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ABSTRACT

This dissertation explores the connections between the institutions of work,
family, and school as revealed through a team ethnography study of two southern
Louisiana communities. The study focused on the gathering of first-hand accounts of the
cultural, social, and economic continuum of changes tl‘lat local households and
individuals are experiencing in relation to the vicissitudes of employment in the oil and
gas industry and the various ways in which household members negotiated,
zccommodated, and resisted the impacts.

This dissertation also reports on a collaborative research methodology that
c¢mployed a “funds of knowledge” approach that situated public school teacher-
researchers as crucial local members of the project team. Their position as insiders within
-he local schools and households grounded the research process and provided the team
with multiple member checks that helped to validate and authenticate the research.

As a background to the analyses undertaken here, this study reviews the relevant
literature on structure and agency as well as critical educational studies of social
reproduction and cultural production.

Finally, suggestions are made as to possible directions public schools might take

to critically connect schools to work and communities.
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DEFINING THE ISSUES
Introduction and Background
Men (sic) make their own history, but they do not make it just as they
please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but
under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the
past (Marx, 1963, p. 15).

This ethnographic inquiry is about two southern Louisiana communities and the
cultural, social, and economic continuum of changes that local families and individuals
are experiencing in relation to the vicissitudes of the pervasive oil and gas industry. My
dissertation tells a story of how a number of oil workers and their families negotiate,
accommodate, and resist the social and economic impacts of the total institution of oil
and the ways in which historical circumstances play a significant role in the articulation
of their particular sociocultural responses. Specific attention was given to the multiple
social and ideational factors that frame the community members’ possibilities and actions
and the certain ways in which these individuals and families make sense of their world.

In some ways, this account is a representation of local cultural worlds embedded in
the larger impersonal systems of political economy. Thus local cultural units such as the
family, school, and community are not portrayed as intact, isolated, and outside the forces
of market and state; rather the perception is that outside structural forces or the big levers
of society are an integral part of what constitutes the inside cultural sphere and are

registered, among other sites, in the language, actions, emotions, imaginations, and
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educational and employment choices of the community members who are the subjects of
the study. Thus, as inspired by Raymond Williams in his discussion of the complex
requirements for an ethnographic inquiry and interpretation in the modemn world (in
Marcus & Fisher, 1986), the task of my dissertation inquiry is an attempt to understand
the subjects’ points of view in circumscribed social settings while also representing
accurately the penetrations of larger forces and the active responses to those forces.

This study is also about school — one of the circumscribed social settings that most of
us experience — and the role that formal education plays in shaping the consciousness,
attitudes, values, and life trajectories of individuals and family members. In a dialectical
sense, this inquiry also examines how schools are shaped by teachers and administrators
as well as by the policies of the state and of corporate America.

How local is this ethnograhic account of two communities? In some ways, this story
about the sociocultural impacts experienced by the inhabitants of two southern Louisiana
“oil saturated” towns is quite particular to the location, economics, and the specific
cultural history of the locale and its residents. The geographic placement of the
communities’ proximity to the Gulf of Mexico and to the numerous waterways that flow
into the Gulf have influenced settlement, work, educational, and recreationzl choices for
hundreds of years. At the same time, this story, though particular, goes beyond the
particularities of the Louisiana community members who were interviewed. Many of the
issues and struggles that are salient in the lives of the study subjects are also of issue in
the social relationships of many of us living in other US towns or cities as well as for

those who reside in other parts of the world far away from the bayous and oil patch of
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southern Louisiana. Given the current prevailing economic conditions such as the global
restructuring of capital, the mobility of corporations and industry, the transnational
movement of labor, the downsizing of labor and industry to maximize profit, and the
widespread corporate influence and move toward standardization in school curriculum,
the scale of change in the US echoes changes around the world. Thus by attending to the
everyday personal, social, and cultural lives of some subjects in a small corner of the US,
it is possible to locate the global and national in the local, and locate “us” in “them.”

As an ethnographer I have attempted to search for ways of being dialogic in order to
circumvent the us/them dichotomy in my research and analysis. Being dialogic with the
subject and subjects of the study has many meanings, but as Douglas Fole).' (1990)
remarks, it entails that “ethnographers drop their scientific pretensions, toss their pith
helmets and imperial advantages, and close the distance between themselves and the
imaginary other being studied” (p. xvii). Since the social science research I am involved
in is the ethnography of everyday life in the US rather than a study of exoticized cultures
in faraway places, I include myself in the conversation on transformations in the changing
meanings of work, family, and education. Though southern Louisiana is not exactly my
own backyard since it is relatively distant from the mountains of northern New Mexico
where I reside, I speak a dialect of the same language as the subjects of the study, I have
been socialized in similar school systems, and I share the experience of many of the
respondents in the study of having a father who worked in the oilfield for most of his life.
So the problems and issues raised in this inquiry around the shake-up and reconfiguration

of cultural understandings of the various ways one acts as a family member, a community
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member, an employee, or an educator resonate far beyond the bayous and marshlands of
the Gulf Coast area.

Therefore my research in southern Louisiana has been a way of conducting home
work, as Thomas Fricke (1998) calls Americanist research — home work that has engaged
many of my interests in the sociocultural intersections between family, work, and school.
In order to explore these issues, I joined a team of anthropologists from the Bureau of
Applied Research in Anthropology from the University of Arizona charged with
examining the relationships between the institutions of work and family and between
educational processes and the lifeways of individuals. This government-sponsored
project, entitled “The Social and Economic Impacts of Outer Continental Shelf Activity
on Families and Individuals” was funded by the Minerals Management Service (MMS), a
branch of the Department of Interior. The MMS is responsible for overseeing the
activities related to the exploration, development, and production of oil and gas on the
Outer Continental Shelf (OCS). The intent of the contracted three-year regional study was
to increase understanding of the impacts of OCS development on communities along the
coast of the Gulf of Mexico and look at multi-generational involvement in OCS-related
work.

I brought to my fieldwork in Louisiana an interest in interdisciplinary, collaborative
research and a history of participation in several research projects based on the “funds of
knowledge” approach (Gonzalez, 1995; Gonzalez, 1995a: Gonzilez et al., 1995; Moll &
Diaz, 1996; Vélez-Ibaiiez & Greenberg, 1992). As one of several university researchers

working in a team with public school teacher/researchers, I became familiar with the
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three main components of the funds of knowledge methodology: household analysis
based on in-depth ethnographic interviews conducted in the homes of their students;
collaborative study group meetings of the university and public school researchers to
discuss the interview data and process, and theoretical articles; and curriculum
development and application related to the funds of knowledge uncovered in the
households. My concurrent course work in anthropology, ethnography, and education
deepened and broadened my understandings of qualitative ethnographic fieldwork
techniques, cultural theory and interpretation, and of the invaluable perspective that an
anthropological lens offers to educational researchers.

As a participant in education and anthropology classes and applied projects, I gained
first-hand experience working collaboratively in a group of qualitative researchers
employing ethnographic methods of inquiry in order to more clearly understand and
mediate the complex relationships between teachers and students, and schools and
communities. For me, involvement in the Louisiana project with its attention to the
interconnections among the institutions of family, work and school and the employment
of the funds of knowledge approach as an important part of its methodology and
philosophy, coalesced many of my research interests and goals.

My dissertation research grew out of my participation as a senior research
assistant with the BARA ethnographic team. The issues I selected to investigate and
analyze in my dissertation are therefore an extension of my involvement with the MMS
social impacts study though more precisely focused on “native” understandings of the

interconnections among work, family, and schooling from the point of view of the men
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who work in the oil industry and their wives, community leaders, and the teachers and
administrators of the public schools. More specifically, the problems and issues that I
contextualized link the local situation of cultural learning and resistance at the level of
family and individuals to the situation of labor and education in capitalist production.
Through ethnography, my goal was to register and link to the larger political and
economic order what is happening to the real social actors caught up in complex
macroprocesses. To do this I took into account the complexities and scale of post-
industrial capitalism in the US and connect this economic structure to the intimate
ethnographic detail of experiences of everyday life.

I have thus critically engaged what Marcus and Fischer (1986) refer to as the
conventions of ethnographic descriptions that tend to “measure change against some self-
contained, homogenous and largely ahistoric framing of a cultural unit” and moved
toward a view of culture as never fixed but always in flux, “in a perpetual historically
sensitive state of resistance and accommodation to broader processes of influence that are
as much inside as outside the local context” (p. 78). Through inquiry based on
ethnography and a research methodology that includes and depends on the incisiveness of
different insider understandings, I have located these broader processes of influence that
mediate the actions and agency of study respondents.

These broader processes, in particular oil industry economics, have also
personally influenced my own life and given me an emic view of life in an oil family.
When I was growing up, my father worked in the oilfields of West Texas as a production

superintendent. Though he was not offshore, he was “in the field” all week and spent
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some nights away from home when the oil wells he was working on were in distant
locations. I would sometimes accompany him on Saturdays into the mesquite covered flat
lands of West Texas to check on a well and talk to the roughnecks, so I became somewhat
familiar with oilfield jargon and the drilling process. Consequently as I began to talk with
men and women in Louisiana about their experiences in the oilfields and at home, I
reflected on my own and my parents’ experiences. My father did not work a rotational
schedule that kept him away from home for long periods of time as did many men in the
study. My father was able to be home most nights and could attend many of the important
events in my life. He also had job security, working for the same independent company
for most of his career. However, his job was dangerous and the tradeoffs my parents
justified in order to provide us with a comfortable family income were similar in nature to
the ones the Gulf Coast family members speak of in the interviews. So my research
compelled me to revisit my own history and, through inquiry and analysis, understand my
history in a new light.

Thus, understanding and documenting the many and complex ways in which
outside macro-level processes become inside processes and impact the everyday lives of
individuals and communities emerged as the central problem as I engaged the offshore oil
workers and their spouses in conversations about the ways they make sense of their lives.
For me, the investigation and analysis of this problem became the prominent concern
because it challenges what Pierre Bourdieu (1998) calls one of the presumptions of all
economies — the radical separation between the economic and the social. The constituent

dimensions and reciprocal shaping of the two structures became evident in the language,
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humor, emotions, choices, and justifications that ran throughout the interviews. Many
interviewees spoke of the disjunctures in their employment history as a result of the
seemingly inevitable fluctuations in an economy rooted in the oil industry. The effects of
the valleys and peaks normalized in the oil industry were broadly and differentially
registered in the socio-economics of local families — in family dynamics, in school
finances and curriculum, and in the everyday interactions within the communities. A drop
in the price of a barrel of crude can alter the work lives and family lives of many southern
Louisiana inhabitants. In short then, the economics of work alters the quality of
relationships at home, at work, in schools, and in communities and the very meaning of
work affects the choices, decisions, rewards, and leisure activities of individuals and
family members. As one boat captain remarked, “(T)he oilfield is like a chess game. And
that’s the way it goes. People are the pawns.” Therefore, understanding the rules of the
game and the differing ways individuals, families, and social institutions are affected and
in turn affect the game became the “problem problem” (Wolcott, 1990) of my dissertation
research. Through a multileveled and multidirectional analysis, the structural or
systematized relations that shape the chess game are theorized as dialectically mediating
the construction of identity and human action with the possibility of enabling and/or

constraining the process.

Importance of the Problem
The issues studied in my dissertation are significant on multiple levels for the
various people who are involved in the doing of the research, for those who are the

subjects of the research, and for educational and occupational policy makers and
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practitioners. First of all, the involvement of teachers as researchers in their own
communities assisted them in gaining a deeper sense of understanding of and relation
with their students and the families of their students — understandings and relationships
which have the potential to impact their practice and curriculum. Through structured
discussions with community members, the teachers were situated to comprehend more
fully than they had before the economic, social, and cultural diversity and differential
situations of a variety of people. Moreover, the leaming of ethnographic techniques and
the prolonged engagement with other researchers in the monthly study groups developed
valuable research expertise and abilities in theory building that will serve them far
beyond the usual returns of professional development workshops and in-service sessions.
Second, the issues examined in my research provoke the normalized framing of the
problems of school leavers, in-school and in-work tracking, the function of schools in
relation to politics and the economy, and the accommodation to and negotiation of the
routinized social and economic demands of work. I brought to my fieldwork in Louisiana
an understanding that the social division of labor within corporations and industries as
well as within schools, families, and communities is not a structure that naturally occurs.
Rather these fundamental divisions are normalized accomplishments or achievements of
local and extra-local processes that are outcomes of and rationales for various social
arrangements. Consequently, [ have not surveyed and analyzed these situations
unproblematically or ahistorically as has been done in some previous studies that look at

“the ways things are” in schools and communities. Instead, these issues call for
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multivocal and multileveled accounts and analyses of local conditions and understandings
supported by a macrosocial, historical perspective.

A third reason why my chosen research problems are significant is that their
investigation and analysis contribute to the literature of the anthropology of education
and work and to the noteworthy compilation of critical ethnographies dealing with the
interrelations between economies and schooling. Through the exploration of the
discourses and practices within and about school and work in terms of socio-economic
reproduction and cultural production, the origin of the problem of student and worker
readiness, incompetence, and success shifts from primarily being viewed as being located
within the person or family to also being a built-in part of large structural systems. The
challenge has been to critically examine schooling, work, and family interactions and
their relation to economics and politics without contributing to the present blaming game
that holds public schools and teachers responsible for many of society’s ills such as an
*“unprepared, noncompetitve workforce” or the “lack of proper work ethic”” among
today’s students.

A further reason for the importance of delving into the issues I find compelling is
that we are currently in a iune of what Michael Apple (1993) refers to as a conservative
restoration. This rightist resurgence initiated in the Reagan years has convinced “a
significant portion of the population that what is private is now good and what is public is
bad, inside and outside of education” (Apple, p. 9). The panic over falling standards,
dropouts, illiteracy, violence in the schools and a loss of traditional values has resulted in

an intensified call for standardized teaching and learning, a national curriculum that



20

prioritizes the perceived needs of business and the corporate state (and can act to
legitimize inequality), programs for “choice’ such as vouchers and tax credits, and
attacks on the curriculum for its liberal and muiticultural bias at the expense of “real
knowledge” about the Western tradition. Apple summarizes these trends that characterize
the conservative restoration as privatization, centralization, vocationalization, and
differentiation — an attempt by a “new hegemonic bloc to transform our very ideas of
what education is for” (1996, p. 38). Therefore a discussion of how the logic and
practices of late capitalism contribute to the shaping of the social relations and curriculum
in schools is well-timed to promote dialogue among parents, teachers, administrators, and
school policy makers. Though my ethnographically informed research is not a study of
this conservative political and social movement on school curriculum and student-teacher
relationships, it does add ethnographic specificity to the way that parents, teachers, and
administrators are talking about the nexus between school and work.

Further hope of the study’s significance lies in the uncovering of complex gender
perspectives on schooling, family and work. Through interviewing wives and mothers of
offshore workers as well as the workers themselves, I hope to bring into focus what
Solheim (1997) calls the three distinct social realities — his life offshore, her life at home,
and their one joint life together — and the ways in which individuals and couples balance
these distinctively different worlds. In this and similar studies, the problem has been
treated in a pathological framework that predominantly focuses on the psychological
syndrome that wives may develop as a result of their husband’s frequent offshore

absences. This way of looking at the issue places the onus of accommodation on the wife



21

and family members of the oil industry employee and does not problematize the way that
work structures time and social relations in the workplace as well as within the family.
My research brings these issves into relief.

As an extension of the studies on the anthropology of work, my dissertation connects
to the studies conceming cultural production and social reproduction in education. This
branch of anthropological research is developed in the framework of Marxist and neo-
Marxist theory and concentrates on the ways that economies and culture interact as social
systems. Studies that focus on the anthropology of work are often written in the
discursive density of Marxist theory concerning the relations and forces of production.
Though extremely useful in problematizing the relations between labor and capital in
post-industrial economies and examining them through a cultural lens, these analyses
rarely engage the practices of schooling in relation to work.

Finally, the methodology of this team ethnographic approach, encompassing as it
does the funds of knowledge perspectives and modes of investigation, has the potential to
enliven, enrich, and democratize social science research in its unique participatory
approach. As an extension of the previous funds of knowledge projects, the incorporation
of this philosophy and methodology as a part of a team ethnography project adds a new
dimension and direction to this form of research.

History of the Treatment of the Problem

Many of the social science studies that engage the nexus between school and work

and between work and the family fail to take account of the real social costs of some

economies. The logic of the so-called global capitalist market that requires ever-flexible
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labor and production and results in the centralization and concentration of capital,
confronts and reworks local cultural forms. As the economy and corporations are being
restructured, the division of labor is being further differentiated into micro layers that can
result in employment stress and uncertainty. However, the treatment of the problem in
many cases has been apolitical and fails to engage the normalized economic logic that can
create “‘casualized employment” in work (Bourdieu, 1998) and social fragmentation in
families, communities, and schools. What has been missing from many accounts that
delve into issues of family, community, education and work are the localized responses to
these relational forms. By focusing on the multiple narrative accounts from a variety of
differentially situated community members in the two communities of study, my research
adds a much needed specificity to the school and work restructuring movements.
Furthermore, social science research rarely takes into account the stories and
perspectives of a broad spectrum of differently situated industry employees, their
spouses, the teachers of their children, and interrelated community members. Studies such
as mine that globally explore the various culturally patterned work ideologies of family,
school and community members as related to socially constructed economic rationalisms
are usually abandoned to sociologists who often choose a survey method of inquiry. What
is lost in this type of statistical inquiry are the rich, varied, and contradictory first-hand
accounts of people’s lives. These narratives ground and put a face on and a voice to local
experiences of cultural change, shift, and displacement in times marked by the global

restructuring of production and accumulation. Marcus and Fisher (1986) underscore the



radical nature of basing understandings about society and the political economy on
bottom-up understandings:

What is most impressive. . .is the sense among political economists that it is the
understanding of political and economic processes themselves, at the level of
facts, which is in doubt. These processes are more complex than the dominant
paradigms seem able to represent them, and thus one obvious course is for
political economy to rebuild understandings of macrolevel systems from the
bottom up. In its most radical form, the new political economy is pushed toward
the particularistic, toward the interpretive and cultural, and finally toward the
ethnographic (p. 80).

23

Thus social science research that documents in a richly reported context the actual

labor effects among a small sample of the populace and critically assesses the discourse
and practice in schools of the development of human capital for meeting the needs of
post-industrial economy may be an antidote to a reductive, statistically dominated,
apolitical approach to the problem. Additionally, critical ethnographically informed
studies such as mine that highlight the mediating power of the cultural sphere while
attending to sociopolitical and economic constraints alter the usual treatment of the
problem because they place human beings as actively involved in the construction of
social reality. The cultural production mode of analysis, of which I consider my work a
part, identifies structural inequalities and injustices but does not stop there. By tracing
and documenting the practices of individuals and groups who resist, accommodate,

and/or reproduce societal relations, our understanding of human agency increases.

Research Questions

1. How have community traditions of economic diversification been changed in

the two particular communities under study and within particular households

by the oil industry in the Gulf Coast Region?
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2. What are the sociocultural discourses in the two communities of study
concerning work and school and what relation do these discourses have to
culture and education?

3. How are the very meanings and practices of schooling defined by,
restructured by and related to other social formations such as family,
corporations, market forces, and community?

4. In what particular ways has the total institution of the oil industry affected
individuals and families in the two communities and how are these effects
linked to a particular moment in world history?

5. How well does the funds of knowledge philosophy and methodology work
within a larger framework of a team ethnography, community-based regional

study?

The Context: The Two Communities

The two communities of study — Morgan City and New Iberia — lie 60 miles apart
in the Gulf Coast region of Louisiana. I am not employing pseudonyms for the two towns
because, as a team, we decided that disguising them was not necessary due to the nature
of the report. Morgan City, located at the confluence of the Achafalaya River and the
Intracoastal Canal, is Louisiana’s fourth largest official port of entry and offers a short
route to the Gulf for marine commerce. The community’s approximately 14,500
inhabitants are now predominantly involved in oil industry-related employment but may
also fall back on seasonal work in commercial fishing, shrimping, and crabbing. The

importance of these two industries both historically and in the present is highlighted at
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the annual Shrimp and Petroleum Festival held there every Labor Day weekend.
However, in contrast to their equal billing in the festival moniker, the harvest of oil and
gas prevails as the dominant industry in the region. Hence, in the local parlance, oil is
king.

Historically and presently, the area supports a diverse population. Originally called
Tiger Island, the Morgan City townsite was once part of Attakapas Indian Territory.
Other Native Americans residing in the area before the Europeans arrived in the mid-16"
century included the Chitimachas gathered in the lower Achafalaya Basin and the
Hoamas to the west of the present townsite. As of 1996, the Louisiana Dept. of Labor
reported that in the parish (county) in which Morgan City is located, the remnants of the
Native American population number only 1.4% of the total count. Other ethnic groups
contributing to the area’s past and present history are the African Americans, Vietnamese,
and European Americans of French, Spanish, Irish, Scottish, Italian, and English heritage.
The Acadians, French Canadian ancestors of the present day Cajuns, arrived in east end
of the area in 1840 and settled heavily along the bayous and marshes. Until the 1970s,
many descendants of the Acadians still lived in small house boats along the bayous, and
hunted and trapped for a living but for social, educational, and economic reasons, these
Cajun families have predominantly moved off of the bayous and into neighboring towns
and cities. Consequently, within the last several generations, they have also moved away
from a subsistence economy on the waterways of southern Louisiana into employment

with local companies, especially those connected to the oil and gas industry.
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The geography of Morgan City has defined its economic and social history. The
community is surrounded by water — rivers, lakes, marshes, and bayous — all flowing into
the nearby Gulf of Mexico. Its geographical location on the Achafalaya River — a major
tributary of the Mississippi — places it at the big bottom of the Achafalaya basin which
forms a funnel with Morgan City as the spigot for this outflow opening into the Gulf.
Thus the town is in a central position to support the offshore oil industry. However, in-
river flows of saltwater coupled with sedimentation and flooding create problems that
effect the same industry they are positioned to serve.

The entrance into the town offers two parallel bridges and a glimpse of the many
boats that support offshore oil exploration and production; fewer commercial shrimping
boats are visible along the docks and waterways since the bulk of the shrimping industry
transitioned into the oil service industry in the mid 1960s. However, many Cajun
families, as well as the Vietnamese who have settled in Aucoin about five miles from
Morgan City, still stake their livelihoods on the use of their boats — a modified use. Since
the development of offshore oil exploration, drilling, and production in the deeper waters
of the open sea, their boats and keen navigational skills are now employed to service the
oil rigs and production platforms that dot the grid of leases off the Gulf coast and stretch
for miles out to the open sea.

Yet the community has not always been a one-industry town, or as in the near
past, a two-industry town. It was founded in the 1850s by the Morgan City family who
divided their sugar plantation into lots to form the townsite. At that time and in the

decades that followed, the area attracted homesteaders who grew fields of sugar cane,
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cotton, and corn; orchards of orange, pear, and plum tress; and gardens of sweet potatoes,
beans, garlic, and cabbage. By 1876, business and industry were more diversified with
the added commerce in oyster shucking and seafood packing, lumber harvesting and
milling, coal transport by barges, and the harvest of furs from the bayous and swamps.
The local newspaper editors wrote of the community’s historical “chain reaction” of
harvesting one natural resource after another — cypress, fur, seafood, oil and natural gas —
in order to build the community. Since the 1950s, with the over-tapping of the cypress,
the over-harvesting of the seafood, and the loss of a market for furs, the inhabitants of the
Morgan City area have become more dependent than ever on the oil and gas industry.
This current dependency on the political economy of oil — an ever present topic at local
economic development meetings and Chamber of Commerce sessions — has been
constructed over time and shapes the social, economic, educational, and even emotional
states-of-being of the community.

The payoffs are varied and often contradictory. Employment in the many and
diverse oil-related companies supports the bulk of the Morgan City citizenry and provides
needed sales tax revenue for the running of the parish schools and the community’s
infrastructure. When the oil business is booming, the schools also boom with more
students and increased operating capital from sales tax and School Section 16 lease
monies. Also during the up-cycle, the major oil companies locate corporate offices in
Morgan City and contribute to the school’s and community’s operations above and

beyond the salaries of employees. For example, the Morgan City High School sports a
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Marine Operations Lab that was funded by a major oilfield equipment company and
serves as the centerpoint of the hands-on vocational education program.

Yet the town and its inhabitants also bear the brunt of environmental and social
impacts that result from the drilling, production, and transport of oil and gas: polluted
waterways, the inevitable boom and bust cycles of the industry, the periodic influx and
outflow of laborers, and the routinized rotational work schedules of the people who are
employed on the rigs and platforms. These impacts are often discussed in formal
meetings as well as in informal social gatherings in homes and coffee shops throughout
town. Many bemoan the lack of the federal government’s revenue sharing from the
offshore oil and gas leases with the community that shoulders the bulk of the impacts. As
one city leader noted in a meeting with MMS officials, and I quote from my personal
notes:

The industry brings in enough money. But without a nickel for leases, the

only benefit from jobs is the money spent in the area. We argue that we

need more from the revenue that’s being generated. First, we need to deal

with the direct impacts. Second, we need to support the industry. And

third, we need to prepare for the day when the minerals are no longer

there. (MB, personal notes)

Another city official echoed this familiar lament:

(Dn terms of getting a fair and equitable share of the revenue, we are an

industrial center but the cream is taken off the top. We pay for

employment, healthcare and all with many people living outside the

parish. We get the impacts without the benefits. What you feel up front

you should get on the backside. We do not get the backside. (MB, personal

notes)

Thus the small community of Morgan City is marked by a complex nexus of economic

and social forces that are at once local and transnational in nature. The problems the
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community is facing fit together with economic and social changes being experienced in
disparate locales across the region and in some ways, across the world.

The comparative community of New Iberia is located further inland on the banks of
the Bayou Teche about 60 miles north of Morgan City. The area was first settled by
Spanish colonists from Florida. Then in the mid-18" century, several French families
were given permission by the Spanish government to homestead along the Bayou Teche
where the present town of New Iberia now rests. It was incorporated in 1836 and, like
Morgan City, was laid out by a local sugarcane plantation owner.

The meandering and picturesque Bayou Teche that flows languidly through the
community defines New Iberia. The waterway is the longest bayou in the state running
125 miles from Port Barre further north to the lower Achafalaya River near Morgan City
and eventually to the Gulf. It provides local navigation for smaller vessels and serves as a
flood distributary and drainage outlet for overflow waters. The Bayou Teche also defines
the socioeconomic boundaries of the town with the antebellum plantation homes and the
more recently built plantation-like homes situated along its banks and within its
switchbacks. Many tourists flock to the small community to visit these historic homes
and the picturesque downtown area that adds to the economic base of the area.

The geography of flat, fertile farmland in the New Iberia area has created an
agricultural economic base that plays a larger role in the community’s employment
possibilities and politics than in neighboring Morgan City, which has little arable land.
Fields of sugar cane dominate the landscape surrounding the community and the sugar-

sweet smell of cane being processed at the local cooperative mill punctuates the air
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during the fall months. Consequently, the biggest festival in this community is the annual
Sugarcane Festival celebrated in the month of September. In addition to sugarcane, rice,
cotton, and peppers are also farmed in the area and salt and other natural resources are
mined.

Though New Iberia’s economy is more diversified than that of coastal Morgan
City, many of the inhabitants remain ever-dependent on the oil and gas industry and its
service company spin-offs. The Port of Iberia, established by the Louisiana legislature in
1938 and dredged in 1945, is located on the outskirts of the town. This inland port
connects New Iberia to the Gulf via dredged canals that flow into to the Intracoastal
Waterway and eventually to Weeks Bay. Employment at the port centers around the
fabrication of production platforms and drilling rigs, the cleaning and repair of offshore
oil rigs, and offshore service and support. Many other New Iberia citizens are employed
by one of the major or minor oil companies that drill and produce oil in the Gulf, often
working the fixed rotational schedules of 7 and 7 or 14 and 14, as do many of the oil
industry employees of Morgan City. Since the offshore rig and platform work physically
takes place miles out in the ocean or at times overseas, employees can live almost
anywhere if they can get to the departure point on the Guif when it is time to helicopter
out to the isolated, island-like structures. Hence commuting takes on a new meaning for

residents of these two communities.
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

My dissertation research questions the many ways in which work matters in the lives
of oil industry employees, their spouses, and their children. This ethnographic inquiry
investigates the interplay between the structuring properties of the political economy,
work and school and the agency with which individuals and families creatively construct
their lives. I am convinced that a theoretical approach based on an oppositional
framework of structure vs. agency as an analytical tool is less useful than a dialectical
understanding of the issues that focus on the interplay between “the large levers of
society”” and the ways social actors make sense of their lives. For me, the crucially
interesting thing about the structure/agency dialectic is how culture mediates the complex
and often contradictory responses and expressive practices of the subjects of my
dissertation study. Thus I have employed a thematic approach to this review of the
literature starting with a critical discussion of binary thinking and some of the more
recent challenges to this oppositional framework.

Framing issues in terms of opposites is prevalent in theoretical thinking in many
different societies and across historical time. Referred to by Macedo (1994) as forming a
“conceptual minefield,” binary thinking can lead to simplistic and reductive analysis of
an either/or nature. Also problematic is the tendency to privilege the first term or
principle, as in mind/body, center/periphery, man/woman, educated/uneducated, or

structure/agency, therefore placing the second term in a subordinate position. Dualisms
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form the basis for various strands of structuralist thinking such as base/superstructure in
Marx, langue/parole in Saussure, Levi-Strauss’ nature/culture polarity, and Althusser’s
good subject/bad subject. The principle of binary opposition as forming the basis of deep
internal relations within the structures under study is an overall theme in structuralist
thinking.

In the last several decades, a turn toward what is referred to as poststructuralist
thought, particularly in linguistics, anthropology, and feminist theory has led to a
deconstruction of the fixedness of the patterns of polarities in order to apprehend meaning
in “the play of difference in the process of signification” (Giddens, 1979, p. 30).
Associated with this tumn in linguistics is Derrida who critiques the tight fit between
Saussure’s structuralist polarities of signifier and signified to focus on the processes and
relations between opposing abstractions which form a chain of meanings. Derrida (in
Sarup, 1989) suggests that it is important to put all meanings elevated (and ranked) by
social ideologies “under erasure” in order to deconstruct the one-to-one correspondence
between the concepts and uncover the embedded historical traces that inhabit the term’s
uses. The deconstruction of binaries is seen as a “critical process of undetermining or
uniraveling oppositions and the boundaries between them, showing how one term of
antithesis inheres within the other” (p. 56). Derrida undermines the notion of the stability
of knowledge and of the stable boundaries between a concept and its meaning. In this
sense, the structure/agency dualism is a text that can be read as a play of relations

between the two signs.



33

Feminist scholars have initiated articulate critiques of the paradigm of binary
opposition characterized by relations of power which are based on the dynamics of
dominance and repression. These relations of power are expressed in familiar hierarchies
such as object/subject, man/woman, and rational/emotional. At times overlapping with
poststructuralist philosophy (and at other moments quite critical of “epistemology of free
play” stance), feminists employ the language of difference, multivocality, and
multiplicity to challenge the dualistic structure of polarities. Irigaray (in Martin.,1997)
contends that the patriarchal structure of language is a primary vehicle for the cultural
representation of women and the construction of males as the norm. Along with other
scholars she calls for a move beyond binaries to a new language for the subjectivity of
women. Feminist anthropologists Macia-Lees, Sharpe, and Cohen (1989) pose difficult
questions related to the feminist and postmodern call for a language of difference: “Can
we think of difference without putting it against a norm? Can we recognize difference,
but not in terms of hierarchy?” (p. 27). These questions bring to light the difficulty of
constructing dialogue and cultural accounts that subvert the hierarchy of binary discourse.
Though feminists are not always able to completely surpass oppositional dualisms in their
analysis (Martin, 1997), the strategic and political challenge to the binaries in the
dualistic structure of language and the hidden power relations in the paradigm clearly
contributes to this discussion of the usefulness of binary thinking.

Also located in a tradition that attempts to refigure sedimented oppositions are
critical pedagogues Paulo Freire, Henry Giroux, Donaldo Macedo and Peter McLaren

who advocate dialectically theorizing oppositions as acts of theoretical reconstruction to
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get at the “inner history” stored in the categories in any theory. Influenced by the critical
theorists of the Frankfurt School, particularly Adorno and Marcuse, and the concept of
dialectics as commonly used by Marx and Hegel, the critical pedagogues employ the
notion of dialectics as it reveals “the insufficiencies and imperfections in finished systems
of thought...(the) incompleteness where completeness is claimed. It embraces that which
is in terms of that which is not, and that which is real in terms of potentialities not yet
realized” (Held in Giroux, 1997, p. 43). Adorno (1973) suggested that the limitations of
fixed binary logic could be revealed through the tracing of the social and political history
of categories of concepts under consideration. Marcuse (in Giroux, 1997) underscores the
usefulness of dialectical thought in comprehending the contradictory nature of reality and
in breaking down the “self-assurance and self-contentment of (the) common sense” of
binary thought (p. 43). Therefore, a theoretical reconstruction based on dialectic thought
depends on a rigorous historical and social analysis of the terms posed in polarity for the
analytic structure to retain its explanatory power (Freire, 1985). Freire is mindful that
what lies between the oppositions is a “‘dynamic of precarious relations” in which real
people live and act in the world. This fuocus on the power of human activity and
knowledge as a dynamic force that shapes social relationships and cultural configurations
animates the structure/agency polarity.
The Structure and Agency Connection

The principle issue in my dissertation inquiry is the dialectical connecting of the
notion of cultural production or agency with structural explanations in the analysis of the

constraints and transformative possibilities embedded in the social relations of families,
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schooling and work. To approach explanations of how the terms structure and agency will
be conceptualized, I turn first to Raymond Williams’ (1976) Keywords. Williams
contends that words have an intellectual and historical shape — a tradition of use and
meaning formed through everyday usage as well as usage in particular specialized
contexts. Each of Williams’ keywords is one that at some time in his inquiry into
vocabulary “virtually forced itself on (his) attention because the problems of its meanings
seemed to be inextricably bound up with the problems it was being used to discuss” (p.
15). In developing Keywords, Williams theorized that particular uses of each word or
cluster of interrelated words seemed to bind together certain ways of seeing culture and
society. Other uses and meanings of words or word clusters seemed to open up issues and
problems, centering the words as elements of those problems. Each of the keywords then
is seen as having its own internal development and structure as well as a structure of
interconnection to other words and contexts that Williams calls “networks of usage.”
Meanings are both particular and relational.

Williams’ analysis of the processes of meanings as particularly social (relational) and
historical is important to this exploration of the structure/agency dialectic because the
analysis underscores the constitutive nature of language. One the one hand, the way we
use language shapes the way we think about and mediate our world. On the other hand,
our experiences in the world shape the way we use language and the meanings we assign
to the language we use. Thus, the variations of meanings through time embody different
human experiences and readings of those experiences as well as different ideologies and

hierarchies of power. In order to trace the social and political histories of the terms
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employed in the dialectic of structure/agency, I briefly consider them separately in order
to build a case for the dialectic relation between the two terms.

Structure Under Erasure. Structure, as one of Williams’ keywords, derives from
the Latin root word struere, to build. As a noun of process, the earliest uses of the term
denoted the action of building as well as the manner of construction. Of central
importance to contemporary use of structure in social theory is this sense of the “mutual
relation of constituent parts or elements of a whole as defining its particular nature” (p.
301) which emphasizes the decisive aspect of a complex organization of relations.
Williams notes that we owe to physics this particular development of the notion of
structure — the sense of “deep internal relations, discoverable only by special kinds of
observations and analysis” (p. 303). Correspondingly, in linguistics and anthropology, a
structuralist interpretation places the primary emphasis on “the deep permanent
structures of which the observed variations of languages and cultures are forms™ (p. 304).
Though much structuralist thinking penetrates below the level of surface appearances, in
the most reductive application of the thought, structural relations are hypothesized as
determining of human life. Giddens (1979), and other theorists to whom I will turn later,
critiques this sense of structuralist analysis as “riddled with dualisms” that limit the
possibility of generating a satisfactory account of subject formation and human agency.
In more multileveled and multidirectional analysis, structural or systematized relations
are theorized as mediating the construction of identity and human action dialectically
with the possibility of enabling and/or constraining the process. It is in the latter sense

that I will approach the investigation of the social, historical, cultural, and political
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factors that recursively interact with the positioned subjectivity and agency of actors in
families, schools, and work.

Anthony Giddens (1979) theorizes this complexified understanding of the effects of
macro-structures on human action by posing the concept of structuration, a notion that
encompasses the duality of structure. Structuration, for Giddens, refers to the structuring
properties that recursively bind time and space, rules and resources in social systems (p.
64). This idea breaks any singular relation between a social rule (structural constraint)
and resources (capabilities of exercising power). The power that Giddens hypothesizes is
conceived as neither solely individual nor collective but connects them together as part of
the duality of structure. Therefore, the dual nature of structure takes into account the
fundamentally recursive character of social life and stresses the mutual dependence of
structure and agency. To clarify this important aspect of Giddens’ analysis and connect it
to the central theoretical foundations of this dissertation, I quote him at some length.

According to the notion of the duality of structure, rules and resources are
drawn upon by actors in the production of interaction, but are thereby also
reconstituted through such interaction. Structure is thus the mode in which
the relations between moment and totality expresses itself in social
reproduction....The differences that constitute structures, and are
constituted structurally...involve a dialectic of presence and absence
which ties the most minor and trivial forms of social action to structural
properties of the overall society (1979, p. 71).

Thus, for instance, in considering schools as structures of routinized interactions
within larger structures of interaction, it is important to clarify that as institutions they do
not work “behind the backs” of teachers, students, parents, administrators, and policy

makers who are involved in the accustomed activities and ideologies of schools. Instead it

is essential to think of all those involved as actively participating in the production and
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reproduction of the interactions in schools as well as their effects. However, the presence
of the actual modes of participation and interaction and their effect carry the traces of the
seemingly absent social and cultural histories of the actors. Therefore, in addition to the
consideration of institutionalized structuring properties, structuring properties such as
race, ethnicity, class, and gender are always a presence.

In sum, the usefulness of the concept of social structure to this discussion of the
macro forces that interact with the agency of community and family members at work
and in schools is that thinking about structured interactions and relations allows us to
think beyond habit. In this sense, structure is a paradigm or mental hypothesis that
suggests a framework for thought and debate about fundamental problems. Kuhn (1962)
argues that paradigmatic thinking is a kind of puzzle-solving that assumes the problems
under consideration have solutions. At the same time, Kuhn wams that paradigms can
also “insulate the community from those socially important problems that are not
reducible to puzzle form, because they cannot be stated in terms of the conceptual and
instrumental tools that paradigm supplies” (p. 37). Thus, structuralist thinking offers
certain very useful conceptual tools, but the productivity of the thinking and resultant
reflexive action depends on placing people, as contradictory and active agents, in the
structural model.

Agency Under Erasure. Before fully examining the recursive relations between
social actors and the structural properties that shape and are shaped by those actors, the
term agency requires closer consideration. Agency, a buzzword in contemporary social

theory, is employed in a number of different ways in the literature. Unlike the previously
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considered term of structure, the word agency is not to be found as a keyword in
Williams® Keywords. The term does not have the same depth and breadth of historical
traces as does structure. I have yet to come across a group of theorists called “agentists”
or an area of thought referred to as “agentism.” (Activity theorists may best approximate
agentists.) However, related words such as “behavior” and “subject” do appear and
connect to agency in a network of usage.

There is a general absence of the term in the majority of educational studies in the
last several decades, except among critical pedagogues, cultural studies theorists and
some anthropologists. However, Popkewitz (1997) suggests that the concept dates back to
the 19" century modernist social science literature in which actors (parent, child,
male/female, class) became agents who could be identified as effecting progressive social
change. As part of the registers of freedom and a modemn liberal democracy, Popkewitz
argues that at the tumn of the 20" century, the idea of individual agency connected to the
notion of voluntarism and self-discipline as a means of personal development and social
transformation within a community. The social science discourses (interrcgated by
Foucault (1973) in The Order of Things) created the “duality that made the person into an
object of scientific scrutiny and a reflective agent” (Popkewitz, p. 20). This notion of
actor as agent depended on a theoretical framework of a stabilized structure against which
it was possible to understand change. In the Marxist tradition, this “stabilized space” was
the class structure.

How does “agency” differ from “subjectivity’’? Is it the same as behavior or action?

Can agency, like the concept of structure, be considered as potentially constraining and
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enabling? Levinson (1997) contends that the term agency is too broad and encompasses
all action and creativity. He prefers the use of the term “subject” or schooled subjectivity
when discussing the structure/agency coupling in relation to education. In this light, a
subject, as contrasted to an object, is thought of as a thinking agent with an active mind
who can consciously shape and respond to life’s circumstances. I find the replacement of
agency with subjectivity compelling but I hesitate to replace one problematic term with
another. Subject, with its derivation from the Latin root word sub as in “under’” and
Jacere meaning “to throw or cast,” carries a history of use that connotes a person who is
dominated by a more powerful other (Williams, p. 308). Althusser’s (1971) elaboration
of the inescapable process of being hailed as a subject, of being interpellated by ideology,
also carries a theoretical gloominess that largely disallows the possibility of -- for lack of
a better word -- agency. Moreover, Foucault’s (1984) extensive articulation of the
discursive process of subject formation also generally ignores a creative response on the
part of the subject. While it is exceedingly crucial to understand the ways in which the
mechanisms of power-knowledge construct subjectivities in and out of schools, it seems
that a multifaceted theory of agency contributes to that understanding.

Perhaps the word agency is one of those words that Williams suggests opens up
issues and problems, with the very usage of the word being an element of the problems it
opens up. Agency opens up the problem of action and activity in response to various
constraints and/or possibilities. The responsiveness implied in the use of agency differs
from the general sense of a behavioral response in its level of determination by the

environment. Freire (1970) makes a salient distinction between behavior and agency in
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humans by noting that humans transcend mere activity or behavior in their interactions in
the world by exercising consciousness. Freire states:
As beings of praxis, humans differ from animals which are beings of pure
activity...[Human] activity consists of action and reflection: it is praxis: it
is transformation of the world. And as praxis it requires theory to
illuminate it. [Human] activity is theory and practice” (p. 96).
Giddens (1979) further reinforces this important point by stressing that:
(A)l social actors, no matter how lowly, have some degree of penetration
of the social forms that oppress them...It is not implausible to suppose that
those in subordinate positions in a society might have a greater penetration
of the conditions of social reproduction than those who otherwise
dominate them (p. 72).
Giddens also reminds us that what an actor knows as a competent but historically and
spatially located member of society is bounded in certain ways by the situated character
of the actors’ experience and history, but is not reducible to these contingencies.
Therefore, gender, race, ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, and other situating aspects
interact with and influence agency but do not, in the last instance, determine its form or
direction or outcome.

Further elaborating this response-with-purpose concept of agency, Giroux (1981,
1983, 1997) extends the explanatory power of the concept by theorizing agency as
encompassing generative, creative, and transformative aspects of human action. Giroux
critically responds to Frankfurt School theorists Horkheimer and Adorno who claim that
human beings exhibit little or no agency in a massified society, especially in relation to

consumer behavior. McLaren stresses the importance of Giroux’s critique of the humans-

as-passive stance:
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Giroux’s understanding of human agency militates against the idea that
human subjects are reflections of some innate, ahistorical essence or that
they are passive victims caught in the web of ideological
formations...Giroux has endowed social agents with the ability to
transcend their historical situatedness...and not succumb to the
inevitability of a tradition which holds them prisoners of fixed ideas and
actions” (in Giroux, 1988, p.xiv).

While illuminating the transformative possibilities of human agency, Giroux is also
careful to avoid a romanticism of the active agent as able to leap all institutionalized
constraints in a single bound. To take human agency seriously, remarks Giroux (1997):

(W)e must acknowledge the degree to which historical and objective
societal forces leave their ideological imprint...to set the groundwork for a
critical encounter between oneself and the dominant society, and to
acknowledge what this society has made of us and what it is we no longer
want to be (p. 90).

The use of the term agency opens up another issue that is dealt with in this
dissertation research — the problematic of resistance as a form of agency. Abu-Lughod,
similar to critical pedagogues, wamns against romanticizing resistance as simply a positive
sign of the failure of structural systems of oppression and suggests instead that we trace
the many resistances of various members of a society “to help us grasp the fact that they
intersect and to help us to understand the ways in which they do” (1989, p. 83).
Resistance as agency is seen in a positive light as a diagnostic tool that can be used to
expose and analyze complex power relations within societal institutions whether the
effects of resistance are positive or negative, intentional or unintentional.

And finally, any explication of the concept of agency must necessarily address the

relation of agency to power. Power is regularly instantiated in action in both a

constraining and enabling sense, as transformative capacity and as domination. Foucault’s



43

(1995) extensive analysis of the effects of the knowledge-power construct as productive
as well as negative and Giddens (1979) ideas on the relations of power as always two-
way (autonomous and dependent) will run through the following consideration of the
interplay of structure and agency. Also Eric Wolf's (1999) accounting of how relations of
power structure cultural and social contexts and implicate ideas is helpful as I analyze the
nature of the variable relation between capitalism and the settings of household, school,
and work that it penetrates. Thus power is theorized not as a residing in a place such as
the core or in a dominant person or group of people, but more usefully as an initiator of
action — a call that initiates a response. Power, then, should be talked about in terms of
social relations rather than specific to one site. This use of the metaphor of power then
highlights praxis and conceptualizes the world as made out of the interplay of
social/cultural/political actors occupying different places in society.
Structure and Agency in Theoretical Interaction

I agree with Lois Weis (1996) that it is our tendency as theorists and practitioners to
“put ourselves in little theoretical camps (which) often means that we ignore the insights
of other camps, and have a difficult time working across intellectual borders” ( p. xi). To
avoid this pitfall, I first want to consider the theories of social and cultural reproduction
and cultural production as processually co-constructing one another. Rather than placing
them on a unidirectional, linear continuum of value with the structure-weighted theories
holding down the left end and the agency-weighted theories on the right, I find it more
helpful to recognize that all the theorists being discussed place structure and agency in

relation, or more radically, in crisis. Just as structure and agency play off of each other



within the theories, the theories within the paradigm are in a dynamic process of
contradiction playing off each other and changing the way we talk about, envision, and
ultimately participate in bringing about democratic schooling and more socially just work
situations. The nest of theories is similar to Ely’s (1991) “circles within circles” with no
single point of resolution nor a developmental, evolutionary path of theoretical stages
progressing from simple to complex. Instead I am conceptualizing the interrelation of
theories of social and cultural reproduction and production as forming a discourse of
different “registers and scaffolding that give intelligibility to the debates” (Popkewitz, p.
27).

Thomas Kuhn (1962) notes that “the road to a firm research consensus is
extraordinarily arduous” (p. 15). In the case of this grouping of qualitative and
ethnographic research, theoretical consensus is less the goal than is a disruption of
positivist theoretical thinking that does little to get beyond and dig below surface
explanations of school failure/success and school’s relationship to work and the corporate
world. As [ engage the prominent theories that inform my dissertation, I consider all the
theories as emancipatory in the sense that each theory, whether weighted by structural
determinants or lightened to possibilities of agency, stands as a historical critique of “the
way things are.” Taken as a whole, the theories pose explicitly political questions about
the contradictory ways in which schools as institutions shape young people and their life
trajectories while being shaped by them. These theories are emancipatory in that they

engage the taken-for-granted ways that one group of individuals comes systematically to
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dominate another as well as the struggle against that domination. Terry Eagleton (1989)

eloquently reflects on the difficulty of the task:
The point of emancipatory theory is to regress us to childhood...Children
make the best theorists since they have not yet been educated into
accepting our routine social practices as ‘natural,” and so insist on posing
to those practices the most embarrassingly general and fundamental
questions, regarding them with a wonderful estrangement which we adults
have long forgotten. .. The true difficulty of (emancipatory) theory springs
from its demand that we return to childhood by rejecting what seems
natural and refusing to be fobbed off with shifty answers from well-
meaning elders (p. 34-35).

Moreover, the theorists I will bring into conversation in discussing critical
educational and work issues are emancipatory in the sense that they transgress discursive
frontiers in order to engage in ideas that have a vital bearing on the wider political
culture. In addition, the critical educational theorists critique the logic of positivist
rationality that suppresses what Giroux refers to as our historical consciousness, a
consciousness that has the potential to provide conceptual insight into how oppression
might mask itself in the language and lived experiences of daily life. As opposed to the
positivist tunnel vision mode of thinking that takes into account only a small and
seemingly detached areas of social reality, the theories that inform this discussion place
schools in the nexus of economic, social and political interests. Taken together, this circle
of theories creates a processual analysis of the re-formation of the dualism between
agency and structure, a re-formation that makes possible a critical investigation of the
contradictory process of human beings coming together in schools and in work to make,

reproduce and resist the conditions of their existence. I agree with Giroux that at the heart

of this theoretical and practical endeavor is “a fundamental concern with the question of



how we can make school meaningful in order to make it critical, and how we can make it
critical in order to make it emancipatory” (1997, p.71). The goal of making school
meaningful, critical and emancipatory is directly related to the post-school work life and
family life of individuals like those who are the subjects of my research.
Theories of Social Repr tion and Cultural tion

In order to consider the relation of school to work and the patterned work ideas that
are produced in schools and on the job, I find it helpful to tum to the critical theories of
social reproduction and cultural production. The first wave of these critical studies that
emerged in the 1970s attempted to answer the question of how and why the class
structure is reproduced generation after generation with working class kids generally
educated to take working class jobs. Drawing on the work of Max Weber, Emile
Durkheim, and especially Karl Marx, social reproduction theorists employed varying
approaches to critique the liberal rhetoric of school as the great equalizer, the level
playing field on which students from all social milieu compete on an equal basis. To
begin, Bowles and Gintis (1976) broke critical ground with their detailed scrutiny of
interaction in classrooms that demonstrated the role of American schooling in preparing
young people for participation in capitalist society. Though their correspondence model
of socialization that creates an isomorphic relationship between schools and the economic
system has become overgeneralized and widely criticized as leaving no room for agency,
Bowles and Gintis as well as others including Berstein (1973), and Sharp and Green
(1975) disrupted the American myth of universal upward mobility based on merit and

talent. These early studies focused on structural forces outside the school, especially the
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capitalist economic system, that shape differential implicit and explicit educational
practices for children of varying backgrounds and act to legitimate and reproduce social
stratification. The class struggle was exposed as occurring in the classrooms of the
nation’s schools, sites previously considered to be ideologically neutral.

Bowles and Gintis elaborated the structural differences among schools serving
working class neighborhoods and those in suburbia. An emphasis on rules and behavioral
control was found to dominate interactions in working class schools while the school
interactions in suburbia favored “greater student participation, less direct supervision,
more student electives, and in general, a value system stressing internalized standards of
control” (p. 132). According to Bowles and Gintis, variations in the expectations of
students, their parents, and the teachers and administrators were also structured
curricularly and interactionally with students tracked into strands of classes that prepared
them to assume their expected position in the class structure (see Fine, 1991; Mehan,
1992; and Wheelock, 1992 among others for more contemporary studies of tracking and
untracking). Schooling in this view creates in students thic attitudes and dispositions
necessary for them to passively accept the social and economic imperatives of a capitalist
economy.

In Althusser’s (1971) terms, the schools as primary ideological state apparatuses, are
sites where the process of reproduction of labor power occurs in 2 manner that serves the
interests of the dominant capitalist class. Althusser further contends that students not only
learn the techniques and knowledges necessary for their position in the class structure, but

also learn the rules of good behavior that “should be observed by every agent in the
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division of labor, according to the job he is destined for” (p. 132). However, Althusser
ignores any sustained analysis of day-to-day classroom practices by theorizing the
reproductive function of schools without taking into account school actors, thus
“sacrificing the possibility of human struggle and resistance” (Giroux, 1981, p. 404).
What is also lacking in Althusser’s accounts is the ethnographic detail of the first-hand
narratives of schooled subjects after they /eave schools and begin to market their labor
power in sites such as the oil industry. It is only through these specific and various self-
reports and their analyses that we can grasp the variable ways in which the “primary
ideological state apparatus” of school shapes individuals’ dispositions and their place in
the division of labor.

Though social reproduction theories delve beneath the surface of the received
category of schooling in capitalist America to examine the structuring properties of class,
the dialectical interaction between structure and agency is left untheorized in these
analyses. The notion of class is reified into a rigid structure and “frozen for analytical
inspection” (Rosaldo, 1993). According to E. P. Thompson, a more useful theoretical
construct of class “entails the notion of historical relationship. Like any other
relationship, it is a fluency which evades analysis if we attempt to stop it dead at any
given moment and anatomize its structure” (in Rosaldo, 1993, p. 106). Thus in my
analyses of the narratives of oil industry employees, their wives, and local school
personnel, I avoid placing the subjects of the study in the received category of *“the
working class” which leaves little space for the contingent forms of agency demonstrated

by real people making sense of their lives. Moreover, in my engagement with the






