
EDITOR’S REMARKS

WHEN SOCIOLOGY REACHED
THE MASSES

That sociology eventually became a booming
academic enterprise is a minor miracle given
its tiny beginnings in 1905 when 115 brave,
culturally deviant souls formed the Ameri-
can Sociological Society. By 1930 the annual
budget was $9,160 ($126K today) and mem-
bership stood at 1567. But in 1937 during the
Depression the roster contained only 996
names, and in 1935 the Society asked its
members to buy ten-dollar interest-free ‘‘cer-
tificates of indebtedness’’ in order to retire its
deficit of $2649. But worse even than its
financial condition was its reputation among
the very ‘‘masses’’ for whose benefit its
members were putatively working.

ASS President Frank Hankins therefore
appointed a Press Relations Committee to
look into this matter, using the talents of
Alfred McClung Lee, Read Bain, Robert E.
Park, and others. Their 1939 report is worth
reconsidering: ‘‘Social scientists, and especial-
ly sociologists, have been slow to emulate
the physical scientists. . . The reasons for
this—and weighty reasons they are—are
readily discernible. After all, the subject mat-
ter and theories of social scientists are more
controversial, less easily interpreted in a pro-
fessionally desirable fashion, and more read-
ily distorted by prejudice and emotion, than
are the subject matters and theories of the
physicists, chemists and biologists. On the
other hand, for the theories of social scientists
to gain wide acceptance, they must finally
reach the columns of popular periodicals,
the speeches of popular leaders, and the dis-
cussions of Everyman. Or, if you will, since
we are so fortunate as to live in a democracy,
and since many of us draw our salaries from
governmental units, our facts and theories
are subject to popular scrutiny whether they
are ready for such scrutiny or not. In fact, to
a large degree, the future of our science
and of our profession depends upon the
sort of personality-stereotype popularly
held of a sociologist and the sort of
institutional-stereotype popularly held of

sociology’’ (Rhoades 1981; emphases in orig-
inal). To solve this problem the Committee
had been allocated $50 (sic).

So, how was sociology transformed within
the popular imagination and on the academic
scene from pariah, almost invisible status, into
a reputable field of study following WWII?
Part of this story sprang from the imaginations
of several enterprising publishers and editors
whose formal connection with sociology was
nonexistent, but whose long-term effect on
its success now seems paramount.

The autodidact and housepainter’s son,
Joseph Dent (1849-1926), substantially
enriched British literary culture beginning
in 1906 when he launched Everyman’s
Library. He began his thousand-volume
offering with 50 titles of ‘‘the best’’ litera-
ture, at one shilling per volume ($6.88
today)—’’100 volumes for five pounds,’’ as
he boasted. This remarkable set was distrib-
uted in the United States through E. P. Dut-
ton, but on a limited basis. Similarly, a century
ago American patrons of dimestores like
Woolworth’s, Murphy’s or McCrory’s could
buy, along with ‘‘necessaries,’’ lambskin-
bound abridged classics in ‘‘The Little Leath-
er Library’’ for 25 cents ($5.70 now) (Satter-
field 2002: 17). In fact, between 1916 and
1923, 25 million of these books were sold in
the United States, beginning with 15 of
Shakespeare’s plays inserted into Whitman
Candy boxes (Radway 1997: 158). The some-
time New York actor, Albert Boni (1892-
1981), had invented the ‘‘LLL’’ in 1914, one
year after he and his brother, Charles, had
opened the Washington Square Book Shop
in Greenwich Village. Albert was 21 at the
time. Losing money in the bookstore, the
brothers sold the LLL to the Sackheim broth-
ers, Sherman and Maxwell, who then sold
millions through the mail, and almost inci-
dentally established the Book-of-the-Month
Club (Satterfield 2002: 17-18).

The bookshop and its hapless browsers
were immortalized by Albert Parry in ‘‘The

� American Sociological Association 2013
DOI: 10.1177/0094306113484698

http://cs.sagepub.com

315 Contemporary Sociology 42, 3

 at ASA - American Sociological Association on May 20, 2013csx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://csx.sagepub.com/


Republic of Washington Square,’’ Chapter 22
of his indispensable Garrets and Pretenders: A
History of Bohemianism in America (1933):
‘‘The Washington Square Players were first
organized early in 1915 by Robert Edmond
Jones, Philip Moeller, Edward Goodman,
and others after a luncheon at the Brevoort
and a talk about Max Reinhardt’s work
in Germany. Jones and Moeller had just
returned from Germany and now were sigh-
ing that anything like Reinhardt’s spirit was
not noticeable on the American stage. Jones
had with him a volume of Lord Dunsany’s
plays. The rumor had it that he swiped it
from Boni’s bookstore in the front room of the
Liberal Club. Albert Boni, being a Harvard
friend of John Reed, had come to the Village
to open its first highbrow bookstore, but was
now losing money and patience, because the
members thumbed and read the books but
did not buy them. Boni was in that famous
luncheon group (Parry 1933: 279; emphases
added).

Thus we see that Boni’s literate and impe-
cunious companions wanted to read, though
not buy, books by avant-garde playwrights
(Eugene O’Neill was the favorite), plus
new prose by Oscar Wilde, Proust, D. H.
Lawrence, Colette, Upton Sinclair, and other
‘‘radical’’ writers of the period. So when
Albert, then 25 and with modest experience
as a publisher, joined a former bond sales-
man, Horace Liveright (1883-1933), on Feb-
ruary 16, 1917 to form Boni and Liveright—
with $16,500 borrowed from the latter’s
father-in-law—Albert proposed a gambit
that might raise revenue quickly. His
‘‘million-dollar idea,’’ as a biographer later
called it (Gilmer 1970), was that the novice
publishers could improve on the Little
Leather Library by issuing European mod-
ernist authors under a new imprint, which
all budding sophisticates would want to
read in small, durable volumes. This brilliant
proposal overcame Liveright’s preference
for publishing only the newest American
writers, and especially playwrights. They
named this series The Modern Library,
which became a foundation of advanced lit-
eracy in the United States from its inception
to its final new entry, Jerzy Kosinski’s The
Painted Bird, in 1970.

Working at incredible speed, the company
issued the first dozen volumes, selected by

Boni in May 1917, with works by Oscar
Wilde, Strindberg, Kipling, Robert Louis Ste-
venson, H. G. Wells, Ibsen, Anatole France,
Maupassant, Nietzsche, Dostoyevski, Mae-
terlinck, and Schopenhauer. All but one did
not enjoy copyright protection in the United
States, so were costless to reprint (Satterfield
2002: 19). To these they added six more in
July: Samuel Butler’s The Way of All Flesh,
Hardy’s The Mayor of Casterbridge, Shaw’s
An Unsocial Socialist, George Meredith’s
Diana of the Crossways and George Moore’s
Confessions of a Young Man, plus Great Rus-
sian Short Stories.

A good used-book store even today will
stock copies of the original Boni and Liver-
ight ‘‘Modern Library,’’ in their distinctive
‘‘leatherette’’ bindings, and still inexpensive-
ly. Before me, for instance, is Meredith’s
Diana of the Crossways, as physically sound
as the day it was sold in July 1917. This
1885 novel concerns a woman’s need to
escape convention and constraint, and gave
us this famous line: ‘‘We women are the
verbs passive of the alliance, we have to
learn, and if we take to activity, with the
best intentions, we conjugate a frightful dis-
turbance. We are to run on lines, like the
steam-trains, or we come to no station,
dash to fragments. I have the misfortune to
know I was born an active’’ (Meredith
1917: 56). Imagine the liberalizing force
such a work had a hundred years ago among
women who were just getting the vote. It
was clear that Albert Boni, if not his partner
Liveright, hoped to advance progressive
social ideas along with excellent contempo-
rary literature, and that The Modern Library
was the favored vehicle for doing so. Not
only could it make a tremendous income
for the publishing house, but the books
thus circulated would inevitably lead to an
American culture permanently removed
from the Victorian and Edwardian narrow-
ness that intellectuals and artists of his gen-
eration had come to despise.

Liveright’s social dandyism and passionate
dedication to only the latest works soon
caused a rift between Boni and him. (The
firm published T. S. Eliot’s The Wasteland in
1922, the most important modernist poem
of the twentieth century, plus early works
by Eugene O’Neill, Ezra Pound—their agent
in Europe—Anita Loos, Nathaniel West,
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Djuna Barnes, John Reed, Faulkner, Hemi-
ngway, Freud, Cummings, Hart Crane, and
Lewis Mumford, not all of which were prof-
itable.) They decided to buy each other out
after only 18 months in business, and Boni
won the coin toss for ownership, yet when
his backer withdrew, he was forced to sell
to Liveright (Dardis 1995: 67). Boni and his
brother started another firm, and he
remained a public figure, as in this New
York Times story on November 26, 1920:
‘‘Albert Boni, the New York publisher, who
has just escaped from Russia, declares the
Soviet Government mistook Washington D.
Vanderlip for a cousin of Frank Vanderlip
and therefore signed a $3,000,000,000 [sic]
contract with him. . . The Bolshevik Govern-
ment is under the impression that giving
Americans a big industrial contract will
help to obtain American recognition’’ (for
details see Parry 1948).

For the next seven years The Modern
Library sold many books and became ‘‘the
backbone of Boni and Liveright’’ (Cerf 1977:
45), but was ill-managed because Liveright
did not find it exciting enough to run. In
1925 he needed money to pacify his father-
in-law, so Bennett Cerf (1898-1971), for two
years a salesman for the firm, finally persuad-
ed Liveright to sell The Modern Library for
$215,000 ($2.8M today) to himself and Don-
ald Klopfer, a close friend from a rich family
of diamond merchants. Liveright’s advisors
told him not to sell, but he foolishly ignored
them and ‘‘in two years we [Cerf and Klopfer]
had made back not only the fifty thousand
we had borrowed, but the entire investment.
The minute we gave our full attention to it,
the series simply boomed. The only competi-
tion was Everyman’s Library, and it was lan-
guishing. There were no paperback books in
those days. We had the only cheap editions
of Moby Dick, The Scarlet Letter, Dorian Gray,
and all the modern classics. The Modern
Library was used in every college’’ (ibid., 54;
emphases added).

Today there is significant scholarship
devoted to The Modern Library (Kelly 1989;
Neavill 1979, 1981, 2007; Satterfield 2002),
and also guidance for collectors, of which
there are many (Giddins 1992; Kamins
2006). Though still in existence, its glory
days are long over. As an internal audit at
Random House explained in 1966, The

Modern Library grew very rapidly in the
1930s and 1940s when young readers wanted
to own libraries as part of a cultured house-
hold. The advent of paperback books during
and after WWII ended the monopoly that The
Modern Library held in the American book
trade for inexpensive classic works. And by
the time the Boomers went to college in the
1960s, even inexpensive clothbound books
had lost most market share to soft covers.
Paperbacks by definition were disposable,
so the widespread ethic of buying and keep-
ing books for decades slowly dissolved. Yet
in the 1930s, this was not yet the case.

Which brings us to the fascinating charac-
ter named George Goetz, born in Baltimore
on June 25, 1900 (Abbott 1993; Wilcox 1992).
Fearful of losing his teaching job should he
be connected with radical ideas and the jour-
nalism that espoused it, and like so many left-
ists after the fearful Palmer Raids of 1920, he
and his wife adopted pseudonyms in 1923.
Together they founded and ran The Modern
Quarterly, an important progressive maga-
zine from 1923 to Goetz’s premature death
in 1940. Goetz renamed himself ‘‘Calverton’’
after a local mansion owned by Lord Cal-
vert, founder of Baltimore, which he thought
was a good joke inasmuch as the magazine
Goetz edited opposed all aristocratic preten-
sions and positions (Wilcox 1992: 31).
Almost surely because of his writings in
the magazine, plus books like Anthology of
American Negro Literature, The Bankruptcy of
Marriage, For Revolution, Sex in Civilization,
and others, Bennett Cerf invited Calverton
to edit several volumes for The Modern
Library. Like all scholars who agreed to
this work, he was paid fifty dollars (Satter-
field 2002: 123), the ‘‘balance’’ of unpaid
wages allegedly being realized in terms of
the satisfaction that would come from help-
ing to liberate Americans from their cultural
and political blinders.

Though Calverton was a political journalist
and cultural provocateur, he did manage
when he was 30 to write a long lead article
for AJS called ‘‘The Compulsive Basis of
Social Thought: As Illustrated by the Vary-
ing Doctrines as to the Origins of Marriage
and the Family’’ (Calverton 1931; Otis
Dudley Duncan published an article in
the same issue pertaining to Texas peni-
tentiaries). Either Calverton was aware of
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Scheler’s or Mannheim’s new sociology of
knowledge, or independently discovered
its rudiments, then applied them to the
ideas of important nineteenth century
anthropologists.

The abstract of the article evidences
the author’s daring approach to serious
scholarship: ‘‘The science of anthropology is
closely bound up with the doctrine of evolu-
tion. Both grew out of the same milieu.
Nineteenth-century anthropologists were
interested primarily in finding universal evo-
lutionary laws which would explain the rise
of man from primitivism to nineteenth-centu-
ry civilization. They studied primitive man
less to find out what he was like than what
they thought he ought to be like. The doctrine
of evolution was used first by anthropologists
as an absolutistic concept. In the strife that
ensued the problems of primitive commu-
nism, private property, and family organiza-
tion became the dividing issues at stake.
Anthropological doctrine was employed in
defense of class logic. Morgan was adopted
as the intellectual advocate of the radical out-
look, and Westermarck emerged as the expo-
nent of the middle-class position. Wester-
marck’s evidence, which has been shown to
have been based on inadequate observation
and false premises, was uncritically accepted
by most of the leading thinkers during the
last generation. Even Malinowski, as is
shown, fell into the same fallacy. The recent
investigations in mammalogy have proved
this in conclusive detail. The best way to
explain the attitudes and convictions at
work in this controversy —and all similar
controversies—is by means of the theory pro-
posed here, namely, the theory of cultural com-
pulsives. The existence of cultural compul-
sives makes objectivity in the social
sciences impossible. One can be objective
only in the observation of detail or the collec-
tion of facts—but one cannot be objective in
their interpretation. Interpretation necessi-
tates a mind-set, a purpose, an end. Such
mind-sets, such purposes, such ends, are
controlled by cultural compulsives.’’

This youthful attempt at broad profundity,
plus the need for a scholar who would work
very cheaply, must have inspired Cerf and
Klopfer to accept Calverton’s credentials as
sufficient for him to edit The Making of Man:
An Outline of Anthropology in 1931, an 885-

page compendium designed to serve as a col-
lege textbook. Like all Modern Library
books, it contains no graphics, no tables, no
numbers, and presents many thousands
more words than equivalent books of today.
And it cost 95 cents, probably the crucial var-
iable. Calverton claims it was unique in its
breadth, a ‘‘Golden Treasury of Anthropolo-
gy,’’ as one ‘‘well-known anthropologist’’
called it. ‘‘The materials in this book have
. . . been collected. . . for social scientists in
general, whose knowledge of anthropology
on the whole is often very limited and is
too seldom used for correct correlations,
and for that vast army of readers who are inter-
ested in the development of the social sciences but
are unable to pursue their interest through
many of the ramifications of the materials. . .
I chose the one [organizing principle] that
seemed to me at once the most economical
and fruitful’’ (Calverton 1931: vii; emphases
added). Calverton shrewdly reprinted his
AJS article as an introduction to the book,
which saved him time to be sure, but did
not properly ‘‘introduce’’ the selections he
had made. The book sold well enough to
remain in print through the 1960s.

This ‘‘golden treasury’’ is divided into six
major sections with a total of 39 selections,
plus a biographical appendix and short bibli-
ography. After a treatment of the fossil record
and prehistoric humans, the book continues
with two pieces on ‘‘Race and Language’’ by
Franz Boas and Edward Sapir, then 15 selec-
tions pertaining to ‘‘Social Organization.’’
Here Calverton gave space to Johan Bacho-
fen, Lewis H. Morgan, Robert Briffault,
Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, Huntingdon Cairns,
Alexander Goldenwiser, Clark Wissler, Wil-
liam Graham Sumner, and others, forming
the core of the volume. ‘‘Sexual Customs
and Social Practice’’ (of particular interest to
Calverton, given his hostility to conventional
American marriage and belief in ‘‘free love’’)
were explained by means of six selections:
Briffault, Westermarck, Malinowski, Mar-
garet Mead, Freud, and Edward Carpenter.
The religious institution is then illuminated
by Edward Tylor, Geza Róheim, James Frazer,
A. L. Kroeber, Robert Lowie and R. R. Marett.
And the book ends with ‘‘Evolution of Atti-
tudes,’’ no longer regarded as principally
anthropological in nature, yet earnestly
examined by Briffault (yet again), Lévy Bruhl
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(again), Ruth Benedict, Paul Radin, and L. T.
Hobhouse. It is fair to say that any student
avid enough to take in these selections
would, in the 1930s and 1940s at least, have
developed a fine sense of what anthropology
had accomplished to date.

Cerf and Kopfler were tough businessmen
despite their passionate regard for books, so
it is reasonable to suppose that Calverton’s
anthropology reader sold enough copies for
them to ask him to edit a companion volume
on sociology, which he did in 1937, only 3
years before his early death at 39. Here is
where sociology indeed met the masses, per-
haps for the first time. Many sociology text-
books had been published in the preceding
three decades, but given the paucity of
courses, none would now be considered
a best-seller because there was no access to
a large audience of potentially interested
readers. (Even Thomas and Znaniecki’s The
Polish Peasant in the lavish two-volume set
published in 1927 by Alfred Knopf, despite
its hearty scholarly reputation, could not
have sold many copies.) The Modern
Library supplied the distribution network,
the market, and the right price to popularize
whatever materials it deigned to publish.
And with Calverton’s The Making of Society:
An Outline of Sociology in 1937—when ASA
membership, it will be recalled, was at its
nadir of 996—sociology joined anthropolo-
gy, psychoanalysis, and abnormal psycholo-
gy as fields which Cerf and Klopfer felt their
sophisticated readers should know about.
(J.S. van Teslaar had edited Outline of Psycho-
analysis for The Modern Library in 1924,
a revised edition of which appeared in
1955; Gardner Murphy edited An Outline of
Abnormal Psychology in 1929 [revised edition,
1954], and this entire set, along with Freud’s
work, was advertised jointly.)

What did Calverton, former president of
the undergraduate Social Science Club at
Johns Hopkins (1918-1921), and ardent read-
er of Das Kapital (Wilcox 1992: 17, 19), decide
to include in his ‘‘treasury’’ of sociological
works? He wisely dedicated the volume to
Harry Elmer Barnes, the great anthologist
and summarizer, and then announced that
‘‘Innumerable volumes of social thought
have been published within the last decade,
but none of them, so far as I have discovered,
has attempted to include the social thought

of our day within its scope. . . [This] is
a weakness peculiar to American sociology
in general, which has been in a conspiracy
against contemporaneity. At a time when
the crucial sociological issues in the modern
world are revolving about the conflicting
philosophies of liberalism, fascism, social-
ism, and communism, American sociolo-
gists, with but few exceptions, dodge such
issues on principle’’ (Calverton 1937: vii).
He continues in this vein, thanking Barnes
for his help with the selections, but warning
‘‘the reader against the danger of viewing
my Introduction as representative of the
spirit of the volume as a whole (ibid., x). He
proudly notes that ‘‘this is the first book in
which the work of Vico appears in English’’
(p. xi), perhaps reflecting Calverton’s appre-
ciative response to James Joyce’s adoration
of the Italian thinker. In this, as in other
ways, Calverton was ahead of the herd.

The book is 928 close-set pages in length,
without any graphics or tables, including
selections by 57 writers, all of them male,
and most European. The first section, on reli-
gion and ethics, includes passages from the
Bible, the Koran, and from Confucius and
Lao Tse, followed by snatches of Plato and
Aristotle, then on to Augustine. After 72
pages, one comes to Vico (out of chronologi-
cal order), Machiavelli, Locke, Hobbes, Rous-
seau, Paine, Montesquieu, and Adam Smith,
by which point 220 pages of the book have
been consumed.

It is interesting to consider that political
theorists now ‘‘own’’ most of these writers,
and that sociologists, unless very theoretical-
ly predisposed, are not held responsible for
knowing even approximately what they
said. The fact that so many books and articles
continue to roll off the presses regarding
these very thinkers might suggest that since
1937 sociology has shrunk in its sweep, that
its connection to the useable or valuable
past is not what it was. If it is true, as one
often reads, that all modern socio-political
thought begins with Machiavelli and Hobbes
and Locke, that all comparative analysis
begins with Montesquieu, that all modern
arguments about citizenship begin with
Rousseau, and that everything else of value
started with Vico’s New Science in 1725 (see
Croce 2002), then a student coming upon
Calverton’s anthology would have been
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well served indeed. One must wonder how
many sociologists of the extraordinary gen-
eration born circa 1920 to 1940 first stumbled
upon sociology while browsing their local
department store’s wall of Modern Library
books and finding Calverton.

In ‘‘Sociology Comes of Age’’ (pp. 221-380)
the reader meets Malthus, Mill, Comte,
Proudhon, Bakunin, Darwin, Buckle, and
Marx/Engels, most of whom are as impor-
tant now to a thorough grounding in social
theory as they were then. Calverton followed
this with ‘‘Sociology and Social Conflict’’
(pp. 381-488) which features Durkheim,
Gumplowicz, Oppenheimer, Lenin, Trotsky,
Machajaski, Kropotkin, Hitler, and Mussolini.
One would now substitute Roberto Michels
or Gaetano Mosca for some of these forgotten
thinkers, yet the student could hardly hope
for a more representative cross-section of
political thinking than those presented here.
It remains odd, in fact, that given the tremen-
dous historical importance of these men, stu-
dents no longer read Lenin, Trotsky, Hitler, or
Mussolini, since the impulses they repre-
sented, for planned economies and the sys-
tematic suppression of civil rights and dis-
sent, are as alive today in most of the world
as they were in the 1930s.

‘‘Sociology and Culture’’ (pp. 489-660)
includes scholars, most of them still much
with us: Spencer, Weber, Sombart, Pareto,
Ward, Sumner, Veblen, Giddings, and J.M.
Robertson. For instance, as contemporary
sociologists struggle to incorporate the latest
findings of evolutionary and neurologically-
based research into their models, they could
refresh themselves by reading Spencer, who
is not the inferior analyst that Parsons and
those following him claimed. His contempo-
rary champion, Jonathan Turner, has this to
say about Spencer’s major work: ‘‘There are
profound insights that await the reader in
The Principles of Sociology. Indeed at a time
when sociology has mined its classics for
all the gold they contain, Spencer’s body of
work can provide a ‘‘mother lode’’ of new
treasures’’ (Turner 2002: vii). Whether or
not one appreciates Spencer’s insights, his
rhetoric alone is worth the price of admis-
sion, e.g., ‘‘The fundamental requirement is
that the life-sustaining actions of each shall
severally bring him the amounts and kinds
of advantage naturally achieved by them,

and this implies firstly that he shall suffer
no direct aggressions on his person or prop-
erty, and second, that he shall suffer no indi-
rect aggressions by breach of contract’’ (from
‘‘The Sociological View of Ethics’’ in Calver-
ton 1937: 505). There is in Spencer’s writing
a directness and lack of ambiguity, built on
the back of mountainous secondary data,
which humbles much of today’s indecisive,
hesitant prose in the social sciences. Similar-
ly, Veblen continues to have his enthusiasts
and analysts, e.g., a recent anthology of his
work, the best ever assembled (Camic and
Hodgson 2010), and Camic’s forthcoming
biography of the economist, whose sociolog-
ical utility has never been questioned.

Calverton concludes his compendium with
‘‘Contemporary Sociological Reflections,’’
which is interesting mostly because few of
the then-important scholars are discussed in
today’s literature. Of the eighteen presented
authors, Edward A. Ross, W. F. Ogburn,
Cooley, and Dewey continue to be remem-
bered and occasionally quoted (Dewey still
being fundamental to ‘‘educationists’’), while
Harry Elmer Barnes, R. M. MacIver, Melville
Herskovitz, Wilson Wallis, Graham Wallas,
Stuart Chase, and others, no longer warrant
much attention. The final chapter, C. H. Dou-
glas’s ‘‘The Applications of Engineering
Methods to Finance,’’ remains informative
for its obvious connection with the ‘‘quanto-
phrenia’’ that gripped the social sciences fol-
lowing WWII, and also because Douglas,
a Scottish engineer, proposed a ‘‘social credit’’
scheme soon after WWI, and after 1932 his
ideas carried considerable weight in British
politics.

Thus, for the princely sum of ninety-five
cents in 1937, a student could at the least
become acquainted with a range of thinkers
who traversed most of the macro-issues that
continue to bedevil international politics
and national identities even today. It is
impossible, though, to know precisely how
widely Calverton’s Making of Society circulat-
ed, since sales data for Modern Library
books have seldom been preserved. Accord-
ing to the leading expert, Gordon Neavill,
the Boni and Liveright data from 1921-1924
(now in possession of W. W. Norton & Co.)
were probably assembled when Bennett
Cerf was deciding whether to buy the series
from Horace Liveright. During WWII the
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U.S. military ordered millions of volumes
from publishers, especially philosophy and
poetry which the soldiers requested, but
paper shortages artificially cramped pub-
lishers’ outputs, much to their displeasure
(Cerf 1977: 188ff). Neavill reports that there
are good data for 18 months, from May
1942 through October 1943, during which
time The Making of Society sold 4,911 copies,
‘‘placing it fairly high in the third quarter
of ML titles in terms of sales for that period’’
(Neavill 2013). There are also data for
November 1951 through October 1952, dur-
ing which time the book’s ‘‘sales were very
respectable–titles that ranked a few notches
above [Calverton] in the third quarter
included Voltaire’s Candide, Nietzsche’s
Thus Spake Zarathustra, Stoker’s Dracula,
Proust’s Swann’s Way, and Faulkner’s Sanc-
tuary. Titles that ranked a few notches below
it include Anatole France’s Penguin Island,
Odets’ Six Plays, Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Let-
ter, Lawrence’s Women in Love, Cellini’s Auto-
biography, Du Maurier’s Rebecca, and Calver-
ton’s The Making of Man. I assume that
a sizable portion of sales for the two Calver-
ton anthologies were from textbook sales’’
(ibid.). In short, Calverton’s trot through
what he defined as sociology, past and pres-
ent, was holding its own in a list which by
the 1940s included several hundred titles.

Robert Bierstedt (1913-1998) was Vice Pres-
ident of the ASA, served as its Executive Offi-
cer (1960-61), directed the American Civil
Liberties Union for many years, headed soci-
ology departments at City College and also
New York University, married the daughter
of his professor at Columbia, the great Scot-
tish political sociologist Robert MacIver, and
wrote significant books and essays, some of
them now classics. He recalled that when he
was Executive Officer of the ASA, the Associ-
ation had 8,000 members, he was unpaid, the
‘‘office’’ was one room at NYU with two paid
assistants, and the world seemed somewhat
simpler (Bierstedt 1981: 47). In the midst of
all this activity, it was Bierstedt whom The
Modern Library at Random House invited
to revise The Making of Society, which
appeared in 1959. Bierstedt’s reputation for
lively writing and broad learning probably
contributed to the decision that he be asked
to revise this hoary volume. His introduction
makes it clear that times had changed:

‘‘Calverton’s predilections in the mid-
thirties were Marxian . . .My own predilec-
tions in the late fifties belong to a tradition
that is both Comtean and orthodox, one
that considers sociology ‘value-free’ in gen-
eral and politically neutral in particular,
and one finally that emphasizes, rather
than erases, the distinction between sociology
on the one hand and social and political phi-
losophy on the other’’ (Bierstedt 1959: v). Giv-
en that Bierstedt ran the ACLU during this
period, he probably witnessed many perse-
cutions of Leftists by Joe McCarthy’s min-
ions, so de-politicizing the discipline had
become second-nature, especially in pursuit
of government funding for research.

The revised edition is much smaller than
the original, at 560 pages versus 928, in
a font very slightly smaller than Calverton’s.
Once again it is peopled with males of Euro-
pean and U.S. origin. Nevertheless, its con-
tents would still by today’s standards seem
very broad, beginning with Plato, Aristotle,
Cicero, Augustine, Aquinas, Dante, and Mar-
silius of Padua (pp. 5-78). ‘‘The Early Modern
Period’’ then offers Machiavelli, Hobbes,
Locke, Vico, Montesquieu, Rousseau, Smith,
Hume, and Condorcet (pp. 79-170), which
in spirit is not so removed from those selected
by Calverton 22 years before. Similarly, ‘‘The
Nineteenth Century’’ gives the student Mal-
thus, Comte, Mill, Marx/Engels, Buckle, Dar-
win, and Spencer (pp. 171-276). Even in ‘‘The
Middle Period’’ we see strong similarities
with the earlier volume, except that political
thinkers like Kropotkin, Bakunin, and Proud-
hon have disappeared in favor of Ward, Tön-
nies, Durkheim, Tarde, Veblen, Ross, Sumner,
Cooley, Giddings, Simmel, Weber, and Pareto
(pp. 277-418). Bierstedt concludes with
‘‘Recent Sociology,’’ featuring Thomas/Zna-
niecki, Ogburn, Park, Znaniecki (on meth-
ods), Sorokin, MacIver, Mannheim, Lund-
berg, Howard Paul Becker, and Talcott
Parsons (pp.419-557). The book contains no
bibliography nor biographical appendix.

Bierstedt’s introduction is very different
from Calverton’s, of course, partly because
Bierstedt was better educated in philosophy
(a masters degree), and had to deal gingerly
with the post-war scientism that Calverton
escaped by dying early. Bierstedt’s exposi-
tions were always a cut above the rest:
‘‘We are so accustomed to thinking of the
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biological phase of social thought and of the
heavy debt that nineteenth and early twenti-
eth century sociology owed to Darwin that
we are apt to forget the debt Darwin, a biolo-
gist, owed to Malthus, a sociologist. For, as
everyone knows, it was the Malthusian prin-
ciple of the plenitude—not to say plethor-
a—of reproduction in the human species
that gave to the great naturalist the key to
nature’s selection of the fittest’’ (p. xv). Yet
he could also kick the podium from under
sociology’s most revered founders: ‘‘there is
a certain metaphysical extravagance in Dur-
kheim’s language, as there was in the lan-
guage used earlier by the German philoso-
phers of history. . . We do not have to resort
to the mysticism of a collective consciousness
to know that we are dependent upon our cul-
ture for most of the things we think and have
and do as members of society’’ (p. xviii).

Ever a dialectician, Bierstedt worked one
side of the positivist field, and then the oppo-
site: ‘‘the scientific method—whatever vari-
ous writers may mean by it—does not
exhaust the resources of scholarship in sociol-
ogy. It may be that for certain intellectual pur-
poses cogency is more important than truth’’
(ibid.). This notion he applies to Weber’s the-
sis about Protestants and the origins of
capitalism: ‘‘no one knows whether or not
Weber’s thesis is ‘true.’ He has marshaled
impressive evidence for his hypothesis, but
he has not ‘proved’ or ‘verified’ it in a way
that would satisfy the canons of scientific
research or suffice to establish a scientific
law’’ (p. xix). He wisely concludes with an
observation that cannot too often be repeated
to each successive wave of graduate students:
‘‘There is little question in fact that in contem-
porary sociological research the significance
of our conclusions varies inversely with the
precision of the methods employed’’ (p. xix).

These are not the kind of reflections which
Calverton, impatient for social and political
change, would very likely have found useful
or invigorating. Sociology had changed in the
United States between the stricken Thirties
and the comfortable Fifties, just as between
the volatile Sixties and the rapacious Nine-
ties. Yet the works defined by both Calverton
and Bierstedt as fundamental for teaching
sound sociological reasoning deserve recon-
sideration. Their breadth and depth give
them perennial status as classics, which is

why novices ought to be confronted with
such notions before they begin work on
small-scale research of more local interest.
And when the many excluded voices
are added to the old canon, our fertile heri-
tage comes alive in entirely unanticipated
ways—which is precisely what makes schol-
arship worth doing. Both Calverton and Bier-
stedt knew that, each in his own way.
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with the two-decade long post-WWII Baby
Boom, then dropped precipitously in the
1970s, ultimately coming to rest at replace-
ment levels where it has remained. Fertility
has fallen to extremely low levels in South-
ern and Eastern Europe and childlessness
in the United States has more than doubled
to over 20 percent, 27 percent among those
with post-graduate degrees (Dye 2008).

This drop in fertility combines in the Unit-
ed States and Europe with what appears to
be a large scale movement away from mar-
riage: delayed first marriage, increased
cohabitation, a greater share of childrearing
outside the legally sanctioned context of for-
mal marriage, and a large percentage of chil-
dren spending part of childhood in single
parent families or in step-families formed
increasingly by cohabitation not remarriage.
The only group that seems to clamor for
more marriage is the one whose unions are
not legally recognized as marriages in most
States, gay and lesbian couples.

Economic opportunities have greatly
expanded for women. Women now outstrip
men in earning college degrees and have
moved into occupations closed to them in
the 1950s. Labor force rates of U.S. women
increased dramatically between the 1970s
and 1990s, especially among married wom-
en with young children. Observers of low
fertility in Europe connect marriage and fer-
tility trends to the expanded opportunities
for women. Failure of the family system to
change with the economic system leaves
women with increased economic opportuni-
ties but all the burdens of the home. They
cannot do both so they stop marrying and
having children (McDonald 2000).

In the United States, the increase in
women’s labor force rates slowed in the
1990s, even declined slightly among mothers
of young children in the early 2000s.
Mothers continue to curtail paid work
more than their husbands do, distancing
them economically from men. Married
fathers work long hours and this limits their
time in the home. The egalitarian gender
division of labor in the home that was sup-
posed to assist women in ‘‘halving it all’’
(the clever title of Francine Deutsch’s [1999]
book on egalitarian marriages) never quite
materialized.

Family life has also bifurcated along class
lines. Highly educated women postpone
marriage and children and wait to have chil-
dren until after they marry. Their children
are raised by two parents. Less-educated
women continue to have children early and
outside marriage. Less educated men have
difficulty finding good jobs, often do not
marry the mothers of their children, and fre-
quently are absent entirely from their child-
ren’s lives. Given the instability in low-skill
men’s and women’s jobs and family life,
the flow of support to children in these
households is often inadequate.

This is the backdrop for the task at hand:
surveying books, published since 2000, that
chronicle family demographic change and
help us to understand it. The books I will
highlight address a number of perplexing
questions. Why did the gender division of
labor in the market and in the home appear
to get ‘‘stuck’’—to change a little, but not
enough? What happened to marriage, child-
bearing, and parenting among the rich and
the poor? If two-parent, married families
are on the wane, how is family life being
redefined? What new boundaries were
being set on who constitutes ‘‘family’’ and
who can be counted upon in times of need?

Many of the best books on the family use
qualitative methodologies, usually ethnog-
raphy or in-depth interviewing with purpo-
sively chosen samples. Quantitative assess-
ments of changes in marriage, fertility, and
the gender division of work and family life
tend to appear in journal length articles.
Because this is a review essay about influen-
tial books on the family since 2000, it is
heavily weighted toward the insights we
have gained from qualitative work on the
family. As such, it complements reviews
that are more heavily weighted toward
assessing the best quantitative studies in
journal length articles (e.g., in the Annual
Review of Sociology or the 2010 decade review
in the Journal of Marriage and Family).

Chronicling Family Change in Marriage

Andrew Cherlin’s goal in The Marriage Go
Round: The State of Marriage and the Family
in America Today (2009), is to make sense of
the large scale changes in marriage and
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family life that occurred over the past half-
century. He is particularly intrigued with
differences between the United States and
Europe. In the United States, a higher per-
centage of people marry and people marry
earlier than in Europe. The United States
features marriage—its strengths, its value,
its sanctity—far more prominently in its
political life than in Europe. And yet Amer-
icans are also quick to exit marriage, with
more divorce and re-partnering than in
Europe. This creates a much more volatile
and turbulent family system in the United
States, especially for the rearing of children.
Cherlin asks why? His answer is the twin,
deeply engrained values people hold about
the desirability and value of commitment
and lifelong marriage, on the one hand, but
also the strong emphasis on individualism
on the other hand.

He reviews the historical origins of U.S.
marriage patterns from the colonial period
to 1900, charts the rise of companionate mar-
riage in the first half of the twentieth century,
discusses the turbulent 1960s and 1970s, and
then documents trends that followed in the
1980s and 1990s. Cherlin is a family sociolo-
gist and demographer but his emphasis is on
culture and values in this book. He develops
the idea that marriage has increasingly taken
on a large symbolic value in our indivi-
dualistic culture—it is something to be
achieved. Yet when things do not work out,
Americans move on. Marriage and family
life, according to Cherlin, have become
a matter of ‘‘personal choice’’ with marital
instability bolstered by the economic
advancement of women, the poor labor force
prospects of men, especially those without
education, and the contraceptive revolution
that allows greater sexual freedom outside
marriage. His arguments are influenced by
the European intellectual stream known as
the ‘‘Second Demographic Transition,’’ a the-
oretical perspective that argues that intimate
bonds become more fragile as emphasis
shifts to the importance of an individual’s
emotional fulfillment in marital unions,
and as the control of extended kin and other
institutions such as the Church wanes.

Perhaps the book that has most helped us
understand why low-income women would
choose to have children but not marry is
Kathryn Edin and Maria Kefalas’ Promises I

Can Keep: Why Poor Women Put Motherhood
Before Marriage (2005). According to Edin
and Kefalas, the movement away from mar-
riage, which has been profound among low-
income women, is not about abandoning
marriage as an ideal. They agree with
Cherlin that marriage has great symbolic
value among the poor women they inter-
view. These women hope to marry and
they want a stable two-parent family and
all its trappings as much as their more
advantaged peers. But it is out of reach for
them.

What these women are not willing to fore-
go is having children. If they were to wait
until they had good prospects for a stable
marriage, it might mean remaining childless.
Children bring meaning, give purpose to
life. Once they have children, they want oth-
er things in place before considering mar-
riage. They want to have some economic
independence so that they have a say in their
relationships with men. They also want to
make sure that the men in their lives can
be trusted on a number of dimensions—
trusted to put the interests of family first
by getting and keeping a job, staying off
drugs, staying out of jail, remaining faithful,
and not physically abusing them.

Edin and Kefalas also argue that being
a good mother for these women is ‘‘being
there’’ for their children. It does not entail
the intense time commitment and devotion
to parenting that is typical of the middle
class. Hence, given how difficult it is to
achieve a good marriage with a trusted
spouse, children come before marriage in
these women’s lives.

Chronicling Change (or Lack Thereof)
in Work and Family Life

A number of books provide insights into
what has happened to family life and the
gender division of labor in the home, the
topic of my own research in the past decade
(Bianchi, Robinson and Milkie 2006). Jerry
Jacobs and Kathleen Gerson’s The Time
Divide: Work, Family, and Gender Inequality
(2004), reminds us that the feeling of over-
load and time pressure on the family does
not come from longer average work weeks
than in the past, but rather from the
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increased likelihood that families with all the
parents in the workforce have little slack in
the system if a child gets sick or there is
some other family care crisis. Single parents
must balance childrearing with a full-time
job, if that parent is lucky enough to have
one. Two-parent families are also much less
likely than in the 1950s and 1960s to have
someone full time in the home. The increase
in the combined paid work hours of husbands
and wives curtails hours for family caregiv-
ing. They show that stability in average
work hours hides a time problem with a class
dimension—growing inequality in work
hours by income level. Low-skill workers
have trouble getting enough labor market
hours to support a family, at the same time
that high-skill workers, with interesting
jobs and adequate remuneration, often
have weekly work hours that are long and
not particularly ‘‘family friendly.’’

They combine this analysis of labor force
trends in work hours with survey data on
people’s subjective feelings about work to
argue that ideally, both working men and
working women want to work fewer weekly
hours than they do: 32 hours would be ideal
for women who average 41, 38 hours ideal
for men who average 47 (p. 64, Table 3.1).
Both men and women are stressed by work
that spills over into family life and family
obligations that conflict with paid work.
In the United States, work and family con-
flict is exacerbated by the combination of
longer average work weeks and fewer sup-
portive work and family programs (e.g.,
less publically-supported childcare, shorter
[and often unpaid] family leaves for caregiv-
ing, etc.) than in Europe.

Three additional books shed light on why
the gender division of labor in the home may
have stalled far short of equality. Two beau-
tifully written qualitative gems about high
earning women and a much needed book
about men help us to understand what
might retard gender equality, even for those
in the best position to achieve it.

Mary Blair-Loy, in Competing Devotions:
Career and Family among Women Executives
(2003), discusses how women chief financial
officers subscribe to two powerful, often
conflicting, schema that come to define the
options these women believe they have:
a schema of ‘‘devotion to work’’ and of

‘‘devotion to family.’’ The dilemma for
high-achieving women is that they are
caught between the widely shared belief
that both their profession and motherhood
are ‘‘callings.’’ Callings necessitate full
absorption, undivided loyalties, a giving
over of oneself to the demands of the role
of worker or mother. Work in these women’s
high-powered finance jobs requires single-
minded devotion to rise to the top. At the
same time, they tell Blair-Loy that one can-
not be a ‘‘good mother’’ part time.

There are a number of provocative
insights in these pages. One is the assump-
tion, seemingly widely shared among her
respondents, that biology makes women,
not men, the best caregivers of children. A
second is an almost unquestioning adher-
ence to the notion that women, and not their
husbands, will cut back market work if nec-
essary to rear children. In many of these
couples, the woman was the higher earner
before having children but when Blair-Loy
asks why the husband did not curtail his
paid work to meet family needs, the ques-
tion seems almost nonsensical to her respon-
dent. Striking also is the high rate of child-
lessness among those who pursue work
with gusto. Finally, these women’s narra-
tives about what children ‘‘need’’ align
with their work versus family decisions.
When she interviews chief financial officers
who have cut back or quit their jobs, women
describe children as fragile, in need of con-
stant supervision, deserving of undivided
attention and parental investment. Among
the small subgroup of women who have
remained fully engaged in the workplace
while rearing children, the narrative about
children needs is very different. Children
are resilient and strong and it is desirable
to foster independence in one’s children.

Pamela Stone’s Opting Out?: Why Women
Really Quit Careers and Head Home (2007),
also tackles the question of why highly edu-
cated women, with seemingly abundant
labor force opportunities, would leave
careers to rear children. She argues that three
major explanations help us to understand
the conflict between raising children and
demanding jobs. First, mothers subscribe to
an intensive form of parenting in which
doing what children need, combined with
volunteering in children’s schools and the
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community, has become the equivalent of
a full-time profession.

Second, reminiscent of Blair-Loy’s find-
ings, fathers/husbands ensconced in equally
demanding, high paying jobs do not consid-
er cutting back to meet the childcare and
housework demands in these women’s
households. Indeed, men use their high
salaries to offer the option to women of cut-
ting back work hours or leaving their jobs
completely. Husbands do not engage in
behaviors that would facilitate women’s
continued commitment to their own careers.

Third, inflexible workplaces put women
‘‘between a rock and a hard place.’’ It is
impossible to work part-time at the types
of jobs these women have—or at least
employers are not very willing to consider
how these jobs might be done with reduced
hours. So women quit, often after trying
unsuccessfully to refashion jobs to fit their
new lives as mothers. These women’s work-
places facilitate having babies, with gener-
ous benefits, but not rearing those children.
It is as if children somehow disappear after
six months of maternity leave.

Opting Out and Competing Devotions help
to explain why mothers’ labor force rates
might have reached a plateau far lower
than fathers’ rates. What about men? How
do we understand their work and family
behaviors? We have far more insight into
women’s than men’s work and family lives,
which is why one of my favorite books of the
past decade is Nicholas Townsend’s The
Package Deal: Marriage, Work, and Fatherhood
in Men’s Lives (2002). Townsend’s in-depth
interviews provide unique insights into
how men view their contribution to the fam-
ily and how they view parenting. What chil-
dren do for men is make them better people,
more responsible, more caring of others—
and responsible, caring men are good
providers for their family. Being a good pro-
vider is paramount for Townsend’s respond-
ents. Men understand that they are sup-
posed to be emotionally connected to chil-
dren and good co-parents with their
children’s mother. But they worry about
how to give their children a good home,
the best possible schools, the safest neigh-
borhoods. They want their children to have
the best care, which often for these men
means making enough money so that the

family can afford the option of a mother’s
care, enough money so that their wife can
drop out or pull back from the labor force.

The package deal for men—marriage,
fatherhood, employment, home ownership—
interconnects; soon men are working more
hours to afford the things they feel their chil-
dren need and deserve to have. These men’s
goal of providing for their children’s well-
being removes them from the home to spend
more time at work. It curtails their involve-
ment in the day-to-day lives of their children,
at the same time as it imbues men with a sense
that their sacrifice of time with their children is
well-worth it. Work, and working hard,
defines what it means to be a good family
man.

Combine Townsend’s insights with Blair-
Loy’s schema of devotion to family and
Stone’s explanations for the difficulty in jug-
gling both demanding jobs and children,
and we begin to understand why the gender
division in work and family life is slow to
change. The plateauing of women’s rates of
paid work has led to speculation that the
end of the gender revolution may be at
hand (Cotter et al. 2011; England 2010).
Although it is too early to reach such a con-
clusion, the in-depth interviews in these
three books suggest how difficult it may be
to achieve an egalitarian division of paid
work and unpaid work, even under the
best of conditions.

Finally, I would be remiss if I did not high-
light at least one recent book by a promising
young scholar. Sarah Damaske in For the
Family: How Class and Gender Shape Women’s
Work (2011), also uses the in-depth inter-
viewing techniques employed by Blair-Loy,
Stone, and Townsend, but with a carefully
constructed New York sample stratified by
class. Her goal is to study women’s explana-
tions of their work and family trajectories.
The women she interviews divide into three
different career pathways: half have
remained steadily employed, usually in
full-time work, even as they add the
demands of motherhood; about 30 percent
pull back from full time work, either drop-
ping out of the labor force or reducing their
hours to part-time; the other 20 percent are
in and out of the labor force with a continual,
mostly unsuccessful search for steady, full-
time employment.
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The women who remain employed full-
time tend to have financial resources that
facilitate work (e.g., they can afford child
care) and/or supportive extended kin
networks. When women pull back, it is often
because they have exceptionally long work
hours in their chosen profession, a similarly
busy spouse, unstable childcare networks, or
are in jobs with too few rewards to justify
(often to their spouse or kin) the cost of
childcare. Roughly equal numbers of
working-class and middle-class women
pull back even though middle-class women
are financially more able to do so. The third
group, the ‘‘interrupted group,’’ is unpre-
pared for the workforce—many are either
high school drop outs or lack training
beyond high school. They are the most eco-
nomically disadvantaged group. They mar-
ried early, sometimes to escape dysfunction-
al parental homes, and family disruption is
common in their lives, with many of these
women raising children alone.

Despite the vastly different career paths of
these three groups of women, the ‘‘account’’
these women give of their work and family
decisions is the same. They emphasize only
one thing: their particular work trajectory
was chosen for the good of their family.
Steady, full-time work is for the good of the
family. Pulling back from steady full-time
work is for the good of the family. Work lives
are interrupted because of family needs.
Even the childless interpret not having chil-
dren as what is best for their (unrealized)
family by claiming they are either too selfish
or too committed to their career to be good
mothers. One hears echoes of Blair-Loy’s
schema in these accounts.

Childrearing, Parenting, and Social
Class Differences

A common theme in the interviews with
highly-educated women regarding why
they find it necessary to cut back on market
work to rear children is the intensive invest-
ment that rearing children requires. Perhaps
the most widely-read book on social class
and the family of the decade is Annette
Lareau’s Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and
Family Life (2003). Lareau’s ethnography
focuses on 12 families to illustrate what she

characterizes as two logics of childrearing:
the middle-class logic of ‘‘concerted cultiva-
tion’’ and the logic of ‘‘natural growth’’ of
the poor and working class. In middle-class
households, family schedules are ruled by
children’s multiple activities, as parents fos-
ter their children’s talents and develop their
skills. Working-class children, on the other
hand, are enrolled in few activities and
spend their time ‘‘hanging out,’’ often with
cousins—their parents do not expect to
orchestrate their child’s leisure. Middle-class
parents are immersed in planning their
children’s time.

Reminiscent of Melvin Kohn’s classic,
Class and Conformity (1969), middle-class
children challenge parents’ directives and
learn to negotiate with adults for what they
want whereas working class and poor chil-
dren learn to obey directives from adults.
Middle-class parents are effective advocates
on their children’s behalf with institutions
such as schools; working class and poor
parents are not. This class difference is car-
ried over to children, who either are or are
not honing their own skills in dealing with
institutions and authority structures.

Lareau describes the middle-class child-
rearing practices that feed into the ‘‘devotion
to family’’ of Blair-Loy’s respondents and
that form one of the explanations women
give to Stone for why they ‘‘opt out’’ of
employment when they have children.
Lareau and Cox’s 2011 follow-up of the chil-
dren in Unequal Childhoods finds that,
although all parents wanted what was best
for their children, middle-class parents
were much more successful and actively
involved in helping their children to negoti-
ate high school and the college admissions
process. They had the requisite knowledge
to achieve their aspirations for their chil-
dren, they felt empowered to intervene on
behalf of their children, and this ultimately
paid off for their children. One speculation
about the intensive form that middle-class
childrearing has taken is that parents are
insecure about their children’s future and
want to do everything possible to ensure it.

Whereas Lareau focuses much of her
attention on parental time, Allison Pugh in
Longing and Belonging: Parents, Children, and
Consumer Culture (2009), focuses on money
and how parents and children view their
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expenditures on the plethora of ‘‘things’’
that modern culture tells children and their
parents that children must have. She argues
that the symbolic value of things is power-
ful: parents provide children with so much
because they want their children to fit in, to
be accepted, to belong. Having things is the
price of entry in children’s peer groups.
But it is this emphasis on consumption as
a way of belonging that sets Pugh’s study
apart. Middle-class parents develop a narra-
tive about how they do not overindulge chil-
dren, how they draw limits on how much
their children can have—even as their chil-
dren accumulate more and more things.
Less affluent parents buy things that at times
they can ill afford, but it is done so their chil-
dren will fit in, and will have the advantages
of other children. One can almost see the
fathers in Townsend’s The Package Deal
working harder to afford these childhoods
as the mothers of Stone’s and Blair-Loy’s
pages concentrate on negotiating with chil-
dren over this consumption.

(Re) Defining the Family

The books discussed thus far are focused
primarily on heterosexual family relation-
ships and on parenting in households which
most Americans would recognize and define
as families. Counted Out: Same-Sex Relations
and Americans’ Definitions of Family (2010)
by Brian Powell, Catherine Bolzendahl,
Claudia Geist, and Lala Carr Steelman,
places a spotlight on the types of new
arrangements which are not viewed as
families—the types that remain suspect.
The authors show that the vast majority of
Americans is willing to give the label ‘‘fami-
ly’’ to married couples who have children
and single parents rearing children. But
many Americans remain ambivalent
about including in the definition of ‘‘a
family’’ those arrangements not based on
marriage—heterosexual and same-sex part-
nering. Having children together increases
the likelihood of defining cohabiting couples
as a family—but the title Counted Out high-
lights the continued reticence of Americans
to treat certain of the new family forms,
especially same-sex couples with or without
children, as ‘‘true families.’’ Using survey

data from a representative sample of Amer-
icans, this book reminds us that the accep-
tance of new family forms is not widespread.
It also illuminates why ‘‘family values’’ has
become such a hot-button political issue in
the United States. Americans remain divid-
ed in their views on the appropriate bound-
aries of family groups and family life.

Powell and his colleagues also illuminate
how far we have, or have not, come in the
gender revolution affecting family life. Their
analyses show the continued strong bias
favoring the mother in child custody after
divorce and the continued practice of wom-
en taking their husband’s name at marriage.
Counted Out is a well-argued, insightful,
wide-ranging mixed method study of family
change and changing gender norms in fam-
ily life.

Extending the Family: Networks of Kin
and Non-Kin

Given the large scale demographic changes
in the family and the forces at work that
retard rapid change in how we view what
a family is and what mothers versus fathers
should do, an interesting question is wheth-
er changes are altering the context of wider
networks of support that include family
members and also others. Claude Fischer in
Still Connected: Family and Friends in America
Since 1970 (2011), takes up the issue of
whether the large social changes of the past
few decades have altered connections to
family and friends. Fisher’s is a short book
in which he uses General Social Survey
(GSS) trend data to dispel the notion that
we are becoming more disconnected from
our network of extended family and friends
in the twenty-first century. His conclusion is
that despite widespread demographic and
technological changes, stability has been
maintained in the connections to friends
and family.

Why would this be the case? Part of his
argument is that people protect time for
what is important to them and spending
time with family members and friends is
important. Changes in technology may alter
the type and content of the connections. For
example, the internet seems to have little
effect on the amount of face-to-face contact
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but it increases the total volume of contact.
Changing demographics may shift the
settings for contact with others. More work-
ing women means less inviting people over
for dinner but perhaps more eating out
with friends or family. His bottom line is
that we have not become more isolated and
that family ties are resilient in the face of
social change.

A final book of note is Cecilia Menjivar’s
Fragmented Ties: Salvadoran Immigrant
Networks in America (2002), an ethnographic
study that focuses on recent Salvadoran
immigrants to the San Francisco Bay and
the broader family social networks of these
immigrants. Her work reminds us of the
diversity in family backgrounds in the Unit-
ed States today. She makes clear that families
on the economic margin have few resources
with which to help kin.

Immigrants arrive needy and often dis-
cover that those who have come before
them are only a little better situated econom-
ically than they are. In this disadvantaged
circumstance, extended kin often disap-
point. Recent immigrants are frequently
unable to pay back their debts to family
members for passage to the United States.
Kin who have helped them must borrow
from employers and when debts are not
repaid, there is a ripple effect that is conse-
quential for those already here. Those who
have been here longer feel exploited; those
newly arrived feel that kin who have preced-
ed them to the United States have lost their
spirit of generosity. They no longer value
family as they once did in the home country.

We need more work in this vein to under-
stand family networks that increasingly
cross national borders and that tie genera-
tions to kin in faraway places with very dif-
ferent levels of economic development and,
perhaps, different norms about what family
members owe to one another. Too often, par-
ticularly in our studies of middle-class, non-
immigrant families, we see family relation-
ships and networks of extended kin as sup-
portive and forget about the tensions that

come with family life which are exacerbated
at the economic margins.

To conclude, this is a brief description of
the books that have most helped me under-
stand family change, and the lack thereof,
in the twenty-first century. Of course, this
choice of books reflects my own interests,
biases, and point of view. Family life is com-
plex and it is perhaps inevitable that change
is uneven. As families adapt to new realities,
they often remain the same in many ways.
The challenge for those who study the fami-
ly, and especially for those who want to
develop policies to improve family well-
being, is to figure out the ‘‘how and the
why’’ of stasis and change. These books
help us to succeed in that task.
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In The Everyday World as Problematic
(1987), Dorothy Smith outlined a sociology
that would find its questions in everyday

life—that is, ‘‘the world in which we are
located physically and socially’’ (p. 89). Her
sociology would address the ‘‘puzzles’’ that
are ‘‘latent’’ in that experienced world
(p. 91). Such puzzles included questions
that feminists of the era had begun to ask
(e.g., how do women’s troubles become
‘sickness’? how is their work obscured and
devalued?). But Smith’s discussion made
clear at the outset that the ‘‘sociology for
women’’ she proposed could be a sociology
for people, more generally, and that explor-
ing the problematics of any group’s social
standpoint would begin with narration.
She presented the following example: ‘‘Peo-
ple who have lived for years in communities
in the interior of British Columbia, in telling
their lives and experiences, show us a typical
layering sequence of change—the opening
of the mine, the coming of the railroad, the
market gardening enterprises established
by local Indians to feed the miners, the clos-
ing of the mine, the decline of market gar-
dening, the decline of the railroad, the
dependence of the native people on the Indi-
an Affairs Department, the building of
a hydro plant, a brief period of employment
for the native people while it is being built,
the refurbishing of the railroad, the develop-
ment of a small tourist trade, the transforma-
tion of the settlement into a retirement vil-
lage for hydro engineers’’ (p. 94). People
know and can tell of these changes, but
‘‘the logic of transformation is elsewhere’’
(p. 94)—that is, those living through the
changes do not so easily see what drives
them. As one teacher put it, in an institution-
al ethnographic study of curricular reform,
‘‘these things just happen’’ (Jackson 1995).
Institutional ethnography was designed to
open and explicate the extended social pro-
cesses behind such changes.

In the 1970s and 1980s, Smith and many
other feminist scholars were exploring a
distinctively gendered organization of
work, in which women supported men, in
varying racial and class locations, through
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distinctive forms of household labor and by
virtue of paid work in professional, clerical,
and other subordinate jobs (e.g., nursing,
secretarial, and service work) that underlay
men’s ostensibly autonomous performance
of expertise and control. In 2012, that gen-
dered division of labor has not disappeared,
but it has undergone substantial transforma-
tion. New puzzles arise now, from everyday
worlds that rely on shifting patterns of
racialized and gendered work and that are
increasingly penetrated by regimes of
accountability (DeVault 2008); and institu-
tional ethnographers are exploring how peo-
ple are drawn into new relations on factory
floors (Jackson and Slade 2008), in hospitals
(Rankin and Campbell 2006) and universi-
ties (Tuchman 2009), in welfare offices (Ridzi
2009) and community-based organizations
(Jurik 2005), and in all of the places where
mothers work to support children’s school-
ing (Griffith and Smith 2003; André-Bechely
2005). Dorothy Smith and others have con-
tinued to develop institutional ethnography
as a mode of inquiry meant to open such
changes to analysis, and a line of empirical
studies illustrates its potential.

The obvious sequel to the early Smith is
Institutional Ethnography: A Sociology for Peo-
ple (2005)—a compact volume which
provides a restatement and elaboration of
institutional ethnography—but readers
should not neglect Writing the Social: Critique,
Theory, and Investigations (1999), in which she
develops theoretical underpinnings of the
approach. What makes Smith’s work so dis-
tinctive is the insight that social coordination
(or ‘‘ruling’’) is now accomplished textually,
through the production, deployment, and
uptake of documents of myriad sorts, and
the methods of ethnographic inquiry she
has developed from that insight. Chapter
Five on ‘‘The Ruling Relations’’ makes clear
that these textual forms of coordination are
situated historically, the manifestation of an
ongoing process of transformation of capi-
talist economies, with distinctive conse-
quences in different places (such as the min-
ing communities of British Columbia, refer-
enced in the opening quotation). The
‘‘ontological shift’’ that Smith proposes
relies on the idea that such extralocal coordi-
nation is always and only accomplished in
people’s work, broadly conceived.

In the boldly titled Chapter Six, ‘‘Telling
the Truth after Postmodernism,’’ Smith
stakes out a position that joins the discursive
and materialist elements of her sociology.
This position acknowledges and builds
upon the linguistic turn—recognizing with
Foucault and many others the profound sig-
nificance of language and discourse—but it
also preserves the analytic significance of
an embodied and agentic subject in a materi-
al world. A mother, pointing and speaking to
an infant, so that the child learns to recog-
nize and name the elements of a social
world, stands as a primordial instance of
the coordinative power of language. As the
poststructuralists would have it, the infant
needs language to make sense of the world,
but Smith points out that what language
does is link people to each other and also
to a shared, material world. It is that process
of coordination that underlies the ‘‘concep-
tual practices’’ (Smith 1990) that institutional
ethnographers aim to reveal in the social
relations of work and governance.

Early book-length examples of institution-
al ethnography (Ng 1996 [orig. 1987], Walker
1990, Diamond 1992, de Montigny 1995) illu-
minate various aspects of the approach, as
well as its common features. Two of those I
discuss here were rooted in the work and
puzzles of feminist activists, while two
others were anchored in professional and
paraprofessional work in predominantly
female occupations. Each study was
concerned with the social organization of
knowledge and with the ways that people
are drawn into particular ways of knowing
and acting. The analyses were also implicitly
relational; those studies whose entry points
lay in the work and concerns of feminist acti-
vists spoke to the troubles of battered wom-
en and immigrant women seeking employ-
ment, and those which began in the work
of social workers and nursing assistants illu-
minated gaps in institutional responses to
low-income clients and nursing home resi-
dents. Looking back, we can also read these
monographs as snapshots in an ongoing
transformation of the relations among activ-
ist groups, professionals, and the state—
a transformation that continues to the
present. Institutional ethnography is prov-
ing especially valuable in revealing the
mechanisms and consequences of that
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transformation, because of its open-ended
and cumulative character.

Gerald de Montigny’s Social Working: An
Ethnography of Front-Line Practice (1995), an
analysis of child protection work in Canada
in the 1980s, offers an extended analysis of
the ideological practice of seeing through
an institutional ‘‘lens,’’ inscribing institu-
tionally warranted ‘‘facts’’ in case notes,
and then acting authoritatively. Working
systematically with cases from his own prac-
tice, de Montigny documents the artful way
in which a social worker learns to shift per-
ceptually from an everyday mode of percep-
tion to a professional one. Drawing on
Smith’s notion of a ‘‘disjuncture’’ or ‘‘line
of fault,’’ he attends not only to the official
story that warrants action (e.g., removing
a child from a home), but also to other poten-
tial but suppressed stories of what might
have happened, and of the elements in those
stories that may drop out of the official
record. What would disappear from the
report to the court were the particulars of
the mother’s life: ‘‘what it meant to be
a Native Indian, a young woman (nineteen
years old), a single mother, a grade eight
drop-out, and disabled’’ (p. 166)—a potential
story in which ‘‘[the mother’s] act gave voice
to her place in the world’’ (p. 166). De
Montigny’s text is notable for the way he
weaves into the analysis a poignant medita-
tion on his own growing up in a working-
class family and of the ‘‘ruptures, tensions,
and conflicts’’ (p. xi) he experienced as he
became a student and then a professional.
At times in his practice, although he knows
that he has properly executed an investiga-
tion and apprehension, he also ‘‘felt that I
had not done enough and that what I had
done was wrong’’ (p. 169).

The same kind of ideological practice—
seeing through an institutional lens—can
be seen in the work of community-based
advocates doing job counseling for immi-
grant women, the activity at the center of
Roxana Ng’s analysis in The Politics of Com-
munity Services: Immigrant Women, Class,
and the State (originally published in 1987
and reprinted in 1995). Ng worked as a par-
ticipant observer in an advocacy group as
they struggled to maintain funding and
found themselves increasingly drawn, by
the requirements of state funding, into

modes of work that aligned them more
closely with the interests of employers than
with those of the women who sought their
help. Whether in seeking job openings or in
talking with women who sought work,
counselors found themselves fitting their
clients into low-wage positions; as their
funding came to depend on successful job
placements and as they cultivated relation-
ships with employers, they found that it
was increasingly difficult to engage in advo-
cacy that might make a difference in the con-
ditions of work for their clients. They found
that, despite their intentions, they were in
fact shaping up clients so that they became
recognizable members of the category
‘‘immigrant workers.’’ Ng’s analysis illus-
trates how tensions within the organization
that are experienced as personal conflicts
can be traced to contradictions that arise
from the management of community advo-
cacy by the state. She also shows how docu-
ments (in this case, those such as the organ-
ization’s internal ‘‘application form’’ which
documents the client’s skills and cir-
cumstances) are ‘‘central to holding the man-
dated courses of action of the state in place’’
(p. 86).

Timothy Diamond’s widely-read ethnog-
raphy Making Gray Gold: Narratives of Nurs-
ing Home Care (1992) examines the documen-
tary process in health care. Taking his
problematic—the puzzle he wished to
explore—from a group of nursing assistants
he came to know, he underwent training for
certification and then worked as a nursing
assistant in three different nursing homes.
Diamond places the rhetorical apparatus of
institutional ethnography in his footnotes,
but his analysis is replete with references to
the documents that organize daily routines
in the facilities, from nursing charts and
nutrition records to the annual reports of
the corporate owners of the homes. Like de
Montigny and Ng, he places work—and
the institutional accounting of that
activity—at the center of the analysis, show-
ing how the work of care is structured by
carefully documented tasks such as leading
(and documenting) twice-daily exercises or
turning bedridden patients (and making
every-two-hour notations in Restraint and
Position forms). He juxtaposes the unac-
knowledged skills of the nurses’ aides who
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do the hands-on caregiving against the insti-
tutional, documentary reality such forms
produce.

These authors examine the inscriptive
processes that lie at the core of front-line
organizational work, in the spaces where
clients and residents encounter and are sub-
dued to the power of institutional regimes. It
is easy to say that social workers or activists
learn to see through an organizational lens;
these studies show what that means, con-
cretely. These workers learn to take up a con-
ceptual machinery produced elsewhere and
deployed in the management of front-line
work, and institutional ethnographers look
carefully to see how that institutional gaze
is generated, and held in place. What is at
stake is an understanding of—and therefore,
the capacity to open to dialogue—the
accountabilities introduced into front-line
work. In the kind of social work or health
care that de Montigny and Diamond exam-
ine, documentation can usefully guide
front-line workers through agreed-upon
procedures that produce desired outcomes:
lifting and turning bedridden patients, for
example, is work that is essential to their
well-being. But institutional ethnographers
often discover other kinds of work left out
of the managerial scheme, so that when
resources are short they may not get done
at all. Diamond, for instance, learns in his
training to finish recording vital signs and
only then see if there is time for ‘‘some
psycho-social stuff’’ (p. 27). De Montigny
points out that, in child protection work,
a social worker may have a broader sense
of how to help a family, but often has the
resources only to remove a child from the
household. Examination of these dilemmas
of front-line work gives rise to a critique
of documentary reality and its conse-
quences—encapsulated in Diamond’s report
of a co-worker’s wry commentary on mea-
surement: ‘‘There’s nothing wrong with the
scale, it’s the building that’s tipped’’ (Dia-
mond 1992: 171).

The schemata that organize front-line
work of this sort—the signs of a child ‘‘at
risk,’’ for example, or an immigrant woman
who is ‘‘job-ready’’—come from beyond
the front line. Given the ontology of institu-
tional ethnography (it is always and only
people who are acting), it makes sense to

inquire ethnographically into where and
how those conceptual ‘‘shells’’ (Smith 2005:
111–113) are produced. Those activities can
be opened to investigation in various ways:
for example, by interviewing people who
work within the ‘‘ruling relations’’—in think
tanks, government agencies, policy insti-
tutes and the like (including those academic
fields—like our own—which supply concep-
tual material for these activities)—or by trac-
ing the development of discursive regimes
through documentary analysis. Such was
the approach in Gillian Walker’s Family Vio-
lence and the Women’s Movement: The Concep-
tual Politics of Struggle (1990). She anchored
her research in the standpoint of activists
who were providing shelter for ‘‘battered
women,’’ but the activists themselves were
not the focus of her analysis. Instead, she
examined the discourses they were drawn
into during their struggles to put the issue
on the local government’s agenda, analyzing
a series of legislative hearings and reports in
order to reveal how, over time and through
the political process of seeking institutional
legitimacy, the problem they had identified
was redefined as ‘‘family violence,’’ a fram-
ing that moves thought (and action?—a ques-
tion for empirical study) away from their ear-
lier, more explicitly feminist stance. Walker’s
analysis points to the complex web of texts
that carry broader discourses, and to the
ways that local texts rely upon, incorporate,
and reinforce conceptual tools that are
gaining acceptance throughout (and some-
times across) institutional landscapes.

In the years since these early studies were
published, institutional ethnographers have
developed stronger conceptual tools for the
analysis of ‘‘texts in use’’; Smith’s Institution-
al Ethnography (2005) reflects those advance-
ments. In addition, there have been very sig-
nificant developments in the coordinative
processes that are the focus of their analyses.
Many analysts have commented on the
growing ascendancy of managerial theories
associated with neoliberalism and their
increasingly widespread application to pub-
lic sector activities. Institutional ethnogra-
phers call attention as well to the development
of electronic technologies to support them. For
example, the paper records kept by social
workers and nursing assistants in de
Montigny and Diamond’s studies have been
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largely replaced by computerized charting
and decision tools—and indeed, medical
(and other) software development has become
extremely big business. Such tools ‘‘carry’’ the
kind of extralocal coordination that institu-
tional ethnographers wish to uncover.

These new developments—in the
approach and in the world we confront—
are both central to Managing to Nurse: Inside
Canada’s Health Care Reform (2006) by Janet
Rankin and Marie Campbell, a more recent
and extremely impressive exemplar of the
practice and potential of institutional
ethnography. The authors are nursing
researchers and the book is based on ethno-
graphic studies they conducted in hospitals
during the 1990s; Campbell is also well
known as a mentor in the institutional eth-
nography network and as co-author of an
early ‘‘primer’’ on the approach (Campbell
and Gregor 2002). Their book offers a view
of the ongoing restructuring of Canadian
health care, opening for examination new
managerial efforts to increase its cost-
efficiency and exploring how they are experi-
enced in the daily practice of hospital nurses.

Rankin and Campbell open their analysis
with a brief description of a nursing shift
change, a key ‘‘processing interchange’’
(Pence 2001)—that is, a moment in which
workers pass along authorized knowledge
that will guide subsequent action. The point
is to call attention to several kinds of
knowledge—both explicit and implicit—
that will guide the nurses’ actions through
the coming shift of work: not only diagnos-
tic categories, but also their basic nursing
knowledge and professionalism, their
experientially-based knowledge of carework,
and bits of information about the particular
patients they are assigned for the day. High-
lighting the issue of ongoing transformation,
the authors note two features of shift change
they would not have seen two or three
decades earlier: an acute attention to patient
discharge plans and a new patient designa-
tion, ‘‘ALC’’ (discussed below). And further
highlighting ‘‘a consensus that health care
should be managed more efficiently’’ (p. 6),
they note that, ‘‘No longer is it sufficient for
caregivers to ask, ‘What is it I need to know
and do to help my patient?’ Now nurses
must know what they can do for their
patients that brings the best value for money

spent’’ (p. 8). The ensuing analysis provides
a complex and subtle portrait of nurses tak-
ing up these new ways of knowing their
job. Each chapter explores a different facet
of change; all of the analyses are designed
to show how nurses are located in relation
to new technologies of hospital administra-
tion: how they are drawn into knowing their
work from a managerial standpoint and also
how they juggle and improvise as they
encounter competing mandates rooted in
their professional nursing knowledge versus
efficiency imperatives.

For example, one chapter takes up the
efforts of hospitals to make the most of their
fixed investments in infrastructure—put
simply, the challenge of having just enough
beds and keeping them filled. An extended
fieldnote excerpt shows a nurse’s attention
to the varied needs of a post-surgical patient
due for discharge and her rising tension as
she deals with unpredictable problems and
the clock ticking toward the projected dis-
charge. In one instance, she deviates slightly
from professional practice, working on the
basis of her common sense and offering the
patient an over-the-counter pain medica-
tion without a physician’s authorization—
perhaps a good and reasonable decision
but one that likely caused her stress, and
caught the authors’ attention. Is the patient
ready to leave? What’s the rush? In fact,
a new patient has arrived on the unit, and
Rankin and Campbell go on to analyze ‘‘a
whole system of organizational texts and
people’s activity . . . that tie this admission
to the predicted discharge’’ (p. 50). Here,
organizational ‘‘texts’’ are part of a proprie-
tary software program (operated by spe-
cialized clerical staff) which creates a ‘‘bed
map’’ for the hospital, assigns new patients
where beds are expected to become avail-
able, and produces summary statistics on
usage and other efficiency measures.
Efficiencies are produced in part through
the system’s ‘‘fictitious beds’’ (p. 52)
which allow overlap as new patients are
admitted before others have actually been
discharged—the software thus produces
a documentary reality of ‘‘110% bed utiliza-
tion’’ (p. 54), as well as challenges for nurs-
ing care that may lead to a speed-up or to
compromises in patient care. The critique
here is not of efficiency per se; rather, the
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point is to make clear that the bed map
produces one way of knowing reality on
the unit, while the front-line nurses know
their work in other ways as well. Rankin
and Campbell note further that summary
information produced by these systems is
used in other ways as well—by administra-
tors within the hospital to monitor perfor-
mance and by provincial and federal offi-
cials to make decisions about the allocation
of resources.

The ALC, or ‘‘Alternate Level of Care’’
designation mentioned above is also related
to efficient bed management—it is an
administrative rather than medical ‘‘diagno-
sis,’’ and Rankin and Campbell explore its
meaning in order to show how the relevan-
cies of management are taken up by nurses
on the unit. Increasingly, health care is being
organized through length of stay ‘‘path-
ways’’ tied to particular diagnoses; when
a patient cannot be discharged ‘‘on time’’—
because of unplanned-for care needs, or
because no appropriate discharge placement
can be found—that patient is flagged with
the ALC designation. Typically, these are
frail, elderly patients. Nurses see that they
need attention (‘‘they’re often confused’’. . .
’’they take a long time to feed’’. . .’’you
know, you can’t rush these folks’’ [p. 83]),
but they also report that they prioritize their
work with more acute patients who ‘‘really
need to be’’ on the unit (p. 84). What the
analysis shows is how the floor nurses take
up a managerial consciousness, responding
to documentary processes that foreground
efficient utilization of hospital resources
rather than the needs of particular patients;
the authors refer to this phenomenon as
‘‘adjusting the mindset of nurses’’ (Chapter
Three). (Interestingly, the ALC category is
taken up somewhat differently by LPNs,
RNs, and nurse managers, whose work is
differently organized by the designation.
LPNs, who do the bulk of daily hands-on
care, are often the ones to flag patients for
a potential ALC designation, while physi-
cians are the ones who can authorize it; but
it is the RNs and nurse managers whose
work seems most affected by the ensuing
complexity of juggling patient assignments
and workloads.) Nurses do resist some of
these new pressures—individually and also
collectively, at times—but Rankin and

Campbell show the power of ‘‘double-
sided’’ workplace concepts that subtly reor-
ganize nurses’ understandings. Drawing on
their fieldwork and also on nursing research
literature, they show how a commitment to
‘‘holistic care,’’ for example, comes to
include not only a concern for patients’
best interests but also managerial interests
in efficiency (pp. 144–146).

The analyses developed by Rankin and
Campbell rely on and illustrate advance-
ments in the tools that institutional ethnog-
raphers use to explore textually-mediated
social organization—tools that Smith has
elaborated in Institutional Ethnography
(2005). Building an approach to language
and text upon ideas drawn from George
Herbert Mead, Mikhail Bakhtin, and others,
she develops the idea of the ‘‘text-reader
conversation’’ as a framework for investigat-
ing how people activate texts in their local
activities. The text may appear to be static
and inert (and that appearance may explain
why ethnographers so often overlook texts),
but a person who encounters a text is often
not only actively reading it, but also
responding to it in ways that will influence
subsequent courses of action. That response
or ‘‘conversation’’ weaves a ‘‘documentary
reality,’’ carried in the text, into the ongoing
action—for example, as nurses respond to
a patient with the ALC designation as ‘‘not
really needing to be here.’’

Rankin and Campbell’s Managing to Nurse
is a marvelously realized institutional eth-
nography, offering a detailed, subtle explo-
ration of on-the-ground realities of neoliber-
al reforms in Canadian health care during the
1990s, which my summary here can only
begin to sketch. Like any institutional ethnog-
raphy, it offers only one thread in an extreme-
ly complex institutional landscape, but as I
hope the examples above make clear, it brings
into view institutional technologies—like the
bed management software—that operate
powerfully, but largely invisibly, in the back-
ground of people’s everyday experiences.
The Canadian national context is distinct, of
course, from others, but the technologies of
cost containment in health care are and will
increasingly be shared across national and
institutional boundaries. These analyses also
call attention to the significance of a shift
from paper to electronic documentation,
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already racing ahead of most sociological
analyses of the work and organizations it is
transforming (and perhaps signaling the
emergence of novel modes of software-driv-
en social organization that Aneesh [2009]
has labeled ‘‘algocratic’’). While many of the
earlier institutional ethnographies showed
concretely what it means to adopt an institu-
tional lens, now as a ‘‘new managerialism’’
advances, some of the more recent studies
are also showing with great precision, how
action is not only coordinated but also signif-
icantly constrained by the new technologies
of accountability. These dynamics in the gov-
ernance of front-line work have become
a focus for institutional ethnographers and
will be featured in a forthcoming edited col-
lection (Griffith and Smith, in press).

Institutional ethnographic studies such as
these certainly resonate with the analyses of
other sociologies, perhaps especially the
strand of ethnomethodological work that
has grown from early analyses of inscription
and record-keeping in bureaucratic organi-
zations (e.g., Zimmerman 1969); Rankin and
Campbell also mention related studies of
managerialism and governance; and an
emerging sociology of information based in
science studies (Bowker and Star 1999). How-
ever, institutional ethnographers have
resisted the kind of incorporation and synthe-
sis that would require adopting the very
concepts that, in their view, require analysis;
indeed, they have invented a term (‘‘institu-
tional capture’’) meant to warn against taking
those concepts for granted rather than
treating them as data (Smith 2005: 155–157).
Research that begins with the concept of
‘‘immigrant women’’ or ‘‘family violence,’’
for example, has already worked up its phe-
nomenon to a considerable degree, and insti-
tutional ethnographers would instead want
to locate the terrain of the inquiry firmly in
people’s activities, from beginning to end.

The character of institutional ethnography
as ‘‘mode of inquiry’’ has influenced its tra-
jectory; it is a sociology that can be useful
in varied fields of practice—social work,
health care, activism, and community
services—and much of the developing
scholarship lies in those areas. In my own
teaching, I find that often the students who
are drawn to this sociology are those in fields
that are drenched in categorical ways of

knowing, such as education, disability serv-
ices, and the like. Indeed, one line of work
that has developed from institutional eth-
nography, and is most visible to domestic
violence advocates, is the ‘‘institutional anal-
ysis’’ or community auditing approach
developed by the late Ellen Pence. Combin-
ing her work as an advocate with insights
from institutional ethnography, Pence devel-
oped widely disseminated models and tech-
niques for working collaboratively with local
advocates and responders to investigate
how women’s safety can be prioritized in
domestic violence case processing (Pence
2001; Pence and McMahon 2003). Materials
outlining the principles and tools used in
these ‘‘safety audits’’ are available from the
organization she founded, Praxis Internation-
al (www.praxisinternational.org). As Rankin
and Campbell explain, ‘‘what our analysis
makes possible is a way to ‘talk back’ (Smith
1987) to forms of knowledge that misrepre-
sent the everyday/everynight world and
undermine patient care’’ (p. 177). But they
also emphasize the possibility and challenges
of moving beyond critique to action based on
other ways of knowing the world: ‘‘Alterna-
tive accounts do not come ready-to-hand,
but must be researched and developed. There
is much analysis waiting to be done’’ (p. 180).

Other recent books take up institutional
ethnography in different arenas of ruling,
and in somewhat different but related
ways. I would recommend, for example,
Lauren Eastwood’s study of NGO activism
in UN environmental policy-making bodies
(2005); a fascinating book by Gary Kinsman
and Patrizia Gentile (2010), which examines
the efforts of the Canadian national security
apparatus, in the 1950s to 1990s, to detect
and purge suspected ‘‘homosexuals’’; and
Gaye Tuchman’s fieldwork-based study of
the accountability regime of contemporary
higher education (2011), which draws on
key ideas from institutional ethnography.
However, I have emphasized here a line of
work focused on knowledge and practice
in the human services and advocacy work
(fields in which women practitioners pre-
dominate), in order to highlight the feminist
sources and uses of the approach.

Institutional ethnography stands as one
strand of feminist inquiry with roots in the
feminist scholarship of the 1970s and
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1980s—a time that has since produced mul-
tiple feminisms offering a range of contribu-
tions across the disciplines. While it will not
answer the demands of every feminist pro-
ject, the approach retains a deeply feminist
impulse at its core, even as it is also increas-
ingly used in the service of groups other
than women. It is worth noting, I believe,
that the imperatives of intersectionality
arguably imply that any feminist sociology
must also be a people’s sociology. That claim
is rooted in the necessary critique of the cat-
egory ‘‘women’’ and the core insight that
women share with other genders all of the
other cross-cutting categorical identities
and associated troubles; thus, in order to
liberate all women, all must be liberated.
Institutional ethnography does not make
any sweeping promise of ‘‘liberation’’; rath-
er, it offers a mode of inquiry (or as Smith
calls it, a ‘‘sociology’’) that can be of use in
exploring, piece by piece, the myriad
‘‘puzzles’’ of everyday life. And it is a soci-
ology that some have crafted into a tool of
activist change.

Institutional ethnography also remains
deeply critical of the abstracted sociologies
that drew feminist critique in the early
days. The analyses of institutional ethnogra-
phers ask for an assessment of ruling modes
of representing everyday realities and of the
social accounting based on those representa-
tions—and they make us aware of the
ways that the abstractions of sociological
theory—’’social capital,’’ for example, or
‘‘quality of care’’—may contribute to ruling
representations and accounts despite pro-
gressive intentions. Instead, Smith and her
followers continue to ground their sociology
in everyday life—in the places and moments
in which mothers teach children to speak,
immigrants struggle to find work and digni-
ty, women experience and escape from
men’s violence, nurses care for people who
are sick or old—and they strive to keep the
work of everyday life in view as new
accountabilities transform the social world.
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A person dropped into downtown Manhat-
tan in the middle of the day for the first
time would face an unpredictable, dis-
orderly world: fast-walking people dodging
around each other on sidewalks, pedestrians
and cars contesting for street access at every
corner, trucks double parking and blocking
access to and from sidewalks, rampant
jaywalking amidst this tumult, horns
honking and cabbies shouting, sirens of fire
engines and ambulances blaring, and the
ever-present construction projects posing
obstructions to most everybody. Yet, it would
not take long for our visitor to sense a sem-
blance of order—in the form of repeated, pre-
dictable behavior patterns. This patterned
local world would emerge ‘‘on the edge of
chaos,’’ with order and predictability eroding
and re-emerging moment-to-moment and
situation-to-situation. In time that local,
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immediate social order would reveal both
resilience and dynamism. This is a funda-
mental message of sociological social
psychology.

The regularity, repetition, and predictabil-
ity of social lives are constitutive of social
orders, macro and micro (see Collins 1981).
Sociological social psychologists construe
such patterns of regularity as social
constructions that people create and sustain
under conditions of uncertainty, instability,
or tension. Without prospects of disorder,
social order as such would be of little inter-
est or perhaps even meaningless. Repeti-
tive, predictable patterns of behavior are
meaningful to people because of this con-
trast, real or hypothetical. Repetitive
patterns that constitute order enable people
with vastly different social backgrounds,
conflicting cultural ideas or material inter-
ests, or a myriad of organizational affilia-
tions to navigate close proximities, work
around or take advantage of interdepen-
dencies, and generate joint goods of mutual
value. To social psychologists, micro (local)
orders are taken for granted, obdurate, per-
vasive, subtle, and often invisible. People
do not see it or think about it unless it is
disrupted or threatened. Disorder and con-
flict are more salient, discomfiting, and
threatening than the repeated patterns of
interaction constitutive of social order. In
this sense, there is a fundamental asym-
metry in the ontological status of social
order and social disorder.

The pervasiveness and subtlety of social
order at the micro level raises broader ques-
tions about the theoretical scope of the
Hobbesian problem of social order, which
is conceived today primarily in social-
dilemma terms—as an inherent tension
between individually-rational action and
collective or group interests. A convergent
claim of disparate theories of social psychol-
ogy is that people have vast, almost unlimit-
ed, capacities to impose or find order in their
social worlds and to resourcefully manage
or resolve uncertainties. This implies that
any Hobbesian ‘‘war of all against all’’
would be short-lived, because regularity
and predictability are re-constructed rather
quickly by individual actors, especially
when ‘‘on the edge of chaos.’’ Even in the
context of large scale disorder or conflict at

the macro level, one tends to find stable
orders emerging and being sustained at the
local, micro levels.

An implication of much sociological social
psychology is that micro-level, situational
processes undergird social orders at the
macro level. Consider a few examples.
Expectation states theory (Berger) explains
how social inequalities, reflecting the larger
society, emerge and are sustained in social
interactions at the micro level. This theory
helps to explain how cultural beliefs and
expectations about performance and com-
petence bear on stable status structures in
local, micro settings. Exchange network
theories (Emerson) expand the concept of
‘‘the actor’’ to include collective actors
(organizations), analyze social relations as
nested within networks, and cast networks
as representations of a macro entity. This
theoretical tradition shows how interac-
tions of self-interested actors in networks
produce socially emergent results. Structur-
al symbolic interaction (Stryker) examines
how people define and enact identities, in
particular role identities that represent
a key unit in macro social structures. People
modify structural roles in social interac-
tions within those larger structures. Affect
control theory (Heise) indicates further
that roles and identities entail fundamental
affective meanings (sentiments), and peo-
ple strive to maintain and confirm these
in their immediate, local interactions.
Affective sentiments are integrally tied to
cultural meanings and labels for roles. All
of these theories have something to say
about micro social orders and how these
are interconnected with macro social
orders. With the Hobbesian problem as
backdrop, this essay examines several
recent books that amplify and develop
some of these connections.

Books Covered

One characteristic of sociological social psy-
chology is the presence of ongoing programs
of interrelated theory in which empirical
studies and theorizing build step by step in
incremental and often painstaking ways.
These are termed ‘‘theoretical research
programs’’ (Berger and Zelditch 1993).
Another characteristic is that scholars tend
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to write articles rather than books, and when
books are written they are a product of years
of work. Most of the books here represent
such programmatic lines of theory and
research, initiated in the last third or so of
the twentieth century. My aim was to choose
high-quality complementary books and use
them to analyze implications of sociological
social psychology for the Hobbesian prob-
lem of order.

Each book sheds important light on the
micro dynamics underlying macro social
orders. Three books treat identities as the
critical link between macro and micro
domains. Peter Burke and Jan Stets (2009)
point to identity-verification as the central sta-
bilizing force in social structures. Neil
MacKinnon and David Heise (2010) treat
affective sentiments attached to roles or identi-
ties as a source of stability, revealing the
institutional foundations of these senti-
ments. Steven Hitlin (2008) ‘‘brings morality
back in’’ by conceiving of individual actors
as ‘‘moral satisficers,’’ who have an
identity-based conscience that constrains
unbridled self-interest. Three books inter-
connect local interactions with cultural
beliefs or meanings brought to interaction
contexts. Cecilia Ridgeway (2011) broadens
the reach of her status construction theory
to explain how and when cultural beliefs and
expectations for men and women are repro-
duced in local status orders and promote
the persistence of gender inequalities at the
macro level. Douglas Maynard (2003) shows
how the sequencing of elements composing
a conversation (statements, phrases, pauses,
etc.) enacts a local, immediate order that
enables people to jointly produce a mutually
satisfactory interaction. The book by Gary
Alan Fine (2011) posits that small group
cultures in local settings anchor social orders
and serve as the linchpin between macro
phenomena and interaction-based individu-
al meanings. Two books explicitly question
the capacity of individual rationality and
self-interest-based interactions to sustain
social orders. Karen Cook, Russell Hardin,
and Margaret Levi (2005) argue that trust is
not sufficient to generate and sustain social
order (cooperation) in modern societies,
pointing instead to institutional mechanisms.
Edward Lawler, Shane Thye, and Jeongkoo
Yoon (2009) theorize how and when

repeated exchanges or interactions lead peo-
ple to make social unit attributions of their
individual emotional feelings and thereby
form non-instrumental affective ties to rela-
tional units (groups, organizations, commu-
nities). Finally, Turner (2007) analyzes the
central role of emotions in human evolution
and social interaction, tying macro social
order to micro processes that repress nega-
tive emotions and spread positive emotions
from micro to meso to macro levels. The fol-
lowing sections offer a micro-sociological
framing for the problem of order and then
derive several micro mechanisms of order
from the above books.

Micro-Sociological Framing

Social dilemmas are the standard way to
frame the problem of social order today,
and such conceptions resonate with the clas-
sic Hobbesian framing. The crux of the prob-
lem is self-interested or under-socialized
individual actors, manifested in free-riding,
ineffective norm enforcement, or failures of
socialization (internalization). Virtually all
variations on this theme presume that peo-
ple, if left to their own devices, will go their
own individual, self-interested, hedonistic,
ill-informed ways. That this framing has
limits is well-known and recognized. People
cooperate more than expected in prisoners
dilemma settings, share more than expected
in ultimatum games, process information
in imperfect or biased ways, and act pro-
socially despite personal costs. The cum-
ulative evidence of the limitations of
self-interest assumptions raises serious
questions about the theoretical and empiri-
cal adequacy of the historic unitary, monis-
tic, rational-cognitive assumptions about
the human species that have come to domi-
nate the social sciences.

Recent evolutionary research may drive
the final nail into the coffin of the standard,
monistic, self-interested perspective on the
human species. Recent work in evolutionary
psychology and primatology traces presum-
ably inherent social tendencies of the human
species to the ‘‘fact’’ that humans have a spe-
cial capacity among primates to form and
sustain large communities that include
non-kin. The main reasons are that humans
have an enlarged neo-cortex that enhances
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their information-processing capacity, and
a more developed limbic system that allows
more precise reading and expression of emo-
tional cues. These dual capacities—cognitive
and emotional—enable human primates to
collaborate and generate shared products
that they could not generate alone or in
kin-only groups, and to do so on a large
scale. Whereas most evolutionary theories
stress the cognitive capacities (neo-cortex)
of human actors and reciprocal altruism,
Jonathan Turner has built a persuasive argu-
ment for the central role of emotional capaci-
ties (limbic system). He is one of a small
number of sociologists who has done
sustained work in this area. In his 2007
book, Human Emotions: A Sociological Theory,
Turner argues that people are unique in their
capacity to feel a wide variety of complicat-
ed emotions, to generate distinct emotions
(guilt and gratitude) from fundamental
ones such as fear and happiness, and to sup-
press or control their emotions through
repression and attribution. Without these
complicated, finite, nuanced feelings, large
non-kin based groups are not sustainable
even if people have the cognitive capacities
to conceive and imagine them. He musters
substantial evolutionary evidence in support
of this view.

The general implication of Turner’s work
is that people are essentially wired with the
capability to construct social orders that are
larger than and include non-kin. Therefore,
that people cooperate, consider each others’
interests, and work together is not as prob-
lematic as implied by social dilemma or
Hobbesian framing. Most problematic are
the structural forms and cultural content of
those social orders, manifested in micro-level
social interactions. At the macro level, the
question then is about the cultural and social
structural content that gives shape to and
concretizes evolved human capabilities for
constructing groups, organizations, and com-
munities. At the micro level, the question is
how the dual capacities of humans for both
self-interest and altruism—which are evolu-
tionarily selected and wired—play out as
people interact repeatedly with each other,
form groups, and resolve issues posed by
the challenges of producing joint goods. In
these terms, it makes little sense to try to
build highly general theories on the

assumption that humans are self-interested
or asocial or, correspondingly, that they are
altruistic or social, because humans are fun-
damentally both. The conditions under
which these dual capacities are activated, as
well as in what proportions and with what
cultural or structural content, are decidedly
social and situational. This is where theories
of sociological social psychology can enter
the modern-day Hobbesian playing field,
enacting dualistic conceptions of the individ-
ual, and developing theories that articulate
better with macro theories of order.

Micro-Sociological Mechanisms

The books included here suggest different
entry points to this playing field, reflected
in six micro-mechanisms for social order: (1)
meanings are coordinated among individuals;
(2) identities (self-definitions) are verified by
reflected appraisals; (3) cultural beliefs and
expectations are activated and made salient
in local situations, reproducing macro struc-
tures locally; (4) trust relations are embedded
in macro institutions; (5) people form affective
ties to groups making those units expressive
objects and ends in themselves; and (6) posi-
tive emotions spread from micro to meso to
macro levels while negative emotions are
moderated or repressed. These mechanisms
are discussed in turn below.

Coordinating Meanings

In Bad News, Good News, Maynard argues
that people create meaning, predictability,
and stability on a ‘‘moment to moment’’
basis by how they sequence conversational
acts. Using the delivery of news as the exem-
plar, ‘‘news’’ is not a matter of A communi-
cating to B and B interpreting and
responding, or A and B negotiating a shared
view. News—good or bad—is coproduced
by sequences of utterances, such as a prean-
nouncement (‘‘I have news’’ ‘‘did you hear
the news’’) or a preface to an announcement
that prefigures it and an utterance (‘‘Oh
Dear’’) acknowledging that bad news is
forthcoming. Once news is delivered, there
are sequences of acts confirming that
the news is understood on some level by
the recipient, but these conversational
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sequences are infused with ambiguity; fully
correspondent or convergent meanings are
unlikely and a residue of ambiguity remains.
Conversational sequences entail shared or
‘‘enacted practices’’ rather than shared
meanings (see Rawls 2004).

These conversational dynamics occur in
a social-cultural context that makes available
standard ‘‘resources’’ (strategies, conversa-
tional options) but that context is not subject
to a distinct or independent analysis. The con-
text is relevant or implicated only insofar as
the actors use it in their statements or
utterances—that is, insofar as it affects the
sequencing of utterances and information.
For example, a doctor/patient relationship is
important to the degree that doctors and
patients enact and use associated conversation-
al resources or strategies to co-produce a jointly
understood result; and these resources have
a macro foundation. Overall, conversational
analysis demonstrates at a molecular level
how people navigate the grey areas of life
and essentially exist on the edge of disorder.

Fine’s Tiny Publics aims to bring the next
level, ‘‘the group,’’ back to a more central
position in sociological theorizing. He
locates the primary basis of order in group
cultures that develop in ongoing interactions
of people who have a shared history and an
anticipated or projected future. Group
cultures are significantly limited by obdu-
rate realities and external macro forces that
actors cannot control but that they negotiate
responses to on an ongoing basis. Small
groups undergird macro social orders
because this is where people are exposed to
and take account of community expectations
(norms) and where interactions generate the
shared meanings and collective identities
that reflect and correspond with community
expectations but also can depart from them.
Here, cumulative products of interactions
are more central than moment-to-moment
dynamics. Group cultures are a trans-
situational, order-generating force that
engages the macro level realities beyond
the control of individual actors.

Verifying Identities

For Burke and Stets, in Identity Theory, iden-
tity dynamics are central to understanding

stability and instability in social interactions.
Identities are consensual or shared self-
meanings or definitions. Like conversational
orders in Maynard, these self-meanings are
a moment-to-moment construction built on
an unstable foundation. Identities have a sit-
uational, fluid quality, in part because of the
enormous amount of information people
process about themselves as they interact
with others. Identities also have a resilient,
stable quality in the sense that people enter
situations with ‘‘identity standards’’ or situ-
ational definitions of self, grounded in struc-
tural roles, cultural expectations, or group
affiliations. Burke and Stets theorize that
people continually compare and adjust their
behaviors to align perceptions of self with
identity standards, thereby affirming or ver-
ifying their identities. Most any work set-
ting, for example, exposes an employee to
streams of behaviors with implied meanings
about self: employees continually compare
the self they are exuding in that situation
to relevant identity standards, which are
generalized meanings for the employee.
Inconsistencies between the identity stan-
dard and situational self meanings create
internal tensions (discomfort) and motivate
behaviors that change perceptions of self
and others to be consistent with the identity
standard.

Burke and Stets posit a cybernetic model
in which ‘‘perceptual control’’ is central in
order to capture both the moment-to-
moment and enduring structural basis for
identities. Change in identity standards can
occur due to conflicts between the identity
standards associated with the enactment of
different roles (woman, man, spouse, parent,
employee) or to changes in organizational
structures or cultural expectations. But
such change is slow and cross-situational.
The identity verification mechanism is stron-
gest for identities that are salient (activated
in the situation), prominent (important to
self beyond the situation), and embedded
in a set of dense or close network ties (to
which the actor is highly committed). Identi-
ty standards represent the linkage between
identity-verification processes and macro
structures.

MacKinnon and Heise, in Self, Identity, and
Social Institutions, offer a complementary
view of identity that elaborates the
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institutional basis for identities, emphasiz-
ing the affective dimensions of identity in
affect control theory. Identity meanings are
manifest in the mere names or linguistic
labels that characterize roles, identities, and
actions; this lexicon constitutes a society’s
‘‘cultural theory of people,’’ and serves to
transmit cultural content to micro interac-
tions. The words people use reflect the link-
ages of micro and macro levels. Given a volu-
minous language for describing people and
their actions, people in most any situation enact
and interweave multiple identities, choosing
from a wider range of institutionally-relevant
role meanings. Institutions in this sense are
‘‘semantic fields’’ that provide the language
and plausible ‘‘identity sets’’ for people to
choose among in concrete situations. Thus,
a considerable degree of stability, order, and
constraint is implied by the fact that
languages for describing fathers, mothers,
women, men, workers, and managers are
deeply infused with cultural meanings and
content.

In affect control theory, ‘‘fundamental
sentiments’’ play the same role as do ‘‘iden-
tity standards’’ in Burke and Stets, but there is
an important difference. Here people are com-
paring affective meanings about self in the
situational interaction with institutionally-
based identity sentiments about the identity
or role; orders are sustained by efforts to
maintain consistency, as in Burke and Stets,
but to MacKinnon and Heise, identities are
emotional objects—people ‘‘feel identities’’
as much as they perceive them. This book
adds a higher level of self-meanings to iden-
tity theories by positing that unifying self-
sentiments (feelings about self in general)
subsume identity standards and identity
sentiments. An authenticity motivation
therefore underlies the identify verification
processes.

Higher level self-meanings are personal
identities, and these are the focus of Hitlin
in Moral Selves, Evil Selves. His book
develops a strong argument for the notion
that selves have a moral core, representing
a person’s ‘‘conscience.’’ Conscience is not
a stable, unitary standard, but rather a mal-
leable, fluid process in which authenticity is
a central. People want to appear both compe-
tent and moral, but it is often not clear what
being moral means in given situations.

Thus, they tend to be ‘‘moral satisficers,’’
striving to be ‘‘minimally moral’’ or ‘‘good
enough.’’ The moral core of a person (con-
science) reduces ambiguity by (a) defining
moral boundaries or, metaphorically, ‘‘bright
lines’’ that cannot be crossed, and (b) specify-
ing moral purposes or, metaphorically
‘‘bright lights’’ that draw people’s attention
and serve to reshape or modify their individ-
ual goals. The inhibitions (moral boundaries)
and directions (moral purposes) of the moral
self mitigate or channel the unbridled pursuit
of individual self-interest. Hitlin reviews and
musters a wide array of theory and research
to support his argument about the centrality
of moral selves to human behavior.

Enacting Cultural Beliefs

Ridgeway’s Framed by Gender explains how
and why gender inequalities persist across
institutional areas—family, school, work,
and so on. The explanation traces macro-
level gender inequalities to micro-level inter-
actions of men and women in local, task-
oriented settings. The most fundamental
reason that gender inequalities persist at
the macro level is that people act on cultural-
ly-based status beliefs (about women and
men’s talents, orientations, or worth) in their
immediate, local interactions and thereby
affirm those cultural beliefs. This micro pro-
cess extends across institutional realms in
part because gender inequalities are inter-
twined with positional (power, resources)
inequalities, and in part because men and
women interact with high frequency in
a wide range of institutional contexts. Gen-
dered interactions thus are a conduit that
spreads status beliefs about men and women
across institutional realms. Ridgeway argues
that macro level inequalities cannot be
sustained unless a micro-level mechanism
is activated repeatedly in local settings.

Gender is a diffuse status characteristic,
meaning it is a general characteristic or state
of a person that is differentially evaluated in
the larger culture. Status beliefs are ‘‘out
there’’ and a part of a cultural ‘‘tool kit’’
that people call upon to promote productive,
comfortable, and satisfying interactions with
others. The status beliefs are subtle, non-
conscious shapers of interpersonal evalua-
tions, and people do not have to agree with
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them to act on and reproduce them in local
structures. Because gender is so deeply
embedded in virtually all cultures, it is
very difficult to eliminate it entirely from
social interactions, though its effects can be
mitigated by adding countervailing status
information about women or overtly chal-
lenging behaviors in the context of a demon-
strated group (as opposed to self-interest)
orientation. Given the underlying link to cul-
ture, diffuse characteristics tend to be acti-
vated at the micro level unless something
in the situation makes them clearly irrele-
vant to the collective task at hand.

Drawing out broader implications of her
analysis, Ridgeway argues that one of the
most intractable sources of macro level gen-
der inequalities is the persistence of micro-
level differentiation within households.
Changing divisions of labor in households
is construed as a major pathway for chang-
ing cultural status beliefs. The persistence
of gender inequalities therefore entails
a reciprocal macro-micro process, whereas
the change process has a strong micro-to-
macro emphasis. The logic of Ridgeway’s
theorizing about the micro foundations of
macro inequality can be applied to other dif-
fuse status characteristics, such as race, eth-
nicity, class, and occupation.

Institutionally-Embedding Relations

The disparity of local relations and larger
social ties or units is central to the argument
of Cook, Hardin, and Levi about the role of
trust in social order. Cooperation Without
Trust? adopts an ‘‘encapsulated interest’’
approach to trust, which holds that actor
(A) trusts another (B) if A can infer that B
defines their interests as encapsulating or
including A’s interests. In other words, A
trusts B when A thinks B’s interests incorpo-
rate A’s. This is a strong source of order at
the relational or micro level. However,
Cook, Hardin, and Levi contend that the
informational needs or requirements for
such trust are too great for it to be a viable
foundation for social order in larger more
complex units or societies. Trust relations
tend to develop only if people interact
repeatedly and can observe each other’s
actions across time, and such relational

orders do not spread or diffuse beyond the
micro level, primarily because of the social
dilemma problems in larger groups (or soci-
eties) where ‘‘arms-length’’ relations pre-
dominate. Modern social orders increasingly
require social order (cooperation) without
trust.

How then can cooperation without trust
be generated or sustained? The answer,
offered by Cook, Hardin, and Levi, is a com-
plicated and insightful normative/institu-
tional argument that boils down to the
notion that social order (cooperation without
trust) is founded on ‘‘externally regulated
behavior.’’ External regulation is exogenous
to local relations and stems from social and
political institutions that create incentives
for cooperation and reliably sanction malfea-
sance or noncooperation. Such institutions
are tantamount to an insurance mechanism
that allows people to infer reliably that
others, about whom they know little
(strangers), will cooperate; this then makes
it possible for them to take personal risks
to generate joint goods of mutual benefit.
Under some conditions distrust is a stronger
source of social order than trust. The institu-
tional conditions typically involve both
informal (reputational) and formal (govern-
mental) constraints. Overall, Cook, Hardin,
and Levi provide a rich and nuanced norma-
tive argument about the foundations of
social order.

Forming Person-to-Group Affective Ties

In Social Commitments in a Depersonalized
World, Lawler, Thye, and Yoon theorize
that affective ties to groups are an important
basis for collectively-oriented behaviors
such as the trust of others or the willingness
to sacrifice self-interest for group interest.
Person-to-group ties are construed as a pow-
erful force for social order, independent of
relational or network ties between or among
individuals. People may join or remain in
relations and groups because of instrumen-
tal benefits, but the argument here is that
instrumental ties grounded in individual
self-interest are unstable and often unsus-
tainable unless those ties incorporate an
emotional-affective component. The central
proposition is that frequent exchange or
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interaction around joint tasks or activities
promotes affective ties to social units due
to the emotional-affective byproducts of
repeated interaction. The reason is that peo-
ple associate those individual feelings with
social units, local or larger, within which
they repeatedly occur.

The mechanism for this process is social
unit attributions of individual emotions. If
people attribute their individual feelings to
a social unit, that unit becomes an object of
attachment (in the case of positive feelings)
or detachment (in the case of negative feel-
ings). Two basic conditions generate such
social unit attributions and related effects
on group ties: actors are engaged in a joint
task or activity, and they perceive shared
responsibility for the results of the task.
Shared responsibility is the key contingency
or moderator for the transformation of indi-
vidual feelings into affective attachments to
or detachments from a group. Thus, if peo-
ple have a sense of shared responsibility,
feelings they experience in groups or organ-
izations are more likely to generate affective
ties to those groups and they become more
willing to sacrifice their own interest for
them or redefine their own individual inter-
ests in more collective terms.

A key problem of order however, is that
social unit attributions for emotions may be
directed at local, immediate groups or larger,
more removed groups in which local ones
are nested. This book adopts the notion
that people engaged in joint tasks will adopt
a ‘‘proximal bias’’ for positive emotions and
‘‘distal bias’’ for negative emotions (see
Lawler 2001). Thus, if things are going well
and people feel good as a result of their inter-
actions, they will attribute their positive feel-
ings to the local group (e.g., a work group,
department, neighborhood, local chapter);
if things are not going well and they feel
bad about the interactions, they will attri-
bute their negative feelings to the larger,
more distant group (e.g., the corporation,
community, national organization). This
implies a tendency toward fragmented
orders in which affective ties to local units
are strong and those to larger encompassing
groups or organizations are weak. The role
of micro processes in shaping ties to units
at different levels suggests the multi-level
nature of the problem of social order. Turner

(2007) addresses this multi-level dimension
and theorizes how social order can spread
from micro to macro levels.

Spreading Positive Emotions

Turner (2007) posits that social orders have
an emotional foundation, as do MacKinnon
and Heise (2010) and Lawler, Thye, and
Yoon (2009). The main reason is that positive
emotions are integrating and the basis for
social bonds, whereas negative emotions
are disintegrating and undermine social
bonds. However, positive emotions hold
societies together only if they spread across
levels—from micro levels, where Turner
argues they originate, to meso (organization-
al) and to macro (societal) levels. Turner
posits that positive emotions are attributed
internally within local, immediate groups
(the proximal bias), whereas negative
emotions are pushed outward or external-
ized or attributed to larger, more encom-
passing organizations, communities or soci-
eties (the distal bias). The externalizing of
negative emotions protects the bonds of the
local group but at the expense of under-
mining the commitment to and legitimacy
of larger social units, setting the stage for
a fragmented order.

The question then is: when are positive
emotions likely to spread? One condition is
that people experience positive feelings
across many different encounters in different
situations and subgroups within the same
larger organization or community; that is,
multiple local group situations that generate
positive feelings. Another condition is the
degree of embedded-ness of local groups in
larger social units. Stronger or tighter
connections between micro, meso, and mac-
ro levels promote the spread of positive
emotions from lower to higher levels, espe-
cially when they are experienced repeatedly
in different situations and subgroups at each
level. Negative emotions however, remain
a persistent threat of disruption and disor-
der. Social orders are ‘‘protected’’ by micro
level processes of repression, attribution,
and other regulatory mechanisms (e.g., guilt
and shame). Repressed emotions are ‘‘trans-
muted’’ into more intense versions of the
emotion or into different emotions, and
have the potential to trigger eruptions of
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anger or generate passive forms of alienation
(withdrawal). Overall for Turner, the
strength of a social order is contingent on
the degree that positive emotions flower at
the micro level and spread upward and out-
ward through meso and macro levels, while
negative emotions are repressed or reshaped
through guilt and shame.

Conclusions

These books share a fundamental tenet
found in much of sociological social psychol-
ogy: Micro level, situational processes are neces-
sary for macro social orders. Large scale social
units (organizations, communities, nations)
are governed via small groups such as
boards, executive committees, and manage-
ment teams. From the works reviewed
here, the resilience and dynamism of macro
social units is contingent in part on whether
macro culture and structure enable people to:
(1) express and coordinate relevant mean-
ings in conversation and talk (Maynard);
(2) affirm valued identities by enacting role
identities in ways that maintain consistency
between role standards or sentiments, their
own behavior, and reflected appraisals
(Burke and Stets; MacKinnon and Heise;
Hitlin); (3) cooperate with others without
having to trust them and thus be able to
generate joint goods otherwise impossible
to produce (Cook, Hardin, and Levi); (4)
engage in joint tasks that generate positive
feelings which people attribute in part to
the enabling macro social units (Lawler,
Thye, and Yoon); (5) experience positive
feelings across distinct micro settings with-
in a macro unit, thereby spreading positive
feelings from macro to meso to macro units
(Turner); and finally, (6) macro level social
inequalities are reproduced if cultural
beliefs about competencies and worth are
activated in distinct micro settings across
institutional realms (Ridgeway). The other
processes above—shared meanings, verifi-
cation of identities, person-to-group affec-
tive ties—may strengthen the connections
between cultural status beliefs and social
inequalities.

The six micro foundations discussed
above, all assume an underlying potential
for unpredictability, disorder, or chaos. The
social world is problematic for these books,

not only because of fundamental tensions
between individual and collective interests,
but because people have to coordinate
meanings to jointly produce successful inter-
action; they monitor reflected appraisals and
strive to affirm and verify valued identities,
including being ‘‘minimally moral;’’ they
import cultural expectations to local interac-
tions, and so forth. From such work, the par-
adigmatic social dilemma framing of the
problem of social order has a decidedly
more narrow scope than typically presumed.
Social orders are just as problematic when
people have common interests or interact
in cooperative contexts (e.g., Fine; Maynard;
Ridgeway), as when they have different inter-
ests or incentives to compete. It simply is not
as obvious or visible. Even if individual
self-interest is the basis for extant ties to
others or groups, with repeated ongoing
interaction these ties tend to become non-
instrumental, because of shared meanings
and small group cultures that emerge
(Fine), or the unintended emotional effects
of those interactions (Lawler et al.; Turner).
Finally, the affirmation of who we are as indi-
viduals or in roles is a basic human motiva-
tion (Turner) and also fundamentally non-
instrumental and moral (Burke and Stets;
MacKinnon and Heise; Hitlin). Free-riding
plays a relatively small role in most of these
works, yet all have important implications
for social order, micro and macro.

The message, then, is that sociological
social psychology offers a rich and promis-
ing tapestry of theory and research identify-
ing micro-level mechanisms and processes
that underlie and reflect macro orders. The
empirical evidence for these processes is
generally quite strong, being based on 15 to
30 years of research in most cases. These
works and others in sociological social psy-
chology (see Burke 2006) make possible
a deeper understanding of the reciprocal
interconnections between macro and micro
phenomena and suggest a more generic
framing and research agenda for the
Hobbesian problems of social order facing
societies in the twenty-first century.
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On July 4, 1984, The Wall Street Journal called
for a laissez-faire immigration policy,
allowing labor to flow as freely as goods.
Saluting immigrants, the editors asked,
would anyone ‘‘want to ‘control the borders’
at the moral expense of a 2,000-mile Berlin
Wall with minefields, dogs and machine-
gun towers?’’ Answering no, the editors pro-
posed a constitutional amendment: ‘‘There
shall be open borders.’’

The Journal has kept beating that drum,
reflecting the views of American business,
which generally believes that the more
immigrants, the better. Most Americans,
however, see the matter differently. For the
last decade or more, Republicans have been
striving to heighten the already high barriers
at the U.S.-Mexico border, while pushing to
reduce rights and entitlements for immi-
grants living on U.S. soil. Not wanting to
appear soft, Democrats have played along,
with deportations reaching an all-time high
under a president eager for Latino votes.

Similar challenges appear elsewhere.
After 1945, Western Europe looked for
workers abroad, only later to learn it had
instead received people. Struggling to inte-
grate the guestworkers’ children and grand-
children, the Europeans are now striving to
tap into global flows of high-skilled labor
while simultaneously keeping unwanted,
low-skilled newcomers off the old continent.

How to respond to international migra-
tion is not a dilemma for the residents of
the rich countries alone. Bad as things are
at the U.S.-Mexico border, the Mexico-
Guatemala border is a circle closer to hell;
for decades a country of emigration, and
then a country of transit migration (by Cen-
tral Americans), Mexico is now becoming
a country of immigration, creating a furor
that even gringos can understand. Further
afield, migration to South Africa from
Zimbabwe and Angola has triggered xeno-
phobic violence, adding to the burdens of
the post-apartheid transition.

These unending, global controversies
have spurred a burgeoning of migration
scholarship. A peripheral, somnolent area
four decades ago, international migration
has become an exceptionally lively interdis-
ciplinary field. Once the nearly exclusive
domain of American academics, migration
scholarship is increasingly international,
involving an especially strong current of
ideas and knowledge flowing across the
Atlantic. Though the proliferation of migra-
tion research means that sociology now
shares the stage with other disciplines, the
sociological contribution remains vibrant
and indispensable.

This essay reviews the best of that scholar-
ship, produced since the millennium. The
survey is selective, treating books, skipping
over many other excellent contributions to
highlight a range of themes, going beyond
U.S. boundaries, reaching out to other disci-
plines, and excluding books by the large
group of immigration scholars and PhD
graduates of my home university (UCLA),
whose work certainly deserves attention,
but from a less partial author. As I will
show there is much to be admired: recent
achievements are notable, significantly
deepening our understanding of the phe-
nomenon. Yet migration scholarship has
not reached its full potential. The central
handicap stems from the field’s distinctive
division of labor, with one literature situated
at the point of origin studying emigration and
the other at the point of destination studying
immigration. Though understandable, this
division of labor is problematic, obscuring
the inherent, ongoing connections between
home and host countries, the distinctively
political nature of population movements
across boundaries, and the continuing
importance of the national interests and
identities that impede migration. As a result
this otherwise vibrant literature too often
loses sight of the quality that makes migra-
tion a global dilemma of similar kind,
regardless of local peculiarities.

Movement in a World of Restricted
Migration

U.S. scholars tend to see a world on the
move. Globally, it is not true: a little under

Overcoming Barriers: Human Mobility and
Development, by the United Nations
Development Programme. New York,
NY: United Nations Human Develop-
ment Report, 2009.
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three percent of the world’s population lives
outside its country of birth, a fraction that
has barely budged in recent decades. The
critical transformation, rather, is the one
readily perceptible to the migration sociolo-
gists of the developed world: theirs are the
societies on which international migration
has increasingly converged. Over half of
the world’s migrants reside in the 28 very
highly developed OECD countries; conse-
quently immigrant density ranks high in
the developed world, starting at 40 percent
in Israel, averaging 13 percent, and falling
to its lowest in South Korea at 1.2 percent
(UN Development Programme 2009).

Because migration involves changing
a poorer for a richer place, population move-
ments across boundaries are good for the
migrants, motivating the United Nations
Development Programme to focus its 2009
Development Report on Overcoming Barriers:
Human Mobility and Development, an essential
source for experts and the uninitiated. The
poorer the migrants’ point of origin, the
greater the gain from migration. On average,
migrants from the poorest of the OECD
countries experience a 15-fold increase in
income, a 16-fold decrease in child mortality,
and roughly a doubling of child enrollment,
changes so great as to be unlikely the prod-
uct of the processes ‘‘selecting’’ people for
migration in the first place. By crossing
boundaries the migrants achieve what the
natives of the rich countries enjoy, not out
of merit, but by the luck of birth in a wealthy
place. As development economist Lant
Pritchett notes in his provocatively titled
Let Their People Come (2006), ‘‘nearly all the
differences in wages between individuals
in rich and poor countries are explained by
the location of the work, not their personal
characteristics’’ (p. 20). Hence, a Salvadoran
high school graduate in the United States
makes as much as his U.S.-born counterpart,
but almost nine times as much as a similarly-
educated compatriot, living back home.

Migration is not only good for the
migrants: it does good things for kin and
communities left behind. Moving to rich
countries, the migrants consume at higher
rates, gain access to everyday comforts that
the people of the developed world take for
granted, all the while saving money that
they send home, at a volume greatly

exceeding the level of official aid and often
comprising more than 10 percent of GDP in
many developing countries. Gains to
migrants occur with little, if any, damage to
the people among whom they settle.
Increased migration has little impact on the
destination country’s per capita income; if
so, the effect is slightly positive. Migrant
workers are most likely to compete with pri-
or migrants, making aggregate labor market
effects tend to be small or nil. However,
nothing is cost-free: migration appears to
harm the public fiscally, though more so
where the tax system is more progressive;
in the United States, where states and local-
ities account for a large share of public
expenditures, negative impacts are likely in
the states where immigrants live.

If migration is so good for the migrants,
doing little harm to the rich countries on
which they converge, what accounts for all
the fuss? One answer can be found in Beyond
Smoke and Mirrors: Mexican Immigration in an
Era of Economic Integration (2002), an invalu-
able summary of the research record com-
piled by the Mexican Migration Project
(MMP). Initiated by Douglas Massey of
Princeton and Jorge Durand of the Universi-
ty of Guadalajara almost three decades ago
and continuing ever since, MMP may rank
as the single most significant North Ameri-
can contribution to migration studies
worldwide.

Beyond Smoke and Mirrors, in my view the
most important of the recent books to
emerge from MMP, outlines the systematic
features driving international migration
and then demonstrates how U.S. policies,
based on a misunderstanding of those system-
ic features, have shaped Mexico-to-United
States migration in a fashion that neither
Mexicans nor the Norteamericanos want.
While global inequalities make international
migration a persistent, normal feature of the
world, migration entails more than
a response to the economic gap between
richer and poorer places. Migration requires
resources, impeding the poorest—with the
greatest to gain from migration—from
leaving; since economic development gener-
ates resources, it ironically accelerates out-
movement. Emigrants do not necessarily
leave in order to immigrate, that is, settle
down elsewhere. Rather, they often depart
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in order to survive, responding to inadequa-
cies in credit, capital, or insurance markets at
home, temporarily relocating to a high wage
country where they amass resources for use
back home. The linkage between origin and
destination derives from deep-seated, his-
torical processes—colonialism, war, or
investment—integrating societies across
borders. Therefore, migrants often do not
go to the nearest, wealthier neighbor but
rather the country connected by other, lon-
ger-standing ties. Once begun, migration
takes on its own dynamic: networks linking
settlers and movers solve everyday migra-
tion-related problems, transplanting the home
community onto foreign soil, creating a familiar
environment and thereby diminishing migra-
tion’s social and psychic dislocations. Nonethe-
less, migration can be stopped, not by the
actions of receiving states, but rather by
completion of the very developmental pro-
cess that first spurred migration. Since
homo economicus values not just hard cash,
but also home and familiarity, migrations
cease when the social and psychic costs of
displacement outweigh the economic gains,
and hence well before wages in the origin
economy catch up with destination earnings.

These principles underlie the system
of Mexico-to-United States migration,
described as ‘‘well-ordered machinery oper-
ating in a predictable fashion according to
a patterned logic. . . ’’ (p. 4). As Beyond Smoke
and Mirrors explains, U.S. policy during the
first 75 years of the twentieth century took
several twists and turns: first, the creation
of a formal guestworker program, lasting
from 1942 to 1964; then, after its abolition,
an undocumented, but otherwise, largely
unchanged flow, linking the same emigration
regions in Mexico to the same places of desti-
nation in the United States. The result was
the assembly of a stable system of circular
migration, dominated mainly by men, cross-
ing the U.S.-Mexico border with relative
ease, seeking temporary work, generally
returning home, rather than settling in the
United States.

Unfortunately, U.S. policymakers threw
‘‘a wrench in the machine.’’ Seeking to end
undocumented migration, policy makers
enacted a 1986 amnesty, leading previously
temporary workers to settle permanently,
bringing their families. Wanting to let

agricultural interests secure ample workers,
Congress extended amnesty broadly, encour-
aging permanent migration of persons with
little prior migratory experience. Hoping to
curb undocumented migration, the United
States stepped up border enforcement, per-
versely helping migrant smugglers, who
could increase their prices because relatives
living in the United States were willing to
dig further into their pockets and absorb the
additional costs. As the border-crossing expe-
rience became increasingly terrifying, new
arrivals hesitated to go home and try their
luck again; consequently, migrants who
might have preferred a temporary sojourn
in the United States ended up settling for
good. With greatly heightened barriers to
entry in California and Texas, new U.S.-
bound migrants headed elsewhere, national-
izing a previously regional phenomenon. The
result was ‘‘the worst of all possible worlds,’’
with the huge expenditure on enforcement
failing to diminish the flow, but utterly trans-
forming the nature of Mexican migration.

The authors of Beyond Smoke and Mirrors
are scathing in their assessment of U.S. poli-
cy and U.S. policy makers: the latter are self-
deceiving, hypocritical, and schizophrenic,
enacting ‘‘Potemkin village’’ type measures
involving a ‘‘charade’’ and a ‘‘sham,’’ which
amount to nothing more than a magician’s
illusion designed to fool a gullible public.
But is the U.S. state really both crazy and
ineffectual? One might instead see the Unit-
ed States as crazy like a fox. Regardless of
official rhetoric, acceptance of undocument-
ed immigration is the policy, one not totally
devoid of rationale. If dangerous, dirty,
and disrespectable work requires foreign
workers, they have to be selected. As poten-
tial farmworkers and dishwashers arrive
without resumes and educational creden-
tials in hand, an alternative is to see how
well they do on the job. If they succeed,
one can later formally let them through
the door—exactly as did the 1986 amnesty
and would any amnesty of the future.
Moreover, cracking down on the border
discourages the faint-hearted; again, not
a bad selection strategy. While ugly and
diverging from expert advice, the policy
provides one way of staffing the least desir-
able jobs—a problem that no rich demo-
cracy can avoid.
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Nor are efforts at migration control inef-
fectual. U.S. policy could not stop Mexican
migration, but it transformed it, time and
again. Policy failure also appears to lie in
the eye of the beholder. Wanting immigra-
tion reduced, the developed world’s people
believe that their states’ policies have failed.
From the developing world perspective, as
Lant Pritchett so effectively argues, the
migration controls imposed by the United
States and the other rich democracies are
all too effective. Doors to international trade
in goods and services have massively wid-
ened, leading differences in international
prices for goods to drop: a Big Mac bought in
a developed country is not even twice the
cost of the Big Mac purchased in countries
at the twentieth percentile (Freeman 2006).
By contrast, differences in international
wages have grown immensely, making gains
to migration ever greater than before. Cur-
rent wages ratios between numerous pairs
of possible origin and destination countries
(e.g., Vietnam and Japan at 1:9) are far higher
than the ‘‘historical ratios between the mass
senders and the United States’’ (Pritchett,
p. 20). Although migration entails social
and psychological costs deterring many
potential movers, evidence indicates ample
readiness to migrate. The Gallup poll esti-
mates that 700 million people wish to
migrate permanently: among them, 6.2 mil-
lion Mexicans and fully half of the popula-
tion of El Salvador, Haiti, and Ethiopia. Let-
ting the world’s poor move would appear to
have immensely beneficial effects: according
to one analysis, free migration could as
much as double world income (Pritchett, p.
32). One need not go so far: if rich countries
would let their labor force rise by a mere
three percent, the gains to poor country citi-
zens would exceed the costs of foreign aid by
a factor of almost five (World Bank 2006).

However, ‘‘let them stay there, not let them
come here’’ is the developed world’s funda-
mental goal; far from inept, the United States
and the other rich democracies do a remark-
ably effective job, facilitating cross-border
movement by citizens of wealthy countries,
while forcing people from the developing
world to queue up for visas or climb over
walls. Consequently, migrants’ decision-
making is inherently related to the policy
decisions and preferences of the non-movers

in the developed world, making the determi-
nants of emigration inextricably linked to the
politics of migration restriction. Moreover,
the idea that migration would be self-
regulating if only politicians would get out
of the way or listen to experts obscures the
fundamentally political nature of population
movements across borders. The reactions of
the natives are as much a part of the phenom-
enon as the behavior and motivations of the
migrants.

The Political Sociology of International
Migration

Governments of the developed world do
what their peoples want: restrict migration.
Opposition to free movement across borders
is nearly universal: just 7.2 percent of OECD
residents queried by the 2005 World Values
Survey wanted their country to ‘‘let anyone
come.’’ Almost half of Americans wanted
‘‘strict limits,’’ and 7.6 percent preferred an
absolute ban on immigrants—making them
more restrictionist than other OECD
nationals. The Pew 2007 Global Attitudes
Survey revealed the same pattern: residents
of the rich democracies like foreign trade
and free markets, without thinking that peo-
ple should move as freely as goods. Large
majorities everywhere want controls tight-
ened up.

Economists find anti-immigrant prefer-
ences difficult to understand, as economical-
ly they do not make much sense: if migration
has little material impact, why resist it? Soci-
ologists have an answer, though one not
compatible with the conventional inward-
focused approach, which, assuming that
state equals society equals nation, makes
the political nature of international migra-
tion disappear.

Though it may be hard to admit, migra-
tion control is a constitutive aspect of a world
of nation-states, which is why it is ubiqui-
tous. The nation-state, in its liberal incarna-
tion above all, is a state, not of humanity at
large, but rather of, by, and for some partic-
ular sub-set of humanity, namely ‘‘the peo-
ple.’’ Though diverse and criss-crossed by
various conflicts, ‘‘the people’’ is distinct
from the other national peoples, located
beyond the state’s borders. Moreover, the
national community is understood in
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relational and territorial terms: ‘‘we’’ belong
‘‘here,’’ ‘‘they’’ belong ‘‘there.’’ Hence, main-
taining the national community implies ter-
ritorial boundaries, delimiting the identities
of those whose interests should be reflected
in and represented by their state. Those
boundaries impede migrants seeking to get
ahead by moving from a poorer to a richer
state.

Policy makers and publics generally
understand that zero immigration is neither
feasible nor desirable; they also realize that
many more immigrants would arrive were
there no controls at all. Hence, restriction
requires selection, the subject of Christian
Joppke’s impressive comparative study,
Selecting by Origin (2005). Contrasting eight
different immigration states slotted into
three different types—the settler states of
Australia and the United States; the ‘‘post-
colonial constellations’’ of France, the United
Kingdom, Spain, and Portugal; and the
‘‘diaspora constellations’’ of Germany and
Israel—Joppke shows that immigrant selec-
tion takes a different form than it did when
the last age of mass migration ended shortly
after World War I. Though portals were nev-
er entirely shut, the outsiders who arrived
were almost always selected on the basis of
national background: either similar to
nationals or dominants or at least not too
distant and therefore of adequate appeal.

However, ethnic selection fits poorly with
the ideological environment that has swept
the rich democracies ever since World War
II. Policies discriminating on the basis of
ascribed characteristics are taboo. Not only
is neutrality required of the liberal state
when it comes to the ethnic or cultural differ-
ences among the existing people of the state;
the same principle applies to potential
members of the state. Some types of
sorting—for example, preferring engineers
instead of dishwashers—are still allowable.
But selecting on the basis of in-born
characteristics—race, national origins, or
ethnicity—is a no.

Analyzing Australia and the United
States, Joppke shows how ‘‘liberal stateness’’
reshaped policy. These states reacted simi-
larly to the global flows of people of the
last era of mass migration: curbing move-
ments across national borders, and provid-
ing access to newcomers whose national

origins were shared by dominant groups.
Walls began tumbling after mid-century:
key policy changes occurred during the
1960s in the United States and shortly there-
after in Australia. In Joppke’s view the two
countries ‘‘had to give up . . . ethnic immigra-
tion policy for much the same reasons. . . : an
epistemic shift after World War II outlawed
race as a legitimate principle of ordering
the social world. . . ’’ (p. 32, emphasis
added). Other considerations intervened—
once having cast itself as leader of the
‘‘Free World,’’ the United States found it
harder to ignore liberal principles; a ‘‘white
Australia’’ policy became harder to justify,
after Canada and the United States had
abandoned ethnic selection. Though not
pleasing all in either place, source-country
universalism prevailed against subsequent
challenges.

Joppke’s book is an essential source: his
comparative approach illuminates the
source of cross-state differences, while high-
lighting generic attributes of the challenge
that migration poses to liberal nation-states
and hence, common features shared by their
policies. Nonetheless, the transition from
ethnic selection to source country universal-
ism is also a change about which Joppke is
too enthusiastic, lapsing into talk about
‘‘universalistic immigration policies’’
(p. 51), or a ‘‘principle of nondiscriminatory
immigration policies’’ (p. 69) as if the rich
democracies were ready to take a neutral
stance when confronting the number, not to
speak of the range of persons, whom they
are ready to let cross borders and settle
down. In a point not adequately under-
scored in the book, selection is a second
order matter; the first order issue concerns
the commitment to restriction and control,
a question definitively settled long ago.
Moreover, Joppke’s insistence on ideological
imperatives, ‘‘commanding’’ or ‘‘calling’’ for
policy change, serves him ill, as nothing
about the liberal state requires it to open its
doors to all. While liberal states could follow
the motto inscribed on the Statue of Liberty,
they are equally free to keep immigrant
numbers as close to zero as practicality will
allow.

Emphasizing the ‘‘imperatives’’ of liberal-
ism ignores the two-sided liberalism of
today’s democratic nation-states. While
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those states may be increasingly liberal inter-
nally, not so externally, as preventing other-
wise law-abiding people from moving
ahead is liberalism’s very antithesis. Open-
ness and closure are also hard to reconcile.
Given the illiberalism entailed in territorial
restriction—building walls, deporting immi-
grants, cracking down on asylum seekers—
ideological consistency seems an inadequate
explanation of policy change.

Nonetheless, Joppke’s book brilliantly
illuminates the explicit criteria that rich coun-
tries use when deciding who will be their
chosen. Since states try to sift and select,
but never fully succeed, attempts to regulate
flows across national boundaries inevitably
produce a new category of person: the ‘‘ille-
gal’’ immigrant. Unable to prevent illegal
immigration, but unable to accept it, the
United States and the other rich democracies
are left grappling with these ‘‘impossible
subjects,’’ to quote from the title of Mae
Ngai’s rightly influential, impressively
researched history of Impossible Subjects: Ille-
gal Aliens and the Making of Modern America
(2005).

The creation of the ‘‘illegal alien,’’ Ngai
shows, occurred alongside the imposition
of legislation in the early 1920s, prohibiting
migration from Asia, impeding migration
from Europe, and greatly diminishing entry
from southern and eastern Europe. Restric-
tion indelibly affected Mexican immigrants,
whose role expanded as European immigra-
tion was shut off and for whom illegal status
exacerbated the stigma associated with
work.

Restriction immediately impelled other
changes: formerly open, territorial borders
now had to be controlled, resulting in
a new agency, the border patrol, specialized
in excluding undesirables. Notwithstanding
efforts at policing, borders proved leaky, the
consequences of which are among the book’s
most important points. Policy changes at the
territory’s external edge yielded corre-
sponding interior shifts: with some immi-
grants evading border control, effective
restriction required the capacity for deporta-
tion. However, the undocumented immi-
grants of the time put down roots, develop-
ing ties to spouses or children entitled to
stay in the United States. Consequently, as
America discovered in the 1920s and 1930s,

deportation proved both controversial and
difficult to effect.

Ngai also treats the story of mid-1960s pol-
icy liberalization in the United States, show-
ing the underside of this effort to undo the
past’s harms. That history has been mainly
written by sympathizers with the winners,
largely for reasons signaled by Joppke: eth-
nic selection is so discredited as to be beyond
the pale. Ngai sees something else. While the
ethnic winners of the 1965 legislation
wrapped themselves up in the mantle of
a good cause, theirs was also the politics of
self-interest, establishing their origins and
their groups, as the equal of all other Ameri-
cans, regardless of vintage or ancestry. More
than they realized, the reformers accepted
restriction’s root assumption: that America
should be a bounded community, with doors
open to only a selected few. By imposing
new controls on immigration from the west-
ern hemisphere—until then largely reg-
ulated informally, without any country
quotas—the 1965 Act yielded an exclusion-
ary effect as important as its inclusionary
impact so often lauded. Hence, barriers to
legal migration from Mexico rose just as
that migratory system shifted from its guest-
worker to its undocumented phase, with the
result that the capacity to cross over the
boundary from undocumented immigrant
to legal resident correspondingly declined.

For students of the contemporary scene,
Ngai’s analysis of the politics of deportation
and the controversies it created should ring
familiar. In a sense, she confirms the central
insight of the sociologists of assimilation:
namely, that the social boundaries between
foreigners and nationals are blurry and rela-
tively easily traversed. Since the migrants’
quest to get ahead leads them to adopt com-
petencies and practices rewarded in the
place where they live, their capacity to con-
nect with social insiders steadily grows.

What the conventional, inward-focused
approach forgets, however, is that every for-
eigner also arrives as an alien; while the
social boundary between immigrants and
natives is informal and diffuse, not so the
cleavage between citizens and aliens, which
is rooted in law. Consequently, there are
two opposing forces at work: settlement
weaves the foreigners, regardless of legal
status, into the society where they live;
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alienage deprives all non-citizens of full
rights, making them vulnerable to the exclu-
sionary preferences of the people whose
society they have joined.

For these reasons, deportation entails tear-
ing the social fabric, making for controversy
both in the immigrant America of the 1920s
and in democratic immigration societies
ever since, as explained by Antje Ellermann
in her outstanding study of deportation pol-
icy in the United States and Germany, States
Against Migrants (2009). For Ellermann
deportation entails ‘‘coercive social regula-
tion,’’ inherently raising issues of right and
wrong. It also yields direct government
intrusion into individual lives, in the case
of deportation, exercising immense conse-
quences for both the foreigner and the citi-
zens to whom they may be linked. As depor-
tation involves use of the state’s ultimate
weapon—its monopoly over violence—it
also produces social conflict.

Ellermann masterfully demonstrates the
interweaving of the social and the political
dimensions of international migration. Like
Joppke, she shows that efforts to control
migration present liberal states with funda-
mentally similar problems, producing com-
parable, though not identical reactions.
Thus when deportation threatens, it sets in
motion a like chain of events in both
Germany and the United States. First, the
person is on this side of the border, not the
wrong side, making them more difficult to
ignore. Since they may also be one’s co-
worker, neighbor, spouse, or partner, the
human dimension inevitably springs to the
fore. Hence, the people of the state go to
work for the alien people residing in the
state, interceding with authorities to let that
person stay, a more compelling humanitari-
an issue than that of letting some unseen,
unknown outsider come. Moreover, undesir-
ables cannot be levitated across borders;
expulsion is a face-to-face job that someone
must do. Various constellations of immi-
grant political embedding, combined with
differences in governmental structure,
ensure that deportation dilemmas systemat-
ically proceed in different ways. But neither
Germany nor the United States nor any other
like society can escape the quandaries and
conflicts standing at the center of this
impressive book.

Thus in crossing the territorial frontier,
undocumented immigrants enter a new soci-
ety, but not its polity, leaving them highly
vulnerable. Since foreigners with perma-
nent, legal resident rights are nonetheless
aliens, they also find themselves in that lim-
inal space between internal and external
boundaries. Escaping entails crossing yet
another obstacle: the barrier to citizenship.

Citizenship is carefully rationed, exclud-
ing far more residents from membership
than democratic theory would allow. Some
rich, immigrant dense democracies, like
Austria or Switzerland are particularly strin-
gent. Others, including Canada and the
United States, are less so. Though immigrant
densities are higher in Canada than in the
United States, and the rules of citizenship
acquisition are much the same in both coun-
tries, Canada’s naturalization rates are dou-
ble those in the United States. Those dispar-
ities spill over into broader patterns of polit-
ical incorporation: immigrants in Canada are
more likely to gain political office than their
U.S. counterparts.

Irene Bloemraad’s insightful Becoming
a Citizen (2006) explains why the path to
political incorporation has diverged in these
adjacent, otherwise similar countries.
Bloemraad dispenses of the obvious expla-
nation: the gap is unrelated to the much
greater undocumented presence in the Unit-
ed States, showing up across almost all
nationalities. Instead, she highlights the dif-
fering responses to the cognitive and affec-
tive obstacles impeding political incorpora-
tion everywhere. As foreigners, the immi-
grants are hindered by lack of knowledge,
neither grasping the means and mechanics
of citizenship acquisition and the political
game and nor possessing confidence that
investment in trying to enter the polity will
pay off. As political incorporation begins
with acquiring a new citizenship, it is tied
up with a pre-existing, deeply-rooted aspect
of the ego, national identity. Hence, immi-
grants feeling that they are abandoning,
even betraying, their origin are unlikely to
take on another nationality.

Through an ingenious comparative case
study of Portuguese and Vietnamese immi-
grants in Toronto and Boston, Bloemraad
shows how policy can systematically lower
these obstacles. The Boston comparison
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highlights the difference between the
prevailing U.S. laissez-faire approach expe-
rienced by the Portuguese, and the less com-
mon experience of the Vietnamese who as
refugees benefited from government settle-
ment assistance. Those programs mattered
because they funded an ethnic organization-
al infrastructure in a way unavailable to the
Portuguese, increasing access to political
actors and facilitating political learning.
The comparison between Vietnamese in the
two cities demonstrates the impact of poli-
cies directed toward the affective obstacle.
By providing support and recognition for
home country identities and explicitly
allowing for dual citizenship, Canadian
multiculturalism led the Vietnamese in
Toronto to view Canadian and Vietnamese
national identities as compatible, unlike
their counterparts in Boston, for whom
home and host society national identities
were experienced as conflictual.

Becoming a Citizen shows that citizenship
can be both an instrument of inclusion and
exclusion—a point first made by Rogers
Brubaker more than two decades ago,
though not absorbed by the sociologists of
assimilation, who continue to think of citi-
zenship acquisition as a matter for immi-
grants to decide on their own. Despite its
many merits, Bloemraad’s portrayal
detaches control over the inner boundary of
citizenship from that of the outer boundary
of territorial access, when in fact the two
are directly connected. Canada focuses on
the latter, seeking to admit an ever more
selective group of immigrants, whom it
then ushers across the internal border. By
contrast, the United States has opted for
a laxer territorial approach, effectively
waiting for the foreigners to provide
a lengthy on-site demonstration of their wor-
thiness before letting them into the people.
And increasingly, Canada is opting for
a hybrid system, ramping up its recruitment
of temporary foreign workers, who enjoy the
benefits of labor in a high-wage economy,
but lacking the skills that Canada wants for
its own, find the door to citizenship shut
closed. Hence, the study of population
mobility across boundaries is inextricable
from the study of the barriers to movement
itself.

The Sociology of Assimilation

In a world where nation-states contain soci-
eties (as implied by the concept of ‘‘Ameri-
can society’’), territory and people coincide:
‘‘we’’ are ‘‘here,’’ ‘‘they’’ are ‘‘there.’’ Since
population movements across borders bring
‘‘them’’ ‘‘here,’’ upsetting this isomorphism
of people, place, and territory, the question
of how the outsiders from abroad will
belong inevitably arises.

Until recently, public and scholarly views
more or less converged, expecting that
newcomers and their descendants would
abandon old country ties and habits for the
ways and affiliations of the national commu-
nity that they had joined. Assimilation’s
scholarly appeal, however, has been declin-
ing; currently, an increasingly influential
current contends that the best that can be
said for assimilation is that it did a good
job of predicting the past.

In the new view, first propounded in
a pathbreaking 1992 article by Alejandro
Portes and Min Zhou, today’s reality is less
forgiving of problems than before. Then,
newcomers and old-timers were white;
today, new Americans are people of color
encountering a ‘‘negative reception context.’’
Then, children of peasant migrants could
drop out of high school and move on to
well-paying factory jobs; today, the factory
sector is shrunken making incremental
movement hard. Then, assimilation led into
‘‘mainstream culture’’; today, growing up as
stigmatized strangers leads many new
Americans to absorb the ‘‘values and
norms of the inner city.’’ While peril is not
everywhere—offspring of the large immi-
grant middle class can expect to move ahead
smartly—children of working-class immi-
grants grow up under a shadow. Excessively
rapid assimilation, weakening parental con-
trol, diminishing ethnic community ties, and
unrealistically heightened aspirations for
consumption threaten to transform today’s
second generation into a ‘‘rainbow under-
class.’’ However, when continued ethnic
attachment combines with the acquisition
of ‘‘mainstream’’ tools and competencies,
upward movement can still ensue.

Pointing to so radical a departure in sec-
ond generation trajectories, this hypothesis
of ‘‘segmented assimilation,’’ generated an
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electric effect. The original statement had
a speculative cast, resting on a then thin
research corpus; much more ammunition
has been provided since, especially via pub-
lication of Legacies: The Story of the Immigrant
Second Generation (2001), co-authored by
Alejandro Portes and Rúben Rumbaut. Lega-
cies testifies to its first author’s extraordinary
perspicacity, who quickly detected the social
import and scholarly significance of immi-
gration, when it was perceptible to very,
very few. That depth of perception gave
birth to one of the landmark immigration
studies of the 1980s, Latin Journey. While oth-
er scholars were still focused on the foreign-
born and their experience, Portes realized
that immigration might yield its greatest
impact via the immigrants’ children. Hence,
with Rumbaut he launched a longitudinal
survey of immigrant children in 1992, just
as the first major second generation cohorts
were coming of age.

Legacies examines results from that
survey’s first two rounds, tracing experi-
ences of immigrant offspring in San Diego
and Miami as they moved from middle to
high school. Analyzing language change,
ethnic identity, mental health, and educa-
tional attainment, Legacies refined the origi-
nal argument, while reiterating its core
claims. The book innovated by specifying
two acculturation types: ‘‘dissonant,’’ in
which children rapidly shift to host society
culture, away from their parents’; ‘‘conso-
nant’’ in which children and parents change
at the same pace. Acculturation type com-
bined with differences in social capital
explains why children of working-class
immigrants would follow different paths,
with ‘‘downward assimilation’’ the label
applied to those for whom ‘‘the learning of
new cultural patterns and entry into Ameri-
can social circles does not lead. . . to upward
mobility but to its exact opposite’’ (p. 59). As
a multi-dimensional study of a myriad of
ethnic groups, this book eludes easy summa-
ry. Perhaps the clearest statement of the
authors’ conclusions comes toward the
book’s end, where they review evidence
regarding Mexican immigrant offspring,
the largest component of the contemporary
second generation. As they see it, Legacies
bears out the ‘‘theoretically anticipated
effects of low human capital combined

with a negative context of reception’’
(p. 277): Mexican parents get little support
from their co-ethnics and report relatively
low aspirations for their children; the chil-
dren have the lowest self-esteem; they main-
tain lower educational expectations than
most other groups; reacting to host society
hostility, they are most likely to have moved
toward an unhyphenated self-identity.

Legacies’ legacy has developed through
unending and increasingly international
debate over its core contentions, exemplified
by the powerful and cogent reply developed
in Richard Alba and Victor Nee’s Remaking
the American Mainstream (2003). A book of
synthesis and interpretation, Remaking seeks
to rescue assimilation as scientific concept,
demonstrating its continuing utility. The
authors define assimilation, not as end-state,
but as ‘‘the decline of an ethnic distinction
and its corollary cultural and social differ-
ences’’ (p. 14). As those differences lose
salience, immigrants and their descendants
enter the American ‘‘mainstream’’: ‘‘that
part of society within which ethnic and racial
differences’’ (p. 12) have modest impact.

The book packs a punch by showing how
the potential for purposive, rational choice
propels assimilation. Migrants’ search for
the better life, motivating the initial depar-
ture itself, usually bears no inherent relation-
ship to assimilation. Rarely is assimilation
consciously embraced; often it is the end
that immigrants wish to avoid. However,
migrants and their descendants encounter
an environment that encourages changes
yielding convergence with the expectations
of the dominant group. While ethnic dis-
crimination previously thwarted ethnic
effort and mobility, changes in state policies
‘‘extending civil rights to minorities and
women have increased the cost of discrimi-
nation. . . in non-trivial ways’’ (p. 57). Conse-
quently, by switching to English, or acquir-
ing higher-level skills, or moving to a safer
neighborhood where out-group contacts
are more plentiful, immigrants and their off-
spring succeed in finding a better future.
Hence, most new Americans select ‘‘main-
stream strategies,’’ thereby progressing
toward assimilation, whether wanted or not.

Equipped with this framework, Alba and
Nee examine the experience of earlier,
European- and Asian-origin groups. They
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conclude that the ‘‘forces promoting assimi-
lation are well entrenched in the American
social order’’; the structure of opportunities
‘‘compels the American-born descendants of
European and Asian immigrants to choose
between the optimum range of mobility
chances, on the one hand, and strong attach-
ment to an ethnic community and its culture,
on the other’’ (p. 125, emphasis added). The
authors then review evidence on contempo-
rary patterns of assimilation and accultura-
tion, masterfully synthesizing a vast array
of data regarding language, social relations,
economic attainment, education, and resi-
dential patterns. Worrying about the pros-
pects for the relatively large population of
low-skilled immigrants and their descend-
ants, they depart from segmented assimila-
tion’s pessimism, demonstrating that even
the offspring of the least fortunate new
Americans appear headed upward. Agree-
ing with Portes and Rumbaut that the Mexi-
can immigrant and Mexican-American
experience comprise assimilation’s acid
case, Alba and Nee conclude that the rele-
vant scholarship shows the move up from
the bottom is likely, yielding a more diversi-
fied set of ethnic relations in its wake.

Philip Kasinitz, John Mollenkopf, Mary
Waters, and Jennifer Holdaway’s book on
second generation New Yorkers, Inheriting
the City (2008) provides a still more explicit
challenge to segmented assimilation. This
book utilizes a wealth of information: a tele-
phone survey of roughly 3,400 respondents
from the New York metropolitan region;
extensive in-depth interviews; lessons learned
from separate, parallel ethnographic studies.
Whereas Legacies emphasized the negative
effects of ‘‘Americanization’’ without third-
generation-plus Americans in its sample,
this research includes U.S.-born white, black,
and Puerto Rican respondents to benchmark
the degree of second generation convergence
or lack thereof. Unlike Legacies, which ana-
lyzed results from surveys of teenagers—
for whom the tribulations of assimilation
are impossible to disentangle from the tribu-
lations of adolescence—Inheriting queried
young adults (18–32), likely possessing
more stable views and more shapen lives.

Though the analysis is nuanced, the take-
away message is unmistakable: notwith-
standing parental disadvantages, immigrant

offspring are doing gratifyingly well. While
group differences are striking, emerging
across many dimensions, the overall pattern
is clear: downward mobility is not in the
cards. Nor do working-class immigrants
appear to thrive via ethnic retention (e.g.,
bilingualism), as contended by Portes and
his associates. On the contrary, the most suc-
cessful are those among whom American-
ization goes the deepest. Though New York
is a tough place, the environment is facilitat-
ing; immigrant offspring respond creatively
to its conditions, generating a hybrid, multi-
cultural lifestyle that builds on the immi-
grant past while connecting to the American
future. That being said, the authors remain
sober: the New York inherited by the immi-
grant offspring is not one in which Amer-
ica’s traditional racial divide will have been
bridged: African Americans and Puerto
Ricans lag behind. Dark clouds hover above
the trajectories followed by at least some of
the new New Yorkers, with lower levels of
schooling success, early parenthood, and
higher rates of single parenthood signaling
possible, longer-term problems.

This capsule summary only skims the sur-
face of a rapidly burgeoning literature,
enriched by a broad array of qualitative
and quantitative studies, new data sets,
and a growing number of European studies,
many beginning to draw on data the quality
of which should be the envy of U.S.
researchers. There is also a satisfyingly
cumulative nature to the scholarship,
though readers attending closely to the con-
troversy over segmented assimilation might
rightfully conclude that there is a little too
much shouting.

Yet for all that is admirable, there is also
something awry. In underlining the potential
for ‘‘downward assimilation’’ into a ‘‘rain-
bow underclass,’’ the hypothesis of segment-
ed assimilation has led researchers in an
unpromising direction. As the ‘‘underclass’’
is a contested, highly ideological concept,
debate centered around this possibility is
unlikely to generate much enlightenment.
On the other hand, one hesitates to accept
a story about the disappearance of ethnic
difference set in a society where class differ-
ences have grown, precisely during the peri-
od when the foreign-born population has so
dramatically expanded. The United States
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greeting today’s immigrants is far more
unequal than the society in which the
descendants of the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury immigrants gained acceptance. The
immigrants of contemporary America have
also been converging on those places in
which inequality takes its most severe
form. As quite the same thing could be
said for Paris, London, Amsterdam, Toronto,
and the other immigrant capitals of the
developed world, the concerns voiced by
the proponents of segmented assimilation
do not seem entirely misplaced.

But there is a more important problem:
regardless of perspective, the students of
assimilation stand with their backs at the
border, looking inward. Consequently, both
the international and the inherently political
nature of population movements across
national boundaries fall out of view. Socially,
the people opting for life in another state are
not just immigrants, but also emigrants,
retaining ties to people and places left
behind. Though the immigrant search for
a better life yields long-term changes likely
to complicate interactions with the people
left behind, the short- to medium-term
effects take a different form, increasing the
emigrants’ capacity to help out their signifi-
cant others still living in the home
society—thereby encouraging further immi-
gration and the ethnic densities that facilitate
continued home country ties.

Moreover, the immigrants/emigrants are
also foreigners from foreign places. Whereas
sociologists understand international migra-
tion as normal, repeatedly bringing one
society onto the territory of another state,
nationals have a different view, believing
that state, society, and territory should be
one and the same. Disturbed by the influx
of foreigners many nationals respond with
hostility: some insist that boundaries around
the state be tightened; others demand that
boundaries of the political community within
the state be narrowed; some are more
accepting, but expect the newcomers to take
on the native code and switch loyalties from
home to host societies. Those reactions, com-
prising an inherent part of the phenomenon,
shape and circumscribe the assimilation
options available to the arrivals from abroad.

Focusing on the inter-national dimension
of the phenomenon also highlights the

difficulties that the researchers encounter
in identifying the population into which the
immigrants and their offspring are meant to
assimilate. The ‘‘mainstream’’ is apparently
the concept of the day; however, as it also
implies sidestream, one also needs to explain
who gets into the sidestream, who stays
there, and why. Alas, the conventional
approach provides no such account. Political-
ly, the population described as the main-
stream is divided, whether by ideology, class,
region, religion, or some material interest.
Moreover, assimilation into the mainstream
and a corresponding diffusion of identity is
not what nationals want. Rather, they clamor
that foreigners become nationals—in the
U.S. case, ‘‘Americans’’—replacing the par-
ticularism imported from abroad with the
particularism found in their new home.

The immigrants are not just foreigners;
they are also aliens, a condition shared by
every foreigner crossing national boundaries,
whether as legal permanent resident, tempo-
rary worker, tourist, or undocumented
immigrant. Social boundaries of the sort
emphasized by Alba and Nee may be blurry,
but legal boundaries surrounding the myri-
ad, formal categories of alien are bright.
While the import of alien status varies by cit-
izenship regime, exercising least weight
where citizenship is a birthright, nowhere is
its significance trivial. Naturalized citizens
currently comprise one-third of all foreign-
born people living in the United States; anoth-
er third are legal permanent residents; another
third belong to some other, more tenuous legal
status. Undocumented immigration in Europe
is lower, but naturalization barriers are higher.
While immigrant offspring born in the United
States are citizens, many young immigrant off-
spring growing up in the United States—
a population comprising 40 to 50 percent of
those studied in Legacies and Inheriting the
City—are born abroad. No small fraction is
undocumented; many more have undocu-
mented parents or siblings. Consequently,
the brightest boundaries are not imported
and have nothing to do with ethnicity; rath-
er, they are fundamentally political, made in
and by receiving states, exercising long-term
consequences at the individual level and
beyond. Beginning outside the body politic,
migrants have limited ability to influence
‘‘who gets what’’ let alone ‘‘who is what,’’
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making it easy for nationals to ignore the
needs and preference of those who have no
organized voice.

Transnationalism

In moving to another country, the migrants
pull one society onto the territory of another
state, leading ‘‘here’’ and ‘‘there’’ to con-
verge. As the home country society gets
transplanted onto receiving states, alien terri-
tory becomes a familiar environment, yield-
ing the infrastructure needed to keep up
here/there connections and providing the
means by which migrants can sustain identi-
ties as home community members, while liv-
ing on foreign soil.

Thus, international migration both brings
‘‘them’’ ‘‘here’’ and imports aspects of
‘‘there,’’ a phenomenon known as ‘‘transna-
tionalism’’ and one that has recently
absorbed extraordinary research interest.
The term is unfortunate, confusing state
and nation, one referring to a territorial
unit, the other to a social collectivity. More-
over, migrants’ cross-state connections are
not ‘‘beyond the nation’’ (as implied by the
Latin prefix trans), but highly particularistic,
linking up to some specific set of people
there, whether kinship network, village,
region, nation, or ethnic minority.

However, as the concept is in full currency,
it cannot be dislodged. Furthermore, the
underlying social phenomenon is what
counts, not the word by which it is called.
The research on transnationalism has
undoubtedly told us much about an impor-
tant aspect of the immigrant reality.

Robert Smith’s Mexican New York (2006)
ranks among the best of this genre. The first
sociologist to study Mexican migration to
New York—a phenomenon presaging the
later dispersion of Mexican migration
around the United States—Smith has pro-
duced a community study reminiscent of
Herbert Gans’ classic, The Urban Villagers,
engaging with the full dimension of migrant
lives and worlds. But whereas Gans was
focused on Italian Americans in Boston—
whose ties to Italy had long been
sundered—Smith’s is a multi-sited study,
treating both receiving and sending contexts.
The product of fifteen years of ethnographic
research, Mexican New York demonstrates the

value of an approach examining the flows of
people, resources, ideas, and values between
‘‘here’’ and ‘‘there.’’

As Smith demonstrates, migrants’ home-
towns may be out of sight, but not out of
mind, sufficiently so that the connection
passes from immigrant parents to U.S.-
raised or -born offspring. By crossing from
Mexico to the United States, the migrants
secured exit and voice, gaining access to
some portion of the wealth of the rich coun-
try to which they moved, along with new
degrees of political freedom used to influ-
ence communities left behind. Consequently,
migrants and their dollars transformed
home community politics; described by
Smith as ‘‘transnational localism,’’ the
migrants’ long-term engagement testifies to
their persisting home society loyalties and
capacity to connect, years of absence
notwithstanding.

The migrants’ children undergo what
Smith calls ‘‘transnational life,’’ growing up
in New York, yet spending long periods of
vacation time in their parents’ home com-
munity. Experienced as a time of release,
freedom, and tranquility compared to the
difficult New York environment, these
sojourns help transmit home community
ties from first to second generation. Howev-
er, persistent home community allegiance
does not imply the unchanging retention of
the values, attitudes, and behavior
prevailing there. Rather, the cross-national
space provides an arena and resources for
negotiating a new set of compromises
reflecting the influence of both old and
new environments. The cross-national space
is also a place of contention between
migrants and stay-at-homes. While the for-
mer insist that they belong to the transna-
tional ‘‘community,’’ membership is a contin-
gent event, and the subject of conflict among
returning migrants and migrant offspring,
stay-behinds, as well as the former New
Yorkers sent back home as a result of
deportation.

Timing is everything, said Shakespeare,
a dictum brought home by a reading of this
book. That Smith’s Mexican New Yorkers
could experience transnational life was not
a given, but a stroke of very good luck. Hav-
ing moved when lax border enforcement
permitted circular migration, they later
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benefited from the 1986 amnesty; possessing
permanent residence, they then could go
back and forth between new and old homes
as preferences and dollars allowed.

Not so for the subjects of Joanna Dreby’s
fine book on Mexican immigrants and their
children, Divided by Borders (2010), a com-
pelling work of multi-sited ethnography.
These transnational families are connected
through travel, communication, and materi-
al exchange, but much separated by the ter-
ritorial boundary demarcating Mexico from
the United States. Dreby’s book highlights
the intellectual distance between the sociolo-
gy of emigration and the sociology of assimi-
lation. While some of Dreby’s migrant
parents could be called immigrants, many
are not; rather, they are better understood
as emigrants, having gravitated to the high-
wage United States to support families left
behind and amass resources allowing for lat-
er return. These cross-border connections are
critical, informing the actions and behaviors
of the migrants in so many ways; the contin-
ued transmission of resources back to the locus
of emigration slows immigrant progress; mate-
rial gains from migration need be weighed
against the psychic and emotional costs of
separation. Moreover, both emigration and
the ensuing flow of resources transform the
home communities where the migrants’ chil-
dren grow up, as well as the relationship
between caretakers and children. The family
disruptions resulting from emigration also
feed back into the immigrant context because
conflict often ensues when children rejoin
their parents. Yet all this falls out of the soci-
ology of assimilation, for which only the
immigrants come into focus, as if those
same people were not also emigrants, orient-
ed beyond the place of destination and
toward the place of origin where their most
important human connections often remain.

Moreover, familial separation largely
results from the ever-brighter boundary cre-
ated at the territorial border. As Dreby
shows, parents’ reluctance to bring children
along is heavily influenced by the dangers
associated with undocumented border
crossing; the same conditions keeping chil-
dren behind lead parents to linger longer
in the United States, as a return trip would
entail another difficult passage across the
U.S.-Mexico border.

The contrast between these two books
highlights the quandary faced by scholars
espousing the transnational perspective.
Emphasizing ‘‘transnational life,’’ Smith
demonstrates how migration extends social
boundaries across political borders, though
legal status fundamentally conditions the
capacity of his Mexican New Yorkers to circu-
late between here and there. Dreby’s
migrants experience those connections too,
but far more constrainingly. Using the latest
telecommunications technology to maintain
cross-border contact, they find that arranging
for calls is complicated: ‘‘there,’’ not everyone
has ready access to a telephone; ‘‘here,’’ the
press of daily life often makes telephone
conversations a weekend pursuit. Calls and
flows of money frequently falter when earn-
ings fail to match up to parents’ expecta-
tions. Movement to a difficult, far-removed
place disrupts marital relationships, produc-
ing affairs, separations, divorces, remar-
riages, step-siblings never before seen by
offspring at home. Possessing few resources
and generally lacking citizenship status,
Dreby’s respondents find that cross-border
social boundaries often fray at the territorial
frontier.

Whether the typical experience represents
that found in Mexican New York or Divided by
Borders, temporal change involves the acid
test for the transnational perspective. If
cross-state ties are an integral part of the
migrant phenomenon, what happens to
those attachments as a new generation,
raised and/or born in the country of destina-
tion, replaces the migrants?

This question lies at the heart of a debate
about the importance of assimilation as
opposed to transnationalism. Though origi-
nally posed as an alternative to assimilation,
the consensus view sees assimilation and
transnationalism as compatible, with the
most engaged homeland activists also likely
to be among the most deeply embedded in
the hostland.

This now stock response is problematic for
a variety of reasons, obscuring the tensions
produced when international migration
moves people from one state’s territory to
another’s. By emphasizing the blurring of
social boundaries and the decline of an ethnic
difference, assimilation misses the ways in
which receiving states transform foreigners
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into nationals, exchanging one ‘‘we/they’’
distinction for another. Moreover, the preoc-
cupation with differences internal to the
receiving society ignores the specific chal-
lenge issued by transnationalism, which
extends the scope to loyalties and attach-
ments beyond the state of immigration. While
the gradual withering away of home-
country ties can be interpreted as evidence
of assimilation, doing so neglects the ways
in which the inherently political nature of
international migration affects the capacity
to maintain the connection between here
and there. As shown in Divided by Borders,
the capacity to keep cross-state ties alive is
not for the immigrants to decide on their
own. Rather, that potential is impeded by
states’ ever more vigorous efforts at control-
ling migratory movements, placing barriers
at the territorial frontier, and creating block-
ages for migrants who have crossed into the
state’s territory but are not yet members of
the state’s people.

Conclusion

Though trying to range as widely as space
would allow, I have only touched a few
highlights of this exceptionally lively field,
leaving too many themes (and too many
authors) ignored. While mine is necessarily
a backward look, the growing scholarly
interest in migration ensures that the best
is yet to come.

Looking ahead, progress is likely to come
from an effort to go beyond the division of
labor that has thus far characterized the
study of international migration, with one
literature situated at the point of origin and
the other at the point of destination. By con-
trast, focusing on the cross-border dimen-
sion is likely to help define international
migration as a distinctive field of study,
one encompassing but going beyond ‘‘immi-
gration’’ and ‘‘assimilation,’’ as convention-
ally defined.

The sociological contribution has occurred
through attention to the social. The sociology
of emigration demonstrates how the people
crossing borders actively shape their own

destinies, doing what neither home nor
host state wants, getting ahead by making
effective use of the resource that they almost
all possess: one another. The sociology of
assimilation explains why a move to the ter-
ritory of another richer state simultaneously
improves the migrants’ lives, but transforms
them in ways that they could not have
expected, often producing distance from
the people, places, cultures, and loyalties
left behind. The problem is that these two
separate sociologies describe the same peo-
ple, thus failing to see the internal tensions
and contradictions arising among people
who are simultaneously immigrants and
emigrants.

Going deeper entails attending to the links
between here and there, while also high-
lighting the cross-state and political aspects
that distinguish international migration
from other forms of long-distance move-
ment. International migrants do not move
under circumstances of their own choosing;
rather, they contend with states trying to
control movement across both the external
borders of the territory and the internal
borders of membership; consequently poli-
tics and policy shape migrant options, yield-
ing bright, formal, relatively unyielding
boundaries. In seeking to sort and sift, states
respond to their citizens, whose preferences
for a bounded community—not just a preju-
dice but also an ideal—put them at the heart
of the phenomenon. Hence, the study of
international migration encompasses both
receiving and sending contexts, focusing
both on the processes that recurrently pro-
duce population movements across states
and the mechanisms by which nation-states
attempt to keep themselves apart from the
world.
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