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Assessing Marxist approaches to education

As with other sociological perspectives this is best assessed against other perspectives.

Main Marxist Theorists

Marxist accounts in the sociology of education have stressed the way that economic and class factors in capitalism determine the nature and processes within the education system.

Marx did not write extensively about education though Marxists have made valuable contributions, especially on the influence of capitalism and the nature of the hidden curriculum.

Althusser described the education system as one of a number of Ideological State Apparatuses, which maintain control over the working classes through controlling ideas in society rather than having to use physical force.

Bowles and Gintis carried out a study on an American junior high school.  They stressed the following key concepts:
Correspondence Principle – the school mirrors the workplace and reinforces work discipline – through emphasising hierarchy, subservience, fragmentation and extrinsic rewards.
Ideological control – aggressiveness or challenging behaviour is punished and those demonstrating it are “cooled out” of the education system; conformity is rewarded
Cultural reproduction – the educations system reproduces and legitimates class inequality from generation to generation; meritocracy is a myth

Over-education – the education system creates a surplus of skilled workers to drive down wage rates and increase profits

Willis as a neo-Marxist stressed the ability of pupils to make their own decisions and shape their own cultural reality.  Again cultural reproduction occurs, but students cool themselves out of the education system. The lower working class “lads” actively resist schooling by forming an anti-school subculture; whilst the respectable working class ear’oles conform.

Bourdieu outlined the idea of cultural capital – emphasising the way that middleclass children can invest their culture for success in schools which share and develop their culture.

Rikowski has indicated the problems raised by the increased marketization of public education

Criticising Marxism

Marxists have been accused of economic reductionism by almost all other perspectives.  Often they seem to be simply inverted or negative functionalists – agreeing on the analysis they give but counting the functions described as “bad” not “good”.

Functionalists question the nature of continuous conflict in schools, and would emphasise that Marxists offer no real alternative to the existing school system.

Liberal thinkers stress the inability of functionalism to really consider the needs of the individual.

Feminists stress the malestream nature of the traditional Marxist approach, neglecting gender issues, although there are similar concerns between the two in their understanding of the hidden curriculum.

Influential Marxism?

Unlike functionalist or even feminist approaches, Marxism has had little impact on educational policy in this country.  It seems to offer critique but no solutions to the problems it throws up.  There should be a clear distinction between Marxist and Social Democratic approaches which are actually based on functionalist assumptions in spite of an interest in the working class.

Useful Marxism?

Marxism provides a thoroughgoing critique of our education system consistent with the class conflict identified in the rest of society. It provides a theoretically consistent alternative to the complacency of functionalist/consensus theory.
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