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MARXISM AND SOCIOLOGY 
WHAT CONTRIBUTION HAS MARXISM MADE TO SOCIOLOGY?

The aim of this handout is to provide an overview of Marxism in the areas covered by your Sociology course.  It is not comprehensive, nor is it intended to be.  It has also deliberately neglected to include most specific named studies which you will need for your exams.  That's your job ...

Marxist theory has challenged pre-existing consensus accounts of social life.

It has concentrated on a number of specific issues, especially around

· the primacy of the economic basis of society

· issues of class power and domination

· a dynamic theory of history based upon class struggle - dialectical materialism

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION
The key area of Marxist theory.  Marxism has created an understanding of social stratification which subordinates everything to the ownership of the means of production in all societies.  Class conflict is the engine of history.  Social stratification in all societies is viewed in this way (a point made of Marxist historians by their critics who feel that this is ahistorical).

Marxists are particularly keen on attempting to detect signs of proletarianisation in modern society, as evidence of the eventual polarisation of the two principal classes, as foretold by Marx.  Embourgeoisement theorists have proved a challenge to classical Marxism, but there is a more fundamental problem of how to account for the growth of a large middle class in modern industrial society and the development of managerialism.

Marxists have had an ambiguous relationship to the growth of feminism as a separate account of the basis of social stratification.  Whilst Marxist accounts are often wedded to gender based analyses, there remains the insistence in classical Marxism on the primacy of the economic base.  Similar issues arise when attempting to account for race and ethnicity.

THE SOCIOLOGY OF THE FAMILY

Marxists have been highly critical of the family in modern society and the effects of capitalism upon family life as well as the role that the family itself plays in supporting an exploitative economic order.

Engels himself wrote a scathing attack on the family under capitalism in “The Origins of the Family, Private Property and the State” in which he traced the beginnings of men’s domination over women in conventional marriage back to their need to ensure the inheritance of their property by their own sons.  This necessitated the policing of women’s fertility and the control of women’s bodies as the property of their men.

Other Marxists have stressed the inadequacy of the family and private life as a defence against the exploitative capitalist system in advanced industrial societies.

Marxist-feminist writers have looked at the nature of domestic work as unpaid and unrecognised support for the capitalist system and of women’s domestic roles as interchangeable at times of profit squeezing with their role as a reserve army of labour.

THE SOCIOLOGY OF EDUCATION

Marxist accounts in the sociology of education have criticised the work of theorists such as Durkheim, but often by simply inverting the functionalist account of the education system.  Where functionalists have described the creation of value-consensus, Marxists have described ideological control, where functionalists have described processes of role allocation, Marxists have looked at social and cultural reproduction, and where functionalists have talked of the essential production of a skilled workforce, Marxists have stressed the “over-education” of the workforce to drive down the cost of skilled workers.

Issues in education include

· The importance of the school in meeting the demands of capitalism
· The importance of the hidden curriculum 

· The school as a myth-making machine safeguarding the hegemony of the ruling class (i.e., as an ideological state apparatus)

· Schools as mechanisms of social and cultural reproduction - ensuring that “working class kids get working class jobs”
CRIME AND DEVIANCE

A very useful area to review Marxist ideas on social control, class conflict and coercion in society.

A fundamental concept in the Marxist understanding of social control applicable to areas already outlined is Althusser’s distinction between Ideological State Apparatuses and Repressive State Apparatuses
Marxist approaches vary widely and can be divided broadly into the following four approaches

1. Traditional Marxism

With its emphasis upon the crimes of the powerful – especially white-collar and corporate crime compared with the crimes of the workers – crime and punishment here is selective - a tool of social control

2. Neo-Marxism/New criminology

With its emphasis on blending interactionist and structuralist concerns and its sympathy (as other committed siociologies) with the underdog.  Here the emphasis is on understanding the criminal.

3. Left Realism

As a reaction to New Criminology still with an emphasis on the underdog but this with the working class as the victims not perpetrators of crime

4. Marxist Subcultural theory

Emphasising the creation of class based subcultures as essentially oppositional, resisting the hegemony of the ruling class.  Moral panics around youth subcultures, crime and ethnicity have also been the concern of Marxist analysts in particular 

SOCIOLOGICAL METHOD

A more difficult area, unlike Functionalist sociologists Marxist sociological research tends to show itself to be a “committed” sociology, adopting a very particular set of values on behalf of the proletariat and the need for revolutionary social change.

However Marx himself regarded his own work as value-free, “scientific” - aiming to look beyond bourgeois ideology to uncover the truth about economic exploitation as the basis of social formations.

Marxist accounts of science tend to see it as a social product, bowing to the demands of capitalism, rather than a pure body of knowledge. (Is this like RK Merton’s structural-functionalist approach?)

The methodology of Paul Willis work could be looked at as an excellent example of neo-Marxist method in practice - contrast him to the traditional Marxist (“left-functionalist”?) approach of Bowles and Gintis to the same area.

A question to consider.

Is Marxism dead?  Following the collapse of regimes calling themselves Marxist in Eastern Europe, has it anything valid to say?  Or rather, is it true, as some commentators allege that we are all Marxists now?

[Sneaky examination tips - if you are outlining a debate between Marxist and other theoretical perspectives in an essay, remember that the reduction of all social life to economic necessity - economic reductionism - is an issue which later functionalists, post-modernists and - especially - Weber, have all taken exception to traditional Marxism can often be accused of malestream bias by feminists, and Marxist feminism has been a rather uneasy coalition in theoretical terms.  Much critical theory has been a simple response to the conservatism or simplicity of Marxism and usually post-dates it.  Your essay will gain a clearer critical framework and make chronological sense.]
Finally... are Marxists always so deterministic / economistic?  Even Marx saw the value of ideological factors in the construction of social relations - in his view of religion, for example. 
Godalming College Theory Revision - 2007MARXO - 1
Marxism and Sociology


