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 NOTES ON MARXISM AND SOCIOLOGY IN THE USA

 MICHAEL HECHTER

 Fifteen years ago it was fashionable to declare the American Marxist a rare

 species.1 Since the popularity of Marxism was considered a byproduct of
 economic decline, its endangered status was taken to be an ineluctable sign

 of the fundamental soundness of American capitalism. In retrospect this
 analysis seems lame at best, if only because Marxism has recently gained new

 strength, particularly in the universities. The evidence of this strength is all
 around us. For the first time, Marxian graduate programs have been instituted

 in several American universities in sociology as well as many of the other
 social sciences. Marxist scholarly journals have proliferated,2 and articles on

 Marxist themes occasionally make their way into mainstream journals.3
 Books by Marxist writers have recently succeeded in winning several of the

 most prestigious awards of various professional associations. And a large
 number of American colleges and universities can claim to have Marxists
 on their faculties. It is revealing that this Marxist renaissance has occurred

 in the absence either of a major depression, or of any obvious qualitative
 changes in the American social structure.4

 Whatever its causes, this revival of interest has occurred at a time when it
 is clear that Marxism cannot be regarded as a distinctive social scientific

 paradigm, if by that term is meant an agreement within a community about

 first principles, as well as a set of rules and standards for scientific practice.

 Contemporary Marxism falls far short of this state of affairs. All told, the

 number of propositions simultaneously held by all Marxists but disputed by

 bourgeois sociologists is really very small. The intellectual differences existing

 within Marxism are probably of the same order as those which separate this
 community as a whole from that of bourgeois social science.

 In fact there is precious little consensus among Marxists on crucial episte-
 mological, methodological, and theoretical issues. This intellectual dissensus
 is quite naturally reflected by confusion at the level of praxis. The kinds of

 Department of Sociology, University of Washington
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 questions now being debated strike at the very theoretical core of Marxism.
 Is class struggle the central contradiction of contemporary capitalism, or has

 it somehow been displaced by imperialism?s Should nationalist movements
 in capitalist states be supported or resisted?6 How useful is the labor theory
 of value?7 Even the meanings of such central concepts as class, capitalism,

 and mode of production are no longer regarded as unproblematic by Marxists.

 To some extent Marxism has been in flux since the death of Engels in 1895.

 By that time it was already becoming apparent to some of the associates of

 Marx and Engels that the proletariat of the advanced capitalist states was not

 likely to achieve revolutionary class consciousness, as had been predicted in
 a number of classic texts. This growing awareness prompted theoretical

 revisions, the details of which need not be discussed here. The important

 point, however, is that consensus on a reformulation of Marx's principles did

 not subsequently emerge. Much energy has been spent poring over Marx's

 writings in the search for guidance in this task, but it is increasingly clear that

 this has not helped in any way. Part of the reason for this failure lies in the

 singular difficulty of Marx's theoretical texts. Pareto once remarked that
 Marx used words like bats: one could see both birds and mice in them.8

 The inherent ambiguity of much of Marx's theoretical writing has inevitably

 allowed for widely divergent interpretations of his thought.

 Clearly additional centrifugal forces have been at work in the history of

 Marxism. Geography has been the most important of these: theorists located

 in different social settings have tended to evolve distinctive versions of
 Marxism, versions that are adapted to local conditions. Thus the Austro-

 Marxists, faced as they were with complex interethnic political problems,

 came to devote much attention to previously unexplored questions about the

 social basis of nationalism.9 Third World Marxism is naturally concerned
 about analyzing patterns of uneven development in the world economy and

 tends to revolve around the dependency framework.m? In contrast, Western
 European Marxism - a product of political defeat - has for the most part

 been preoccupied with philosophical and even aesthetic concerns.11

 As Marxism spread outward from Europe and differentiated, following its
 own laws of uneven development, Marxist thought as a whole became more

 difficult to distinguish from bourgeois sociology. The large number of papers
 written on this subject is one indication of the increasing diffuseness of
 twentieth century Marxism.n2 But it equally attests to the strong influence
 Marxism has had within bourgeois sociology.13
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 Initially, the major response to the challenge of Marxism on the part of
 bourgeois sociologists was to caricature it as a crude form of economic deter-

 minism. While it is undeniable that some of the writings of Marx - and
 particularly of Engels - lend themselves to this kind of interpretation, many

 clearly do not. But the subtleties of Marx's analyses were swept aside by
 bourgeois sociologists in their attempt to dismiss Marxism by insisting that
 ideational elements, or values, are not wholly determined by preexistent
 social structures.1s It could then be argued that the direction of historical
 causation might, and most often did, proceed from the superstructure to the

 base, contrary to the expectations of the dominant, structurally deterministic

 versions of Marxism. However the problem with this position was that it left

 the genesis of these values indeterminate. As sociology became oriented
 toward explaining observed variation in individual and group behavior, this
 shift favored materialist as against idealist theoretical conceptions. This is

 because it is far easier to derive testable hypotheses from a vulgar Marxist
 perspective than a functionalist one.

 If bourgeois sociology places greater emphasis today on economic deter-
 minism than it did in the past, Marxist thought undoubtedly places less.16

 The net result of these conflicting trends is that a materialist explanation
 no longer distinguishes bourgeois sociology from Marxism. Nor is Marxism

 the only school of historical sociology. Non-Marxist economic anthropol-
 ogists, for example, have long argued that economic laws derived from
 societies with price-making markets are simply inappropriate for the analysis
 of exchange in eras and places where such markets do not exist.17

 Essentially, Marxism aims to establish a comparative sociology of different
 modes of production. Marx's analysis of capitalism is principally concerned to

 delineate just how this particular mode of production differs from others

 preceding it historically (that is, the communal, slave, Germanic, and feudal
 modes of production, in one famous formulation)18 as well as from the
 communist mode that eventually will supersede it. This insistence that the

 mode of production is the basic unit of analysis in sociology is what gives
 Marxism its transcendent character. By contrast bourgeois social science
 is for the most part content to investigate phenomena taking place within the

 era of capitalist dominance.19 Its analyses of these phenomena will often
 have no necessary implications for Marxism. Marx himself admitted that the

 "laws" of classical political economy probably held in bourgeois society;
 what he objected to was the claim that they were universally valid.20

 Marxism is certainly not unique in holding that capitalism represents a water-

 shed in social evolution. Instead, its uniqueness lies in its claim that capitalism
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 will in itself be displaced by an entirely different mode of production, com-

 munism. This is a claim that is obviously empirically unverifiable; therefore it
 must be accepted as an article of faith. But adherence to any scientific
 paradigm is also a matter of faith.21 In this sense Marxists are not much more

 metaphysical than their neo-classical economist opponents who hold that
 man, by his very nature, is always an income maximizer.22 If the differences

 between Marxist and non-Marxist sociology are so difficult to establish at
 this time, it might be expected that the use of these labels to describe re-

 search would diminish. Yet nothing could be farther from the truth. Despite

 the ambiguity of the term, Marxism is flourishing.

 Academic Marxists in America form a discrete and relatively tight-knit com-

 munity defined by distinctive social and professional behavior. As a group

 they affect a particular kind of style, simultaneously unconventional and
 principled, which is readily distinguishable from the more hedonistic varieties
 of bohemianism. I know a London publisher who loves to bring out books

 by Marxist authors (because they sell very well now) but wouldn't dream
 of inviting them to his West End club (because too many refuse to wear
 ties).

 While the Marxists are visibly set apart from bourgeois sociologists in their

 dress and lifestyle, other important markers of group membership come into

 play. Among the most notable is language. The language of Marxist academics

 is peppered with words and phrases never appearing in the normal discourse
 of non-Marxists. Some, but not all, of these words are adopted from Marx's

 own usage: a few current keywords include articulation, conjuncture, social

 relations of production, social formation, and problematic. Often this lan-

 guage is used self-consciously more to signal a given audience that a Marxist
 approach is being taken, than as a vocabulary denoting concrete referents.
 Thus its usage invokes group solidarity. At its worst (in the hands of the
 Althusserians) Marxist jargon is as impenetrable as the most abstract func-
 tionalist rhetoric. Indeed, there is a grudging admiration of Parsons' system
 in certain Marxist circles; perhaps this also extends to matters of literary

 style.

 It is but a short distance from the existence of different speech communities
 to the fact that most Marxists tend to cite the work of other Marxists rather

 than that of bourgeois sociologists. To the extent that the substantive inter-
 ests of Marxists and non-Marxists diverge, this tendency is inevitable. But the

 sharpness of the social boundary separating the two camps is so great that
 there is often little knowledge of relevant research being done by outgroup

 members. That Marxists and non-Marxists tend to publish in separate jour-
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 nals only exacerbates this situation. It is essential to appreciate that ignorance

 concerning the outgroup is found on both sides of this social boundary. If
 Marxists are often unaware of bourgeois work having implications for their
 own substantive and methodological concerns, most bourgeois scholars are

 by the same token hopelessly ill-informed about Marxism. Blissfully ignorant
 of the deep intellectual fissures dividing Marxists, mainstream sociologists

 prefer to see them instead as a homogeneous mass with a coherent, even
 dangerous, ideology. Worse, they are contemptuous of any writing that even
 smacks of Marxism. As a result, they are not cognizant of much of the best

 work carried out by Marxist scholars. Of course, the existence of this sharp

 boundary separating Marxists from non-Marxists leads inevitably to stereo-

 typing. While the boundary no doubt serves social functions, and possibly
 even some intellectual ones, it nevertheless limits technical knowledge avail-

 able to members of both groups in deleterious ways.

 Why do some scholars persist in identifying themselves as Marxists - or for
 that matter as anti-Marxists - given that, for all practical purposes, these
 labels seem to be devoid of intellectual content? In countries where Marxism

 has the status of an official ideology (in socialist bloc states, as well as some

 in the Third World) Marxist self-identification is as necessary, and as insignifi-

 cant, as a union card in a closed shop industry. To be a Marxist is merely
 the pragmatic thing to do. In countries where Marxism is legitimated by the
 existence of strong trade union-based political parties with Marxist ideological

 traditions (and this includes communist as well as some social-democratic
 parties) Marxist self-identification can provide access to a wide range of
 personal networks and important institutions ranging from the government
 to the universities.23 If in the first setting Marxists are in the Establishment,

 in the second they are stalwarts of the Legitimate Opposition.

 But in countries like the United States, where neither of these conditions

 obtain, being a Marxist is quite a different matter. In this country Marxism

 has always been regarded as a foreign import, part of the unwanted baggage
 of the newer European immigrants.24 Because Marxism has no institutional
 base in the United States, to be a Marxist here is to renounce any hope of

 gaining power in most institutional spheres, including the academic world.
 For in the normal course of events Marxist identification is a considerable

 personal and professional liability. Few Marxists have senior appointments
 in the elite universities, and those few are seldom treated very well. There-

 fore, being a Marxist in this country entails considerable personal sacrifice:
 it is a decision having significant social and intellectual consequences.
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 It is reasonable to suspect that different types of people will be attracted

 to Marxism in these three settings. Where Marxism has a strong institutional

 base it is likely to recruit persons who are well-integrated and personally
 ambitious. In the United States, however, ambitious individuals would
 tend to steer away from Marxist identification since it can only limit their
 horizons. Here individuals must become Marxist out of somewhat different
 kinds of motivations.

 Although there is little hard evidence, some paths to Marxist identification

 can be easily ruled out. Adherence to Marxism is unlikely to be based upon
 strictly intellectual criteria, for the simple reason that it cannot be regarded

 as an intellectually coherent paradigm. Marxism could be the ideology of
 those who cannot succeed in mainstream sociology, but all available evidence

 suggests that the reverse is true.25 Rather, this identity is freely chosen, and

 the Marxist's role, as Daniel Bell has seen, is akin to that of the prodigal
 son: "For him the world is a strange place whose contours have to be ex-
 plored according to one's destiny. He may eventually return to the house

 of his elders, but the return is by choice and not, as of those who stayed
 behind, of unblinking filial obediance."26

 It would surely be possible to tease out the effects of various factors that

 might predispose someone to assume this kind of role, including details about

 one's social origins, age, and generational experiences. While particular com-

 binations of these factors might make Marxist identification more or less
 probable, they cannot preordain it. The point is that American Marxists are

 more likely to be convinced than Marxists elsewhere that their society is so
 irrational, unjust, and unnecessary that thoroughgoing revamping rather than
 mere tinkering is required to better it. To a greater extent than in other

 countries the roots of Marxism here are ethical rather than economistic. In
 America Marxism is principally a badge of dissent worn by those who re-
 nounce the world as it is. Such people are attracted to Marxism because
 of its promise of transcendence.

 The ethical basis of American Marxism has implications for the conduct of
 inquiry. If Marxists do not have theories or research techniques distinct
 from those of bourgeois sociologists, this does not mean their analyses
 are indistinguishable, for different craftsmen may fashion different pro-
 ducts from the same tools and materials. The Marxist who considers any
 social order sees within it a great contest between antagonistic social groups.
 At any given time some of the players are winners but most are losers. The
 ethical commitment that enables American Marxists to withstand their less

 than respectable status in the academy also provides them with a particular
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 sensitivity to the fate of history's losers. This is not to suggest that Marxists

 alone possess this sensibility, for such a claim would be foolish. Some of

 the greatest works of imaginative literature as well as social science have

 been written from the losers' corner. Rather, the claim is that American

 Marxism is better characterized by this ethical principle than it is by any

 separate body of social theory or method. Taking the losers' corner should

 not be regarded as a mean achievement among a group of professional socio-

 logists for the most part far removed in their daily life from the experience

 of those lower in the social order. The division between mental and physical
 labor is among the most profound of all social divisions, and the social

 scientist who attempts to portray the world of manual workers, or the

 unemployed, is perforce faced with the ethnographer's task. While a few
 graduate students may be coaxed to engage in the long stint of participant
 observation necessary to overcome an academic worldview, their elders are
 much less likely to do so. For it is a wrenching experience, and the academic

 lifestyle - even for Marxists - is archetypically bourgeois. Yet the fact that
 Marxists are treated as a beleaguered minority in all but a handful of aca-
 demic departments in this country gives them a flavor of what it is like to
 be oppressed.

 That they are a beleagured minority is evident, but to understand why, one is

 advised to consider the ecology of Marxism within the discipline of sociology

 as a whole. Marxism is conspicuously not an issue in many sub-disciplines:

 there are few Marxist contributions to the leading problems in demography,
 ecology, or experimental social psychology. Instead, the influence of Marxism

 is principally confined to the historical, political, and theoretical branches

 of sociology. While the former fields may be characterized by something
 approaching Kuhn's description of normal scientific activity - there is sub-

 stantial agreement on the questions to be posed and the standards by which
 competing explanations can be evaluated - the latter fields have little such

 consensus. The founders of political sociology are self-admittedly political
 men who imbued their subject with ideological conceptions from the start.

 In the absence of acceptable canons of scientific inquiry, political ideology
 rushes in to fill the void. As a consequence, the important debates in these
 sub-disciplines have always been as much about politics as about method
 or substance. In this light, it is significant that many of the established figures

 in these fields - both Marxist and anti-Marxist - take rigid stands against the

 appropriateness of quantification in their disciplines. And it is both legendary
 and to an unfortunate degree true that decisions about hiring and tenure in
 these areas are too often made on thinly disguised political grounds - even in

 the most distinguished of departments. Since Marxists do not control many
 departments, they are likely to be the victims in these dramas.
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 The ethical imperative that leads these persons to adopt a Marxist identity

 carries with it a methodological imperative as well. It is an injunction to
 consider history from the losers' rather than the winners' perspective, and this

 enterprise can often be illuminating. Hence when a Marxist considers a sub-

 ject like the American Civil War, he or she is apt to be sensitive not only

 to the fate of the slaves but also to that of the war's actual losers: the plan-
 tation aristocracy. Can it be accidental that it was a Marxist historian who

 first made Fitzhugh's ideology comprehensible to Northerners?27 Similarly,

 when a Marxist studies contemporary underdevelopment, he or she is
 unwilling to make the assumption that it results from obstacles to growth

 that are endogenous to peripheral territories.28 But there is something to note

 about each of these examples. Genovese's view of the South is in many

 respects similar to a view long taken by the Southerners themselves. And

 Gunder Frank's Marxist version of dependency theory is not so radically

 different from the non-Marxist analyses of Prebisch and his school. What

 is distinctive about these approaches - both of which have stimulated much

 useful research - is that each takes as its point of departure the losers'

 definition of the situation.29 By doing so each enriches our understanding
 of history and the contemporary world in no small way.

 NOTES

 1. L. Coser, "USA: Marxists at Bay," in L. Labedz, ed., Revisionism (New York:
 Praeger, 1962), pp. 351-363.

 2. This proliferation is so evident that the popular press has even taken note of it.
 See "What's Black, White and Red All Over? A Marxist Magazine," The Wall Street
 Journal, April 10, 1978.

 3. R. Appelbaum, "Marx's Theory of the Falling Rate of Profit: Towards a Dialectical
 Analysis of Structural Social Change," American Sociological Review, 43:1 (Feb.
 1978): pp. 67-80; and M. Burawoy, "Contemporary Currents in Marxist Theory,"
 The American Sociologist, 13, (February 1978), pp. 50-64.

 4. Reasons for the current Marxist revival in the universities lie beyond the scope of
 this paper. Several possible explanations were, however, proposed by Stanley
 Aronowitz and John Finley Scott, members of the panel discussing this paper at
 the 1978 Pacific Sociological Association meetings. First, it was clear that Marxist
 analyses of the turbulent racial and international politics of the 1960s seemed far
 more plausible than those proferred by bourgeois social scientists. But structural
 factors may also have come into play. The combination of a changing age structure
 and economic downturn has significantly reduced the probabilities of finding
 academic employment among recent graduate student cohorts. John Scott sug-
 gested that this restricted opportunity structure systematically discourages careerist
 students from entering graduate school, leaving a relatively large proportion of
 idealistic students with chiliastic predilections who are especially attracted to
 Marxism.
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 5. I. Wallerstein, "The Rise and Future Demise of the World Capitalist System: Con-

 cepts for a Comparative Analysis," Comparative Studies in Society and History
 16, 4 (Sept. 1974), 387-415; R. Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic
 Devqlopment in Preindustrial Europe," Past and Present, #70 (Feb. 1976), 30-75.

 6. T. Nairn, The Break-up of Britain (London: NLB Books, 1977); and E. J. Hobsbawm,
 "Some Reflections on the Break-up of Britain," New Left Review, #105 (Sept.-
 Oct. 1977), 3-23.

 7. I. Steedman, Marx After Sraffa (London: NLB Books, 1978).
 8. V. Pareto, les Systemes socialists, Vol. II (Paris, 1902), cited in B. Ollman, Alien-

 ation: Marx's Conception of Man in Capitalist Society, Second Edition (Cambridge:
 Cambridge University Press, 1976), p. 3.

 9. T. Bottomore and P. Goode, Austro-Marxism, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978).
 10. S. Amin, Accumulation on a World Scale: A Critique of The Theory of Under-

 development, (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1974).
 11. P. Anderson, Considerations on Western Marxism, (London: NLB Books, 1970).
 12. For two very different exercises, see K. Korsch, "Leading Principles of Marxism:

 A Restatement," in Three Essays on Marxism, (New York: Monthly Review Press,
 1971), and L. Coletti, From Rousseau to Lenin, (New York: Monthly Review
 Press, 1972), pp. 3-44.

 13. See J. Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, Third Edition, (New
 York: Harper Trochbooks 1962), pp. 9-20; and T. Bottomore, Marxist Sociology,

 (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1975).
 14. M. Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, (London: Allen and

 Unwin, 1930).
 15. These subtleties were also ignored by a large number of vulgar Marxists who simply

 never assimilated them.

 16. For an example in sociology, see D. MacRae Jr., "Review Essay: The Sociological
 Economics of Gary S. Becker," American Journal of Sociology, 83, 5 (March 1978),
 1244-1258; for Marxism, see Ollman, and P. Anderson Lineages of the Absolutist
 State, (London: NLB Books, 1974).

 17. K. Polanyi, The Great Transformation, (Boston: Beacon Press: 1957); M. Sahlins,
 Stone-age Economics, (Chicago: Aldine-Atherton, 1972).

 18. E. J. Hobsbawm, "Introduction," to K. Marx, Pre-capitalist Economic Formations,
 (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1964).

 19. For obvious ideological reasons, however, bourgeois social scientists take a special
 delight in dissecting the contemporary socialist states, while Marxists have con-
 centrated their fire on contemporary capitalism.

 20. "Political economy has merely formulated the laws of estranged labor," K. Marx,
 in Economic and Philosophic Manuscript of 1844, in E. Fromm, Marx's Concept
 of Man, (New York: F. Ungar, 1963), p. 81.

 21. T. S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Second Edition, (Chicago:
 University of Chicago Press 1970).

 22. G. J. Stigler and G. S. Becker, "De Gustibus Non Est Disputandum," American
 Economic Review, 67, 2 (March 1977): 76-90.

 23. In present-day France many university departments are politically homogeneous by
 design. Thus Marxists have wide latitude in seeking academic employment, and
 the current joke is that to get a book published in Paris it must be concerned with
 Marxism.

 24. N. Glazer, The Social Basis of American Communism, (New York: Harcourt, Brace
 and World, 1961).

 25. E. C. Ladd, Jr. and S. M. Lipset, The Divided Academy, (New York: W. W. Norton,
 1975), pp. 125-148.

 26. D. Bell, "The Mood of Three Generations," in The End of Ideology, (New York:
 Collier Books, 1961), p. 302.
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 27. E. Genovese, The World the Slaveholders Made, (New York: Vintage Books, 1971),
 pp. 118-244.

 28. A. G. Frank, Capitalism and Underdevelopment in Latin America, (New York:
 Monthly Review Press, 1967).

 29. In the Dialectics of Nature, Engels discussed this duality as an essential part of the
 dialectical method, one that can be subsumed under a "law" stating that "the truth
 of any contrasting observation depends on the angle or point of view of the ob-
 server. Viewed in another way, for other purposes, on the basis of other values,
 or in connection with other things, what was identical is seen to be different,
 what was north is now south, what was a cause is now an effect, what was good
 is now bad. Identical twins have different times of birth; the North Pole seen

 from the North Star is south; inflation is good for debtors and bad for creditors,
 and so on," Ollman, p. 55. Conversely, Marxists often have problems when faced
 with situations in which there are several groups who could be considered to be
 oppressed: A good example is American blacks versus the American working
 class. Which group is more oppressed? The answer obviously depends on one's
 point of view. Since there is no acceptable set of criteria by which this determi-
 nation can occur, it tends to lead to troublesome quarrels.
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