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        In this interview, Michele Lamont explains different facets of her intellectual work. She comments on the cultural sociology she practices and on her urge to both understand how individuals make their lives meaningful and how to make sociology meaningful.

      
    

    
      Questions in video: 
    

    
      	
        Could you describe your current work on social resilience and how it connects to your previous research?
      

    

    
      	
        The culture of poverty triggered a debate in France when Hugues Lagrange’s Le Déni des cultures (The Denial of Cultures) came out. What’s/was your view on the book?
      

    

    

    
      Books & Ideas: What kind of resources cultural and social structures provide to disadvantaged populations?
    

    Michele Lamont: In 2003, I was asked by the Canadian Institute for Advanced Studies to start a new project called Successful Societies with Peter Hall who is a political scientist also at Harvard. This organization creates interdisciplinary research teams and they asked us to choose a number of people who could have complementary perspectives to help us define this object which did not exist. We were to define an empirical object called successful societies. So after much deliberation, we decided to start with what we thought was the least ethnocentric definition of successful societies we could think of which are health related: low-infant mortality, high life expectancy. And we wanted to bring an analysis of the conditions that lead to these outcomes that were to be a lot more multidimensional than what we usually find, less focused on the individuals, more focused on the buffers that groups have access to. So we were interested both in institutional buffers, the kind of resources that a strong welfare state gives for example but also the cultural buffers having to do with the structures that are put in place to provide cultural membership to a larger part of the population. The contributions to our first book include for instance Ann Swidler’s paper on the role of chiefs in Africa in the struggle against AIDS, the role that chiefs play in mobilizing groups to find solutions to collective problems. The second book that is coming out of the project is “Social resilience in the age of neoliberalism”. Here again, we were looking at resources that groups have at their disposal to deal with the challenges that they face. And the responses are those tools, again both institutional and cultural. We study this by drawing on a range of expertise that is represented in our group in which you find a geographer, his name is Jim Dunn (McMaster University) and he has a wonderful paper on housing and stigma. His chapter argues that, for people who live in public housing projects, their sense of ontological security (to borrow Giddens’ concept) is sustained or enabled by the kind of structures in which they live. I am really interested in these questions of institutional and cultural enabling and constraining and how you put people and individuals and groups in contexts that open and close possibilities for them – not only possibilities for action but also possibilities for construction of identities that are more or less resilient, multidimensional, that provide people with images of possible futures and possible selves, where they can be more or less empowered and able to shape their lives.

    To connect this to other projects, I have been leading a study of responses to stigmatization, working together with African-American students at Harvard since 2006. We became involved in a large project for which we interviewed working class and middle class African-Americans living in New Jersey and we are interested in how they responded to stigma. If you are black, living in the US, everyday, in your interactions with non-blacks, you face the questions: what are their expectations concerning who I am, what I am able to do, what are the little slights that I am going to experience, how will I navigate them? Do I get upset? Do I challenge them? Do I go along? If I am a bank teller, do I simply try to do my job and not pay attention to the conflictual interracial relationships? I have just finished a paper where we develop the idea of “management of the sel!--> [endif]-->

 
	The culture of poverty triggered a debate in France when Hugues Lagrange’s Le Déni des cultures came out. What’s/was your view on the book ?

If you don’t manage to watch this video here, you can try to watch it on Dailymotion.




    

    
      Video by A. Williamson.

      In case of technical problem, you can contact us.

    

    

    
      

      
        [1] See http://www.wcfia.harvard.edu/weatherhead_initiative/07_discrimination/projectse

      

      
        
          [2] 
          http://www.wjh.harvard.edu/soc/faculty/lamont/publications/Lamont-and-Small_How-Culture-Matters.pdf
        

      

      
        [3] Maureen Waller (2002). My Baby’s Father: Unmarried Parents and Paternal Responsibility. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press
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