
FREE INQUIRY In Creative Sociology Volume 9, No 2 November 1981 145

EMPIRICAL IMPERATIVES' OF MARXIAN SOCIOLOGY
Edwin J. Rossman, North Texas State University

MARXIAN SOCIOLOGY
A striking development in sociology in

recent years is the contribution of self
labeled Marxists, which range from the di
rect expansion of the Marxist framework in
sociology to an indirect effect on theories
which borrow partially from Marx's
analysis such as dual labor-mark81:theory
and internal colonialism' (Wright 1975,
1977; Syzmanski1916a, 1976b). It is credit
able to Mills (1956) that Marx's sociology
gained entry to United States sociology.
Marxist perspectives appeared first in the
writings of status quo sociologists who
wanted to refute Marx. Marxist-oriented ar
ticles have only recentlybecome noticeable
in main-strearn sociology journals.

With growing recognition and accep
tance, Marxist sociologists have expanded
the amount and quality of their works.
Theoretical and methodological develop
ments have dominated these works, but a
major controversy has emerged which
hinges on the relevance of scientific
method.

Marx has consistently stressed the idea
of determinism and the notion of laws, as
applied to human behavior. Behavior is
caused: it is not a product Of spontaneous
reactions. The forces which compel hu
mans to act are ordered. These two ideas of
determinism and laws of behavior are im
plicit but unexpressed in the writings of so
cial scientists. Marx, however, is quite
explicit in discussing the nature of human
behavior.

Marx's determinism is developed
through a critique of philosophical
idealism. Ideas are notthe compelling force
behind human behavior. Rather, the
realities of thernaterial-life processes are
the forces which formulate the conditions
of human action. The material world is the
prime motivatorofhurnanbehavior. Thus,
social behavior is not oriented to ideas, but
is the product Of the quest for the satisfac
tion of material desires.

"Men make their own history, but they do
not make it just as they please; they do not
make it under circurnstances chosen by
themselves, but under circurnstances di
rectly encountered, given, and transmitted
from the past." (Marx 1959, 320).

The effect of these material forces is not
random, according to Marx. Rather, as in

the physical sciences, the social sciences
can iQterpretth~e patterns and identify es
tablished laws. The orientation of social
science is to understand lavvsof human be
havior in the social realm. Qurprimary con
cern " ... is not the higher or the lower de
grees of development of the SOCial an
tagonism which arises out Of the natural
laws of capitalistproduction, b~tthe laws in
themselves which workout of an iron
necessity toward an inevitable goal. (Marx
1974, xlix) The social sciences must do
more than describe the conditions of
capitalist societies. They rnustexamine the
patterns and workings of s()cial dynamics, \
which included the verification of laws.

Contemporary MarxistSOciologists have
varied in interpreting Marx's ideas olde
terminism and laws, and most notably
arnong the three rnost influential groups.
The Frankfurt school sociologists are the
oldest group, and they give only cursory
attention to deterrninism and laws. They
stress the social-psychological aspects of
alienation. The secohd group originates
from the Frankfurt school, with ties to the
left-wing student movernents in the United
States. This group rejects positivist logic as
well as traditional sociology. They do not
accept Marx's ideas of determinism and
laws as empirical mandat,es. Instead, they
treat the Marxist framework as a method of
social criticism. The third group of United
States sociologists interpret determinism
and laws as outlined by Marx as mandates
for research. They tr"y to analyze the
dynamics of capitalism empirically as ele
ments of social relations. This includes
operating, quantifying, and testing aspects
of Marx's sociology.

THE FRANKFORT$OCIOLQGlSTS
Frankfurt-school~ociOlogistlJdo not see

the imperatives of deter",in(sm and laws as
a call to use scientificrnethoc:t~They reject
empirical method" outright. Adorno, for
example, shifte<f fromenc:torsing empirical
methods as praeticec:tbyGerrnan and Un
ited States sociologists to, condemning
such work as stupid, blind, and sterile
(Lazarsfeld 1972, 173). The Frankfurt school
stresses the dialectic. It is not just a way of
viewing the social s~tern in terms of op
posing forces. The totality ofthe social situ
ation must be understood in terms includ-
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methodQlogy.
Radical "sdciologists believe that quan

tifying the social world obscures the de
terl1liJla.nts of social behavior and the laws

. of th$ dynamics of capitalism. QUantitative
sociologyb$(:omes consensus sociology
which $rJlphasiJesequilibrium andC()ntr~.
~mQiric:al methOds are inappropriate for

ng eith$'" theory or action. SOft,le
.'s sociology is profoundly an~i

.1 (Horton 1972, 25). O~h$rs.~
~ive methods as useful only to
glSts who maintain an inter.lp

sand sYstem maintenance•.~
ools for manipul.ing the syateft,l.

~ical. sociologists argue that qua.ntita-
l:J~a that is available tc) the ,..,seat'cber
~~s the periphery of the sta~ of -.<>c;ial
pns (I..ehman & Young 1974). "'Par:t

oOfl"syperstructure, the data th. i-.acces-
• •s.()iased toward favC)ringa. $pGcial

ot>the social system (Young 1916).
~ently,poor-quality data fails tore
edeterminants and laws of $OCkl1

,viC)r•..Quantitative.sociol()9Y neQtr..t
".fl¥pot$ntial for social Change. H.
,r..dical sociologists have reached no

,a9t~ment on methOd.
, F~lloyVjng the second. generation of the

~urt.school, some radiCal sociol~~
..·e J'lermeneutics is a methodtor~
[standing of the det$rminants •.pC:!
OfJlocial behavior (Booth&Crister
•<)thers simply label ethnometh~~r'

l:Jph$nomenolQgy as anew for~~f
r'Vatism (McNall & JOh,..()nJ~t~

~!~c~the radical sociologis~J'l~eJll~.~~
veloped a consistent methOdology,tJ1ev
~.e~~.asatisfaetory Marxist method.

Y-OF QUANTlTAnvENlE1'H~
~rankfurtschool and ·••~il .
i~share three generalcl'i'

tive method. 1)Ouaptit4l'I¥e
s~ positiviSt l()9ic andf'\8illtAAts
components of the diaJe~iC.•
thatpositivism is in~ensitive tc)
of social relations wh.i~h. .
ing groups struggUqito
~ion. 2)Qua.ntita~iYemllftlltAdc.
(twith objectivity whichmuty-

'.... s theory, research methods, and
Pra~ice.Thus,empirical methOds. lac~. a

iClilf()c:\JS. 3) Ouantitative.s~i()l~
tr.....e:end capitalist ideol()QV.lte~!

p~jectivity and thusr8~.any
nt to change. Quantifyi"Q()~

a tool to control the social syStem,

ing the potentials of social$xist~nc.e. As
Marcuse points ollt, researcti incorporates
theory, observation, andpo~ential. courses
of action (1960, ix). Quafltilaf,iye ap
proaches to the s~udy of social sys~ems are
seen as falling short of ~he critEtr'ia of a
Marxist science of soci$W. ON!lmy,~ us
on the dialectic as the method for th J
sciences.

Criticism of empirical sociol~~y

veloped further in the work$ .~f

and Adorno, and both think th
with quantitative ~echniques '
cial reality, and negates impc)r(t
of the social system. Theuse~<I
method becomes a fetish rathEtr'.
cise and detinitive method.l~ " ..~f
measures, interrogations,and~
and, therefore, does not cOnflict
anddoesnotdisturb them. TheY.
exactness, and are mystifyingl
exis~nce." (Marcuse 1964. 191).
sociology. based on inductive I
in~orporme the dialectic. Such
ogy " ...becomes an ideologyi",
sense of the word, a naces".
(Adorno 1976,246). Quantitati .
not only de.oys social r~lI~f
afalse. ideology which tendste>
status quo. Potential elemen •..
change are ignored with no....
methods. According to the
school, quanti~ative sociolog,y
refracted picture of the social ...•.
serves as an agent of conser'!f~
ments within the system.

RADICAL SOCIOLOGISTS
The r.adical sociologists ,vieW

analysis as a springboard for. .
~i~',,'l (Pitch 1974). They cp
minism and laws to be eSta
Sociology's goal shouldn
theoretical issues. Instead it
an illustration of the
capitalism. Repression ancJ
given in ~he capitalist syStem
no need to question their eXist
f'l'lethpc:f0logy should b$ us.atq
s\.lch things as exploitation are>'
in everyday life. Conflict me
f'...shoUld develop a set of teCh
gani~.ato obtain quality informat.!
pr~ani~ations which...stand in con ..
tb.eint,-_st of people generally for'
tive self-control over their<9
worl.d." (Young 1976, 2~"
sociologists completely reject q
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and to maintain the ideology of equilib
rium. Separating theory and method is a
superficial attempt to objectify an ideology
of scientific control.

STRUCTURALISM & SCIENTIFIC METHOD
Some Marxist sociologists in the United

States have opposed the methodological
tradition of anti-empiricism, and have been
affiliated with Marxist structuralism. Empir
ical methods are used to analyze the social
structure. Through scientific method, the
determinants of laws of social behavior are
identified. Marx's notions of determinism
and law are not established facts. Rather,
the ideas of determinism and law become a
mandate for using methods to test theories
of social structure. These structural Marx
ists operationalize various aspects of the
dynamics of capitalism (Szymanski 1976b,
1977; Wright 1977; Radcliff 1980). Byapply
ing the scientific method tothe study ofthe
social structure, refined theories about the
dynamics of capitalism can be developed.

One structuralist argues that the goal of
sociology should be the model of the hard
sciences (Szymanski 1973, 26). Thus, he
separates himself from both Marxist and
non-Marxist critics who reject the scientific
method. He speculates that this rejection is
based on misuses of scientific method, and
not on the merits of social scientists' re
search techniques. The rejection of scien
tific method denies the development of
theory which is rigorously disciplined by
constant testing and retesting.

Scientific approaches to sociology need
not artificially separate theory, research,
and political practice. Theories can be de
fined and redefined through research
which provides a systematic awareness of
the oppressive nature of social relations.
There is nothing inherent in quantifying
sociological data or inthe other steps in the
research design which makes these en
deavors either apolitical or bourgeois. Past
abuses of method do not justify a move
toward subjective methods which are
" ...more or less speculative endeavors
supplemented perhaps by trivial observa
tion." (Szymanski 1973, 25).

MARX & SCIENTIFIC SOCIOLOGY
Szymanski contends that the base for a

science of social relations is found
throughout the works of Marx. The ideas of
determinism and laws are mandates forthe
social scientist and the activist alike to
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examine the social system systematically
by using the logic of scientific method, with
awareness ofthe unique character of social
behavior. Most important, the scientific
method can assist theory development and
discover ways to implement social change.
Another structuralist notes that Marx's
theory is developed by successive approx
imation which yields abstract generaliza
tions about the development of social rela
tions. These abstractions are refined
through specifying the empirical states in
which the working ideals of these abstrac
tions vary. While Marx's laws are seem
ingly impervious to empirical validation,
the unfinished work of Marx mandates that
theory refinement can only come from em
piricial observation (McQuarie 1978, 232).
McQuarie's interpretation of Marx includes
theory construction and testing as essen
tials.

This interpretation of Marx challenges
traditional sociology. on its own ground,
because it becomes more difficult to reject
Marxist sociologists simply on the basis of
method. Marx's sociology is interpreted as
a theoretical frame which can successfully
survive the rigors of scientific testing.
Knowledge generated by this interpreta
tion of Marx can be communicated to
non-Marxists, who can then address the is
sues he raised. Marx's sociology becomes
more than radical ideology. It is a scientific
model through which continued refine
ment can provide a better explanation of
social relations.

SOME CONCLUSIONS
Szymanski's studies of the nature of ra

cial and sexual inequality illustrate the im
pact of his empirical interpretation of Marx.
Much of the research in racism and sexism
treat them as independent phenomena.
Szymanski argues that this separation of
the issues leads to errors in theory and
method. From a Marxist framework, he
shows that sexual and racial inequality are
theoretically and statistically related. While
the controversy stirs, his works illustrate
the empirical orientation of Marxists
(Riedesel 1978, 1979; Szymanski 1979; Vil
lemez 1977). Szymanski shows that Marx is
not an outmoded giant of the past, but is
useful today for those doing quantitative
research. It is important that Szymanski's
work has attracted the response of non
Marxist sociologists, and that their re
soonse comes not on ideolo~ical ~rounds,
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PARTIAL ACCOMMODATION
In the more recent episodes, Archie gains

some control over his own life. He has$Ocial
position as co-owner of a bar,.$nd this
position allows him some freedom of choice.
It is not surprising then, to find that Archie
is softening on some issues. With a/little
power, he is able to accept a Jewas~~~
ness partner. He has now broad~~·ilti~

categories to good Jews and bad ~'~r~·
his previous single category Ofb.t~~i)~~

Jews. And he has a personal identitytf1~
with the· category, Jew. Through thlsbl'i~

gains a sense of security, becau~'.,~W
knows how to interact with a Jew'~ffllji4

still perceives himself as having.~;~
power, and as being better in~i~:
than the Jew. This view shows howt."I1t,r..
actions are dominated by a controliof'~\N.r.

In our society, prejudice in the form of
bigotry is a normal reaction tOad~f~~J~
power. It is a means of expressing superiOrity;
and is quite pervasive.
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