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FOREWORD

Fifty or sixty years ago, the word insecurity most commonly referred to a psychological condition. Some people suffered from “insecurities”; otherwise, though, Americans were self-confident to the point of cockiness. Public intellectuals worried over the “problem” of affluence, which was believed to be making us too soft and contented. They held forums to consider the growing challenge of leisure, never imagining that their own children and grandchildren would become accustomed to ten-hour workdays. Yes, there remained a few “social problems” for sociologists to study—poverty, which was “discovered” by the nonpoor in the early sixties, and racial inequality—but it was believed that these would yield easily to enlightened policies. We were so self-confident that Earth itself no longer seemed to offer sufficient outlets for our energy and ambition. We embarked on the exploration of space.

It was at some point in the late 1960s or early 1970s that Americans began their decline from intrepid to insecure. The year 1969 brought the revelation of the massacre at My Lai and the certainty that the Vietnam War would end in disgrace as well as defeat. At the same time, the war was draining federal funds from Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society programs, vitiating health services and hundreds of community development projects. Then 1970 saw the first national observance of Earth Day and the dawning awareness that our environmental problems went beyond scattered cases of “pollution.” For the first time since Malthus, the possibility was raised that we might someday exhaust the resources required to maintain America’s profligate consumer culture.

American business, beginning with the auto industry, woke up, in the 1970s, to the threat of international competition and initiated its long campaign to reduce both wages and the number of American workers. By the 1980s, big business had started the dismantling of American manufacturing—sending the factories overseas and destroying millions of unionized blue-collar jobs. The white-collar workforce discovered that even they were no longer safe from the corporate winnowing process. In the old version of the American dream, a college graduate was more or less guaranteed a middle-class lifestyle. In the emerging version, there were no guarantees at all. People were encouraged to abandon the idea of job security and take on the project of “reinventing” themselves over and over, as the fickle job market required—to see themselves as perpetual salespeople, marketing “the brand called you.”

Meanwhile, under both Ronald Reagan and Bill Clinton, the old confidence that we could mobilize collectively to solve social problems like poverty and racial exclusion was replaced by a growing mean-spiritedness toward the unlucky, the underpaid, and the unwanted. The war on poverty gave way to a war on crime, and when there were not enough crimes to justify this massive punitive enterprise, the authorities invented new ones—like the “crime” of drug possession and use. America achieved the embarrassing distinction of having the highest proportion of its citizenry incarcerated, surpassing both Russia and South Africa under apartheid.

Even into the new millennium, which brought the threat of terrorism and the certainty of global warming, we held our insecurities at bay with a combination of scapegoating, distraction, and delusion. Gays and illegal immigrants became our designated scapegoats, regularly excoriated by evangelists and cable news anchormen. War was at least a temporary distraction, even though it was the greatest non sequitur in military history: attacked by a group consisting largely of Saudi Arabians, the United States invaded Iraq. And then, at the personal level, there was the illusion of affluence offered by easy credit. If our jobs no longer paid enough to finance anything resembling the American dream of home ownership and college for the children, we could always borrow—take on a dodgy mortgage, refinance the house, sign up for more credit cards.

But distraction and delusion are not long-term cures for underlying anxiety. This book comes out at a time when more and more Americans are tumbling from insecurity into insolvency—bankrupted by medical debts, made homeless by foreclosure, ousted from their jobs by layoffs. The credit crisis that began in 2007, combined with stunning increases in the cost of fuel and ever-growing economic inequality, has created challenges not seen since the eve of the Great Depression. As I write this, the overwhelming majority of Americans believe that the country is “headed in the wrong direction” and fear that they will be the first generation to see their children live in more straitened circumstances than they have known.

The Insecure American would have been essential reading at any time in the last few years, but today it is indispensable. For the most part, we confront problems and issues only as they arise in the news cycle, taking them from sources usually short on facts and devoid of analysis. In contrast, the contributors to this book have been researching and thinking about their subjects—from militarism to health care, from foreign policy to poverty—for years. Many are academics who teach as well as write, and here they offer a powerful overarching lesson in clear and down-to-earth prose: that we can understand the forces that have robbed us of security, and—through understanding, combined with a renewed commitment to collective action—overcome them.

Barbara Ehrenreich


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The remarkable group of contributors to this volume share a vision of anthropology’s powerful perspective on contemporary social issues. Nevertheless, a book of this nature demands a lot from contributors, who must submit themselves to the vision of editors and attune themselves to the writing of their coauthors. We thank the contributors to this book for the good humor with which they wrote, rewrote, then rewrote some more as we sought to harmonize their essays into a single book. Surely the authors of the essays in this volume will be relieved to no longer find e-mails from us in their inboxes requesting yet another revision!

Books are always indebted to far more people than those whose names appear in the table of contents. The initial form of this book was envisioned at a 2006 workshop at MIT. We are grateful to MIT, and especially to Susan Silbey, for funding the workshop, and to Nancy Boyce for superintending the administrative details of the workshop. Our workshop discussants offered excellent comments; many thanks to Lee Baker (who became a contributor subsequently), Debbora Battaglia, Carol Cohn, Jeanne Guillemin, Angelique Haugerud, Arthur Kleinman, Jeff Maskovsky, and Heather Paxson. We are also grateful to the following people for attending the workshop and offering their thoughts: Natalie Bormann, Nick Buchanan, Candis Callison, Catherine Dolan, Mike Fischer, Matthew Gutmann, Stefan Helmreich, Jean Jackson, David Jones, Wen Hua Kuo, Philip Loring, Ann Pollock, Aslihan Sanal, Stefan Sperling, Mary Steedly, Ajantha Subramanian, Will Taggart, Livia Wick, and Anya Zilberstein.

We especially want to express our appreciation to Bill Beeman and Mark Pedelty for their participation in this project.

Many of the chapters in this book were presented at a standing-room-only panel at the 2007 meetings of the American Anthropological Association. Our thanks to the discussants (Rob Borofsky, Derrick Jackson of the Boston Globe, Barbara Ehrenreich, and Eugene Robinson of the Washington Post) for their fine comments in the best extemporaneous fashion. (It was particularly brave of the journalist discussants to accept our invitation, given that our previous book was titled Why America’s Top Pundits Are Wrong.) Thanks also to the audience for their attentive enthusiasm in an undersized stuffy room.

Roberto Gonzalez and David Price were excellent reviewers for the University of California Press. We thank them for reviewing the manuscript so quickly and for making suggestions that improved the essays in this book still further. We’re grateful to Barbara Ehrenreich for her pithy, sharp preface.

It has been a pleasure to work again with Naomi Schneider, our editor at University of California Press. We thank her for her sustained commitment to this project. Thanks as well to our agent, Regula Noetzli. We’re grateful to Rob Gehl for his cheerful assistance with formatting the manuscript.

Finally, we are more indebted than we can say to our spouses, Allison Macfar-lane and Jorge Acero, for supporting us through another collaboration.


[image: image]

Introduction

Catherine Besteman and Hugh Gusterson

It was a bad year for Steve and Sarah Schober.

Steve Schober had worked as an industrial designer for Maytag in Iowa for twenty-five years. He had several patents to his name. Earning in the low six figures, he lived in an expansive Tudor-style home with his wife, Sarah, and his two teenage children. Then Maytag was bought by Whirlpool. Maytag’s unionized plant in Iowa was closed, and the jobs moved to plants with lower wages in Mexico and Ohio. That was when Steve Schober, at fifty-two years old, found himself looking for a new job.

Steve considered taking a job with the post office, largely for the benefits, but eventually decided to start his own industrial design consulting business. His annual income promptly dropped over 75 percent to $25,000, half of which went to pay for a health insurance policy that cost over $800 a month. As Steve told the New York Times, “Health insurance was one of those invisible benefits of working for a corporation. You didn’t even have to think about it.”1 To help make ends meet, Steve and Sarah also work on weekends, earning $10 an hour doing menial tasks at an auto speedway.

Less than a decade earlier the Iowa Maytag plant had employed 1,200 white-collar workers and 2,500 blue-collar workers. Its best-paid blue-collar workers could earn over $20 an hour, and this put pressure on other local employers to pay their workers well too. Now $12 to $13 an hour is thought to be a good local wage. The shift came when Whirlpool, realizing it would be more efficient to have one company with two plants than two companies with three plants, bought Maytag and moved a thousand jobs to nonunionized facilities in Mexico and Ohio. The plant manager in Ohio noted that, although his plant paid maybe $3 an hour less than the Iowa plant, “whenever we advertise for employment, it is not difficult finding folks.” Meanwhile, although those laid off in the merger received severance packages, they lost their pensions. A few hundred, kept on temporarily to help move the Iowa plant to Ohio, considered themselves lucky to at least have a little extra time to seek new work. As one laid-off electrician, Guy Winchell, put it, “I really don’t know what I am going to do. I’ve thought about applying to hospitals because they have health insurance.” Like the more affluent Steve Schober, Winchell dreaded needing to use a health care system that seems to be designed for other people.

Most Americans know, or know of, someone like Steve and Sarah Schober or Guy Winchell. They are Insecure Americans. They are the archetypal character of our age in the same way that the immigrant worker was archetypal for the early 1900s and the newly prosperous Levittown resident has come to personify the 1950s. The Schobers’ story of downward mobility and collapsing support systems is the nightmare scenario that haunts millions of insecure Americans.

THE NEW ECONOMY

In recent years stories like the Schobers’ have become increasingly common in the U.S. middle class. This is new and has dramatically accelerated since the 2008 economic crisis. Until recently middle-class Americans assumed that employment and rising incomes were inherent to American society. The social order created by the New Deal and the Great Society granted most Americans an expectation of shared economic risk, a rising standard of living, and an opportunity for upward mobility. This social order was anchored by the GI Bill, tax deductions for mortgage payments, high levels of defense spending that juiced up the economy, cheap energy, employer-subsidized health insurance, unemployment insurance to protect against periods of economic turbulence, and Social Security and Medicare for old age. Middle-class Americans were vaguely aware of an economic abyss on the other side of which lay chronic job insecurity, hunger, inadequate health care, and substandard housing in neighborhoods pockmarked by drugs and crime. They assumed that this life was reserved for what Michael Harrington famously called “the other America”2—the urban and rural underclass that was disproportionately nonwhite and was unable to transcend both the prejudice of mainstream society and its own lack of cultural capital. And even these people had a rudimentary safety net assembled under the Great Society programs—though a safety net with far more holes than was the case in the welfare states of Europe.

Until recently U.S. society was described by sociologists and economists as pearshaped. The underclass at the bottom and the class of super-rich at the top were relatively small, and there was a great bulging middle that accommodated everyone from plumbers and production-line workers to college professors and middle managers. The years of economic growth between World War II and the 1970s had benefited everyone relatively equally, ensuring that wages for average workers grew at the same pace as wages for executives and profits for investors. The basic employment structure of those years grew out of a compact that has come to be known as “Fordism.” (It is named after Henry Ford, who pioneered a new American model of prosperity by giving his auto workers high wages and a forty-hour week in exchange for high levels of productivity. In turn workers’ high wages and guaranteed leisure time enabled the consumerism that completed the circuitry of prosperity.)3The Fordist compact was based on a three-way understanding between employers, workers, and government. The government ensured a Keynesian fiscal policy designed to smooth out the business cycle, together with subsidies for education, housing, and retirement, while companies and their employees worked out a collective expectation of stable employment and employee benefits and an understanding that workers as well as managers would get a cut of the wealth created by rising productivity, in return for which labor unions would forswear industrial action, except in extremis.

By the 1980s the Fordist compact was clearly falling apart. At the top of the economic pecking order CEO salaries soared into the stratosphere. Forbes magazine reports that the top twenty private equity and hedge fund managers in 2006 were paid an average salary of $675 million4—sums that would have been unthinkable as recently as the 1970s. Meanwhile workers found themselves falling further behind. Today the archetypical American company is no longer Ford but Wal-Mart. As Jane Collins argues in this volume, if Henry Ford paid his workers well so they could afford to buy his cars, Wal-Mart pays its employees so badly that they can afford to shop only at Wal-Mart. Where Ford deferred to labor union seniority systems, creating job security and company loyalty, Wal-Mart prefers a revolving door for its employees: as a Wal-Mart executive noted in a 2005 memo, “The cost of an associate with seven years of tenure is almost 55 percent more than the cost of an associate with one year of tenure, yet there is no difference in his or her productivity.” Where Ford gave generous health benefits, Wal-Mart pays its employees so poorly that they often qualify for state medical assistance. And while Ford created a widening circle of regional and national prosperity by buying American parts for its products, Wal-Mart outsources as much of its production as possible to China, where a ruthless feudal-industrial regime ensures a reliable supply of well-disciplined cheap labor. And now, in an era where wages for most Americans are stagnant or declining and everyone from computer programmers to radiologists lives in fear of seeing his or her job outsourced to Asia, the Wal-Mart effect is radiating upwards. Instead of wealth trickling down, as we were promised in the Reagan years when “supply-side economics” came into vogue, insecurity is trickling up the social ladder. No wonder Barbara Ehrenreich, writing on “the inner life of the middle class,” titled her book .











































































































    
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollständigen Ausgabe!
 
OPS/images/line.jpg









OPS/images/9780520945081.jpg





OPS/images/pub.jpg
A

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA PR

Berkeley: ‘Tos Angeles: ‘Tondon






