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tual currents and institutional experimentation 

that had been gathering momentum through the 

1980s and 1990s.  

Biggart situated those developments partly in the 

movement of  sociologists into business schools, 

which had begun recruiting them as interest 

grew in understanding firms and organizations 

in ways not captured by economics and psychol-

ogy alone. There, many sociologists found them-

selves in environments dominated by economists 

who wanted to know, “Where are your models?” 

That setting, she recalled, generated not only 

important scholarship but a search for communi-

ty. Economic sociology, in this telling, was not 

simply a body of  ideas waiting to be formalized; 

it was also a network of  scholars finding one an-

other across institutional locations. 

She also linked the section’s emergence to broad-

er transformations in the world economy that 

made sociological analysis newly urgent: the col-

lapse of  the Soviet bloc, debates over market 

transition, the rise of  East Asian economies, in-

On April 24, 2026, the ASA Economic Sociology 

Section marked its twenty-fifth anniversary with a 

panel reflecting on the section’s origins, intellectual 

development, and future directions. Organized by 

Section Chair Daniel Fridman, the event brought 

together three foundational figures in the field—

Viviana Zelizer, Mark Granovetter, and Nicole 

Woolsey Biggart—for a conversation that was at 

once historical, personal, and analytical. The dis-

cussion underscored how the field has been built 

through intellectual innovation, collective organiz-

ing, and community building. Fridman captured 

this at the outset by describing section-building as 

involving not only bureaucratic labor, such as col-

lecting signatures and building institutional sup-

port, but also the intellectual labor of  imagining 

and consolidating a field. 

Building a Field, Building a Section 

A major theme running through the discussion was 

that the section did not emerge ex nihilo in 2001. 

Rather, as Nicole Woolsey Biggart emphasized, its 

formation represented the culmination of  intellec-
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Viviana Zelizer’s reflections complemented and 

extended this account by emphasizing the institu-

tional infrastructures that helped legitimate the 

field. She pointed in particular to The Handbook of  

Economic Sociology (1994), edited by Neil J. Smelser 

and Richard Swedberg, as helping make “eco-

nomic sociology” recognizable as a field. As she 

noted, by the time the section formally launched, 

important groundwork had already been laid.  

What Made Economic Sociology Distinc-

tive

If  Biggart emphasized the social and institutional 

conditions that made the section possible, Mark 

Granovetter’s remarks focused more directly on 

what made the intellectual project distinctive. 

Describing himself  as an “accidental economic 

sociologist,” Granovetter recounted how interests 

in historical mechanisms and social networks led 

him, almost unintentionally, into rethinking eco-

nomic life sociologically. His remarks highlighted 

a point that resonated beyond autobiography: 

tensifying globalization, and the growing salience 

of  financialization. These developments created 

fertile ground for a field attentive to institutions, 

networks, culture, and moral meanings in econom-

ic life. 

Importantly, Biggart reminded the audience that 

section formation itself  involved organizing work 

and, at times, facing resistance. There were ten-

sions with neighboring intellectual homes, reflect-

ing concerns that a new section might redistribute 

scarce institutional resources and attention within 

the ASA.  

Her recollection of  Wayne Baker distributing small 

“economic sociology” buttons during the organiz-

ing campaign captured something deeper than 

nostalgia (see image below). As Biggart put it, this 

was “not just a thinking period… but one of  feel-

ing empowered,” a phrase that captured the fusion 

of  intellectual excitement and organizing energy 

surrounding the section’s emergence. It illustrated 

that the section began not only as an intellectual 

project, but as a collective mobilization. 

Campaign button image courtesy of  Nicole W. Biggart.
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economic sociology often emerged not through 

disciplinary self-consciousness, but through 

scholars confronting problems inadequately ex-

plained by existing approaches.

His account of  the new economic sociology, crys-

tallized in his 1985 AJS article, “Economic Ac-

tion and Social Structure: The Problem of  Em-

beddedness,” was framed partly through contrast 

with older structural-functionalist approaches. 

His wry observation that earlier formulations had 

“roles and values, but no real people” neatly cap-

tured what the new economic sociology sought to 

recover: economic action as socially embedded, 

relational, and historically situated.

Several moments in the discussion underscored 

how this intellectual distinctiveness was forged 

collectively. Zelizer highlighted the importance 

of  the Russell Sage seminar in economic sociolo-

gy in the early 1990s and the subsequent Explo-

rations in Economic Sociology (1993), edited by 

Richard Swedberg. Later in the discussion, Fred 

Block noted Richard Swedberg’s important role in 

naming and consolidating the field—convincing 

many scholars that what they were already doing 

was, in fact, economic sociology.

As Block observed, recognizing seemingly dis-

parate lines of  scholarship as “economic sociology” 

did more than name an emerging field; it helped 

move scholars from a sense of  marginality to the 

center of  the discipline. The crucial move, accord-

ing to Block, was not simply labeling a subfield, but 

recognizing that Marx, Weber, and Durkheim 

themselves could be understood as economic soci-

ologists, and that sociology’s canonical questions 

had always been, in important ways, economic 

sociological questions. 

Open Boundaries as a Founding Vision

Perhaps the most compelling thread linking the 

panel’s historical reflections to contemporary de-

bates came through Zelizer’s return to a message 

she wrote as the section’s first chair in an early is-

sue of  Accounts (see image on the next page). In it, 

she urged economic sociologists not to police 

boundaries too tightly, but instead to maintain 

“open and even expanding boundaries.”

Zelizer suggested that economic sociology’s vitality 

has long rested in this openness to domains such as 

households, migration, childhood, and others not 

always recognized as “economic.” Her point was 

not simply that the field had expanded into new 

topics, but that its strength has depended on resist-

ing rigid boundaries and remaining open to col-

laboration across neighboring areas of  inquiry. 

Open boundaries, in this sense, have been a defin-

ing feature of  the field itself. 

Looking Forward

The discussion closed with questions about where 

economic sociology is headed. Biggart described 

what she sees as the deconstruction of  society and 

its reconstruction around new economic relations, 

suggesting that contemporary transformations—

from Bitcoin and stateless forms of  exchange to 

institutions breaking apart and reconvening 

through new technologies—raise precisely the 
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kinds of  questions that have long animated eco-

nomic sociology. Audience discussion also point-

ed toward emerging terrains, from environmental 

governance to queer economies, while emphasiz-

ing growing efforts to connect economic sociolog-

ical research to policy debates. 

Twenty-five years on, Zelizer’s appeal to keep the 

boundaries of  economic sociology “open and even 

expanding” reads as a charge to those of  us enter-

ing a field that others have worked to build.■ 

Event recap by Accounts editor, Jessica Urzúa

The cover of  Accounts, Fall 2001, Vol. 2, No.1. Courtesy of  Viviana Zelizer.
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glect of  unpaid interns. But when I began to pur-

sue this research in earnest during the Great Re-

cession, I decided to make this my dissertation 

project, and later a book project, realizing that I 

was looking at a case that reflected broader shifts 

in college-to-career pathways—in the early 

1990s, approximately 17% of  United States stu-

dents graduating with a bachelor’s degree held 

an internship during college, and this grew to 

about 50% for college graduates in 2008 (and 

now is arguably closer to 60%). Notably, unpaid 

internships came to represent approximately half  

of  the internships in the US. I therefore set out to 

understand some of  the systemic issues within 

the intern economy and relatedly how actors 

navigate this world, notably how interns and em-

ployers navigate interns’ role ambiguity as both 

“workers” and “students.” 

Y. G.: Why do you think studying interns at this 

point in time is theoretically important? How 

does the current labor market differ from earlier 

periods in which organizations sought to invest in 

and develop newcomers? 

A. F.: The explosive growth of  the intern econ-

omy is indicative of  transformations in higher 

education and labor markets; while a bachelor’s 

degree was once enough to secure long-term 

employment, college students in recent years 

Yasemin Girgin: Thank you very much for join-

ing us in this issue. What initially drew you to 

studying the intern economy? How did you decide 

to start this project and eventually write this book?  

Alexandre Frenette: Thank you, I appreciate 

your interest in this book. This project came out of  

an ethnography class at the City University of  New 

York, Graduate Center. Tasked with gaining access 

to a research site for this course, I became an un-

paid intern at an independent radio promotion 

company in New York City to study the role of  

gatekeepers in deciding what music becomes popu-

lar within the “indie” (relatively underground) mu-

sic scene. My early observations, however, con-

vinced me that I was capturing an important and 

understudied labor issue; there were as many un-

paid interns as paid employees at this firm, and the 

interns (except for the “head intern”) did not re-

ceive much training nor mentorship despite paying 

for school credit. 

I had some reservations about pursuing this 

project, though, in part because I come from an 

indie music background (before graduate school I 

founded and co-ran a small record company). This 

project felt too close to home in that I empathized 

deeply with the aspirants trying to break into this 

world as well as the record company workers trying 

to stay afloat while normalizing the frequent ne-

BOOKSHELF: AN INTERVIEW WITH  

ALEXANDRE FRENETTE ON BLAME THE INTERN

Alexandre Frenette is an Assistant Professor of  Sociology at Vanderbilt University. He is a cultural soci-

ologist who studies how people attempt to launch and sustain careers, often using cultural industries as 

his case study. Dr. Frenette is the author of  Blame the Intern: On (Not) Breaking into the Creative 

Economy (Princeton University Press 2026), which provides an inside look at the work lives of  college in-

terns and their uncertain path to paid employment. His writings on artistic workers and the intern econ-

omy have won awards from the Society for the Study of  Social Problems as well as the Labor and Em-

ployment Relations Association, and his research has been supported by three grants from the National 

Endowment for the Arts. 

Yasemin Girgin, a PhD candidate in Sociology at Boston University, conducted an interview with Dr. 

Frenette on the intern economy.
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more broadly need to demonstrate their employ-

ability through practical, hands-on experience. 

The current conditions are drastically different 

from the three decades following World War II, 

when employment was viewed predominantly as 

a long-term partnership between firms and work-

ers. Workers in this earlier period received train-

ing and opportunities for advancement within the 

firm, and employers benefited from an increas-

ingly skilled, stable labor force. White-collar 

workers entered a firm with the expectation of  

building a lifelong career, incrementally climbing 

a job ladder.

As other sociologists have documented, since the 

late twentieth century, shifts in the economic, po-

litical, and social landscapes have led to profound 

transformations of  the employment relationship, 

prompting a transfer of  risk from institutions to 

individuals. The book looks at how these large 

structural shifts have created uncertain and un-

stable conditions for education and work and, in 

turn, have given rise to internships as a key way 

for aspirants to break into a variety of  fields.

As employers have come to no longer expect 

long-term commitments from their employees, 

they have become less prone, and less incen-

tivized, to invest in job training. With a highly 

credentialed population available, employers 

have raised their standards for applicants for jobs 

at all skill levels—even entry-level jobs increasing-

ly require work experience. Workers have to es-

tablish and constantly replenish their skills as they 

manage their own careers under competitive 

conditions. Left largely on their own, college stu-

dents, in addition to everything else they must do, 

are responsible for developing skills, becoming 

socialized to a field’s norms and values, and 

growing a network of  relationships to ensure 

their career entry and stability.

Studying internships at this point in time is theo-

retically (and socially) important because it high-

lights misalignments between higher education 

and industry. I mentioned that prior research has 

focused on broader forces such as neoliberal 

globalization and technological changes as 

sources of  unstable and uncertain work, but I 

argue that inter-institutional arrangements, and 

the ambiguity they produce, shape and intensify 

unstable employment. In this book, by interviewing 

interns, higher education personnel, and employ-

ers, I develop a multi-level approach to precarious 

work by analyzing what I call breaking-in systems: the 

ways higher education institutions and industry 

create and police pathways by which newcomers 

can potentially enter occupations. While the role of  

intern is inherently ambiguous, I show that inter-

institutional arrangements between higher educa-

tion and industry exacerbate this ambiguity. This 

socially produced ambiguity, in turn, reproduces 

inequality by further obscuring the blurriness be-

tween opportunity and exploitation. 

Y. G.: You had a really rich data collection process, 

including ethnographic work as an unpaid intern 

in two music industry firms and more than 120 

interviews. Could you tell us a bit about what that 

process was like? 

A. F.: My first internship at an independent radio 

promotion company, which I consider a pilot study, 

left me with more questions than answers regard-

ing how members of  this breaking-in system make 

sense of  internships—for example, interns told me 
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tempts on the part of  companies and higher edu-

cation to further formalize internships (in both 

cases to improve student outcomes and to protect 

themselves legally)—prompted me to expand the 

project considerably. Thus, the book also draws 

on an additional sixty-two interviews from the 

“post-lawsuits” period, mostly conducted be-

tween 2016 and 2021.

While not an official data source, lurking in the 

background (and often the endnotes) of  the book 

are my analyses of  data from the Strategic Na-

tional Arts Alumni Project (SNAAP), a compre-

hensive, cross-sectional national survey of  over 

200,000 arts alumni. These data include respons-

es from over 10,000 arts alumni to a 17-question 

module on internships that I designed. SNAAP 

data allowed me to map out historical patterns in 

the rise of  internships and better understand how 

growing inequalities in access to high-quality in-

ternships contribute to unequal career outcomes.

Y. G.: Given your focus on aspirants trying to 

break in, did your own shift from outsider to in-

sider as a researcher mirror their experiences in 

any way?

A. F.: There are at least two parallels between 

my own shift from outsider to insider and those 

of  the aspirants I studied. First, as internships 

have become more common in recent decades, so 

has the practice of  taking on multiple internships 

and, in essence, working one’s way up to a de-

sired internship site. Similarly, much like the most 

committed aspirants I met in the music industry, 

I had to complete multiple internships before 

getting access to the site I most preferred (a major 

record company, i.e., one of  the largest and most 

prestigious record industry employers). Once I 

had two internships on my résumé and multiple 

music industry workers willing to vouch for me, I 

was able to land a major record company intern-

ship to extend this project within a larger scale 

bureaucratic organization.

Second, my shifting status within academia 

helped shape the intellectual trajectory of  this 

project. Ideally, an intern incrementally gains a 

better sense of  the taken for granted norms and 

values within their host organization, and may 

that they were bored and wanted to do more work 

while paid employees would complain that they 

could not find committed, competent interns. I 

decided to spend more time inside the walls of  mu-

sic industry companies to investigate how aspirants 

try to break into this labor market and see how 

other actors (e.g., employers) shaped and interpret-

ed those efforts.

As a PhD student I gained access to two research 

sites as an unpaid intern and overt participant ob-

server: a major record company and a smaller dis-

tribution company specializing in indie music. Be-

tween 2008 and 2013, I interacted with hundreds 

of  music industry workers (interns and employees), 

college personnel, and key informants (e.g., writers, 

attorneys) and conducted semi-structured inter-

views with sixty of  them. However, several subse-

quent developments—major lawsuits filed by for-

mer interns, intern labor rights activism, and at-
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For individuals in relatively “open” fields with an 

oversupply of  applicants and no clear educational 

shortcut, such as many of  the cultural industries, 

aspirants break in by doing what I call “provi-

sional labor”— assuming a conditional role for an 

indefinite period, usually laboring in a precarious 

position and for low or no pay. In fields such as 

the record industry, which still mostly feature un-

paid internships, employers and many higher ed-

ucation personnel normalize the extended vetting 

of  aspirants who must assume the cost of  their 

indefinite training and waiting period for entry. 

While “good” and “bad” internships can be 

found in any field, as I discuss further below, the 

concentration of  unpaid internships in fields like 

arts and culture, politics, and not-for-profit orga-

nizations creates a barrier to career entry for in-

dividuals from marginalized groups, not least 

those from less privileged socioeconomic back-

grounds.

Y. G.: You identify three types of  interns; stu-

dents, enthusiasts, and job seekers; with different 

motivations and impression management strate-

gies. How do these contested motivations influ-

ence how interns are interpreted and evaluated 

by employees, especially given the prevailing as-

sumption that interns are neither fully committed 

nor competent? 

A. F.: The rise of  what I call internships-for-all 

policies in higher education, which aim to have as 

many students as possible undertake these experi-

ences, has meant the growth of  an unwieldy in-

tern economy which accommodates (and drives) a 

wide assortment of  intern motivations. When an 

employee in the music industry meets a new in-

tern, they may wonder whether the intern is there 

out of  interest in learning (student), an extension 

of  music fandom (enthusiast), and/or to further 

career goals (job seeker). While employees recog-

nize the various potential motivations of   aspi-

rants, the built-in ambiguity about what interns 

aim to accomplish fuels uncertainty among em-

ployees about how to manage these temporary 

team members.

Due to this variation, as you note, music industry 

employees operate under the assumption that 

develop a broader understanding of  how their de-

partment and employer fit within their industry. 

This process certainly applies to my experiences as 

an intern, but beyond this it is relevant to my shift 

from outsider to insider within higher education. 

As I became an insider within academia, or at least 

came to increasingly feel like one, I got to better 

appreciate the role higher education plays in mak-

ing the intern economy. As a postdoc at Arizona 

State University’s school of  arts and design, I was 

on a curriculum committee for a new master’s pro-

gram and heard faculty talk glowingly about how 

internships could function as a key pathway for 

getting a job. I also served on a university-wide ca-

reer and professional development services adviso-

ry board which also illuminated some of  the chal-

lenges and pressures universities face to deliver ro-

bust internship opportunities across majors. When 

I became a faculty member at Vanderbilt, therefore 

(in my mind) a more settled insider within acade-

mia, I became better equipped to understand and 

further investigate the rise of  what I call “intern-

ships-for-all” policies within higher education and 

how these reflect misaligned interests with industry 

partners. 

Y. G.: Building on your argument that “breaking 

in” is a socially structured process rather than an 

individual endeavor, and that it varies across fields 

such as business, STEM, and the creative indus-

tries, how should we understand the role of  field-

specific socialization patterns in shaping these dif-

ferences? In particular, how do the more informal 

and weakly regulated socialization processes in cre-

ative fields shape the reproduction of  inequality?

A. F.: The characteristics of  breaking-in systems 

vary greatly by field, including how closely educa-

tional credentials are tied to occupational skills and 

identities, the norms and values aspirants are ex-

pected to assume, and their openness or selectivity. 

For some students, such as those in business and 

STEM, the incorporation of  newcomers is often 

more clearly sequenced and planned, with intern-

ships more likely to offer a clear pathway to a ca-

reer. And in some of  these fields, such as banking, 

law, and technology, interns are paid well relative to 

most US employees.
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interns are neither committed nor competent. 

Rather than aim to transform these newcomers 

into potential employees, employers invest little 

by settling for surface-level socialization; there-

fore, employers generally aim to break in interns 

just enough to make sure they unobtrusively re-

spect workplace norms and rules. The precari-

ousness of  employees’ jobs, paired with their pre-

sumptions that interns lack both commitment 

and competence, further contribute to the chal-

lenging conditions of  the breaking in process. In 

this environment, it is the intern’s responsibility 

to make the most of  their experience and go be-

yond surface-level socialization.

Y. G.: I’m curious about your thoughts on how 

strategies like proactiveness and relationship-

building, often more familiar to those from privi-

leged backgrounds, are shaping evaluation pro-

cesses. If  they operate as signals within an am-

biguous evaluation process, what happens to au-

thenticity? How does this affect how evaluators 

distinguish between “authentic” fit and strategic 

behavior? 

A. F.: Your question is getting at how actors nav-

igate ambiguity. The answer is a bit different 

when we compare employees’ vs. interns’ re-

sponses to this ambiguity. As further context, I 

should add that although they’re tasked ostensi-

bly with educating interns, I find that paid em-

ployees primarily treat interns as low-level work-

ers. They justify their relative neglect of  interns 

by adopting what I call the mailroom model of  

training. I find that music industry employees 

generally embrace the myth of  the mailroom, 

which involves the aspirant indefinitely enduring 

humbling conditions as a rite of  passage. This 

framing normalizes interns’ suffering and posi-

tions on-the-job learning as the best (or only) way 

for aspirants to learn, but in the process the em-

ployees legitimate a form of  training that puts the 

burden predominantly or fully on interns to craft 

a worthwhile experience, thereby shedding the 

responsibility for employees to act as “teachers.”

To authentically come off  as a good fit to evalua-

tors (employees), an intern needs to build and 

prove competence and commitment, potentially 

using three strategies: tactful proactiveness, rela-

tionship building, and extended investment. But as 

you point out, some interns, particularly from priv-

ileged socioeconomic backgrounds, come equipped 

with dispositions that enable them to improve their 

odds in the transition to breaking in. For example, 

more privileged college students feel more com-

fortable proactively interacting with authority fig-

ures and building relationships.

If  we consider how these strategies function as a 

form of  boundary management, the successful in-

tern will demonstrate their adherence to group 

standards by embracing this mailroom model of  

training. Interns who engage in tactful proactive-

ness seek to exhibit just the right level of  initiative. 

They strive to balance working independently and 

soliciting training from employees; they must also 

determine when and how to enthusiastically seek 

more work responsibilities without coming off  as 

annoying, entitled, or overly eager. In relationship 

building, interns focus on finding the right level of  

affinity and self-assurance. They need to interact 

with employees confidently while embodying the 

requisite humility of  the intern role (i.e., they can-

not be perceived as thinking they are “too good” to 

be an intern). Employees do not mind strategic 

behavior, such as an intern clearly going out of  

their way to meet a potential mentor, but these ef-

forts will be more successful if  carried out as I de-

scribe above.

Y. G.: Given the rapid growth of  the intern econ-

omy, what are your thoughts on its future trajecto-

ry? 

A. F.: The structure of  a breaking-in system is tied 

to the larger social structure, including the broader 

employment and education conditions of  its histor-

ical period. We are currently in a tumultuous peri-

od, not least due to the uncertain and emerging 

role of  generative AI in the workforce. In general 

these conditions broadly point to a continuation of  

what I describe in the book: market pressures will 

put even more emphasis on aspirants building up 

their employability, in the form of  proven work 

experiences and building up their professional net-

works. Unfortunately, a considerable decrease in 

paid internships and entry-level jobs means we 
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Mona Khneisser: Thank you for contributing 

to this issue of  Accounts, and congratulations on 

the publication of  The Bailout State. A central 

provocation of  the book is that the bailout state is 

not a break from Keynesianism but in important 

ways grows out of  postwar Keynesian governance 

itself. What do you most want skeptical readers to 

understand about that claim, especially those on 

the left who still treat Keynesianism and neolib-

eralism as neat opposites? 

Martijn Konings: The neoliberalism debate has 

gone through a few phases. Two decades ago, it 

was a concept to refer to a historical era shaped by 

free-market politics. Then there was a somewhat 

pedantic backlash, with scholars arguing that the 

world is too complex to be captured by such neat 

labels. In my own previous work, I have criticized 

such dismissal of  the neoliberalism concept: ruling 

out that there is more at play than path-dependent 

Do You Have a Scholarly Event to Announce? 

Share on Accounts

may see a return to the free-for-all rise of  unpaid 

internships that occurred in the wake of  the 

Great Recession.

Ultimately, if  I may end on a more optimistic 

note, I have some hope that if  things get worse 

we will also see a resurgence of  intern labor 

rights activism and attempts to increase legal 

oversight over unpaid internships. In the interim, 

higher education institutions have a role to play 

in helping to design learning experiences—with-

in the curriculum and in collaboration with in-

dustry—that help their students break in. In the 

last decade, higher education institutions have also 

attempted to address the increasingly evident in-

equalities reproduced by the intern economy, in-

cluding initiatives aimed at helping first-generation 

students, such as workshops and mentorship pro-

grams, and a growing number of  higher education 

institutions draw on alumni and philanthropic 

support to establish fellowships to offer financial 

support for student interns, especially underrepre-

sented students. There is room and some promise 

for transforming breaking-in systems.■ 

BOOKSHELF: AN INTERVIEW WITH  

MARTIJN KONINGS ON THE BAILOUT STATE

Martijn Konings is Professor of  Political Economy and Social Theory at the University of  Sydney. His 

work sits at the intersection of  political economy, social theory, finance, and capitalism, with particular 

attention to neoliberalism, asset ownership, inequality, and the social life of  financial systems. He is the 

author of  The Development of  American Finance and The Emotional Logic of  Capitalism, and co-author of  Ne-

oliberalism and The Asset Economy. His recent work examines asset inflation and the politics of  wealth ac-

cumulation in contemporary capitalism. 

Mona Khneisser, a PhD Candidate in Sociology at the University of  Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 

interviewed Martijn Konings about his most recent book, The Bailout State: Why Governments Rescue Banks, 

Not People (Polity 2025). 

https://forms.gle/LaXuCgosvftkeoGr7


ASA SECTION NEWSLETTER Spring 2026

11

In The Bailout State I try to show how that logic of  

macro-economic governance meant different 

things at different points. The defeat of  attempts 

to legally bind the economic role of  the state to 

social objectives (e.g., through a full employment 

guarantee) meant that stabilization policies came 

to revolve around subsidizing property and de-

flating wages. That tends to reproduce the artifi-

cial scarcity of  capital that Keynes attacked, and 

over time the welfare state morphed into a 

wealthfare state. To the extent that the repurpos-

ing of  public resources has been overseen by a 

bipartisan coalition, the problem is deeper than 

suggested by perspectives that focus on neoliber-

alism as a right-wing impulse. That is why Larry 

Summers plays an important role in the book: a 

politically middle-of-the-road character who has 

endless mainstream credentials, he has been one 

of  the main architects of  a regime of  public gen-

erosity towards capital and austerity for the rest 

of  the population.  

M. Khneisser: Several reviewers suggest that 

one of  the book’s strongest insights is also one of  

its most controversial ones: the concept of  

“bailout” may be doing a lot of  work across very 

different mechanisms—backstops, guarantees, 

complexity makes it impossible to put one’s finger 

on the deeper transformation.  

  

But there has also been a stronger response that 

has bent the stick too far in the other direction. It 

has had a strong focus on the anti-Keynesian con-

victions of  leading thinkers, the reactionary orga-

nizations that incubate them, and the stealthy way 

these ideas and actors have captured public institu-

tions. It has also set up an overly stylized contrast 

between the oppressions of  the neoliberal era and 

the relative democratic harmony of  the early post-

war period. 

  

To my mind, an equally important transformation 

has to do with how mainstream actors have adjust-

ed their thinking and operations, often in the full 

light of  day. Taking just some of  the most obvious 

challenges to any literal understanding of  neolib-

eralism (i.e., the state is no smaller than it was, and 

principles of  tight money and austere budgeting 

are applied in highly selective ways), you can un-

derstand much of  that by tracing the evolution of  

practices and conceptions of  macro-economic 

management. The key actors here are not neces-

sarily neoliberals with a developed understanding 

of  their political mission, but pragmatists and cen-

trists who were managing problems like inflation in 

real time.  

How Keynesianism remade itself  in the face of  the 

neoliberal challenge has in many ways been more 

consequential than any literal belief  in free markets 

or the influence of  neoliberals in government. 

That shift can be characterized in broad terms as 

the transition from neo-Keynesianism (the postwar 

synthesis of  Keynes and neoclassical economics) to 

New Keynesianism, which is packaged in sophisti-

cated economic models but at its core involves a 

belief  in finance and tech as the drivers of  growth 

and the need to configure government policy 

around them. Some would reject the idea that New 

Keynesianism is still Keynesianism, but the red 

thread here is the recognition of  the stabilization 

imperative, i.e. the commitment to using fiscal, 

monetary and regulatory instruments to keep 

growth going and to prevent the economy from 

entering into the kind of  deflationary spiral that 

caused the Great Depression. 
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subsidies, tax breaks, lender-of-last-resort actions, 

and so on. How do you define a bailout analyti-

cally, and why is it useful to group these different 

practices together rather than distinguish them 

more sharply?

M. Konings: In the book I use the term 

“bailout” metonymically, i.e. as a way to refer to 

the broader configuration of  guarantees, subsi-

dies, and backstops that governments offer busi-

ness and asset owners. All of  those mechanisms 

work in different ways, and I could certainly see 

the value in an analysis that carefully distinguish-

es among them. The reason I nevertheless group 

them together is that we often find it difficult to 

understand regressive risk-shifting as a core gov-

ernment activity. Instead, we tend to see discrete 

policy instruments and we assess their effects. 

That makes it easy to miss the bigger picture, i.e. 

how these different instruments and techniques 

are part of  a pattern whereby the state reduces 

the risk exposure of  some individuals and orga-

nizations and shifts it to others.

This is what Minsky’s model of  capitalism allows 

us to understand with some degree of  clarity: capi-

talism is not primarily a system of  commodity ex-

change, but a network of  debt connections that 

allows property to lead an abstract financial life 

while continuing to enjoy extensive political protec-

tions. So, I define “bailout” as the institutional 

immunization of  property: allowing asset owners 

to enjoy the upside of  risk exposure while shielding 

them from downside risk, essentially guaranteeing 

a minimum market value and return. 

M. Khneisser: Your reading of  Minsky seems to 

be doing major theoretical work in the book, par-

ticularly against both standard economics and 

parts of  the post-Keynesian/Modern Monetary 

Theory (MMT) camp. What does Minsky let us see 

about bank money, state power, and capitalist stabi-

lization that other frameworks miss?

M. Konings: During the Global Financial Crisis, 

mainstream commentators started referring to the 

“Minsky moment” as the point at which an over-

leveraged pyramid of  speculative debt comes 

apart. It aligns with the post-Keynesian perspective 

on Minsky’s contribution. Emphasizing the insta-

bility created by over-indebtedness works fine as an 

argument against fantasies of  perfect equilibrium, 

but otherwise it’s a somewhat limited idea. 

When I started reading Minsky himself  (initially 

for my 2018 book Capital and Time), I realized that 

his key insights related not just to the build-up of  

market risk, but more importantly to how such risk 

is managed and socialized. Of  course, such policies 

become themselves factors in encouraging market 

actors to pursue destabilizing strategies (“moral 

hazard”), which then require further stabilization. 

But these are not just objectionable policies – it’s 

how the system works and evolves at its most basic 

level. Minsky understood this so well because he 

did not think of  finance in normative terms, i.e. 

how it is “supposed” to work separate from what it 

actually does.

Modern Money Theory has gone beyond the 

somewhat mournful tone of  the post-Keynesian 

critique of  speculation and debt. It discerns clearly 

that economic policy is capable of  violating its aus-
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terity tenets when too-big-to-fail interests are at 

stake, and it sees this as evidence that there are 

no technical reasons why governments cannot 

finance projects based on social and democratic, 

rather than economic, value. Minsky was very 

sympathetic to the MMT version of  Keynes (i.e., 

“anything we can actually do, we can afford”). 

But he also understood that making value cre-

ation a public matter requires broader transfor-

mation, not a simple policy fix.

Minsky considered chartalism (i.e., “money as a 

creature of  the state”, in Lerner’s words) as oddly 

analogous to orthodox conceptions of  money. As 

much as the former defines itself  in opposition to 

the latter, both subscribe to the notion that a 

monetary standard can be defined from outside 

the system of  economic interaction. In the book I 

argue that it was Keynes’ earlier affinity with 

chartalism that made him receptive to more or-

thodox conceptions of  money (leading to neo-

Keynesianism). Both perspectives struggle to un-

derstand money as arising out of  the interaction 

of  balance sheet units and the way banks inter-

mediate that dynamic.

Instability will inevitably arise in a system where 

private property and finance are allowed to mix 

freely, and beyond a certain point that will need 

to be managed by public risk socialization. The 

liquidity-producing role of  banks (often per-

formed by institutions that we don’t think of  as 

“banks”) is crucial here – without their extremely 

leveraged balance sheets and ability to create 

money ex nihilo, volatility could not be so pro-

nounced. As long as we don’t take aim at that 

system, we are bound to get caught in the perni-

cious dialectic of  bailout and austerity. Minsky 

already saw it at work during the 1950s, and the 

neoliberal era is not comprehensible unless we 

see it through that lens: a dramatic expansion of  

the bailout state, with the inflationary pressure 

that this inevitably creates managed with mone-

tary and fiscal austerity. 

In the current moment, heterodox economists 

seem to be losing sight of  that logic. The claim 

that inflation is driven by specific supply-side 

shocks that we need to analyze empirically has 

become very prominent in short order. That is of  

course a legitimate argument to use against the 

orthodox insistence on wholesale deflation, but it 

risks losing sight of  the systemic dimension. Defla-

tionary policies never target what caused the prob-

lem, but that’s the point: they serve to shift the 

burden of  adjustment onto constituencies that have 

neither caused nor benefitted from inflationary 

pressure. 

M. Khneisser: Where would you situate The 

Bailout State in relation to the longstanding Marxist 

instrumentalist–structuralist debate on the nature 

of  the capitalist state? Is the bailout state mainly a 

case of  finance capturing the state, or of  the state 

doing what it has to do to keep financial capitalism 

alive?

M. Konings: This is an old but important debate 

that got sidelined rather than resolved. In one 

sense, The Bailout State argues strongly against the 

notion that we can understand the state’s tendency 

to act on behalf  of  capital as a result of  its “cap-

ture” by specific groups of  interests. However, the 

structuralist approach to state theory has a tenden-

cy to become too abstract: if  the state is bound to 

the reproduction of  capitalist social relations or the 

promotion of  accumulation in “organic” ways that 

that do not require constant enforcing, the struc-

turalist approach (e.g. as formulated by Poulantzas) 

does not really provide that. 

As a way out of  this stand-off, I have often relied 

on the “form-theory” or “state derivation” ap-

proach, which tries to understand how the institu-

tional forms of  the liberal state are themselves con-

stituted by and constitutive of  capitalist social rela-

tions. But that approach too can be highly formal-

istic: how is such “form-determinism” to be under-

stood exactly in a way that does not reproduce the 

problem of  more conventional, causal ways of  

thinking? There are two ways out of  that conun-

drum: abstracting the problem further (“Open 

Marxism” does this) or pursuing the idea in histor-

ical terms (as done by “Political Marxism”). The 

former has had limited pay-off. The latter has 

mostly ignored the theoretical problem, taking too 

literally the idea of  a separation of  politics and 
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economics – so that the reality of  the bailout 

state poses a major conceptual challenge.

Again, this is where Minsky’s thinking offers a 

vantage point that prevents one from having to 

be constantly surprised by history’s refusal to fol-

low particular laws of  capitalist development. 

But, to keep it a little closer to the terms used by 

state theory: more recently, I have come to realize 

that similar ideas were already articulated in Si-

mon Clarke’s work (in particular his book in Key-

nesianism, Monetarism and the Crisis of  the State), even 

if  not always in a systematic or consistent way 

(and even though, in 1988, and much like Min-

sky, he had difficulty seeing beyond the rhetoric 

of  neoliberalism). He never was fully on board 

with Open or Political Marxism, and instead his 

work is a very profound analysis of  how the state 

operates to shield property – no longer according 

to a feudal logic, but in a world where property 

becomes a legal abstraction and can shape-shift 

to take advantage of  financial opportunities. 

Without the state, Piketty’s “r>g” law cannot ex-

ist.

Classical political economy provided the state 

with a guide for producing such immunity, at the 

same time as it obscures that is what happens. At 

the very moment that capitalist property breach-

es its premodern constraints, the fear of  capital 

as an irrational phenomenon gives way to 

Smith’s image of  the market, an impersonal 

mechanism that translates, without grace or fa-

vor, contribution into reward – a republican un-

derstanding of  the economy that neoliberalism 

has revitalized. More clearly than others, Clarke 

saw that Marx’s Capital was not a critique of  the 

market as such, but of  the institutions that un-

derwrote, materially and ideologically, the expan-

sion of  capital.

M. Khneisser: One of  the most provocative 

aspects of  the book is the idea that the bailout 

state is sustained not only by elite interests but 

also by broader middle-class implication through 

housing, pensions, and asset ownership. How 

should we think politically about that implica-

tion? Does it make opposition to the bailout state 

more difficult than a simple Wall Street-versus-

Main Street story suggests?

M. Konings: I appreciate the term “provoca-

tive”, because I occasionally have to defend my-

self  against allegations of  credulity: as billion-

aires are rampaging through the government 

with impunity and the administrative state is be-

ing demolished before our eyes, how much sense 

does it make to say there is a middle-class politics 

to any of  this? At a time when mainstream liber-

al-democratic institutions are under pressure, it is 

understandably tempting to overlook their flaws 

and limitations and to focus on defending them 

against the fascist far right. But such unthinking 

defense of  institutions that are responsible for 

escalating inequality is of  course what has al-

lowed MAGA to flourish in the first place.

It seems likely that, before MAGA is in a position 

to truly de-activate democratic institutions, De-

mocrats will get a few more chances to turn the 

ship around. But the party mainstream seems 

only interested in rehabilitating a middle-class 

supply-side politics that acquired some plausibili-

ty during the nineties but have since consistently 

failed to deliver. That program was central to the 

Obama administration’s understanding of  its 

task, but it was not able to start another cycle of  

capital gains – asset ownership had become too 

concentrated. However, the fact that we can now 

see fairly clearly what happened during that 

decade – i.e., the Federal Reserve’s attempts to 

prevent a second Great Depression was responsi-

ble for the growth of  the billionaire class – does 

not point to a clear political strategy. The more 

the bailout state fails to deliver broad-based 

prosperity and the more its circle of  beneficiaries 

contracts, the more anxiously middle-class poli-

tics clings to what few benefits remain on offer.

Here too, I think that the neoliberalism literature 

has become too focused on identifying the people 

who did this to us, decoding their plans, and ex-

posing how they benefitted. That diverts atten-

tion from the more important question of  what 

kind of  political fantasies and imaginaries have 

allowed this to happen. One of  the key strengths 
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of  neoliberalism has always been its promise to 

rehabilitate republican values of  fairness and 

institutional neutrality. Left-wing critics have long 

had difficulty recognizing the affective purchase 

of  that promise and the legitimacy and longevity 

that neoliberalism has derived from it. Now that 

the right has turned on the institutions of  liberal 

democracy, that approach may finally seem vin-

dicated – but I think that would be the wrong 

lesson to draw. Instead, we need to think about 

the contradictions of  democracy in a critical, 

non-reactionary way.

Notions of  neo-feudalism are enjoying consider-

able currency right now, but (to the extent that 

they have analytical ambition) they tend to be 

rooted in the misconception that capitalist prop-

erty ever was or could be part of  the market sys-

tem in the same way as a regular commodity is, 

its value principally determined by the market 

logic of  demand and supply. That’s the fantasy 

that The Bailout State is pushing back against: the 

differentia specifica of  capitalism consists not in a 

transition from feudal to economic property, but 

in a financialization of  property that is as thor-

oughly politically constituted as it ever was. That 

is the only way you can understand the existence 

of  a risk-free return and its role as the corner-

stone of  the system – it’s not excess but founda-

tional to how capitalism works. Feudalism did not 

offer such an institutional facility.

When you look at capitalism as a global system 

(as we should), the Western propertied class ap-

pears as a key part of  the rentier class. Many 

people merely looking for a modest retirement 

are driving a capitalist system that has always 

been savage outside the West but is increasingly 

predatory there as well. What does one do with 

that element of  structural implication? And what 

can you do inside a tightening net of  complicity 

that is not just anxiously self-protective? Probably 

the greatest victory of  neoliberalism as a system 

of  thought is that we have almost no vocabulary 

anymore to think about these issues. 

M. Khneisser: The book points toward the 

“democratization of  banking” as both the hori-

zon of  the project and an unresolved question. 

What would democratization mean in institutional 

terms? And where do you see the real political 

openings for such a project today?

M. Konings: I think we’re seeing an interest in 

“real utopias” and “feasible socialisms” coming 

back, and there are many plans circulating that 

outline protocols to make the financial system 

more transparent, egalitarian or democratic. The 

important contribution of  MMT has been to point 

out what needs socializing: not just “private prop-

erty” or “investment”, but specifically public ca-

pacities for influencing credit creation and selec-

tively stabilizing leveraged balance sheets. The 

problem is that it trivializes the politics that 

emerges from that insight and ends up looking for 

technical fixes – which reproduces a very common 

problem in left-wing thinking about alternatives.

Many progressive proposals only become action-

able if  we get past some deeper blockages. In terms 

of  political strategy, the reliance on artificial scarci-

ty as a way to maintain a middle class is that it 

erodes rather than builds solidarity – problems are 

solved constantly by tightening the in-group. That 

over time inevitably leads to some variety of  au-

thoritarianism or fascism. 

That is visible in an almost farcical way in the af-

fordability crisis: as much as its distinctiveness is 

widely acknowledged (i.e., budget pressures are not 

limited to households without assets or income but 

go to the heart of  the middle-class experience), 

mainstream proposals continue to center on the 

possibility of  propping up the very kind of  supply-

side politics that has stopped working. Democrats 

rallying around the “abundance” agenda is proba-

bly the most prominent example of  that. It’s a jar-

gon that serves to preemptively rule out any mea-

sures that could make more than a superficial dif-

ference: by its logic, nothing can be done unless it 

is actively endorsed and financed by those con-

stituencies whose interests are most tightly bound 

up with the perpetuation of  the existing state of  

affairs.
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derstand how inequality is produced and repro-

duced in modern life, you can’t ignore organiza-

tions. They’re doing a lot of  the work.

That said, I hadn’t fully settled on this line of  in-

quiry when I started my PhD program. But as I 

moved through my doctoral training, I kept com-

ing back to questions about inequality—specifi-

cally, how businesses and business ecosystems can 

both exacerbate and mitigate systemic exclusion. 

What I found myself  sitting with was this tension: 

businesses are often the primary agents of  mar-

ginalization. They have real power to exclude 

Jessica Urzúa: Thank you for taking the time to 

speak with me. You are trained in management and 

based at a business school, yet your work engages 

deeply with questions of  systemic inequality that 

marginalized populations face in labor markets and 

economic life. What drew you to pursue a PhD in 

Management, and how did you come to develop this 

line of  inquiry?

Kylie Jiwon Hwang: I was drawn to a PhD in 

Management because I believed that businesses and 

the business ecosystem are among the most powerful 

forces shaping social outcomes. If  you want to un-

The way I read Minsky, he was in favor of  the idea 

of  a full employment guarantee not because it was 

a policy that would fix the system, but precisely be-

cause it could not be accommodated by the system. 

It would strain the existing framework, bring to 

light how key institutional parameters constrain our 

options, and so empower the public to make new 

choices. 

The Mamdani agenda is exciting for similar rea-

sons. His administration is implementing measures 

against which the mainstream has a thousand per-

fectly valid counterarguments. So, at some point, 

the tensions generated by Mamdani’s policies will 

reach a crisis point – he will either need to retreat 

or effect a broader transformation. What his ad-

ministration seems to be banking on is that, by that 

time, his policies will have broadened support for a 

progressive program and built the kind of  solidari-

ty that is needed to win battles over key institu-

tions.■ 

On the Job Market? Share on Accounts

https://forms.gle/LaXuCgosvftkeoGr7
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people. And yet, in many cases, the first step to-

ward economic integration also happens through 

work, through organizations. So, I became inter-

ested in how management scholarship could help 

us understand when and how businesses might 

reduce rather than deepen inequality, and under 

what conditions work can actually enable mobility 

for those who’ve been pushed to the margins. 

J. U.: In your American Journal of  Sociology article, 

“Entrepreneurship as a Response to Labor Mar-

ket Discrimination for Formerly Incarcerated 

People,” you examine how entrepreneurship can 

function as a response to labor market exclusion. 

What motivated you to study this question, and 

what do you see as the key contribution of  this 

work for how we think about entrepreneurship in 

relation to inequality?

K. J. H.: I was interviewing and talking with a lot 

of  people coming out of  prison, and what I heard 

over and over again was that so many employ-

ment doors had closed on them that entrepre-

neurship felt like the only viable path. People 

were starting businesses not because they had 

identified a great opportunity, but because wage 

employment had become structurally inaccessi-

ble. That was genuinely eye-opening. The entre-

preneurship we talk about most in business 

schools and in the media is essentially a Silicon 

Valley story—high-growth, high-tech ventures, 

founders with capital, connections, and creden-

tials. What the people I was talking to described 

was something entirely different: entrepreneur-

ship as a response to blocked opportunities.

The contribution I care most about is the con-

ceptual reframing and the empirical grounding 

behind it. For marginalized populations, especial-

ly those that are formerly incarcerated, entrepre-

neurship often functions as an alternative path-

way precisely because the primary pathways have 

been blocked. And that matters because we know 

labor market discrimination against formerly in-

carcerated people is persistent and deeply en-

trenched, and that gap has proven very difficult 

to close through policy alone. Entrepreneurship 

offers something different: a route to finding 

work, earning income, and reentering society 

without having to depend entirely on employers 

changing their behavior or policymakers catching 

up. And the evidence suggests it works—formerly 

incarcerated entrepreneurs earn meaningfully 

more than formerly incarcerated employees, and 

we find substantially lower recidivism rates among 

those who pursue entrepreneurship compared to 

those in wage employment or unemployment. For 

a population where any stable work is hard to find, 

that’s not a small thing. Recognizing entrepreneur-

ship as a genuine reentry pathway changes how we 

should think about what it’s for, what it costs, and 

what we owe people who are pushed into it by cir-

cumstances not of  their choosing. 

J. U.: Your Research in Organizational Behavior piece, 

coauthored with Damon Phillips, argues that en-

trepreneurship research has systematically over-

looked marginalized populations, focusing instead 

on “elite entrepreneurs.” How do you define elite 

entrepreneurs, and what do we miss, conceptually 

and empirically, when we treat that profile as the 

default case?

K. J. H.: When Damon and I talk about elite en-

trepreneurs, we’re drawing on a specific definition: 
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legitimize a narrow vision of  who counts as an 

entrepreneur and what entrepreneurship is for. 

J. U.: Your research combines quantitative analy-

sis using restricted administrative data with in-

depth interviews and experiments. How has 

working across these methods shaped your find-

ings?

K. J. H.: I think working across methods has 

made me a more thorough researcher. Each 

method has its own blind spots, and having to 

triangulate across them keeps you from convinc-

ing yourself  too quickly that you’ve found some-

thing clean.

Restricted administrative data gives you scale and 

credibility. You can document population-level 

patterns, use quasi-experimental designs to make 

causal claims, and demonstrate that what you’re 

observing isn’t just an artifact of  small sample 

selection. But administrative data lacks the rich-

ness and depth into underlying mechanisms and 

the “why”. It can't tell you what it feels like to try 

to start a business with no credit history, no col-

lateral, and a record that shows up in every back-

ground check. That’s what the interviews gave me

—the details of  experience, the underlying mech-

anisms operating at the level of  individual deci-

sion-making and meaning-making. The experi-

ments have been useful for a different reason: 

they let me isolate discrimination specifically, 

holding everything else constant. When I want to 

know whether employers or lenders respond dif-

ferently to otherwise identical applicants with 

criminal records, experiments provide that infor-

mation. But they’re necessarily artificial. Real la-

bor markets are messier.

I’ve found that working across these complemen-

tary methods has helped me gain more depth and 

confidence in my findings, especially when study-

ing something like inequality, which is both struc-

tural and experiential.

J. U.: How have you navigated publishing across 

sociology and management journals, and what 

differences have you encountered between these 

audiences?

elites are those with vastly disproportionate control 

over or access to resources—resources that advan-

tage them in starting and sustaining a business. In 

the entrepreneurship literature, this has translated 

empirically into a focus on founders who are more 

likely to be highly educated at prestigious institu-

tions, wealthy, male, White, and young, operating in 

a handful of  high-tech or knowledge-intensive in-

dustries and often backed by venture capital or an-

gel investment. That’s a real and interesting popu-

lation, but it represents a small fraction of  new 

businesses. For example, venture capital backs few-

er than 0.05 percent of  new businesses. Angel in-

vestors back another 0.2 percent. Meanwhile, 64 

percent of  entrepreneurs fund their ventures 

through personal savings.

The problem is that when you build your theories 

on that slice, you end up with concepts, mecha-

nisms, and assumptions that can’t be applied to the 

broader population of  entrepreneurs. The three 

main streams in the entrepreneurship-employment 

literature—how employment experience shapes 

entrepreneurial entry, how labor market structures 

affect entrepreneurial decisions, and how en-

trepreneurial experience affects future employ-

ment—were all largely developed using elite sam-

ples. Engineers, managers, attorneys, scientists. And 

so the baseline assumptions embedded in those 

theories reflect elite conditions: abundant employ-

ment alternatives, ample financial cushion, and 

dense networks with relevant connections.

Empirically, we miss an enormous population—

micro-entrepreneurs, necessity-driven entrepre-

neurs, people who are self-employed because no 

one will hire them. And conceptually, we miss 

mechanisms that are actually quite theoretically 

rich: how stigma shapes entrepreneurial entry, how 

institutional exclusion generates alternative eco-

nomic forms, how community networks substitute 

for formal capital when banks and investors are 

unavailable, how the meaning of  entrepreneurial 

success differs when your baseline is unemployment 

rather than a lucrative corporate career. These 

questions challenge foundational assumptions that 

we’ve been making in our field. What we want to 

avoid is a situation where our theories inadvertently 
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K. J. H.: As someone earlier in my career, I’m 

far from having fully figured out either audience. 

I think both reward theoretical and empirical 

rigor, as well as novelty. But there are real differ-

ences that require a kind of  code-switching.

Sociology—and the American Journal of  Sociology in 

particular—expects you to be in serious conver-

sation with established theoretical literature, and 

to be precise about how your findings advance, 

complicate, or qualify existing theories. There’s 

also a much stronger appetite for research on 

historically marginalized or overlooked popula-

tions—that’s not treated as a niche interest the 

way it sometimes can be in management outlets.

Management audiences are often more interested 

in implications—for practice, for organizational 

design, for the decisions that managers, investors, 

and policymakers actually make. There’s also a 

stronger prior that your research has to make 

contact with the mainstream concerns of  the 

field—strategy, organizational behavior, entre-

preneurship as it’s conventionally defined. I’ve 

found that it can feel like a constraint at times, 

but it can also be an opportunity to push the field 

by showing that its core questions look different 

when you change the population you’re studying.

J. U.: Your research has informed policy discus-

sions, including connections to legislation such as 

Senate Bill S.1499 and a proposed Small Busi-

ness Administration rule. How did your work 

come to be taken up in these contexts, and what 

has your experience been like engaging with pol-

icy audiences? 

K. J. H.: Some of  it was intentional, and most 

of  it was serendipitous. I think the work found 

traction in policy circles partly because it was 

addressing a population that policymakers were 

already thinking about. There’s been growing 

bipartisan interest in reentry and criminal justice 

reform. But I also think it helped that the find-

ings had direct, actionable implications. If  entre-

preneurship is functioning as a response to dis-

crimination in wage labor markets, and if  for-

merly incarcerated people face systematic barri-

ers not just to employment but also to business 

formation (e.g., no access to SBA loans, excluded 

from licensing in many states), then there are con-

crete policy levers to pull. 

Engaging with policy audiences has been genuinely 

exciting but also humbling. Researchers and poli-

cymakers are operating with very different incen-

tives and time horizons. Policymakers need an-

swers faster than the research cycle can produce 

them, and they often want more certainty than the 

evidence can responsibly bear. I’ve had to learn to 

be useful without overstating what my findings can 

support. The goal is to inform, not to advocate 

beyond what the evidence warrants, and to be 

clear about the limits of  what we know.

J. U.: Is there a risk that entrepreneurship becomes 

a policy solution that places the burden of  struc-

tural inequality on individuals rather than address-

ing underlying barriers? What does your evidence 

suggest about whether entrepreneurship is actually 

a good outcome for those who pursue it?

K. J. H.: I’m really glad you ask this, because I 

think about this tension a lot. There’s a real risk 

that entrepreneurship gets mobilized as a neoliber-

al solution, as a way of  saying to people who’ve 

been systematically excluded, “Go build some-

thing,” without addressing the structural conditions 

that produced their exclusion in the first place. 

That would be troubling.

My evidence is actually more complicated than a 

simple celebration of  entrepreneurship as a 

panacea. People who enter entrepreneurship be-

cause of  discrimination often start with fewer re-

sources, less support, and more constraints than 

the standard entrepreneurship narrative assumes. 

They’re starting businesses in industries that re-

quire minimal capital—construction, cleaning ser-

vices, personal care—because those are the indus-

tries accessible to them, not because they represent 

their highest-opportunity option. They earn more 

as entrepreneurs than as employees, but they still 

earn significantly less than their never-incarcerated 

counterparts. The income gap narrows but doesn’t 

close.

And there are real costs that don’t show up in 

earnings data—the precarity, the lack of  benefits, 
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the absence of  employment protections, the iso-

lation of  self-employment, which in itself  can be 

a source of  social marginalization. In the ROB 

piece with Damon, we’re explicit that entrepre-

neurship may simultaneously provide non-pecu-

niary benefits like dignity, autonomy, and civic 

reintegration while also exposing people to risks 

that traditional employment would absorb. 

So I think the honest answer is: entrepreneurship 

can be a meaningful pathway for some individu-

als navigating exclusion, but it is not a solution to 

structural discrimination. Treating it as one lets 

employers, lenders, and policymakers off  the 

hook. The more important question is why dis-

crimination is happening in the first place and 

what it would take to address it directly, through 

enforcement of  anti-discrimination law, fair 

chance hiring policies, and reform of  the back-

ground check industry. Entrepreneurship can be 

one piece of  an ecosystem of  support, but it can’t 

carry the weight of  structural reform. 

J. U.: Looking ahead, what questions or projects 

are you most excited to pursue next in your re-

search?

K. J. H.: A few projects are genuinely exciting to 

me right now, and they all push in the direction 

of  understanding not just whether entrepreneur-

ship and work matter for marginalized popula-

tions but how—and where the real leverage 

points for change are.

One is on credit access. With colleagues, I’ve 

been looking at how entrepreneurs with criminal 

records navigate lending markets—the ways a 

criminal record follows you into the credit system 

and the impacts it has on entrepreneurial and 

individual outcomes. We use the change in SBA 

PPP loan eligibility as a natural experiment, and 

we find that expanding credit access to formerly 

incarcerated business owners has meaningful im-

pacts on business survivability and recidivism 

rates. This raises a harder question: if  removing 

one lending barrier has these effects, what are the 

impacts of  all the other resource barriers that 

entrepreneurs with criminal records face?

A second project, with my colleague, asks a ques-

tion I find really important and underexplored: 

do young firms and startups hire marginalized in-

dividuals at higher rates than established firms? 

Focusing on workers with criminal records, we find 

that young firms disproportionately hire more 

marginalized workers. The underlying reason is 

not that young firms deliberately seek out workers 

with records or that workers with records prefer 

startups. It’s that young firms struggle to compete 

against established employers for labor, and so they 

draw from a residual pool of  marginalized workers 

that established firms have already screened out. 

This reframes how we should think about the en-

trepreneurial ecosystem: startups aren’t just a 

pathway for people with records to start businesses; 

they may be one of  the few viable points of  entry 

into employment at all.

A third project is on the narratives and identities 

that people with criminal records construct around 

entrepreneurship—how they talk about them-

selves, what meanings they attach to that identity, 

and how those stories shape what they can actually 

access. My colleagues and I find something coun-

terintuitive: that embracing your criminal record 

and centering it in your entrepreneurial narrative, 

rather than hiding or minimizing it, can actually 

help you gain investment. Investors seem to read 

that kind of  disclosure as a signal of  trustworthi-

ness, distinctiveness, and tenacity. This raises inter-

esting questions about when and for whom trans-

parency is a viable strategy, and helps us think 

about what marginalized individuals can agentical-

ly do to navigate the barriers they face—rather 

than simply waiting for those barriers to be re-

moved.

And separately, I’ve also started examining disabili-

ty and labor market participation with col-

leagues—the ways structural barriers, not individ-

ual incapacity, explain exclusion, and how changes 

in the organization of  work, like the expansion of  

remote work and entrepreneurship, can open or 

close participation in ways that dwarf  anything 

happening at the individual level.

The through-line of  all of  my research is really the 

same question: what does it take for work to func-

tion as a pathway to mobility and inclusion for 

those who’ve been most systematically excluded 

from it? ■
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SPOTLIGHT: AN INTERVIEW WITH ELIF BIRCED 

Elif Birced earned her Ph.D. in Sociology from Boston University and is currently a Postdoctoral Associate 

at the MIT Sloan School of  Management and the Schwarzman College of  Computing. Broady, her re-

search falls at the intersection of  the sociology of  work, cultural production, and social media. Specifically, 

she studies how technology is reshaping work, worker commitment, and control over work with a particu-

lar focus on social media platforms. Starting in Fall 2026, she will be an Assistant Professor of  Sociology at 

Villanova University. 

Dr. Birced was interviewed by Allison Wigen, a Ph.D. candidate in the Department of  Sociology at Boston 

University. 

Allison Wigen: Can you tell us a bit about your 

intellectual journey? What drew you to economic 

sociology and, more specifically, to studying digital 

labor and platform economies? 

Elif  Birced: My interest in economic sociology 

began while I was an undergraduate student 

studying economics in Turkey, as I was curious 

about the meanings people attach to economic 

exchanges and work, and how we decide the value 

of  things and labor. While I was interested in this 

subfield without knowing much about it as an un-

dergrad, my first official introduction to economic 

sociology came from my advisor during my mas-

ter’s program, which also motivated me to apply 

to the Ph.D. program in Sociology at Boston Uni-

versity. 

On the other hand, my interest in studying digital 

labor and platform economies began in 2020, as 

the creator economy has been growing in Turkey 

and worldwide. I was particularly interested in the 

impact of  social media platforms on the future of  

work and was very excited to unpack the labor 

process behind content creation. 

A. W.: In your recent Socio-Economic Review article, 

“Empowered by Consumers: How Content Cre-

ators Use Relational Labor to Resist Labor Con-

trol,” you flip a common assumption by asking 

how workers use consumers as a source of  resis-

tance rather than control. What motivated this 

shift in perspective?

E. B.: This paper’s development process was highly 

inductive. While I was conducting interviews with 

Turkish content creators, I found it puzzling that 

some content creators can leverage their audiences 

to be more selective with which sponsors to work 

with and resist brands’ interventions into the con-

tent creation process, despite the high importance 

of  brand sponsorships for earning income. This was 

surprising for me, as I was interviewing content cre-

ators who seek to monetize their content, and paid 

sponsorships constitute an important income stream 

in the Turkish creator economy. (To give some con-

text, creators receive paid sponsorships from brands 

in return for making content in which they intro-

duce their products or services.) So, I was empirical-

ly interested in unpacking why this is happening 

and which content creators can do so more than 

others. 

To make more sense of  this recurring insight from 

my interview data, I decided to look not only at the 

literature on content creation, but also at other cases 

in which consumers similarly play an active role in 

the labor process, such as platform-mediated service 

work like ride-hailing or food delivery, and interac-

tive service work like retail or customer representa-

tive jobs. So, when I was reading the literature on 

different types of  workers and their relations with 

consumers, I realized that existing research usually 

documents audiences and consumers in other set-
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tings as actors whom companies rely on to disci-

pline workers and align work processes with the 

company’s goals, rather than actors whom work-

ers can leverage to resist control of  their labor. 

This contrast between my findings and existing 

research motivated me to reflect more on why 

consumers can be oppressive in some contexts 

but empowering in others.

A. W.: A central concept in the paper is relation-

al labor. How does this concept help us under-

stand why audience expectations can conflict 

with brands’ managerial strategies?

E. B.: I can start by briefly defining relational 

labor, which was originally conceptualized by 

media and communication scholar Nancy Baym. 

It is the labor people perform to build and sustain 

relationships with their audience on social media 

by regularly communicating with them through 

social media posts and videos, and by responding 

to comments, emails, and direct messages they 

receive from followers. Through relational labor, 

audiences can develop affective bonds with cre-

ators. Also, relational labor is key for content cre-

ators to be perceived as authentic, relatable, and 

trustworthy by audiences.

I find that if  brands seek to heavily intervene in 

the content-creation process (e.g., by shaping how 

creators express themselves while introducing the 

brand), such managerial strategies can contradict 

audience expectations of  authenticity because of  

the relational labor creators perform. Yet this 

misalignment of  audiences’ and brands’ interests 

can create opportunities for some content cre-

ators to leverage their audiences to be more se-

lective about which brands they work with, po-

tentially hurting their audience engagement, and 

to resist brands’ control over their creative labor. 

Building on the role of  relational labor in mis-

aligning the interests of  brands and audiences, I 

also discuss how the nature of  the labor process 

shapes workers’ capacity to leverage consumers 

to resist control of  their labor in other contexts as 

well. More specifically, I argue that if  companies 

fail to align their managerial practices with the 

nature of  the labor process, which involves address-

ing consumers’ personal, intimate, or emotional 

needs, workers can leverage consumers to resist 

companies’ control over their labor process. In other 

words, understanding the nature of  the labor process 

helps us better explain why consumers are merely 

reinforcing organizational control in particular cases 

of  interactive service or platform work, while they 

can challenge it in others. 

A. W.: One of  your key findings is the importance 

of  alternative income streams (like part-time work or 

fan funding) in enabling autonomy. How does this 

reshape how we think about control over platform 

labor?

E. B.: As I briefly mentioned in my answer to a pri-

or question, I was interested in explaining not only 

why content creators can leverage their audiences to 

gain autonomy over their sponsored content cre-

ation, but also which content creators can do it more 

than others. I find that variation in creators’ capacity 

to leverage audiences stems from their ability to di-

versify their income streams, both on- and off-plat-

form. For instance, part-time or semi-professional 
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content creators with a primary job outside the 

creator economy can more easily be selective 

about brands and resist interventions by brand 

reps into their creative process. More surprising-

ly, I saw variation in full-time or professional con-

tent creators’ capacity to leverage their audiences 

for greater autonomy over their work, depending 

on their capacity to utilize YouTube’s fan funding 

models, such as paid channel membership (a.k.a., 

YouTube Join). 

These findings can reshape how we think about 

the operation of  control in platform work in sev-

eral ways. I extend earlier discussions of  the roles 

of  platforms and consumers in shaping the labor 

process by showing how both actors can simulta-

neously exert and challenge control, especially 

when platform workers work for multiple com-

panies. While controlling creator labor through 

algorithmic management, YouTube, to a certain 

extent, enables creators to resist control of  their 

labor in sponsored content creation by decreas-

ing reliance on paid sponsorships. Also, audi-

ences are not only exerting control over content 

creation through social media metrics and quali-

tative feedback, as prior research mainly discuss-

es, but they can also help creators have a degree 

of  autonomy while working with brands. In this 

regard, these findings offer a more nuanced un-

derstanding of  how power dynamics operate in 

the platform economy. 

A. W.: Your current postdoctoral work at MIT 

(with Georg Rilinger, Arvind Karunakaran, and 

Julie Seager) examines computational thinking 

and its relationship to economic thinking. How 

do you conceptualize the distinction between the 

two, and why does it matter for understanding 

contemporary markets?

E. B.: To offer some background for this project, 

we study the distinction between computational 

and economic thinking to answer two questions: 

1) how the computational approach to market 

design is different from the traditional approach-

es to market design in economics, and 2) how 

computational thinking shapes the actual design 

of  online markets, such as online ad or labor 

markets. To answer these two questions, we focus 

on an emerging interdisciplinary field, EconCS, 

comprising algorithmic game theorists and mecha-

nism designers with a Ph.D. degree in economics 

or computer science, and we have been conducting 

interviews with theoretical and applied EconCS 

researchers in academia and tech companies. 

Although our data collection is still ongoing, we 

have observed several epistemic commitments that 

distinguish computational market design from the 

approach to market design in economics so far. 

The most fundamental difference stems from the 

modeling process: theoretical economists work with 

models understood as stylized representations, 

while (more applied) computer scientists view 

models (in principle) as specifications to be execut-

ed, requiring them to account for edge cases, 

worst-case behavior, and computational tractabili-

ty. What counts as a result also seems to differ. 

Where economics values equilibrium characteriza-

tions, computational work produces approximation 

guarantees, proofs that a tractable algorithm 

achieves some fraction of  the optimum even under 

worst-case conditions. A core implication is that 

economics offers intuitions about the most impor-

tant levers in a system driven by human actors, 

while computational thinking tends to provide 

more granular insights into technical systems in 

which human activity primarily registers as data. 

By demonstrating the distinction between two 

styles of  reasoning and showing the extent to 

which computational thinking is applied in practi-

cal market design processes, we aim to extend ear-

lier discussions on the role of  economic style rea-

soning in designing and governing markets. Also, 

studying the application of  computational thinking 

to market design in the industry can help us better 

understand the design of  online, platform-mediat-

ed markets, as existing studies have largely treated 

the design process as a black box, analyzing the 

outputs of  algorithmic systems without examining 

the expertise that goes into building them.  

A. W.: In Fall 2026, you will be joining Villanova 

University as an Assistant Professor of  Sociology. 

Looking ahead, how do you see your research 
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evolving at Villanova? Are there new empirical 

settings or theoretical questions you’re especially 

excited to pursue?

E. B.: Moving forward, I’m excited about two 

research projects. First, I will work on a book 

manuscript based on my dissertation research, 

which investigates what happens to control over 

work and worker commitment when workers si-

multaneously work for multiple companies, such 

as multiple social media platforms and brands. 

Also, I aim to continue studying the impact of  plat-

forms on work by examining their impact on exist-

ing professions, such as journalists. More specifical-

ly, I want to explore how social media has trans-

formed news production and journalists’ work pro-

cesses. Studying news production on YouTube in 

Turkey, this project aims to investigate further how 

social media shapes access to independent news 

and democracy in authoritarian contexts, offering 

important insights in a time when right-wing au-

thoritarianism has been on the rise globally. ■
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Allison Wigen is a Ph.D. candidate in Sociology at Boston University. Her in-

terdisciplinary research interests bridge culture, work and occupations, environ-

ment, inequality, and social theory. Her dissertation utilizes ethnographic, histor-

ical, and narrative methods to examine the co-constitution of  art and labor dur-

ing times of  social, economic, political, and ecological precarity. She explores 

this through the case of  U.S. fishing occupations during two historical periods: 

the peak of  the 19th-century whaling industry, and contemporary commercial 

fishing. Her work has been published in Poetics, American Journal of  Cultural Sociolo-

gy, and Sociological Forum. Wigen holds an Ed.M. in Arts in Education from the 

Harvard Graduate School of  Education, and a B.A. in Literary Arts from Brown 

University.

Jessica Urzúa is a Ph.D. student in Sociology and Social Policy at Harvard Uni-

versity. She is interested in studying how power and social structure in labor 

markets affect economic inequality, and how social policies may exacerbate or 

mitigate this inequality. She received an A.B. in Social Anthropology from Har-

vard College and an M.A. in Economics from Columbia University.

Chyi-Rong Tsai is a PhD candidate in Sociology at University of  Texas, Austin. 

She is interested in housing, welfare state, gender inequality, and economic soci-

ology. Her dissertation project investigates social and cultural meanings of  hous-

ing and see how these meanings shape the old-age security in Taiwan. Bridging 

the literature of  economic sociology and welfare states, she aims to see how a 

homeowner society is reproduced by ideology and social institutions and causes 

unintended consequences to old-age security. 

Mona Khneisser is a PhD Candidate in Sociology at the University of  Illinois 

Urbana-Champaign, where she expects to defend in May 2026. Her research 

explores the intersections of  crisis, class, and political subjectivity in contempo-

rary capitalism, with a regional focus on Lebanon and the SWANA region. Her 

dissertation, based on 18 months of  ethnographic fieldwork in Beirut, examines 

how Lebanon’s middle class—long a cornerstone of  the postwar economic mod-

el—renegotiate identities, attachments, and aspirations in the aftermath of  the 

2019 financial collapse. Tracing an ethnography of  everyday crisis, Khneisser’s 

work reveals how crises reshape state-society relations, unsettle regimes of  power, 

and illuminate broader dynamics of  financialization, middle-class politics, and 

state-society relations.
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