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My former colleague, Jill Fuller, who’s done me the honor of coming back for this presentation, likes to tell the story of her niece who, on returning from Sunday School one day, was asked how she liked it.

“I didn’t like it,” the little girl said. “All they talked about was Jesus, Jesus, Jesus. When are thy going to talk about me, me, me?”

So here I am to talk about “me, me, me,” a prospect simultaneously seductive and terrifying.

Still, the colloquium organizers thought looking back at a long sociological career would be a useful exercise, so I will try

As a sociologist, I’m quite predictably incapable of talking about human events without at least a dollop of theory. Early in my career, I was much interested in work careers and promotions and conducted research on the topic. I want to draw a bit on that here

Distilling and simplifying, I think there are four broad factors that shape professional careers

The first two factors are part of what C. Wright Mills called the “sociological imagination.”  What Mills meant by this much quoted phrase is the ability to see that the things that happens to us, our successes and failures--and even the problems we define as personal--are almost invariably, in part, the result of forces and factors built into the larger social structures in which we live and build our lives. 

1. Labor market and organizational structures

Labor markets, employer practices, & jobs are set up in ways that do three things:


a. First, they make some career paths easier and more likely than others



A graduate education at Harvard is more apt to lead to an




appointment at Berkeley than is a degree from Virginia Tech



Scholars who conduct research on core or “hot” topics often find the




path promotion easier than those who march to a different




drummer 



It is easier to build a career within a disciplinary silo than one that




bridges them


b. These structures make it more likely that certain kinds of persons will


     land in particular jobs, not only because of direct discrimination,

            but because of norms and differences in typical life experiences


      A disproportionate number of minority sociologists are specialists in


      race and ethnic relations


       Women’s traditional family roles can make it harder to invest time in 


       teaching and research intensive career or to relocate for promotion

2. Large scale social, economic, and political change


The civil rights and women’s movements brought more minorities into


sociology and produced new dual career conflicts for male sociologists 


Economic booms and recessions periodically open and close the doors of


opportunity, and the effects on careers may be felt for many years thereafter


Government decisions about what wars to fights & what segments of the


economy--or of higher education--to favor influence job opportunities

These factors go a long way toward explaining sociological careers, but there are two more factors, which are less beloved of sociologists because they are less “social” and predictable. They are nonetheless important. Indeed, they almost certainly help to account for the fact that research that tries to predict income and socioconomic status always ends with up much “unexplained variance.”

3.  Agency = a currently stylish sociological term for the planful actions of individuals who plan, make decisions, and exert effort to move themselves through the labor force in a desired direction


borrowing money to attend school


sacrificing free time to write a book


conducting careful research to select the graduate program with the best



job placement record

4.  Serendipity = chance events at pivotal junctures that influence career outcomes

I want to illustrate the operation of these factors, as time allows with a series of episodes from my own experience

I. Becoming a Sociology Student
I became a student of sociology at Baylor University in Fall of 1964 – just over 50 years ago

This decision was an outcome of numerous factors

I had planned to major in music or history, but I was quickly dissuaded from either by serendipitous events

Uncertain about a music major, I signed up for the Baylor choir in my first semester. There I encountered Euel Porter, a sobersided and somber individual who managed to wring all the fun out of singing–a really remarkable accomplishment for someone who loves to sing as much as I do. A few weeks in his choir quickly convinced me that I wanted nothing to do with music at Baylor

Robert Reid was equally effective in quashing my interest in history. Ironically, Reid won the outstanding teacher award at Baylor every other year–the highest frequency allowed. He was blessed with a deep booming voice and a gift for storytelling. His approach to teaching European history was to memorize the royal families of Europe, including all birth and death dates, draw them on the chalk board from memory, and tell an interesting story about each. Very much the history of the royal houses and their alliances and wars. I know now that I was really interested in social and economic history, but at the time all I knew was that this history was not for me.

And so I became a sociology major.

My choice of a major was affected, not only with my experiences with professors of history and music, but also by the structure of the university curriculum–specifically by a distribution requirement mandating several social science courses

Very much like many students sitting in SOC101 classes today, I had no idea what sociology was, but it was being taught at a convenient time, so I signed up

My first sociology teacher, a graduate student, was a good instructor; however, it was not his teaching, but the course content, that made a sociology major out of me

You see, I had a lot of questions, and sociology had answers–or at least some of them

I grew up in Shreveport, LA in the 1950s and early 1960s. This was in north Louisiana, so you should think Mississippi, not New Orleans

The social environment of my formative years was, to put it rather bluntly, a pernicious stew of racism, extreme religious fundamentalism, and far right politics

Now, it’s not that I was a miserable kid:


My parents were economically comfortable and loving, albeit racist and



conservative


It was not necessary for a smart kid in mediocre Shreveport schools to study



 hard, so I had free time to play in the band, play basketball and hang



out with friends

But as I said I had questions – and lots of them


Why did my father address all black men in service jobs as “John” (at least



he did not say “boy!”)?


Why was I instructed to address all women as “Ma’m”–unless they were



black?


Why did my “Christian” classmates shout ethnic slurs at poor black maids



trudging to work as we drove by in a car?




Why were there students running up and down the halls of my high school



cheering when John Kennedy was assassinated?


How could apparently sensible people tell me that every word of the Bible



was literally true?




How did all the animals get on that ark?




How big was a cubit anyway?








And how did the platypuses get there?


Were people who never heard of Jesus really going to hell?

These were not questions people in my social circles discussed, nor was much contrary information available. Local papers were far to the right, and Time and Newsweek were seen as leftist propaganda and read by few Shreveporters.

I learned to keep my questions to myself, but they gnawed at me just the same.

Baylor University, a Baptist university in central Texas, seemed an unlikely place to find answers to my questions. It was a campus with


no dancing or drinking on campus


two required Bible courses and required weekly chapel


Wednesday night missions as a major commitment for many students

But in the midst of this, Drs. Charles Tolbert and Harold Osborne, with the support of a President who truly believed in academic freedom, set up a sociology department that helped students answer questions like mine and produced literally dozens of future professional sociologists. I dedicated one of my books to Charles, my teacher in about a half dozen courses, who is still going strong at 93

Marxist-based conflict theory, with its emphasis on the “haves” vs. the “have nots,” was only beginning to penetrate mainstream sociology when I began to study, and it was certainly not on the agenda at Baylor. Still, basic sociological concepts such as culture, norms, socialization, racism, and ethnocentrism gave me the tools I needed to answer some of my questions.

To use a hackneyed metaphor, it was as if someone had rolled up the shades and thrown open the windows

Only a few weeks into my college career, I declared a sociology major.

I had always imagined myself as a professor. (Indeed I may be one of the few junior high school students on record to write my 8th grade term paper on my future career as a professor.) Now that I knew what I wanted to be a professor of, and my motivation soared.

The lesson in this is that we who teach sociology or who teach sociological and similar concepts in other disciplines should never forget the power of the concepts that we take for granted to open doors and transform lives – not necessarily for every student – but for those who “have questions.”

II. The Limits of Planning and Hard Work
Having decided on a career and major, I set to work to make it happen

I’d been an indifferent student in high school – bored by teachers and classes that did not challenge me. I made good grades because I was smart and not much was required, but I did not excel.

College was different. Coming from a Louisiana high school, I had a lot of catching up to do, but I was challenged by the work and saw its relevance to my career goals. I selected courses carefully, worked hard, and made top grades. Indeed, I still remember my mother’s astonishment when my first grade report–all A’s–arrived! (Yes, grade reports were sent to parents in those days!)

I knew I wanted to go to a good graduate school, so in my senior year, I did my research, filed my applications, and received offers of financial support from a number of good universities. These were different times, and there was fairly generous government support for doctoral students in the social sciences.

Through my Baylor years, I had remained close to a young woman I had met in my senior year of high school. We decided we wanted a life together, and–influenced by the Deep South norms of the time, which definitely did not include living together–we decided to marry right after graduation.

Working in tandem, I decided to enter the doctoral program at Brown University and she, a very good student herself, obtained a school teaching job in Providence.

We announced this package deal to our astonished parents only after everything was signed and sealed.

Good planning and hard work had paid off – or so it seemed.

But it was not to be. Ironically, in the end, I did make it to Rhode Island, but not to Providence. Instead, I landed in 1969 at Navy Officer Candidate School in nearby Newport.

Uncle Sam, it seems, had made other plans for me. A last minute change in the draft rules, eliminating graduate school deferments, made me subject to the draft immediately after graduation, and the draft board was hot on my trail

My father lacked the influence of some of my friends’ fathers to wrangle a deferment. I did, however, have the college degree with top grades to fall back on, so I “volunteered” to become a Navy Supply Officer and be accepted.

I learned two lessons, partially contradictory, from this:

1) Decisions made by government about war and peace--not to mention economic policy, educational, and social welfare policy--can cancel out the most careful individual planning and the hardest work.

The draft made this clear to me in the most direct and graphic way available. Government influence is more subtle nowadays, gradually raising tuition and offering to saddle students with loans many will struggle to repay, but policy still shapes outcomes in ways that hard work cannot always overcome

2) Even in adverse circumstances, the privileges of social class and race, (especially if coupled with hard work), can cushion one from adversity. I have always felt guilt that I did not join the anti-war protests–though there were none in Waco to join–and used my privileges to escape being shot at in Viet Nam 

Like many in my generation I was also filled with anger at those who initiated that idiotic war and am puzzled that there is not more anger about the equally idiotic wars of today

This experience, I think, also increased my empathy for the victims of factory shutdowns, regressive tax policy, and the like. Or to put it another way, at least at the cognitive level, it was for me a radicalizing experience. And indeed this was the experience of a generation of young sociologists in the 1960s

III. Becoming Graduate Students
Notice the “s” at the end of student. It is important

As the remaining months of my Navy obligations ticked down toward what remains the happiest day of my life, the day I got out of the Navy, my wife and I realized that we had some decisions to make.

Planning again was not easy. We had had our dreams shattered once, and I was not really sure what I wanted to do.

I briefly considered a School of Hotel and Restaurant Management or an MBA, but business did not seem a good home for a rather radicalized 26-year-old, and the pull of sociology remained strong. On the other hand, I had been making good money in a job with much responsibility, my wife was teaching school, and I was not sure I wanted to be a student again.

There was also the question of where to go.

Here, a major social trend, the changes in women’s roles of the late 1960s and early 1970s, played a decisive role.

It is hard to remember now how much changed and how quickly it changed in that period. A couple of anecdotes must suffice.

As a good southern boy, I had been trained from my youth to open doors for ladies. I followed the latter norm assiduously during the courtship of my wife and through the first few months of our marriage. Times, however, were changing, and one evening, several months into our marriage, I remember pulling up to our apartment, thinking for a moment, and then asking, “Do you think it would be OK if I stopped opening the car door for you.” My wife’s immediate response was: ”Oh, thank God!”

I also remember that our first joint checking account was established in the name of “Mr. And Mrs. William T. Markham.” Less than a year later, the next account came with checks imprinted “William T. or Lynda R. Markham.” I do not remember how we decided on the change, only that there was no elaborate discussion of the topic. It “just happened.”

As we began to discuss going back to school, my wife made it known that she wanted to attend graduate school as well, and I could find no reason to give my wishes priority over hers

We began to consider where to go, and here serendipity once more played an important role.

Brown offered to restore my fellowship, but there was no money for my wife, and Brown was not cheap. 


We had remained Texas citizens because Texas had no state income tax


UT offered extremely low tuition financed by handsome oil royalties from



formerly “worthless” land that had been given to the University



before oil was discovered on it  

Without much careful thought, we decided to go to Texas, enroll, and see how things developed. I was so uncertain that I would remain in school that I did not even apply for financial support.

In fact, however, it worked out fine. I liked the sociology program, quickly received financial support, and worked very hard to move through it quickly.

I settled on major emphasis on the study of organizations, the part of sociology that overlaps with business and public administration and organizational psychology.

Ironically, this was the only one of the 15 or so courses available at Baylor that I had not taken, but 3+ years of bloodying my nose on the Navy bureaucracy and working in a job I did not like had changed my perspective on the importance of people’s experiences at work

Serendipitous events were at work here as well though

The course on organizations happened to be taught in my first year when I was casting about for a specialty, and the Professor for the course, Chuck Bonjean, who became my mentor, had a teaching style that suited my needs. 

Furthermore, Chuck had money and the promise of good data in the form of a grant from the Southwest Region of IRS to study the advancement of women in the agency. Based on my performance in his class, and I think on my relative maturity, Chuck asked me to be his lead research assistant for the study.

Seeing the prospect of being paid to collect a rich data set on a currently hot topic that could be the basis of my MA thesis, dissertation, and additional papers, I accepted. Fortunately all of that promise was realized. For me things were on track

But I had not seen the end of changing gender roles.

My wife was as successful a student as I, and as she neared the end of her Master’s, she proposed that she continue for another year to complete an additional 30 hours, which led to a higher pay rate in the public schools.

With low tuition, the GI Bill, an assistantship and a fellowship, we had no financial problems, and I surely saw no reason to object.

Then, after the 30 hours were well underway, she approached me with the idea of continuing for a Ph.D. I remember this conversation, which probably lasted less than a minute clearly.


She suggested completing a Ph.D. and becoming a Professor


I didn’t object but pointed out that is was apt to lead to first jobs in different



places


She said, yes I know


I said, Well, OK then

And that was the end of it. We had come to accept gender equality and assumed we would eventually work things out, so that was that.

IV. Launching a Teaching Career: A Misstep and A Recovery
With careful planning and hard work, I moved very quickly through graduate school and made excellent grades.

There was no expectation of having published papers while a graduate student in sociology then. The expected order of things was finish the Ph.D., find a job (sometimes even before finishing), and then (perhaps) conduct research and publish.

Job hunting led me into my first encounter with the academic job market, the structure of which I only partly understood.

I knew that institutions were ranked in terms of prestige, that big research universities like Texas were at the top, that schools with Ph.D. programs were higher ranked, and that student quality varied widely among institutions and regions. But I did not know much about the nuances of the market and did not understand my options very well

My Ph.D. supervisor, Bonjean, urged me to focus my job search on top research institutions, but I was not buying this, for I had watched carefully what was going on in front of my eyes at Texas

I remember one particularly tense conversation in which I responded to Chuck’s urgings to seek a job at a top 20 university by saying something like

I’ve seen what you do. You bring talented, hard-working people here as Assistant Professors. They bust their rears to meet your expectations, and

then you tell most of them they have failed, politely calling it “not getting tenure,” and fire them. That is not for me.

Chuck assured I would be one of the successes, but I saw no evidence that I was smarter or harder working than the tenure failures at Texas, so I demurred.

The problem was not that I did not want a continuing research program to be a part of my life. I did. It was that I did not want to work like a dog for six years and then be told I had failed. This is something about which reasonable people could disagree, but my choice was right for me and I have never regretted it.

Closely related was the question of whether to focus on undergraduate or graduate education. I knew that the latter was more prestigious, but I was pretty sure I preferred the former. I did not think very much about the logistics of conducting and writing up research in a teaching-oriented undergraduate institution. I just naively assumed that I would be able to work this out.

I had fallen into the classic trap that sociology should have helped me avoid: attributing too much weight to hard work and too little to social structure 

So I set forth on my quest to find a job. I drew mental X’s through Southern California (I’m oriented to walking, not cars.), the Deep South, institutions controlled by strongly conservative churches, and big research Universities. Other than that, I was open to all possibilities.

As it turned out, though, there were not many possibilities at all. During the late 70s, the economy was struggling, and there were few jobs available. I also discovered that I had picked a specialty for which there was relatively little demand. Then as now, I should have chosen criminology!
In the end, I received only three interviews and two job offers, both from undergraduate institutions. Hard work had paid off in getting me those offers–many of my peers got none–but forces beyond my control and my own uninformed choice of a specialty had limited my options.

My actual choice was easy because one of the schools, Lawrence University in Appleton WI, had much higher quality students, a better reputation, and was much closer to the job my wife had just accepted in Michigan.

And so, in 1976, two Southerners, who had never lived north of coastal Virginia, set off to jobs in separate locations in the snowy upper Midwest.

I landed in the world of the “almost elite” liberal arts college. There was much there to like:


well prepared and highly motivated students


small classes and the chance to get to really know students. Indeed, I am



still in touch with some of the after almost 40 years


a strong sense of campus community. I do not think I ever missed a



faculty meeting in four years, and I actually looked forward to them

But there were other things I did not like so well


a heavy administrative load (I became department chair after two years.)


the time demands involved in meeting the expectation of being



available to students and working closely with them. At Lawrence, I



could come to the office and open my door at 9:00 and have a pretty



continuous flow of students wanting to talk about papers, projects,



and so forth into the early evening. Most of the students there lived



on campus and did not have jobs.


the resulting lack of time for research. By the time I prepared and taught



my courses, did my administrative work, and met the students, almost



no time was left. The weekend brought an exhausted Friday



night collapse on the couch with a pile of unread pile of newspapers,



a Saturday sleep in that often lasted until early afternoon, & a frantic



effort to catch up on everything else during what remained of the



weekend 

A small department and an early accession to being department chair exacerbated these problems, but more than chance events were involved. The stresses were built into the structure of what high ranking liberal arts colleges are all about. I was expected to devote endless hours to working closely with students and to teach a ridiculously wide array of courses. It was all part of the job description.

Some of the problems, however, I brought on myself. I was, after all, 30 years old and thought I could do it all. I


-initiated a senior seminar course that conducted a fairly sophisticated 


 annual interview survey of the city and prepared reports for local agencies


-became deeply involved in helping to run the understaffed computer center


-taught independent study courses on topic I knew nothing about

As my fourth year rolled around, it was obvious that I had to reassess. I was continually exhausted and had published only a single paper in a minor journal from that fantastic IRS data set

Somewhat reluctantly, I decided it was time to move on and went back on the job market.

To put it mildly, I had not accumulated a sterling record, but the job market by 1979 was much improved, and I was able to get several interviews and job offers. Here favorable external conditions compensated a bit for my own failings.

The best of the offers came from a good state university in Greensboro, NC.

Once again, serendipity played a role in this outcome. The Head of UNCG’s Sociology Department was Dan Price, who had been my statistics instructor at Texas. Absolutely terrified of statistics, I had overstudied to the point of acing every exam. No one here today but Paul Luebke would remember the deliberations that led to my hiring, but I’m pretty sure that Dan’s going to bat for me played a role.

To my good fortune, UNCG did indeed turn out to be a place where I could both teach and do research.

Research support, particularly for young faculty--greatly reduced in recent years by budget cuts--was far more generous then than it is today. Over the years, I benefitted greatly from three paid research leaves and numerous small grants.

The three course teaching load, though not exactly light, was manageable, and in my early years, I had few administrative responsibilities.

Working with coauthors from Texas, I was able to publish a series of papers from the IRS study, along with some others, and receive tenure.

It is not, of course, that I was unaffected by the much discussed conflict between teaching and research activity, which is built into the structure of an academic world that expects good  teaching but promotes faculty more on the basis of publication. I’m sure that, had I been in a department with a two course teaching load rather than three, I would have produced more research, but I had committed myself to a career where I pursued both, and I like to think that I’ve been able to make that work at UNCG – at least to some extent. Indeed, the effort by most of the faculty to be both good teachers and good scholars has been a much underappreciated strength of this institution.

On the other hand, my enthusiasm for teaching and a tendency to become bored with teaching the same material over and over led me to often choose three preparations over two and to take on a lot of new courses–definitely not the recommended path to a highly productive research career. Over 39 years of teaching, I prepared and taught a total of 31 different courses. It kept me learning, but it did interfere with research productivity.

Introducing new courses was actually easier for me than some people, tough, because I also had a habit of frequently changed research interests. This also helped to keep me interested and engaged (more about this later); however, is is definitely not the recommended path to flooding the journals with papers with your name on them. Clearly then, becoming rather easily bored is a mixed bag.

V. A New Research Direction: The Benefits and Costs of Targets of Opportunity
By the late 1980s, having been coathor of ten papers from the IRS study, I had exhausted its publication potential and was looking for a new avenues for research

While a Visiting Scholar at the Wellesley College Center for Research on Women in 1983-84, I had developed a close working relationship with Dr. Sharon Harlan. Both of us had been working on promotions in organizations, and together we tried to develop a joint program of research on promotions

Unfortunately, this was not to be.

An important characteristic of organizational sociology is that it requires access to organizations, and this usually means offering the organization something in return, such as applied research reports or consulting.  I’ve written literally dozens of such reports over the years.

As Sharon and I wrote proposals and approached organizations, we found that there was simply no market for what we were proposing

As one top HR Manager in the Boston area told us, “There are some things organizations do not really want to know too much about, and how people are promoted is one of them.” I suppose that he was concerned about the results of our proposed research providing fodder for lawsuits by disgruntled employees.

The lesson here, of course, is that the most interesting things are not always possible to study–both because of access and the availability of funding.

Establishing a new research interest was also hindered by the fallout of a 1987 divorce–incidently, only indirectly the result of the stresses of a commuting marriage–and not too long thereafter with new love and a second marriage. Peggy and I were both already here, so, in our case, the effects of dual careers has been mainly to disincline us from seeking employment far away.

In any event, my research career was pretty much stalled. I needed a new direction, but I was not sure where to turn. Funding for social science research had declined, and the obstacles of obtaining grant money and running any kind of major research program from a base of operations in an MA-level department like UNCG were daunting.

And then one afternoon sometime in 1990, the phone rang. Serendipity had struck again 

On the other end of the line, was my doctoral supervisor and IRS project collaborator, Chuck Bonjean.

Late in my graduate school career, I had done some consulting work for Chuck on questionnaire design and data collection for a nationwide study of twelve randomly selected chapters of the Junior League, a women’s social service organization. The study, jointly funded by the Hogg Foundation and the Junior League, was designed to help chapters assess their strengths and weaknesses and improve their organizational effectiveness.

After I left Texas, Chuck and others brought the contract to completion, but he lacked time to publish the results, and the assistant who succeeded me dropped out of graduate school without completing his doctorate–serendipity again--so nothing had been published from this massive study, and a treasure trove of data was tucked away in the attic of the Hogg Foundation, where Chuck was now Vice President.

It turned out that the Junior League had contacted Chuck and offered a contract to repeat the study with the same twelve chapters from all around the country.  This would create a truly unique data set from twelve Junior League chapters studied 17 years apart with many questions repeated.

Realizing that he lacked the time and research skills to manage the study himself, Chuck contacted me to invite me to be his research partner.

I thought about this offer for about 3.2 seconds before saying yes!
The structure of my University and my discipline was very much in play here


It was difficult to get grants on the scale needed to finance research of this



type working from UNCG


and top journals at the time favored large scale work based on surveys

Visions of promotion to full professor, articles in major journals, and a book danced in my head. After all, no one else had longitudinal national level data about a major volunteer organization. 

All told, the Junior League project continued for almost a decade and was in many respects successful:


We attracted almost $100K in grant money--big bucks in those days


The study resulted in about a half dozen articles, some in major journals.


And I was in fact promoted.
The Junior League project illustrates, however, some of the dilemmas built into choosing a sociological research agenda, and it taught me some valuable lessons about my own preferences.

First, I discovered that I really did not like “big budget” research conducted by research teams.

This is a matter of taste, of course, and taste varies. I’m surely not here to criticize this type of work, which enjoys high standing in sociology and in the hearts of administrators eager for the prestige and overhead money such research brings.

For me, however, being the “manager” of a research team in which research reports and journal articles were produced much in the style of a factory did not prove appealing.

I did not like spending time on budgets, payrolls, schedules, and interpersonal conflicts

And I found that writing proposals for various chunks of money and reports to various funders was unrewarding in the extreme

I wanted to be involved in all phases of the research and see things through from start to finish. In other words, I preferred research as craft production over the factory model. 

This should not have surprised me as a sociologist of organizations: After all, both Karl Marx and a host of organizational psychologists remind us that breaking a task into small, routinized parts frequently leads to unrewarding work

I also found that I was not happy conducting research with limited relevance to goals I valued. This issue has been much debated in sociology, and I do not have much to add to the discussion other than to say that my experience is a good case study for thinking about the pluses and minuses involved.

Now it is not as if I were writing fraudulent ads or manufacturing environmentally questionable pesticides.

The Junior League, in fact, does some good work, staging plays for kids in underfunded schools, raising money for playgrounds and arts events, and the like

On the other hand, one of our clearest research finding was that most League chapters were unlikely to take on projects they viewed as “political” or “controversial.” There were very few projects related to environment or social justice, and when I once made the mistake of using the phrase “social class” in a high level meeting of JL leaders, the awkward silence and direct criticism from a few that followed spoke volumes about how Junior League leadership viewed the world.

In addition, the Junior League is an organization composed primarily of upper status women.  Its status conferring function is less prominent today than it was a half century ago, but it continues to exist, and I’ve always been uncomfortable with such organizations

I told myself that the League did some good, that the research results we were publishing did contribute to science, and that our reports to the League might result in at least some marginal change.

Still when one of my friends from the far left asked me almost every time we had lunch whether I was “still studying the rich ladies,” it hit home.

VI. Charting a New Course and Planning Again: German Environmentalism
By the late 1990s, most of the articles from the Junior League research were out, and it had become clear that there would be no book. Chuck was busy with other work, and neither of the two graduate students at Texas who had worked with us managed to establish themselves in academic jobs. It was clear that I would essentially have to write the book alone. I had little taste for this, and the data were already becoming dated.  With a mixture of regrets and relief, I decided not to pursue a book 

It was time again to develop a new research agenda

Pretty sure that I would never get another major pay increase (I did not know how very right I was!), I decided to learn from my past experiences and plot an entirely new course.

In doing so, I took advantage of a key feature of academic norms and structure–the right to choose one’s own research interests–which is not to say, of course, that the structure of academics does not make some research more apt to pay off in career terms.

In a series of conversations with myself, I concocted a plan

I would study environmental organizations in Germany, not via member surveys but through literature search, careful examination of their publications, and interviews with their leaders.

Although this plan was in line with my lifelong interest in organizations, it was a radical departure in several ways. It involved


a different research methodology


a different type of organization


and a different country–quite a departure for a scholar with no international



research experience at all.

Looking back, I have to say that it was a fairly brave decision, which could easily have misfired, but I did have well thought-out reasons:


For reasons just described, I wanted a project I could do entirely on my own


I was a budding environmentalist myself, becoming increasingly concerned



about environmental issues, and the country of the Greens seemed



a good place to look


I had 15-20 years ahead of me, and I felt that I was becoming stale. My wife



and I had caught the international travel bug, and I wanted to know



more about the rest of the world

Serendipity played a role as well.  I had been a German minor at Baylor, though by the late 1980s, I had forgotten almost everything I had learned; however, in preparation for our 1990 honeymoon in Switzerland, I purchased some German tapes and began to study them. This was relatively easy because to do because we were living a half hour to the north of Greensboro in Reidsville, where Peggy worked. Consequently, I had at least four hours of a week of available time to listen to my tapes. 

After the honeymoon we made a trip to Austria and two to Germany, which kept my motivation to study alive, and I began to participate in the German Department’s weekly afternoon “Kaffeestunde” (afternoon coffee) to practice my German. I also hired a series of German exchange students for a weekly hour of conversation.

I had a long way to go on mastering German (indeed, after over 25 years, I still have not finished that project!), but I had at least a good start, and I was eager to begin.

I worked planfully and hard at on the German research for almost a decade. I was helped along the way by a year’s paid leave from UNCG, two grants from the German Academic Service, two Fulbright awards, and visiting appointments at Humboldt University in Berlin, the University of Essen, and the Archive and Museum for Nature Protection in the Bonn area. The awards were not large, but the fact that UNCG and federal government policy had made provision to support international work was key to the eventual success of the project.

The last of my visiting appointments, a month at the the Archive and Museum for Nature Protection, led me to add a historical perspective to the research, carrying me into not only a new line of research and country, but a new discipline

Not everything, however, was the result of hard work, planning, or structures that provided grants to support the research. Serendipity was once more a factor.


My longtime colleague from GTCC, Carol Schmid, who is here today, had


been doing research in Germany and put me in touch with one of her


colleagues, who referred me to another professor at Humboldt University,


Helmut Wiesenthal. Helmut took the gamble of inviting me,


sight unseen, to spend an academic year at his university and provided me


with an office, a library card, and help in arranging interviews. Without


Carol’s help and Helmut’s generosity to a stranger, my project might have


stalled at the beginning.


I received another assist from a stranger, when Angelika Wolf, a Professor


of Landscape Architecture, who had earlier been the Executive Director of


the Lower Saxony chapter one of the environmental organizations I was

 
studying, agreed to sponsor my application for a Fulbright Fellowship to


teach and conduct research at the University of Essen. I had come in contact


with Angelika in a most unusual way. While working at the Museum and


Archive for the History of Nature Protection in Germany, I came across her


highly relevant doctoral dissertation, which was, however, missing about 50


pages. I copied what was there, and after returning to the US, I undertook


to obtain the remainder. I could find no e-mail for Prof. Wolf but did find a


phone number. So one fine afternoon, I called her, found her in her office,


and asked if she could send me an electronic file of the entire dissertation.


She was obviously astonished by the call, but a couple of years later,


on the basis of that single contact, she agreed to sponsor me, and my

application was successful. The Fulbright award let me spend about a half  a year in Essen, where I worked on my book and taught courses (in German) on US and German environmental organizations and the problems of Americancities. My stay in Essen led to a wonderful friendship and a professional collaboration that has continued right up to the present.

There was considerable risk in what I was undertaking. The book project was ambitious, I had a lot of new things to learn, and I faced many competing obligations from teaching and other duties. As a result, the book was a long time coming, and some of my colleagues began to wonder, I think, about whether my research would ever lead anywhere.

But I worked very hard over a long period, and in the end, I did finish the book. It remains, I think, my best work.

But at this point the limits of planning and hard work once again reared their ugly head. Finding a press to publish it proved to be an unanticipated and major challenge. Both structure of academic life and social change played a role here.


Specifically, my topic was quite specialized at a time when


University press budgets were being cut and “marketability” was becoming


an increasingly important concern
To my dismay, publisher after publisher turned me down, clearly after hardly reading beyond the title of the prospectus. They told me that they just did not think they could sell enough copies of a book on such a specialized topic. It was a really demoralizing and stressful episode–and one of the lowest points of my career

But I kept at it, and, in the end, I did find a respectable publisher, and the book was widely and, generally, quite favorably reviewed.

Another aspect of my personal academic “makeover” was my first serious effort to build a professional network.

From the beginning of my career, I had attended my share of conferences, but, for several reasons, I had really never worked at “networking” before


I am shy by nature and definitely not good at small talk with strangers


My initial research put me in an area dominated by women who were trying



to establish their own voices and I always felt a little out of place–



an interesting reversal of what women who were beginning to pour



into sociology during the 1980s experienced.




I remember, for example, coming to understand what it was  




like to be a “token,” when the staff at the Wellesley Center for




Research on Women, where I was a visiting Scholar in the




early 1980s were extremely anxious to be sure I showed up




for the group photo.


I never really identified much with the study of voluntary associations like



the Junior League and did not plan to remain active in this field

Having settled now on a line of research that was deeply interesting to me and that I thought would occupy me for the rest of my career,  I decided that it was time to get busy with making contacts.  I began to


attend more professional meetings


attend more sessions at those meetings


make more of an effort to meet people working in my area

With a liberal dose of comedian Garrison Keilor’s Powdermilk Biscuits, which you recall, “give shy people the strength to get up and do what must be done,” I was at least somewhat successful. This networking did not help me much in terms of concrete benefits, but it did greatly improve my morale and broaden my perspective. I was never elected to anything important, but I did develop come to feel myself part of an international community of environmental sociology scholars.

I want to pause here to put in a plug for working and participating internationally, as the experiences I’ve had over the past couple of decades have been remarkable, stimulating, and fascinating


I’ve learned that US sociology is only one of many “sociologies” around



the world and that there is much to learn from the others


I’ve been able to learn about and compare environmental problems



and solutions from around the world


I’ve visited many places that I might never have visited–including



some pretty exotic side trips to places like Mongolia and Madgascar


I’ve enjoyed many a beer and dinner with experts who know their



own societies in a way deeper than one can get from “the news.”

An especially rewarding outcome was the opportunity to work with my Dutch colleague, Kris van Koppen, and a group of mostly European colleagues on a book comparing nature protection organizations in eight European countries and the US

Some of you may remember Kris’ brief visit and colloquium here several years ago.

The book, which was edited by Kris and me, originated at the 2002 International Sociological Association meeting in Brisbane, where Kris and I discovered our shared interest in environmental organizations. Kris was especially interested in environmental groups that focused on nature protection, and this became the focus of our work together.

We organized a session on this topic with contributions from us and several Western European scholars at the meeting of the European Sociological Association the next year, and this group agreed to prepare a book with contributions from them and several other scholars recruited to the project. The group, especially the core members, achieved an unusual level of cohesion as we presented papers at later meetings, exchanged drafts, and worked to unify the chapters around a common format. This was a remarkable experience, which exemplifies how I think academic life ought to work–even if it is a goal seldom achieved. The book appeared in 2007.

The only unrewarding feature of the work was dealing with language issues. We agreed instantly that the book should be in English, which has become the language of international academic work. Kris’ English is nearly perfect, but, as the native speaker, the work of putting the various chapters into good English fell largely to me.

The contributions from northern Europe, and somewhat surprisingly Poland, arrived already written in clear English and required only moderate editing, but those from southern Europe, especially France were another story. I was able to cope with the one from Italy because I have studied Italian and could usually see where the problems with English were coming from. In a few cases, I just asked Giorgio to rewrite his sentence in Italian and let me translate it. The chapter from France, where pride in the French language runs high and acceptance of  English has been slow, was another story. After many exchanges of drafts and much frustration, a chapter emerged, but I am still not sure that parts of it say what the authors meant to say!

 More recently, Kris and I collaborated on research about what nature protection organizations in the US, the Netherlands, and Germany are saying to their members and the public about climate change. This paper has just appeared and will be my last published paper.  

The new international emphasis was very rewarding, but it did not come without its costs


My wife was able to arrange her work to join me on some of my visiting


scholar gigs, but I spent nine long months in Berlin alone. Had it not been


for the Humboldt University Choir (In Germany university choirs include


faculty and staff), who welcomed me to their ranks, things would have been


worse still


There were financial costs as well. Stipends for Fulbright grants are


not what they once were, and my research leave in Berlin was at half pay.

Funding for international trips at UNCG has held up better than travel


funds in general, but it almost never covers the full costs.

In mid-career, without children, and with a wife with a good income, I was better equipped to handle these financial costs than most, but they were sometimes a minor burden. Fortunately, there are some terrific tax deductions for work assignments abroad that really reduced the cost, but it troubles me that the financial costs might exclude younger scholars and faculty with more financial obligations than I. 

Another cost of international work, largely the result of the structure of sociology, was some loss of connection to American sociology

In comparison to other countries, American sociology is, in general, quite isolated from world sociology


Partly this is because virtually every specialty in US sociology is


represented by scores of sociologists, while finding a significant number


of specialists who share your interests if you come from a country like


Norway or Ghana almost requires building an international network.

And perhaps the low level of information about the rest of the world that


characterizes the US population is reflected among American sociologists


as well

One result of this is that most professional sociology meetings in the US have never had too many presentations and sessions about things international

Given the high cost of attending international meetings and the absence of internationally focused programming about environment and other international issues of interest to me, I’ve watched my own engagement with US sociology and my attendance at meetings decline steadily over the past decade

It is not that I found absolutely nothing of interest at the Southern Sociological Society meeting, for example; it is just that I had to make choices of where to spend my time and money

I would suspect that this tension is less pronounced in fields such as history and literature, but I believe it is widespread in social science

My international experiences were also, predictably, reflected in my teaching.

Working together, I and several of my Sociology Department colleagues were able to develop a new concentration in the department–sadly now suspended due to budget cuts–in global social problems, and I very much enjoyed teaching in this concentration for almost a decade. In addition to the introductory course in this concentration, I taught courses on social movements, environmental sociology, and human communities, all with an international emphasis. 
Refocusing these courses this way was rewarding for me and the students in the Global Social Problems Concentration, but students from other concentrations, particularly Criminology, who found their way into the courses frequently did not share our enthusiasm, which sometimes made for a difficult teaching situation

Two of my Fulbright grants, one to Cameroon and one in Germany, also allowed me to teach abroad, experiences that I found interesting, rewarding and challenging.

Five years ago, was invited to spend a year as Chancellor’s resident Fellow in the Honors College where I taught five new courses (yes, five!) in one year, all on international topics. It is a good thing that I had forgotten what my first year of teaching in 1976 was like! Seriously, though, teaching courses such as “The Two Germanies,” “Sub-Saharan Africa and the World,” and “Environmental Movements around the World” broadened my horizons and let me explore interesting topics I would never otherwise have explored.

VII. On to Africa: Planning and Serendipity Again
About half way through the German project, I decided that I would like to do a second book about environmental organizations, this time about Italy

My idea was to contrast a country in southern Europe, which is noted for lower environmental standards and less public interest in environmental problems--as well as for chaotic politics--with Germany

Trying to plan ahead, I took two years of Italian at UNCG and began to gather materials.

But before I could get the project off the ground, a chance encounter led to a truly radical change in direction.

At a beachfront reception at the 2006 International Sociological Association meeting in Durban, South Africa, I fell into an extended conversation with a young African professor about half my age. He was from Cameroon, a country I knew only as a name.

We discovered that we shared many common research interests. He was just completing two books about NGOs in Cameroon that included a good many environmental organizations, while I was finishing the German book.

We exchanged vitas by e-mail, and I decided that it would be good to see what collaboration, if any, there could be between us.

I was able to obtain a grant from West African Research Association and UNCG to bring him here for five weeks in 2007, and money from UNCG, his university, and the “Markham Fund” allowed me to spend ten days at the University of Buea a few months later.

During the visits, we developed a plan for a research project on environmental NGOs in Cameroon.

I had learned from writing my German book that a very thorough knowledge of a country’s history, economic, politics, and social structure was necessary to say anything useful about environmentalism there, so I began to read extensively about Cameroon and sub-Saharan Africa.

I had a lot to learn. As I look back on it now, the depth of my ignorance about Africa when I began is astonishing.

Lotsmart and I were able to meet again at several international meetings, and, in 2010, I received a Fulbright Fellowship to teach and consult at his university, which allowed us to finalize our research plan.

Somewhere along the way, my plan to study Italy faded away. It was not a decision I made on one day, and it required kicking away a substantial time investment in learning Italian, but it was not very hard for two reasons:


Africa is endlessly fascinating and far more different from Germany and


the US than Italy in terms of environmental problems and social & political


structures. Environmental organizations. too. were greatly different from


the US or Europe. The lure of learning new things and exploring a different


part of the world far outweighed the “efficiency” of staying on the path I


had previously laid out. In short, I was “hooked.”


Moreover, I was at a career stage where I had the freedom to do what


interested me–and the zero pay raises after my 2007 and 2008 books


(brought on by the “Great Recession” and emerging Republican dominance


of the state legislature) made it clear that my salary would remain stagnant


until I retired.

I collected the data for the book during most of the summer of 2010. I could tell you endless stories about the perils of data collection in Africa, but I must settle for mentioning only a few?


How do you locate NGOs in a country where there are no up-to date-lists



and most NGOs have no web site


Traveling between cities the African way posed another challenge. I



remember, as examples, an overcrowded, hot, and unventilated



bus with a “no vomiting” sign and having my flight to the capital



diverted while in flight and without warning to another city because



the President, who has been in office since the 1980s and never



announces his travel plans in advance, took a notion to fly to Europe



that day  


Trying tofind NGO offices in a country where there are no street addresses.



This often involved calling the office, asking them to identify a



landmark building or structure nearby, hiring a taxi to take me to



the landmark and then turning over the phone so that the taxi



driver and NGO representative could plot the rest of the trip



(often in French)


Trying to get accurate budget figures from NGO leaders who operate their



NGOs more like an informal family business than a developed



world nonprofit

In any event, I managed to complete 52 interviews from around the country, and returned home to write.

After about four years of data analysis and exchanging drafts with my coauthor, I finished the book–and just in time for retirement.  The book, my last, is currently in press with Palgrave Macmillan and will appear before the end of this year

VIII. Becoming (More) Interdisciplinary: Lloyd International Honors College, Environmental Studies and Me
My research has always been interdisciplinary.

The study of organizations, my starting point in sociology, was a virtual oasis in the vast wasteland of disciplinary specialization long before interdisciplinary work became stylish. It was an area where scholars from management, organizational psychology, public administration, and sociology avidly read and cited one another’s works. The same is true of the subfield of organizational studies concerned with voluntary associations.

I also incorporated an historical perspective into much of my later research. (Recall, history was my first plan for an undergraduate major.).


Already in the late 1980s I worked with one of my former MA students


in researching and writing a couple of papers about discrimination against


the Chinese in 19th Century California, seeking to identify factors that


exacerbated or ameliorated it. 


Later, my work about environmental organizations around the world


led me back again to studying history, for there is really no way to


understand environmental organizations without knowing their


history. About 40 percent of the book I wrote about environmental


organizations in Germany was history, and the book on nature protection


organizations in Europe and the US that I coedited also had a heavy


historical focus


In addition to history, my work in Africa caused me to read a good bit of


anthropology and political science.

Still, in my teaching and professional participation, I remained for most of my career, very much anchored in sociology.

In the twilight of my professional life, however, two opportunities encouraged me to make my teaching more interdisciplinary.

First, I was offered an appointment as Chancellor’s Resident Fellow in the International Honors College. Several of the new courses I taught there, including environmental problems of developing countries and a course on sub-Saharan Africa were wildly interdisciplinary.

Second, I was asked to become Director of UNCG’s Environmental Studies Program, a program with course offerings that cut across the University, ranging from natural science, through social science, and into the humanities and professional schools.

Along with administering the program, came the challenge of teaching the Introduction to Environmental Studies and Senior Seminar courses. This assignment saw me going back to  my college chemistry, biology, anthropology, and economics courses from 50 years ago and resurrecting knowledge from topics I had delved into much earlier in my career, such as ecology and public policy. I also conducted self-study crash courses on topics, such as climate change and atmospheric pollutants, where I had no background at all.  For the things I knew least about, I called in good colleagues like Jay Lennartson, Bruce Banks, and Stan Faeth to teach a few class meeting.

This has all been loads of fun, but also challenging and time consuming, and the time invested in these new topics has pulled me away from keeping up with recent trends in sociology. Indeed, I sometimes find myself embarrassed when my sociological colleagues refer to recent books and new developments that I know nothing about.

There has been much discussion in recent decades both of the need for more interdisciplinary research and for teaching that helps students see the connections. I’ve found both to be rewarding, but we would be blind to ignore the constraints on building interdisciplinary careers that are imposed by the organizational structures of Universities and academic fields.

Much ink has been spilled over this issue, and I do not think I have many new insights to add. I’d say here only that, even though progress has been made at UNCG and elsewhere–just look at the number of interdisciplinary programs and centers that have popped up!–the obstacles to interdisciplinary work are real, not imaginary, and they involve not only the power of those who work in disciplinary silos and entrenched traditions, but also the limits to how many fields one person can master at a level that allows their incorporation in an informed way.

I was fortunate to come to interdisciplinary teaching at the end of my career, when I had more time than before and to build my research in fields that were already broadly interdisciplinary. The move was the right one for me, but how far to push beyond disciplinary boundaries is a decision that deserves careful contemplation of one’s own career stage and goals, as well as the institutional and disciplinary context.

Conclusion
I’ve reached the end of my journey through academics, sociology, and UNCG. I am almost 70 and do not plan to be professionally active after retirement. It is time to pursue some other interests and projects I’ve neglected for years.

But it’s been interesting this week to look back and think about how the structure of academic life and job markets, large scale changes in society at large, my own plans and efforts, and simple luck have molded my trajectory.

Clearly much has changed in the academic world since I began my career


rising enrollments and greater inclusiveness in higher education 


the spread of research expectations to more institutions


more emphasis in sociology on qualitative work


the bifurcation of teaching tasks between adjuncts and tenure track faculty


diminishing financial support for public universities–a special problem in



NC


rising tuition, student employment, and student loans

This means that some of the quandaries and decisions that young scholars will have to negotiate will be markedly different than those I faced.

Still, I hope that sharing some of the experiences will be of at least some use and interest, and I thank you for listening.

