data on ongoing
social processes.

Robinson’s grand finale, on the other
hand, places unwarranted hopes on a single
continent that will shine upon the world the
light of a brighter future. When seen from the
South, this attitude appears as one more
unsolicited kindness from the North. To
skeptics like myself, Latin America is a gar-
den of forking paths. To Robinson, it is a pro-
jective Eden that redeems the disappoint-
ments of history.

Reference
Hobsbawm, Eric. 2009. “Socialism has failed. Now

capitalism is bankrupt. What Next?” http://
www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2009/
apr/10/financial-crisis-capitalism-socialism-
alternatives

Contemporary Sociology 38, 5




