PROLOGUE

Falling into Marxism;
Choosing to Stay

In 1968, as a senior at Harvard, I made a film called “The Chess Game”
as part of a course 1 took in animation. Using ‘“‘solid animation”
techniques (i.e., moving a piece slightly and then shooting a frame of
film), the film revolves around the action of a set of elaborately carved
chess pieces who are playing a chess game. The basic story of the film was
simple:

The pieces march onto the board in military fashion. First the aristocracy
enters, followed by the pawns flanked by the knights. Two pawns try to run
away, but are captured and brought back to the board. The game starts. Right
from the start, the mortality rate for the pawns is very high (from a chess point
of view it is a terrible game). When a piece is taken, it falls over and is kicked
off the board. The pawns gradually pile up next to the board. Eventually you
see them talking to each other, the two sides mixed together. After a while, in
a burst of action, they attack the aristocratic pieces playing the game. The
soundtrack changes from baroque harpsichord music to Stravinsky’s “The
Rite of Spring.” Before long, the elite are defeated and pushed from the
board. The pawns then dance a Virginia Reel folk dance, light and dark pieces
intermingled. The screen fades out. But is the story over? No. The picture
comes back on and you see the pieces marching back onto the board. They
line up to play a new chess game, only this time the pawns are on the back row
and the old aristocratic pieces on the front row. The pawns now move like
knights, queens, bishops; the elite of the ancien régime are reduced to the
status of pawns. And the game begins again.

I made that film at a momentous time in the history of the left, in the
Western world for sure. The following autumn I showed it at an
international student center in Paris. People were still living in the
aftermath of the events of May of that year. After the film was shown, a
North Vietnamese student stood up and denounced it on the grounds
that it represented the complete futility of the attempt at revolutionary
change. In his view, the message of the film was plus ¢ca change, plus c’est
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la méme chose (the more things change, the more they stay the same). I
replied that this was a misunderstanding of the message of the film. The
point of the film is that you can’t dance a revolutionary square dance on a
chessboard. The mistake of the pawns in this fable was to imagine that by
simply eliminating the ruling class from the board they could reconstruct
a new society. The board was supposed to represent the social structure
that produces the games that we play, not simply to provide a “natural”
or neutral background for the action. Thus, what the pawns needed to do
was to remove the board itself from the field, not just the previous
players. In failing to do so, in the end, they recreated the same old game
but with a reversal of the traditional roles. You can’t dance a square
dance for long on a chessboard.

I must admit that this articulate account of the film’s message comes
from later reflections on my own intuitions that were at work in making
the film. Still, I think the film does show something about where my own
thinking was at a time before I would have identified my own intellectual
work as Marxist. It wasn’t really until several years later, during the early
1970s when I was a graduate student, that I first began explicitly to
identify my work in this way. Nevertheless, I had all the basic intuitions
in place, at least it seems to me, prior to the recognition that, indeed,
those intuitions were essentially Marxist intuitions. This is part of what I
had in mind when I adopted the title for this chapter, “Falling into
Marxism; Choosing to Stay.” The allusion is, of course, a somewhat
romantic one: you fall in love, but you choose to get married. (And
increasingly you choose to stay married, given the ease with which one
can get divorced.)

In my own biography, I think that what I learned in my first years in
graduate school was that I was already in fact “Marxist” in my own views
about the world. This was more of a discovery than a choice. Given this
discovery, however, 1 have faced a series of more or less conscious
choices at various junctures in my career. It is on the nature of these
choices that I would like to focus in this discussion.

Reflecting upon the interplay of choice and context is basic bread-and-
butter sociology: intended and unintended consequences; rational calcu-
lation and normative action; choices under constraints. The particular
twist I would like to give to the notion of the dialectic between choice and
constraint is found in the story of Ulysses and the Sirens — choices you
make today are sometimes consciously made with an eye to constraining
your future choices. (This use of the Ulysses and the Sirens metaphor
comes from Jon Elster’s book, Ulysses and the Sirens, Cambridge
University Press.) Ulysses knew, as a form of meta-rationality, that he
was going to face a situation shortly in which he did not want to be able to
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make choices. He wanted to be tied to the mast, and he instructed the
sailors on the ship not to listen to his calls to be released because he knew
that if he were free he would bring about his own downfall. At one point
in time, therefore, he had the capacity to makes choices that would
constrain his future choices.

A series of choices that I've made in the course of my career have this
basic Ulysses and the Sirens character: in one way or another I made
strategic choices with more or less understanding of how these choices
would constrain the possibility of choices in the future. Choices made at
five such junctures seem especially important to me. The first of these has
to do with the choice to identify my work primarily as contributing to
Marxism rather than simply using Marxism. The second concerns my
choice to be a sociologist, rather than some other “ist.” The third is the
choice to become what some people describe as a multivariate Marxist:
to be a Marxist sociologist who engages in grandiose, perhaps over-
blown, quantitative research. The fourth choice is the choice of what
academic department to be in. This choice was acutely posed to me in
1987 when I spent a year as a visiting professor at the University of
California, Berkeley. I had been offered a position there and I had to
decide whether I wanted to return to Wisconsin. Returning to Madison
was unquestionably a choice. Finally, and the issue that I will spend more
time on, is the choice to stay a Marxist in this world of post-Marxisms
when many of my intellectual comrades have decided for various good,
and sometimes perhaps not so good, reasons to recast their intellectual
agenda as being friendly to, but outside of, the Marxist tradition.

To set the stage for this reflection on choice and constraint, let me tell
you a little about the trajectory of my life that brought me into the arena
of these choices.

I knew that I wanted to be a professor by about age ten. Both of my
parents are academics; both of my siblings are academics; both of their
spouses are academics. The joke in the family is, the only social mobility
is interdepartmental. If you go one generation further back, that’s no
longer the case; but it was just obvious to me that being a professor was
the thing to be. I never experienced that as a real choice. Literally, it
never was an experience to decide to become a professor. AslongasIcan
remember ever thinking about what I wanted to do with my life, that’s
what I wanted to do.

In a funny way being an undergraduate at Harvard was also not really
a choice in the sense of a decision coming after a careful weighing of
alternatives and thinking through consequences. I was a high-school
student in Lawrence, Kansas, the home of the University of Kansas at
which my parents taught. By the time I graduated from high school I had
accumulated a bunch of credits at the university. All my friends were
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going to K.U. It just seemed like the thing to do, to go to K.U. A friend
of the family, Karl Hieder, gave me as a Christmas present in my senior
year in high school an application form to Harvard. He was a graduate
student at Harvard in anthropology at the time. I filled it out and sent it
in. Harvard was the only place to which I applied, not out of inflated self-
confidence but because it was the only application I got as a Christmas
present. When I eventually got accepted (initially I was on the waiting
list), the choice was thus between K. U. and Harvard. I suppose this was a
choice, since I could have decided to stay at K.U. However, it just
seemed so obvious; there was no angst, no weighing of alternatives, no
thinking about the pros and cons. Thus going to Harvard, like becoming
a professor, in a way just happened, rather than being chosen.

I could list a number of other things of this character: I got a
scholarship to study at Oxford for two years after I finished at Harvard.
Well, for a young intellectual who loved to study and read and liked new
settings, it just seemed ridiculous not to go to Oxford. It was, again, not a
real choice. I didn’t weigh the consequences. It was just the obvious thing
for me to do.

My career, however, does not entirely consist of a meandering walk
through non-choices of obvious alternatives, and what I would like to
focus on now is a series of junctures which did have more of the character
of choices in which there was real deliberation and thought about the
implications of different options.

Becoming a Marxist: Accountability and Eclecticism

When I began graduate school in Berkeley in 1971 I was already quite
radicalized intellectually and politically. The previous year I had spent as
a student at a Unitarian seminary in Berkeley, the Thomas Starr King
School of the Ministry. I enrolled in the seminary not out of a deep and
abiding commitment to the ministry as a possible vocation — that never
occurred to me as something I would actually do — but because it was the
only way I could think of at the time to keep out of the army in the
context of the Vietnam war. The enrollments in seminaries, especially in
Unitarian seminaries, increased dramatically in the late 1960s. During
the year I spent at the Unitarian seminary in Berkeley, I was a student
chaplain at San Quentin prison and became actively involved in some-
thing called the Prison Law Project. This was an activist organization,
particularly (but not exclusively) linking radical black prisoners with left-
wing lawyers, devoted to challenging prison conditions through litigation
and other forms of activism. In the context of my work with the Prison
Law Project and my role in the prison, I decided with my friends in the
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Project to write a book about San Quentin which eventually became
published as The Politics of Punishment, about half of which was written
by myself, and the rest by prisoners and others connected with the Prison
Law Project.

The Politics of Punishment was the first context in which I had to
deploy systematically my emerging theoretical perspective in an aca-
demic context of writing a sustained analysis. I wrote that book during
my first year of graduate school in sociology at Berkeley. It was really in
that context that it became clear to me that not only were my ideas
compatible with Marxism, but indeed that, in terms of my own intellec-
tual commitments, I was a Marxist. There was a discovery, in effect, that
there existed an ongoing intellectual tradition which accorded very
closely with my views. I came to that understanding not through a deep
study of Marx. I hadn’t at that point read Capital, for example. I had had
the typical kind of Harvard undergraduate exposure to certain classic bits
of Marxism, and I did a little more of that when I was studying history at
Oxford. But basically the discovery that my ideas could properly be
labeled “Marxist” was not the result of insights informed by a careful
reading of the classics, but rather of an exposure to the central themes
and current debates of Marxism as an ongoing intellectual tradition. I
thus came to Marxism more through the contemporary substantive
arguments of class analysis and political economy than through classical
texts.

While I discovered that my ideas fell firmly within the Marxist
tradition, there was still a basic choice to be made. This is the first crucial
branch point that I want to identify. Among radical intellectuals there is
an important distinction between defining one’s work as drawing from
the Marxist tradition on the one hand, or seeing one’s work as contrib-
uting to the reconstruction of Marxism on the other. Many scholars
acknowledge that their work is, in important ways, inspired by Marxism
without taking the additional step of seeing it as contributing to Marxism.
One can, if you will, do Marxism without being a Marxist.

Most of what I have written, if you strip away certain rhetorical parts
which make a big deal about how this is contributing to Marxism, could
almost as well have been written in the softer spirit of Marxist inspi-
ration. I could have framed my arguments by saying something like “the
Marxist tradition is a rich and interesting source of ideas. We can learn a
lot from it. Let’s see where we can go by taking these traditional notions
of class and massaging them, changing them, combining them with other
elements in various ways.” I could have cast my class analysis this way
without any commitment to Marxism per se as a tradition worth
reconstructing.

Many sociologists in the late 1960s and early 1970s, radical intellec-
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tuals of my generation, made the opposite choice. Take as an example
Theda Skocpol’s work, especially her first book, States and Social
Revolutions. This book could have been written as a Marxist work with
no change in any substantive thesis in it. It could have been written as a
book that was amending and reconstructing certain weaknesses in the
Marxist tradition in order to rebuild and strengthen that tradition.
Instead she chose, for reasons that she would have to explain in her own
set of intellectual and personal coordinates, to treat the book as a
dialogue with the Marxist tradition but firmly, rhetorically, outside it. I
made the opposite choice. The question is, why did I do this, what was
my thinking behind it?

Let me give you a vignette which I think helps to reveal what’s at issue
here. In 1986 I gave a talk in Warsaw called “Rethinking Once Again,
Alas, the Marxist Concept of Class” or some pretentious title like that. In
the talk T discussed such things as contradictory class locations, exploita-
tion and post-capitalistic society, the role of control over different kinds
of assets for constructing new kinds of exploitation, and so on. After-
wards, the first question was the following: ““‘Professor Wright, I find
your ideas very interesting and very compelling. I think there is a lot to be
discussed about them, but why do you call this Marxist? Why deflect
attention from what you are really talking about by saying that this has
anything to do with Marxism?” What is at issue here is a dramatic
difference in the contexts for pursuing radical intellectual work. In the
Polish context to declare that this was a reconstruction of Marxism meant
something utterly different from what the same statement means, the
same words mean, when they are declared in the context of American
sociology. In Poland, to reconstruct Marxism is to salvage the ideology of
state repression. In the United States, to embed one’s work in a rhetoric
of reconstructing Marxism means something entirely different.

Thus I think the first motivation behind the declaration of my work as
contributing to Marxism centers around a point in the sociology of
knowledge. What does it mean to define one’s work as integral to an
oppositional current within an established set of institutions? This is very
close to what sociologists mean when they talk about ‘“reference
groups,” although I think this is not simply a question of the people to
whom one feels connected and to whom one feels responsible. What
really was at stake for me was the nature of the constituency or audience
to whom I wanted to feel accountable. Whose criticisms did I want to
worry about, and whose did I want to simply be able to dismiss?

This issue of active constituency or reference group is reflected in the
gut reaction I get when a paper of mine is rejected by the American
Sociological Review, which happens quite regularly, in contrast to the
way I feel when I get a paper rejected by the New Left Review, which
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happens less regularly, but QOf:s happcn.. (As noted in the Prgfz:)ce, lth:
paper on Marxism and feminism on whlch'chapter 10 of this ool 1Csl
pased was rejected by New Left Rgiew after it had been carefully rev(lis§
in light of the editorial board’s criticisms.) When I get a paper rejecte hy
the ASR I am basically pissed off. I'm anpoyed an'd frustrated by the
amount of additional work, usually of a boring technical character whlf:h
will have no consequences for any substance of knowled_ge, that I'm
forced to do to deal with the objections tt}at have beeq rals.ed. When I
have a paper rejected by the New Left Re}/zew I get worrlled, it makes me
very anxious. I need a bigger space of time even to thlr'lk. through the
criticisms. In the case of my paper on Marxism and feminism I got ten
single-spaced pages of criticisms back from Fhe board of the NLR. 1
couldn’t even read them until I had a period of a couple of days
uncluttered by other work; it was too anxiety-provoking for me even to
contend with the ideas and issues they were raising. That.never happens
when [ get rejected from the ASR. 1 just get mad about it and go about

business. '
myThese psychological issues are an important part of what %s at sta.k_e in
making the choice to see my work as embedded l.n.the Marxist trad}tlon,
as contributing to the reconstruction of that tradition .rather than simply
drawing on it. Defining my work this way establishes whom I am
accountable to, whose opinions are going to matter. The issue of
reference group, however, is not just psychological, since reference
groups are also social networks that dispose of real resources and impose
real pressures of various kinds. Choosing a reference grgup, then, has
the effect of creating a set of constraints which one faces in thfz future.

In the decision to describe my work as contributing to Marxism, then,
there is a kind of Ulysses and the Sirens story at work. It is an attempt,
however imperfect, at blocking certain pressures of co-optation which
one experiences once one enters a profession. It is an attempt to mak.e
life more difficult for oneself. The same holds true for femlmst' soci-
ologists today. Some feminists say that their work i's cont'ribu'tmg to
feminism as such. Rather than just contributing to sociology msplreq py
feminism, they see their work as contributing to .building Feminist
Theory. Such declarations make life more difficult, since you cquld say
most of the same things without framing your ager}da in this more
provocative manner. Making one’s life more difficult in thls.way, how-
ever, is not a sign of masochism; it is a strategy which makes'lt harder to
slide inadvertently into a theoretical and intellectua.l practice which is
overwhelmed by its acceptability. The pressures for rr}11d, pon—con’fronta-
tional, acceptable scholarship are enormous, and situating one’s \fw')rk
firmly in a radical oppositional current is one way of partially neutralizing
those pressures. :
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There is another side to the choice to contribute to building Marxism as
an intellectual tradition rather than simply to use it, which entered my
own decisions and which has become increasingly important in my
subsequent ongoing decision to stay in Marxism rather than to become,
as is fashionable these days, post-Marxist. This second aspect of the
choice raises philosophy of science rather than sociology of knowledge
issues. What is the best way to contribute to the enhancement of our
knowledge of social life? Is the most productive strategy to work within
what one considers the best available paradigm, or is it better to take a
more eclectic approach, avoiding any strong commitment to a single
perspective but instead picking and choosing from different traditions as
is appropriate for different particular questions one might ask? In a
somewhat stylized way we can contrast two stances towards these issues:
a stance which places great value on ambitious programs for theoretical
coherence and integration in the form of a sustained paradigm, and a
stance, which is sometimes referred to as a more empiricist approach,
which argues that what we want to do is deeply and intensively describe
the world while eclectically drawing from different sorts of ideas as we
see fit for different problems.

My views on this contrast of intellectual practices are not the conven-
tional ones for someone who is committed to a paradigmatic view of
knowledge in his own work. Most people who are committed to some
kind of effort at building strong paradigms are anti-eclectic: eclecticism is
viewed as the enemy of paradigm-building. I believe, to the contrary,
that there is a symbiotic relationship between paradigm-mongers and
carefree eclectics. The optimal intellectual terrain for radical theory ~or
for any sociological knowledge for that matter — is a mixture of people
who are committed eclectics and people who are committed para-
digmists. If I could snap my fingers and make every radical intellectual a
committed Marxist, I wouldn’t do it. I think it would be bad for Marxism,
and certainly bad for the left. If I could snap my fingers and make
everybody a committed eclectic, if that’s not an oxymoron, I would also
not do it. Eclecticism is in a certain sense parasitic on committed
paradigms. To be an effective eclectic, you’ve got to have some other
scholars around who are worrying obsessively about how to rebuild
paradigms and maintain the maximum coherence possible within them.
But if that’s what everyone did, it would reduce the possibility of
effectively reconstructing paradigms because the puzzles and worries and
anomalies that a reconstructive project faces often come from the
insights generated by the eclectics.

The environment of intellectual work which I see as optimal, and
which I try to achieve to the extent possible in the intellectual circles
within which I work, thus values an intellectual pluralism in which no one
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is holier-than-thou about meta-theoretical principles. Dialogue b@twc;:en
the doubts of the eclectics and the commitments of the paradigmists

- strengthen both. These issues hold for contemporary feminism as well as

Marxism. In the feminist tradition radical ferpipism is crucial for heal.thy
feminism, even though I think radical feminism is the'lejast plggs;b{e
version of feminism. Still, it would be a shame for the feminist tradltlo.n if
radical feminists were somehow persuaded to abandon. the most.rgdlcai
and extreme forms of feminism. Similarly for the socialist tradlgon of
intellectual work, it is important to have a body (‘)f §ch01arsh1p and
intellectual work which remains committed to rebuilding, rather than
simply drawing from, the Marxist tradition.

Becoming a Sociologist: Non-disciplines and
Intellectual Pluralism

The second choice was the fateful decision to become a sociologist. I still
consider myself as being in sociology rather than of sociolpgy. _I see
sociology as a platform on which to do my work rather than a dlsmpl.me to
which [ feel any great commitment as such (although I have to .admlt that
over time my sense of loyalty to the field has grown a bit). As an
undergraduate 1 majored in an interdisciplinary social science program
(social studies), after which I studied history for two years at Oxf.ord‘. E
see myself as a social scientist and social theorist rather than a capital ‘S
Sociologist. Why, then, did I choose sociology as an academic home?
Of all the available social sciences, sociology seemed to me to t?e t.he
least disciplinary; it had the fuzziest boundaries. But even more signifi-
cantly, sociology has valued its own marginal traditions in a way thz}t other
social sciences don’t. In economics, Marx is described as a third-rate
post-Ricardian. (That’s a famous quote by Paul Samqleson, the.Nobel
prize-winning economist.) Even anti-Marxist sociologists recognize the
importance of Marx as one of the intellectual foundgrs of what has
become sociology. All graduate courses in theory contain at least some
reading of Marx. There are economic departments in whl'ch'th.e name
Marx would never be mentioned. The only social science discipline that
might have served as well as sociology was polit'ical science, and I
suppose if I had been at some other university 1 m{ght have become a
political scientist. But at Berkeley 1 felt that sociology was a more
congenial place in which to be a radical, and in genf?ral I now thlpk that
political science tends to be somewhat less hospitable to radicalism
because of the tight relationship between political science and the state.
Political science is a breeding place for government advisers and policy
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analysts, and that aspect of political science as a discipline would be a
constraint that I did not want to choose. So, I chose sociology.

Becoming a Multivariate Marxist: Legitimating
Marxism and Careerism

Very quickly in graduate school, even in a place like Berkeley, it
becomes clear where the intellectual core of the discipline lies. Having
decided to be a sociologist and having as a mission the reconstruction of
Marxism as a social science, [ saw as a crucial task of my work to try to
increase the credibility of Marxism within the academy, and I felt that
quantitative research would accomplish this. As I wrote in an essay
published in the Berkeley Journal of Sociology in 1987, reflecting on my
early theoretical ambitions: “I originally had visions of glorious para-
digm 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.”

My decision to launch a series of projects at the core of which were
sophisticated statistical techniques was not driven by any epistemological
conviction that these techniques generated deeper or more reliable
knowledge. Indeed, on that score I have found nearly always that I learn
more from good qualitative and historical research than from research by
quanto-maniacs. But I felt that at that point in the history of Marxism in
sociology (the mid 1970s), establishing the credibility of Marxism within
a quantitative methodology had the greatest chance of making a differ-
ence in the intellectual space Marxists could occupy within the academy.

To be honest, there was also, from the start, a darker side to the
appeal of quantitative research. Just as it became clear where the
intellectual core of sociology was going in the 1970s, it was also clear what
kinds of research were likely to generate grants and acclaim. All aca-
demic disciplines as institutions contain a system of rewards and sanc-
tions that channels work in particular directions, and there were clearly
more resources to be had through quantitative research. I was very
ambitious as a young scholar — ambitious in my search for what I
considered to be the “truth,” but also ambitious for status, recognition,
influence, world travel. Embarking on a line of research anchored in
conventional survey research thus offered tangible rewards.

I cannot reconstruct exactly what the balance of these motives was in
the mid 1970s when I did my dissertation research — a quantitative study
of class structure and income determination — or the late 1970s when [
began my still ongoing comparative project on class structure and class
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consciousness. But whatever the balance between grantsmanship and
intellectual purpose, the choice to direct my research in this way has been
enormously consequential, and not always in ways to my liking. It has
resulted in a narrowing of askable questions and divergence between
much of my best theoretical work and my empirical research. Originally,
the idea in 1978 when I began the comparative class analysis project was
to do a survey of class structure and class consciousness in the US, Italy,
and Sweden. This was meant to be a brush-cleaning operation: settling
and clarifying a range of empirical issues before returning to the prob-
lems I cared about the most — the state, politics, social change. It is now
fifteen years later. The survey has been done in sixteen countries,
including much of Western Europe, the USA, Canada, Australia, New
Zealand and Japan, as well as most recently Russia, South Korea,
Taiwan and a second USA survey. Because of the scale of the enterprise,
I have created a set of expectations and commitments that cannot be
easily (or responsibly) abandoned, and yet the work does not always
yield intellectual insights in proportion to the time and resources the
project absorbs.

Choosing a Department: Professional vs. Intellectual Sociology

I initially went to the University of Wisconsin without a great deal of
thought and deliberation. I had some graduate school friends there and
the department actively recruited me, so I never really went on a national
job search to explore all options. In 1987-8, however, I spent a year at
the University of California in Berkeley, and by the end of the year was
clearly faced with a genuine, unmistakable choice, a choice laden with
“road not taken” potentials.

Here is how I would characterize the big difference between these two
departments. If you think of the famous people in the Berkeley depart-
ment, what comes to mind are titles of books. When you think of the
famous people in the Wisconsin department, what comes to mind is the
journals in which they publish and the topics which they pursue. Philip
Selznick is TVA and the Grass Roots; Bob Hauser is Mr. Mobility.
Wisconsin is an article-writing department and Berkeley is a book-
writing department.

This contrast between the two departments is also reflected in the
nature of their graduate programs: at Wisconsin a significant number of
graduate students write dissertations that are spin-offs in one way or
another from large, ongoing research projects. The model of education is
that of an apprenticeship, and while students are expected to do original
and innovative work, the core model is to do so within the context of
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some professor’s research shop. At Berkeley, it is quite rare for students
to play this apprenticeship role. Students are expected to be autonomous
intellectuals; dissertations are supposed to be first drafts of books. While
graduate students may get systematic feedback from their professors, it is
rare that dissertations are in any direct way derivative of the data and
projects of their advisers.

In agonizing about the choice of where to be, I stylized the contrast
between these two settings by saying that Berkeley was one of the leading
intellectual departments in which I would be on the discipline-oriented
wing, whereas Wisconsin was one of the leading discipline-oriented
departments in which I would be on the intellectual wing. Which of these
settings, I thought, do I want to be in? Which would provide the most
creative context for my future work? The irony was that although I
actually found the intellectual climate of Berkeley more interesting in
many ways than that of Wisconsin, I felt that I would be more challenged
and pushed in more interesting ways if 1 was more an intellectual
maverick in a disciplinary department than a disciplinary maverick in an
intellectualized one. I felt that at this point in history and at this point in
my life, perhaps, the creative tension would be more constructive in
Madison. At Berkeley 1 would be constantly arguing with the post-
structuralist, post-modernist currents about the relevance of culture for
everything and the impossibility of explaining anything. In Madison 1
would be arguing for the importance of an open and dialectical perspect-
ive on the relationship between social change and social action and the
need for unconventional voices in sociology. So, for better or for worse, I
returned to Wisconsin.

Staying a Marxist

Increasingly in the 1980s there have been many divorces in the intellect-
ual tradition of Marxism. These divorces have a name now — post-
Marxism. Post-Marxism is very different from earlier ex-Marxisms. In
the 1950s, the people who abandoned Marxism often became apologists
for the established order. The anti-communist ex-Marxists of those years
became enemies of Marxism. Post-Marxism is a very different phenom-
enon and really shouldn’t be viewed in the same way at all. When I
became radicalized and first began my intellectual work, Marxism really
was the only game in town and if you were serious as an intellectual and
really wanted to develop theory, in some way or another you had to find a
home in or make peace with the Marxist tradition, whether or not you
then used the label as a self-designation. That’s just not true any longer;
there are many currents of radical thought which, to a greater or lesser
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extent, break with Marxism. Feminism, of course, is the most vibrant of
these on the contemporary American scene, but many other kinds of
theoretical currents exist as well. Many erstwhile Marxists have thus
opted for some variety of post-Marxism. Sometimes this occurs in the
form of a declaration in an article or book in which they announce their
break; sometimes the shift occurs simply by drifting into a different mode
of writing and thinking.

Well, I’'ve remained stubbornly working inside of Marxism and con-
tinue to work for the reconstruction rather than abandonment of this
intellectual tradition. I do so primarily for the two reasons I described
earlier — that this continues to be a way to remain accountable to a radical
intellectual constituency and that in a pluralist environment of models of
theoretical work, the eclecticism of others requires the reconstruction of
theoretical paradigms.

I have not, however, pursued this goal simply as an individual project
of my own. Reconstructing Marxism is not the lonely task of an isolated,
ivory-towered intellectual. To sustain these commitments and to hope to
accomplish these goals requires embedding oneself in a particular set of
social networks, a particular circle of people whose work one reads and
with whom one discusses issues. A “‘reference group” is not just an
impersonal audience defined by some social categorys; it is also a circle of
people with names and addresses who constitute the active, ongoing
basis for the intellectual interactions which spur one’s own intellectual
development.

In my case, there are two such concrete reference groups that anchor
my work. The first “group” consists of a single person, Michael Bur-
awoy, a professor of sociology at Berkeley. Michael and I have read
nearly every page that either of us has written in the past fifteen years or
so. He is constantly reminding me not to lose sight of the ultimate point
of it all by becoming preoccupied with analytical rigor at the expense of
political relevance; I am constantly telling him to be more precise in his
formulations, to be clearer about the underlying logic of the conceptual
distinctions he makes. Our intellectual styles are quite at odds with one
another in many ways. He does ethnographic research of an extra-
ordinarily fine-grained character; my research has been quantitative,
typically obliterating much of the nuance and texture of the subjects I
study. He is generally skeptical of claims about “objective’ truth; I have
generally defended rather conventional philosophical views of the
scientific aspirations of Marxism and sociology. We have discussed these
issues and their bearing on our respective work while walking my dog in
the woods and looking for open restaurants in Moscow. (This dialogue
has been made public in the form of a series of published exchanges
between the two of us in the 1987 and 1989 issues of the Berkeley Journal
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of Sociology. The first of these exchanges is reprinted in my 1990 book,
The Debate on Classes; the second appears as chapter 9 in this volume.)
The particular way in which personal loyalty and closeness is combined
with intellectual difference in our relationship has been for me a vita]
source of intellectual challenge and encouragement. It is also, surely, at
least part of the personal dimension of “staying” Marxist.

My deep and abiding relationship with Michael Burawoy acts as a kind
of antidote to the second powerful reference group in which I am
embedded, a group of scholars that has been at the core of an intellectual
current known since the mid 1980s as “Analytical Marxism.” (See
chapter 8 for a discussion of some of the core principles which guide the
discussions of the group.) The group has a less high-blown name that it
gives to itself: the NBSMG - the Non-Bullshit Marxism Group.
(Actually there was a discussion once in the group as to whether this was
non-bullshit or no bullshit, there being a very subtle nuance in the
distinction, but I can’t reconstruct the philosophical debate.) The
NBSMG is a group of scholars from five or six different countries that
meets every September in London for a three-day conference. Some of
the names are relatively familiar — Jon Elster, Adam Przeworski, G.A.
Cohen, John Roemer, Robert Brenner, Sam Bowles - and a few others
may be less so to American sociologists — Robert Van der Veen, Philippe
Van Parijs, Pranab Bardhan and Hillel Steiner. The group formed in
1979 with no intention of becoming an on-going event. I became a part of
itin 1981 and have met with them every year since but one. We meet in
the same room every year. We eat the same festive dinner every year.
Mostly, we only see each other on this three-day period and it’s like a
little chunk of the year snipped out, reserved for this special world. You
have the rest of the year, then you have your three-day, no-bullshit
meeting in London.

Here’s how the meetings work. Usually, of the ten or eleven people
who attend a meeting, about half will write papers. These get distributed
five or six weeks in advance. At the meeting itself, one person is assigned
to introduce a given paper; participants do not present their own papers.
We spend roughly an hour and a half to two hours demolishing/discussing
the paper in a no-holds-barred manner. The group is, as one might
predict, all men. The intellectual style is intense and analytically exhaust-
ing. To an outsider, many of the discussions might seem destructive, but I
think this is a mistake. The interactions involve a particular form of
masculine intellectual aggressiveness that is not inherently invalidating;
the very act of taking each other’s work so seriously is itself an affirma-
tion of respect and support. An outsider wouldn’t necessarily see this. If
you saw the behavior, you might think this was a gladiatorial combat in
which death was the only possible outcome. But from the inside it is an
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| mously exciting setting for coming to terms with thg subtle prgblems
eggrgaps in one’s ideas and gaining insights about the inner workings of
- ’s work.

Oth%ipreeosps)zl'znsz \Q/Ve have discussions in the group from time to tim@ about
‘ergdef issues, both as a topic — I presente.d my paper on M’arx1sm anFi
fgeminism at the 1991 meeting — and as an issue in the group’s composi-
tion. For better or worse, nobpdy in the group knew yvell any Wf)tr)ller:
scholars who both shared an interest in the sub§tan.t1ve tqplcslla toul
which we were concerned and engaged those topics in the inte bec uaf
style that marked the group. To bg hone'st, I suppose, many mem 1§r8100
the group probably felt that the kind of intensity of the group would als
be harder to sustain if it were gender mixed. I’I’l any event, no }Jvo}:xen
have been recruited as members of the “‘club,” although se‘vera’l ave
been invited at various times. In these terms the NBSMG raises Impo'r~
tant, and troubling, issues in the sociology of gender. Networks of this
sort are the real sites where productive intellectual development occurs,
where ideas are forged and refined. While the NBSMG does not cont’rol
any financial resources — it gives no grants gnd untxl. 1993 everyone alwayli
paid for his own travel — nevertheless as a vigorous interpersonal networ
of intellectual exchange, it is influential and valuablg. Ur}doubtedly.the
gender composition of the network both reﬂe.cts the h}stor1cally margina-
lized role of women intellectuals in the Marx1st'trad1t10n and contributes
in some way to sustaining such gender inequality. | '

Since the early 1980s, the NBSMG has been tt}e organized reference
group that has mattered most to me. When 1 write a paper, the ghosts
who sit in the back of my room and periodically jump up to tell me that
what I have written is ridiculous, and make me worry about w}?e.ther I gqt
it right, are mainly from this group (or, per.haps, kindred spirits qf tins
group). The group has unquestionably given my work a particular
direction and cast because I have to worry, by virtue c?f this reference
group, about certain issues while others seem less pressing.

The chapters which follow are all produgts of this inte}lectual and
personal trajectory. They embody the tensmps of that t.rajectoryl, ten-
sions between radical egalitarian values and elite acaderrpc professional-
ism; between the commitment to Marxism as a vibrapt mtelleptual and
political tradition and the fear of being trapped in indefensible, out-
moded assumptions; between being relevant to real struggles anfi dev'ot-
ing my energies to refinements of abstract conc§pts. These tensions are
impossible to escape, at least for me, but I hope in the end that they have
been creative tensions that have pushed my ideas forward and kept me
from sliding into comfortable complacency.






