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REVIEW ESSAYS / 
NOTES CRI TIQUES 

Capital and Community Reconsidered: 
The Poli tics and Mean ing 
of Deindustrialization 

Ste ven High 

Cedric Chatterley and Alicia J. Rouverol, ‘I Was Con tent and Not Con tent’: The 
Story of Linda Lord and the Closing of Penobscot Poul try (Car bon dale: South ern 
Il li nois Uni ver sity Press 2000) 
Jef fer son Cowie, Capi tal Moves: RCA’s 70-Year Quest for Cheap Labor (Ithaca: 
Cor nell Uni ver sity Press 1999) 
Jef fer son Cowie and Jo seph Heathcott, eds., Beyond the Ruins: The Mean ing of 
Deindustrialization (Ithaca: Cor nell Uni ver sity Press 2003) 
Sherry Lee Linkon and John Russo, Steeltown U.S.A.: Work & Mem ory in Youngs -
town (Law rence: Uni ver sity Press of Kan sas 2002) 

AT TIMES THE “EX PORTING” OF AMER ICAN JOBS, or outsourcing, ri valed the war in 
Iraq as the num ber one is sue in the 2004 US pres iden tial elec tion. Lou Dobbs, a con -
ser va tive busi ness jour nal ist for CNN, de nounced US com panies for shift ing work 
out of the country. In his mind, these com pa nies are just plain unpa tri otic. He is not 
alone; thirty-six states have ta bled leg is la tion to re strict cap i tal mobil ity. Un like the 
anti-imports cam paigns of the 1980s, the strug gle is now fo cused on the in vest ment 

Ste ven High, “Cap i tal and Com mu nity Re con sidered: The Pol i tics and Mean ing of Deindus-
trialization,” Labour/Le Travail, 55 (Spring 2005),187-96. 
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de ci sions of Amer i can cor po ra tions them selves. This is a re mark able de vel op ment 
for it holds Ameri can com pa nies ac countable for their actions. 

Some what surpris ingly, the most re cent schol ar ship on the poli tics and mean -
ing of deindustrialization in the US has lit tle to say about why plant closings have 
re-surfaced as a na tional po lit i cal is sue. Even Be yond the Ruins, pub lished just six 
months be fore “Ex porting America” which be came a by-word of the elec tion cam -
paign, failed to pre dict this po lit i cal re volt. To the contrary, the book’s ed i tors claim 
that the strug gle to preserve ba sic industry is “all but gone.”(6) How could Jef fer -
son Cowie and Jo seph Heathcott have been proven wrong so quickly? 

Ever since the publi cation of Barry Bluestone and Bennett Har ri son’s sem i nal 
book The Deindustrialization of Amer ica: Plant Closings, Commu nity Aban don -
ment, and the Dis man tling of Ba sic In dus try in 1982, New Left ac a dem ics and ac -
tiv ists have con ceived of the strug gle over deindustrialization in the US as one 
pit ting “cap i tal” against “com mu nity.”1 In this for mu lation of the prob lem, lo cal 
com mu ni ties do bat tle with global cap i tal with pre dict able re sults. In re cent years, 
the schol arly focus has shifted from plant closings to the post-closure ex peri ence of 
deindustrialized towns and cit ies. By tak ing a closer look at four of the best stud ies 
in this burgeon ing field, pub lished be tween 1999 and 2003, this es say finds that lo -
cal nar ra tives of deindustrialization have left lit tle or no room for larger trans-local 
modes of iden ti fi ca tion. There is a dis junc ture be tween the lo cal ism of New Left 
ac adem ics and ac tiv ists on the one hand, and the pa tri o tism of many or di nary 
Amer i cans on the other. His to rian Chris topher Lasch once noted that lo cal asso ci a -
tions have pro lif er ated since the 1960s be cause left ist in tel lec tu als and stu dents 
were re pulsed by the na tion al ism of the Viet nam War era. He termed this love af fair 
the “cult of the lit tle com mu nity.”2 It is for this rea son, per haps, that the fight 
against plant clo sures has been taken up by economic na tion al ists on the po lit i cal 
right and only be lat edly by the Dem o cratic Party. This re view es say ex am ines the 
ro mance of com mu nity in the re cent schol ar ship on deindustrialization. 

Jef fer son Cowie’s Cap i tal Moves, pub lished in 1999, has been rightly praised 
for break ing out of the local ism of the New La bour History. In Cowie’s words, the 
book pro vides a “com par a tive so cial his tory of in dus trial re lo ca tion and ex plores 
com mu nity life, gen der, and labor or gani za tion across time and space.”(2) He fol -
lows the com pany as it shifts cap ital from one location to another in a re lent less 
search for cheap and pli ant la bour. RCA moved work from Cam den, New Jer sey to 
Bloomington, In di ana in the 1940s and then, to Mem phis, Ten nes see in the 1960s 
and even tu ally to Ciudad Juarez, Mexico. In each in stance, the com pany’s decision 
to move pro duc tion came as a re sult of a consis tent pat tern of ris ing labour mil i -

1Barry Bluestone and Bennett Har ri son, The Deindustrialization of Amer ica: Plant 
Closings, Community Abandonment, and the Dismantling of Basic Industry (New Yor k 
1982). 
2Chris to pher Lasch, “The Com mu ni tarian Cri tique of Lib er al ism,” in Charles H. Reynolds 
and Ralph V. Nor man, eds., Com mu nity in Amer ica (Berke ley 1988), 177. 
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tancy. Once work ing people be gan to de mand im proved wages and work ing con di -
tions, RCA moved to greener pastures. For RCA, as for many other foot loose 
com pa nies, the quest for cheap work ers usu ally meant the em ploy ment of women. 
Capi tal flight served to tame trade unions and to control la bour. 

For the pur poses of this review essay, the most in ter est ing as pect of Cowie’s 
outstand ing book is his ques tion ing of the effec tive ness of place-bound stud ies in 
la bour his tory. “One of the goals of this book,” he writes, “is to en cour age new ap -
proaches to la bor his tory by reinvigorating the idea that the shared ex pe ri ence 
formed within the con text of cul ture and com mu nity is of ten the source of agency 
and power — even to day — while also ar gu ing that com mu nity is one of the key 
lim i ta tions and weak nesses of work ing-class mo bi li za tions.”(7) This com men tary 
repre sents a key in sight, and is persua sively dem on strated through out the book as 
one town’s gain came at an other’s loss. Local soli dar i ties in Cam den, 
Bloomington, Mem phis, and Ciudad Juarez , for all their mo ti vating power, were 
poorly placed to take on RCA. In deed, “com mand of spa tial re la tions, therefore, be -
comes a cru cial weapon in man age ment’s ar se nal.” (185) 

Where I part com pany with Jeffer son Cowie, per haps, is in his sug ges tion that 
work ing peo ple only had lo cal sol i dar i ties. Noting the ten sion that ex ists be tween 
national or in ter na tional trade unions and lo cal com mu nities for con trol over work -
ers’ hearts and minds, he tends to pres ent work ing peo ple as lo cal peo ple. For 
Sandy An der son, a Bloomington em ployee, Cowie writes: “Her lo cal history, 
sense of place, and im me di ate so cial re la tions formed the fun da men tal source of 
her strength; she was rooted in her cul ture, her com mu nity, and the geo graphic 
space that contained them.” (182) This place-bound iden tity made it dif fi cult for 
her (and other workers) to build sol i dar ity across great distances, even as com pa -
nies like RCA op er ated over ever wider trans na tional ar eas. Part of the prob lem, 
here, is that Cowie de fines com mu nity too nar rowly as so cial net works. This def i -
nition prevents him from in clud ing larger imag ined sol i dar ities based on race, 
class, gen der, or na tion al ity. While we get hints of a pa tri otic reac tion among 
Bloomington work ers to RCA’s move to Mex ico, Cowie quickly dis misses these 
com ments. For him, the imagined com mu nity of the nation is not “a real com mu -
nity” and only serves to di vide work ers in dif fer ent coun tries. (188) In ef fect, 
Cowie ad vo cates a trans na tional sol idar ity of work ers based on class, but its prom -
ise is un der mined by the in sis tence that commu nity be tied to place. Ul ti mately, 
Cowie is un able or un will ing to break with his own strong emo tional at tach ment to 
lo cal com mu nity. 

To fur ther ex plore the hu man cost of job loss, Cedric Chatterley and Alicia 
Rouverol take a semi-biographical approach in their book ‘I Was Con tent and Not 
Con tent’: The Story of Linda Lord and the Closing of Penobscot Poul try. Linda 
Lord, then aged 39, was one of 400 work ers who lost their jobs when Penobscot 
Poul try closed its Belfast, Maine broiler pro cess ing plant in 1988. It was Waldo 
County’s larg est em ployer. Lord had worked in the plant ever since leaving high 
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school twenty years ear lier. She both liked and hated her job in the aptly-named 
“blood tun nel,” where she fin ished off the birds that had been missed by the au to -
matic neck-cutting ma chine. The na ture of her work ex plains her am biva lence. The 
book then tells how Linda Lord made sense of the plant clo sure, as well as her sub -
se quent un em ploy ment and re-incorporation into the work force. The in ter view 
tran script is rich in mean ing. 

Linda Lord’s mem o ries are accom pa nied by the strik ing photo graphs taken by 
Cedric Chatterley. Chatterley, who presents us with a vi sual tour of the work pro -
cess in the plant, is clearly re pulsed by the bloody work that went on in side. These 
pho tographic im ages are fol lowed by ones of the fi nal shift and of Linda Lord’s 
personal strug gle to find em ploy ment. The pho tographs, first put on pub lic dis play 
in Feb ru ary 1989, res o nate with the reader. 

De spite its ob vi ous strengths, this is an oddly con structed book. There are no 
fewer than six sep a rate nar ra tive voices: a fore word by Mi chael Frisch, an ed ited 
oral his tory tran script with Linda Lord, a per sonal essay by writer Caro lyn Chute, 
an in tro duction and two ac a demic es says by Alicia Rouverol, an ep ilogue by Steve 
Cole (the oral his to rian who ini ti ated the pro ject), and the docu men tary pho to -
graphs of Cedric Chatterley. While the cen ter piece is Linda Lord’s per sonal story 
of loss and re sil ience, the rest of the book is strangely dis con nected. This po lyph -
ony orig i nates, one suspects, in the book’s long pe riod of de vel op ment over twelve 
years and in the fact that it has mul ti ple au thors con trib ut ing par al lel nar ra tives. 
Some of this re-telling dis tracts from the cen tral fo cus of the book: Linda Lord’s 
com pelling life story and the haunting pho togra phy of Chatterley. 

Returning to the review es say’s theme of com mu nity, we also find a dis con -
nect between Linda Lord’s tran scribed inter view and Alicia Rouverol’s in ter pre ta -
tion of those words. In ter est ingly, it is Rouverol who re peat edly in vokes lo cal 
com mu nity, not Lord. When asked if busi ness owed “com mu nities” any thing, Lord 
said no. She sug gests in stead that the US gov ernm ent should in ter vene to pro tect the 
“Amer ican peo ple.” This com ment, how ever, does not pre vent Rouverol from as -
sert ing that Linda’s lo cal com mu nity was “ab so lutely cen tral.” She then frames 
Linda Lord’s story, us ing Bluestone and Har ri son’s for mu lation, as one pit ting lo -
cal comm u nity against global cap i tal. Rouverol writes, for ex am ple, that “we are all 
faced with this dilemma: under what con di tions does our eco nomic sys tem un der -
mine our ef forts to cre ate healthy and sta ble com mu ni ties? Is there a bal ance to be 
found be tween the ‘needs’ of cap i tal and the needs of those of us who build and sus -
tain com mu ni ties?” (107-9) Peo ple are bound, yet again, to place. 

Place and mem ory are like wise central to Sherry Lee Linkon and John Russo’s 
Steeltown USA: Work & Memory in Youngs town. Ever since the Camp bell Works 
closed in 1977, Youngstown, Ohio has been at the cen tre of the deindustrialization 
debate in the US. Un like the vast ma jor ity of plant closings which go largely un no -
ticed, the clos ing of five Youngs town steel mills in the 1970s and 1980s, as well as 
the en er getic ef forts to save these mills, was head line news. In re cent years, 
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Youngs town has been the sub ject of a half-dozen mono graphs, nu mer ous schol arly 
ar ti cles, a cou ple of film doc u men ta ries, ex ten sive news pa per and tele vi sion com -
mentary, and even a song by Bruce Springsteen. This in ter na tional at ten tion helped 
make Youngs town the “poster child” of the Rust Belt. 

De spite the fa miliar ity of the Youngs town story, Steeltown USA is a highly 
origi nal and thought-provoking book. Linkon and Russo, di rectors of the in no va -
tive Working Class Studies pro gram at Youngstown State Uni ver sity, ex am ine the 
conflict over the rep re sen ta tion of Youngstown’s steel-making past and its 
deindustrialized pres ent. The “lo cal cul ture” — the phys i cal land scape, writ ten 
words, vi sual im ages, sculp tures, film, song, and oral his tory in ter views — is read 
for what it tells us about what peo ple re mem ber and why. The book con tains a so -
phis ti cated anal y sis of the pro duc tion and re cep tion of these rep re sen ta tions. 
Through out, the authors pay close at ten tion to class, gender, and race. 

Steeltown USA is di vided into four chap ters and an ep ilogue. Chap ter one ex -
am ines the pro duction of place and makes the case that place is central to in di vid ual 
and civic iden tity-construction. Land scapes are never static, but are con stantly 
chang ing. The au thors mine this chang ing land scape for mean ing. Next, chap ter 
two re veals the cen tral ity of steel-making to daily life be fore the clo sures. 
Steel-making was much more than a source of wages and work. It rep re sented an 
“im por tant el e ment of com mu nity life, a source of iden tity and sol i dar ity, an ac tiv -
ity that brought pride and ful fillm ent to in di vid u als and the com mu nity.” (129) In -
deed, Youngs town’s rise as a steel town “can be seen as the com mu nity’s 
‘consti tu tive nar rative,’ the story that pro vided a uni fying im age of the meaning of 
this place for most of the twen ti eth cen tury.” (2) At the same time, the au thors are 
care ful not to al low this uni fy ing tale to mask deep social di vi sions. 

Chap ter three explores the struggle over mem ory that ac com pa nied and fol -
lowed deindustrialization. The mill closings shat tered Youngstown’s self-con fi -
dent im age of it self. In this chap ter, Linkon and Russo ex am ine the produc tion of an 
im age of Youngs town as a place of loss and of failure. The strug gle pitted those 
who con tended that Youngs town’s steel-making past had to be for got ten be fore 
people could look to the future against those who ar gued that Youngs town’s in dus -
trial past had to be acknowl edged and accepted be fore people could move on. 
These two con flict ing vi sions re sulted in a se ries of public clashes, in cluding a 
failed at tempt to pre serve the Jean nette blast fur nace from de mo li tion. Un til res i -
dents take pride in their past, Linkon and Russo sug gest, Youngstown has no fu -
ture. The last chapter re lates the story of crime, pun ishm ent, and the build ing of a 
maxi mum se cu rity prison in the heart of Youngs town. 

Mem ory is thus presented as a sig nif i cant arena of con flict in post-industrial 
Youngs town. Mem ory is im por tant be cause “it helps to shape both per sonal and 
com mu nal iden tity, and how in di vid u als and com mu ni ties see them selves in flu -
ences their be hav ior and their sense of what is pos si ble.”(3) Cen tral to the dis cus -
sion of mem ory is the communitarianism of Rob ert N. Bellah. In Habits of the 
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Heart: In di vid u al ism and Com mit ment in Amer i can Life, Bellah ar gued that com -
mu nities have a his tory and that they are con sti tuted by their past. For Linkon and 
Russo, then, a “real com mu nity” is a “com mu nity of mem ory; one that does not for -
get its past.” (3) Com munities of mem ory thus “con tin u ally re tell their sto ries, and 
this pro cess cre ates a sense of shared his tory and iden tity, out of which de velop vi -
sion and hope for the fu ture.”(3) The past thus pro vides a con text of mean ing for the 
pres ent. 

The “com mu nity of mem ory” idea is a prom ising one, but must com mu nity be 
local? It oc curs to me that there is no rea son to assume that the com mu nity of mem -
ory formed around the steel mill clo sures in Youngs town was con fined to place. 
Un like closings else where, Youngs town’s ag ony, as well as its resis tance, was 
splashed onto the front pages of news pa pers around the world. That a large num ber 
of “out sid ers” have made their pil grim age to Youngs town is in dic a tive of a wider 
cir cle of mem ory than the au thors ap pear will ing to con sider. There is a ten dency, 
in stead, to draw a line be tween a lo cal “us” and a non-resident “them” (see my dis -
cus sion be low of Linkon and Russo’s con tri bu tion to the fourth book reviewed in 
this es say). De spite the au thors’ rec og ni tion of a plu ral ity of some times con flict ing 
viewpoints in Youngs town, and the book’s na tion alizing ti tle, there is ul ti mately 
only one com mu nity and it is a lo cal one. 

A sim i lar lo cal ism runs through a re cently pub lished col lec tion of es says ed -
ited by Jef ferson Cowie and Jo seph Heathcott. Be yond the Ruins con tains thir teen 
origi nal chapters that explore the var ied mean ings of deindustrialization in the US. 
The book is di vided into five parts. The first, “Rust,” looks at the sto ries of Yon -
kers, At lan tic City, and Lan sing. The sec ond, “En vi ron ment,” explores the dire en -
vi ron men tal leg acy of in dus tri al iza tion in An a conda and Love Ca nal. The next 
sec tion, “Plans,” ex am ines pol i tics and planning in Cam den, Oakland, and in the US 
gov ern ment’s Fed eral Area Re de vel op ment schemes. The fourth, “Leg acy,” scru -
ti nizes the shift ing iden ti ties of deindustrialized places, in this in stance, Youngs -
town, Gary, and Pittsburgh. The fifth part, “Mem ory,” turns to the plant shut down 
sto ries of dis placed work ers in Shelby, North Carolina, and Lou is ville, Ken tucky. 
Sig nif i cantly, all but two of these es says are lo cal sto ries. Each story is peo pled by 
“lo cal cit i zens,” (103, 135) “lo cal peo ple,” (43) “lo cals,” (217) and “lo cal ac tiv -
ists.” (78) Rarely are peo ple de scribed as “Amer i cans.” And yet, the re gional dis tri -
bu tion of these lo cal case stud ies makes clear the ed i tors’ de sire to show that 
deindus- trialization is a na tion wide prob lem and not a re gional prob lem restricted 
to the Rust Belt. The ed itors state that the story was big ger than any one “em blem -
atic place,” but in volved “a much broader, more fun da mental, histor ical trans for -
mation.” (1-2) 

There is much that is new and praise wor thy in Be yond the Ruins. First, Bryant 
Si mon’s es say on the de mise of Atlantic City’s movie houses wid ens our un der -
stand ing of deindustrialization to in clude the tour ist industry — not a con nec tion 
that I would have made be fore read ing the book. Sec ond, the col lec tion re thinks the 
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chronol ogy of deindustrialization. Plant shut downs did not be gin in the 1970s, but 
have always ex isted along side in dus tri al iza tion. Plants open in one place, only to 
close in an other. Tami Fried man, for ex am ple, looks at the re lo ca tion of rug pro -
duction from Yon kers, NY in 1954 to Greenville, Mis sis sippi. Her anal y sis of the si -
multaneous plant closing and plant open ing provides us with an other op por tunity 
to fol low cap i tal in its flight. The “golden age” of the 1950s was far less stable and 
not nearly as pros per ous as has been com monly sup posed. 

The two fine es says by Kent Curtis and Richard Newman, in turn, force us to 
broaden our un der stand ing of deindustrialization to in clude en vi ron men tal pol lu -
tion as well. In “Greening An aconda,” Curtis pres ents us with a fas ci nat ing ac count 
of the ef forts of one com pany, ARCO, to re duce its en vi ron men tal cleanup costs by 
pro mot ing a golf course on the con tam i nated site. For his part, Richard Newman 
exam ines the history of Love Ca nal: it is a story of in dus trial con tam ina tion and of 
lo cal com mu nity mo bi li za tion. This “grass roots strug gle” of work ing peo ple 
“showed Amer i cans of ev ery class and color that, no mat ter the eco nomic cir cum -
stances or lack of en viron men tal pre ce dents, a group of lo cal cit izens could rise up 
and be heard...”(112-3) The poi soned en vi ron men tal leg acy left be hind by de -
parted indus tries is of ob vious im por tance to the study of deindustrialization. 

The phys i cal trans for ma tion of the ur ban en vi ron ment is an other im por tant 
theme emerg ing from Be yond the Ruins. Closed mills and fac to ries were some -
times com mem o rated with mon u ments, other times re placed by new develop ment 
or left to crum ble and rust. The “urge to re af firm or cel e brate the in dus trial past 
seems to grow stronger” (237) as in dus try dis ap pears, Kirk Sav age writes. These 
mon u ments are de signed to cre ate “a sta ble and co her ent past.” Rem nants of old 
mills or fac to ries left stand ing, how ever, have proven more contro ver sial. The mas -
sive Home stead steel works is now gone, and re placed by new com mercial devel op -
ment; yet twelve ghostly smoke stacks — dis em bod ied “sen tries guard ing ac cess to 
an al ready for got ten past” — still stand tes ta ment to the city’s in dus trial his tory. 
While the book’s ed i tors de ride this vestige as “lit tle more than a bit of nos tal gia 
and char ac ter,” sev eral con tri bu tors praise sim i lar pres er va tion ef forts in At lan tic 
City, Youngstown, An aconda, and Pitts burgh. The pres erva tion of a façade of an 
At lan tic City movie pal ace is thus cel e brated as “a hushed wit ness to At lan tic City’s 
indus trial past, sad deindustrialization, and even sad der reindustrialization.”(86) 

These con trast ing read ings of in dus trial ru ins mir ror the so cial ten sions on the 
ground. In An a conda, for ex am ple, re tired smelter work ers ques tioned the in cor po -
ration of the “weath ered ru ins” of a 19th cen tury smelter in the “Old Works Golf 
Course,” but still took pride in the 585 foot tall stack that over looks the town. For 
these re tired workers, the re placem ent of their in dus trial work place by a golf 
course, a rec re ational play ground for the wealthy, seemed to con firm their new 
marginal po si tion in the local com mu nity. The re-inscription of in dus trial places as 
post-industrial thus en tailed the era sure of much of their for mer work ing-class 
iden tity. 
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Not ev ery for mer in dus trial town or city, un for tu nately, has been able to re -
cover. In their own con tri bu tion to the col lec tion, John Russo and Sherry Lee 
Linkon sug gest that Youngs town res i dents in ter nal ized the neg a tive im age of the 
for mer steeltown — now as so ci ated with crime, cor rup tion, and un em ploy ment. 
For the au thors, “the po lit i cal pro ject that re mains af ter the mills are gone is to re -
claim a pos itive civic iden tity by shunning the version of the town oth ers thrust on 
it.” (11) Russo and Linkon are careful not to ho mog e nize the lo cal com mu nity. Yet 
they, too, rely heavily on a sin gu lar no tion of “the com mu nity.” Thus, the loss of 
iden tity com es as a re sult of “out sid ers” who “interpet the meanings of 
deindustrialization to serve their own pur poses.”(217) The threaten ing “oth ers” or 
“out sid ers,” in this con text, are not the face less cap i tal ists of old, but are rather the 
non-resident cul tural pro duc ers who give Youngs town a bad name. 

The marginalization of work ing people in form erly blue-collar towns and cit -
ies is mir rored, to some ex tent, in the schol ar ship it self. Beyond the Ruins rep re -
sents a dra matic shift in fo cus away from work ers and plant closings. As a re sult, 
the at tention is now less on deindustrialization as a pro cess and more on 
deindustrialization as a lo cal strug gle over mem ory and mean ing. The two ed itors 
state that the new scholar ship goes be yond the smoke stack nos tal gia of old: “we 
have to strip in dus trial work of its broad-shouldered, so cial re al ist patina and see it 
for what it was: tough work that peo ple did be cause it paid well and it was lo cated in 
their com mu ni ties.” (14) While the cen tral point is not with out merit, there is a dan -
ger here of min i miz ing work ers’ re mem bered at tach ments. Was it sim ply a mat ter 
of wages and hap penstance as the ed i tors seem to suggest or did work ers de rive 
some thing more from their work? I know from the last two es says in Be yond the 
Ruins, and from my own oral his tory research, that many work ers were pro foundly 
at tached to for mer work sites. In my ex pe rience, work ers fre quently use meta phors 
of home and fam ily to com mu ni cate their deep con nec tion to the workplace and to 
each other.3 The work ers of Shelby and Louis ville did like wise. Job loss was as 
much about the loss of pride and iden tity as it was the loss of wages. 

In mov ing “be yond the ru ins,” then, have the ed itors moved be yond the work -
ers as well? Have they demystified work only to reify ro man tic no tions of lo cal 
com mu nity? It is worth not ing that for mer work ers and their un ions are cen tral to 
only a handful of the es says pub lished in Be yond the Ruins. The pro tag o nists, for 
the most part, are ur ban plan ners, mu nic i pal pol i ti cians, art ists, com mu nity ac tiv -
ists, envi ron men tal ists, and (even) com pany man ag ers. While this re-orientation is 
mainly the result of the shift ing focus away from plant closings and towards the 
deindustrialized af ter math, it is dis con cert ing to see displaced work ers and their 
un ions treated as pe riph eral to a story that cen trally concerns them. Be yond the 

3See chap ter 2 in Ste ven High, In dus trial Sun set: The Making of North Amer ica’s Rust Belt, 
1969-1984 (To ronto 2003). For a more fo cused dis cus sion of the con cept of com mu nity see 
John Walsh and Ste ven High, “Re thinking the Con cept of Com mu nity,” Histoire sociale/ 
So cial His tory 17, 64 (1999), 255-74. 
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Ruins is an im por tant ad dition to the lit er ature, and is worth read ing from cover to 
cover. Yet it raises some un set tling ques tions about where the study of 
deindustrialization is headed. 

At the out set of this re view es say, I asked why these four books have so lit tle to 
tell us about why outsourcing emerged as a hot but ton po liti cal is sue in the 2004 
pres i dential elec tion. Three factors may have con trib uted to this out come. First, the 
concept of lo cal com mu nity is of contin u ing im por tance to the study of 
deindustrialization in the US. The new schol ar ship, for the most part, ac cepts the old 
for mu la tion of deindustrializaton as a strug gle that pits the needs of cap i tal and the 
needs of com mu ni ties. It is no co in cidence that Barry Bluestone wrote the fore word 
to Beyond the Ruins and that the book’s ed i tors de clare that it brings the 
deindustrialization de bate “up to date.” (xiii) Com mu nity now, as then, is fre -
quently con ceived of as a static cat e gory syn on y mous with place. In Be yond the 
Ruins, only Lisa Fine’s study of the closure of the Reo Mo tor Com pany in Lan sing, 
Mich i gan ques tions the “fa mil iar script” of cap i tal “leav ing com mu ni ties with 
with er ing in fra struc tures and be reft of tax rev enues.” (44) In deed, Fine finds that 
“under stand ing the phe nom enon of plant clos ing only as a sce nario of re mote, 
global, mo bile cap i tal in flict ing pain and suf fer ing on lo cal work ers and their com -
mu nities over looks the fullness of the sto ries.” (46) The new scholar ship ex plores 
the full ness of these sto ries, but al most ex clu sively on the com mu nity side of the 
cap i tal-community di vide. 

This com mu nity fo cus is a re flec tion of the per sis tence and prolif er a tion of the 
com mu nity dis course since the 1960s. Com mu nity is al most al ways in voked, as 
Miranda Jo seph ar gues in her new book, Against the Ro mance of Commu nity 
(2002), as an “un equiv o cal good, an in di ca tor of a high qual ity of life, a life of hu -
man un der stand ing, car ing, self less ness, be long ing.”4 Com mu nity is like wise pre -
sented as an “or ganic, natu ral, spon ta ne ous” oc cur rence that emerges in times of 
cri sis or trag edy. In deed, Karl Marx’s claim that cap i tal de stroyed tra di tional com -
mu ni ties in or der to turn in de pend ent com mod ity pro duc ers into la bour ers for hire 
has been in ter preted by some as dem on strat ing a nec es sary op po si tion be tween lo -
cal com mu nities and global cap ital. The four books un der re view create a sim i lar 
op po si tion. The ro man tic dis course of com mu nity im plies that com mu nity is some -
how au ton o mous of cap i tal ist so ci ety. But, are com mu nity and cap i tal truly the op -
po sites? 

Second, none of the books re viewed here se ri ously con sider the patriotric re ac -
tion of Ameri cans to the plant shut down prob lem. The role of the federal gov ern -
ment is like wise ignored in fa vour of lo cal pol i tics. Even when this pa tri o tism is 
vo cal ized in oral his tory in ter views, as was the case in sev eral of Jef fer son Cowie’s 
Bloomington in ter views, as well as in the in ter view with Linda Lord, these sen ti -
ments are sub merged or dis missed. A national sense of com mu nity also surfaces 

4Miranda Jo seph, Against the Ro mance of Com mu nity (Minneapolis 2002), vii. 
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occasion ally in the two oral history chap ters ending Be yond the Ruins, mainly in the 
quoted oral his tory nar ra tives them selves. The work ers’ “we” re ferred to the Amer -
ican peo ple as much as to the fel low res i dents of Shelby, North Carolina, or Louis -
ville, Ten nes see. A for mer KEMET worker in Shelby, for ex am ple, said: “I am not 
proud of where I live any more. I can’t look at the Amer ican flag the same way.” 
(278) This strong iden ti fi ca tion with the na tion sug gests that some work ers, at least, 
expressed a dual al legiance to their town and to their coun try. 

The third point that emerges from a close read ing of these texts re lates to the 
sidelining of cor po rate cap i tal. It is note wor thy that, ex cept for Jef fer son Cowie’s 
Cap i tal Moves, these stud ies have very lit tle to say about the com pa nies that close 
plants. Unlike ear lier stud ies that fo cused on plant closings them selves, the fo cus is 
increas ingly placed on the lo cal ef forts to pick up the pieces. Through out these 
works, then, there is an as sump tion that mean ing is lo cal and that com mu nity and 
mem ory are bound to place. Yet deindustrialization is a de fin ing expe ri ence for 
mil lions of working people in towns and cit ies across North Amer ica. Does this 
shift ing fo cus de flect at ten tion away from cor po ra tions? Com panies are, ar gu ably, 
no lon ger being held to ac count for job loss. This schol arly trend rem inds me of the 
nar row ing scope of US la bour law which once re quired com panies to ne go ti ate 
plant clos ing de ci sions with union ized em ploy ees, but which now only re quires 
bargaining over the ef fects of these de ci sions. Just as “effects bar gaining” is no re -
place ment for the right to ques tion man age rial pre rog a tive to close plants, the study 
of lo cal mean ings of deindustrialization need not lose sight of a cor po rate cul ture 
that treats work ers and their com mu ni ties (be they lo cal, na tional, or in ter na tional) 
as dis pos able. 


