
LETTER FROM THE
CHAIR

The apocryphal curse “May
you live in interesting
times” was surely fulfi l led
in 2020. From the
perspective of political
sociology, the year
provided an array of events
that previously could only
be studied in historical or
comparative context. The
world’s oldest democracy
was shaken at its
foundations when its recent
election was marked by
voter suppression, specious
claims of fraud, and
uncertainty regarding the
transition of power:
phenomena more commonly 
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associated with fragile
democracies. Episodes of
police brutality ignited a
storm of political protest
across the country and
beyond, propelling the Black
Lives Matter movement to
new heights. And the global
pandemic upended the world
and further exacerbated
divisions within an American
polity already fractured by
economic inequality, fake
news, and growing distrust
of societal institutions.

Scholars will  spend years
unpacking the events of the
past year. But, one thing is
clear: political sociology is
needed more than ever. 
 Who is better positioned to
shed light on challenges to
democracy and movements
on behalf of justice and
equity? Even the pandemic
falls within the purview of
our scholarship. Who would
have guessed that a
pandemic would become so
intensely politicized, or that
partisanship would predict
patterns of masking and
disease spread? Medical and
public health professionals
will  surely write their own
histories of this pandemic,
but political sociologists will
have their own stories to
tell .
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Of course, understanding conflict and disaster is only part of the equation. An even
more challenging problem for scholars of political sociology has been to identify the
factors that replace conflict with political consensus, cooperation, and equality.
Consequently, political sociology has much to say for the upcoming tasks of
rebuilding an American civil  society. Rebuilding trust and healing the political
cleavages of the riven American polity is no small task. Hopefully the lessons that
we have learned from the close study of other times and places will  give us insight
into how to help our own society recover from the wreckage of 2020. 

And so, thank you for all  that you are doing to support your families and
communities in these difficult times. May 2021 prove somewhat less interesting for
us all .
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Fabio Rojas

Meet the New
Council Members

Please tell  us about your
work and your plans during
these unusual and uneasy
times. How will  you be
spending your time on
research and teaching this
year?

I  have written two articles
on Black Lives Matter and I
intend to continue this
line of research. In 2017, I
co-authored an article on
BLM with Jelani Ince and
Clayton Davis about the
network of hashtags
around BLM and what that
tells us about the
movement's impact on
social media. Jelani and I

are continuing this
research with a more in-
depth exploration of how
this movement has
affected American culture.
I am also working on
articles that examine how
people link political
events to COVID. This
work, co-authored with
IU's Meltem Odabas, uses
social media data to
discover how people
create political narratives
around epidemics and
disasters.

What are you looking
forward to doing on the
council? What do you think
are some of the priorities
for the section going
forward?

Every ASA section has
routine activities that the
council coordinates, such
as the annual meetings,
requesting space for panel
sessions, and giving
awards to outstanding
graduate students and
faculty members. One
priority in the future will
be increasing graduate
student participation. The
health of our scholarship
is in the hands of our
students. Also, given the
dire situation with the
COVID epidemic, we will
need to think carefully
about how to sustain the
vitality of our
subdiscipline in an era
where face-to-face
meetings will  be limited. 

I  look forward to working
with the council to ensure
the growth of our
community.

Irene Bloemraad

Please tell  us about your
work and your plans during
these unusual and uneasy
times. How will  you be
spending your time on
research and teaching this
year?

My undergraduate degree
is in Political Science, but
I switched to Sociology for
my graduate work because
I felt that sociologists had
a more capacious approach
to power and politics. I
loved the centrality of
social movements to the
study of political change
among sociologists and the
greater attention to people
often at the margin of 
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politics, especially
immigrants and racialized
minorities. Ever since, my
research has centered on
the political inclusion of
immigrants, and the
impact of migration on
politics and notions of
political membership. 

My current projects
examine how members of
mixed legal status families
think about citizenship
and being American (even
if they are noncitizens);
re-thinking social
movement theories
through the lens of
noncitizenship; using
survey experiments to
evaluate which framing
strategies shift public
opinion around
immigration, legalization
and public benefits; and
pushing sociologists to
shift how they have
theorized citizenship, from
a typology of Marshallian
rights to a process of
claims-making. 

With the pandemic – and
the difficulty of doing
hands-on research – my
work has taken a strange
turn back to my political
science roots, notably
normative political theory.
I ’ve been partnering with
philosopher Will  Kymlicka
and an interdisciplinary
group of scholars to
consider how to bring
normative political theory
in conversation with 

empirical social science
around questions of
border, membership and
belonging. I ’m also
teaching a course this
semester with political
theorist Sarah Song that
attempts a similar
normative/empirical
bridging around migration
and citizenship. 

What are you looking
forward to doing on the
council? What do you think
are some of the priorities
for the section going
forward?

I  would love to see the
Political Sociology section
advance initiatives to help
graduate students and
early-career scholars who
are facing immense
professional stresses right
now. This needs to be
done in a framework of
supporting and promoting
the work of Black
colleagues, other
sociologists of color, and
Indigenous scholars. Some
of the work that excites
me the most right now are
discussions around
sovereignty, territory and
citizenship that bring into
conversation migrant and
Indigenous perspectives,
viewpoints that in many
ways stand in tension. It
is,  I  hope, a creative
tension for exciting
theoretical advances.

Please tell  us about your
work and your plans during
these unusual and uneasy
times. How will  you be
spending your time on
research and teaching this
year?

It ’s been a challenging
year for all  the obvious
reasons and also because I
made a transition. The
issues that are near and
dear to my heart–-human
rights, social justice,
democracy, inequality,
discrimination, and social
movements–-have come to
the fore more than ever,
and I ’m energized to
pursue these lines of
inquiry further. I  have a
number of projects that
I ’ve been working on with
my colleagues, and I ’m
hoping that I ’ l l  be able to
make significant progress  

Kiyoteru Tsutsui
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on them in the coming
months. One is a
historical/comparative
sociology of changing
notions of nationhood
through the lens of
minority rights provisions
in national constitutions
over the last few
centuries. We have mostly
finished collecting data on
changing modes of
minority inclusion and are
trying to finalize the data
analyses to examine how
those changes unfolded
and whether they have
impacted actual minority
rights practices on the
ground. Another project
constructs the Campus
Human Rights Index, which
measures universities’
commitment to human
rights and social justice. It
will  be the basis for a
ranking of all  major
universities in the US, and
our hope is that it will
prompt universities to do
more to uphold their
stated commitment to
human rights. There are a
few other projects I ’ve
been working on –
populism and the future of
democracy, experimental
survey on public support
for human rights, and
socially responsible
practices among Japanese
corporations – and I hope
to move them forward as
well .  Teaching has been a
challenge since face-to-
face interaction in the
classroom has always been 

very important to me, but
we have gotten used to the
new normal, and I ’ve
learned to make the best
of Zoom interaction.

What are you looking
forward to doing on the
council? What do you think
are some of the priorities
for the section going
forward?

I  hope to contribute to the
advancement of our sub-
field in producing
impactful research that
informs public discourse
and policy-making around
pressing issues that we
face in the US and in the
world. I  think that the
political sociology
section’s strength lies in
the diversity of the
perspectives,
methodologies, and topical
foci that the members
bring to the table. I ’d l ike
to see us continue to
cultivate that advantage
and build on the sub-
field’s important
contributions in offering
nuanced understandings
about political mechanisms
and insightful accounts of
meaning-making processes
that other adjacent
disciplines pay scant
attention to. I ’d also like
to see the sub-field
actively adopt emerging
methods in computational
social science that offer
innovative approaches in
analyzing exciting new 

data sets. Our colleagues
in the section are well-
equipped to tackle
challenging issues such as
race, gender, immigration,
human rights, inequality,
environmental justice,
nationalism, populism, and
others, and I ’d be honored
if I  can help in any way to
further promote the kinds
of studies that would guide
us in our efforts to
address those critical
challenges.

***   
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On January 20, 2017, I  posted a digital
clock from Buzzfeed.com on my social
media that counted down to the 2021
inauguration. The inauguration truly felt
like a countdown. Taking it day by day to
figure out how to address the imminent
threats that would likely emanate from
the Trump Administration. It was an
intense experience of holding my breath,
being concerned about myself and loved
ones, pushing hard through social and
political survival,  and finding avenues of
creation, innovation and action.

The 2016 election ruptured the “post-
racial America” fantasy, and initiated an
intense moment of racial reckoning,
accountability and defense. There was a
palpable urgency manifested in a myriad
of ways. As a Black Woman and Boston-
based Scholar-Activist,  I  found myself
connected to two streams: one around
Allyship and accountability – especially
among “Liberal” and privileged
communities – and one grounded in
concretely supporting, defending, and
following the leadership of those most
vulnerable and targeted by President
Trump’s agenda.

Immediately following the election,
there was a wave of strong narrative and
analysis work coming from writing
collectives like “The Establishment” and
many others, to deepen racial analyses
and push for racial accountability.
Performative Allyship initiatives, such as
wearing a safety pin to show you are a
“safe” person, were promptly challenged 

  

Making Sense of the
Current Political Moment

In preparing to write this op-ed about
advocacy, political organizing, and
collective action leading up to the US
election I decided to look at my social
media posts during 2016 and 2017. In
doing so, I  realized that 2016-2020 has
been a period of crisis,  urgency,
creativity, persistence and significant
cultural,  political and narrative
transformation.
 
On election day 2016, I  remember being
at a friend’s house and my white friend
saying with confidence “Oh, don’t
worry, she’s definitely going to win…”
Even though I hoped my friend and the
national sentiment at that time were
right, I  had a tightness in my chest
saying that Hillary Clinton really might
lose because White Supremacy is very
appealing to people in the US, and there
is a long history of that power system
being invested in. I  remember the initial
drop and shock watching Hillary Clinton
lose the election, followed by the rush
of panic, burst of energy, and
momentum. 
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and in some cases redirected (Oluo
2017).  One prominent example is when
two Black Women, Leslie Mac and Marisa
Jenae Johnson created a monthly
subscription business called “Safety Pin
Box” in an effort to redirect the “Safety
Pin” initiative into “effective and
meaningful Allyship” (The Root 2017).

At the same time that the Allyship
conversations were going on in the
country, countless people were
developing community-grounded
analyses and action plans to respond to
the political and social moment. One
2016 discussion guide (Burnham, Elbaum,
Goldberg, Negrón-Gonzales, Ramos, and
Wing) pointed to three focus areas for
Social Movement activists and
advocates: “Limit Trump to One Term,
Defend our Communities and Build
Progressive Power.”

On Inauguration Day, January 20th 2017,
communities across the country staged
counter-protests. Grass-roots
organizations in Boston came together
to hold a People’s Inauguration in
downtown Boston. Looking back at the
videos and materials from this event, I
noticed two important chants from that
day. One being a call  and response
chant:  

"Tell  me what Democracy looks like. 
This is what Democracy looks like. 
Tell  me what Democracy looks like.
This is what Democracy looks like." 

And a chant that became a culminating
collective commitment that:

 “We will  rise,  resist and protect each
other. We will  build a just world for all .”
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The People’s Inauguration proclaimed
community agency, authority and
responsibility. It was a moment
asserting and demanding that we care
for and protect our communities. It was
preparing us to stand up against
injustice and stand with the most
affected. Less than 10 days later, on
January 29, 2017, hundreds of people
flooded to Logan Airport and airports
across the country to protest the
Muslim travel ban Executive Order that
Trump had just issued (Kane 2017).  

Between 2017 and 2020, I saw collective
action shift away from primarily
defensive acts to strengthened
organizations like the ACLU, holding
defensive lines while grassroots
organizations and activists focused on
power-building and innovations  from a
deep grounding in community agency
and analysis.  In 2020, I saw
communities ignored by the Biden
campaign taking it upon themselves to
mobilize their people (Hogness and Lee
2020), and I see how even with Trump
losing the 2020 election, activist
communities remain committed to
addressing the structural issues that
allowed for Trump (Ma 2020). 

Dr. Callie Watkins Liu is a Boston-based
Scholar-Activist,  as  well as a Critical
Race and Intersectional Theorist.  
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Christian Nationalism
and the Right's Effort to

De-Mobilize Political
Threats

writing conservative legislation for
Republicans, including funding for mass
incarceration and restrictive voter
identification laws. But virtually no one
recognizes how influential Weyrich (and
more importantly his philosophy) was
within conservative Christian circles. In
addition to co-founding ALEC, Weyrich
was also the co-founder (with Jerry
Falwell Sr.)  of the Moral Majority. In
fact, his (in)famous “I don’t want
everyone to vote” l ine was delivered to a
Christian audience within the context of
discussing why Christians shouldn’t
support big government. Here is the full
quote:
  
“Now many of our Christians have what      
I  call  the goo-goo syndrome―good
government. They want everybody to
vote. I  don’t want everybody to vote.
Elections are not won by a majority of
people, they never have been from the
beginning of our country and they are
not now. As a matter of fact, our
leverage in the elections quite candidly
goes up as the voting populace goes
down.”

Here Weyrich states conservative
Christians interested in maintaining
political power benefit when fewer
people vote. The obvious takeaway?
Make it more difficult for our political
opposition to vote. Or at least don’t
make it easier.

Though it ’s often interpreted as such,
Weyrich’s philosophy here, and that of
his audience, is not some a-religious or
secular conservatism that aims to
restrict voter access; it is Christian
nationalism. And it is today just as
pervasive a political theology among the
Right as it was in Weyrich’s day, fueling
support for restricting voter access
along with eager belief in rampant voter 

There has perhaps never been a more
infamous statement reflecting the
Right’s beliefs about voter access and
participation than Paul Weyrich’s
recorded “I don’t want everyone to vote”
line from 1980. Weyrich was famously
the co-founder of the ALEC (American
Legislative Exchange Council) ,  known for 
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fraud following Trump’s November 2020
loss.

Christian nationalism represents an
idealized fusion of American civic l ife
with a particularly ethnicized strain of
Christianity. It is about identity, not
Christian ethics. Christian nationalism is
the political theology undergirding
conservative support for xenophobic
immigration policies, denial of racism in
the criminal justice system, a rejection
of gun legislation, and, unsurprisingly,
who to vote for in the 2016 and 2020
Presidential elections.

But it is also closely connected with
Americans’ views on voting itself.
Christian nationalism divides Americans
into “us” and “them” and ascribes moral
worth and privilege to “us” (mostly
white, native-born, cultural
conservatives) while actively denying
civic participation to “them” (non-
whites, immigrants, non-Christians,
progressives).

In national data my co-authors and I
collected just before the election, we
inquired about Americans’ views on
voting, including their views on voter
access, disenfranchisement, and
supposed voter fraud.

We measure Christian nationalism with
six statements about Christianity or
religion’s relationship to government.
These are statements like, “The federal
government should declare the United
States a Christian nation,” or “The
success of the United States is part of
God’s plan.” We then combine the
responses to create a “Christian
nationalism index” (range from 0-24).

Even after controlling for standard
political,  religious, and
sociodemographic characteristics, it is
clear that Christian nationalism tracks
with Americans’ views on voter access
and disenfranchisement. The more
Americans affirm Christian nationalism,
the more likely they are to feel we make
voting “too easy” and to support
hypothetical policies of l ife-long felon
disenfranchisement (a strategic weapon
among Republicans for decades).

But what about the present crisis of
supposedly rampant voter fraud
promulgated by the defeated Donald
Trump? Charges of pervasive “voter
fraud” have long been leveled by the
Right as a way to pass arbitrary
legislation restricting the vote-access of 
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political threats who have less access to
polling stations or photo identification
(disadvantaged minorities, college
students).  But Trump has further sought
to weaponize such concerns following
his loss.

Unsurprisingly, our data show Christian
nationalism is powerfully related to
Americans’ belief that “voter fraud is
getting rampant” even before the
November election.

What does all  this mean? Republican
efforts to de-mobilize political threats
(by disenfranchising populations or
crying “voter fraud!”) aren’t merely
about partisan identification or
conservative ideology. They are driven
by a political theology that sanctifies
political hierarchies and justifies the  

view that voting should be restricted to
the “worthy” (us) rather than the
“unwashed masses” (them). 

Christian nationalism is fundamentally
anti-egalitarian and undemocratic. So it
is unsurprising that Trump has
weaponized it,  f irst,  to put him in office,
then entrench his own power as
president, and now delegitimize the
millions of votes that overthrew him.
Trump understands the core of
Weyrich’s message: Conservative
leverage in the elections goes up as the
votes cast by political threats can be
restricted or discounted.

Dr. Samuel Perry is Associate Professor
of Sociology at the University of
Oklahoma.

***



Markoff ’s achievement is due, in part, to
his dedication of decades of effort to
create two massive data sets: One
specifies the participants, targets, goals
and outcomes of each instance of rural
insurrection during the Revolution. A
second data set of every complaint in the
cahiers de doléance allows Markoff to get
at the attitudes and cultures of nobles,
clergy and the Third Estate (whom
Markoff breaks down further with
additional data on regional and class
differences) in each locality in 1789
France.

Markoff uses the first data set to trace
the dynamic of revolutionary action. The
second data set allows Markoff to show
how French participants in the Revolution
conceived their demands, thought about
their actions, and understood and
responded to their opponents. Together,
Markoff ’s analysis of action and
participants’  perceptions of events and of
their changing situation creates what he
describes as a motion picture of social
transformation. Markoff inverts the
conceptual structure of works such as
Skocpol ’s States and Social Revolutions .
Instead of finding causes and then
comparing outcomes, while leaving the
revolutions themselves as largely
unstudied black boxes, Markoff focuses
on the complexity of the revolution itself.
He finds the various causes in the
different manifestations of revolution, 
 and explains the outcomes through the
process of revolutionary parry and thrust
across the broad and varied field of a
France peopled by actors with differing
identities and complex social locations. 

Committee: Richard Lachmann (Chair),
Rebecca Emigh, and Jeff Goodwin

Markoff has made major contributions
to political sociology. His book, The
Abolition of Feudalism ,  is the single best
sociological analysis of a revolution.
Abolition  is an enormous advance over
previous works on revolutions in
general and the French Revolution in
particular. Coming to the most studied
revolution, Markoff makes significant
additions to our understanding. 
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out to be deeply affected by what was
happening in vil lages around the country.

When I broadened my studies to explore
the world history of modern democracy, I
similarly saw diverse movements and elite
powerholders reacting to each other,
repeatedly reshaping what people have
meant by democracy. These processes
were not just happening inside separate
national states but across national
borders as movements connected in
various ways and states banged up
against each other. The places where
innovation happened were with some
frequency not at the apparent global
centers of wealth and power. I  now want
to know to what may be the sources of
innovation in our own moment that will
reshape the democracy of the future, to
move beyond studying the institutions
currently deemed democratic.

SPS: How has the field of political
sociology changed throughout your career,
and how do you see it evolving in the
future? Alternatively, what can political
sociology contribute to current academic
and public debates? 

JM: As elsewhere in the social sciences,
we’ve come to a deeper appreciation of
how difficult it is to arrive at truthful
understandings of important human
phenomena because we now question our
own questions, wonder about social
vantage points to which we’ve been
hitherto blind, and appreciate the
complexity of the social processes that
generate what we hope is valid evidence.
At this moment, the multi-country
strengthening of authoritarian forces
over the past dozen years is galvanizing
new forms of protest that question
soothing accounts of national history –
also in many countries, including
currently Poland, Chile, and the US. 

Markoff ’s other major contribution to
political sociology is his work on waves
of democratization. He is masterful at
identifying specific temporally and
geographically bound causes of
democratization and de-
democratization, but he also shows how
those global waves exert causal force to
deepen or undermine democratization
within countries. 

In addition, Markoff has contributed to
methodology, most notably in his book
Revolutionary Demands: A Content
Analysis of the Cahiers de Doléances of
1789 ,  and has written dozens of articles,
with many focused on detailed analyses
of democracy and dictatorship in Latin
America. 

In the depth of theoretical insights and
the breadth of his empirical analyses,
Markoff is essential to the field of
political sociology and deserves this
recognition of his contributions to and
stature in our field.

We asked Dr. Markoff about his
research process, his views on political
sociology as a subfield, and his advice
for working across disciplinary
boundaries.

SPS: What has most influenced your
overall research agenda? What do you
see as the core questions motivating
your research going forward?

JM:  I  learned some things from years
spent studying the complaints of French
peasants in 1789 and their subsequent
insurrectionary actions. I  learned that it
was necessary to understand what was
being said and done by other actors,
too, including those at the centers of
national power. And what was said and
done, and unsaid and undone, at the
apex of national power, in turn, turned  
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their journals and delight in their
reviewers’  critiques. Have lunch with
them--lots of interchange is informal. If
you do these things often enough you
may begin thinking they are your
conferences as well .  If  your university
creates spaces where people with
common interests from various
departments collaborate, join in. For
people coming from Sociology this means
spending time with History and historians
but also people from other fields as well
because today’s historians cross lots of
borders.

SPS: What’s your favorite under-
appreciated scholarly work?

JM: There’s an essay from 1984 by
Guillermo O’Donnell--“¿Y a mí que me
importa? Notas sobre sociabilidad y
política en Argentina y Brasil”--that
poses deep questions about making
democracy in the face of extreme social
inequalities. It ’s full  of bril l iant
observations on how differently
inequalities are negotiated in everyday
actions and discourse in different places,
with wonderful sketches of mundane
experiences, l ike passenger/taxi-driver
interactions, that provide a window into
big questions of politics and culture.

John Markoff is a Distinguished University
Professor at the University of Pittsburgh.

***

Efforts to move us into some post-truth
new era, in some places with significant
success, remind us that no democratic
politics is possible without
commitments to reason and fact. In our
everyday research routines, trying to
develop theory that helps us understand
important human phenomena,
sustaining the search for evidence,
debating the quality of that evidence,
and reasoning the best we can with the
imperfect evidence we have, turns out
at this current juncture to be an ethical
act that we model for our students and
others.

SPS: How would you describe your
research process? How has it changed
over the years?

JM: I  began with incredibly rich data on
revolutionary France, loved deploying it
in vast quantity, and had access to
primary sources in great quantity. Later
on, making my big subject the
multicontinental history of modern
democracy, I ’ve had to figure out how to
find strategic points to research,
relying on much less closely observed
moments and processes. Now that I am
increasingly inclined to think about the
future of democracy, with zero data
from that future, I  try to understand the
times and places and nature of past
innovation to at least be able to
plausibly speculate.

SPS: You’ve had a remarkable career not
only in sociology but also in history.
What advice would you give graduate
students/early junior faculty who
pursue an integration of sociological
and historical perspectives?

Read widely in work by people in
departments other than your own,
present at their conferences, write for 
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The committee found Common Enemies
highly original and substantively
important, with significant policy
implications. The committee was
impressed by the comprehensive research
design and the wide range of archival
sources consulted and data collected –
from NGOs to government agencies to
corporations to congressional debates—
detailed in a 32 pages appendix. Common
Enemies ’s  f indings are more important
than ever given the challenges posed by
the ongoing global pandemic and the rise
of high risk chronic diseases affecting
millions of Americans. Common Enemies
is empirically rich and compellingly
argued, making important contributions
to political sociology, public health, and
public policy.

We interviewed Dr. Best about her book,
the book's relevance for the Covid-19
pandemic, and her research plans going
forward.

SPS: How did you start working on the
research project that led to Common
Enemies: Disease Campaigns in America?
How did the project evolve over time?

RB: This project began as a doctoral
dissertation on the political effects of
disease advocacy in the 1990s and early
2000s. I  cited policymakers, advocates,
and researchers who argued that this era
of disease advocacy was a departure from
the past, with more campaigns and more
competition between them. I wrote
briefly about the early twentieth-century
campaigns against tuberculosis and polio,
but primarily to distinguish them from
contemporary campaigns in which
patients formed groups to advocate for
their own interests. As I kept researching
after finishing my dissertation, I  began to
recognize the (obvious in retrospect) fact  

Common Enemies: Disease Campaigns in
America  (Oxford 2019)

Committee: Geneviève Zubrzycki
(Chair),  David Brady, and Isaac Martin

For over a century, Americans have
mobilized around disease campaigns and
supported health policies that target
one disease at a time. In Common
Enemies, Rachel Best asks why disease
campaigns have dominated American
philanthropy, why some diseases attract
more attention than others, and how
this impacts public health in the United
States. Drawing on data from thousands
of organizations targeting hundreds of
diseases over several decades, Best
shows that disease campaigns funnel
vast sums of money and attention to a
few favored diseases, ultimately
prioritizing awareness campaigns and
medical research over disease
prevention and better access to health
care.
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Interview with 
Dr. Rachel Best



Both projects reflect my long-term
interest in how perceived deservingness
shapes legal and political outcomes.

SPS: How does Common Enemies  help us
make sense of the U.S. 's handling of the
Covid-19 pandemic?

RB: Common Enemies  demonstrates
Americans’ century-long propensity to
unite together against the common
enemy of disease. One of the sad ironies
of our collective response to Covid-19 is
how this capacity has been systematically
attacked. Americans were ready for a
mass effort to volunteer and donate to
fight Covid-19, and they were
purposefully divided. Despite the politics
of division, we have come together in
important ways. Americans have made
enormous personal and economic
sacrifices to comply with lockdowns.
Majorities of both Republicans and
Democrats support mask mandates.
There’s been bipartisan support for
enormous public investments in research.
A new presidential administration could
stil l  call  on Americans’ desire to come
together to fight disease, focusing on
low-cost ways to get involved (e.g.,
wearing and donating masks; getting
vaccinated; volunteering to help sick or
quarantined people).

When we do come together, it will  be
important to avoid the pitfalls of
contemporary campaigns against chronic
diseases, which tend to prioritize
research without ensuring equal access
to treatment. The fact that Covid-19 is
infectious could help us return to the
redistributive focus of earlier campaigns
against infectious diseases, as when
tuberculosis campaigners pushed to
improve living conditions for the poor.

that all  these campaigns reflected a
surprising historical continuity: the
centrality of disease campaigns to
American philanthropy and health
policy. For my book, I  collected
additional data and extended my
argument further back in time, to the
beginning of the twentieth century.

SPS: What do you see as the core
questions motivating your research
going forward?

RB: My research is motivated by
questions about how culture and
politics shape public responses to
health problems. When I was writing
Common Enemies ,  I  became frustrated
with the lack of data on how
stigmatized different conditions were.
Not being able to draw comparisons
across diseases and over time made it
difficult to determine when and why
stigma has shaped health policy. To
create these data, Alina Arseniev-
Koehler and I are using computational
methods to analyze the traces stigma
leaves in written language. Our stigma
measures will  allow us to quantify the
relationship between disease advocacy,
stigma, and health policy. In another
project, my collaborators and I are
exploring the influence of stigma on the
outcomes of disability lawsuits.

Polio Mothers' March, 1952 | Image source: Ann Arbor News
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SPS:  Where do you see the political
sociology subfield heading? What do you
think are some of the key ways that
political sociology can contribute to
current academic and public debates?

RB: This is a difficult question to answer
since the subfield is so diverse. But I
think political sociologists are well
positioned to participate in public
discussions about the role and
strategies of social movements, political
participation and exclusion, and
comparisons across space and time in
policy choices and political outcomes.

Rachel Best is an Assistant Professor of
Sociology at the University of Michigan.

***
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Dr. Marco Garrido

creating what Marco Garrido calls the
“patchwork city.” Garrido documents
the fragmentation of urban spaces along
class l ines and analyzes the effects of
that urban organization on class
relations and politics. He shows that
the proliferation of these slums and
enclaves and their subsequent
proximity have intensified class
divisions and conflicts. For middle-class
enclave residents, the proximity of
slums is a source of insecurity,
compelling them to impose spatial
boundaries on slum residents. For slum
residents, the regular imposition of
these boundaries creates a pervasive
sense of discrimination.

A multi-sited ethnographic study based
on participant observation, archival
research, and 221 interviews, The
Patchwork City  shows how segregation,
class relations, and democracy are
related. The committee was impressed
by Garrido’s theoretical framing and his
mixed methods, as well as his ability to
seamlessly l ink different sub-fields of
sociology—poverty, inequality and
social change; class politics and
political regimes; urban sociology;
Global South—to create not a
patchwork, but a tightly woven account
of the political mobilization of the poor
and the class divide in politics. Finally,
we found that while the study is based
on the Philippines,  The Patchwork City
made novel contributions to the study
of poverty/inequality well beyond the
case.

When we posed our questions to Dr.
Garrido, he responded with the
following narrative.

MG: After college, I  spent several years
in Manila working as a journalist and for
various NGOs. I was in the country 

The Patchwork City: Class, Space, and
Politics in Metro Manilla  (Chicago 2019)

Committee: Geneviève Zubrzycki
(Chair),  David Brady, and Isaac Martin

In the Philippines’  capital,  Manila, slums
and the walled enclaves of the middle-
class are often spatially contiguous, 



subdivisions. They would be barred
from passing through the enclave or
accessing the resources inside it
(church or commercial services, for
instance).  When they were allowed
inside, they would be disparaged as
criminals and treated as if  they were
unclean. These experiences were
common and shaped their sense of class
identity. It was an identity based not
just on their relative poverty but on
their residence in stigmatized spaces. I
began to understand why Estrada
appealed to them despite the fact that,
objectively speaking, he had been bad
for them during his tenure as president.
As they saw it,  he treated them in a way
that negated their stigma. They
recounted stories of Estrada visiting
slum areas, eating with his hands, and
distributing groceries to slum areas on
his birthday. These stories had spread
like wildfire across the network of
slums in Manila. They presented a
picture of a politician who actually
cared for them.

It became clear to me that if  I  wanted to
understand the political views of slum
dwellers, I  had to take their segregation
into account. I  began the project as a
political sociologist but had to become
an urban sociologist in the process. I
collected spatial data and started
mapping the configuration of slums and
enclaves across the metro. I  tracked the
growth of these spaces over time and
situated this growth in the context of
the country’s economic restructuring.
The bigger picture started to develop.
As a result of this process, the book is
something of a hybrid. The first part
focuses on the segregation of slums and
enclaves (their interspersion, as I call
it) ,  the second part on relations
between slum and enclave residents and
how their everyday interactions clarify 
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when Edsa 3—the heavily urban poor
demonstrations in support of the
deposed populist president Joseph
Estrada, an event that figures centrally
in the book—happened. In fact, I
remember stepping out of a mall ,
blinded by the sun, to the sight of
thousands of protestors running
through the streets. They had marched
to the presidential palace earlier that
day and been repulsed by the police and
military. I  wondered why they
supported a president whom everyone
around me regarded as bad, even
despicable. My aunt and uncle, friends,
and all  the newspapers were calling the
demonstrators dumb and duped. A lot of
these people lived in the slum areas
nearby us. I  was struck by how
politically divided Manila was along
spatial l ines. It seemed that both
Estrada’s strongest supporters and
opponents came from Manila but from
different spaces, urban poor slums and
middle-class enclaves.

In graduate school, I  decided to pursue
this question of political polarization.
At first,  I  conceived the project in terms
of the scholarship on social movements,
with a focus on Edsa 3. Eventually—and
this happened later in the course of
fieldwork—I realized that I had to take
into account how the city itself had
changed, its peculiar form of
segregation, the proximity of slums and
enclaves as a general pattern. I  went
into slum areas asking residents why
they supported Estrada. They would say
things like, “he helps us” or “he’s done
so much for us,” which I knew to not be
true. The more I probed, the more I
would hear them tell  stories of being
discriminated against because of where
they lived. Oftentimes, they would
experience discrimination at the hands
of their neighbors living in middle-class 
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a class boundary, the third part on how
slum and enclave residents view Estrada
and politics generally, and the fourth
part on the collision of these views in
Edsa 3. It took some time, but, finally, I
was able to see how these parts were
connected. I  make the argument that
the proximity of slums and enclaves has
led to greater opportunities for unequal
interaction between the residents of
these spaces, thus solidifying a sense of
themselves as groups-in-opposition and
conditioning their differential reception
of Estrada.

My particular trajectory required
moving beyond the boundaries of
political sociology. The scholarship I
“grew up with” as a graduate student
was just too narrow to accommodate
the phenomena in which I was
interested. It wasn’t just a matter of it
being US-centric, which undoubtedly it
was, but of traditional approaches to
politics proving inadequate to reality.
This seems especially true right now.
The old ways of thinking don’t give us
much leverage on what’s happening,
maybe because what’s happening is the
unraveling of many of the institutions
on which these ways of thinking were
based. Around the world, in the
Philippines, certainly, and perhaps also
in the US, l iberal democracy is in crisis.
It feels l ike a new moment politically,
one that requires new eyes, and so I
favor new accounts, new maps, new
categories based on thick descriptions
of how “politics,” broadly conceived, is
playing out.

Marco Garrido is an Assistant Professor
of Sociology at the University of Chicago

***

Interview with 
Dr. Anne Nassauer

Situational Breakdowns: Understanding
Protest Violence and Other Surprising
Outcomes (Oxford 2019)

Committee: Geneviève Zubrzycki
(Chair),  David Brady, and Isaac Martin

Anne Nassauer’s Situational Breakdowns
examines under what conditions
peaceful protests turn violent. To
answer that important question, the
author painstakingly reconstructs the
flow of action in 26 peaceful and violent
protest events in Germany and in the
United States from the 1960s until  2010.
Thanks to her fine-grained analysis of
detailed accounts of protests, uprisings
such as that of Ferguson in 2014, and
armed store robberies caught on CCTV,
Nassauer identifies how and why
routine interactions break down, and
the consequences of that breakdown.
The committee was impressed by the
wide range of data Nassauer used—
including over 1,000 visual recordings,
interviews with participants, and
participant observation with the police.
We found the analysis compelling, 



interactions that I saw on video took
place, and to compare these to police
transcript descriptions and other
reports of what happened at those
locations. Through such triangulation, I
studied cases in-depth and then
systematically compared cases to each
other. I  also studied the role of context
factors, such as protest cultures and
protest policing, and later conducted
participant observation at protests to
further test my findings. When Oxford
University Press approached me to
publish this research, one way I wanted
to expand on my dissertation was to see
whether my findings traveled to other
surprising outcomes, which led me to
study uprisings after police shootings in
the US.

SPS: What do you see as the core
questions motivating your research going
forward?

AN:  After years of working on this topic,
I am stil l  fascinated by how and why
situational breakdowns occur and how
social interactions “on the ground” can
help us understand social and
political outcomes. My focus in political
sociology is to understand the
mechanisms and processes of individual
and collective social and political action
and I think analytic-empirical research
on the micro-level can make great
contributions here. Moving forward, a
central question to me is:  What is the
role of driving dynamics on the micro-
level and their interplay with
macro-level factors? In this context I
analyze protests, protest policing, and
officer-involved shootings.

Another question motivating my
research moving forward is
methodological.  Today, mobile phone
cameras, CCTV cameras, and body-worn 
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innovative and convincing, l inking
political sociology, social movements,
visual sociology and the sociology of
emotions. One committee member
mentioned it would be a book they’d
“use, cite and teach.”

In our exchange, we ask Dr. Nassauer
about the origins of her book project
and plans for future research.

SPS: How did you start working on the
research project that led to your
book, Situational Breakdowns? How did
the project evolve over time?

AN: The initial idea for the project came
up during my undergrad studies. In
two different classes I read about two
protests that turned violent. I  was
struck by how similarly they unfolded,
despite taking place decades apart and
in two different countries. Curious to
see if I  could find broader patterns in
how and why protests turn violent, I
started comparing peaceful and violent
protests across five decades. Inspired
by my initial observation and by the
work of Charles Tilly,  Randall Collins,
and Herbert Blumer, this became my
PhD project. I  initially focused on
identifying mechanisms and processes
during the protests themselves, i .e. ,  in
the interactions between protesters and
police from the start of a protest until
violence breaks out or--in the protests
that stayed peaceful--until  the protest
ends.

Over several years I collected
all  data I could find on the 30 protests I
compared: videos by various sources,
police radio traffic transcripts, NGO
reports, police reports, media reports, 
reports by observers. I  started re-
tracing protest routes with Google Maps
Street View to identify where certain 
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cameras capture more and more real-
life social and political events. Data are
often uploaded online and easily
accessible. How can we use the
abundance of video data capturing all
types of social and political phenomena
in a reliable and ethical way? With my
colleague Nicolas M. Legewie
(University of Pennsylvania) I  have
developed the multi-disciplinary
approach Video Data Analysis (VDA). We
and others in the field continue to
develop this approach in order to make
use of these novel types of video data in
social science research.

Where do you see the political sociology
subfield heading? What do you
think are some of the key ways that
political sociology can contribute to
current academic and public debates?

Due to technical advancements and
widespread use of cameras, more and
more researchers employ video data to
study social and political processes, in
qualitative, quantitative, and
computational studies. Consequently,
we will  gain further insights into
mechanisms and processes on the micro
level,  as well as their interplay with
macro-level structures. I  think this l ine
of inquiry can lead to a growing
connection of different longstanding
sociological traditions.

Beyond their academic merit,  I  think
studies on interactions and their
connection to political opportunity
structures can make crucial
contributions to public debates and
policy. One example is violence
prevention. The interactional dynamics
that I and others have identified as
leading to violence are easier to
counteract than macro-level factors.
Both media outlets and public 

institutions, such as police
departments, show increasing interest
in situational approaches to violence
prevention, for instance after police
reactions to Black Lives Matter protests
this summer.

Anne Nassauer is an Assistant Professor
of Sociology Department in the JFK
Institute for North American Studies at
Freie Universität Berlin.

***

Interview with 
Dr. Yao Lu

"Empowerment or Disintegration?
Migration, Social Institutions, and
Collective Action in Rural China"

Committee: Hana Brown (Chair),  Cybelle
Fox, Yan Long

Lu’s sophisticated analysis seamlessly
links the literatures on social
movements and immigration in novel
ways. Using longitudinal data and in-
depth interviews from China, she
demonstrates the effects that out-
migration has on collective action in 
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communities of origin and reveals the
role that local institutions play in
mediating the relationship between
migration and social mobilization. Her
article further reveals how China's
distinctive institutional arrangements
are inadvertently politicizing both
migrants and rural residents alike.

SPS: How did you start working on the
research project that led to your article?
How did the project evolve over time? 

YL: I got interested in the topic because
it connects two fundamental
transformations in Chinese society
(increasing migration and rising popular
resistance).  I  was intrigued by the
relationship between these two
phenomena and have sought to
understand the nature of this
relationship. Also, as migration has
been a key area of my research, I  am
always interested in examining how it
affects societies in new ways and what
its unintended consequences are. There
is extensive research on the economic
and social impact of migration but much
less so on its political impact. This has
motivated me to look at the impact of
migration from a political angle. Over
time, the project has expanded quite a
bit,  from primarily survey data analysis
to taking a mixed-methods approach.
With the help of my Chinese colleagues
and a group of excellent graduate
students, I  was able to incorporate in-
depth interviews into my research,
which turned out to be very
illuminating. This was the first time I
engaged in intensive fieldwork in rural
China, and it was quite a learning
experience. The project has deepened
my appreciation for the synergy
between migration studies and political 

sociology, and between quantitative and
qualitative methods.

SPS: What do you see as the core
questions motivating your research going
forward?

YL: I am broadly interested in the
relationship between population
dynamics and political change. Why has
population change often preceded,
coincided, or followed political
transformations? This l ine of inquiry
brings together my knowledge in
demography and my newfound
enthusiasm for political sociology to
tackle critical social issues. I  hope to
extend my current work on the political
impact of migration to other
demographic forces, as well as to other
societies that have undergone
significant demographic and political
transformation.

Yao Lu is an Associate Professor of
Sociology and faculty affiliate of the
Columbia Population Research Center, the
Weatherhead East Asian Institute, the
Institute for Social and Economic
Research and Policy, the Data Science
Institute, the China Center for Social
Policy, and the Institute of Latin
American Studies at Columbia University.

***
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IR: Via a grant from the American
Council of Learned Societies, I  extended
my post-tenure sabbatical from one
semester to two semesters in academic
year 2014-15. This enabled me to
significantly expand the scope of my
project on power, agency and
transitions to modernity. Part of that
expansion was a study of rebellions and
wars in and around the USA after the
official conclusion of American War for
Independence. 

My hunch was that there were some
missing links in the story of the early
American republic, despite everything
that had been written about it in the
literature on American political
development. As I began reading the
letters sent back and forth during the
Whiskey Rebellion, I  realized that the
multiple difficulties confronting early
American state-makers were in part
being overcome via performance and
rhetoric. I  found a lot of the typical
Tilly-ish principal-agent problems, but
some rather interesting and unexpected
ways of solving  these problems in
action. My “aha! moment” occurred
when I found the description by an
eyewitness of the “dreadful night” when
the leaders of the Whiskey Rebellion
were arrested and publicly profaned.
The army that arrested them was
neither publicly funded nor particularly
large. It was a private militia of super-
rich guys from Philadelphia that
volunteered to act on behalf of George
Washington—performing the state .

SPS: What do you see as the core
questions motivating your research
going forward?

IR: The transition to modernity is,  in
part, the transition from the “King’s
Two Bodies” to “the people have 

Interview with 
Dr. Isaac Reed

"Performative State-Formation in the
Early American Republic"

Committee: Hana Brown (Chair),  Cybelle
Fox, Yan Long

Analyzing the formation of the U.S.
federal government in the late 18th
century, Reed argues that state
formation has a performative
dimension. Building on existing theories
of the state and elaborating on an
under-analyzed sociological case study,
his persuasive analysis demonstrates
that state success depends in part on
public demonstrates and the public
acceptance of statehood. He
demonstrates how states are
"performed into being" in the early
moments of power accumulation.

SPS: How did you start working on the
research project that led to
your article? How did the
project evolve over time?
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spoken” as ways to represent and
legitimate  power and justify
violence. The key is to see such shifts in
representation as shifts in how
certain hierarchical relations of trust and
rule are held together—e.g. who is
“worthy” of the “trust of the state,” and
so on.

What this describes is not merely a shift
from one format of representation
to another, or even a shift in forms of
government (e.g. monarch to
republic).  Rather, it describes a
transformation in the space of variation
within which politics—politics in the
sense of making all iances and rebuffing
enemies, and politics in the sense of rule
that is variably acquiesced to—takes
place. So, I  intend to study this space of
variation and try to understand it,  so as
to explain certain variations in political
phenomena. This will ,  I  think, require
empirical work on political patronage in
cultural context and also, related to this,
some serious conceptual work to develop
a sociology of political myth.

SPS: Where do you see the political
sociology subfield heading? What do you
think are some of the key ways that
political sociology can contribute to
current academic and public debates?

IR: I  found John Levi Martin and Nick
Judd’s chapter in The New Handbook of
Political Sociology by (“Tasks for the
Political Sociology of the Next Ten
Years”) quite instructive. They argue that
“political ideology does not merely bring
with it a social ontology, but rather, it is
fundamentally a theory of the polity…and
indirectly, a theory of the wider social
world.” Although I disagree with the
authors regarding the prominence they
grant to field theory for understanding
political power, I  agree that this 

understanding of political ideology as
theories of the polity held by people, is
a productive route forward. Given the
educated public’s seemingly endless
interest in the comparison of different
political ideologies, this puts us in a
rather good position to influence
debates both academic and public, if  we
can actualize this idea in our research.

Another key point of focus is “crisis.”
The study of crisis—indeed, the very
accumulation of sociological evidence
to the point where different crises
become in some way comparable—is
very much an ongoing intellectual
struggle. We will  perhaps have
to dig into some of the intellectual
renderings of crisis that appeared in
print before 1945. I  think that crises
tend to be moments in history where
performative power comes to the fore;
but I am not the only one working on
this problem.

Isaac Ariail Reed is Professor of
Sociology at the University of Virginia.

***
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after severe tornadoes. A secondary
finding in that paper was that a federal
disaster declaration—which releases
FEMA aid to local governments and/or
individual households—had no
mitigating effect on population change.
I found that surprising. How was it that
population change was unaffected by
the government pumping in mill ions of
federal dollars for recovery? That led to
me studying FEMA’s individuals and
households program (IHP). I  submitted a
FOIA request for FEMA’s data about two
years ago, and I suppose the rest is
history! I  began analyzing the data,
learning about the rules and regulations
that govern the program, and how those
may influence who is able to access
government aid.

SPS: What do you see as the core
questions motivating your research
going forward?

ER: The core questions in political
sociology that motivate my future
research are two-fold. The first is to
understand the role of political rules
and regulations in exacerbating
inequalities related to climate change.
The second is to understand how
welfare states are collectivizing and
managing the new risks that citizens
face due to climate change.

SPS: Where do you see the political
sociology subfield heading? What do you
think are some of the key ways that
political sociology can contribute to
current academic and public debates?

ER: I  hope to see political sociology
engage in new ways with social
demography and environmental
sociology. At the moment, the
intersection between political sociology
and environmental sociology is  

Interview with 
Ethan J. Raker

“Stratifying Disaster: State Aid and the
Reproduction of Inequality in American
Communities”

Committee: Rachel Best (Chair),  Marco
Garrido, Rachel Wetts

Raker insightfully analyzes inequalities
in applications for disaster relief.  His
masterful analysis of large-scale data
shows socioeconomic and racial
disparities in government aid. He
compellingly argues that climate change
is producing new social risks with
important disparities in state
responses.

SPS: How did you start working on the
research project that led to "Stratifying
Disaster"? How did the
project evolve over time?

ER: This project emerged out of a null
finding from a prior study that was
published in the April  2020 issue of
Demography .  In that article, I  estimated
community-level population change 
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primarily centered around social
movements and climate movements. That
work is tremendously important, but I
would personally l ike to see the
theoretical perspectives in political
sociology transferred to new studies of
human impacts on the climate and
climate impacts on humans. One key
thing that political sociology can
contribute to academic and public
debates is an understanding of the
dynamics around the political economy
and social inequality. I  also hope to see
more collaboration between government
agencies and academic researchers
through data sharing agreements.

Ethan J.  Raker is a Ph.D. candidate in
sociology at Harvard University. 

***

Schnabel ’s sophisticated analysis tests
theories from Marx, Du Bois, Simmel,
and Weber about the relationship
between religion and politics. He finds
that religion “suppresses what would
otherwise be larger group differences in
political ideology” along class, gender,
race, and sexuality divides. His
insightful analysis brings new
quantitative data to bear on classic
sociological questions, and his cogent
reasoning adds context to universalistic
theories.

SPS: How did you start working on the
research project that led to your paper?
How did the project evolve over time?

LS: This was one of my first dissertation
chapters. I  was curious about when I
started this project and just went and
checked my files. I  name my files with
dates, and it looks like the first draft
was completed in 2016. The idea
resulted from two lines of work I was
doing at the time. One was about why
disadvantaged groups tend to be more
religious (e.g.,  a paper titled “The
Gender Pray Gap”) and the other was
about group differences in political
attitudes (e.g.,  a paper titled “Sexual
Orientation and Social Attitudes”).

In the work on group differences in
religion, I  was coming to the conclusion
that religion may be providing social
psychological compensation for lack of
social status. In the work on group
differences in politics, I  was coming to
the conclusion that disadvantage leads
to greater awareness of structural
inequality, consciousness, solidarity,
and liberal politics—but there are also
some strange patterns where certain
groups aren’t as consistently l iberal as
might be expected, but sexual
minorities are very consistently l iberal 

Interview with 
Dr. Landon Schnabel

“Opiate of the Masses? Inequality,
Religion, and Political Ideology in the
United States”

Committee: Rachel Best (Chair),  Marco
Garrido, Rachel Wetts
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across issues. And one of the key
differences between the less consistently
and more consistently l iberal
structurally-disadvantaged groups was
how religious they are: the groups who
weren’t as consistently l iberal (women
and racial minorities) were especially
religious, and the issues they weren’t as
liberal on seemed to be relevant to
religion (e.g.,  abortion).  Essentially, this
“opiate” project synthesizes these two
lines of research on structural-
disadvantage and religion and structural-
disadvantage and politics, showing how
they can help explain one another as part
of a larger theoretical model.

SPS: What do you see as the core
questions motivating your research going
forward?

LS: I  am interested in how and why
inequality persists through social change.
Unequal social relations and structures
can be maintained through force or
ideological legitimation. I  focus on
legitimation. More precisely, I  examine
factors that ostensibly compensate for
inequality—by providing social,
psychological,  and/or material benefits
to subordinated groups—but can
paradoxically end up legitimating and
reinforcing it.  In the “opiate” paper, I
show how religion compensates for
inequality but in the process of helping to
compensate for inequality ends up
helping legitimate and reinforce it.  In this
model of compensatory legitimation,
there are other things that on the surface
seem to address inequality but end up
legitimating it.  For example, I  am
currently conducting research on how
philanthropy, l ike religion, can
compensate for, but also legitimate,
inequality.

 

SPS: Where do you see the political
sociology subfield heading? What do you
think are some of the key ways that
political sociology can contribute to
current academic and public debates?

Personally, I ’m very interested in why
people believe and support things that
don’t seem to benefit them. In many
ways that’s been a perennial question in
political sociology, but I think it ’s
particularly relevant now as we see
rising populism in the United States and
around the world. Populism is often
driven by a dissatisfaction with the way
things are, but is often misguided with
hopes for change put on the wrong
things. In fact, it can even end up
legitimating authoritarian systems that
can lead to even more inequality and
dissatisfaction. Beyond my personal
interest in self-defeating beliefs,
polarization research is obviously an
important and exciting area of work at
the moment. This topic is of great real-
world importance as i l lustrated by such
things as the unnecessary politicization
of science (with implications for things
such as pandemic response, climate
change, etc).

Landon Schnabel is Robert and Ann
Rosenthal Assistant Professor of
Sociology at Cornell University.

***
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Tales from the Field 
in the Time of Covid-19

Climate Crisis and
Global Pandemic in

Bangladesh

I  began 2020 in Bangladesh. I  was there
to spend a semester finishing up my
dissertation fieldwork, examining efforts
to adapt the country to the expected
impacts of climate change. As one of the
world’s most climate-vulnerable
countries, Bangladesh has become a
formative site for adaptation projects.
My work focuses on power and
inequality in project planning. After
several summers interviewing
representatives of donor agencies,
NGOs, and other organizations working
on adaptation, I  would use this trip to
visit project sites, examining the
interventions on the ground and talking
to people living in the project areas.

My awareness of the virus that would
ultimately cut my fieldwork short came
slowly, in moments. In January, at a
conference in Dhaka a friend mentioned
off-handedly that there was a disease
outbreak in China, “In Wu-something,”
he said. I  didn’t think much of it,
concerned instead with arranging field
visits and finding research assistants. I
traveled to the smaller city of Khulna,
connected with a forestry student at
Khulna University, and set up a
wonderful research team. After weeks of
slow responses from organizations, I  

f inally began to set dates for visiting
their project sites. Things seemed to be
falling into place.

In vil lages I started hearing from
farmers that “coronavirus” had disrupted
international markets. I  wrote about it
as data in my fieldnotes, not something
of personal concern. I  got on a plane,
mask-less, and returned to Dhaka for
meetings. At my office, a friend debated
canceling her vacation to Thailand
because of the spreading virus. She’s
such a worrier, I  thought. Later that day,
I walked to a nearby hospital for a rabies
vaccine (a fieldwork story for another
time) and was confronted with large
signs detailing coronavirus symptoms.
An obvious foreigner, I  was pulled aside
to be questioned about my travels
before I was allowed to enter.

Nonetheless I continued my adaptation
project site visits.  It was the beginning
of March, cases were rising in the US,
and I started getting calls from my
mother strongly suggesting that I should
come home. But I had fieldwork to do. I
had been setting myself up to do this
stage of my research for years and had
all of the infrastructure and contacts to
complete my work as planned. There
weren’t even any cases in Bangladesh
yet. I  was not about to drop everything
and leave.

The change was abrupt. My first warning
sign was on a ferry on the way to a field
site. A man in a leather jacket asked me
if I  was from Italy. I  laughingly told him
he had guessed well (my family is from
Italy) but that I was American. Instead of
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laughing with me, he appeared relieved,
noting the prevalence of coronavirus in
Italy. I  felt awkward.

My second warning sign came as I
followed two fishermen back to the
center of their vil lage. I  heard them say
“coronavirus,” wondering aloud about
me. I interjected in my limited Bangla,
explaining that they had nothing to
worry about. We had a nice chat after
that, but I was uneasy. It was becoming
clear that this virus was going to be a
problem. I was already consciously
reflexive about my intrusion into
people’s l ives in conducting my
fieldwork, and I certainly did not want
to add “suspected disease vector” to the
list of reasons why folks might be wary
of my presence.

A few hours later, an NGO worker told
me that fl ights to and from Europe were
being shut down. That was it.  On the
way back to my guest house, I  went
straight to the airline office and booked
a ticket back to Dhaka. I  boarded the
plane 36 hours later, masked. The next
night, March 19th, I  was traveling back
to the US.

Leaving my fieldwork early was the right
decision. Bangladesh shut down days
later and my research would have been
impossible if  I  had stayed. I  was lucky to
have an advisor and committee who
were supportive throughout. Now, nine
months later, I  have adjusted my
dissertation structure such that my
adaptation site visits supplement and
add depth to my other interviews and
document-based data rather than
standing on their own as a chapter. This
has led me to arrange the dissertation
according to themes that integrate all  of
my data together, building a fuller
analysis and, I  believe, a stronger 

argument. While the additional field
visits would have provided me with more
points of comparison between different
types of adaptation projects, I  am
fortunate to have visited as many sites
as I did. I  may have less to say than I ’d
hoped about project beneficiaries’
thoughts on adaptation in their areas,
but I have more room to critically
analyze the work of project planners and
implementers. I  am ultimately very
pleased with how the dissertation has
evolved.

Out of unexpected challenges can come
fruitful developments. I  eagerly await
the day I can return to Bangladesh to
complete and expand upon my original
plans, as I grow my dissertation into a
book in the future.

Place, Politics, and a
Pandemic

I  was just about to drive to my field site
in Wisconsin when Covid-19 shut down
Chicago. I ’d been studying politics in
three small,  Midwestern communities
since summer of 2019, and when I heard
the news, I  was completing the second
round of interviews with voters from
those communities. The puzzle: Iverson,
Merivil le,  and Williston are similar, blue-
collar towns that have voted differently
in presidential elections since the 1960s.
What is it about living in those
communities that leads similar people to
different partisan attachments? 

I had originally planned to conduct four
rounds of interviews with 75 voters over
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issues or differential attention to
national issues created local political
discourses. I  was then able to use these
analyses to frame interview questions
that probed how salient these discourses
were for my participants: for example,
did a Minnesota politician’s intense
focus on the Governor’s poor response
to protests in the wake of George Floyd’s
murder resonate particularly with my
participants in his district?

In the spring, I  watched as a brief
moment of consensus about the
pandemic disintegrated along
partisan lines. By the fall ,  through a
combination of partisan media and
misinformation circulating online,
partisans were living in different
realities–one in which America’s cities
were under siege and another in which a
pandemic was threatening our lives and
livelihoods. I  f inished the fourth round
of interviews just days before the
election.

the course of the year and a half
between May 2019 and November 2020.
The longitudinal component was
designed, in my pre-covid innocence, to
capture emergent issues such as “the
wall” that might define the 2020
election. By March, I  had completed my
second trip to Williston, and those
weeks already felt l ike a distant memory:
discussing how much to stock up on
food with the retired ladies in the YMCA
locker room was quaint in comparison to
Chicago’s eerie stil lness.

After a frantic call  with my dissertation
chair, I  switched to phone interviews
with residents of Iverson and Merivil le
to capture voters’  immediate reactions
to the pandemic and the shutdowns as
well as how they were feeling – again,
naively – when the pandemic was
brought under control and the country
reopened in a few months. From March
to early June I was on the phone non-
stop, fl itting back-and-forth between
the questions I had planned to ask just
weeks before and those that evolved
rapidly with the politics of the
pandemic.

At the same time, as I adjusted to the
reality of the pandemic, I  realized I had
to adapt more than my method of data
collection. I  had planned to observe and
participate in local campaign activity in
each field site during the fall  of 2020;
this, of course, was no longer possible.
But equally, the intensely national and
global reach of covid made the second
component of my research question –
the role of place in an ever-more-virtual
political world – all  the more pressing.
To accommodate these concerns, I
turned to a focus on social media
campaigning. I  collected and analyzed
Facebook posts from local politicians to
assess how their discussion of local 

Studying Parliamentary
Talk during Covid

In Spring 2019, I  moved to Germany as a
visiting Fulbright Fellow with the
Qualitative Research Methods working
group in the Faculty for Sociology at
Universität Bielefeld. The Faculty for
Sociology at Bielefeld is the only one of
its kind in Germany, and the Qualitative
Methods working group is remarkable as
one of the strongest groups of
sociological ethnomethodologists and
conversation analysts in Germany. This
was the perfect atmosphere for
completing my dissertation work on 
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English. These conventions differ from
typical Jeffersonian English-language
conventions in that they aim to better
represent prosodic elements of talk—an
essential feature of which includes the
segmentation of “intonation phrases”,
which help to better represent the way
German grammatic structure is spoken.
The first two months of my stay in
Bielefeld involved learning the logic and
features of these conventions,
developing them into a set of
conventions that would work for my data
and project (and eventual translation),
and adjusting my existing transcripts. At
first,  this seemed like a daunting and
wearing process, bordering on pointless
given that my data would eventually be
presented in English. The more time I
spent doing it and discussing with my
colleagues, the more I recalled Gail
Jefferson’s comments on the process of
transcription: “Why put all  that stuff in?
Well,  as they say, because it ’s there….
one cannot know what one will  f ind until
one finds it” (Jefferson 2004, 15).  This
perspective has been invaluable in
finding a range of practices through
which members of parliament disaffi l iate
with prior talk that is accusably and
hearably racist.

Universität Bielefeld went remote-only
in February. At the beginning of March,
workshops and conferences that I had
been scheduled to attend were being
canceled in Germany and the UK. By the
end of the month, I  was back in Santa
Barbara, preparing to teach in spring
and continue my work. The working
group has continued meeting online.
While having to leave Germany ahead of
schedule was certainly disruptive, I  have
been able to continue working with my
data, developing transcripts, and
discussing my data and analysis with
colleagues in Bielefeld, as well as at 

racial categorizations, anti-Muslim
racism, and extremist politics in
contemporary Germany.

I had already largely completed
collecting my corpus of data: the
German Bundestag posts daily video
coverage of all  of their plenary
meetings. My dissertation project takes
up a transhistorical analysis of German
racialization of Muslims, with a focus on
law and politics. The dataset for my final
chapter is comprised of Bundestag
debates and how members of parliament
use racial,  national,  and religious
categories to get political work done. At
the analysis stage, being in a community
of qualitative methodologists and
conversation analysts in Germany was
invaluable. By being in residence, I  was
able to work with other developing
sociologists, present at conferences and
workshops with other German-speaking
scholars, and attend weekly data
sessions that offered a collaborative
environment for analyzing data. Working
with Prof. Dr. Ruth Ayaß and Dr. Sarah
Hitzler was an opportunity for frequent
feedback on my transcripts, discussions
of my data and analysis,  and to build
connections with other sociologists
working with the same set of methods or
in a similar study of German politics.

Producing transcripts for conversation
analytic work is a finely detailed
process. Although the transcripts
themselves are not the data—that status
is reserved only for original recordings—
they are a visual aide and a key
shorthand for pointing to the
interactional processes and practices
that we observe. One challenge I faced
upon arriving in Germany was that
German conversation analysts have their
own transcription conventions that
developed subsequent to those in 
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home at UC Santa Barbara. Continuing
transcription and writing the remaining
chapters of my dissertation has required
me to maintain this amalgamation of
transcription conventions. I  have been
fortunate enough to be able to send my
transcripts and working analysis to my
advisers and colleagues in Bielefeld
since I returned to the US, which helps
keep me sharp on both sets of
conventions. I  hope to return to the
working group as a visiting researcher in
the future. In the meantime, I am
grateful for the support I received while
there and that I continue to receive in
the form of feedback on my dissertation
and working papers while back in the
U.S.

Conducting Research
"Behind Closed Doors"

Historical sociologists have commonly
and very effectively gotten around the
scarcity of this type of data by turning
to the archival record, which is often
made available only long after a
contentious policymaking process has
been resolved. The release of such
records can be a treasure trove for
researchers seeking a novel explanation
of an important policy outcome. For
excellent models of this type of
research, one need look no further than
two of my own dissertation mentors’
award winning books—Monica Prasad
(2018) and Anthony S. Chen (2009)—that
broke new intellectual ground by relying
on the richness of the archival record. In
his recent book, Alex Hertel-Fernandez
(2019) used an innovative method,
comparing and analyzing the actual text
of legislation. Because “model
legislation,” such as the bil ls produced
by the American Legislative Exchange
Council (ALEC), offer a rare window into
the precise policy preferences of a given
actor (in this case, ALEC), Hertel-
Fernandez was able to ascertain ALEC’s
behind-the-scenes influence by looking
at how closely the model legislation
resembles the actual adopted legislation.
But what if  one does not want to center
the influence of a particular actor (e.g.
ALEC), but rather appreciate the
preferences of the full  range of actors
with a stake in the outcome of a
particular policy and determine which
decisions about policy design were made
on behalf of which actors’  policy
preferences? What if  one wants to study
policies adopted relatively recently, in
states with spotty archival record
keeping?  Interviews on their own can be
tricky, since politicians are experts at
spin, and their post-hoc accounts are no
substitute for observable data from “the
room where it happened.” This was the
conundrum I faced when figuring out 

Studying the policy decision-making
processes of politicians can be
challenging. After all ,  meetings take
place “behind closed doors” for a reason.
Lobbyists make their views on policy
proposals known to legislators, and
legislators confer with one another
about the fate of key provisions, with
the assumption that the eventual losers
of policy battles will  never know of their
individual roles in shaping that final
result.  In politics, keeping as many
people (or interest groups) as happy as
possible is the name of the game.
Decisions made behind closed doors
make this much easier. And yet, for
political sociologists, observing these
sorts of behind-the-scenes, horse-
trading processes can be crucial for our
ability to analyze political power.
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how best to research my dissertation,
which sought to assess the influence of
the full  range of political actors with a
stake in the design of two types of state-
level climate policies in three U.S.
states.

The method I devised followed Hertel-
Fernandez’s approach (on a much
smaller scale),  in part, in that it used
actual legislative (and also regulatory)
texts as the starting point for the
analysis.  However, because I was not
working with “model bil ls,”  I  then
needed to combine archival evidence
and what I call  “policy-focused
interviews” with representatives of the
full  range of actors that sought to
influence politicians’  shaping of those
texts, in order to ascertain these actors’
various policy preferences. Only once I
accounted for all  of these preferences
was I able to deduce what happened
behind-the-scenes.

The keys were to ask interviewees to
answer for specific provisions in the
legislative and regulatory texts, to jog
their memories by presenting them with
material obtained beforehand in the
archives, and crucially, to triangulate
their various accounts by asking the
same questions about the same policy
provisions to a wide range of actors
directly involved. In this blog post, I
reflect on what made this process the
success it ultimately proved to be. What
differentiates this type of “policy-
focused” interview research from other
types of semi-structured interview
projects is:  after building rapport, the
importance of quickly moving from the
general to the very specific,
demonstrating your own knowledge to
your interviewee based on the archival
legwork already done, and guiding them
toward specificity in their responses.

Such specificity is necessary to
effectively triangulate interview
accounts with one another, and with
other sources of data. Obtaining this
sort of information through interviews
was certainly a challenge, but it was
made easier by the fact that I had done
my research in the archives before even
approaching my interviewees. The
policies I was studying were crafted
recently enough that many interviewees
had strong recollections of what
happened, but long ago enough that they
were not deemed as politically sensitive,
allowing interviewees to be more
forthcoming.
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Bio: Basseches' research focuses on state-level climate policy in the U.S. Given that the
power of private interests is an oft-cited reason for the lack of climate policy at the
federal level,  his dissertation asks why the same interests have been unable to prevent
so much progress in the states. He finds that even in the so-called "leading states,"
there is significant variation in the quality of the adopted policies. After accounting for
the role of the full  range of political actors with a stake in these policies, he explains
this variation in terms of the policy preferences of a particular type of private political
actor: investor-owned util ities. The immense political power of these util ities also
explains the appearance of cost-shifting provisions in all  states’  policies. His previous
work has been published in Mobilization ,  and he has a forthcoming paper in Research in
Political Sociology  analyzing the conflict between justice-oriented and market-oriented
environmental organizations.
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