
EDITOR’S REMARKS

KIND OF, SORT OF, MAYBE

Expressive repertoires swing between poles,
stylistically and substantively; all those so-
called ‘‘conversations’’ (now being fetishized
as such) regularly fluctuate in tone, though
not in a predictable direction. Occasionally,
therefore, it is beneficial to plot the polar
extremes of expression in order to fix our
current bearings in relation to those which
have appeared before—to figure out where
we stand as rhetors, and most importantly,
how our stance shapes what is regarded as
reliable, inspiring, or valuable information.

Today we have this: lots of implication and
suggestion, not much declaration or insis-
tence. Polite speech now, most particularly
among academics, leans on equivocation
and hedging: ‘‘sort of’’ this, ‘‘kind of’’ that,
a little bit here, a might there, ‘‘actually’’
used as a conditional: ‘‘I actually liked that
movie/book/cultural product,’’ over the
objections internally voiced by propriety
and calculated reticence. Loud rightist radio
talk goes to the other extreme, of course. Per-
haps one sponsors and accounts for the oth-
er. Eventually that which is spoken often
enough in a stumbling, hesitating style infil-
trates what is thought, and then written.
Everybody hesitates not to hesitate.

What better place to begin thinking along
these lines than at the origin of modern sci-
ence. The gifted Thomist theologian, Cardi-
nal Bellarmino—one of three Inquisition
judges who consigned Giordano Bruno to
flames in 1600 to snuff out his cosmological
beliefs—also invited Galileo to visit him in
Rome in 1616 so that he could defend his sim-
ilarly heterodox views, a meeting that filled
Galileo with premonitional dread. Immedi-
ately one recalls the folk tale (originating circa
1757) surrounding Galileo’s eventual recanta-
tion at Pope Urban’s knee in June 1633, fear-
lessly mumbling ‘‘E pur si muove’’ (‘‘And yet
it [the Earth] moves’’) just loudly enough
not to be heard by those who could ignite
him for heresy. Alas, this sanctified event
in the history of ‘‘science versus religion’’
never happened according to the latest stud-
ies (Wooten 2010: 224; also Heilbron 2010;

Westfall 1989; White 2007), but it should
have in order to gratify current preconcep-
tions about the brave scientist combating
hidebound medievalism. The empirically-
minded count on it as part of their dedicated
campaign to separate myth from fact.

However, Galileo was Maffeo Barberini’s
friend long before the latter had himself
renamed Urban VIII (in honor of Rome’s cul-
tural centrality). And Galileo became more
uncensorable and self-adoring as the years
went by, more Bruno-like in his refusal to
bend, eventually leaving the Vatican no real
choice but to come after him, even while
wearing kid gloves. His punishment was six
months in Siena living with his friend, the
archbishop. We should all be so punished.
And regularly. While there, Galileo continued
work on The Two New Sciences (published in
Leiden by Louis Elsevier [Lodowiji Elzevir]
in 1638). He remained careful not to divulge
his real feelings about Copernicus, pretend-
ing to toe the Catholic theological line until
his death a few years later.

The urge not to irritate one’s audience, to
seek some semblance of agreement even
when addressing touchy topics, is probably
australopithicene in origin. Yet the degree of
commitment to this interactional norm varies
noticeably in cultural history, from Jimmy
Cagney’s squashing the grapefruit into his
moll’s face in Public Enemy (1931), through
Alan Alda’s neo-sensitive male of the
1970s, to today’s virtual quietism when won-
dering how not to fall afoul of prescriptions
for right-thinking talk among the enlight-
ened which pertain to ethnicity, sexuality,
nationality, age, kinship bonds, diet, disabil-
ity, or other identifiers. Professors gingerly
profess what they want to convey, using
enough body language (when on video)
and inflectional care so that almost no-one
can misinterpret their sympathetic senti-
ments. Given the fantastic, widespread nas-
tiness in human history from 1914 through
the present, and the sincere desire among
the kindliest elements of cosmopolitan
society to repair some of the damage done
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thereby, the latest normative pressure to qual-
ify, hedge, back-track, self-contradict when
necessary, and move about rhetorically as if
wrapped in thick cotton rather than chain-
mail, is not only understandable but even pre-
dictable given the nature of the human
psyche, taken individually or collectively.

So how does this cyclical rearrangement of
expressive tropes reveal itself within works
that analyze social life, especially among
writers who were not hesitant to speak force-
fully? Let’s begin with an unpublished
account which a frustrated sociologist sent
to Luther Bernard on June 12, 1927—a tiny
part of Bernard’s monumental collection of
sociologists’ autobiographies—as follows:

‘‘I. Arthur Wallace Calhoun, born Jan. 29,
1885, Dayton, PA., a village of perhaps 300
people, 60 miles northeast of Pittsburg [sic],
twenty miles from the railroad. Lived there
or on nearby farms till the death of my father,
a physician, when I was seven years old.
Youngest of six children; the others died
shortly after their birth or else were miscar-
riages due to injury that mother had had.
Father a good physician but incompetent in
a money-making sense, and in poor health
during the later years of his life. A drug
addict. . . .’’

Would sociologists today write about their
fathers with such endearing frankness? ‘‘A
drug addict’’! Calhoun goes on to say that
his mother paid their bills by cleaning peo-
ple’s houses and baking bread, and that he
attended the University of Pittsburgh on
a scholarship.

He continues: ‘‘XII. My year in the co-oper-
ative movement and my work in the Socialist
Party provided more tangible data and
a mood of familiarity with labor problems
that stands me in good stead in my work
here and undoubtedly colors my whole sys-
tem of sociology.’’ Calhoun’s frank admission
of strong leftwing political beliefs and their
effect on his ‘‘whole system of sociology’’
also jars against the gingerly distancing
from true-believership in any political posi-
tion which typifies today’s social scientists,
most especially regarding socialist or labor-
related or cooperative-based allegiances.
The ‘‘Reagan Revolution’’ did its work well.

Calhoun never had a career in sociology of
the kind he wished for, traveling nation-wide
from job to job, sometimes academic, other

times governmental. But he did not ‘‘give
up the faith’’: ‘‘Finally: When I complain
that I have never, in the course of over twen-
ty years’ devotion to sociology, had a chance
to concentrate on it, and have had to spread
over so wide a field that I feel no real compe-
tence at any point, people ask: Well, if you
can’t get a job in sociology, why not one in
history or economics? What does the name
matter?’’

‘‘To me it matters a lot. First, it is probably
a question of professional pride. . . .I think
another reason why I warm to sociology
while the thought of being a professor of eco-
nomics or history leaves me cold is that I nev-
er in college or university had any really
interesting instruction in economics, and
very little in history.’’

But like any good sociologist, he cannot
praise his beloved field without quickly
chastising it for failing to live up to its prom-
ise, both politically and substantively. It
remained too much in love with methodolog-
ical niceties and had lost sight of the Big Pic-
ture that seems, like clockwork, to elude
every succeeding generation after it leaves
graduate school and seeks tenure:

‘‘Aside from that, is the fact that sociology
is new and challenging, or rather was before
the current slump. It seems to me that the
sociologists, by going off their heads in war
time (Giddings, Small, Ross) forfeit title to
leadership, and that the field has been suffer-
ing ever since. Moreover there is no evidence
that the sociologists really mean to claim
leadership in any vital sense. They prefer to
putter over trivialities of detail research,
which is all very well in its way, but is mainly
futile unless done in the light of some com-
prehensive view of human experience and
human possibilities, a thing which seems
quite lacking in the sociology of today if
one may judge by the journals and book
reviews. Arthur W. Calhoun June 12, 1927.
[Added in script] You may quote me at
will’’ (Calhoun 1927).

Publicly longing for a ‘‘comprehensive
view of human experience and human possi-
bilities’’ was for decades, before and after Cal-
houn’s letter to Bernard, a primary goal for
many social theorists, an almost Holy Grail,
and equally inaccessible. If it persists today
in some quarters, it is most likely in neurosci-
ence labs to which ordinary sociologists do
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not have entry, and which threaten, at least in
the ‘‘popular mind,’’ to displace sociology
entirely, once enough genes and zones of
the brain can be linked with specific behav-
iors. And Calhoun’s displeasure at ‘‘triviali-
ties of detail research’’ is a theme that can
be found in any period of sociology’s devel-
opment, beginning with Herbert Spencer.

Calhoun was a ‘‘nobody’’ in the sociologi-
cal firmament, while Luther Bernard (1881-
1951) at 43 had published Instinct: A Study
in Social Psychology (1924), a comprehensive
and well-received work, and had held pro-
fessorships at Florida, Missouri, Minnesota,
Cornell, Tulane, UNC, and then Washington
Unversity. Calhoun’s unvarnished language,
his frankness about his own disappoint-
ments as well as the state of the discipline
as he understood it, was as much a sign of
the times as of his character. Self-censorship
was not part of his rhetorical get-up, and
even though this common mode of self-pro-
tection might have benefitted his sad tale, he
seems to have stepped into the spotlight
without qualms or protection.

From an unknown to a celebrity is a long
step, but a useful one in this context. Henry
Adams (1838-1918) is too complex a cultural
mile-marker, writer, and person to capture
in a few words, but it is reasonable to say
that he chose his words very carefully, even
when writing to intimates (many of whom
were also famous authors and thinkers). Lis-
ten in as, on February 18, 1909, he writes his
brother, Brooks, also an important cultural
analyst and historian:

‘‘Diaries are vile things, and yet they have
the great literary advantage of holding tight
to one centre of motion. Histories are pretty
vile things, too, but chiefly because the writer
is forced to multiply centres of motion. I think
that this reason possibly explains why the
French are so amusing in history: they coolly
ignore every other interest than that of
France. The Frenchman is an artist, and
very properly refuses to sacrifice his art in
order to run after what Germans call truth.
The German is scientific, and becomes dull
and unreadable, because he is always making
historical dictionaries,—trying to be true in
every possible direction at once. . . I doubt
whether I have ever published a chapter in
which every paragraph has not been re-writ-
ten, with my own hand, fully three times, and

reconsidered, pen in hand, fully thirty; yet
even now I rarely read a chapter of my own
without seeing that it ought to be rewritten’’
(Samuels 1992, pp. 511-512).

Adams’ caricature of Gallic versus Teuton-
ic historiography remains funny because it
conforms, a century later, to popular concep-
tions of both cultures: the self-centered and
imagined supremacy of the Parisian elite
regarding French thought, culture, and cook-
ing, stolidly faced by the hyper-precise,
detailed, and tortuously complete notions of
learning common to their neighbors across
the embattled Rhine. The implied superiority
of American pragmatism which Adams lays
between the lines is almost undercut by his
own admission that he refines his prose
with a pathological need for perfection.

As one of his expositors explains: ‘‘Here
was Henry Adams at his best: brilliantly gen-
eralizing, sweeping aside the shyness and
caution that usually constricted him and
revealing for one brief moment that thing
which to him was as food and drink, the abil-
ity to blend together all the diverse forces at
work in the world and point out their simple
and inevitable aftermath. He devoted a life-
time to study and thought, and everywhere
sought synthesis and order’’ (Cater 1947,
p. xv).

This vigorous pursuit of synthetic ordering
finally took Adams to physics, where he
struggled to plumb the depths of modern
cosmology, making gentle fun of himself as
‘‘returning to school’’ at a very ripe age. In
a famous blending of historiography with
a well-meant bastardization of physical prin-
ciples, he tried to write something definitive
about historical processes in human societies,
anticipating by a decade similarly impas-
sioned schemas by Oswald Spengler and
others following WWI. Adams’ primary
biographer explains: ‘‘Though the essay
[‘‘The Rule of Phase’’ (1909)] took its point
of departure from Willard Gibbs’s Rule of
Phase, it did not go much beyond the scientif-
ic speculation of The Education [of Henry
Adams]. What Adams did was provide for
his theory a scheme of development on
a higher level of abstraction. He anticipated
the psychology of the mid-twentieth century,
which was to be epitomized by Lewis Mum-
ford’s warning that technology ‘multiplied
at a geometric ratio’ whereas ‘social skills
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and moral controls have increased at an
arithmetic ratio’ to produce ‘the major crisis
of our time’‘‘ (Samuels 1989, p. 411).

And this brings us, by a strange route
indeed, to one of the most perplexing figures
in twentieth-century social analysis, Lewis
Mumford (1895-1990), whose stylistic and
substantive reach has not been equalled by
any other social analyst for decades. ‘‘And
a good thing, too,’’ some would surely say,
especially those who view ‘‘careful, nuanced
scholarship’’ as a great achievement rather
than as a lack of Mumfordian courage,
scope, or sheer learning. Very few sociolo-
gists have referred to Mumford or studied
his work during recent times (an exception
is Halton 1995), even though for decades
he was thought of as the ‘‘great generalist’’
and representative sociologist-without-port-
folio. Mumford was briefly celebrated when
Donald Miller’s biography appeared in
1989, shortly before the subject’s death. Sev-
eral volumes of letters exist, as does a com-
prehensive bibliography to 1970 (Newman
1971); studies which include a chapter on
Mumford are not unusual, and ritual refer-
ence among urbanists is made to his Cities
in History (1961), for which he won the
National Book Award. But even though
many of his 30 books remain in print, few
are known to sociologists or considered
important enough to appear on graduate
school bibliographies. Most rest comfortably
in ‘‘remote storage facilities’’ weakly
attached to university libraries, awaiting
inevitable disposal.

Perhaps his range of interests and lack of
formal scholarly credentials make him an
improbable intellectual role-model for today.
Yet his rise from virtually nothing to great
prominence would not have been sociologi-
cally predictable, even when upward mobili-
ty was more prevalent than it has been lately.
When Mumford was 47, his mother, a Protes-
tant German of the working class, revealed
that he was the illegitimate son of Lewis
Charles Mack, a Jewish businessman from
New Jersey. She worked as a housekeeper
in Mack’s uncle’s home, but it was the uncle
his mother truly loved (Miller 1989: 4-5; and
Mumford 1982). Mumford grew up material-
ly poor, yet during his childhood his affec-
tionate maternal grandfather walked with
him throughout Manhattan for the purposes

of instruction as much as amusement. After
thus learning how to ‘‘read’’ and map a city-
scape, New York became his laboratory,
much as the whaling ship (the Pequod),
became Ishmael’s ‘‘Yale College and my
Harvard’’ (Melville 1983, p. 115).

Though largely self-educated during and
after an excellent high school education in
New York City (plus a single course with
Thorstein Veblen at The New School), and
following a U.S. Navy stint, in 1920 he
became acting editor of The Sociological
Review in Britain at 25. He was then invited
by the great Scottish urbanist Patrick Geddes
(1854-1932) to co-author a major sociological
study. Instead Mumford returned to New
York, and wrote The Story of Utopias (1922)
when 26, two volumes of cultural and artis-
tic analyses soon thereafter, followed by Her-
man Melville (1929), The Brown Decades
(1931), finally arriving in full force with Tech-
nics and Civilization (1934) and The Culture of
Cities (1938). Meanwhile he became widely
known as a city planner and urban visionary
through dozens of essays for scholarly and
public audiences (for an exemplary analysis,
see Goist 1972).

His literary and artistic friends in New
York and (briefly) London included everyone
who was ‘‘interesting’’ at the time, and he
became a disciple of both Geddes and Victor
Branford (1863-1930), a founder of British
sociology. These two scholars reshaped
Mumford’s worldview sharply and perma-
nently, turning him into the city planner
and ‘‘amateur’’ sociologist he would remain
for life. (Mumford’s Interpretations and Fore-
casts [1972] replays the title of Branford’s
own book from 1914.) Mumford sings their
praises in the standard work on sociology’s
history edited by Harry Elmer Barnes in
1948 (Mumford 1948), likely the last time
that the two were brought into broad socio-
logical awareness in the U.S..

One could easily go on recounting Mum-
ford’s fantastic life-journey (including the
book-length eulogy he wrote following his
only son’s death while fighting in Italy dur-
ing WWII, a frank effort to retain his own del-
icate sanity at the time [Mumford 1947]). A
‘‘protean figure’’ is the apt cliché. And yet
for all his achievements as the ‘‘public intel-
lectual’’ par excellence between the 1930s
and 1980s (a role he shared with Edmund
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Wilson, Walter Lippmann, and Max Lerner),
and like so many great figures of his era, he
no longer speaks in audible tones to our
world of ideas, social research, or ‘‘futurolo-
gy.’’ Part of today’s resistance to Mumford
surely lies in his refusal to write politely,
with the requisite modesty (sincere or false)
that characterizes academic prose in our cau-
tious era. When his Dartmouth seminar stu-
dents asked him for his specialty ‘‘he would
simply reply with a smile that he was Profes-
sor der Allerlei Wissenschaften’’—a teacher of
sundry social science, ‘‘of things in general’’
(Miller 1989: 427). But of course he was far
more than that. Mumford was a master rhet-
orician, probably as much the fruit of innate
talent as an acquired asset. From his first
book, on utopias, to his last 60 years later,
he wrote with passionate conviction fed by
a vast reservoir of learning. Many of his
readers prized Mumford’s recognizable
meter and timbre, yet some of his specialist
critics fiercely attacked his books for precise-
ly the same reason that his main audience
welcomed each succeeding volume. He
becomes a case study in how audiences
respond to powerful ideas during periods
of profound social change.

In May 1944 as the fortunes of war teetered
back and forth (and with his only son volun-
teering for particularly dangerous duty on
the front), Mumford took a very long view
of world history, and carried on his four-vol-
ume ‘‘Renewal of Life’’ series with The Condi-
tion of Man. It was a long book in small font
that summarized everything he had
absorbed during the preceding 25 years of
research and careful observation. Whereas
Technics and Civilization and The Culture of
Cities had won many readers in the 1930s
owing to their detailed displays of infra-
structural information, The Condition of Man
dealt instead with ‘‘the person’’ in Western
history, its transformations positive and neg-
ative. And for this deviation from his estab-
lished path, Mumford won sustained praise
from one set of influential critics, and loud
denunciation from others. If one reads all fif-
teen reviews and review-essays which
greeted the book soon after publication,
a bimodal distribution presents itself, with
famous and influential writers adoring the
book to one side, equally important critics
dismissing it on the other.

In the ASR, Howard Paul Becker gave the
book a thundering ovation, taking brief
exception only to Mumford’s half-baked
understanding of Weber’s Protestant ethic
thesis (Becker 1944). For decades thereafter
the publisher affixed Becker’s words to the
paperback edition: ‘‘A remarkable book,
a book that is simultaneously a major
achievement of American social science,
a confession of faith, and a call to action. . .
No review can do justice to the wealth of
scholarship and wisdom [these pages] incor-
porate; I have read the book three times, and
with each reading I find fresh sources of
exaltation and new reasons for humility’’
(ibid.: 595). Becker was not known for
bestowing unearned praise, and given his
later standing among sociologists (1960
ASA president), his unqualified endorse-
ment meant something. Reinhold Niebuhr,
a sometime friend and mentor to Mumford,
provided a jacket blurb: ‘‘One of the most
important books of our day. It is a masterly
history of our civilization and is filled with
the profoundest historical insights. It will
make a great contribution to the spiritual
and historical reorientation of modern
man.’’ If Charles Lemert is right, Niebuhr’s
wisdom is still with us (Lemert 2011), and
perhaps his endorsement inflamed those
who could not share his enthusiasm at the
time.

Yet no less a professional reader than W. H.
Auden used four pages of The Sewanee Review
to ridicule Mumford’s attitude toward reli-
gion, history, and humankind’s likely pros-
pects: ‘‘I do not like reviewing bad books;
in most cases silence seems both the kinder
and the wiser course; but the faults of The
Condition of Man are so much the typical
weaknesses in the thinking, not of our ene-
mies, but of ourselves, that it is a duty to
examine them (Auden 1944: 594). As one
would expect from one of the twenthieth-
century’s most important poets and cultural
analysts, Auden interprets Mumford’s Welt-
anschauung as entirely defective: ‘‘To begin
with, Mr. Mumford seems unaware that
the study of Man himself is not only much
more difficult than the study of his cultural
creations, but requires a totally different
approach. . . where every man is his own
and only scholar. . . to be a disinterested epis-
temological I is quite impossible’’ (ibid.). And
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being Auden, he humanizes his essay in
ways other reviewers could not: ‘‘I am read-
ing this book in the lunch room of a hotel. At
the next table is a peculiarly objectionable lit-
tle girl whose whines disturb my reading. I
want to wring her neck. But this is Long
Island. . .’’ (ibid.: 596).

Joseph Bunzel (Pittsburgh Housing Associ-
ation) writing in AJS disagreed with Auden:
‘‘Rarely, if ever, have events, persons, and
ideas found such a penetrating and, at the
same time, synthesizing interpreter; one
aware of his ethical responsibiliites with
vast scholarly reading at his disposal; and
one with a facile stylistic and formulative
mind wedded to the soul of an artist. . . .
He has persistently written cultural history
with sociological meaning, employing more
sociology than most historians, more history
of cultures than most sociologists. . . . Clear-
ly, [Mumford’s] judgments are subjective,
passionate, and sharply expressed; this,
however, does not prevent them from being
coherent, considerate, and elegantly
shaped’’ (Bunzel 1944: 254, 256).

Bunzel has little negative to say about the
book, though agreeing with Becker that
Mumford did not read Weber carefully
enough. ‘‘He also introduces, as a new con-
cept, the ‘idolum,’ which is rather close to
the German Weltbild. . . ‘a symbolic milieu
composed of images, sounds, words, fabri-
cations, and even natural objects to which
man has attached a representative value’
(ibid.: p. 255; see Mumford 1944: 8).
‘‘Idolum’’ serves in The Condition of Man
a purpose that could be easily affiliated
with Bourdieu’s ‘‘field.’’ In fact, Mumford
added a note to the 1972 paperback edition
which speaks directly to the issue: ‘‘The
term we first used in The Story of Utopias
(1922) at about the same time Mr. Walter
Lippmann coined the expression ‘‘pseudo-
environment’’ for a similar fact. By idolum
I do not mean either an idea or an idol: nei-
ther a concept nor a fetich [sic] nor an ideol-
ogy. By idolum I indicate the existence of an
ideological ‘field,’ which unites and polar-
izes, as it were a number of related images,
symbols, ideas, even artifacts’’ (Mumford
1972: 424).

The well-known emeritus Chicago sociolo-
gist, Ellsworth Faris, wrote briefly in The Jour-
nal of Higher Education, panning the book

without let-up. He found irritating a cata-
logue of missteps: ‘‘an unfortunate dogma-
tism and cocksureness that are serious
defects. . . oracular finality. . . journalese
titles. . . a fondness for dwelling on anatomi-
cal details in the repeated references to sex. . .
an excoriation of David Hume. . . an intense
moral enthusiasm and a seriousnesss that
has no touch of humor or urbanity. . . a desire
to pass judgment. . . an extravagant character-
ization of Patrick Geddes. . . The book is inter-
esting, serious, dogmatic, and humorless. . .
the book suffers from being a wartime polem-
ic and will probably be outdated when the
war is over. . . no one can know all the
answers’’ (Faris 1945: 110-111). It is also safe
to say that Faris did not read much of the
book. Unlike most other reviews, Faris dis-
penses with the what of Mumford’s book
and chews the author out for the how. Inter-
estingly, for my purposes, Faris is more
revealing of a certain cautious, scientific
mindset than the more ordinary treatments.
It is clear that Mumford’s ‘‘cocksureness’’
was for Faris a venal sin, particularly for
a sociologist for whom nothing is
‘‘cocksure.’’

John Lindberg at Princeton read the book
for The Annals, and was not so besotted
with Mumford’s achievement as was Becker,
nor so angry as Faris, yet participates in both
sides of the equation. ‘‘No book could be
inspired by a higher ambition than Mum-
ford’s . . . for its aim is nothing less than ‘to
give a rounded intepretation of modern
man, and to show what changes in his plan
of life are necesary if he is to make the
most of his vast powers’.’’ Lindberg finds
‘‘flashes of insight, sound observations, and
patches of purple writing.’’ He trivializes
the book thus: ‘The central idea in Mum-
ford’s program of salvation is as old as it is
simple: Man has ceased to be whole and
must be made whole again’’ (Lindberg
1944: 143).

The reviewer for Social Forces, Phillips Rus-
sell, is less exercised: ‘‘Mumford writes with
eloquence and even fervor. His warmth,
which is at moments almost evangelical,
leads him sometimes into generalizations
too extreme, but it has the merit of seeming
to be the natural warmth of a good conversation-
alist instead of the impersonal abstractionism
with which the hand of science so often writes
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its books’’ (Russell 1944: 101; emphases
added). Russell is onto something that
most reviewers also noted: no matter how
objectionable some of Mumford’s sugges-
tions for civilizational improvement, his
method of transmission becomes here and
there almost entrancing—so much so that
he seems to wrap himself in the priest’s
garb, forsaking the white coat of science
and scholarship which readers like Faris
demand from admirable monographs. And
Russell alone among reviewers points to
a vital component in the books’ efficacy, an
annotated bibliography (pp. 425-447), which
‘‘if read and pondered, would be a far-reach-
ing education’’ in itself. Mumford wrote
frank assessments, e.g., for Tocqueville: ‘‘A
work almost beyond praise by the most pro-
found political philosopher of the 19th cen-
tury; possibly of modern times’’ (p.445). On
Sorokin: ‘‘A shaky structure surrounded by
a heavy scaffolding of facts.’’ And regarding
Walter Lippmann’s The Good Society: ‘‘Con-
fused and undiscriminating attack on all
forms of collectivism coupled with an equal-
ly indefensible identification of freedom
with the free market. The structural absurdi-
ties of Mr. Lippmann’s thesis unfortunately
nullify his many valid criticisms’’ (p. 437).

Many other reviewers had their say, swing-
ing between adoration and damnation, but
none evaluated the book neutrally, with that
cool restraint scholars are supposed to inhab-
it. (Exempli gratia, O’Brien 1945, who loathed
the book, calling it ‘‘scholastic prostitution’’;
Coulborn 1944: ‘‘the book utterly lacks phil-
osophical rigor. . . is full of ingenious and
penetrating comments’’; Walsh 1944: ‘‘The
condition of man today is bad, very bad,
but not hopeless. . . .The moral. . .is that
the extremity of our contemporary situation
calls, not merely for the military defeat of the
enemy, but for the spiritual regeneration of
all men and the achievement of a new cultur-
al synthesis. . . a fine book’’; Bentley 1945:
‘‘his intellect is uncertain and erratic. . . hor-
tatory hokum which middle brow reviewers
consider vital, deep, and edifying’’; Coyle
1944: ‘‘will provide stimulating food for
thought’’; Chase 1944: ‘‘Cultural bolshevism
flourishes in Mumford’s kind of impulsive
vitalism and obscurantism. . . crude cultural
coercion; this compulsive vilification of seri-
ous thinkers temperamentally different from

oneself’’; also Bell 1944; Kardiner 1944; and
Levi 1945.)

So why all the fuss, such passionate
approval or repelled defiance? His earlier
books had been warmly received. Could it
be that the ferocious rhetoric and propaganda
of the world’s worst war had by 1944
deranged everybody, including Mumford
(whose son’s death in Italy was announced
just as the reviews were coming to hand)?
Could they have been suffering from what
the Israelis call b’lachatz, a type of prolonged
war-induced societal madness? Perhaps
Mumford’s brash hopefulness for post-
Spenglerian civilizational salvation was
a bit much for a world in the process of exter-
minating millions of its citizens. Or maybe
resistance to Mumford’s message reflected
a sort of, kind of refusal to see light at the
end of a tunnel through which Western
nations had been trekking since 1929.

At this point printing large excerpts from
The Condition of Man would be the only
‘‘empirically’’ clarifying response to such
questions, yet that is not possible given
copyright restrictions and limited space.
Nor is the book available for free online, so
alas, it must still be read via ink on paper.
As the merest hors d’oeuvre, some representa-
tive Mumfordianisms can, however, be pro-
vided, realizing they must stand in for
hundreds of others.

In 1972, at 77, Mumford opened the reis-
sued paperback edition this way: ‘‘Since The
Condition of Man appeared in 1944, the con-
dition of man has worsened. What were
once only local demoralizations or disasters
now threaten to turn into planetary calami-
ties. . . [the book] attracted more readers
than either [of its predecessors]. . . it never-
theless offers a more hopeful view of the
nature of man and the potentials of human
development than the nihilists, the existenti-
alists, and the brutalists—the current proph-
ets of anti-life—have made fashionable.
Unlike the followers of Oswald Spengler, I
have not urged submission to the ‘men of
fact,’ those guardians of the ‘Pentagon of
Power’ who now dominate political, mili-
tary, and economic affairs. Unlike the exis-
tentialist followers of the Nazi philosopher
Heidegger, I have not taken our contempo-
rary nausea and despair as the ultimate rev-
elation of all human experience. Unlike
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those who cling to older religious orthodox-
ies, I have not counseled retreat into a bat-
infested ideological cave where [live] . .
dreams that anesthetize the nightmares of
waking life’’ (p. v). Mumford thereby alien-
ated swarms of philosophers, cultural critics,
and their followers who believed then that
the avant garde indeed sprang from the
minds of, inter alia, Heidegger, Sartre, de
Beauvoir, and their many admirers and imi-
tators—and decades before Heidegger’s
Nazi affiliation became a routine topic at
scholarly conferences. Most writers about
social issues who are not sensationalist in
orientation simply sidestep positions with
which they disagree, but Mumford walks
directly into the path of the oncoming train
of received wisdom and popular prejudices.
He has read the materials; he has decided
what is the case; he will not back down.

The partially annotated bibliography in
The Condition of Man reveals some of Mum-
ford’s many sources, most of which he dis-
covered for himself in the New York Public
Library, until he moved to the countryside
at 41 and relied instead on the Vassar Col-
lege Library (p. 448). Without students or
tenure committees to worry about, he
became that ‘‘free-floating intellectual’’ cele-
brated and encouraged by Karl Mannheim
in the 1920s, whose raison d’etre is to fathom
what is going on, and then to write convinc-
ingly about the ‘‘findings’’ for a broad, if
sophisticated, audience. He did not need to
dance the mincing jig that undercuts so
much academic forthrightness; he let the
chips fall where they might. Yet he never
took credit for good ideas others had already
put forth. When bringing up ‘‘the Victorian
faith in the possibility of infinite progress,’’
he surprisingly recalls John Stuart Mill,
who ‘‘pointed out in the 1874 edition of the
Principles of Political Economy’’ that ‘‘the offi-
ces of leisure, education, and public service,
once confined to a dominant minority,
would be open to the entire population’’
(p. vi). This is not how Mills is generally
remembered, but Mumford did remember,
and noted it.

Mumford’s rawest data sprang from his
personal study of New York and other cities,
mixed judiciously with long-term historical
records. For instance, when considering
ancient Greek civilization, he brushed aside

the expected veneration for Fifth Century
Athens, its terrific cultural achievements,
and drove instead to the political-economic
quick: ‘‘The entire Greek polity was built
upon an institution that defied reason: the
institution of slavery. . . To challenge slavery,
the whole character of the polis must have
altered: the easier choice was to rationalize
the irrationality and repress the sense of guilt
its existence unconsciously produced. This
failure to carry reason into the practical
details of life discredited its pretensions’’
(p. 24). This is not the sort of historiography
that warmed the hearts of ordinary readers
in 1944, who had been taught to bow before
Pericles and his male compatriots. But it fore-
shadowed debates about ‘‘what price cul-
ture’’ which sprang up in the United States
and abroad 30 years later, and have since
become the lingua franca of academic
reasoning.

Because of his broad-scale reading and
consequent creative thinking, Mumford
sometimes unknowingly trod ground famil-
iar to other fine scholars. Regarding Roman
history, he seems to have ‘‘channeled’’ Weber,
though surely did not know of Weber’s writ-
ings on the topic: ‘‘Overburdened by their
debts, the independent farmers [in fourth
century Rome] who had once made Rome
great turned their bodies over to their cred-
itors, or sought relief by serving as colonni
or serfs on the big estates; they bartered free-
dom for security’’ (p. 80). This is a standard
Weberian topic, though Mumford likely
found inspiration for this passage in the
works of Gibbon, of course, but also in Sam-
uel Dill’s three ‘‘indispensable’’ books, so
labeled in Mumford’s bibliography. Dill’s
chapter, ‘‘The Decay of the Middle Class
and the Aggrandisement of the Aristocracy’’
could still be guiding our thoughts today:
‘‘The governing class of the municipalities,
called curiales, on whom the burdens of the
Empire had been accumulated, were dimin-
ishing in number, and in the ability to bear
an ever-increasing load of obligations. At
the same time the upper class were increas-
ing in wealth and power, partly from natural
economic causes, partly from a determined
effort to evade their proper share of the
imperial imposts, and to absorb and reduce
to dependence their unfortunate neighbors’’
(Dill 1958 [1899]: 245-246; see the excerpt
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from David Graham Phillips’ The Reign of
Gilt later in this issue of CS). Mumford also
quotes Aristotle: ‘‘By the fourth century
[B.C.E.] Aristotle had seen enough of the
results to say that timocracy, or the rule of
the moneyed classes, was of all forms of gov-
ernment the worst’’ (p. 27).

Mumford did not often acknowledge his
sources precisely, which allowed his prose
to flow more readily than it can in conven-
tional monographs, but also forces the reader
to trust his judgments, his constant efforts at
grand synthesis. As we have seen from the
varying tones of the many reviews The Condi-
tion of Man received, some critics were hap-
py to take a ride on Mumford’s speeding
locomotive through ‘‘the history and pros-
pects of The Person,’’ while others had no
use for it. Most were astonished at his range
of sources and knowledge, whether or not
they approved of his conclusions and his
hectoring tone of voice. For instance,
‘‘Man’s nature is a self-surpassing and
a self-transcending one: his utmost achieve-
ments are always beginnings and his fullest
growth must still leave him unsatisfied’’
(p. 7). One hears Goethe’s Faust in such sen-
timents (the index reveals a dozen Goethe
entries), but rather than the work of a great
poet and playwright, this observation is
‘‘empirically based.’’ In establishing the
high wall between mythologizing and
empiricism, Mumford recalls Roger Bacon
approvingly: ‘‘‘I have seen this work with
my own eyes.’ Note the phrase: with my
own eyes’’ (p. 140). So when Mumford makes
what is today dismissed as ‘‘a sweeping
claim,’’ it is because he swept only after
accumulating whatever data he could find
which spoke to his point, a process that often
required years of reading and thinking. This
is not to say that he was always ‘‘right,’’ even
if one can establish such a position today.
But he was surely not creating theology,
mythology, or comforting tales of uplift for
adults by means of wish-fulfillment or as
an act of creative writing.

Also in urging readers to enter his ken, he
notes that ‘‘the tendency to look upon pro-
cesses in the physical world as more impor-
tant, more fundamental, than the processes
of organisms, societies, and personalities is
itself a by-product of a particular moment
of human history: the outcome of a systematic

self-deflation’’ (p. 10). The intended or unin-
tended diminution of ‘‘the person’’ or ‘‘the
self’’ in the face of mechanized war and struc-
tural economic collapse spurred Mumford to
write this book when he did. Returning to his
first work (1922), Mumford says ‘‘Utopia, as
the expression of rational possibilities, is an
integral feature of purposive living: for no
human life is fully rational unless it antici-
pates its own life-course and controls its pres-
ent actions and present needs in the light of
some more general plan, some larger system
of values, into which all the parts of its exis-
tence tend to fit’’ (p. 13). And to show why
he wrote what he did and why, he observes
that ‘‘The period through which we are living
presents itself as one of unmitigated confu-
sion and disintegration: a period of paralyz-
ing economic depressions, of unrestrained
butcheries and enslavements, and of world-
ravaging wars: a period whose evil fulfill-
ments have betrayed all its beneficent prom-
ises’’ (p. 14). This theme persists throughout
the book; in fact he opens his final chapter,
‘‘The Basis of Renewal,’’ with this: ‘‘Henry
Adams was right: the last thirty years have
been witnessing the active disintegration of
Western civilization. . . ‘Bombs educate vigor-
ously,’ Adams observed, ‘and even wireless
telegraphy or airships might require the
reconstruction of society’‘‘ (p. 391).

For scholars on tight reins, this is ‘‘purple
prose’’ or library-induced hyperventilation.
But for Mumford—who could write dryly
when he wished—the goal was not to convey
some kind of, sort of, maybe-like probabilities
(e.g., children from affluent homes do better
in school than do students from homes
without enough money, and other such
‘‘empirically derived conclusions based on
empirical research’’). Instead he was in the
business of informing and persuading,
through logically arranged historical and cul-
tural example, so that his readers might
reconsider their social roles and change
them when desirable, and by so doing, alter
the social order. In speaking of ancient Greek
society, he noted ‘‘In the end, Hellenic woman
restored the balance of life, by bringing back
the irrational and the mysterious: the wild
cry of the Bacchae rang through the woods,
and the saviour appeared, the Wine-God,
Dionysus himself. The Apollonian religion
of measure had never taken the full measure

Editor’s Remarks 9

Contemporary Sociology 43, 1

 at ASA - American Sociological Association on January 16, 2014csx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://csx.sagepub.com/
http://csx.sagepub.com/


of man’’ (p. 25). Nietzsche (whom Mumford
derided) said the same thing, more or less,
and their joint message remains a powerful
inspiration for people who need aid (as did
Weber’s version of Tolstoy) in figuring out
what to do, how to live, and what it means.
Sociologists have the right to do the same,
at least once in a while. It could be sort of fun.
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HISTORY SPEAKS:
INEQUALITY IN LA BELLE ÉPOQUE

Let us glance at our typical Mr. Multi-
Millionaire’s town house. It is a palace of
white marble, in Fifth avenue, near Fifty-
ninth street—the view across the Park from
the upper windows is superb. This palace
was the inaugural of the family’s recent fash-
ionable career. It is the struggle to live up to it
that is making them famous in New York.

The palace was to have cost our family
a million, including the site. Up to the present
time it has cost them two and a half millions,
and that does not include the one hundred
and seventy-five thousand dollar set of tapes-
tries for the dining-room which is on its way
from Europe. The site cost half a million; the
house three-quarters of a million; the rest
went for furniture, and the house still looks
bare to the family. ‘‘Awretched barn,’’ madame
calls it. There are one hundred and fifty thou-
sand dollars in paintings and statuary in the
entrance hall, fifty thousand dollars in paint-
ings, statuary, and such matters in the rest of
the house. Two hundred thousand dollars
could easily be spent without overcrowding.
The furniture, thinly scattered in the long and
lofty salon, cost two hundred and fifty

thousand dollars; it is amazing how fast the
money disappears once one goes in for old
furniture.

As you look round these show rooms—the
vast entrance-hall, the enormous dining-room,
the great library, the salon which is used as
ballroom, the comparatively small and exqui-
sitely furnished reception-rooms—you are
struck by the absence of individual taste.
You are in a true palace—the dwelling-place,
but in no sense the home, of people of great
wealth, but of no marked aesthetic develop-
ment. They have the money, and to a certain
extent the faculty of appreciation. But others
have supplied the active, the creative brains.

You go up the grand stairway, and at the
turn pause to look down at the magnificent
rug which almost covers the floor of the
entrance-hall, up at the splendid painting
which adorns the ceiling. The owner—you
know him well—tells you that each cost
twenty-five thousand dollars.

And then he takes you into the wife’s
living-rooms. She is out of town.

Madame lives in five great rooms—a
sitting-room, a dressing-room, a bedroom,
a room where her clothes in use—quantities
of dresses, hats, wraps, boots, shoes, slippers,
drawers full of the finest underclothing—are
kept, and a bathroom. She is very crowded,
she will tell you. For instance, where is her sec-
retary to sit and work when she wishes to use
her sitting-room for a private talk with her son
or daughter, or some intimate friend?

You look round these rooms and again you
note the absence of individual taste. Madame
is always on the wing; she has no time to
impress herself on her immediate surround-
ings. But a very capable artist has been at
work and has not neglected the opportunities
which his freedom in the matter of money
opened to him. He has created several mar-
velous color schemes through harmonious
shadings in rugs, upholstery, the brocade
coverings of the walls, the curtains, the
woodwork and the ceilings. You are not sur-
prised that a hundred thousand dollars went
in making suitable surroundings for a lady of
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Editor’s Note:

Because we live in an era of The New Plu-
tocratic State, it is worthwhile to remember
that the United States has been here before.
David Graham Phillips’ ‘‘The Treason of
the Senate’’ (Cosmopolitan, April 1906, pp.
628–38) inspired passage of the 17th

Amendment; he wrote terrific novels as
well as nonfiction, such as the book from
which this excerpt is taken. Factual note:
$1.00 in 1905 was worth about $25.00 today,
so as you read, ‘‘do the math.’’

The Reign of Gilt, Chapter III: ‘‘Plutocracy
at Home’’ (pp. 32–49), by David Graham
Phillips. New York, NY & London, UK:
James Pott & Co., 1905. 295 pp.
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fashion and fortune. You know that there are
several dozen suites more expensive than this
within gun-shot, and scores almost as expen-
sive within a radius of half a mile.

If she were at home there would be on
that dressing-table five or six thousand
dollars in gold articles: brushes, combs,
hand-mirrors—each gold and rock-crystal
hand-mirror cost seven hundred and fifty
dollars—bottles, button-hooks, and so forth,
and so forth. If she were here, there would
be in that safe at least fifty thousand dollars
in jewelry—a small part of what she has,
the rest being in the safe-deposit vaults.

The two marvels of this suite of hers are the
bed and bath-tub. The bed is on a raised plat-
form in a sort of alcove. The canopy and
curtains are of a wonderful shade of violet
silk. The counter-pane and roll-cover are of
costly lace. The head-board and foot-board
are two splendid paintings, one of sleep, the
other of awakening. You think nine thousand
dollars was cheap for this bed, even without
canopy, lace and other fineries.

The bath-tub is cut from a solid block of
white marble and is sunk in the marble
floor of her huge bathroom. It is a small
swimming-pool, and its plumbing is silver,
plated with gold. On the floor of this room
at the step down into the tub there is a great
white bear-skin, and there is another in front
of the beautiful little dressing-table. Three
palms rise from the floor and tower—real
trees—toward the lofty ceiling.

Going on through the palace you discover
that it is arranged in suites—somewhat like
a very handsome and exclusive private hotel.
And then you learn that here is not one estab-
lishment, but seven, each separate and dis-
tinct. Our multi-millionaire’s family has out-
grown family life and is living upon the
most aristocratic European plan.

In a smaller, more plainly furnished suite
of rooms than those occupied by his wife,
lives the husband. In a third suite lives the
grown son; in a fourth the grown daughter;
in a fifth and sixth, these the smallest, live
the young son and the young daughter. The
seventh establishment consists of forty-two
personal assistants and servants.

Each member of the family has his or her
own sitting-room and there receives callers
from within or without the family—except
that the daughter receives men callers in

the smallest of the three reception-rooms
on the ground floor. Each has his or her
own personal attendants; each lives his or
her separate social life. They rarely meet
at breakfast—it is more comfortable to
breakfast in one’s sitting-room; they rarely
meet at luncheon; luncheon is the favorite
time for going to one’s intimates; they
rarely meet at dinner—one or more are
sure to be dining out or the mother is giving
a dinner for married people.

It is with eyes on this lofty height that the
New York family, just emerging from obscure
poverty, with five or six thousand a year,
anxiously ask themselves: ‘‘Now, can we at
last afford a man to go to the door and wait
on the table?’’ For the man-servant is the
beginning of fashion, and its height can be
measured—as certainly as in any other
way—by the number of men-servants and
the splendor of their liveries.

Of course, our family of pacemakers have
an ‘‘adequate’’ supply of secretaries, tutors,
governesses, valets, maids; and the house-
keeper has her staff, the chef his, the butler
his, the head coachman his, the captain of
the yacht his. Then there are caretakers,
gardeners and farmers, the racing-stable
staff, various and numerous occasional
employees. At the request of Mr. Multi-
Millionaire, his private secretary recently
drew up a list of all persons in the family’s
service. It contained—with the yacht out of
commission and the Newport place not yet
opened—seventy-nine names.

Mr. Multi-Millionaire, becoming interested
in statistics, went on to have his secretary
take a census of the horses and carriages
owned by the family. Of horses there were
sixty-four, excluding the seventeen thorough-
breds in the racing stable at Saratoga, but
including the hunters and the polo ponies.
The little girl had the fewest. Poor child!
She had only a pair of ponies and a saddle
horse, and she complained that her sister
was always loaning the hack to some friend
whom she wished to have riding with her.
The grown son had the most—thirteen; he
must hunt and he must coach and he must
play polo, or try to. The father himself was
almost as badly off as his little daughter—
he had only four.

Of vehicles there were at the town stables
a landau, two large victorias and a small
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one, two broughams, a hansom; an omnibus,
seating six; four automobiles, a tandem cart,
a pony cart. At the several country places—
a coach, a drag, a surrey, a victoria phaeton,
two dos-à-dos, two T-carts, four runabouts,
three buggies, two breaking carts, making
a total of thirty-one. The secretary remarked
that these vehicles, assembled and properly
distanced, would, with their animals, form
a procession about three-quarters of a mile
long. He then tried to read Mr. Multi- Million-
aire some statistics of harness, saddles, and so
forth, but was forbidden.

In further pursuit of this statistical mania,
Mr.Multi-Millionaire discovered that his fam-
ily and their friends—and the servants—had
drunk under his various roofs during the
past year nearly two thousand quarts of red
wine, about one thousand quarts of cham-
pagne, one hundred and fifty quarts of white
wine, one hundred and fifty quarts of whis-
key, one thousand eight hundred quarts of
mineral water, and an amazing amount of
brandy, chartreuse, and so forth. The family’s
total bills for drink, food, cigars, and ciga-
rettes had been of such a size that they repre-
sented an expenditure of about three hun-
dred and seventy dollars a day—about one
hundred and thirty-five thousand dollars
a year. His wife became very angry when
he showed her these last figures. She told
him that he was meddling in her business
and that she didn’t purpose to spend her
whole life in watching servants.

Our multi-millionaire did not make his for-
tune; he inherited it. But he has been very
shrewd in managing it, for all his extrava-
gance. Though he is cautious about expenses
in one way, he shows by the allowances he
makes to the various members of his family
that he believes in carrying out to the utter-
most the idea that his family must live in
state. His wife has a million in her own
name, but he makes her an allowance of three
hundred and fifty thousand dollars a year to
maintain herself and their households. The
grown son has had an allowance of twenty-
five thousand dollars a year, and when he
marries it will be trebled—perhaps quadru-
pled. This is large for persons of their modest
fortune, but many fathers of smaller means
are doing as much for their children, and our
multi-millionaire will not see his children suf-
fer. His grown daughter has an allowance of

fifteen thousand dollars—more than she
needs, as she has only to buy her clothes and
pay her small expenses out of it. The boy in
college has five thousand dollars a year; he is
always in debt, but his mother helps him.
The youngest child has ten dollars a week—
her clothes are bought for her, and she can
always get money from her father or mother
when she wishes to make handsome presents.

The most interesting person in the family is
the mother. She is its moving force, one of the
moving forces in the extravagant life of New
York City to-day. You see her name and her
pictures in the newspapers very often, always
in connection with the news that she is doing
something. She was the first in New York to
have huge flunkeys in gaudy knee-breeches
and silk stockings in waiting at her front
door. She was the first to have as an entertain-
ment for a few people after dinner several
of the grand opera stars and the finest orches-
tra in the country. She is a woman with
ideas—for new and not noisy or gaudy, but
attractive ostentations of luxury. She spends
money recklessly, but she gets what she
wants.

She is one of the busiest women in town.
And the main part of her business is one
which engages New York women, and
men, too, ever more and more—the fight for
prolonging youth.

You would never suspect that she is the
mother of a son twenty-five years old.
Indeed, you would not suspect from her
looks or her conversation that she is a mother.
She is making her fight for youth most suc-
cessfully. Of course, she uses no artifices—
the New York women who care greatly about
looks have long since abandoned artificiality,
except as a fad. Her hair is thick and dark and
fine. It is her own, kept vigorous by constant
treatment. Her skin is clear and smooth and
healthily pale—it costs her and her beauty
assistants hours of labor to keep it thus. Her
figure is tall and slender and girlish—her
masseuse could tell you how that is done.
She lives, eats, exercises, with the greatest
regularity. And she eats little and drinks less.

On dress she spends about fifty-five thou-
sand dollars a year. You will not see her
many times in the same hat or dress; and
she has a passion for real lace underclothing
and for those stockings which seem to have
been woven on fairy looms of some substance
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so unsubstantial that only fairies could han-
dle it. She bought twelve thousand dollars’
worth of underclothing when she was in Par-
is last spring. Her bills at the dressmaker’s of
the Rue de la Paix were twenty-seven thou-
sand dollars, and at the milliner’s twenty-
four hundred dollars. She has about five
thousand dollars invested in parasols. She
has sixty-seven thousand dollars’ worth of
wraps—sables, chinchillas and ermine cannot
be got for small sums. She has many evening
dresses that cost from eight hundred dollars
to twelve hundred dollars each. She has few
dresses that cost as little as one hundred and
twenty-five dollars. The average price for
her hats would be, perhaps, fifty dollars. She
had one with fur on it last winter that cost
two hundred and seventy-five dollars.

The chief reason for her large expenditure
for clothes is that now-a-days every detail
of each costume must be in harmony. She
must have slippers, stockings, skirt, dress,
hat, parasol, all to match or in perfect harmo-
ny. For she is one of half a dozen New York
women who are famous for style, and having
established this reputation she must live up
to it. When she ceases to fight for youth—
which will be in about ten years—she will
probably cut her expenditures for dress in
half. By that time extravagance will have so
far advanced that her successor will spend
seventy-five thousand dollars or more on
dress. The last season has seen a three-league
advance. It is now the fashion to wear for
a drive down the Avenue those delicate
shades which are ruined so quickly. Next sea-
son the color scheme of the Avenue will be
still more gorgeous and varied—and prodi-
giously more expensive.

But it is her mode of keeping house and
entertaining that makes the thousands and
tens of thousands fly. Her establishments
are maintained like so many luxurious hotel
restaurants. Though her housekeeper is
a capable person and she herself studies her
accounts closely, it is impossible to be ready
at all times to house and feed an indefinite
number of people of exacting taste without
spending great sums of money. It costs to be
able to say to the butler at the last moment:
‘‘There will be ten for luncheon, instead of
six,’’ or ‘‘There will be twelve for dinner,
instead of four,’’ or ‘‘There will be four for
dinner, not eight.’’

Our Mrs. Multi-Millionaire lives no better
in respect of her table than scores of people
in her set and around it. She pays her chef
one hundred dollars a month and her butler
seventy-five dollars a month, and so do
they. She has no better supplies on hand
than have they. Her bills at the shops where
they sell things out of season—peaches at
four dollars apiece, strawberries at fifty
cents apiece, and peas at a dollar a small mea-
sure—show no different kinds of items from
theirs. They, too, have Sèvres plates at five
hundred dollars the dozen. They, too, have
fruit plates and finger- bowls of gold plated
on silver that cost twelve hundred dollars
the dozen. They, too, have solid-gold after-
dinner coffee cups at two thousand dollars
the dozen, and solid gold spoons at four hun-
dred dollars the dozen. The difference
between the dinners of those of her fortune
and the dinners of those of fewer millions
lies in quantity, not quality. Where they
would have to make an effort in arranging
an unusual dinner and could not have more
than a dozen at table, her establishment and
many more establishments like hers would
easily and without effort expand to entertain,
in a fashion once called royal, two or three
scores of guests.

The main and very conspicuous character-
istic of this typical leader in New York’s
extravagance is, naturally, restlessness. Like
the other women of her set, like their imita-
tors, down and down through the strata
of New York’s wealth-scaled society, she
wanders nervously about, spending money,
inventing new ways of spending it, all
because she is in search of something, she
knows not what, that ever eludes her. And
this restlessness, this nervousness, this hyste-
ria, possesses the women and the men alike.
Does it come uptown with the men from
Wall street? Does it go downtown from the
women and the fever of Fifth avenue? It is
impossible to say. We only know that it
possesses both and that it influences their
every relation of life, public and private.

A fashionable woman sails for Europe—
more than five thousand dollars’ worth of
flowers, jewels, books, things to eat and
drink, go to the steamer on sailing day from
her friends. A young couple are married—
their intimates and relatives give them
three-quarters of a million in wedding gifts.
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A brother meets his sister on her way down-
stairs on the morning of her birthday—’’Here
is a little gift for you,’’ he says, pausing just
long enough to hand her a paper. It makes
her the owner of a million in gilt-edged
securities. A husband comes home from the
office—’’I’ve put through my deal,’’ he says.
‘‘You can have your new house, but I won’t
stand for more than a million and a half.’’ A
father calls his son into his study and says,
‘‘You will be twenty-one to-morrow. I fix
your allowance at seventy-five thousand
dollars a year.’’ A doctor goes to a banker
to get a small subscription for a new
hospital—’’Why not build a new hospital?’’
asks the banker. ‘‘I’ll give a million. If that’s
not enough I’ll give two.’’

It is amazing how many great and beauti-
ful palaces of a kind such as is occupied by
our multi- millionaire are being added
yearly to New York’s fashionable quarter.
And there is not a single palace in New York
that is comfortable. No way has yet been
devised for making them otherwise than
chilly and draughty. The human animal is
too small for such huge surroundings;
and there are not enough competent serv-
ants or even competent available house-
keepers to make the domestic machinery
run smoothly.

The new millionaires slip into New York,
into their new palaces, attracting little atten-
tion. Men with a scant million or two are
coming all the time unobserved. If it were
not necessity that drove them here, many of
them would doubtless become angry at their
insignificance and would go where less
money gives distinction. But the rapid

concentration of the directing forces of the
business of the country in Manhattan Island
compels them to yield to the entreaties of
their wives and daughters and remain.

Scores of these palace owners have or seem
to have no way of getting acquainted with
anybody whatsoever. There are millionaires’
families that stare drearily out of the
windows, bored to death in their isolation,
and wishing they were back in the Western
town where they used to have lots of fun.
There are others who give entertainments in
the vast rooms of their palaces at which you
will find their clerks, a few nondescripts
male and female, and no others—these stand-
ing or strolling awkwardly about, trying to
forget that they are miserable in reflecting
on the cost of the pictures and the decorations.

In the surroundings above outlined, how
could anyone, whether newly rich or long
rich, lead other than a sordid life? Money is
there necessarily the basis of all action, the
determiner of the complexion of every
thought.

To the narrow vision of the palace dweller
and of those who look only at palace
dwellers, America seems like a greedy, ill-
mannered child released upon a candy
shop. In the wide, the true aspect it seems
a man, intelligently developing himself,
fevered by a sense of the shortness of life
and the vastness of its opportunities.

In the one aspect it suggests an express
rushing along, with the engineer mad and
the passengers drunk. In the other aspect it
suggests its own miraculous sky-scrapers,
rising swift as an exhalation, high as the
clouds, yet securely founded upon the rock.
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How to Analyze the Influence of Movements
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Scholars have been shifting their attention
from explaining the rise and fall of social
movements to addressing their influence
on political and other institutions. And
why not? Social movements’ bids to effect
social change are why people join them,
and why scholars first studied them. Possi-
bilities for analysis abound. Movements
target many institutions—mainly states,
but also the news media (Ferree, Gamson,
Gerhards, and Rucht 2002, Sobieraj 2011),
businesses (Soule 2010, King 2008), reli-
gious organizations (Katzenstein 1999,
Kniss and Burns 2004), and universities
(Rojas 2006, Moore 2008), among others.
Social movement scholars refer to attempts
to change these institutions and their
processes and outcomes as potential ‘‘exter-
nal’’ consequences of social movements.
They are not directly under the control
of movements, as are bids to change
members’ lives, their commitment to
the organization, or to create frames. But
transforming movements from an object
of explanation to an explanation sets up
obstacles to developing a coherent and cumu-
lative scholarship.

Three Obstacles

One problem stems from the standard defi-
nition of social movements as involving
challenges by those with little power. It
follows that movement actors and actions
are unlikely to wield routine causal power
over most contested processes and outcomes
in any institution. Although until recently
most movement scholars would have agreed
with Frances Fox Piven (2006) that move-
ments have been prominent in political
change, many others confronting this ques-
tion, including Theda Skocpol and Marco

Giugni, are far more skeptical. And some-
times movements do worse than fail. John
McCarthy has documented negative unin-
tended consequences of movements, notably
more intrusive containment and policing
of protests. Any movement will afford
chances to examine strategies or resource
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mobilization, but only some offer instances
of influence.

Another hindrance to coherence in schol-
arship on movements’ external conse-
quences is that they seek influence over so
many different institutions. A path to lever-
age for movements in the U.S. court system
might be a dead end for movements seeking
influence over the Catholic Church or Nike.
The academic literatures explaining state-
related processes alone, such as policy-
making, democratization, voting behavior,
the development of parties, and court deci-
sions, identify different determinants. The
types of movement organization and actions
that influence policymakers may not influence
news media coverage, the courts, or busi-
nesses. What is more, the effectiveness of dif-
ferent forms of movement organization and
action are likely to vary depending on contex-
tual conditions within these institutions.

A third obstacle is logistical. Movements
leave spotty paper trails and access to them
is sometimes difficult. Documenting the
mobilization and activities of even one
movement organization often strains effort.
Add to that gaining a mastery of outcomes
or processes movements hope to change,
and it is easy to see that comparing the impact
of even a few movements is demanding. So
case studies proliferate. But because one has
to jam many academic eggs in one movement
basket, the selection process veers far from
random. Scholars mass around recent move-
ments they believe to be significant and,
often, ideologically appealing. The attention
leveled on the African American civil rights
movement—the main proving ground of
movement scholarship—has enabled scholars
to write books about it without original
research. For similar reasons, studies pile up
about the environmental, abortion rights,
LGBT, and feminist movements, while
archives on veterans, anti-alcohol, gun rights,
and old-age movements gather dust.

The earliest literature on the political
consequences of movements stumbled over
these issues. William Gamson’s (1975/1990)
Strategy of Social Protest randomly sampled
U.S. SMOs over a long historical period to
determine which forms of organization and
strategies were most effective. But the over-
expansive research design, movement-
organization focus, and spotty paper trails

thwarted his chances to prove that indivi-
dual organizations caused any specific
changes. Given the large number and wide
variety of organizations, there was no way
to account for the influence of other organi-
zations or the political contexts of contention
on movement-related results. And why
would strategies that worked for the United
Auto Workers also pay off for the American
Committee for the Outlawry of War? His
findings regarding which SMO characteris-
tics or actions were influential were only ten-
tative at best. Frances Fox Piven and Richard
A. Cloward’s (1977) Poor People’s Movements
asserted that organization within move-
ments of poor people would prevent politi-
cal concessions and that mass turmoil could
be beneficial, but offered only circumstantial
evidence regarding some U.S. campaigns in
the 1930s and 1960s and ignored many alter-
native arguments. More careful research
shows that organizing is often central to
movement influence (Andrews 2004, Ganz
2010) and that mass disruption is frequently
counterproductive to winning policy conces-
sions (McAdam and Su 2002).

Instead of attempting to barrel over these
obstacles—the frequent ineffectiveness of
movements, their many targets of influence,
and the tendency to select influential move-
ments to study—recent scholars work
around them, making the most of what
they have. They ask whether their selected
movements or organizations have been influ-
ential in specific institutions over delimited
issues. From there, they seek to specify the
conditions under which these movements
have proved influential. This process is often
dismissed as ‘‘selecting on the dependent
variable,’’ and leading to invalid conclusions,
but making sense of positive cases remains
crucial to identifying causal pathways to rel-
atively rare phenomena (especially by com-
paring them with largely similar cases that
do not yield the rare outcomes). That is a cen-
tral point of Charles Ragin’s (2008) fuzzy set
qualitative comparative analyses (fsQCA),
which has been featured in recent work,
including two of these books. If movements
sometimes help to transform policy or politi-
cal institutions, scholars should demonstrate
that influence and account for it.

Here, I, too, focus on the political conse-
quences of social movements in democratic
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polities, mainly in policymaking, but
address as well its implications for move-
ment influence over other institutions. I
note some key findings from articles, the
main source of knowledge on these conse-
quences, before attending to the books and
the advantages of book-length treatments. I
also discuss some of my own work to high-
light the limits of article-based and quantita-
tive research and the tradeoffs in deciding
whether to focus on movements or policy
outcomes.

Recent Approaches and
Workarounds—Articles

A review of recent high-profile articles on
the political consequences of social move-
ments by coauthors and myself (Amenta,
Caren, Chiarello, and Su 2010) finds that
scholarship has centered on state policies
in democratic polities, mainly in the United
States (see also Uba 2009). There are good
reasons for the focus on policy. Policies are
mandatory and matter to many people. Pol-
icies benefit from extensive documentation
and break down into readily measured units
based on when they are introduced, whether
and when they are enacted, who votes for
them, how much is spent on them, how
many people, and with which powers are
enforcing them. Policies also benefit from
a well-established causal literature. Move-
ment scholars can construct arguments
about the influence of movements on poli-
cies, contrast them to arguments in the poli-
cy literature, gather evidence regarding
social movements, other known determi-
nants of policy outcomes, and the outcomes
themselves, and ascertain whether move-
ments add anything to the explanation.
Most of this work is quantitative; selected
movement measures and suitable control
measures are entered in regression models
to see if movement measures explain signif-
icant variance in policies of interest.

Scholars initially hypothesized that politi-
cal influence for movements, when it hap-
pened, would be produced by the three
main determinants of mobilization: the
degree and type of resource mobilization
(McCarthy and Zald 1977), framing strate-
gies (Cress and Snow 2000), and political
opportunities and contexts (Meyer 2004).

But the results were uneven. Frames that
mobilize supporters can subvert wider polit-
ical influence. For instance, the racially and
ethnically exclusive group boundaries
constructed by the Ku Klux Klan in the
1920s repelled national politicians, who
needed to construct diverse coalitions to
win elections (McVeigh, Myers, and Sikkink
2004). Organizational structures that
promote mobilization may not promote
political influence just as a political cam-
paign organization may be unsuited for
governing. And challengers often mobilize
in response to political formations that are
threatening, but the sorts of political
regimes that seek to cut Social Security or
start wars of choice—and often drawing
opposing mobilization—will rarely realize
the broader goals of old-age or peace move-
ments. Moreover, challengers often view
political contexts as far more favorable to
their policy interests than do elected politi-
cal officials (Cornwall, King, Legerski,
Dahlin, and Schiffman 2007).

Although some scholars sought to devel-
op arguments about more specific organiza-
tional capacities or political contexts that
would promote political influence, they
mainly called off the search for magic
bullets. Many scholars sought to refine and
combine some of these arguments by way
of ‘‘political mediation’’ models, which
hold generally that the influence of move-
ment collective action is contingent on spe-
cific contexts. More specifically these models
argue that challengers need to tailor strate-
gies and forms to specific political contexts,
such as the level of democratization in the
polity, the partisan regime in power, the
development of bureaucratic authority
surrounding the issue, and where the issue
stands in the policy process (Amenta 2006).
In our review of recent articles, protest and
some other movement activity was most
influential in the agenda-setting stage of
the policy process. Moreover, the vast major-
ity of articles found that the size of the effect
of the movement activity or size indicator
varied by political factors interacting with
it, most frequently the partisan political con-
text (Amenta et al. 2010, Table 1).

Coauthors and I (Amenta, Caren, and
Olasky 2005) employed political mediation
arguments to analyze the influence of the
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Townsend Plan and the U.S. old-age pension
movement of the 1930s and 1940s, which
demanded a national, generous old-age pen-
sion for any citizen of age 60 or older. The
pension movement tried to convert national
old-age insurance laws and federal-state
Old-Age Assistance programs into gener-
ous, universal pensions. We argued that sev-
eral structural, medium-term, and short-
term conditions would have to converge to
produce these very movement-friendly
outcomes. The two long-term political struc-
tural situations were important: the disfran-
chisement of most of the South near the turn
of the twentieth century, and the nineteenth-
century establishment of patronage-based
political parties, largely in the Northeast
and Midwest. We expected that the
pension movement and similar challengers
would have little influence in these under-
democratized and patronage-oriented poli-
ties. Elsewhere in the polity we expected
that New Deal Democratic victories would
promote old-age breakthroughs. The other
hypothesized route was movement-based,
but the pension movement would need to
be both well organized and engaged in
extensive assertive electoral actions. We
found both paths through fsQCA. In 1939,
moreover, a group of senators voted for
a radical amendment for generous and uni-
versal pensions, and the core of these
supporters shared several characteristics;
they were from democratized polities and
not dominated by patronage-oriented
parties that had a Democratic or radical third
party affiliation in a state that was well orga-
nized by the pension movement and
received the Townsend Plan endorsement.

Books versus Articles

The quantitative journal articles have
yielded important appraisals of specific the-
oretical arguments by juxtaposing claims to
systematic data sets and constitute the bulk
of what we know about these issues. Yet
articles have length-induced limitations.
They typically theorize only processes or
outcomes for which they have extensive
data, which are often the best available that
can be subjected to rigorous analyses, and
the data often miss the most important poli-
cy developments. In our article, for instance,

the argumentation was more complex than
in standard quantitative articles, but
remained quite schematic. The article had
answers for the questions like how much
more money the old-age pension movement
provided for the average Old-Age Assis-
tance recipient and why some legislators
acted in a radical, if ultimately ineffective,
fashion. But it said little about the degree
to which the pension movement was respon-
sible for the hybrid Social Security program,
which was strengthened when other social
policy initiatives failed, and could not direct-
ly confront the creation and transformation
of U.S. old-age policy in its formative years
in the 1930s and 1940s.

Books are under no such constraints. Their
theoretical argumentation more often ranges
across different sorts of movements, action,
and contexts. Books can also follow move-
ment campaigns and political debates and
controversies over long periods of time and
across venues. Most scholars studying the
political influence of movements view the
impact of social movements on states as
a recursive process, a valuable point made
well by David S. Meyer (2005) in the intro-
duction to his co-edited volume on social
movements and policymaking, Routing the
Opposition. The structure and activities of
states influence lines of organization and
action among movements, and social move-
ments seek to influence states by mobilizing
people, resources, and claims around lines of
action. Arguments about both movement
influence and policy change usually specify
a causal process that cannot be directly
appraised through regression analyses.
Book-length historical analyses often trace
processes (George and Bennett 2005), ascer-
taining whether influence happens in the
manner theory expects, or appraising the
connective bits of theoretical argumentation
sometimes called ‘‘mechanisms’’ (Tilly
1999, Kolb 2007).

Scholarly monographs concerning move-
ment influence fall into three main groups.
The first places movements in the fore-
ground and assesses their influence on
political outcomes of interest. These move-
ment-centered books argue that internal
movement characteristics, processes, or
strategies are key to movement influence.
At the other end are studies about specific
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movement-relevant policy processes and
outcomes, asking why policies changed or
varied. In these studies, movements are
brought in as needed, or if needed, as a poten-
tial explanation among others. In between are
most studies employing political mediation
arguments, which tend to address mobiliza-
tion, strategies, and the contexts in which
movements engage. The difference between
the movement-focused studies and the
policy-centered ones is analogous to the one
that James Mahoney and Gary Goertz
(2006) discern between variable-based and
historical studies, or quantitative and qualita-
tive research. Variable-based studies seek to
understand ‘‘the effects of causes’’ (repre-
sented here by the influence of movements
in different political or policy areas). Histori-
cal studies identify ‘‘the causes of effects’’
(here, all conditions, possibly including move-
ment-related ones, that cause or account for
a major political or policy development).

Movement Infrastructure,
Resourcefulness, and Strategic
Adaptability

Movement-centered accounts highlight
what makes movements and their organiza-
tions more resourceful and better able to
match strategies to situations. This work
jumps off from the famous resource mobili-
zation model of John D. McCarthy and
Mayer N. Zald (1977), but focusing on orga-
nizational resources that make movements
influential politically, as well as Gamson’s
early work. In his book Freedom Is a Constant
Struggle, Kenneth T. Andrews (2004) argues
that movements with strong infrastructures
will be able to adopt the strategies appropri-
ate to different situations. By movement
infrastructure he means the movement’s
leadership, organizational structure, and
resources. Empirically, Andrews addresses
how the U.S. African American civil rights
movement used new rights after the mid-
1960s to influence War on Poverty initiatives
as well as school desegregation in Missis-
sippi. He finds that movements with strong
infrastructures influenced these outcomes,
even while controlling for other potential
causes of them. He makes the case mainly
through statistical analyses at the Missis-
sippi county level. But he also traces the

process of influence through three counties
where the movement had such infrastruc-
tures. Andrews’ lead has been followed by
a number of other scholars, notably Marshall
Ganz’s (2010) book on the rise of the United
Farm Workers, and Andrews and Ganz’s
recent work on the influence of the Sierra
Club (Andrews, Ganz, Baggetta, Han, and
Lim 2010).

Holly J. McCammon’s The U.S. Women’s
Jury Movements and Strategic Adaptation
advances this agenda. She argues that post-
suffrage feminist movements in U.S. states
seeking legislation allowing women on
juries gained traction more rapidly when
they were strategically adaptable. By strate-
gic adaptation she means that movement
actors perceived signals from their environ-
ment, assessed current tactics in light of
this information, devised new tactics, and
acted on them. She argues that strategic
adaptability is rooted in continuous activ-
ism, tension within the movement, and hav-
ing a diverse constituency. With impressive
archive-based accounts on 15 well-chosen
states, she counters the conventional wisdom
that women were ineffective politically after
the suffrage campaigns until the so-called
second wave of feminism in the 1960s and
1970s. By analyzing the records of many dif-
ferent organizations and contemporaneous
newspaper accounts, McCammon recovers
an important case of women’s struggles for
political influence. She backs up the historical
accounts with qualitative comparative analy-
ses, explaining strategic adaptation as well as
policy adoption.

Like the pioneering Gamson book, these
movement-centered works seek to identify
what movements can do to increase their
leverage in political contestation, and
debunk Piven and Cloward’s position that
organization derails movements. At their
best, these studies also provide convincing
demonstrations of movement influence. In
McCammon’s case, her QCA results help to
identify the determinants of strategic adap-
tation. Among the swift-acting states, contin-
uous activism was always associated with
strategic adaptation, and among the other
cases a diverse constituency and internal
tensions were associated with adaptation.
This work, however, suffers from some
problems similar to those in Gamson’s
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study. The movement-centered analyses are
always underdetermined and do not take
seriously enough the contexts in which
movements act. They rarely seek to identify
situations that may be impervious to move-
ments and their strategies. Certain policies
may be highly difficult to influence, includ-
ing those closely tied to the national cleavage
structure or for which high levels of political
or material resources are at stake, regarding
military matters, or on which public opinion
is very salient and strong (Kriesi et al. 1995,
Giugni 2004, Burstein and Sausner 2005).
Similarly, political contexts in which demo-
cratic rights are greatly restricted provide
rough terrain for challengers seeking influ-
ence (Amenta et al. 2005, see also Uba
2009). All that said, these studies identify
important puzzle pieces regarding what
movements can do to increase their chances
of making an external mark and remind us
that analyzing simple mobilization or pro-
test in a series of varying contexts, as many
scholars do to assess the influence of move-
ments, is highly limited.

Movement Strategies and Political
Contexts

Other scholars have focused on the relevant
political contexts that movements face, usu-
ally employing political mediation explana-
tions. These works tend to focus on move-
ments with reasonably well-developed
movement infrastructures and at least plau-
sible framing strategies. The more produc-
tive efforts go beyond rudimentary distinc-
tions in the early literature on political
opportunity structures, such as between
weak and strong states, open and closed pol-
ities, and elite divisions and allies (see Meyer
2004). Those ideas were designed to explain
all manner of mobilization, from NIMBYs to
revolutions, and were only partly successful
in doing that (Goodwin 2012). Displacing
these concepts are more specific political
contexts and institutions related to policy-
making, including institutional veto points,
levels of democratization, political party
regimes and alliances, legislatures, executive
bureaucracies, and policies themselves.

In my book When Movements Matter
(Amenta 2006), I wanted to account for the
rise of Social Security and the shift in U.S.

social policy toward an old-age welfare
state. I also sought to appraise what Marco
Giugni (2007) calls a ‘‘joint-effects’’ political
mediation model: movement mobilization
or action in the context of specific political
conditions is expected to influence political
or policy outcomes. Addressing the impact
of the Townsend Plan and the pension
movement on this shift centered on using
primary sources to answer counterfactual
questions—that specific changes in old-age
policy would not have happened in the
absence of the challenger and its collective
action. I could ascertain whether and how
the pension challengers induced changes
in proposals, as well as whether electoral
efforts influenced members of Congress to
act differently from what partisan or region-
al affiliations would imply. These decisions
were informed by ‘‘most similar’’ compari-
sons, such as between the pension move-
ment and other social spending challengers,
including Huey Long’s Share Our Wealth,
veterans’ and unemployed workers’ organi-
zations. I also compared the development of
Old-Age Assistance with Aid to Dependent
Children, a similarly structured program,
but with no real movement backing. Across
the main campaigns of the pension move-
ment and the many episodes of old-age poli-
cymaking in over a decade, I assessed
whether the movement was influential and,
if it was, ascertained what it was about its
actions and the surrounding context that
made it so.

Old-age policy-making occurred at nation-
al and state levels, notably surrounding the
1935 Social Security Act and the 1939 and
1950 amendments to it, and the pension
movement exerted some influence over it
all. The Townsend Plan’s rapid mobilization
prompted the addition of social insurance in
the initial legislation, but the organization
was unable to induce Congress to upgrade
old-age provisions. In 1939, the pension
movement’s assertive action prompted the
administration and Congress to convert the
first generation of old-age insurance into
a pension-like program, while enhancing
the federal-state Old-Age Assistance pro-
gram. The war and conservative-dominated
Congresses froze national reform efforts for
most of the 1940s, though the pension move-
ment won improvements of Old-Age
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Assistance laws in many states. By 1950,
when Democrats again controlled Con-
gress, new amendments were adopted
that upgraded old-age insurance and gave
us Social Security as we know it today.
Because of the progress on old-age
programs in leading states, Republicans
and business interests, the main obstacles
to pension reform, held their fire and
instead shot down health insurance
proposals. Social Security was a compro-
mise that no one envisioned or wanted.
The Social Security Board saw old-age
insurance as the entering wedge of a com-
plete social insurance system, which never
happened. Business organizations sought
a minimalist and non-national model on
the order of health policy. The pension
movement wanted generous, universal,
and national old-age stipends, but formed
the main political impetus driving the
process.

Joseph Luders’ The Civil Rights Movement
and the Logic of Social Change sees political
contexts as the movements’ targets and the
third parties with leverage over them, revis-
ing Michael Lipsky’s (1968) classic account.
He argued that protesters have no direct
leverage over targets and little opportunities
for influence; to be influential, protest leaders
need to keep adherents in line and on mes-
sage, devise innovative displays that catch
the attention of the news media, ensure their
message transmits, and induce powerful
third parties to lean on the target to provide
real concessions—a tall order. Luders coun-
ters by arguing that targets and third parties
act according to the balance of the costs
imposed on them by movements—’’disrup-
tion costs’’—and those that would be
incurred by giving way to movements—
’’concession costs.’’ He also argues that
movements can impose considerable direct
costs on targets. Movements may sanction
office holders or seekers directly by
supporting opponents or indirectly by alter-
ing public opinion. But targets need to be
equally mindful of the consequences of con-
ceding. Voting for a civil rights statute, for
instance, would induce electoral payback
from those strongly opposing these rights.
Operating from a similar calculus are influen-
tial third parties, who focus on costs rather
than the righteousness of the cause.

For Luders, the vulnerability of the target
is central. Movements’ most politically effec-
tive sanctions center on electoral leverage,
rather than the protest events often mea-
sured by scholars attempting to address
movement influence. He also considers
protests as effective if they influence public
opinion, increasing either the saliency of an
issue or the public’s favorability to move-
ment goals. His model applies to businesses
as well as to politics, and he sees local busi-
nesses as especially susceptible to boycotts
and picketing. In short, Luders proposes
what Giugni (2007) refers to as an ‘‘indirect’’
effects political mediation model, which
involves movements influencing something
that in turn directly affects an outcome of
interest. Luders analyzes a series of civil
rights campaigns and policy debates, with
business as well as government targets. His
cost perspective yields insights about the
influence of protest generally as well as
regarding the civil rights movement.
Although his model of influence is one of
indirect effects, his explanation of key
civil rights legislation identifies several
conditions that needed to occur simulta-
neously: events by the movement that
focused national attention on civil rights
and brought sympathy for their demands,
the electoral leverage of African American
on northern legislators, as well as no counter-
mobilization in the North either from busi-
nesses or from the grassroots, reducing the
concession costs.

Luders’ big-picture focus draws valuable
attention to the wider field of contention,
but does not go far in explaining what
accounts for why costs are increased or
lowered. For instance, attacking sitting legis-
lators can increase disruption costs, but the
account does not indicate which approaches
are most effective in doing so. A change in
public opinion in favor of the movement
decreases concession costs, but does not
explain the conditions under which move-
ments can change public opinion. Even
then, a change in public opinion will move
individual legislators only if they see it as
relevant to their electoral prospects. Many
proposals on the political agenda in 2013,
including gun control, economic stimulus,
and immigration reform have considerable
support in public opinion polls, but with
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little effect on Republicans from red districts.
Similarly, a lack of business opposition
means lower concession costs, but the model
does not specify why businesses would not
fight legislation. Some policy areas are
more difficult to influence than others and
more far-reaching proposals are going to
draw better-heeled opposition. All the
same, Luders shows that targets and third
parties are often crucial to prospects of
movement influence, and that those who
examine only the collective action of chal-
lengers do so at their study’s peril. His atten-
tion to public opinion and elections finds
echoes in studies by prominent movement
scholars (Gamson 2004 on public opinion,
McAdam and Tarrow 2010 on elections).
Luders employs his cost model to produce
new interpretations of the influence of the
civil rights movement in its heyday—which
is no small achievement.

Removing movements from the center of
analyses of movement-relevant political pro-
cesses is one of two key prescriptions of
Doug McAdam and Hilary Boudet’s Putting
Social Movements in their Place, which
addresses controversies over what they call
onshore liquefied natural gas projects in
U.S. communities. They refer to this shift in
focus away from the movement to key state
and economic actors as a ‘‘Copernican revo-
lution’’ in the study of social movements and
their influence. Their second prescription is
that scholars should analyze the population
of possible events or sites of potential mobi-
lization or influence. One should identify the
conditions under which movements appear,
but also those under which they do not; the
conditions under which they are influential,
but also those under which they are not. The
authors argue that a literature built largely
on positive case studies cannot generalize.
The authors seek to answer five questions,
the last of which addresses the influence of
mobilization on the outcomes of the pro-
posed project.

McAdam and Boudet identify communi-
ties at risk for mobilization over these proj-
ects by way of solicited environmental
impact statements and select, mainly ran-
domly, 20 communities for analysis. They
use newspapers and online sources to learn
about communities and projects and follow
up with interviews of protagonists. The

authors use both published economic and
demographic statistics and scores based on
their fieldwork to provide grist for fuzzy-
set qualitative comparative analyses. Nota-
bly, they analyze whether the project was
rejected, whether it was approved, and
whether it was ultimately built. They find
that as minor as the mobilization often was
when it happened, a lack of mobilization
was sufficient to explain project approval.
By contrast, project rejection depended on
a series of jointly occurring conditions.
Movement opposition combined with other
political opposition in the context of inter-
governmental conflict reliably led to rejec-
tion and accounted for more than half of
the cases. The answer to whether the project
was actually built—a more complicated
outcome—depended on additional factors.
The authors are savvy enough to note that
even when some communities stopped proj-
ects, their moves were neither unanticipated
by nor greatly inconvenient for the companies.

This is a very fine study, if somewhat over-
sold. Scholars need to locate and examine
relevant populations of cases, as McAdam
and Boudet say and do, but sophisticated
analysts have been doing that already. For
any movement with nationwide aspirations,
all communities are at risk for mobilization;
most scholarship published in high-profile
journals analyzes those that mobilized and
those that did not. Also, Putting Movements
in their Place remains basically movement
centered, which is no sin as most of its
questions concern mobilization. And for all
of its methodological advantages, the book
remains a case study—of opposition to
specific energy projects in U.S. communities
during the first term of the George W. Bush
administration, with the analyses ending
before opponents devised the term
‘‘fracking.’’ It is key for scholarly progress
not to shy away from the often case-based
nature of movement studies and attempt to
make sense of them (but more about that
below). Minor criticisms aside, McAdam
and Boudet’s results apply to other commu-
nities at risk during this period, and their
findings will be the new starting points in
analyses of NIMBYs and may revise our
understanding of contention over environ-
mentally suspect development like nuclear
power. They also provide valuable advice.
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Social movements are only rarely central
players in major policy battles. There are
usually far better situated political actors.
Instead of assuming movement activity
will matter, movements should be seen as
innocent of influence until proven
otherwise.

Historical Institutionalism and Placing
Movements in Context

Other recent books take the advice to heart
by placing a movement-relevant policy, rath-
er than a movement, at the center of the anal-
ysis and take an historical institutionalist
approach. These studies ask a specific ques-
tion that has both real world importance and
engages academic debates, while paying
close attention to historical causation and
path dependency (Pierson and Skocpol
2002). These big questions are often compar-
ative in nature and typically present theoret-
ical or empirical puzzles, such as why does
the United States have no national health
insurance, as compared to other rich democ-
racies, why do some countries with upris-
ings experience revolutions and others do
not, or why do the social policies of some
regimes retrench when others do not? Some-
times they ask why some major institutional
or policy shift within a country occurred,
when other plausible historical candidates
existed. Theda Skocpol (1992) famously
asked why the United States adopted Civil
War veterans’ benefits and policies for
mothers and women rather than social
insurance for workingmen at the turn of
the twentieth century. Historical institution-
alists seek complete explanations of policy
breakthroughs and bring in movements
only if and when they add to the explanation
and situate them with respect to political
institutions and influential political actors.

Anthony Chen’s The Fifth Freedom asks
why the United States adopted affirmative
action policy and locates the answer in failed
bids to establish a national Fair Employment
Practice Commission. This commission
would have enforced job discrimination
claims centrally in the manner of the Nation-
al Labor Relations Board. Instead this ‘‘fifth’’
freedom—from economic discrimination—
was enforced by a regulatory regime in
a decentralized and episodic way through

courts. In posing this ‘‘why didn’t the dog
bark’’ question, Chen joins a series of schol-
arship that has asked counterfactual ques-
tions about failed alternatives in U.S. social
policy, starting with Skocpol’s study. To
make such a counterfactual argument,
Chen has to show that the failed develop-
ment was possible, and he does so: there
was a national precedent in labor relations,
key northern states adopted fair employ-
ment practice commissions, partly hoping
to spur national legislation, and there were
three close calls at the national level.

Rather than focusing on the civil rights or
labor movements, Chen maps out the field of
political contention over the issue of
employment discrimination and the main
armies in the battle. The driving force
behind these reforms was a liberal coalition.
It was determined, among other things, to
regulate discrimination and included many
advocacy and movement organizations that
crossed class, ethnic, race, and religious
barriers: the NAACP and the National
Urban League, but also Hispanic and Japa-
nese American organizations, religious/
advocacy organizations like the National
Council of Churches and the American Jew-
ish Congress, industrial labor unions and the
liberal advocacy organizations Americans
for Democratic Action and the American
Civil Liberties Union, and short-term
umbrella organizations. Many members of
Congress, mainly northern Democrats from
urban districts, took up the cause. Their
opposition was centered not in movements,
but in well-funded political business organ-
izations typically allied with Republicans,
as well as southern Democrats. This political
coalition stopped the momentum for pas-
sage in the late 1940s and with the rise of
Eisenhower and a Republican congressional
majority in 1953, state legislation became
a substitute for rather than a spur to national
legislation. The Civil Rights Act of 1964, usu-
ally seen as an unalloyed gain, marked a fail-
ure of fair employment, as amendments
wrested implementation powers from the
executive and offered them to the courts.

Chen’s explanation for the failure employs
both political institutions and the collective
action of political organizations with distinc-
tive social bases. The southern wing of the
Democratic party strongly opposed labor,
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civil rights, and generous social spending
policy, and congressional institutions magni-
fied their influence, as seniority rules and
a lack of electoral challenges ushered them
into key committee chairmanships. More
important, however, was a business-Repub-
lican conservative bloc, backed by many
white suburban and rural voters, which
thwarted legislation in northern states
(where there were no southern Democrats)
and were successful when they were able
to control veto points within political institu-
tions. The book makes the compelling histor-
ical point that the anti-liberal racial position
of Republicans in the North was established
in the 1940s over this issue and did not
emerge as a result of 1960s civil rights break-
throughs, as often claimed. Chen holds these
Republican conservatives responsible, caus-
ally, for thwarting national administrative
control over job discrimination and watering
down the provisions of the 1964 Civil Rights
Act. He demonstrates that through congres-
sional campaigns, by way of what Sidney
Tarrow (2012) refers to as dynamic analyses,
and buttresses them with statistical analyses
of bids to adopt fair employment practice
commissions in northern states and within
California.

With its combination of historical sophisti-
cation, astute political analysis, and quanti-
tative examinations of lower-level political
battles, this study’s venal sins are mainly of
omission. It might have gone further in
assessing the various tactics of the liberal
bloc and debates within it about how best
to get around obstacles, and the book could
have benefited from comparisons of other
policies pressed by the liberal bloc that expe-
rienced different fates. Similarly, the socio-
logical basis of his explanation, linking polit-
ical actors to specific social groups, down-
plays theoretically the policymaking input
of state actors, which often features promi-
nently in the historical discussion. And final-
ly there is the standard theoretical reticence
of historical institutionalists to theorize
very far beyond the cases they analyze. Still,
this work is a tremendous achievement and
stands as a model of how to understand
and explain a movement-relevant policy.

In Doctors and Demonstrators, Drew Half-
mann similarly wants to make sense of
policy developments and brings movement

actors into the account only insofar as they
help to answer why U.S. abortion policy
has differed so much historically from the
policies of similar countries, Britain and
Canada. In the 1960s and 1970s, each of
these countries liberalized its abortion laws,
though unlike the others, the United States
did so without medical gatekeepers. In
each country well-mobilized anti-abortion or
‘‘pro-life’’ movements sought to roll back
these laws. But only in the United States did
they make significant headway. Here their
efforts resulted in restricting the funding for
and access to abortion. Halfmann argues
that political institutions—including long-
standing governmental organizations and
policies—helped to determine which politi-
cal players would be influential in the
politics of abortion. Doctors’ influence in
initial abortion politics and policymaking
depended on whether a national health ini-
tiative had been passed, influencing their
preferences. In the United States, politically
organized doctors were mainly concerned
with preserving fee-for-service medicine,
whereas in Canada and Britain they were
concerned more with clinical autonomy.
Doctors in those countries threw them-
selves into the abortion debate and became
important gatekeepers.

As for the impact of movements, Half-
mann argues that differences in party
systems influenced which other actors
mattered in policymaking, especially in the
bids to retrench initial liberal abortion
laws. Decentralized, candidate-centered, and
weakly disciplined U.S. political parties
made them vulnerable to pressure from the
anti-abortion movement. It was able to force
abortion policy near the center of U.S. politics
and reduced access to abortions by cuts in
public funding, parental consent require-
ments, waiting periods, and mandatory anti-
abortion counseling. In Britain and Canada,
parties deflected the efforts of well-organized
anti-abortion organizations; abortions became
more accessible as the result of increased pub-
lic funding and reduced medical influence.

Halfmann demonstrates his arguments by
comparative analyses, process tracing, and
within-case analyses across three countries
and several decades with meticulous and
impressive archival research. His com-
parative approach cries out for imitation,
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something far more prevalent among Euro-
pean scholars (e.g., Giugni 2004, Kolb 2007)
than U.S. ones. His political institutional
account sometimes comes on too strong,
and does not say much about how move-
ments in Britain and Canada might be influ-
ential outside the abortion issue. Moreover,
the process of contention over the abortion
issue in the United States, batted back and
forth from courts to legislatures, is probably
non-standard. But Halfmann provides not
only a new and compelling explanation
of these policies, but also a theoretical frame-
work built from political sociological
concepts that can be applied to other move-
ments, interest groups, and policies—at least
ones with commonalities to the abortion
issue and its movements.

Where To Go Next

The different approaches provide tradeoffs.
The movement-centered studies deliver the
greatest insight about what movements
and their organizations are doing when
they are being productive, but they need to
pay far more attention to the different polit-
ical contexts in which movements contend
and focus on the main issues movements
face. Studies that address movement influ-
ence and policy change in equal proportions
go furthest when addressing relatively influ-
ential challengers that contend over a long
period with a checkered career of influence.
Like movement-centered studies, they run
the risk of a movement’s campaigns being
unlinked to the main developments in policy
and thus overlooking those key moments.
Policy-centered studies are best situated to
find all causal paths to the outcomes, but
their big-picture focus sometimes shunts
movements so far into the background that
their paths to influence may be disregarded
or minimized. They tend to ignore the strate-
gies and collective actions of movements that
are the strength of the movement-centered
approach. The best way forward is to focus
on policy, while maintaining the sophisticated
attention to organization and collective action
provided by movement-centered scholars.

The movement-centered and outcome-
centered studies usually present opposite
problems for advancing theory. Most move-
ment-centered studies are case studies, but

like most movement scholarship they often
engage in theoretical overreach; they tend
to claim that their arguments apply to all
social movements or that their findings dis-
confirm some other too-broad movement-
related theory. Historical institutionalist
studies are usually comparative, but often
rest their case after answering their key
question; they often fail to draw out general
arguments or theorize up to a larger popula-
tion of similar cases. The historical institu-
tionalists need to be bolder, and although
in matters of theory errors of excessive bold-
ness are always better, movement-centered
studies need more circumspection.

Each set of scholars should be
more sophisticated about the boundaries
surrounding their theoretical argumentation
and take a comparative outlook by locating
their cases in relation to other cases that
have been studied. Instead of assuming
that our cases are of universal significance
or unique, we need to be asking what sort
of case is this case (Ragin and Becker
1992)? By the process of ‘‘casing,’’ scholars
can conceptualize a new class of phenomena
that might have similar causes and conse-
quences or add new instances to existing
classes of phenomena. Case studies also pro-
vide an opportunity to think more deeply and
conceptually about the phenomena revealed
during the analysis, and aid in placing scope
conditions on arguments (George and Bennett
2005). Scholars can refine understandings of
these more general populations and situate
cases more precisely with respect to others
deemed similar. Even if this literature is going
to move forward mainly with case studies,
there are enough of them out there that
scholars should be able to use them to situate
both their arguments and findings.

To return to the example of the U.S. pen-
sion movement of the Depression era, its
lessons are not likely to be as widely applica-
ble as first advertised. The movement had
far-reaching political aims that drew strong
opposition, engaged institutional politics
eagerly, and was highly influential, but was
short-lived. Its radical demands, for univer-
sal generous pensions, drew some of the
same sorts of strong business and southern
opposition seen in battles over equal
employment opportunity legislation, other
generous national social policy, and labor
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legislation. The pension movement was
somewhat less similar to movements that
gained influence but with more long-term
leverage and continuous organizational
presence, such as the labor movement, the
civil rights movement, the second feminist
movement, and the environmental move-
ment. In its approach to politics and its
ultimate decline, however, the pension
movement had much in common with
some other U.S. political movements in the
middle of the twentieth century, notably
the anti-alcohol movement and the nativ-
ist/anti-immigrant movement, as well as
anti-war movements from across the centu-
ry. My study’s findings might apply best to
the far-reaching, influential, died-off move-
ment with strong opposition and require
modification to apply to influential move-
ments with more consistent leverage or
weaker or mainly movement opposition. It
is important to theorize about the political
influence of movements, but to do so with
an understanding of their wide variety of
goals, the real or likely opposition to them,
and their attempted means of influence.

The transformation of movements from
something to be explained, to an explanation
of political phenomena means starting from
politics and working back to movements,
without losing sight of them. After all, these
are not ‘‘movement outcomes’’ as the litera-
ture often claims, but political outcomes
that may sometimes be influenced by move-
ments. The same advice goes for those
assessing the impact of movements on other
institutions. Making sense of how institu-
tions work and theorizing and investigating
how movements engage their usual determi-
nants is becoming the new standard.
Scholars seeking to understand the influence
of movements on news media start with the
operating procedures of these institutions
and investigate the ways that movements
influence them or work in concert with
them, just as those seeking to understand
the influence of movements on businesses
start with businesses, and those seeking to
understand the influence of movements on
policing practices start with them.

This institution-based approach promises
little consistency in the literatures on the
external consequences of movements, but it
does not mean that they have to be unlinked.

Those studying the impacts of movements
on these other institutions may gain some
guidance by thinking through how closely
these processes resemble or do not the devel-
opment of state policy, and some of the inter-
nal characteristics of movements often influ-
ential in politics may serve as starting
hypotheses for those in other institutions.
And with the recent advances of the litera-
ture on the movement influence of these oth-
er institutions, scholars concerned with their
influence on politics should do the same.
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multiple areas that social scientists of inter-
national gender and/or feminist issues write
about. While there is considerable overlap
among such areas, I will organize this review
into three major overlapping groups. The
first combines income, employment in the
formal and informal sector economies, and
migration issues; the second addresses sexu-
ality and embodiment issues, both of which
include the globally ubiquitous topic of vio-
lence; and the third highlights theories of
social change, most prominently the role of
the state, and transnational and local femi-
nisms. Although my own regional focus is
Latin America and the Caribbean, I tried to
include a balance of books of interest
to readers concerned with Asia, Africa,
and Europe or other developed regions. I
expanded my terrain through conversations
with other global gender inequalities
researchers and explored Google Scholar
citations. I also decided to include a mixture
of foundational, perspective-changing books
as well as some newer works that take those
ideas in a different direction or that are
becoming more recent ‘‘hits’’—some have
previously been reviewed here in Contempo-
rary Sociology, but others have not.

Political Economy: Income, Formal and
Informal Sector Employment, and
Migration

My strongest recommendation for anyone
who wants a succinct summary of the salient
issues surrounding globalization’s gendered
impacts is geographer Joni Seager’s The Pen-
guin Atlas of Women in the World, currently in
its fourth edition. This short paperback
contains forty color-coded maps with over-
view interpretations, on seven broad topics
ranging from measures of gender inequality,
families, motherhood and reproductive
rights, and body politics, to paid and unpaid
work, access to resources (varying from
water to education, the internet, and proper-
ty ownership), and both formal and informal
power. The maps are excellent teaching
tools, as each one forces the reader to exam-
ine several issues at once and to ask oneself
why these patterns occur, as well as to com-
pare one’s own assumptions with the data.
For example, Chart 4 on ‘‘Households’’
includes a global map of the average number

of people per household, another on the
numbers of one-person households, and
two U.S. charts showing concentrations of
lesbian and gay households and the percent-
age of female-headed households by their
race and ethnicity. While this book is most
often used as a text, it offers much more to
the seasoned scholar, forcing one to examine
the considerable global variation in all these
indicators and especially to note that not all
gendered inequalities line up along the pre-
sumed global North-South divide.

One of the most influential authors of the
last decade, writing on the intersecting glob-
al gendered issues of migration, families,
and informal employment, is Rhacel Salazar
Parreñas. Her volume, entitled Servants of
Globalization: Women, Migration, and Domestic
Work, compares Filipina labor migrants who
travelled to Rome and Los Angeles to enter
domestic work. This book is foundational
for several reasons. First, while a vast num-
ber of developing countries have dealt with
the structural adjustment programs imposed
by the International Monetary Fund or
World Bank by creating export processing
zones, thus enticing transnational corpora-
tions to bring employment to their shores,
the Philippines is a prime example of an
alternative national strategy to garner inter-
national currency by encouraging women
(and men) to work overseas and send remit-
tances back home. The women migrate to
the jobs, rather than the jobs coming to
them and, since they are relatively educated,
they experience downward mobility as
domestic or care workers in order to earn
more than they would at home. A second
feature is that, prior to the mid-to-late
1990s, studies of migration for work typical-
ly were about men, whether married or sin-
gle, but most of Parreñas’s interviewees are
mothers who leave their children in the Phil-
ippines, while caring for other women’s chil-
dren. Such circumstances allow Parreñas to
explore the emotional stress that separation
has on all parties involved, as well as the
forms of transnational motherhood that the
women craft in order to meld their concep-
tion of typically gendered family tasks with
their actual migration to become breadwin-
ners. Finally, on a theoretical level, Parreñas
shows how Nakano Glenn’s concept of the
racial-ethnic division of domestic work
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within a single country can be fused with the
idea of the international division of labor
across countries to create a new form of
transnational labor which she dubs the inter-
national division of reproductive labor. In
this case, Filipinas are both domestic
workers in developed countries, experienc-
ing partial citizenship, at the same time
that they are employers in the Philippines.
Many authors, including Parreñas herself,
have followed up on the multiple significant
themes embedded in this volume and the
book received more Google Scholar citations
than any other reviewed here.

Leslie Salzinger’s book, Genders in Produc-
tion: Making Workers in Mexico’s Global Facto-
ries, focuses on a different world region from
that of Parreñas and on another important
sector of global women’s work—the formal
economy jobs found in Ciudad Juárez
and Santa Marı́a, representing Mexico’s
maquilas, or transnational export-processing
factory employment. Salzinger’s ethno-
graphic observations in four different plants
show the importance of comparative
research, even on a relatively local level,
for understanding the variations in how gen-
der and rhetoric about femininity are inte-
grated into factory work. She illustrates
that gender is not merely brought in as
‘‘sex role spillover’’ from Mexican culture.
Instead, gendered discourses, meanings
and managerial shop floor practices interac-
tively generate different worker subjectiv-
ities, which range from those that fit the ste-
reotype of the maquila female worker as doc-
ile, dexterous, and ‘‘cheap labor’’ to their
being viewed as ‘‘assertive, non-traditional
women,’’ or ‘‘masculinized producers’’ and
‘‘embattled would-be men’’ (p. 2). Gendered
meanings vary among male workers as well,
ranging from ‘‘shamed ‘women’ to mascu-
line bread winners’’ (p. 157). Salzinger
observes that the highly variable content of
these ‘‘subjectivities . . . is enabled by the
structure of gender itself and produced by
a variety of material, institutional, and cul-
tural pressures’’ (p. 163), but that they also
are shaped by managers who make deci-
sions about hiring and the control of labor.
Her observations demolish myths about
the ideal export processing zone worker,
and illustrate that gendered company
regimes do not necessarily support factory

practices, but can interfere with them as
well. Thus, she challenges the idea of ‘‘roles’’
like worker, breadwinner, or mother, and
instead reveals constructed subjectivities
and the agency involved in negotiating a spe-
cific gender-structured setting.

Sexuality, Embodiment, and Violence

The intersecting areas of sexuality, embodi-
ment, and violence against women form
another frequent subject of global gender
inequality research. In spite of these intersec-
tions, not all research on sexuality is about
violence, and not all writings on embodi-
ment or violence are about sexuality. How-
ever, considerable recent research in these
areas enhances our knowledge by focusing
on women’s agency, rather than on women
as objects or victims.

Barbara Sutton’s book, Bodies in Crisis:
Culture, Violence, and Women’s Resistance in
Neoliberal Argentina, shows the intersections
of these realms as she investigates the
impact on women and their key role in
confronting the Argentinian experiences of
militarization, dictatorship, state violence
and the human rights violations of the
‘‘Dirty War’’ years (late 1970s to early
1980s), and the subsequent democratization,
neoliberal policies, and devastating econom-
ic crisis that occurred in the early 2000s.
Sutton describes the different forms of
women’s activism and survival strategies,
showing how women were impelled to
break away from conventional domestic
roles and become agents of social and polit-
ical change, in a process that activists
describe as ‘‘the feminization of resistance.’’
Bodies in Crisis crystallizes three major
themes: the politics of women’s bodies;
women’s activism and transnational pro-
cesses; and inequality, violence, and human
rights.

Sutton accomplishes this by placing
women’s bodies at the center of her analysis,
using them as a lens through which to
understand economic crisis and social
movements. She also effectively uses a broad
range of qualitative methods, including par-
ticipant observation, focus group interviews,
individual in-depth interviews, and content
analysis, to argue that ‘‘women’s bodies
became embattled sites, shaken by crisis,
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but also actively engaged in the construction
of a new society and new models of woman-
hood. . . . Their grievances included an array
of bodily issues, such as child malnourish-
ment and hunger, inadequate access to qual-
ity health care, state repression that killed or
injured citizens’ bodies, pervasive physical
violence against women, restrictions on the
free expression of sexuality, and the crimi-
nalization of abortion’’ (p. 1). She continues,
noting that ‘‘. . . rarely do we see the more
hidden and complex bodily worlds of ordi-
nary women. By this I mean women’s var-
ied, overlapping and context-related bodily
experiences—including both every day
and extraordinary events—marked by the
gamut of human emotions, and absorbing,
expressing, and challenging multiple forms
of social inequality’’ (p. 2). Sutton’s analysis
of body politics reveals the relationship
between bodies and power, and presents
ways in which the body is both a site of
social control and a source of agency (p. 6).
In doing so, she covers issues of concern to
economically and racially diverse women—
including embodied economics, femininity
norms, abortion restrictions, gender vio-
lence, and political resistance. Her broad-
ranging conceptualization of embodiment
makes a significant contribution to this
research area.

Saba Mahmood’s The Politics of Piety: The
Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject is an
interdisciplinary ethnography about the
urban women’s mosque movement in Cairo
during the late 1990s. Her research is widely
referenced by young feminist cultural stud-
ies scholars and also is valuable for studies
of social movements, theory, and relation-
ships to the state, such as those discussed
in the next section. Mahmood, a progressive
left feminist, seeks to understand women’s
active involvement in this Sunni Islamic
revival movement where women not only
teach scripture to each other, but also discuss
social practices (such as shyness or humility)
and forms of bodily comportment (such as
modesty as part of religious duty, cultivated
by wearing some type of veil) in which their
subordination is a key feature. Based on her
fieldwork (1995–97) in six different mosques
across neighborhoods with varying socio-
economic characteristics, Mahmood argues
that the apparent contradiction—between

agency and subordination—exists because
feminist thought on the importance of such
women’s agency, within structures of subor-
dination, too often assumes that agency is
identical to resisting ‘‘the dominant male
order by subverting the hegemonic mean-
ings of cultural practices and redeploying
them’’ (p. 6).

Women engaged in the piety movement as
participants and teachers are not seeking
individual autonomy and resistance, she
says, since they want to comply with reli-
gious codes, but neither do they want to re-
inscribe women’s traditional roles (p. 15).
Instead, they are seeking practical answers
on how to behave virtuously on issues rang-
ing from veiling, circumcision, and interac-
tions with men. To take one example, wom-
en attending large female-run mosque study
sessions assume it will be necessary to inter-
act with men in mixed-sex universities, and
that women’s education is important. Given
this change in women’s circumstances, they
want to re-conceptualize how to be virtuous,
discussing issues with their teachers such
as when and under what circumstances
they should modestly lower their gaze with
male tutors or instructors. Mahmood
concludes that religious women’s forms of
agency and embodiment may be different
from secular or westernized forms of agency,
since they are aimed at shaping the subject
and not at resisting patriarchal structures,
but that they are no less political than those
actions described in Sutton’s book.

Let me now turn to international studies
of sexuality which extend over a huge range
of topics and incorporate issues of embodi-
ment and violence, as well as agency and
victimization. They traverse analyses of
teenage, queer, and other sexualities, to fam-
ily planning, sexual health, and HIV/AIDS;
as well as from sexual harassment to sex-
selective abortion, female circumcision,
acid violence, honor killing, sex trafficking,
and war rape. The scope of excellent
research in this area is very broad, but often
focused on single issues or single countries.
In order to introduce readers most effective-
ly to the variety in this area, I recommend
two edited volumes, rather than any single
research monograph.

The first is Vincanne Adams and Stacy
Leigh Pigg’s Sex in Development: Science,
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Sexuality, and Morality in Global Perspective,
a valuable anthology whose chapters illus-
trate how development policies and popula-
tion or reproductive agendas ‘‘objectify sex-
uality in the name of health and well-being’’
(p. 1) and use science or technology to hide
the ‘‘modern’’ moral values inherent in
‘‘‘sexual reform efforts’ [that] occur in and
through contraceptive promotion, steriliza-
tion camps, STD treatment centers, safe sex
campaigns, sex education programs, gender
awareness training’’ (p. 14). The book
primarily focuses on Asian nations, but
includes other countries, and is organized
around three thematic sections: the produc-
tion of new subjectivities; the creation of
new ideas about normal and deviant sex;
and sexual identity politics, especially as
focused on HIV/AIDS.

The second volume, African Sexualities: A
Reader edited by Sylvia Tamale, is organized
into nine sections, with each including
research articles as well as a few pieces using
other genres (e.g., fiction, life stories, poetry,
or diary selections) and ending with ques-
tions for reflection. With this structure,
Tamale’s book is useful for teaching; but it
also offers gender specialists considerable
insight into research by scholars living in
16 different African countries as well as in
the continent’s diaspora. Before this book,
it was difficult to access original gender
scholarship by African scholars, and the
research herein challenges what western
scholars might think are African customs.
For example, Nkiru Nzegwu (Chapter 25)
argues that cross-Africa patterns in the
usage of female genital surgery suggest its
goal is to mark ethnic identity and social
hierarchy, as does scarification, and that it
is not aimed at controlling women’s sexuali-
ty, as Western feminists often believe. This
new volume has the potential to change
how we think about many other issues
including the social consequences of the pol-
itics of sexualities; how African sexualities
have been shaped by colonialism, globaliza-
tion, patriarchy, class, religion, age, law, and
culture; reproductive health and sexual
rights, especially as they have been influ-
enced by development policies; sexual
representations and practices of identity;
masculinities; marginal groups (including
persons with disabilities, with HIV/AIDS,

or without children); and the complexities
created by traditional beliefs and practices.

Role of the State, and National and
Transnational Feminisms

Feminist analyses of global political inequal-
ities sometimes focus on formal party poli-
tics, but their concerns more frequently
center on the role of the state, often in con-
junction with the economy, or on the infor-
mal politics of national and transnational
women’s, feminist, or gay movements. The
three books in this section share a concern
with states and social change, while consid-
ering different regions of the world and the
impact of varying socio-political transforma-
tions, including postsocialism, postcoloni-
alism, and the impact of transnationalized
feminism.

Susan Gal and Gail Kligman’s The Politics
of Gender after Socialism is one of the founda-
tional books on gender and socioeconomic
change, using the fall of Eastern European
communist regimes and their postsocialist
transformations as a backdrop to illustrate
not only how ‘‘state policies constrain gen-
der relations, but ideas about the differences
between men and women shape the ways in
which states are imagined, constituted, and
legitimated’’ (p. 4). Gal and Kligman find
that discourses about gender and actual gen-
der arrangements have been diverse, both
under and after socialism across Eastern
Europe, reflecting a wide array of national
changes and continuities. Furthermore, in
socialist regimes, often there were ‘‘contra-
dictory goals in . . . policies toward women:
they wanted workers as well as mothers,
token leaders as well as obedient cadres’’
(p. 5).

The central chapters (Chapters Two
through Five) of this volume compare prac-
tices and policies in East and West Europe
across four key realms: reproduction,
work/home divisions, the neo-welfare state,
and political action. ‘‘Reproduction as Poli-
tics’’ (Chapter Two) describes the pervasive-
ness of postsocialist debates on reproductive
issues across East Central Europe, even in
a context where the largest challenges
appeared to be economic and political, and
even when such issues are usually consid-
ered part of the private sphere. Nonetheless,
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sexuality and reproductive practices (e.g.,
abortion and contraception, childcare, or
ethnic cleansing) were shaped and some-
times limited by new legislation, because
women were viewed as a political group
and because such issues were incorporated
to help define national morality as part of
state-building efforts. Chapter Three illus-
trates how women were constrained by
ideas about gender difference and about
the line between the public and private
spheres in different periods. For example,
under communism, women were often
defined primarily as workers, but now that
they are not, there has been a decline in fam-
ily support structures and a concomitant
regendering of the economy, where women
now seek flexible jobs as small entrepre-
neurs in order to balance home and work.
Chapter Four continues this discussion
using a contemporary comparison with
the neoliberal welfare states of Western
Europe and the United States. Finally,
Chapter Five shows how the parliamentary
institutions of formal politics in Eastern
Europe have been redefined as masculine,
while women’s civil society political action
is now channeled through nongovernmen-
tal organizations and local level politics.
These gender-focused activities are rarely
labeled as feminist and, because women’s
structural positions in East European are
different from those in the United States
or Western Europe, newly politicized
women’s identities are being developed,
while social action has occurred around
emerging issues such as domestic violence,
prostitution, and poverty.

In sum, by making gender central to their
study of the postsocialist transformation in
Eastern Europe, Gal and Kligman have auth-
ored an essential book, revealing that during
huge societal changes we more clearly see
gendered assumptions—as former ideas
are being violated and modified, or retained
under a new guise—and differing or similar
gendered structures can occur within and
across proximate geographic arenas.

Mounira Charrad’s comparative historical
work, States and Women’s Rights: The Making
of Postcolonial Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco,
brings us to North Africa and offers a struc-
tural analysis of the forces creating different
state policies surrounding family law

and women’s rights, in the era after these
nations achieved independence from France
(between the mid-1950s and 1962). She asks:
‘‘why did the national state reform Islamic
family law in radical ways and promulgate
laws expanding women’s rights in Tunisia,
quickly adopt conservative policy in Moroc-
co, and become stalled between alternatives
for a long period before enacting a conserva-
tive legal code in Algeria?’’ (p. xi). Charrad
argues that analyses used for class-based,
capitalist societies do not apply well in this
setting, but that instead attention should be
paid to the ways in which patrilineal kin-
based tribes were integrated into the nation
state in this Maghrib region.

Her argument is developed across
sections of the book that describe the three
nations’ similarities and common heritage
(Part One), their historical differences (Part
Two), and their varying legal outcomes
(Part Three). Charrad’s analysis centers on
a comparison of the precolonial relation-
ships between the localized tribal kin groups
and the centralizing national institutions, as
well as the effects of French colonial strate-
gies on the balance between these two forces.
She concludes that in Morocco a revived
monarchy was the key institution in creating
a coalition that over-powered an urban-
based nationalist party and protected tribal
order, quickly passing conservative national
family policies based on the extended patri-
lineal system of the tribes and on Shari’a
Islamic family law. Outcomes were equally
conservative in Algeria, but it took more
than two decades after independence to cod-
ify family law because there was extensive
regional and rural/urban factionalism, com-
bined with weak central control, a strong
army, and various kin-based forms of associ-
ation that seemed to provide a sense of secu-
rity. In contrast, Tunisia’s urban-based lead-
ership had developed in a context of nation-
al unity and aimed to undermine kin-based
tribal power, therefore choosing to build
a modern state, in part, by expanding
women’s rights within a new national family
law, even in the absence of a feminist move-
ment, as well as by attacking collective own-
ership of tribal lands and the independent
power of Islamic courts. Charrad’s analysis
of mid-twentieth century North African
transformations from colony to nation state
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likely does not apply to every region of the
world but, like Gal and Kligman’s analyses
of Eastern European transitions from social-
ism to capitalism, it provides insight into the
variety of key regional forces shaping the
struggles over women’s rights and institu-
tionalizing gender (in)equalities.

Millie Thayer’s Making Transnational Femi-
nism: Rural Women, NGO Activists, and North-
ern Donors in Brazil, shifts our lens on social
movements to the ways in which globaliza-
tion is experienced and constituted by two
feminist organizations between 1995 and
2005 in Brazil. The ethnography focuses on
SOS Corpo, an urban, middle-class women’s
health collective that develops into an NGO,
and on the Rural Women Worker’s Move-
ment (MMTR), a working-class women’s
organization linked to the labor movement.
A major strength of this recent volume is
that it explores gender activism in relational
context, with each other and with other
organizations. Thus, Thayer’s concept of
the global includes transnational North-
South contact, especially with Northern fem-
inist donors, but also within-country rela-
tionships between rural and urban move-
ments, and between labor and feminist
movements.

Thayer’s central chapters (Chapters Three
through Six) are organized chronologically,
stressing movements’ development and
change over time, and also around the cul-
tural, political, and economic resources
available through their intra-nation and
cross-national interactions. She shows how
local people become transnational. In Chap-
ter Three, set from the late 1970s to the
mid-1980s, we are introduced to the begin-
ning of SOS Corpo and learn how its
members borrowed and adapted the cultur-
al resources of Northern feminists, such as
were available through the book Our Bodies,
Ourselves (1971), to develop a local-level
urban organization concerned with
women’s sexuality and reproductive health.
The next two chapters document how
MMTR negotiated political resources on
the national level with two different allies:
during the 1980s with agricultural unions
(Chapter Four) and from the mid-1980s to
the 1990s with urban feminists (SOS Corpo)
around gender issues and with rural unions
around issues of class (Chapter Five).

Chapter Six on ‘‘Feminists and Funding’’
covers the late 1980s to the late 1990s, focus-
ing on issues of economic resources and
global connections. In this period, SOS
Corpo became increasingly specialized,
developed an NGO-like organizational hier-
archy, and changed its primary theme to
development and its target audience to insti-
tutional leaders. The organization success-
fully raised money from donors as part of
creating relationships with development
agencies in the United States and Europe,
while their connections with MMTR became
more commodified. MMTR needed to rely on
SOS in order to tap into global economic mon-
ey, usually for specific projects. Thus, this
chapter provides an excellent illustration of
how dependence on international funding
can shape strategies and structures of move-
ments. Nonetheless, Thayer concludes in
Chapter Seven with an argument about how
‘‘counter publics,’’ as represented in these
two movement groups, still support social
justice rather than mere asset exchanges,
even in the context of neoliberal economic
structures.

Concluding Observations

This review is organized according to the
major substantive groupings in which
research on global gender inequalities tends
to fall, with relatively even regional repre-
sentation of the books, allowing readers to
focus on the topics of most interest to them-
selves. Nonetheless, these authors share sev-
eral approaches to their research. Most rely
on qualitative research, since this helps dig
down into the detailed workings of an issue
and because there really are no excellent
cross-national quantitative data sets. In addi-
tion, most of these scholars examine gender
as embedded in interactions and social struc-
tures, rather than concentrating on the indi-
vidual, and also stress the intersectionality
of gender with race and/or class. Finally,
these researchers view women and men
as continually redefining problems—gender
and gender inequalities are not static.

However, the range of feminist concerns
reflected in these books is not the same
across nations. If one wants to understand
why a particular nation exhibits its own con-
stellation of gendered inequalities, I argue
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(Bose 2011) that we need to separate the forces
shaping those inequalities into several major
influential axes—transnational, regional, and
thematic conditions—which are important
considerations beyond the unique national
characteristics. Using this approach, the
inequalities in any given nation can be under-
stood in simultaneous multiple contexts. For
example, we can reframe the books in this
essay in order to reveal aspects of each of
these three dimensions.

First, the volumes illustrate some of the
transnational gendered inequalities; primary
among these are global economic forces
and migration. These dynamics include neo-
liberal economic reform, especially in Latin
America, as described by Sutton; structural
adjustment programs that create heavy
debt burdens in Africa, as illustrated by
Seager’s maps; or postcommunist restruc-
turing, as described by Gal and Kligman.
Other gendered economic outcomes are
illustrated in Salzinger’s study of export
processing zones, a now ubiquitous part of
the global assembly line, or in Parreñas’s dis-
cussion of the women workers’ migration
concerns.

Second, these books illustrate some of the
regional components of gendered inequalities.
For example, nation-building is a particularly

common endeavor across Africa, as described
by Charrad for three nations. Other regional
features include women’s unequal access to
education, paid work, and property owner-
ship, which are widely recognized as funda-
mental problems for women in developing
regions of the world and are revealed by
Seager’s maps.

Finally, these authors illustrate what I
think of as a new dimension shaping gender
inequalities—cross cutting themes that
influence just a few countries in each region.
Examples of these issues include religion
and the state (Charrad; Mahmood); societal
militarization (Sutton); or health care,
especially HIV/AIDS (Tamale; Thayer;
Vincanne and Pigg). The variation in
research areas and in the differing global
dynamics reflected in these volumes,
when taken together, mean that these ten
books provide an excellent introduction to
and foundation for understanding global
gender inequalities.
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