THE LIMITS OF WRIGHT’S
ANALYTICAL MARXISM AND AN

ALTERNATIVE
Michael Burawoy

1 The Context of Our Disagreement!

I had just launched myself into the job market in 1975 when Erik
Wright, a Berkeley graduate student but unknown to me at the time,
called to tell me that a letter of defamation had arrived from a very
prominent Chicago sociologist. It accused me of the worst sins of left
sectarianism and, so Wright said, had ruined any chances of my getting a
job at Berkeley. I had better put a stop to its circulation to other depart-
ments. We met three months later when he and a number of other
Berkeley graduate students together with a select group of faculty and
even the odd staff member organized an undercover interview to resur-
rect my candidacy. In the end they were successful. In those days
students’ sense of political efficacy—a dwindling legacy of the New
Left—was enhanced by the dramatic political split in the department.
It was a time of Marxist renaissance, particularly in Berkeley around
Socialist Revolution, Kapitalistate and the Berkeley Journal of
Sociology. Since then Marxism has become a little more established
within sociology and 1950s style red-baiting and black-listing is more of
an anachronism. But there is no room for complacency. The long
struggle against Wright’s appointment here last year might have
succeeded had the department been less unified in his defence. The
denial of tenure to radical thinkers or even their expulsion from
academia are a continual reminder of the seamier side of life in the
liberal university. Nevertheless, it is true that the political context, both
within and outside the university, has changed over the last twelve years
and we must ask what sort of Marxism it calls for.

Twelve years ago Wright was finishing his dissertation where he
developed his now celebrated reconceptualization of class structure of
advanced capitalist societies. His project was to reformulate Marxist

1. In this paper I have followed Wright in not appealing to authorities and texts to
defend my arguments and in using examples from my own research to illustrate an alter-
native methodology. I'd like to thank Carol Hatch for her biting comments on a late draft.
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notions of class so as to come up with a class map that took into account
the differentiated character of contemporary capitalist class structures
without losing the Marxian idea of class polarization. It was, of course,
more than a retheorization of class. It used Michigan Survey data to map
the contours of the American class structure and to demonstrate that a
Marxian notion of class can more powerfully explain income inequality
than theories relying on human capital or status attainment. It combined
conceptual rigor with empirical adjudication that has become the hall-
mark of Wright’s work. At that time I too was completing my dis-
sertation which by a coincidence neatly complemented his own, in that it
examined the microdynamics of class within a single capitalist firm. We
were both committed to what was then called “Marxist structuralism”
and our intellectual mentors were Louis Althusser, Etienne Balibar, and
Nicos Poulantzas.

On reflection my commitment to this Marxist science was thrust upon
me by the Chicago sociology department, dominated by a narrow-
minded hostility to Marxism. To demonstrate that Marxism, for me
sharply distinguished from sociology, could more effectively explain
social phenomena became a survival strategy. Wright, on the other
hand, from the beginning was a deep-seated believer in the virtues of
science. Just as Wright’s move to Madison only reinforced his commit-
ment to the pursuit of science as universal truth, the atmosphere at
Berkeley stimulated my own doubts about Marxist science, at least as 1
had been practicing it. We have never argued out our differences in
print. I am, therefore, delighted that the Berkeley Journal of Sociology
should have celebrated Wright’s return to Berkeley by asking him to
elaborate some of the assumptions underlying his Marxism. I'm even
more delighted to have this opportunity to respond.

2 Science and Revolution

Let us go to the heart of the matter. Of all Wright’s claims I find the one
that science and revolution are antithetical the most disturbing.
Certainly the unity of science and revolution, has traditionally been seen
as the core of Marxism and symbolized by the lives of all the great
Marxists: Marx, Engels, Trotsky, Luxemburg, Lukdcs, Lenin, and
Gramsci. Wright comes to a different conclusion. “Revolutionary
militancy requires true believers; scientific method rejects the possibility
of absolute truth . .. Marxism as Ideology provides certainties. It has a
ready explanation for everything. Its rhetoric, at least in certain histori-
cal situations, is powerful in campaigns of mobilization. When Marxism
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becomes an Ideology in this sense, it is no longer at odds with revo-
lutionary praxis and commitment, but it also ceases to be a scientific
theory capable of producing new explanations and understandings of the
world.” These characterizations of revolution and science strike me as
odd. Revolutionary activity requires true believers to be sure but it also
requires a willingness to change one’s views, to adopt new strategies at
critical conjunctures. Was not a certain revolutionary skepticism the
secret of Lenin’s success and that it was sometimes found wanting the
secret of Trotsky’s ultimate demise? Equally, as I shall be at pains to
show, the skepticism of the scientist is ineffective without passionate
commitment not just to the scientific enterprise but also to a given theo-
retical framework. A certain dogmatism is necessary to discipline and
channel the readiness to abandon one set of beliefs for another. Without
dogmatism there is only chaos.

Given then that the opposition of science and revolution is far from
obvious, indeed arbitrary, what are we to make of Wright’s insistence on
that opposition? It permits a shift of commitment away from revolution
toward science. As individuals we have to make a choice, he seems to be
saying, either we take the high road of science with its inherent
skepticism toward final truth or we take the low road of revolution with
a religious commitment to a mobilizing ideology.? Society also has to
make a choice: at the extremes we have the repression of science—the
Stalinist solution—and on the other side we have the repression of revo-
lution—the liberal solution. Wright appears to be more inclined to opt
for the latter.

By presenting, what I believe to be a false antithesis, he readjusts the
relationship between truth and politics. In his Berkeley days, he had
“visions of glorious paradigm battles, with lances drawn and the valiant
Marxist knight unseating the bourgeois rival in a dramatic quantitative
joust. What is more, the fantasy saw the vanquished admitting defeat
and changing horses as a result” (p. 44). There was an unquestioning
faith that truth would serve the Marxist cause, adopted on political and
moral grounds. Now, the tables are turned and the ultimate grounding
of Marxism is its truth. If it is not true then it is not politically defensible.
For Wright to call himself a Marxist is to believe that Marxist theories
are true or more precisely the closest approximation to the truth. They
are the most faithful maps of the world we possess. Should feminism

2. Wright puts to rest any doubt where he stands in the choice. In note 19 he writes,
“As a motivating revolutionary ideology, Marxism shares with traditional religions a pre-
occupation with telos and ultimate meanings. While god is replaced as the wellspring of
that telos by ‘history’ or ‘class struggle,” the cognitive processes defending the vision of that
telos are not so different from theology.”

S
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demonstrate a greater “truth,” produce better explanations, then he
would transfer his commitment.*

It is no longer Marxism per se that is emancipatory but its truth, its
correspondence with the “real” world. Wright believes that the pursuit
of an autonomous science, what we used to call “theoretical practice”
after Althusser, is a necessary weapon of emancipation. Bhaskar
supplies the rationale: “the essential movement of scientific theory will
be seen to consist in the movement from the manifest phenomenon of
social life, as conceptualized in the experience of the social agents
concerned, to the essential relations that necessitate them. Of such
relations the agents involved may or may not be aware. Now it is
through the capacity of social science to illuminate such relations that it
may come to be ‘emancipatory’. But the emancipatory potential of
social science is contingent upon, and entirely a consequence of, its
contextual explanatory power.”* As scientific knowledge approaches a
cognitive appropriation of the real mechanisms it will be a more effec-
tive instrument of emancipation.

When social science shows that pre-existing ideas are false and at the
same time necessarily generated by real mechanisms, then we have a
critique of ideology as false consciousness. This is how Bhaskar can
claim that scientific Marxism is also critical theory.” Establishing the
discrepancy between a “scientifically proven” reality and the commonly
accepted reality becomes a road to emancipation. It is a form of idealism
at odds with the materialist theses that ideas cannot be abstracted from
the context of their production and that they have a social force only
when they resonate with the interests of actors. It is no accident that a

3. As I shall argue below there is no danger of demonstrating the superiority of femin-
ism over Marxism or vice versa. Such broad frameworks with their very different proble-
matics are incommensurable. The corollary is that Marxists who abandon Marxism because
it is false are rationalizing a rejection based on other, usually political or moral, grounds, So
I predict that Wright will always be a Marxist, despite his skepticism.

4. R, Bhaskar, The Possibility of Naturalism (New York: Humanities Press, 1979),
p- 32. :

5. Here Wright departs somewhat from Bhaskar. When Wright says that “scientific
Marxism is a variety of critical theory” he means to restrict the standpoint of critique to
tendencies immanent in reality. Those tendencies are discovered scientifically by pene-
trating appearances to real mechanisms. By identifying what could be with what ought to
be he avoids arbitrary or utopian moral critique. But what if there are a multiplicity of
tendencies? What happens if those tendencies point only to a bleaker future? Can one even
decide what those tendencies are? For example, Wright has a fascinating theory of history
in which the movement from one epoch to another entails progressive elimination of forms
of exploitation. This is indeed a bold conjecture but is there any reason to believe it apart
from its aesthetic and optimistic qualities? Could one even justify it on scientific grounds? Is
it not a morality wrapped in the guise of science, a morality that is grounded in extra-
scientific assumptions? Anyway Wright is just not clear about the relationship between
normative and scientific claims.
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thorough going realism ends up as a form of ifiealism. They are natural
bedfellows. Endowing the pursuit of “truth” with an emgnmpatory func-
tion justifies the eclipse of the material forces of revolution.

Nor is it difficult to understand why it might be appealing to bracket
revolution in order to give science undiluted attention. These are not
revolutionary times here. It is just difficult to be a revoluponary in th_e
United States today without also being isolated as a lunatic. But that is
no reason to make a virtue out of a necessity, to celebrate the su.rren(%er
of revolutionary goals in the name of science, to adapt to the exigencies

f the day.
° Furth;more, the demise of radical groups and movements has also
forced Marxism to retreat behind academic walls, so that we are
tempted to adopt other academics as one’s refeFence group. Here there
is the danger that Marxism be reduced to an 1d§ology of intellectuals
whose professional interests masquerade as the 1pterests of a'll.'It has
always been difficult to be a Marxist in the United States; 1t 1s par-
ticularly difficult when conservative politi'cs are ass:en.dent. So there are
no easy responses to the pressures corroding Marx1st. ideals. We require,
in my view, a grounding to Marxism at odds with an gutonomous
science pursuing explanations of real phenpmena that 'ex1st in the worl
independently of theory. This view of science plays into the hands of
those who would wash them of revolution. We have to seek an alter-
native. _ ' .
Is Bhaskar’s science then the only possible Marmst. science? My .clalm
is that not only is it not the only form of sciencc.e but it has no privileged
position among the different sciences. In the bI‘l(?f comments that follow
I want to argue that the realist view of science 1s fl{ndgmentally flawpd
on its own terms so that we need not be shy aboqt picking an alterqatlve
which holds greater promise for the unity of science and revolution. 1
develop such an alternative which comprehepds knqwledge? as produced
and validated through transformative practices. This apph.es no less to
scientific knowledge which advances through the generation and then
solution of anomalies that emerge through engagement with the world.

3 Is a Realist Social Science Possible?

Bhaskar’s book is called The Possibility of Naturalism. He asks what
must be true about the social world if we are to study it as we study the
natural world. He passes lightly over the problems of_ kppwmg that soszlal
world. Yet these problems appear to turn the possibility of naturahsrp
into its impossibility. And I think Wright’s work demonstrates this

conclusion.
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Wright sets up a model in which “facts” are doubly determined, on
the one side by real mechanisms acting independently of our knowledge
and on the other side by the social and conceptual context of the
production of knowledge. That “facts” are shaped by social practices
and theoretical frameworks sets up an insuperable barrier to any direct
apprehension of those real mechanisms. We can never be sure what in
the data is the result of the mechanisms we seek to comprehend and
what is due to the “distorting” influence of the scientific process itself.
Furthermore, because the mechanisms cannot be directly compre-
hended, any set of observations which seem to refute a conjectured
mechanism can be countered by postulating an additional alternative
mechanism. The inescapably provisional character of any claims about
the existence of particular mechanisms leads in two directions: the
abandonment of a realist approach to science or the willingness to live
with an acute and chronic uncertainty. Wright prefers the quicksand in
which we must be prepared to relinquish our views at any moment. His
commitment to a realist approach to science is the source of his cele-
bration of skepticism.

Since we cannot apprehend real mechanisms directly there is no way
of knowing whether a postulated mechanism corresponds to reality. The
best we can do is try and show it is nearer “reality” than some other rival
postulate. Let us consider Wright’s example of the adjudication of his
own and Poulantzas’s concept of class (Classes, Chapter 5). Here he
shows that those people who fall into Poulantzas’s middle class but into
Wright’s working class are more like the agreed-upon workers than the
agreed upon middle class in terms of their income and their class
consciousness (as measured by Wright’s variables). The results clearly
favor Wright’s concept. But he is very cautious in drawing the con-
clusion that the mechanism corresponding to his concept is nearer
“reality” than Poulantzas’s.

First, alternative mechanisms might be postulated that explain the
apparent superiority of his class concept. Perhaps some other mechan-
ism is at work which would explain why the people in the disputed cate-
gory should be closer to workers than the middle class. Wright examines
two—gender and trade union membership. When, first, men and
women, and then trade union members and non-trade union members,
are separated out his earlier conclusions are if anything strengthened.
But one can always think of further possible mechanisms to take into
account, for example, size of employing enterprise. It might be that
those of Wright's workers who Poulantzas regards as petty bour-
geois (essentially those who are unproductive or mental laborers) are
to be found in large firms which promote greater working class
consciousness.
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A second source of uncertainty lies in thej pr.oductlon }?f the (ti'atr?é
Namely, it is possible that the mode c_)f questioning, and t e qt;iss ‘:Voe s
asked predispose the people in the disputed category to ﬁlvi sners
more like workers than middle class. Eor e):iampi:a, \;lejsﬁrg ' esstci)(\;\r'1  that

ondents are sensitive to the order mn W
lellf(\é? \r’&?:i%ht’s questions concerning‘the clgss position of r?spotr(l)crllir;tls,
which come before the attitude questions, highlight issues od aut' anz
and subordination in the workplace whlc_h would lead unpro huc ive nd
mental laborers to identify with the wqumg class. A survey t icltdc?n}pons
sized more the productive/ unprodu.ctlve and merztal/ mamia ivisi
might give results more consonant with Pou}antzas s concept. e That

Finally, there is the uncertainty of barkln,g up the'wrong tib]é hat
Wright’s concepts do better than Poulantzas’s 1s not 1ncomp3 oy
the view that they are both wide of the mark and that a thlrh very "
ferent set of concepts drawn perhaps fr.om a @fferent t 'eo%, tioz
Weberian status groups, does much better in ex.plamlng the (llllStl'ldll c; n
of income and attitudes. The top of the mountain may be enshrou El'n
clouds so that Poulantzas and Wright don’t realize they are scram hl ‘5
around in the foothills. So the first task must be to try and dlscc(;ve;aric;1
far they are from the summit by dFopplng t.helr rivalry an stS 0%

around. They should start by comparing th.eo.rles .and'not co'ncepiur.ned
course, Wright did in fact do precisely th‘ls in his dlssertatlc;n_ ned
book, Class Structure and Income Determination. There hfa c aime Lo
show that human capital theory was less successful in expla(lir.nng 1nc2>laSS
inequality than his own class th(_aory based on contra 1ct'or%/rau ™
locations. But, as he himself admits, such.an. ad‘]udlca.tlonpls it Zga !
with even more uncertainties than the adjqdlcatlon with Poulan n
Given the infinite array of alternative mechanisms they could.dra\fv upo
and the different ways of conceptualizing and thus' measuring 1ncotI::
inequality, human capital theorists woulq haye no dl'ffl'cu.lty in cousx;b1e
ing with a model that did better than Wright’s. And it is ]u;t asb p:)h
that a theory of status groups could be made to do bett.er than both.

All I want to suggest here is that the process of adjudicating an;lon%
concepts or theories in terms of their capacity t0 comprehend mechan
isms which exist independently of our knowledge but yvhose ex1stcelnce
we can only apprehend through that knowledge is not just a haz’e;lrfmis
but a futile task. Wright is only too well aware of its pitfalls but still teels
that through skepticism and honesty we can approach the truth.

R
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4 Adjudication versus Puzzle Solving

It is not just that adjudication in the hunt for real mechanisms is futile
but it comes at great cost. Let us return to the example of Wright versus
Poulantzas. How might Poulantzas have responded? Poulantzas’s
agenda was to understand how advanced capitalism survived the revo-
lutionary temper of the working class in Western Europe. One answer
concerned the character of the state. A second answer concerned the
development of a class alliance between the old and the new petty bour-
geoisie. This theory is not refuted by demonstrating that it explains less
of the variance in attitudes than Wright’s concept of class for two
reasons. First, he is concerned with countries such as France (not the
United States) where there had been intense class struggle and second,
he would insist on more activist conceptions of class conflict (including
strikes, participation in social movements, etc.). Of course Wright recog-
nizes this problem, that to adjudicate between two concepts they have to
have the same explanatory task. That’s why he sets up his six strictures
on the Marxist concept of class. Yet even if all Marxists abide by those
strictures, their agendas in formulating the concept of class may still
differ.

In order to adjudicate between two theories the imposition of
homogeneity of explanatory task is even more severe. To adjudicate
between Marxist class categories and human capital theory one has to
assume that the goal of each is to explain income inequality.® This is a
dubious proposition since human capital theory is concerned with the
efficient allocation of resources whereas Marxism is concerned with the
transcendence of capitalist inequalities. In a sense different theories are
climbing different mountains. The agendas are different and therefore in
Wright’s terms they are incommensurable. If it is feasible at all, adjudi-
cation can only take place between concepts that have been designed to
explain the same phenomena. This can only take place within a single
paradigm and even then within a very constricted conceptual space.

Two conclusions seem to follow. First, the choice between theories
and often between concepts cannot be reduced to a process of “empiri-
cal adjudication.” Extra-empirical considerations necessarily enter. In
other words the antithesis between analytical and dogmatic Marxism
is a false one. Contra Wright, it is necessary to defend the “use of
concepts through a variety of other forms of argumentation,” including

6. Wright recognizes that income inequality is only one concern, and a minor one at

that, of both human capital theory and Marxism and that he is not in fact adjudicating
between the two theories.
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“arguments based on ulterior political justifications” (p. 25). To deny the
necessity of dogma is in fact to subvert the analytical process of “laying
bare the assumptions that underlie these concepts and spelling out as
clearly and systematically as possible the steps involved in linking them
together within a theory” (p. 25). I challenge him to defend his commit-
ment to Marxism in terms of its capacity to produce more “truthful”
explanations of real phenomena than say Weberian theory. I am not
seeking to substitute political criteria for empirical ones. The claim is
weaker: empirical considerations are a necessary but not a sufficient
criterion in theory choice.

My second conclusion concerns the effect of empirical adjudication
on the development of theory. Homogenizing the explanatory tasks of
concepts in order to make them compete involves suppressing the
problems for which they were designed. Analytical Marxism as Wright
defines it has little to say about the problems of Marxism. The essential
task is to define the concepts clearly so that their explanatory power can
be measured. We hear little about the abiding anomalies of Marxism or
of Marxist theories of class: the defeat of the working class in the West
and the East, the failure of Western working classes to fulfill their revo-
lutionary mission and of the Eastern working classes to inaugurate a
classless society.

Rather than define Marxism first and foremost by the strictures it
imposes on the concept of class I would define Marxism by a historically
evolving sequence of anomalies, misfits between two theoretical
constructs: anticipations and facts. Where Wright sees the growth of
knowledge as a process of adjudication through which we achieve ever
closer representations of reality I view it as solving puzzles and in the
process creating further puzzles. Theories or rather the sequence of
theories which compose what we call research programs can be
compared on the basis of their puzzle solving capacity or the generation
of new facts, anticipations some of which are corroborated. This is not
to deny the importance of adjudication between rival concepts or

theories but rather to say that the adjudication takes place with respect
to the prior elucidation of particular puzzles.” The task is not to decide
how the world “really is” which seems to be Wright’s (in my view impos-

7. Progressive research programs are ones in which puzzle solving leads to the pre-
diction of new phenomena, some of which are corroborated. Degenerate research
programs tend to patch up anomalies without generating any new knowledge. Thus, where
Wright sees adjudication very much as the capacity to explain what we already know and
argues that prediction is futile, I would argue the opposite. It is easy to provide ad hoc
theories to explain what we already know to be the case but it is quite difficult but not
impossible to develop theories that successfully predict hitherto unknown and unexpected
phenomena. This is the real test of theoretical advance. The great Marxists, including Marx
Luxemburg, Lenin, Trotsky, and Gramsci were all endowed with great prophetic powers.

.
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sible) agenda but to decide why the world ’
expectations! Y rld doesn’t conform to Marxist

5 Positivist Knowledge versus Practical Knowledge

The argument above adds up to the following: the realist view of scj

Is strong in stating its ontological premises but weak in dealin, w%ence
eplstemol.ogical problems it raises.® We can never be surcg; o
approaghlng those real mechanisms and the attempt entails a cossary
separation of science and revolution as well as the repressi(:lli3 Cessary
funda}mental problems which define Marxism. The realist ontol Odthe
not sit comfortably in a contemporary Marxist chair so we shoO%c}il | ok
arqund for an alternative which permits the unity of science aud o
lutloq at the same time as promoting the progressive developmelr]lt orfe :l? .
Mamst resgarch program—a program that keeps up with the 1 .
history continually generates while constructing new belts of thpuZZ o
solve those puzzles and stimulate new ones, The rest of the ety
orates such an alternative ontology. paper elab-

Part gf thfa realist world view is to see only one alternative to itse]

namfaly idealism, that the world is an ideological creation. B aokltse :
ledging thaF the facts are socially produced as well as bein. d};t rmined
by meclpamsms existing independent of us, Wright is alreagdy nf;ll? .
concession to idealism. Indeed, this is precisely what makes his e
of a_djudlcatlon SO constraining. Instead of such a strained amalprocess
rgahsm and idealism I would propose to go beyond both to emfam o
different theory of knowledge. In this perspective the world is nra'fc:lf :
ex'ternal to us waiting to be mapped nor is it a figment of our i g
atl_on but exists in an inseparable relationship to us. The world dcl)n S hot
exist outside our relationship to it. We cannot Separate ourselve e;rnOt
the world we study. We create and recreate that world and ? Olin
process develop our knowledge of it. There is no way we can c tn ul
ogrs;lv;s out of our self-made prison. Rather, we have to leami aII)'ult
within it. There is no archimedean standpoint of objectivity. Or aO llr‘lle
young Kolakowski once wrote, “in all the universe man ca£1not ﬁflctl :

well so deep that, leaning over i .
own face.”svp & it, he does not discover at the bottom his

8. By “ontology” I mean theories abo i
by ‘;epistemologyf’ I 'mean theories of howuzvtehzal:la:(fgwo gg;eu:vtohr;d&zgcéut what exits, and
tutiné t{Zewgarr]ndu;gst f}:mque (:if pomimst sciepce as male science—the critique of consti-
ouing the w o cocl)l er u;l order to "master” it—leads to the same alternative ontology as 1
e o.f theoret;(s:e, the convergence of ontologies does not preclude a fundam
al and political agendas. ental
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These two ontologies give rise to different accounts of the
relationship between theory and practice. The one that Wright defends,
which we can call a positivist knowledge, sees cognition as reflecting the
world. Valid knowledge seeks to copy an external world, which is
viewed as a pre-existing entity. This view can be found in the phil-
osophical writings of Engels and Lenin. Both regard political practice as
a means of verifying theories that seek to capture the real mechanisms
that govern the world. Here theory and practice are connected but
separate. The alternative perspective, that of practical knowledge to be
found in Marx’s early writings and most succinctly in his Theses on
Feuerbach, regards cognition as an instrument of adaptation. Conscious-
ness is born of practical needs that develop through our relationship to
the world—a world that is constructed through interaction with it. Here
political practice is the basis of knowledge, theory and practice are
inseparable.

Knowledge, in this framework, is a function of engagement with the
world. The more thoroughgoing, radical that engagement, other things
being equal, the more profound our understanding. In seeking to trans-
form the world we learn about the forces resisting transformation. In this
sense, science requires revolution. It is no accident that the most
profound and prophetic Marxist thought has come from reﬂections.of
those most deeply engaged in revolutionary activity. It is not a passive
organization of pregiven data designed to maximize the explained
variance that leads to understanding the forces operative in the world
but engaging the world, challenging it, putting it on trial.

If science thrives on revolution, does revolution profit from science?
That’s a more difficult question that we can begin to answer only by
following a further implication of our theory of knowledge. If knowledge
is produced through engagement with the world, different engagements
produce different accounts of the world which are equally valid so long
as they conform to certain technical requirements, such as agreement
with commonly accepted experiences.!? This necessarily introduces a
certain relativism in which theories correspond to constellations of
interests. The production of knowledge is therefore an inescapably poli-
tical process.

Let us take an example from Wright’s reflections. “Whether or not
imperialism is a real cause of deepening underdevelopment in parts of
the Third World depends on how capitalist penetration actually works,
not upon the categories of imperialism” (p. 24). This sounds reasonable

10. Because human beings share a great deal in the ways they appropriate the world, so
our knowledge of the world must conform to certain common experiences, which are then
constituted as facts.

§§
%
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but is it? We have already argued how difficult it is to ascertain those
“real clauses” precisely because our data are so colored by our “categ-
ories” and because any postulated mechanisms can be saved from
refutation by the conjecture of another one. But there’s more to it.

Within Marxist theory a seemingly endless and fascinating debate has
unfolded as to the causes of underdevelopment. On the one hand there
are those who stress the transfer of surplus from peripheral to core
countries (satellite to metropolis). This is the premise of Frankian
“development of underdevelopment,” of Cardoso’s dependency theory,
of Wallerstein’s world systems theory, of Amin’s unequal development
theory. On the other hand there are those who stress the mechanisms
through which dominant classes in the Third World countries pump
surplus out of the direct producers. This is how Lenin explains the back-
wardness of Russia. It is the basis of the theory of modes of production.
The underlying premise is that the class character of Third World
societies inhibits development. The debate seems as irresolvable as it is
ferocious. At stake are the interests of two different classes or intel-
lectuals who represent those classes, the interests of the dominant classes
in the Third World who seek to blame not their own domination but
external forces for economic backwardness and the interests of sub-
ordinate groups who point to the class character of the society in which
they live.

But it is obviously more complicated. It is not only that perspectives
on the Third World are intimately tied to the class interests there. They
are also tied to constellations of interests in the imperial power. Radicals
in the United States, working on their home terrain, aim their blows at
the United States administration’s involvement in Third World countries
and so they are naturally led to embrace some form of dependency or
world systems approach. This speaks to the political reality in which they
have to operate. The point is this: to adjudicate between these two
theories of underdevelopment is not only scientifically futile but ignores
the entrenched interests defending each position. By not acknowledging
that theory is deeply rooted in interests, adjudication does violence to
the very reality it seeks to explain.

I am reminded of the most insane project I have ever undertaken.
Twenty years ago I became interested in the role of education in
economic development. For a set of largely arbitrary reasons I decided
to study “the problem of the medium of instruction in Indian univer-
sities.” I wanted to know whether from an educational point of view it
would be more effective for Indian students to learn in their regional
language, in Hindi or in English. There were different arguments
arraigned on each side of the debate and I was going to undertake a
scientific adjudication! I planned to administer a comprehension test to
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economics students in different colleges in different parts of India. Half
a class would take the test in English and the other half the same test bl}t
in the regional language. Believe it or not I actually carried out th'lS
research in four states, chosen for their different language policies in
education. ‘ _
However, I was quickly shaken out of my naivety yvhen I dlscoYe_red
there was no way to isolate the educational question frqm political
issues. The struggle over the medium of instruction, involving derpon—
strations, riots and strikes in many states, was a struggle over Fe.glonal
autonomy and the class and regional distrib}ltion of.oppgrtunltles for
upward mobility. Only from the haven of a d}St&lpt university coulq one
imagine reducing the problem to an adjudication of the educational
effectiveness of those different policies! When I wrote up the research I
relegated the results of my enormous scientific labors' to a two-page
appendix. By ignoring the constellation of interests in Fhe strugg]e,
adjudication not only violates reality, not only condemns_ltself to irre-
levance but, as we shall see, can unwittingly become an instrument of

domination.

6 From the Standpoint of Politics

We can now pose two questions. First, how shou}d academic Mar)'(ists
enter the political fray? That is, how should science enter practlce?
Second, how should the political fray enter the academic terrain? That
is, how should practice enter science? This section addresses the first
question while the following section addresses the second.‘ '

For knowledge to have an effect, that is become a soqlal force it has
to resonate with the relevant practices. So that if social sc1entlsts. want to
shape the world they must work very closely with tho§e whoge 1.nterests
they seek to defend. As the following research underlines, this involve-
ment should embrace not simply the production of knowledge but
should extend to its dissemination. o

Fifteen years ago I completed a study of the locallza.tlon of the labgr
force in the Zambian Copper Mines. At the time of mdepeqdence‘ in
1964 Zambia was a prototype of the enclave economy. Nlnety-jﬁve
percent of the country’s export earnings came from copper peructlon,
controlled by two multinational corporations—the gigantic South
African based Anglo American and the British Company, _Roan
Selection Trust. Zambia was the fourth biggest copper producer in t.he
world. The mines were run by white managers, engineers, and admin-
istrators. A strict color bar prevailed, in which no blacks had any
authority over any whites. In the colonial era the mining companies,
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trying to capitalize on cheap black labor, had tried to “advance” blacks
into higher positions by fragmenting tasks hitherto monopolized by
whites. “Africanization” had been slow because of resistance from trade
union and staff associations representing white employees and where it
did take place it never breached the color bar, but rather shifted its
position. In the years after independence several reports on Zambian-
ization appeared. Figures were presented showing that indeed Zambians
were moving into higher level positions and that the number of expatri-
ates was declining albeit at a slower rate. What was the story behind
these figures?

In 1968 1 took up a position as a research officer in the mines’
personnel research unit. My hidden agenda was to study the companies’
strategy to the new post-colonial regime. Zambianization of mine
employees became the focus of the study. I spent one and a half years
working for top management in the personnel field, followed by two and
a half years of further research while I was a student at the University of
Zambia. In opposition to the “neo-colonial” explanations of under-
development, stressing the subordination of the Zambian economy to
international economic forces, I chose to focus on the perpetuation of
class relations from the colonial era. I argued that all the attention given
to the Zambianization of the labor force concerned the movement of
blacks into higher positions and distracted attention from the
unchanging class and racial order of the organization. Zambianization
forecasts had been fulfilled but without undermining the color bar.
Where Zambians were promoted into white positions, a new higher
position would be created into which the displaced white would be
moved. Alternatively an entire department might be Zambianized and at
the same time stripped of its previous functions which would be handed
over to a new body made up of whites. Naturally Zambian workers and
expatriate managers blamed the helpless Zambian successors for the
inevitable lapses in organizational efficiency.'!

Why was no one doing anything about this? Did the government
know? Of course they did but their interests, I argued, were to ensure
that copper mines continue production. They did not want to rock the
boat by insisting on more orderly Zambianization which would have
scared expatriates. Futhermore, they were quite content to have expatri-
ates running the mines because they were politically weak. Had
Zambianization proceeded from the top down this might have provided
an alternative base of power from which to threaten the government.

11." As 1 have since learnt, these strategies are quite common in US organizations when
womer or blacks are “advanced” into higher positions in the name of affirmative action.
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The trade unions had been largely muzzled and the workers had been
pacified with wage increases. .

With the manuscript complete I went to the mining companies, who
still knew nothing of this research, to seek publication. They were dumb-
founded and told me I must be out of my mind to think that they would
let me publish an independent assessment of such a sensitive political
topic as Zambianization, let alone one with such controversml‘con-
clusions. I protested. ‘Was I factually incorrect?” How could I bp since I
defended my case studies with company “facts” collected \yhlle I had
been an employee. No, the problem was my interpreFatlon. I got
annoyed, threatening to publish anyhow so they compromised by send-
ing me to the government. .

Two years previously the mines had been nationalized, 'cementmg the
apparently cozy relationship between state and corporation. I went to
see the officer responsible for Zambianization on the mines. Thls' newly
created position was occupied by an expatriate who had ‘left'the mines. It
was my fortune that he wanted to clean up the Zambianization program.
He read my manuscript and quizzed me endlessly and finally s.ald'l%e
thought it was terrific. Why? Because it was an “objective” SCllentlfIC
account. Oh, yes? Well, he said, you criticize the mining companies, the
government, the expatriates, the black trade unions and even the
workers. So? So it must be objective. Because it culled lots of statistics as
well as offering in-depth insider analysis, because it took a stance agginst
everyone, because it would be published by the Institute for Afrlpan
Studies, and because I was an academic it had all the trappings of objec-
tivity and therefore could be that much more effectively used E}gainst the
mining companies. Science is mobilized not in the abstract interest of
truth but in the concrete interest of domination.

This is even clearer if we continue the story. Following publication
and the commotion the report stirred the mining companies usqd it. asa
weapon against the mine managers to trim their bloated organizational
structures. A study blatantly hostile to the mining companies was uged
by them to advance their profits by streamlining the Zambianization
process. o

It was profoundly naive to think that by casting out an 1ndlctment_of
the most powerful forces in society, they would be forced to compromise
their interests. It is not enough to work with oppressed groups in the
research process, the collaboration has to continue in the process of
dissemination. Because we don’t control the balance of political forces
our work can always be used in unintended ways. This danger can only
be minimized by continuing engagement and collaborgtion with “pltO-
gressive forces” to the bitter end. This, of course is fraught w.1th
problems. It is not always simple to identify which are the progressive
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forces. Nor does one necessarily want to let their world view dominate
one’s own. Nevertheless, the alternative of staging politics from the
academic pedestal is a risky venture.

Whatever its other outcomes engaging those one studies does compel
recognition of one’s interests as an intellectual, that politics is an
inseparable part of every aspect of knowledge production. In light of the
above accounts it is difficult to sustain the distinction between an
interest-propelled process of discovery and an interest-free process of
validation. The role of “observer” is no less entangled with contextually
defined interests than the role of “participant.” But by not engaging the
world one studies one can eclipse the constellation of interests around
the scientific process. Thus, although Wright’s methodology leaves no
space for systematically reflecting on the significance of engagement,
this is not to deny that he is actively engaged. But it is an active engage- -
ment with a restricted group of academics, who share a common
interest—the suppression of their interests as academics. They become
neutral arbiters in the search for truth. Those “studied” partake neither
in the production nor the consumption of knowledge so the interests of
the academic remain unchallenged and hidden.

A strange dualism emerges from the realist perspective in which the
scientist is the dispassionate seeker after truth whereas the beliefs of
those being studied reflect their class, race, or gender. Paradoxically,
Wright does recognize that intellectuals have interests too—he has
written about them. And when he tries to explain why his theory has not
drawn greater support, he writes, “support for Marxism as a social
theory is not primarily a question of belief in its analytical and explan-
atory power. It is primarily a political question” (p. 45). He, on the
other hand, founds his own commitment to Marxism precisely on its
analytical and explanatory power. It is not simply that this puts him in a
different (implicitly superior) category from almost every one else but
the basis of that difference is illusory. Wright’s own relentless rigor and
honesty demonstrate the impossibility of demonstrating the scientific
superiority of Marxism.

It is a trite observation that as academics we are no less subject to
institutional pressures, hierarchies, and interests than anyone else. In the
preface to Classes Wright declares that changes in his institutional
position may have affected his work but he has tried to be self-reflective
and to minimize the negative effects. Here Wright is uncharacteristically
unrigorous. Indeed positivist knowledge has to be unrigorous about its
own determination if it is to uphold its claims to universalism. Practical
knowledge, on the other hand, compels and provides a basis for being
rigorous about the determination of science by the context of its pro-
duction, validation and consumption. Science is no less socially
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determined than any other knowledge. Within the university political
struggles—be they over a nuclear weapons laboratory, unionization of
clerical workers or teaching assistants, affirmative action, academic free-
dom, or the curriculum—are not a distortion of true knowledge pro-
duction. Political struggles do not contaminate the pursuit of truth, they
are the pursuit of truth. Science is a political process. But what sort of
science is this? Let us now look at the theory—practice couplet from the
standpoint of the development of theory. Let us focus on the advance-
ment of Marxism as a body of knowledge.

7 From the Standpoint of Science

Wright recognizes a double determination of facts, on the one side by
“real mechanisms” and on the other side by the conceptual apparatus
and the interaction of subject and object. The elucidation of real
mechanisms, I have argued, is an impossible task so I begin at the other
end of the determination equation—knowledge shaped by the social and
theoretical context of its production. What he regards as an annoying
distortion, impeding our grasp of real mechanisms, I regard as the defin-
ing character of knowledge.

But, how do we choose between systems of knowledge deriving from
different social and theoretical contexts? First, theories must explain
commonly agreed experiences as well as being internally consistent.
Conformity to such empirical controls and to technical rules still leave
competing theoretical systems. Marxists have often argued that the
superiority of Marxism rests in it being the “world view” of the pro-
letariat—whose privilege it is to emancipate humanity. When the work-
ing class “betrays” this privilege by not embracing Marxism intellectuals
deem it guilty of false consciousness. This is the very opposite of a
knowledge based on engagement. It is not my solution.

The choice of a particular system of knowledge involves political,
moral and aesthetic judgments as well as an empirical judgment. Objec-
tive knowledge cannot be reduced to knowledge in pursuit of empirical
reality but stems from commitment to the theoretical framework one
adopts to examine that reality. It is the anchor within Marxism that
allows me to make sense of the experiences produced through engage-
ment in the world, to turn those experiences into knowledge that can
then be mobilized to advance Marxism. And by the advance of Marxism
I mean the solution of the anomalies at the center of Marxism, the
development of what I earlier called a progressive research program.

What do I mean by engagement with the world? I mean actively
participating in the lives of those one studies. In historical work I am

THE LIMITS OF WRIGHT’S ANALYTICAL MARXISM 95

arguing for a dialogue with the past from the standpoint of involvement
in the present. It means making the fact that we are simultaneously
participant and observer in society an inescapable reality. That involve-
ment grounds one in the real empirical interests of those being studied—
the participants—at the same time that Marxism provides the necessary
lens through which to interpret what one experiences through this
engagement—a lens which also has an associated set of interests.

When I began working in a South Chicago machine shop, the over-
whelming experience was how hard people were working—harder than
seemed warranted by the ostensible rewards. From this emerged the
question of how consent was organized on the shop floor. I asked my
fellow workers why they worked so hard and they laughed at me, saying
they weren’t working hard at all. They were getting away with murder.
How effortlessly they seemed to have accepted management’s norms of
hard work. What an effective means of exploitation! Perhaps, then, all
the talk about the role of state, family and ideology to explain the damp-
ening rather than deepening of class struggle is unnecessary—consent is
manufactured at the point of production. Was this true of other fac-
tories, other capitalist countries, other periods of history, socialist
societies? This was my second question. I conjectured that in socialist
countries interests are organized very differently in the workplace.
Working in a Hungarian steel mill I was struck by the way in which the
organization of production systematically engendered opposition to
socialism for failing to live up to its claims. Paradoxically it is in state
socialism that workers, although hostile to socialism, actually act in
defense of its principles.

The process of discovery is simultaneously a process of validation.
Each moment of each day on the shop floor becomes a trial of one’s
conjectures, hypothesizing that people will react in particular ways to
given situations and trying to resolve the anomaly when they don’t. This
can take place on a very micro level of everyday interactions or it can
take place in a “social drama,” sometimes provoked by one’s own
presence. For example, my friend Jdnos (who had spent time with
managers in their offices and on the shop floor) and I wrote a paper
which argued that in a socialist enterprise there is a bimodal distribution
of functions among managers. Top managers have to bargain with the
state for resources, subsidies, production profiles, etc. while shop floor
management has to retain a lot of autonomy in order to adapt the
exigencies of shortages. It means that the layers of middle management
have no clear function and their redundancy is reflected in disruptive
interference on the shop floor backed up with punitive sanctions, par-
ticularly fines.

According to the rules of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences if
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J4nos wants to publish case study material he must first submit the paper
to the enterprise concerned. Well, we did and the Academy was
informed that this was not an objective report and was damaging to the
company. A representative of top management said that he actually
would have liked the analysis had it been of another company but since
they wanted to export steel to the West such an article in English
wouldn’t be to their advantage. [It would be difficult to hide the identity
of the steel mill without losing essential detail in our exposition.] The
paper was handed to middle management for their comment. It was
ritually condemned at a meeting of thirty managers from the plant. We
then received sets of written comments on our paper from middle
managers, supposedly refuting what we had said. As far as we were
concerned these comments only further convinced us that middle
managers didn’t know or didn’t want to admit they knew the true char-
acter of work organization. One manager, who had been away when it
all blew up, commented in front of another manager that he thought that
the analysis was fine. The following day he was furiously berated in a
meeting of managers, “We don’t need people like you around here.”
Handing back one’s work to those one studies is a way of learning one’s
interests as a scientist. But it is also a means of validating and developing
one’s explanations. Though don’t expect anyone to like you for it. Don’t
expect any rosy consensus in the name of truth.

But does this mean we should rule out the use of surveys? The more
the survey is abstracted from the context in which it is carried out the
more skeptical I am about its use. Surveys that are administered to a
community in which the sociologist is already involved are more mean-
ingful than national samples that ride rough shod over diverse contexts.
The results of surveys are often more revealing in the effects their use
engenders than in the abstract responses to their questions. Let me offer
a last example.

While studying for my MA at the University of Zambia I became
actively involved in the newly established student Sociological Asso-
ciation. Colonialism had left Zambia with only a hundred university
graduates and so the university was grooming a new elite. We thought
that one of the functions of the Sociological Association could be to
regularly tap student opinion. We did this with considerable success,
using questions ranging from domestic and international political issues
to the quality of campus food. In 1971 there was a demonstration
outside the French Embassy over rights granted to South Africa to
manufacture Mirage jet fighters. A battle with the police ensued, many
students were arrested and one lay in hospital with a bullet in his thigh.
Rather than endorsing student support for government anti-apartheid
policy, President Kaunda admonished students and told them to leave
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matters of foreign policy in his hands. Piqued at this rebuff the executive
of the student union signed an open letter to President Kaunda, accusin
him qf “hypocrisy” and “inconsistency.” In response the rul’ing partg
organized rpassive demonstrations of solidarity with the Presidenty
Thre.a_ts to invade the campus by party youth brigades led students tc;
moblllge themselves behind their union executive and barricade them-
selves in. But the defenses were not strong enough to stop the militar
paramlhtary and riot police marching on to the campus at 4 a.m an}g
herding us out into a field at gunpoint. The student executive. was
expelled and the university was closed down for six weeks.

When classes resumed I and another student decided to run another
survey of student opinion. Among other matters we were askin
stuQents for their opinion about the closure, who should make forei 1%
pohc‘yz Fhe nature of democratic politics, etc. Fielding the survey ax%d
pub.hcmng the results generated a furious battle, revealing the true
factlons'c‘)n campus and their connections to outside forces. The social
anq po_htlcal.structure of the student body was laid bare by the socio-
logical 1nyest1gation, not in its empirical results which revealed little, but
through'lts social and political effects. From this perspective the sé)cial
context is not a contaminating influence, a barrier to discovering those
under}xmg mechanisms, but becomes the very object of investigation b
examm}ng the consequences of applying the survey instrument. Y

'Don t get me wrong. I am not claiming that there is anything “revol-
utionary” in these examples. What is essential is that the methodolo
they ernpody is not incompatible with revolutionary commitment. I a%r}ll
on!y trying to defend a perspective that can be both scientific and. revo-
lgtlonary. Indeed it is a method in which revolutionary activity can give
rise to the greatest advance in science. Revolutionary activity is activit
that challenges the status quo in the most radical way and thereforz
reveals most vividly the lines of interests, the constellation of social
for.ces resisting and promoting change. At the same time, the more revo-
lutlpnary the intervention in society, the more it threate:ns to transform
soc':lal .and political structures and the more necessary is a science to
guide it. At a moment when societal structures are at their most fluid
expanding the range of possible development, we also require a ﬂexiblé
theory to guide us through the uncertainty.

8 Conclusion

I can now return to my original question: what sorts of Marxism are
apprqprla‘te to the present period? By claiming that theory too was a
practice, “theoretical practice” cut the umbilical cord uniting Marxist
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theory to practical activity. It was designed to create a breathing space
for intellectuals within the French Communist Party. It was taken over
by some American academics to win a place for Marxism within the
university. This was at a time when one could still talk about socialism in
the United States with a straight face, when Socialist Review was still
called Socialist Revolution, when the tide of popular struggles had not
completely receded from the campus.

Theoretical practice now justifies a rigorous science at odds with radi-
cal politics. Political quiescence has cut Marxists adrift within the
university to find a new equilibrium, one that is shaped by interests
within the liberal university. Professionalization threatens to reduce
Marxism to an ideology of intellectuals whose interests are syste-
matically concealed by the veil of neutrality surrounding the pursuit of
science. Venturing beyond the narrow community of Marxist academics
and engaging people with other interests has two benefits, apart from the
possibility of directly affecting change. It makes us aware of our interests
as academics and it fosters the solution and generation of anomalies that
define the Marxist research program. When the mountain doesn’t come
to Mohammed, Mohammed must go to the mountain.

Postscript

As ever committed to dialogue and truth Wright read the penultimate
draft of the above essay. After making detailed criticisms he concluded
as follows:

The irony in much of your commentary is that many of the criticisms you raise
could be raised equally by someone committed to a realist philosophy of
science. I found nothing in your discussions of Zambia and Hungary or your
comments on adjudication with Poulantzas unreasonable, but I also do not see
them as representing some radical methodological alternative. Above all,
aside from the specific issue of whether or not one should ever try to bring
evidence to bear in arguments in favor of one theory (or concept) over
another, 1 do not believe that there are great consequences in practice from
our differences.

I have two comments.

First, examples chosen to illustrate features of one ontology can
obviously be understood from within an alternative ontology. Neverthe-
less, from the same account our different frameworks draw different
conclusions. Wright relegates the issues I raised in the Hungarian and
Zambian examples to the province of “the sociology of knowledge”—
how scientists discover knowledge, how participants respond to scientific
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knowledge. He sharply distinguishes the context-dependent production
and consumption of knowledge from the context-independent validity of
that same knowledge. I, on the other hand, am arguing that the very
criteria distinguishing truth from falsehood are themselves contextually
shaped. By withholding the academic context within which the corre-
spondence theory of truth gains acceptance he gives it an aura of uni-
versality. Realist ontology and the correspondence theory of truth are
thereby presented as natural and inevitable. Rival ontologies such as the
one explored here and rival epistemologies such as the consensus view
of truth (in which truth is what we agree to be true) or the pragmatic
view (in which truth is what works) are not so much as mentioned. And
so the consequences of his analytical Marxism (the inability to ever
know whether one is approaching truth, the opposition of science and
revolution, and the emphasis on adjudication at the expense of the
examination of anomalies that face Marxism) are presented as the
unavoidable if unpleasant facts of scientific life when in reality (!) they
are products of a particular ontology and a particular epistemology.
Second, I leave it to the reader to decide whether there are significant
differences in the way we practice Marxist science. But to the extent that
there are similarities, this may not be because holding divergent theories
of knowledge makes no difference but because we don’t follow our
prescriptions. On the basis of realism and a correspondence theory of
truth alone I don’t believe Wright would be able to defend his commit-
ment to Marxism. In my own case, in order to persuade academic
audiences of the validity of Marxism, I adopted their criteria of truth and
falsehood. It was a defensive maneuver whose implications I have only
slowly and dimly begun to recognize. While I think it imperative to con-
tinue the war on that front and here Wright’s work is critical because it is
consonant with conventional sociological practices, nevertheless the
more urgent task is to try and practice the methodology I have proposed
in this essay. To save sociology or to save Marxism—that is the question!



REPLY TO BURAWOY
Erik Olin Wright

I would like to briefly discuss three issues raised in Michael Burawoy’s
comments: the tension between commitment and skepticism in science
and revolution; the relationship between knowledge and emancipation;
and the relationship between a realist ontology and scientific knowledge.

1 The Tension Between Commitment and Skepticism

From early in its history, Marxism has been troubled by tendencies for
Marxist theory to degenerate into Marxology. Debates over theoretical
issues are often waged through an idiom of interpretation of texts of
Marx (or Lenin or Stalin or Mao, depending upon the historif:al
context). Scientific writings become viewed as sacred texts in whu?h
authoritative readings become the criteria for truth. This is the sense in
which Marxism can become more like a theology than a science. Any
defense of the harmonious “unity of theory and practice” needs to be
able to account for the strength of this tendency within the Marxist
tradition.

In my comments I suggested that this tendency reflects an inherent
tension (not polar opposition, but tension) between the psychological
states required for revolutionary practice and scientific activity. The
former, I said, required absolute commitment; the latter, perpetual
skepticism. Since Marxism was simultaneously the ideological foun-
dation of revolutionary movements and the theoretical foundation of a
social science, it embodies this tension and, in certain times and places,
one mode or the other dominates.

The rhetoric with which I expressed this tension was perhaps some-
what overdrawn. It is certainly excessive to say that revolutionary move-
ments require “true believers” instead of open-minded activists
prepared to learn from their mistakes. The image I conveyed was of the
revolutionary as fanatic, and while tendencies toward fanaticism may be

inherent in revolutionary movements, revolutionary commitment itself

does not entail fanaticism. And, as Burawoy points out, it is equally
essential for the advance of Marxist science that theoreticians have
passionate commitments. No one would ever be a Marxist simply from a
dispassionate weighing of the evidence and argument in its favor, with-
out extra-scientific commitments.
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To say that scientists need deep commitments and revolutionaries
need open-mindedness, however, is not to deny that a tension between
these modes of thought exists. It may be true, as Burawoy suggests, that
without dogmatism (or at least some degree of dogmatism) there is only
chaos, but this does not eradicate the tension between the intellectual
rigidity encouraged by dogmatism and the intellectual flexibility required
to learn new things. What I described as the tension between revo-
lutionary practice and revolutionary theory, therefore, may equally be a
tension within the practice of revolutionary theory, but it remains a
tension nevertheless.

2 Knowledge and Emancipation

Burawoy poses an interesting contrast between the view that “truth
would serve the Marxist cause” and the view that “the ultimate ground-
ing of Marxism is its truth.” He believes that there was a time in which I
believed the first of these statements, but that I am now committed to
the second. Thus, if I came to believe that Marxism was not true—or,
perhaps more precisely, that some alternative theoretical perspective
was closer to the truth—then I would abandon Marxism.

Burawoy is correct in this conclusion: I would abandon Marxism if I
came to believe that it was false relative to a rival theory that attempted
to explain the same things. But the initial contrast he draws between
truth serving the “Marxist cause” and Marxism being grounded in truth
is a misleading one and leads to misinterpretations of the implications of
this conclusion. I would reformulate the contrast by saying that I believe
that truth serves the cause of emancipation (where emancipation is
understood as the elimination of oppression, exploitation, domination)
and that “Marxism” is the name I give to the emancipatory theory which
I believe is closest to the truth. Thus while Burawoy is correct in saying
that if I came to believe that Marxism was false (relative to a rival) I
would indeed abandon it, this would not in any sense imply an abandon-
ment of the moral and political cause of emancipation itself. Eman-
cipatory interests are central to defining the kinds of questions I think
are important to ask and thus the explanatory objects that a scientific
theory to which I am committed should address. My commitment to
these questions remains grounded in moral and political concerns, but
my commitment to the specific concepts and explanations embodied in
Marxist answers to these questions is based on my assessment of their
truth relative to rivals,

This raises the issue of the relationship between emancipatory
goals and scientific knowledge. Burawoy quotes Bhaskar as saying “the
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emancipatory potential of social science is contingent upon, and entirely a
consequence of, its textual explanatory power.” This, Burawoy says, is a
form of idealism for it sees ideas as having a social force (an eman-
cipatory potential) independently of the interests of actors. There are
two comments I would like to make on this issue.

First, I agree entirely with Burawoy that the social efficacy of ideas is
contingent upon the ways in which they resonate with interests. “Truth”
per se has no effects. Contrary to Burawoy, however, I do not think that
there is anything whatsoever inherent in a realist perspective on know-
ledge that implies that ideas should have an autonomous social effec-
tivity. A realist would say that in order to understand the effects of ideas
we must study the real mechanisms through which ideas work in the
world. These mechanisms would include a range of psychological
mechanisms (through which ideas are “heard” and incorporated into
cognitive and motivational structures) and institutional mechanisms
(through which ideas are disseminated). It is entirely plausible that as a
general “law” in the sociology of knowledge we might decide that ideas
have social impact only when they resonate with the interests of actors.
This claim about the conditions for ideas to have causal weight in the
world, however, does not follow logically from any epistemological
premises. It is a substantive claim about how the world works, not an a4
priori philosophical assertion.

Second, I cannot defend rigorously my assertion that scientific truth
in fact has emancipatory potential (when this truth “resonates with
interests™). It could be the case, for example, that distortions and lies aid
the cause of emancipation more than knowledge. It might be the case
that people need illusions of grandeur, exaggerated beliefs in their
historical efficacy, confidence in the ultimate triumph of communism, in
order to engage in the practical sacrifices needed to accomplish even
limited emancipatory transformations. A scientific analysis which
convinced people that historical materialism was false (that is, that
communism was not inevitable) might thus in fact reduce the chances
for even partial emancipation. Since I believe that partial emancipation
is preferable to no emancipation, it might therefore be the case that
defending strong historical materialism (which I believe to be a false
theory) could serve the cause of emancipation (or the “Marxist cause” if
you prefer). Such a situation would pose a serious moral and intellectual
dilemma for me: would I support ideas which I believed to be false when
I also believed them to be emancipatory?

If the interests served by particular ideas become the essential cri-
terion for their “truth,” the above dilemma of believing certain ideas to
be simultaneously false and yet emancipatory would be reframed as a
conflict between two interests held by a theorist: their interests as aca-
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demics (which leads them to adopt realist-type criteria for truth) and
their interests as Marxists (which leads them to hold emancipatory criteria
for truth). The theorist thus simply has to choose which of these interests is
more important: is it more important to be an academic or a Marxist? As
Burawoy says, “to save sociology or to save Marxism—that is the question.”
This seems to me to be an unsatisfactory resolution of the dilemma.
When I say that strong historical materialism is false what I mean is that
I can marshal evidence and argument which, if presented to a revo-
lutionary who was willing to listen and to rationally weigh the issues,
would lead that revolutionary to reject strong historical materialism. It
would not necessarily lead the revolutionary to reject revolutionary
goals, but it would lead to a discrediting of the theory that such goals
will inevitably be achieved because of the fettering of the development
of the forces of production by capitalist relations of production. Of course,
some people will not “listen” and rationally consider the evidence—they
are dogmatic in a way that destroys rather than complements
skepticism—and thus discredited ideas can remain durably believed.
Nevertheless, it seems much more plausible to explain this by the
analysis of various social and psychological mechanisms of belief
formation—cognitive dissonance, wishful thinking, pressures to conform
to institutionalized ideologies, etc.—than by the global epistemological
claims that truth has meaning only in terms of interests and thus dif-
ferent truths are no more than direct expressions of different interests.

3 Realist Ontology

Burawoy’s critique of scientific realism rests on a critique of its onto-
logical position (that real causal mechanisms exist independently of the
theorist) and its epistemological position (that we are capable of distin-
guishing the relative truthfulness of rival claims about the world). These
two issues are joined, for the ability to adjudicate between rival explan-
ations of the same theoretical object hinges on the existence of a “real
world” independent of our thought, since it is this independence that
makes the various strategies of adjudication plausible (experimental and
quasi-experimental designs, criteria of internal consistency of concepts
and data, etc.). Adjudication may still be fraught with difficulties, and in
many cases it may prove impossible to decisively marshal evidence and
arguments to differentiate rival explanations of the same phenomena, but
nevertheless if the realist ontology is correct, adjudication becomes at least
possible in principle.

Burawoy rejects the realist ontology by saying that in his perspective,
“the world is neither external to us waiting to be mapped nor is it a
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figment of our imagination but exists in an inseparable relationship to
us. The world does not exist outside our relationship to it” (p. 59). Par-
ticularly in the context of social science, there is a deep ambiguity in the
collective personal pronoun used in this statement. Is the claim that the
social world does not exist outside of my individual relationship to it, or
that it does not exist outside of the relation of people in general to it?
The latter statement seems to me eminently reasonable: the theoretical
objects of social science are constituted by the relations among people
and their practices, and thus the social world does not exist inde-
pendently of our collective relationship to the world.

The former statement—that the social world does not exist inde-
pendently of my personal relation to it—does not make sense to me. I
believe that apartheid exists, that workers are exploited and that the US
government is supporting right-wing movements around the world
independently of my individual relationship to any of these particular
social phenomena. I could, of course, be wrong about any of these
beliefs, but whether or not apartheid, capitalist exploitation or support
of right-wing movements exists is independent of me.

Furthermore, with the exception of a radically idealist epistemology,
in allof the alternative epistemological positions mentioned by Burawoy—
consensus views of truth, pragmatic views of truth, realist views of truth—
the belief that the social world exists independently of my individual
relationship to it would be considered “true.” Burawoy’s preferred
epistemology is what he terms the consensus view of truth “in which truth is
what we agree to be true” (p. 70). It would certainly be the consensual view
of human beings in general (and certainly of human beings in modern
capitalist societies of whatever class) that the social world exists inde-
pendently of each individual person, and thus the realist ontology would be
consensually validated. It is one thing to say that each person does not exist
independently of the social world (since we are all constituted as persons
within social interaction) or that the social world does not exist inde-
pendently of people in general, and quite another to say that the social
world does not exist outside of my individual relationship to it.

A realist ontology does not logically entail a realist epistemology—the
view that real mechanisms exist in the world independently of our
theories and our individual relation to the world does not imply the view
that we are capable of differentiating the relative truthfulness of claims
about those real mechanisms. But a realist ontology does imply that our
descriptions of the world, and the theories we construct using these
descriptions, are constrained both by the effects of these real mechan-
isms and by the concepts which we use to analyze them. This double
constraint at least opens up the possibility for scientific adjudications
between rival concepts and explanations of the social world.
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Classes and Class Analysis
Guglielmo Carchedi

By transporting the concept of capitalism from its production relations to
property relations and by speaking of simple individuals instead of speaking of
entrepreneurs, he moves the question of socialism from the domain of pro-
duction into the domain of relations of fortune—that is, from the relation
between capital and labor to the relation between poor and rich.!

In recent years E.O. Wright has emerged as an influential sociologist of
the left. In his most recent work, Classes, he undertakes a complete
reformulation of his theory of social classes.” In this process of recon-
ceptualization, Wright touches upon a number of issues which lie at the
core of Marxist analysis. A review of Classes is thus an important occa-
sion to clarify the issues and assess the consequences of choosing among
the different, alternative, formulations of those issues. Thus, the
importance and significance of the following discussion goes much
further than the assessment of this work.

There are two dimensions to this work. A “biographical” one, which
deals with the reasons for Wright’s theoretical shift and with a com-
parison between his previous and his new conceptualization. In this
review I shall not dwell on it. Rather, in what follows I shall focus on the
second dimension, that is, on the characteristic features of Wright’s new
approach. Wright has a clear and immediate style of writing. He can
present complex issues in an attractive way. He also undertakes a diffi-
cult task, that of providing empirical evidence for a Marxist theory of
class. He should be given credit for this and the difficulty of the task
should not be forgotten in assessing his results. But, unfortunately, and

1. R. Luxemburg, Reform or Revolution, in M.-A. Wate d
Speaks (New York: 1970). o (60, Rosa Luemburg

2. E.O. Wright, Classes (London: Verso, 1985).
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