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Social science faced with New Zealand’s quiet revolution: some reflections based
on a Brazilian experience.

Tom Dwyer, Department of Social Sciences,

State University of Campinas, Sao Paulo, Brazil.l

Brazilian Society and Politics - an introduction.
Social research is grounded in relationships with defined socio-political contexts. In
Brazil this context is set in the following way:

A huge part of the population is excluded from social and economic participation.
This exclusion of perhaps 70% of the nation occurs because elites, in alliance with
governments have, through history, turned the State into a tool to serve their own
private interests.

On a periodic basis pressures build up from the excluded that force political change. A
common form of response is populism. Leaders offer the excluded participation in the
society in exchange for electoral support. Once elected, they bypass political parties
and organised representative political institutions in implementing programmes. Left-
wing populists concentrate on income redistribution, which stimulates demand-led
economic expansion but, because it ignores questions of investment, sows the
economic seeds of its own destruction. Their right-wing counterparts give social
guarantees in return for the right to some control over popular political institutions
(e.g. unions, community movements) and the repression of non-conforming elements.
The distinction between these wings is frequently difficult. Two-time president Vargas
was a neo-fascist in his period as a dictator (1937-45) and a left-winger as elected
president (1950-54).

Solid political parties have never been able to form in Brazil. The €lites have made
sure of that. Elites try to counteract left populism with other forms of politics,
including right populism. When democratic processes do not work in their favour they
resort to strategies of sowing economic panic and allying with the military to gain
control. The 1961-64 period in Brazil was a left-wing populist one, and the post April
1964 period a military-€lite one.

To legitimise itself in the eyes of the public the military government embarked on an
ambitious programme for economic growth, turning a blind eye to its non-political
effects and squashing political opposition. The "Brazilian Miracle" followed, the
economic growth rate during the 1970-74 period exceeded 10% per-annum, the urban
and industrial proletariat swelled, a large middle-class formed and levels of absolute
poverty rose. From the period of the oil-crisis massive foreign debts were run up to
guarantee an economic basis for the regime’s support.

1 TOM DWYER is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Social Sciences at the State
University of Campinas (UNICAMP), Sao Paulo, Brazil. Before moving to Brazil he was a post-
doctoral fellow in sociology at Canterbury University, and prior to that a free-lance sociologist in
Wellington. The foundation convenor of the Association of Social Science Researchers, he has
researched industrial accidents, unemployment and the information society. His doctorate is
from the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, Paris.
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From the early 1970°s pressures began to build, different to the anti-military
movements of the 1960’s. These would eventually bring down the regime.
Unfavourable election results, together with strikes by the newly formed elements of
the industrial working classes and economic chaos brought on by the debt crisis.
destroyed the major social bases of the regime’s support. Eventually in 1984 the
biggest ever social movement in Brazil’s history formed: its simple demand was for
direct presidential elections. In 1985 the discredited Military left power, handing the
reins over to a presidential team chosen in a gerrymandered electoral college.

Events subsequent to the passage to a civilian regime have been analysed in some
detail in the only iinportant printed medium in New Zealand that treats social science
analyses seriously“. These National Business Review articles described the death of
the president-elect and the rise to power of his vice-president, Jose Sarney. Sarney
was caught between his own conservative political orientations (a pillar of the military
regime he had been chosen as vice-presidential candidate in a compromise entered into
to ensure that the elected president would emerge from opposition ranks in spite of the
way the electoral college had been rigged), and the popular demands for social
progress that millions expressed as they followed the president-elect’s funeral cortege.
Durirg the first year of government Sarney made only one decision: to ban the
Goddard film Je Vous Salue Marie! In spite of this indecision the economy grew 8%.
However, public impatience over the lack of social reforms was clearly shown in
November 1985’s mayoral elections. The Government’s main party was able to win
the mayoralty of only one of the nation’s five largest cities. The parliamentary base of
Sarney’s political support was to be threatened as social reformers in his party
discussed alliances with the populist-left opposition.

On the economic front another problem was becoming apparent, the inflation rate was
doubling (from 200% to 400% per annum) partly as a result of the demand pressures
built by fast growth. Sarney pulled an elephant-sized rabbit out of the hat - an anti-
inflation plan and, in true populist fashion, appealed for support, over the heads of the
political parties he had not even bothered consulting, to the population. The population
responded; it sacked restaurants caught raising their prices, closed down supermarkets
and mobilised widely to control prices. What followed was a period of political calm,
raised real wages, increased spending, and income redistribution. Large segments of
those normally excluded from consumer markets were brought into them - toothpaste
consumption rose by 100%! A new confidence was felt in Brazil and this combined
with stable prices to force up demand for consumer durables. Demand for milk and
meat grew as the incomes of the poorest families rose - a direct consequence of labour
shortages. Many goods had their prices frozen below costs and production ground to a
halt; increased demand lead to supply bottlenecks and desperate customers resorted to
black markets to obtain supplies. Agriculturalists stopped killing beef in a political
protest against the Government’s insipid agrarian reform programme. Instead of
making the necessary internal adjustments and using its authority to confront
saboteurs, the government embarked on a massive importation splurge. Meat, beer and
milk were among the products brought in to boost local supply. Foreign reserves

2 See National Business Review 24/10/86 pp.20-21 ‘Brazil: shadows haunt the progress of a
giant’, and National Business Review 17/7/87 pp.31-32 ‘Confusing crisis grips troubled Brazil’.
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consequently drained away at a rapid rate. But the ailing economic plan produced the
desired political effect: the Government’s major party obtained an absolute majority in
the national congressional elections of November 1986 and won 22 of 23 State
governorships.

Before the votes were all counted Sarney’s finance minister declared an end to the
price freeze by raising many Government fixed prices: petrol by 60%, cars by 80% to
give two examples. A protest in Brasilia turned into a severe warning for the
government, as many police cars were burnt. Instead of proceeding with the price-
thaw the government decided not to allow the private sector to increase prices. Unions
became allies of employers in seeking readjustments. Sarney called the president of
the Saoc Paulo Employers’ Federation a ‘Bukharin’ for suggesting that his members
might resort to civil disobedience to guarantee price readjustments. When the rises
came they did so in a series of ever increasing stages; wages, interest rates, rents, and
prices all rose in a spiral that was reaching 1% per working day by June 1987 - about
1300% per year! This new economic crisis lead to a rapid decomposition in all forms
of support for Sarney, the most serious of which was political.

Normally a loss of parliamentary support does not constitute a major problem in
presidential regimes of the Brazilian type, but the Congress elected in 1986 was
charged with rewriting the constitution. Vested with these powers the congress can cut
short the presidential mandate. The economic problems outlined created the climate for
this to occur. With the opinion polls showing that over 70% of the population want
immediate presidential elections Sarney’s only way to stay in power is to ally with his
former parliamentary colleagues from the military period and to use patronage politics
to muster further support. Thus, opponents are given bread and water, supporters are
buttered up with supplies of government jobs to be distributed to friends, preferential
treatment of demands, and other-bribes. What was once united as the political
opposition to the dictatorship, and had become the major force capable of guaranteeing
a transition to a genuine democracy and a regime serving principles of social justice,
had collapsed.

The public has watched with disillusion as its hopes of a politically modern and
democratic Brazil are dashed to pieces by the capture of the ship of State by the forces
of the past allied with those of blind self-interest. In the country where hope in a better
future has been a major dimension in the lives of all, there is now hopelessness.

The social sciences have been deeply affected by the disarticulation of the relationship
between State and society. Work now proceeds under the sobering clouds of dashed
hopes, and tries to make research respond to the realities of the new situation and the
needs so cruelly identified in the old. The situation is complicated by the fact that
several prominent social scientists, identified with social and political reform, hold
positions of power and yet have been little able to effect change.

Brazil is a society where clear images are available about what needs to be done to
eliminate a whole series of major social problems. It lacks the political actors with the
will and the social actors with the strength to turn the images into programmes. It is
difficult to imagine how the pieces of this society-in-disintegration can be put back
together.

Brazilian Social Sciences
Brazilian social research has, in a manner similar to French sociology analysed by
Lemert (1981), been sensitive to major social questions, and subject to the influences
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of the cycles that so affect political life. The military regime did not, especially after
1968, take kindly to social research. Work on poverty, economic dependency and élite
power rendered transparent the forces that dominated the society and exposed the
grave consequences of such domination. Such work frequently indicated that another
path was possible in a Brazil subject to revolutionary or democratic transformations.

The military dismissed many from university positions, sent some to prison and
subsequently exiled most. Among the best known figures internationally werg
Fernando Henrique Cardoso, Darcy Ribeiro, Florestan Fernandes and Celso Furtado.
Others spent time in the torture chambers of the regime and a small number slipped
through the net to apply their theories in what they saw as a practical manner;
becoming political leaders and even urban or rural guerrillas.

Today a situation exists where an ex-guerrilla, involved in kidnapping the US
ambassador, was the third most voted candidate for State Governor in Rio de Janeiro:
and in second place came Ribeiro. Furtado is Minister of Culture, Cardoso a senator
elected with the second highest number of votes in Brazil’s history, and Fernandes was
elected a member of Congress for the Worker’s Party. What we see is a large number
of prominent social scientists who have abandoned academic and research careers
seeing a participation in political life as the best means of guaranteeing the changes
they have so often thought and theorised about. (It is another question as to what
visions motivate leading New Zealand intellectuals such as Palmer and Basset who
join social scientist colleagues Cullen, Shields, Goff and Smith in seeking and
exercising Cabinet power).

But can we understand the transition from exile and torture to respectability and power
as part of the Brazilian political cycle I have discussed? The cycle is built by real
people who organise, make projects, come together and move apart. The current state
of Brazilian society is rendered understandable, in part at least, because of the
penetration of social science perspectives into the society through the media and public
debates. This gives some hope that the consequences of societal decisions will be
better understood, and future social and political actions based, to some extent, on such
understanding. This hope for the future can only be judged at a later date. However,
what T would like to suggest is that the redemocratisation of Brazil has not been
without links to the reintegration of the social sciences and their being seen as relevant
to that society.

Relevance is, I believe, a largely technical and political matter - that of identifying
large and important problems and working on them. If problems are seen as important,
as key issues by strategic actors in civil society, the researchers will have social
support. They will be questioned on television, quoted in the press and interviewed on
radio. Reintegration is essentially a political notion that relates to the building of an
institutional space in which social science can be produced (it is the opposite to the
"disintegration" of Brazilian social sciences that occurred when the Military sharply
reduced the spaces).

To summarise: after the expulsion from Brazil of many prominent social scientists
something happened to permit a "reopening of the spaces". Research centres were

3 Many of their works are readily available in New Zealand University libraries.
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organised with independent money (much of it fron: overseas, which the military made
strenuous efforts to prevent coming into the country). Issues such as poverty and
dependency were worked upon by the social scientists who were hassled by the police,
imprisoned and always obliged to have a passport on the ready to flee any crackdown.
Their work was able to make wide-felt impacts on the society, and provoked reactions
from the right - including the firebombing of a research centre. Through the work of
these people social science knowledge came to be seen as relevant to any transition
from military rule.

Alain Touraine (1977,164-5) reflected on the Sao Paulo sociologists in the following

terms in 1975:
How great it is to live in a "school"! This does not mean to say a chapel where
everyone follows the thought of a master, but, on the contrary, a limited field of
questions to which a variety of replies are formulated and which, in turn, raise new
problems...the essential is always present: the responsibility of the intellectual who
knows and feels oneself situated by the problems of a society: dependency with
respect to foreign capitalism, the authoritarian State, cultural elitism, the enormity of
national territory or the wealth surrounded by poverty...these sociologists are the
written and spoken word of a repressed country, deprived of trade unions, of political
parties, and half gagged by censorship. Lucky intellectuals who do not doubt, in the
most terrible moments, the importance of their work, of their raison d’etre and of the
passion with which each one of their debates, each one of their studies is followed.

The capacity of these social scientists to work was, of course, partly dependent on
funding being available, and this had to be money to which there were no strings
attached, i.e. that the military couldn’t control. Foreign monies and the reconquering
of spaces in the universities were fundamental in this process. But the finding of
monies to which no strings were attached could easily have resulted in a plethora of
research projects examining non-central processes, so as to avoid the political
persecution that haunted those who dared examine sensitive or central questions. The
idea that social science has to be relevant and that social scientists have a responsibility
to the society became fundamental. No "master research programme" was drawn up; it
just happened that three major axes of research were concentrated upon:

(1) economic dependency;
(2) democracy; and
(3) inequality.

It is of course extremely difficult to attempt to give a balance of all the work done. In
the area of reflection on political change the key development has been that the word
"revolution” has all but disappeared to be replaced by the word "democracy". With
this the marxist paradigm has fallen into discredit as an intellectual model through
which to build political solutions to societal problems. Two parallel phenomena bear
an important responsibility for this:

(A) the experiences of dictatorial regimes, whether "left" (as in cases such as Peru,
Portugal, or Cambodia) or "Right" (such as Brazil or Argentina), which have
used varying degrees of force to impose the "Official Will" on others, has
stimulated a general awareness about the limitations inherent in revolutionary or
dictatorial forms of government of whatever persuasion;

(B) research and reflection by writers such as the Italian democrat and socialist
Noberto Bobbio (1980, 1986) and by the Brazilian Workers’ Party leader

W
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Franscisco Weffort (1984) that has persuaded the intelligentsia that democracy,
for all its faults, is the best form of government.

The work on dependency extended a powerful critique of international markets and
their functioning, that had previously served as a justification for the protected import
substitution policy so fundamental to Brazilian economic development. Economic
thinking on how Brazil might make a "jump” in its development is traversed by big
and important debates. In a manner quite different to New Zealand, sociologists and
others participate, both publicly and in academic circles. The roles of multi-national
corporations, the social effects of certain economic decisicns, worker reactions to
different forms of investment and the structures of labour markets are just some of ihe
subjects analysed. In most recent times a considerable amount of reflection 1s belng
focused on the post-industrial economy and the conditions for Brazilian development
and independence. In this field a central axis of reflection is built around an attempt to
understand the means by which Brazil can avoid falling into informaticnal
dependency.

Finally the inequality question is treated in a variety of ways. Anthropologists ook a:
popular culture and document the mechanisms by which people struggle for survival
and the non-economic mechanisms by which they are oppressed. The mechanisms for
building collective identities and consciousness are studied in various projects and feed
into programmes on education, health, housing and community organisation amo:
others. Work on inequality is frequently linked into major political and econom
issues. How is democracy possible when a half of the population is illiterate and 70%
lives in poverty? What effects do different models of economic growth have on the
poor? What are the preconditions for transforming the victims of one of the most
inegalitarian systems in the world into fully fledged social actors, i.e. citizens.

-
.
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The Organisation of Social Research

At a national level research is coordinated by ANPOCS, the National Association for
Post-graduate work and Research in Social Sciences. There are some 30 work groups
within the association and they treat subject areas ranging from theory and methods
through to Indians, social movements, political parties and feminism. These groups
meet regionally and have an integrated national structure of newsletters and meetings.
They draw their membership from over fifty research centres which are affiliated to
ANPOCS. These centres may be in the University or applied sectors and some of
them, with staffs reaching above 50 of which more than half trained to PhD level, are
big enough to be able to harbour pretensions of autonomy. However it is recognised
that there are simply not enough resources in the majority of research centres to
develop high quality research in most areas; this must be developed through national
cooperation. Resources are earmarked to ensure this happens.

The commitment to the development of a nationally integrated social science
community, one that embraces not only sociology, anthropology and political science
but also certain branches of economics, history and geography, exists at all levels,
Different to New Zealand, professors and senior students are active in the same
association, in which the commitment to dialogue and cooperation are foundation
stones. It is worth adding that little respect is accorded to those colleagues, whether
integrated or not into this national structure, who drag the chain and abuse privileged
positions by not producing knowledge.

Thus scarce resources are pooled, people are flown around the country to lecture or act
as consultants in those cases where a local centre judges itself to be lacking in

6
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particular expertise. Where such expertise is judged lacking in Brazil long term
solutions are sought by sending people overseas to study, and short term solutions by
bringing people in from overseas. Overseas visitors are such a frequent input that they
lose their "star" status, coming to be seen as a regular part of the scene. Frequently
they will travel widely in response to invitations from different research centres.

All this effort to organise and coordinate the development of social science knowledge
is based on one idea: if Brazil is going to develop as a nation it has to have the input of
the social sciences. For this input to be of any value, investment must take place to
ensure that those few resources that exist on the ground are not wasted through
disorganization, provincialism or xenophobia.

Lessons for New Zealand

New Zealand can probably teach Brazil a lot in areas where it is strongest: the
exportation of dairy farming techniques is a notable example. In the social sciences, I
think that Brazil can teach New Zealand something. A first example follows from the
precedmcI discussion: if New Zealand social science invites few (appropriate) foreign
visitors, does not share them around and continues to pay them terribly it is going to
remain underdeveloped. Furthermore, if it continues to be locked into its absurd
provincialism it will remain weak in all of its centres.

This provincialism has been characterised by Nick Perry as having origins in the
particular mode of insertion (and changes therein) of each research centre he examined
into its institutional environment and its articulation with the wider community, both
national and international. He concludes, ‘It makes more sense to talk about Massey
sociology or Canterbury sociology or Auckland sociology than it does to talk about
New Zealand sociology’. (Perry, 1987:18) The problem with this argument is that
nothing in it explains the low level of commitment to overcoming the weaknesses of
each centre by calling for appropriate reinforcements from another. Perry’s idea is that
‘empirical traces point to the absence of the social and institutional preconditions for a
distinctively national sociology and that such preconditions cannot be ushered in by
acts of will’. (ibid:17) I do not know if he would have made the same argument had he
been writing fifty years ago about New Zealand literature, or twenty vears ago about
pottery. Crothers (1987:30) has made an observation that seems pertinent,
‘...commitment to a nationally shared social research community (remains) weak’. An
explanation must be found for such a state of affairs.

Like good economic determinists social scientists frequently explain away
provincialism by alleging that resources necessary to ensure national integration are
unavailable. This appears a strange allegation when heard from the mouths of those
who vote expenditures of thousands of dollars on micro-computers (that they will use
mainly for word-processing), on photocopying monies (for articles often read but
once), or on trips to overseas conferences (the results of which they may never
communicate back to colleagues at a national level). Sociologists represent a
discipline that teaches one to analyse problems in terms of the social relations that
produce them, and to conceive of solutions as consequences of modifications in these
relations. For some reason they have come to imagine that, by giving first priority to
essentially technical expenditures, they might strengthen the social science enterprise.
I think that it can be quite safely said that the explanation for provincialism does not lie
in the area of resources. Whatever the reasons for it (and we each have our own ideas),
all would probably agree that it is not a lack of resources that is impeding the
development of social science in New Zealand.
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The Brazilian example teaches us that priority must be given to the investment of
resources in order to modify the social relations upon the basis of which the research
enterprise is organised. Thus the weaknesses of one centre can be compensated by the
strengths of another, cooperation can thus replace opposition, debate replace silence.
Brazil also teaches the importance of constructing social relations in such a way as to
ensure both an insulation of social science from political pressures and that priority be
given to "relevant” research.

The adoption of a code of ethics may serve as a barrier to political pressures that
emerge as a consequence of the social relations that are a part of the normal
employment game to which most active social researchers in New Zealand are
committed. But a code of ethics is of little use unless it is backed up by, what may be
called, a "professional body". This does not mean a body like the Medical Association
that defends its mermbers against all forms of outside attack.

This would need to be a politically oriented body engaged in the defence of the
freedom to execute and publish quality research free of political pressures. In other
words, its role would be one of defending the production of social science knowledges
as an essential component of modern democracy. In so doing it would defend the right
of (say) Professor van Moeseke to conclude, on the basis of his research in the 197(7s,
that the "Think Big" projects of the Muldoon era were non-viable. It would respond to
the politically motivated attacks to which such work and the person might be
subjected. Those disagreeing with controversial results would be challenged tc
produce scientific critiques and further analyses. The adoption of such a role requires
a good dose of courage, yet it can be perceived as an essential condition for the
survival of meaningful social science.

An enforceable code of ethics appears as a necessary but not a sufficient condition for
the survival of the social science enterprise in a democratic nation. The Brazilian case
highlights the importance of relevant research, for both survival and development. For
example, funding cuts in Thatcher’s Britain have been analysed in the following terms:
‘Any view of recent events must start with the realisation that sociology, perhaps more
than other subjects was ill prepared to defend itself...It was neither well-established,
organised nor valued... the relative isolation, if not insulation of sociologists in
academic institutions...is seen as being detrimental in current times’. (Reid, 1984:179-
180). The insulation of New Zealand social science appears as an invitation to any
mad, cost-cutting axeman.

The concentration on relevant research should help ensure that social science will have
a constituency of long-term political support. By this I refer not only to funders but
also to some notion of a wider community. This latter group is impoertant for an
obvious reason; if the funders pull the plug (as did the Military in Brazil and Thatcher
in Britain), or threaten to do so, then there will be sources of support available to act so
as to ensure that the social science enterprise does not go down the sink. I believe that
Thatcher’s actions in Britain raised hardly a whimper because the social sciences (and
especially sociology) were seen as irrelevant by the wider community. In Brazil, on
the other hand, such was the relevance - particularly of sociology - to a wider
community, that the regime, seeing itself threatened, resorted to exile and torture i
order to achieve silence.

I see the building of a criterion of relevance as an essential mechanism for
guaranteeing the continuation of the social science enterprise in New Zealand.

8
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The New Zealand Response to Crisis

[ recently asked a prominent member of an academic sociology department the rather
blunt question: ‘How come you people are not writing anything?’ The equally blunt
reply came back: “What would you expect us to write about?” This can only be
considered an astounding reply for a country being quietly ripped from top to bottom
by "revolutionary” changes.

In the space of a few years:
- New Zealand has gone from a closed to an open economy;

- Manufacturers and unions have lost, along with farmers, their power to
financiers and the Business Roundtable;

institutions founded along with the nation (Railways, Post Office and the Ministry
of Works) have been corporatised and reorganised;

the pelitically hegemonic pro-welfare values of the Kirk and Muldoon eras have
been replaced by equally hegemonic pro-market values;

the common consensus around the ANZUS-based defence policy has been
replaced by a hegemonic nuclear-free policy;

British cultural values, for so long the only ones accorded centrality in the
society, are under challenge as bi-culturalism assumes centre-stage;

the sports heroes of yesterday have been replaced by business heroes in their
Rolls and BMWs;

- there appears to have been an historic realignment of voting patterns;

- all appears quiet in spite of these changes, there appears to be little coherent and
politically strong opposition to what has been appropriately called ‘the quiet
revolution’. (James, 1986)

I would like to suggest that New Zealand social sciences redirect and accelerate their
research into such crucial issues. It is significant that the only good overview work
available gn the changes has been produced, not by social scientists, but by
journalists.™ As a guideline, the major axes of research described in Brazil suggest
themselves. In this manner, an examination of the consequences for economic
development of the Government’s policies would orient one part of a research
programme. What are the social and political bases to these policies? How, when they
cause obvious hurt to so many vested interests were they able to be implemented with
so little opposition? What do the answers to such questions teach us about changing
class relations in New Zealand? What are their implications for New Zealand’s future
as a developed and sovereign nation, and is it any longer possible for small and
developed nations to retain sovereignty?

4 The best statements are Collins, S. 1987 Rogernomics: is there a better way?, New Zealand,
Pitman; James, C. 1986. op. cit.; Jesson, B. 1987 Behind the Mirror Glass. Auckland, Penguin.
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At a political level an interesting starting point would be to critically examine the
commitment to, and conception of, democracy held by the lobbies for, and makers of,
important Government economic decisions. The silence of major social movements
and interest groups faced with such changes, seems to be another area worthy of
immediate investigation. How can it be understood, in its production and 1n its
consequences, and what implications does this silence bear for the future of pressure
group politics? What are the social and intellectual bases of future oppositions to the
"revolution", both from the left and the right? In debating this last question, the value
of traditional (left and right) categories is likely to come under focus.

The changing nature of inequality in New Zealand will require a new series of
investigations that will focus on its social, political and economic dimensions. i
culturalism’s hegemony in what is, in fact, a multi-cultural society excludes non-2igor:
and non-English cultures from participation. The transfer of political and economic
power to a younger generation and the rise of values previously alien to kiwi socicry
(naked materialism, cosmopolitanism, anti-nuclear pacifism/nationalism, co
capitalism), lead to an historic redefinition of the cultural bases of "inclusi
"outcasting” in relation to the centre. In this way previously central actors and v
become marginal and a part of what was marginal becomes a core part of a nev -
What would an investigation of the political consequences of this new relati
between the "in" and the "out’ tell us about New Zealand? What are the socia
of any attempts the excluded may make to organise themselves, both cga
"tyranny of the majority", and in favour of their reincorporation into the societv?
(Brazilian experience warns of possible consequences for democracy of the «
of significant parts of the population from social participation, and that such ex
may produce political forces capable of undermining those forces responsible {
exclusion).

or sucr

The drift North aggravates regional inequalities, and the current failures of the !
penal and educational systems aggravate others. To what extent can the accumulated
knowledge built up in the social sciences contribute to a reasoned public reflection on
solutions to such problems? Selutions that go beyond the ideological defence of 2
tinkered-with status-quo, or the advocacy of anti-sociological models based orn
simplistic assumptions about market forces?

Are the social sciences relevant to the future of New Zealand? If one replies in the
negative, then one should simply resign to ensure that one’s limited space becomes
available to another. An affirmative response would meet with this author’s
suggestion that questions raised in Brazil serve as a guideline for New Zealand. The
smaller number of social scientists in the field means that research agendas will need

to be better written than in Brazil, and resources used in a more directed fashion.

Who is to write the research agendas? Until now these have been predominantly

written by academics eyeing overseas markets and debates, and by the powerful

cabinet ministers, departmental heads and top bureaucrats. The key question becomes,

can the social science community counter this tradition and organise and execute its
wn agenda?

New Zealand is at a crucial turning point in its history and the question is how can the
social sciences shed light on this? At present there is some vigorous and important
research and publishing taking place in New Zealand. The pages of this new journal,
Sites and Race Class and Gender, as well as the participation of some of the nation’s
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most able sociologists in health and social security policy reassessments are just a few
signs of activity. What concerns me is that this activity is often irrelevant to the major
issues of the present or future and, where related to such issues, connections with the
work of other researchers is lacking. I would suggest that should the community not
face up to this challenge, social science will continue to be seen as irrelevant to the
vast majority of New Zealanders. In such a case one only has look to Great Britain to
get some foretaste of an impending fate.

The writing of an agenda will be a painful process for many. The research community
will have to re-equilibrate the balance between its strengths in peripheral areas and its
weaknesses in new core areas. An important strain will occur between some
"scientists", committed to research that they recognise as marginal to the agenda, but
important in another context, and eager "nationalists", who propagate a distorted view
by arguing that the programmed study of New Zealand is the only valid focus for the
social sciences. Some will try to slot their current work into a new agenda, others will
try to hijack the agenda for their own ends, and yet others may confirm their own
irrelevance and refuse any dialogue with those colleagues who strive to make the
social science enterprise relevant to the society that funds it.

Once the difficult task of writing an agenda has been completed, research should be
able to proceed in a directed fashion. However, the political space will not be
available to undertake many necessary projects in the most dynamic sector of social
science research, the applied sector. Resources will be unavailable to collect necessary
and important data within the university sector. Cooperation between applied and
university sectors was highlighted in 1981 as one imperative for strengthening
research. (Tait et al., 1981) In line with suggestions made earlier, exchanges between
centres and, where necessary, the importation of skills are further important building
blocks to success. -

Should social sciences be able to write and execute an agenda that addresses central
questions, they may come to be seen, as in Brazil, as of the utmost importance in
clarifying debates about the new society. Once key issues are raised and publicly
understood, democratic politicians are obliged to become more accountable, private
and bureaucratic interests will be less able to hide themselves behind the supposed
impartiality of "technical" decisions, social movements will have a greater capacity to
develop a collective comprehension of change processes (thereby permitting them to
abandon knee-jerk reactions that often endanger their cause), and the society will be
forced to become more responsible for its own choices.

The current lack of social research into central questions in New Zealand is, in my
view, a peril for the society - a danger for its prospects of economic development, for
its political democracy, and for those elements of its social structure and culture that
the "general will" would wish to_have preserved but which some usurpers seek to

reduce to market-determined cost55 .

Conclusion

The social science community must in part accept responsibility for the lack of public
understanding of the changing environment in which the society is immersed. In

5 To clear up any doubts, the Rousseauian reference is intended in this terminology.
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assuming such responsibility it will take bold new directions and develop a spirit of
collective work it has never previously exercised. Courage and perseverance will be
required. The results will, as they currently are for Brazilian social scientists, often be
disappointing, but this is a part of the battle - to produce and transmit knowledge about
societies in such a way that it helps the public make its own choices. Only in
authoritarian regimes can social scientists, acting as Comteian high-priests, expect to
have their knowledge immediately become public policy. Experience the world over
shows that social sciences are only tolerated in authoritarian regimes to the extent that
they reproduce official ideology or are considered irrelevant. Once they start doing
their job of unmasking the social relations that lies behind decisions and of revealing
the effects of these, problems often start. Simultaneously, demonstrations of public
support emerge.

Currently New Zealand social science experiences few difficulties because it
predominantly walks the tightrope between reproducing official 1deology and
conducting irrelevant research. Such relevant work that exists is often confined to
oblivion. Other social sciences in the world, when faced with such choices, have taken
a difficult path, to address major societal questions. Often they have suffered terribly
for this choice.

Faced with "the quiet revolution”, the silence and provincialism that envelopes the
work of New Zealand social scientists appears like the passive acceptance of a death
sentence. The restoration of the scientist’s sense of responsibility to the society,
through a spirit of enquiry, of seriousness and of relevance appear as necessary
elements for any reprieve. The reorganisation of the research enterprise and the
execution of a major research agenda appear as the bases of a revival.
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Marxian methodology and feminist theory:
towards a materialist conception of herstory.

Brian Roper, Griffith University
Brisbane

Introduction

The attempt to formulate a social-feminist "synthesis" of selected aspects of marxist
and feminist thought in order to provide a unified theoretical analysis of the
relationship between women’s oppression and class structure has proved notoriously
difficult. However, those who share a political commitment to the revolutionary
transformation of patriarchal-capitalist society are powerfully motivated to develop
precisely such an analysis. In the context of this wider theoretical discussion and
political orientation, I will argue that some aspects of the marxian method of rational
abstraction can be usefully employed in order to resolve some of the basic problems of
feminist theory. !

More specifically, it will be argued that the marxian distinction between transhistorical
and historically specific categories can potentially facilitate a methodological
reconciliation of the apparently contradictory theoretical objectives of Radical and
socialist feminism. In this way, radical-feminist conceptions of patriarchy as
constituting a transhistorical universal may be reconciled with the socialist-feminist
emphasis on the historical and cultural specificity of major aspects of women’s
oppression. Finally, without suggesting an entanglement with the literature
surrounding the articulation of modes of production,2 it must be stressed that the
formulation of transhistorical categories is a necessary el%'nent in the development of a
unified theoretical analysis of class, gender and ethnicity.

Rational abstraction: transhistorical and historically specific categories

The marxian materialist conception of history is primarily composed of transhistoricai
categories which are theoretically applicable to at least two or more modes of
production. Human needs, forces and relations of production, contradiction, and class
are paradigmatic examples of this kind of category. Conversely, surplus-value, the
organic composition of capital, the rate of exploitation, and the rate of profit exemplify
the employment of historically specific categories. These latter categories are
historically specific in this sense because they are restricted in their application to
societies which are dominated by capitalist social relations of production.

Given the fact that Marx spent the greater portion of his working life engaged in

developing his critical analysis of the capitalist mode of production (CACMP) the
question arises: what was the role of these transhistorical categories within the overall

1 1 am indebted to Rosemary Novitz, Louise Harvey, and Brian Haig for commenting on earlier
versions of this paper.
2 For an introduction to this literature see Wolpe (1980), Callinicos (1976). Original staicments of

the Althusserian position include: Althusser (1971), Balibar (1970) and the Introduction to
Poulantzas (1973).
3 Earlier and more extensive versions of this argument are contained in Roper (1986a; 1986b)
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structure of Marx’s thought? Derek Sayer (1983:110-111) provides an illuminating
answer to this question:

Transhistorical categories, and the analysis of production in general in which they are
grounded, are basic to the identification of the social forms which constitute Marx’s
explananda. For it is only this analysis which enables him first to isolate, in any given
cmpirical context, some set of phenomena as pertaining to production at all, and
second, to distinguish, within these phenomena are manifestations. This is, obviously,
an important function; for without this double identification, Marx’s critique could not
gct off the ground at all. More generally, some such initial criterion of relevance
would appecar to be necessary to any empirical enterprise, since without one all
phcnomenal starting-points would be equally privileged and none would enjoy a
secure rationale.

It was, therefore, no accident that the formulation of transhistorical categories in the
marxian materialist conception of history (MCH) preceded the historically specific
critical analysis of the capitalist mode of production (CACMP). By contrast, this was a
necessary starting point for Marx precisely because he had to select, from the
potentially infinite range of possible empirical candidates, those phenomena which had
to be explained (i.e. the explananda). The identification of these phenomena then
facilitated the retroductive identification and analysis of the underlying causal
mechanisms, ‘the hidden innermost secret’. of capitalist development. (ibid:115-117)

This distinction between transhistorical and historically specific categories, and the
role of transhistorical categories in marxian analysis, can be clearly iilustrated with
respect to the contrast between Marx’s transhistorical conception of class and his
historically specific conception of capitalism.

The famous proclamation that: ‘The history of all hitherto existing society is the
history of class struggles’ (Marx and Engels, 1975:32), clearly illustrates the usage of
class as a transhistorical category. A transhistorical conception of class is also
embodied in the marxian proposition that: ‘“The specific economic form in which
unpaid surplus-labour is pumped out of direct producers, determines the relationship of
rulers and ruled, as it grows directly out of production itself and, in turn, reacts upon it
as a determining element’. (Marx, 1967:791) This transhistorical conception of class is
necessary because, apart from relatively simple societies based on subsistence
production all human societies are characterised by class divisions and these divisions
are based on the social rclatlgns which govern the production, appropriation, and
distribution of surplus product.

By contrast, capitalism, as a particular societal form, constitutes an instantiation of this
proposition, and the classes of which it is composed, principally the proletariat and
bourgeoisie, are always analysed by Marx in terms of the dynamics and structures
wh1ch are specific to capitalism. Capital, Wage Labour, and Surplus-Value are

categories which help us to define the specific social form of capitalist production and
hence distinguish it from the qualitatively different social forms of material production

4 c.f., E. Mandel, (1977) chapters 1 & 2; and for an exccllent recent discussion, Coontz and
Henderson (1986).
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which precede it. In this way we see ‘that the capitalist process of production is a
historically determined form of the social process of production in general’. (Marx,
1967:818)

The problem here is that a great deal of the methodological sophistication of the
marxian analysis of class and capitalism has been lost in contemporary discussions of
the concepts of gender and patriarchy. For example, radical-feminist discussions of

amarch% tend to treat women’s oppression as a transhistorical and cross-cultural
universal”, in the same way that Marx and Engels treat class in the passages cited.,
without recognising that: firstly, transhistorical categories (or concepts) are extremely
limited in their explanatory capacity; second the kind of explanations which they can
provide are extremely preliminary and tentative in nature; and third that the
methodological adequacy of such explanations is predicated on their ability to facilitate
further empirically based research. By contrast, socialist-feminism has moved in the
opposite direction to the universalistic emphasis of radical-feminist theory and has
tended to reject the employment of transhlstoncal categories in favour of hlstonmllv

specific studies of concrete aspects of women’s oppression. (Beechy ,1979; Row-
botham, 1981:364-369)

In this context, it is important to recognise that an adequate theory of women’s
oppression must be able to provide a preliminary explanation of the persistence of
women’s subordination to men for such extensive periods of history while
simultaneously facilitating an explanation of the historically specific social form of
women’s subordination to men in patriarchal-capitalist society. In turn, the only way
that such a theoretical manoeuvre can be completed is through the employment of
aspects of marxian methodology, and in particular, the dlstmcnon between
transhistorical and historically specific categories.

The upshot of all this is that it is important to distinguish the concepts of gender and
patriarchy in a way which is analogous to the marxian treatment of class and
capitalism. However, this at first appears to be, if not 1mpos€1ble then problematic. As
Connell (1983:59) demonstrates, the gender categories "women' and ”mPn are not
equivalent to class categories premsely because the history of women’s oppression
illustrates that, in contra-distinction to class exploitation, domination, and struggle,
there is an intimate relation between gender as a social construction and the biological
differentiation of the sexes. A fundamental tension arises in feminist theory between
the need, on the one hand, to recognise the significance of human reproducﬁvo biology
as it becomes socially interwoven into the fdbrlC of women’s oppression, and on the
other, to challenge the ideological legitimization of this form of oppression in terms of
"the natural”.

In the context of the argument advanced here, it is crucial to recognise that, ‘precis 515
because the biological logic...cannot sustain the gender categories’ (ibid:76) th

intimacy of the relation of the biological and the social in the historical construction of
gender dominance and exploitation does not undermine the necessity to systematically
distinguish the transhistorical dimension of women’s subordination to men from the

5 c.f. Firestone (1971: 8-10); Millett, (1970:32-33); O’Bricn, (1981: 33,139,19); and for an
excellent general discussion of radical-feminist theory in this regard, Eiscnstein (1984).
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historically and culturally specific social forms of that subordination. On the contrary,
the significance of biological differentiation between the sexes means that it is even
more important to define gender and patriarchy in a way which is analogous to class
and capitalism because the alternatives are to either embrace a form of biological
determinism or to set up a false dualism of biology and history. Marxian ontology
enables us to avoid both of these latter problems, and it is surprising that Connell
apparently fails to recognise this. (Eipper ,1984:152-4; Lucas, 1978; Soper, 1979:55-
106; Timpanaro, 1975; Roper, 1986a:369-376)

In her discussion of the centrality of patriarchy in social analysis, Diane Court presents
a fundamental objection to the kind of argument which I am expounding here. Sh6€
claims that ‘...using a methodology means that the questions are framed in its terms’>,
and on this basis rejects a methodological fusion of feminist and marxist theory. Such a
position can only be substantiated if it is demonstrated that firstly marxian
methodology is inherently and unalterably andro-centric, and second that dialectical,
historical, and materialist methodology cannot facilitate the theoretical explanation of
women’s oppression. While there are undoubtedly many arguments to be advanced on
both these points, the successful employment of marxian methodology (understood in
its most general sense) in a number of feminift studies leads me to conclude that
Court’s position is not sustainable on this point.” Thus it is far from clear that the sort
of methodological framework which I am promulgating here necessarily frames and
shapes questions in a way which precludes the generation of an adequate theoretical
explanation of women’s oppression.

The theoretical problematic of a materialist conception of herstory.

The development of a unified socialist-feminist theory of gender and class thus entails
a "two pronged attack” - both theoretical and methodological. The following relation
needs to be retained as a central element in the theoretical problematic of marxist and
socialist-feminism: the differential involvement of women and men in human
reproduction (understood to encompass minimally: sexuality, fertility, pregnancy,
birth, and childcare) and the structuration of social relations which immediately govern
this process; the gender differentiation of the totality of social production; and the
cultural, ideological, and political dimension of women’s ogpression (insofar as this
can be clearly differentiated from the processes just cited).® However, the potential

(o5}

Court (1983:165). Catherine MacKinnon (1982) constructs a similar argument on this point:
Method shapes each theory’s vision of social reality. It identifies its central problem, group and
process, and creates as a consequence its distinctive conception of politics as such. While it is
obviously true that methodology and theory are intimated inter-related, it is far from clear that a
dialectical, historical, and materialist methodology necessarily shapes social theory in ways
which preclude theoretical analyses of women’s oppression nor, a fortiori, that marxian
methodology embodics a perspective that contributes to the sexual objectification of women (as
MacKennon claims).
7 An cxcelient empirically based study (Trainor 1984) using the realist interpretation of Marx’s
method advocated here is unfortunately unpublished. For published studies which may be said
(very loosely) to have employed aspects of marxian methodology, see Cavendish, (1982);
Cockburn (1983); Pollert (1984) and Westwood (1984).
8 In relation to the proposition that human reproduction is of fundamental significance in
determining the gender differentiation of social production, and by extension, women’s
transhistorical and historical subordination to men, the following arc key references: Beechy
(1979); Brenner and Ramas (1984); Bridenthal (1982); Bryceson (1980); Coontz and Henderson
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fruitfulness of this theoretical problematic is largely dependent upon the adoption of a
methodological framework which effectively counters the problems of biological
determinism, idealism, and universalism that characterise a considerable portion of
radical feminist thought. In my view, a realist interpretation of dialectical and
historical materialism (however unfashionable) still offers the best means of avoiding
these problems. (Callinicos, 1983:ch.5; Bhaskar, 1983; Keat and Urry, 1973:chs 2 & 3:
Rubin, 1979:ch.3; Sayer, 1983)

Given the extensive body of literature which directly pertains to these issues, I will not
attempt to expound this line of theoretical argumentation in any detail here.
Nonetheless, it is necessary to at least indicate the nature and parameters of the
theoretical problematic advocated because it is presupposed in the critical discussion of
radical and socialist feminist theory which follows.

A "materialist conception of herstory" is, in the first instance, a transhistorical
theoretical framework. Its central categories are formulated at a transhistorical level of
abstraction, and they can be applied transhistorically in order to account for the
generality of certain forms of social subordination, e.g. the subordination of women to
men, classes of producers to classes of non-producers, and so forth.

This conception of herstory rests on the fundamental proposition that the material basis
of women’s transhistorical subordination to men is constituted by the primary
involvement of women in the bearing and rearing of children and the impact which this
has upon the gender differentiation of social production as a whole. Generally men can
avoid work in this so-called "reproductive" sphere and this enhances their capacity to
organise significant areas of social production in ways which are beneficial to them
(within as well as across class boundaries). It is in this sense that Brenner and Ramas
(1984:49) have argued that: ‘The assignment of women to reproduction and their
marginalisation in wage work is prior to, rather than as effect of, protective legislation
or trade union policy’. Ultimately, the cultural, ideological, and political processes
which are of over-riding significance in the reproduction of women’s subordination to
men are limited and constrained (though not directly determined) by the gender
differentiation of the totality of social production.

Thus central theoretical issues relate to the need to adequately conceptualise: the
structuration of the social relations which govern the process of human reproduction;
the degree of development of human control over ostensibly "natural” processes; the
labour-process in which human life is produced; the gender specific nature of the
labour-power which is expended in this process; and the gender division of labour in
this sphere. This is necessary because, as Rosalind Petchesky (1980:672) notes:

(1986); Edholm et al (1977); Firestone (1971); Jagger and McBride (1985); McDonough and
Harrison (1978); Meillassoux (1985); Mitchell (1971:¢ch.5); O’Brien (1981); Petchesky (1980);
Saville-Smith (1982); Steven (1980); Trainor (1984); Women’s Study Group (1978); Vogel
(1983). Closely related writings which I will not cite here are clustered around: i, the discussion
of generational reproduction in the domestic labour debate; ii, the discussion and critique of
Engels” Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State: iii, the rapidly expanding literature
on the new reproductive technology; and iv, social theories of human sexuality.
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A women does not simply "get pregnant” and "give birth" like the flowing of tides
and seasons. She does so under the constraint of definite material conditions that set
limits on "natural" reproductive processes - for example, existing birth control
methods and technology and access to them; class divisions and the
distribution/financing of health care; nutrition; employment, particularly of women;
and the state of the economy generally. And she does so within a specific network of
social relations and social arrangements involving herself, her sexual partner(s), her
children and kin, neighbours, doctors, family planners, birth control providers and
manufacturers, employers, the church, and the state.

As the employment of concepts such as relations and forces of human reproduction
indicates, this approach necessitates an engagement with, and re-working of, the major
transhistorical categories of the marxian materialist conception of history.

if this theoretical project is to succeed then it needs to be based on a sound theorisation
of human reproduction and, so far, this has generally involved the adoption of a
labour-process model of analysis. In this way Mary O’Brien (1981:47) identifies a
number of basic moments in the reproductive process; menstruation, ovulation,
copulation, alienation, conception, gestation, labour, birth, appropriation, nurture. This
kind of theoretical analysis can, if properly employed, facilitate an examination of the
ways in which the process of producing human beings interacts concretely with social
preduction, and ultimately, with the cultural, ideological, and political dimension of
women’s subordination. At the same time it is necessary to clearly distinguish
between, on the one hand, conceptions of human reproduction in terms of material
properties which are common to all societies and, on the other, analyses of the
historically specific social form of this process as it is concretely organised in
particular societies. This suggests that further historical and empirically based
research, as well as fuller theoretical discussion, is a necessary pre-requisite to the
resolution of the complex issues which inhere in this theoretical problematic.

Transhistorical categories and the limitations of radical-feminist theory

For the sake of brevity I will concentrate on three key problems which characterise
radical-feminist theory: biological determinism, universalism, and idealism. Rather
than considering radical-feminist theory as a whole I will focus on Mary O’Brien’s
work because it embodies all these problems in a sophisticated dialectical analysis of
the relationship between human reproduction and women’s transhistorical oppression.

Michelle Walker, in a recent review article (1986), has used O’Brien’s important
contribution in order to provide a critique of the so-called economism of marxist-
feminism (as exemplified by Lise Vogel, 1983). While agreeing with Walker that it is
fundamentally problematic to employ marxian economic categories in order to explain
women’s subordination to men in capitalist society, I will offer an alternative and more
critical reading of O’Brien’s theorisation of human reproduction.

Biological Determinism

Mary O’Brien’s consideration of ‘male stream thought’ at certain points unrepentantly
assumes postures which involve a fairly strong form of biological determinism. Thus,
for example, she claims that: ‘For men, physiology is fate, and the greatest among
them have known this very well. For women, anatomy is creativity...’. (1983:36) This
echoes Firestone’s earlier pronouncement that: ‘...unlike economic class, sex class
sprang directly from a biological reality: men and women were created different and
not equally privileged’. (1971:8)
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There have been numerous criticisms of this kind of biological determinism and T will
not rehearse these here. Some of the problems with the "biologism" of radical-feminist
theory which have been identified include: the attempt to explain complex social and
cultural phenomena by reference to biological differences between the sexes; the
presupposition of ideological assumptions concerning the inevitability of the unequal
division of labour between women and men in child care; the maintenance of a
conception of human reproduction as a static, universal, and ahistorical feature of
reality; and the potentially reactionary political implications of accepting and
glorifying social arrangements, such as women’s capacity for nurturing children,
which are currently associated with women’s childbearing capacity. (Barrett, 1980:11-
13, 159-199; Beechy, 1979:68-71; Eisenstein, 1984; Hartmann, 1981:12-13;
Eisenstein, 1979:18-19; Mitchell, 1971:87-90)

At this stage it is important to recognise that it is nonetheless possible to develop a
transhistorical theoretical framework, i.e., a materialist conception of herstory, which
incorporates the crucial theoretical insight that human reproduction is a central aspect
of the historical determination of women’s oppression, without necessarily involving
this kind of biological determinism. This is because transhistorical categories establish
(or at least reflect) the general ontological orientation which guides subsequent
empirical and/or historiographic research. If a marxian ontological position is adopted
which conceives of the relation of human beings to nature as being mediated through
labour, then it is possible to argue that human reproduction is constitutive of the
material basis of women’s transhistorical oppression without consequently supporting
the idea that women’s oppression is biologically determined. Further, the adoption of a
dialectical, historical, and materialist ontology counters another major problem of
radical-feminist theory, ie. idealism.

Idealism

In common with a great deal of radical and cultural-feminist theory, Mary O’Brien’s
account of women’s transhistorical oppression is thoroughly idealist. More
particularly, it is idealist in the sense that male reproductive consciousness constitutes
the explanans of women’s oppression in her analysis while the real social relations
which govern the reproduction process are considered part of the explanandum, ie. in a
sense, these relations are considered "superstructural”. (O’Brien, 1981:57)

To attribute historicity to the process of human reproduction on the grounds that it is
"mediated by consciousness"”, and to conceive of this consciousness in terms of a
potency principle which is universal to all male dominant sccieties, is to effectively
deny that the process of human reproduction is an essentially historical phenomenon.
For O’Brien, the historicity of this process merely reflects the actions of men in their
seemingly tireless attempts to overcome their alienation from genetic continuity by
establishing social and historical principles of continuity, and to overcome their
uncertainty of paternity by controlling the procreative capacity of women. Thus the
central theoretical problematic, according te O’Brien, must be: ‘...men’s need for
principles of continuity, ideologies of continuity, and why they translate these
principles into social realities which are shot through with the oppression of men by
men and 9rest foursquarely on the greater and "naturally” justified oppression of
women.’” Further, her examination of male stream thought assumes that these

9 I should acknowledge that, as a male with no desire for parenthood, I find O’Brien’s conception
of the “potency principle’ intuitively implausible. In my opinion men’s psychological desire for
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principles of continuity remain essentially the same, from the discovery of
physiological paternity to the recent development of modern contraceptive technology.

MARY O’BRIEN’S PERIODISATION OF HISTORY

HERSTORY: Prehistory History of Male  Age of Contraception
Supremacy
(Patriarchy)
WORLD HISTORIC
EVENT: Discovery of Development of
Physiological Contraceptive Technology
Paternity

This conception of women’s transhistorical subordination to men is, in my view,
untenable. In order to substantiate the major theoretical propositions of her analysis
O’Brien needed to draw upon historical and anthropological evidence, not just an
extended discussion of Western philosophy and political theory. However, such a
consideration is ruled out of her analysis by the adoption of transhistorical concepts
which locate the explanans of women’s oppression in human consciousness. In fact,
the significance attributed to meta-theory by O’Brien, and meta-ethics by Mary Daly,
reflects the adoption of an idealist ontology which is common in radical feminist
theory and politics. Although I cannot defend materialist ontology here, it is
abundantly clear that this kind of idealist ontology is fundamentally problematic;
philosophically, theoretically, and politically.** It is equally clear that the adoption of
a materialist ontology in no way precludes an adequate theorisation of women’s
oppression in this, or any other, society.

Universalism

The universalism of radical-feminist theory rests on three inter-related assumptions:
that women have always been oppressed by men (both transhistorically and cross-
culturally); that gender subordination is the primary form of social inequality in all
societies; and that all women are oppressed as women irrespective of their class
position, ethnicity, or sexual orientation. While there is a strong element of truth in
each of these assumptions, they do not provide an adequate conceptual basis for the
theorisation of women’s oppression. Women’s subordination to men has persisted
throughout human history but the nature and degree of this subordination has been
highly variable - both historically and culturally. (Rosaldo, 1980) It is far from clear
that gender is always the primary form of social structuration in every society or that
other forms of inequality, such as race or class, can be adequately explained as arising

biological offspring is socially, culturally, and historically variable.

10 For discussions which highlight the problematic nature of idealist ontology and epistemology in
feminist theory and politics, c.f., M. Barrett 1980: 29-36; Cockburn (1983: 10-11); Delphy
(1984); Eisenstein (1984: 125-145); Marx and Engels (1976: pt.1); Rowbotham (1973: 116-126);
Saville-Smith (1982: ch.1); Trainor (1984: ch.1); Westwood (1984: 3-11, 235-238).
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from a primary "patriarchal" structuration of social relations. Finally, there are
countless examples of women’s oppression being mediated in fundamental ways by
ethnicity and/or class. Consider for example the experiences of Jewish women in Nazi
Germany, women of colour under slavery, and working class women who are
systematically denied access to the cultural, economic, and educational resources
enjoyed by their bourgeois and middle class sisters.

These problems can once again be illustrated by reference to O’Brien’s meta-
theoretical account of women’s oppression. Central to this account is O’Brien’s
conception of a "potency principle" as constituting the basis of male supremacy.
(1981:191) As noted above, O’Brien bases this conception on assumptions concerning
the relationship between genetic continuity on the one hand, and the differences
between male and female reproductive consciousness on the other. She argues that
‘biological reproduction necessarily sets up an opposition between those who labour
reproductively (women) and those who do not (men)...the alienation of the male seed
does in fact set up a series of real opposition in social terms’. (ibid:32, emphasis
added) These are:

1. the man and child, who may or may not be his;

2. the women who labours to bring forth her child and the man who does not
labour;

3. the man who is separated from biological continuity, and the woman whose
integration with natural process and genetic time is affirmed in reproductive
labour;

4. following from 1, individual man and all other possible potencies, men in

general. (ibid)

What O’Brien loses sight of in this analysis is the fact that these oppositions may be
culturally and historically specific to the patterns of patrilineal descent of ancient
Greece, Rome, and Western Europe.

The conception of time, and of the continuity of the generations through time which
she describes is not the universal it is claimed to be. (Thompson, 1967) Donna
Awatere (1983:14) describes the conflict between European and Maori conceptions of
time and genetic continuity:

The dimensions of time have been collapsed into space. This occurred when time
began to be measured and quantified. It was not longer tied to the cyclic thythm of
nature and to the ancestor’s rhythm of lifc and death. Precise, mechanical time
replaced cyclic and whakapapa time. Thus the present was put into a mechanical
relationship with the past and future. Nature and genealogy were put aside.

Maori and Pakeha conceptions of birth, life and death, continuity and time, are thus
quite different - and these different conceptions are embedded on two opposed
cultures. Further, kinship patterns and genealogy, childbirth and responsibility for child
care, sexuality and contraception, all reveal significant differences between European
derived Pakeha culture and Maori culture. This is but one limited example but it does
illustrate the vulnerability of O’Brien’s analysis to counter-example by reference to
cross-cultural or anthropological material. It also suggests a certain degree of
ethnocentrism in her account of women’s transhistorical oppression.

Precisely because O’Brien’s focus of analysis is consistently restricted to
consciousness and ideology, rather than actual material activities and relations, this
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analysis fails to generate transhistorical categories consistent with a materialist
analysis of women’s subordination. Transhistorical categories must ultimately be
empirically open-ended, and able to accommodate cultural and historical variations in
social organisation of human reproduction and social production. Ultimately,
O’Brien’s analysis fails to provide these categories.

Most surprising, in light of her experience as a mid-wife and some of her explicit
statements on the sociality of the reproductive process, is the extent to which the
reproductive process itself is conceived of as largely ahistorical, biologistic, and
universalistic. O’Brien consistently considers the physical activities of copulation,
pregnancy, and childbirth to be essentially natural and biological. The socialist-
feminist theorisations of human reproduction, by contrast, attribute sociah'lti/ and
historicity to that process because it physically entails sets of social relations. ! It is
only within the context of these social relations that the physical processes of human
reproduction take place. By contrast, for O’Brien, the social relations which concretely
govern the different moments of the reproductive process are effectively deemed
"superstructural” - the "base" being constituted by the fundamentally distinct nature of
male and female reproductive consciousness.

In summation then, I have argued (very schematically) that the formulation of
transhistorical categories consistent with a dialectical, historical, and materialist
ontology effectively counters the problems of biological determinism and idealism in
radical-feminist theory. Further, because the transhistorical categories of a materialist
conception of herstory are concerned with the general preconditions of women’s
transhistorical subordination to men it must be acknowledged that they are confined in
their application to abstract moments with which no real historical stage of women’s
subordination can be grasped. (Marx, 1973:88) In this way, the distinction between
transhistorical and historically specific categories is a built-in safe-guard against the
false generalisation of historically and culturally specific aspects of women’s
oppression.

On the positive side, it must be recognised that radical-feminists such as Firestone and
O’Brien have provided important, although problematic, contributions to the task of
formulating a transhistorical theoretical framework which provides a prelimirary
explanation of the persistence of woman’s oppression throughout so much of known
human history. The crux of my argument is that socialist-feminists (and marxists
seriously concerned with theorising women’s oppression) can and should adopt the
theoretical insights afforded by O’Brien’s work, while at the same time avoiding the
pitfalls which stem from the neo-hegelian methodology which she employs.

Historical categories and the limitations of socialist feminist theory
The theoretical problematic and methodological framework advocated here throws
light, not only on the perennial problems of radical-feminist theory, but also on a

11 c.f. Saville-Smith (1982: ch.2). I presuppose the philosophical explication of the notion of
physical necessity by D.H. Ruben (1979) who argues that: (1) physical necessity relates to
individuals; (2) such necessity is tendential; (3) tendencies arise from the "nature” of the thing in
question; (4) explanation is by way of relating tendencies to natures, rather than through derivin g
tendencies from generalisations.,
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number of key theoretical issues within socialist-feminism. These include: the
employment of materialist and/or economic analysis which many reject as being
incapable of grasping crucial (psychological and ideological) aspects of women’s
oppression; a trend towards historical studies which attempt to recover the "hidden
history" of women’s past - but which tend to neglect the crucial role which theory must
play in socialist feminist historiography; and the apparent impasse of socialist-
feminism in transcending the theoretical dualism of the capitalist-patriarchy
dichotomy. While the case cannot be fully argued here, these problems are linked by a
common thread: insufficient attention has been paid to the problem of theorising the
relationship between the differential involvement of women and men in human
reproduction; the gender differentiation of the totality of social production; and the
cultural, ideological, and political dimension of women’s oppression. Further
discussion of these issues, albeit brief and very condensed, is necessary in order to
substantiate this key point.

Economic Analysis

An extensive critique of economism has emerged within contemporary marxism.
(Femia, 1983; Mouffe, 1979) While there are very few socialist-feminist theoretical
contributions which I think could be labelled in a straight-forward way as
"economistic", it is currently fashionable to maintain that economic analysis
(particularly of the marxist variety) is largely irrelevant to the task of theorising
gender. (Connell, 1983:33-49) Thus, for example, it is commonly held that economic
categories are irrelevant to understanding the psychological processes of
"socialisation” through which gender identity and heterosexuality is reproduced in its
current forms. Obviously, categories developed in order to analyse the production,
appropriation, realisation, and distribution of surplus-value tell us very little about the
reality of being gay or lesbian in a heterosexist society, or of the social processes
which empower men to rape women, sexually abuse children, and batter "their" wives.

Clearly T do not have the space to discuss these issues here, but in my view it is
completely erroneous (if understandable) to leap from the premise that there are
significant areas of social life which cannot be analysed with economic categories to
the conclusion that ipso facto economic analysis is irrelevant to the development of a
theoretical explanation of women’s oppression today. In any case, in the context of the
current "long depressive wave" in the economic development of world capitalism
(Mandel, 1975; 1978) it would be extremely unwise to abandon economic analysis in
toto since the contemporary situation of women is obviously determined in a whole
series of ways by the economic structure and tendencies of development of the
capitalist mode of production. (See also Anon, 1985) Nonetheless, subject to this
crucial qualification, it is just as evident that the attempts by marxist and socialist
feminists to employ the (historically specific) economic categories of the marxian
CACMP in order to attempt to explain the characteristic nature of gender relations in
capitalist society, have proved to be highly problematic.

The latter approach to the problem of tBeorising women’s oppression falls under the
rubric of the "domestic labour debate”. 14 This debate rests on the assumption that it is

12 Full reference here would involve dozens of citations. The unintiated may like (0 begin with Fox
(1980); Barrett (1980:172-183); Molyneux (1979); Kaluzynska (1980); Vogel (1983:17-25, 136-
175).
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the unpaid labour which women perform in the family-household that constitutes the
material basis of women’s oppression in capitalist society. Women’s oppression is
considered to be explicable in terms of the functional requirements of capitalist
accumulation and reproduction (both of labour-power and capitalist relations of
production). The attempt to apply marxist economic categories in this way has proved
to be problematic in a whole series of ways. Firstly, such "sex-blind" categories cannot
tell us why it is specifically women who are disadvantaged by the reproduction of
labour-power, reserve army of labour etc. (Hartman, 1981:10-11) Second, it cannot be
established a priori that the unpaid domestic labour which women perform for men in
the family-household is ‘in the interests of capital’. (Molyneaux, 1979) Third,
conversely, marxist economic theory provides no conceptual tools to explain or
analyse the ways in which men benefit (materially, culturally, ideologically) from the
gender division of reproductive labour. Fourth, in short, marxist economic theory
cannot explain why women are oppressed by men within, as well as between, social
classes in capitalist society nor recognise the ways in which class is necessarily
differentiated by gender. (Saville-Smith, 1982:39)

Less commonly recognised, however, are two related failings which characterise this
kind of approach.

1. Subject to qualification by the systematic explication of their methodological
function it is possible to apply transhistorical categories to a wide variety of
societal forms. On the other hand, it is not possible to apply historically specific
categories in this way. Thus the economic categories of the marxian CACMP are
completely unable to provide a preliminary explanation of the transhistorical
dimensions of women’s subordination since those categories are methodolog-
ically confined to the analysis of one particular societal type, i.e., capitalism.
Undoubtedly, marxists would respond by arguing that it is a waste of time trying
to provide a preliminary explanation of women’s transhistorical subordination in
abstraction from its historically specific social forms - but this response is
inconsistent with Marx’s repeated employment of a transhistorical definition of
"class”. (Marx, 1967:791-2)

2. Because the relationship between transhistorical and historical categories in
marxian theory has not been considered in the debate there has been a general
failure to employ a sufficiently high level of abstraction. Consequently many of
the contributors to the domestic labour debate are not sufficiently critical of the
naturalistic definition of human reproduction incorporated within tlf%
transhistorical categories of the marxian materialist conception of history.
Therefore they fail to recognise that the subsequent historically specific marxian
analysis of the capitalist mode of production conceptually marginalises precisely
that process which constitutes the explanans of the gender differentiation of
social production as a whole. Following from this, a key element in the
structuration of gender relations is rendered peripheral to theoretical and

13 For statements by Marx and Engels which reflect this naturalistic conception of human
reproduction, see, Marx and Engels (1976: 38, 48-49, 50, 51,53,71); Marx (1967: 170-176,
351,572); Marx, (1973:604-610). For a commentary and critique see McDonough and Harrison
(1978: 27-32).
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empirical analysis. In other words, it is not just the conclusions of the domestic
labour debate which are inadequate, but the complete failure to formulate an
adequate starting point for the historically specific analysis of women’s
oppression in patriarchal-capitalist society.

To summarise: while it is crucial to develop a materialist analysis of women’s
oppression in patriarchal-capitalist society, and to systematically focus on women’s
dual involvement in paid and unpaid labour, this analysis requires the employment of
transhistorical and historically specific categories which are currently absent from, or
peripheral to, marxist economic theory.

The Poverty of Historiography

By employing the phrase, "the poverty of historiography", I am neither claiming that
contemporary socialist-feminist historiography is theoretically uninformed nor
implying that it is straightforwardly "empiricist". Rather, "the poverty of
historiography" signifies the retreat from a consideration of the complex theoretical
issues integral to the analysis of the relationship between human reproduction and
social production. (Millan, 1984) While more historical evidence is necessary in order
to help resolve these issues, it is also necessary to recognise the explanatory power of,
and consequently the need for, certain kinds of theoretical concepts. This is
exemplified by Sheila Rowbotham’s discussion of the radical-feminist transhistorical
conception of patriarchy.

While Rowbotham set out an agenda for further theoretical work in Wemen,
Resistance and Revolution, in which she argued that an adequate analysis of
women’s oppression would have to consider the relationship between human
reproduction and social production, she later retreated from her earlier position to a
considerable degree. In this discussion of the term ‘patriarchy’ she rejects its use in
feminist theory because

It implies a universal and ahistorical form of oppression which returns us to biology -
and thus it obscures the need to recognise not only biological differences, but also the
multiplicity of ways in which societies have defined gender. By focussing upon the
bearing and rearing of children ("patriarchy” = power of the father) it suggests there is
a singie determining cause of women’s subordination. {1981:367)

Rowbotham’s discussion of "patriarchy", while very short, nonetheless clearly
illustrates that a number of socialist and marxist fﬁrlninists tend to conceive of human
reproduction as an essentially biological process. '™ In reality, of course, Rowbotham
is not denying the enormous significance of the impact of women’s specific
involvement in human reprcduction on their lives. But she does appear to reject the
formalisation of this insight in a theory of women’s oppression. In other words, while
historiography may document women’s involvement in paid employment, sexuality,
conception, pregnancy, child-birth, child-care, housework, and so on, she explicitly
rejects the attempt to theorise the complex relationship between the bearing and
rearing of children, and between the division of work in this "reproductive sphere”,
and the gender differentiation of the totality of social production.

14 For exampie, Barrett’s repeated use of the term ‘biclogical reproduction’. (1980)
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Thus the major problem with Rowbotham’s discussion of the concept of patriarchy is
that it implies that we can never locate the material basis of women’s subordination
theoretically, but only observe the concrete manifestations of that subordination
through feminist historiography. In their response to Rowbotham’s argument against
the term "patriarchy" Sally Alexander and Barbara Taylor (1981) provide a useful
critique in this respect:

As feminist historians, we share Sheila’s desire for more research into women’s lives
and experience. But this is no substitute for a theory of women’s oppression. History
only provides answers to questions which are put to it; without a framework for these
questions we shall founder in a welter of disassociated and contradictory "facts".

Sallie Westwood (1984:3) also provides an insightful comment on this point:

The drama of everyday life is richly textured, multifaceted and dense and we cannot
hope to make sense of our world and, more, interpret it, without a coherent theoretical
understanding. We need theories to explain the world in which we struggle, to inform
our practice and out politics...

While it is essential to counter the androcentrism of conventional and marxist
historiography, to recover centuries of women’s lost experience, hidden struggles and
stories of resistance, we must recognise the crucial rele which theory, including ‘the
"anti-structure” of political economy’, (Thompson, 1978:69) must play in this process.
Further, it must be recognised that this is not a cumulative or linear process. As Perry
Anderson (1980:13) notes in his critique of Thompson’s Poverty of Theory, such an
approach can give rise to the view: ‘that history is the record of everything that has
happened - a notoriously vacant conclusion to which virtually every previous thinker
on the subject has given a fin de non recevoir.’

In an ironic twist of intellectual history it appears that those who have been influenced
by E.P. Thompson’s approach to class, and his argument that Marx had become
entrapped within his critique of political economy, seem to be equally entrapped within
their own critique of althusserian structuralism. Thus Rowbotham, R. W. Connell, and
Diane Court are all, it appears, indebted to E.P. Thompson’s much needed critique of
althusserian structuralism - but the absence of a critical appraisal of Thompson’s
contribution is disturbing, especially given Perry Anderson’s observation that:
“Thompson’s definition of the object of history is casual and circular; his prescription
for historical concepts, in a traditional emphasis on the approximate character of the
discipline, is finally uncompelling’.(ibid:15)

Theoretical Dualism

An uneasy tension pervades the fondly caressed notion that women’s oppression and
the class system are inextricably and causally inter-linked. Feminists have been
reluctant to concede that capitalism systematically divides women of different classes
from each other and reinforces men’s domination over women in countless ways.
Socialists have been equally reluctant to accept the second half of that essential slogan:
‘No women'’s liberation without socialist revolution and no socialist revolution without
women’s liberation’. (Weir and Wilson, 1984) In this fiercely polemical context it
appears that dual systems theorists have, by attempting to please everyone, pleased no-
one. The task of theorising the complex unity of gender and class within a
methodological framework that is in some sense simultaneously dialectical, historical
and materialist is becoming increasingly unfashionable as a result of the growing
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influence of post-structuralism and discourse theory. (Anderson, 1983:32-57; Barrett,
1980:32-36, 87-89, 94-96; Weir and Wilson, 1984:82-85) In this context, the term
"capitalist-patriarchy" is in danger of disappearing without trace.

The dual systems perspective is based on the idea that power in contemporary society
is organised by two distinct but mutually interdependent systems: a patriarchal system
of gender domination and exploitation; and a capitalist system of class domination and
exploitation. This type of approach has been criticised: for involving a functionalist
form of explanation in which central aspects of women’s oppression are explained in
terms of the requirements of the capitalist economic system; because the
conceptualisation of two systems of domination is considered inadequate in view of
the multiplicity of concrete interconnections and interpenetrations of gender and class;
for maintaining a conception of patriarchy as resting in psychological or ideological
processes (in the case of psycho-analytic versions of this perspective); and because it
fails to provide the basis for a critique of the failure of marxism to adequately account
for the gender differentiation of social production. These points have all been
discussed elsewhere and so I will not labour them here. (Barrett, 1980:124-138; Vogel,
1983:127-135; Saville-Smith, 1982:26-33; Westwood, 1984:3-7)

Iris Young, in an excellent discussion of these issues, identifies a number of
preconditions for the development of a unified theory of gender and class. A unified
theory would: ‘take gender differentiation as its basic starting point’, ‘explore the
hypothesis that class domination arises from and/or is intimately tied to patriarchal
domination’; be materialist in the sense that ‘it considers phenomena of
"consciousness" e.g., intellectual productions, broad social attitudes and beliefs,
cultural myths, symbols, images, etc., - as rooted in real social relations’; and be based
upon the historically specific investigation of women’s oppression. (Young, n.d.:173)

The theoretical problematic and methodological framework advocated here satisfies
this criterion and provides one possible avenue through which it may be possible to
transcend the limitations of the dual systems approach. It does this because, as argued
forcefully by Brenner and Ramas (1984) in their critique of Barrett’s Women’s
Oppression Today, the relationship between the differential involvement of women
and men in human reproduction and the gender differentiation of capitalist production
can only be properly understood through a unified theoretical analysis of the ways in
which patriarchal reproduction and capitalist production impact upon each other. In
this way they argue that

a materialist account of women’s oppression simply must consider the way in which
the class-structured capitalist system of production can incorporate the biological facts
of reproduction, and the extent to which biological differences, considered in such a
context, condition women’s participation in economic and political life, their capacity
for self-organisation in defence of their interests and needs, and so forth. (ibid:47-48).

Women are simultaneously oppressed by men and the capitalist system, and the key to
understanding this process is not a post-structuralist analysis of patriarchal modes of
discourse but rather a materialist analysis of the structuration of the social relations
which govern each moment of the reproductive process: sexuality; fertility; pregnancy;
child-birth; and child-care. On this basis it will be possible to develop a more adequate
theoretical and historical explanation of the gender differentiation of capitalist
production - unequal wages, the vertical and horizontal gender division of labour, the
dual labour market, the preponderance of women in the reserve army of labour, the
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absence of child-care facilities on or near work sites, the predominance of men in trade
union leadership positions, the gender composition of the ruling class, and so forth.
Form here it is possible to go on and consider the ways in which patriarchal
reproduction and the gender differentiation of capitalist production propel and
structure the totality of patriarchal-capitalist society.

...once the material basis for women’s oppression has been located, it becomes
possible to construct a framework for analysing the respective roles of the state and
ideology that grants both relative autonomy while recognising their ultimate
conngection to material relations. (ibid:48-49)

Conclusion

Given the persistence of women’s subordination to men for such extensive periods of
history, it is abundantly clear that an adequate theory of women’s oppression in
patriarchal-capitalist society must be able to account for the transhistorical and cross-
cultural dimension of women’s subordination as well as providing an historically
specific explanation of women’s oppression today. In order to achieve this, without
becoming susceptible to the main problems of radical feminist theory, it is absolutely
crucial to rigorously distinguish those concepts which can be applied transhistorically
from those which can not. This can best be achieved through the employment of
selected aspects of marxian methodology.

Once this methodological distinction is drawn it then becomes possible to generate
transhistorical categories which provide a preliminary explanation of the transhisiorical
and cross-cultural dimension of women’s oppression while simultaneously facilitating,
rather than ruling out, further anthropological, historical, and empirical research into
women’s oppression and struggles for liberation. Further, I have suggested (without
having the space to fully argue my case) that the complex and contradictory
relationship between the differential involvement of women and men in the process of
human reproduction, the gender differentiation of the totality of social production, and
the cultural, ideological, and political dimension of women’s oppression, should be the
primary focus of this theoretical project. In this way this paper should be seen as a
defence of the socialist-feminist research programme which is extremely rich in terms
of both its heuristic potential and its political relevance.
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Class analysis and class resources:
a discussion for the sociology of education.

Roy Nash, Education Department, Massey University

Social class and SES in the sociology of education

The sociology of education is fundamentally concerned with questions of access to
education and how that access, conceived in its most broad sense, is more readily
obtained by some social groups than others. All empirical research into these
questions, whether carried out within the theoretical framework of marxian class
theory or neo-weberian theories of socio-economic status, continues to reveal
considerable differences in the assessed attainments of working class (or low SES)
children and middle class (or high SES) students. Differences are apparent at the
earliest Ievels of education and continue to widen at each successive level. Moreover,
at every allocation point to alternative tracks or courses, working class children tend to
“choose” the lower status route even when their assessed level of educational
performance suggests that the higher status route would have been more appropriate.
These primary and secondary effects of social stratification, as Boudon (1973)
designates them, are not necessarily effects of the same causal social processes but
they are certainly both properly regarded as effects of social stratification.

Recent theories of class reproduction have been influential in providing the sociology
of education with a general theoretical orientation and a conceptual vocabulary.
Investigators as diverse as Bowles and Gintis (1975) and Bourdieu (1977) construct
their work within a social reproductive framework in that the theoretical object of their
attention is the continual process of regeneration, particularly through the agency of
the school and the family, of social, economic and cultural structures. It would be an
error to overestimate the impact of this work on the major tradition of empirical
educational research into the social determinants of educational attainment. Its
theoretical and conceptual re-thinking might appear revolutionary within the sociology
of education and it has influenced, to some degree at least, what might be called
mainstream empiricism in the sociology of education (Halsey, Heath and Ridge (1980)
and Grey, McPherson and Raffe (1983)), but the determinedly atheoretical and
establishment oriented "educational disadvantage" tradition (Mortimer and Blackstone
(1982) and Essen and Wedge (1982)) has remained unaffected and indifferent.

Social theories, of course, are theories with a quite different status from the abstract
and predictive theories of the physical sciences. There is a reasonable sense in which
we can be said to possess an explanation of the movements of the heavenly bodies if
we understand Newton’s theory of gravitation, even though the nature of gravitational
attraction and how it "works" remains a complete mystery. A theory of the
regeneration of social structures, however, cannot provide an analogous level of
explanation: if we do not understand how the social processes "work", if we do not
know, what, in the words of Connell er al (1982) ‘makes the difference’, then we don’t
have a satisfactory explanation at all. Social theories can identify and clarify the
nature of the problem, specify the object of scientific enquiry, and elaboraté the
concepts with which the particular social processes which are the subject of
investigation may be grasped. It follows that social theories are inescapably political
in that the objects of enquiry and the constructs which specify them are always open to
politically motivated determination and refutation. Given this dual character of social
theories it is relatively easy to disregard their analyses and to construct parallel theories

33



Nash

of an acceptable form. A great deal of time can be spent in contesting competing
theories. But no matter how much effort goes into such work the nagging, "practical"”,
"bottom line", question remains: what does make the difference? What is it about class
or SES that matters?

Although working in quite distinct traditions of social enquiry Meade (1977) and
Bourdieu (1977) have proposed a threefold categorisation of the family resources
available and effective in the strategic pursuit of family interests: families possess (i)
capital assets; (ii) knowledge and credential assets; and (iii) social assets. Capital
assets embrace all forms of financial wealth, including real and productive property
and earned and investment income; knowledge and credential assets embrace all forms
of socially useful skills and information; and social assets embrace all the social
networks of kin, locality and occupation, within which a family is embedded. Tt is
argued that these resources are largely and fundamentally derived from the structural
class position which a family occupies and this paper seeks to explore the implications
of that suggestion for a realist sociology. It is necessary to investigate the process by
which families come to possess such resources, what accounts for their very uneven
social distribution, and how they are utilised in the strategic processes of family
reproduction, and particularly in those processes which involve the educational system.
These are the questions at the heart of the matter and they will, at some stage, be
confronted.

The paper will, however, approach these questions at a considerable tangent - a tangent
formed by the intersection of social theory and the nature of lived social processes.
These terms "class” and "SES" are the conceptual currency of our trade - we mouth
them every day we teach and need offer little excuse for any serious attempt to make
their meaning clearer. It is not an infatuation with theory for theory’s sake that
motivates us to confront these questions. The paper will examine the concept of class
and SES drawing directly on Marx and Weber and on contemporary class analysis.
The discussion will be situated within the context of a concern to construct a realist
account of the social processes and mechanisms which generate socially differentiated
access to education. Class analysis has a double objective: first, it is concerned with
the structuring of political consciousness; and second, it is concerned with access to
goods.

(1)  Political Consciousness: the task is to identify classes in order that their political
interests as social collectives might be identified and their likely course of
political action assessed.

(2)  Access to Goods: the task is to show that the distribution of social goods, "what
makes the difference”, are class relations, that is productive relations, rather than
any other properties of collectives.

Both objectives require an adequately theorised concept of class but an especially
crucial problem is posed by the requirements of empirical survey work for which some
clear and objective system of classification must be constructed (the casual term
"operational definition" begs the very questions that need to be addressed).

Class and marxism ‘
The discussion has made it clear that the fundamental object of marxist class theory is
to delineate, objectively, the classes constituted by the economic relations of the modes
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of production within a social formation in order to make possible the "scientific"
analysis of the given economic and political interests of those classes and thus their
potential for revolutionary class struggle. The object is stated plainly by Gramsci
(1971: 180-1):

The level of development of the material forces of production provides a basis for the
emergence of the various social classes, each one of which represents a function and
has a specific position within production itself. ... By studying these fundamental data
it is possible to discover whether in a particular society there exist the necessary and
sufficient conditions for its transformation...

More than one attempt has been made within this perspective by sociologists of
education seeking to determine the structural class location of the teaching profession
in order to deduce the objective class position and the theoretically determined
political class consciousness appropriate to its members. At the level of
"determination” (a more indeterminate term than it has any right to be) there are weak
and strong versions of this theory. At its weakest the social formation merely
"determines”, in the sense of "constrains”, by setting certain limits to what is possible.
Payne (1966: 185) reports Mao Zedong observing that: ‘It would be impossible, for
example, to imagine a peasant revolt in modern England, France, the United States,
Germany, Italy or Japan being maintained for any length of time.” But, of course, it has
been impossible to imagine a peasant revolt in England much later than the
seventeenth century and it has never been possible to imagine a peasant revolt in the
United States. If this is all class force analysis comes down to, the theory is
unexceptionable. Yet if this is all class analysis can offer then its utility as a political
theory is drastically restricted. Not surprisingly the stronger position formulated by
Gramsci is much closer to the traditional project of marxism. There is a growing
recognition, however, that this entire project and its scientism is hopelessly flawed. It
will, no doubt, always be necessary to study actual social groups as forces, including
those constituted by the relations to the means of production, and to attempt to assess
their potential for political alliances and action at any pelitical moment or conjuncture,
but that is a great deal less than to establish the "necessary and sufficient conditions"
of social transformation from a study of the "fundamental data" of economic
production classes as "classes in themselves".

It is an often lamented fact that Marx never produced a formal theory of class
(although the ambiguous fragment which Engels placed at the end of the third volume
of Capital had been left in its unfinished state for years) and that there is consequently
no alternative but to reconstruct the elements of Marx’s class theory from various
substantive passages in his works. If there is any agreement between the numerous
commentators who have attempted to do this it is that Marx’s position is, to say the
least, characterised by certain inconsistencies and ambiguities. The necessary
references for contemporary marxist class analysis are the early writings, the
conjunctural political and historical pieces, and Capital.

Marxist scholars generally acknowledge that Marx early came to believe, on
essentially historicist, philosophical grounds, in the revolutionary destiny of the
proletariat and spent the remainder of his days in a not wholly successful attempt to
provide that theory with a more sound economic and sociological foundation. The
characteristic passages from the early Critique of the Philosophy of Right (Marx,
1975) and the 1844 Manuscripts (ibid) have been quoted interminably. They speak of
the nature of the proletariat, of its being, and so on, in what is correctly now regarded

35



Nash

as an excessively idealist and Hegelian mode of thought. Whether Marx himself broke
with this early conception or not is still a debated point, (in any reading of Capital less
"symptomatic” than Althusser and Balibar’s (1979), class essentialism certainly
survives in Marx’s later texts and can be detected even in passages which offer other
formulations) but it is beyond dispute that marxism did not. Scientific socialism,
largely the creation of Engels’s polemical tracts Anti-Dihring (Engels, 1959) and
Feuerbach, (Engels, 1962) is about little else but the science of dialectics and the
historic mission of the proletariat. Yet Marx’s interpretation of the fundamental
historical events; that the rapid development of industrial, machine-production in
privately owned factories made the classes of those who owned these means of
production and those who owned only their labour power the two fundamental and
opposed social forces within modern social formations, is not seriously disputed. It
scarcely seems possible that the problems involved in the theoretical delineation of the
classes of capitalist social formations should be so tortuous. They have become so
largely because the proletariat, defined economically as the class of all exploited
workers, has been only fitfully able to constitute itself as an organised political force in
pursuit of its marxian class interests of socialised production. It is this apparent
slippage between the economic and the political that forced Marx into those
ambiguities of ‘class in itself’ and ‘false consciousness’ that contemporary marxist
class analysis has attempted, not for the first time, to resolve.

The ambiguities of Marx’s texts have become notorious. It has been noted, for
example, that in analysing the organised political social forces active in France at the
time of Louis Napoleon’s coup, Marx (1973 : 157) states that the republican fraction of
the bourgeoisie was not ‘bound together by great common interests and demarcated
from the rest by conditions of production peculiar to it” and yet he also states that the
two Royalist fractions were separated by no ‘so-called principles’ but rather by ‘their
material conditions of existence, two distinct sorts of property’ (173) which had given
rise to a ‘whole superstructure of different and specificaily formed feelings, illusions,
modes of thought and views of life’. Here are apparently two sorts of political forces,
those that are not based on specific conditions of production (as against general
conditions of production without which the Royalists could not be identified as a
bourgeois class fraction at all) and those that are based on specific production
relations. As a political theory with some predictive value for revolutionary activists
this is somewhat unsatisfactory, for how is it to be known in advance whether social
forces will organise on their objective base in the economic relations of production and
coalesce in pursuit of their marxian economic interests, or whether other soctial forces
will organise on some other basis (race, occupational group, sex, age, religicn) in
pursuit of some non-economic interest? All this theory seems able to tell us is that
active political forces may be grounded in the relations of production and have as their
object economic related interests, and that they may not - which is surely an
unremarkable achievement.

Contemporary marxist class analysis

The project of contemporary marxist class analysis has an essentially political object.
It is necessary to determine the structural class position and political interests of the
new middle class, which does not own the means of production but which,
nevertheless, manages corporate capital and administers the state apparatus in
developed capitalist and non-capitalist states alike. The analysis starts with the
understanding that modes of production (conceived as broadly distinguishable systems
of economic production) constitute an objective grid of class locations structured by
material relations of production. Any occupants of those places possess the potential
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to organise in the pursuit of interests connected with the nature of those relations.
There is an entire branch of marxist scholastics devoted to the problem of delineating
theoretically, within the discourse of marxism, and practically, in their number and
boundary points, the structural locations materially generated by capitalist relations of
production, and as the solution to this problem grows more evidently impossible so the
tendency for the theoretical work to become increasingly abstract also grows. In fact,
the question that I have posed as central to the explanatory project of the sociology of
education, from which, somewhat naively no doubt, I approach these theoretical texts
in search of illumination, has little to do with these marxist questions of political
consciousness and action. Once we have understood that resources confer power and
once the character of class resources has been theoretically determined, the question of
what social collectives with such resources are thus empowered to do can be
investigated with little more ado and the entire problematic of this literature is thus
bypassed.

Many thinkers have reached this position of effective resource control by one route or
another. Some former marxists (see Hunt, 1978 and Hindess, 1986), indeed, have
apparently become so exasperated with the impossibility of being able to establish a
theoretically coherent connection between economic position and political activity (or
with the notion that "objective", structurally defined, classes can be political actors)
that they have declared the principle of "necessary non-correspondence”. If theoretical
coherence is their concern (and that classes as categories are not actors seems an
unexceptional semantic point) then their response seems an over-reaction, for direct
relationships between the policies of politically active groups and interests connected
with their structural economic position are often transparent, but it perhaps indicates
the level of frustration that has been reached in this discussion. However, the central
interest of this paper is in the question of access to social goods and not with political
consciousness as such and it is necessary at this point to turn to a discussion of class
analysis paying particular attention to the problems of empirical demarcation.

The considerable body of work on class analysis by Carchedi (1977 and 1983) and
Wright (1978 and 1985) takes its direction from Poulantzas (1975). Poulantzas’
writings are particularly abstract and dense (and thus open to endlessly contested
interpretation and re-interpretation) but the general theme is stated clearly enough in
this statement: ‘social classes are defined not simply by their relation to the economic,
but also by their relation to the political and ideological level.” (1975: 70) (The word
‘level’ need cause no worries here - the sentence simply means that political and
ideological relations of production, in addition to the purely economic, are included in
the structural determination of social class.) The structurally determining relations of
class in capitalist economies were, Poulantzas argued, economically, those of
productive and non-productive labour (based on a labour sector analysis of industries
which do or do not contribute marxian surplus value) and, politically and ideologically,
those of direction and supervision of labour power.

In Carchedi’s original formulations (1977:5) ‘the capitalist class is defined as the
owner/exploiter/ non-producer/non-labourer, while the working class is defined as the
non-owner/exploited/ producer/labourer. Carchedi’s more recent work offers some
modifications to this scheme but retains these essential distinctions. Wright’s
somewhat more influential work is based on a direct critique of Poulantzas’ theories.
In place of the sectoral distinction between productive and non-productive labour
(which cannot be operationalised at the individual level) Wright introduces ownership
and non-ownership and separates more sharply the ideological and the political which
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tend to be collapsed in Poulantzas. This set of criteria produce a classical bourgeoisie
and a proletariat but leaves other classes, notably managers and semi-autonomous
employees, in so-called contradictory locations since the productive relations of
ownership and the control of labour power are not conjoined as the classical theory
demands. In such cases, Wright argues, political and ideological relations determine
structural class location. Wright’s work is subject to a seemingly continual process of
internal revision and his present position departs fundamentally (although in an
inadequately acknowledged fashion) from that reached earlier.

The project is to determine classes from objective relations of production and the
relations of ownership, control and supervision which characterise the abstract
economic structure of an economy may meaningfully be understood as relations of
production. However, influenced by Roemer (1982), Wright (1985:283) suggests that:

Classcs in capitalist society ... should be seen as rooted in the complex intersection of
three forms of exploitation: exploitation based on the ownership of capital assets, the
control of organisation assets and the possession of skill or credential assets.

This text is the site of a major slippage. The game theory derived concept of
exploitation Wright has introduced into his theory of class (he actually refers to his
typology as "exploitation-centred” - a designation supported neither by its
operationalisation nor by any empirical findings) is entirely normative and does not
refer to the classical marxist concept of "exploitation” (Wright has abandoned the
concept of surplus value). Perhaps less obvious, but of even greater importance, is the
complete reconstruction of the concept of class which Wright here introduces. Class in
this formulation no longer refers to the structural relations of production but to
collections of productively useful assets held by individuals. All complex systems of
production require financial, administrative and technical control and those
organisational relations may always therefore be abstractea and analysed, but this has
not, of course, been how the marxian concept of relations of production has been
understood. The entire logic of the class determination project collapses with this
redefinition and it is necessary to be quite clear about what has happened.

In marxian theory the class determining relations of capitalist production are (i) the
ownership (or non-ownership) of the physical means of production and (ii) the
purchase (sale) of labour power and the class positions thus generated determine or
structure political interests. As George Cohen (1978:73) expresses these ideas, ‘the
proletarian is the subordinate producer who must sell his labour power in order to
obtain his means of life’ and ‘class position strongly conditions consciousness, culture,
and politics.” It is quite impossible to think of such structural divisions as productive
and unproductive sectors of labour, as individual assets, but it is easy to see how
shifting the focus to individuals has brought about the profound change in conceptual
meaning which has occurred. If classes are defined in terms of some collection of
productive assets held by individuals by virtue of their location in the organisational
structures of production then the marxist theoretical framework has been abandoned.
Wright’s inclusion of technical control (skill and credential assets) as one of that set of
productive resources makes the results of this slippage particularly apparent.

One notable difficulty with Wright’s nosition is that it makes the distinction between
the productwe assets people "possess” in virtue of being positioned in the productive

system (their "class") and the personal and familial assets they come to acquire as a
result of their "class" position difficult to conceptualise. I have suggested that family
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assets of capital, knowledge and social networks are acquired largely as a result of
class position, but if family capital and the educational qualifications of the family’s
economically active members are regarded as defining characteristics of class position,
then it is no longer possible to argue that these assets have been acquired as a result of
being positioned in the productive system. If we are to think in the way I want to
uphold, then it is the class relation itself, the relation with capital, that has direct effects
in as much that it is a relationship with an objective element of the structure of
production. In the same way, we can say that relations of command and subordination
are elements of the structure of production and are class relations which also endow
people with certain resources and thus have direct effects. The educational
qualifications of individuals are, however, clearly individual assets and not an
objective structure of the mode of production to which one can stand in a certain
relation. It might be possible to maintain this of positions in the objectively structured
division of labour, but that is conceptually (although Wright has blurred the distinction
for his own purposes) a very different matter. These comments will be further
elaborated in the final paragraph.

Wright’s particular achievement has been to match the performance of good, neo-
weberian, socio-economic scales on regression tests of income determination (Wright
and Perrone, 1977) to show that questions that might be thought to indicate class
consciousness (56 percent of US proletarians agree that corporations benefit owners at
the expense of workers and employers, etc.) are strongly associated with structural
class location. No doubt this is of some interest to specialists in this area. However,
although the criteria employed in the construction of his operational definitions
(essentially level of capital ownership defines the capitalist classes and levels of
education and managerial control empirically distinguish the middle classes and the
working classes), are presented as structurally generated, Wright’s empirical
categories are not, in fact, generated in this way. Wright’s criteria are arbitrarily
bounded and not truly dichotomous in operation (or in theory) and, while they do
produce a taxonomy more intuitively reflective of the position of the "new" middle
classes so problematic to marxist theory, they are in no sense strictly derived from
marxist categories of the relations of production. Wright’s belief that his
operationalisation can be used as an indication of the conceptual integrity of his
theories of structural class locations is just bizarre since it is clear that the empirical
content of the coded categories employed in these studies (income, qualifications,
occupational title, etc.) would be, indeed, are, found in any competent SES scale. Nor
is the theory of class consciousness at all adequate. In fact, it is extremely doubtful
that his political project can be realised since even in the most recent formulations a
class interest essentialism remains bearing the implicit assumption (although Wright’s
dissatisfaction with that implication is plainly evident) that any individual or collective
divergence between theoretically determined structural class position and actual
political allegiance must be explained in terms of ideological domination and false
consciousness. Since the classes derived are not, in fact, structurally determined the
entire circus seems pointless as far as the resolution of these key issues of marxist class
theory are concerned.

Leaving aside these theoretical issues for marxism, it may be recognised that questions
of access to goods and the resources effective in obtaining them are actually rather
more likely to be answered by this transparently "revisionist” turn. The point is that if
class is defined by some collection of productive resources (assets, endowments,
"capitals”, or whatever,) then we can investigate how these various assets are acquired,
how they may be "converted", and what can be acquired with them. The demarcation
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problem can always be more or less summarily dealt with via the exigencies of
empirical research. A great deal of marxist scholastics is consequently avoided since
the issue of what assets people possess has nothing in itself to do with whether a
society is capitalist or socialist (or post-capitalist or state-socialist...) but can be
objectively investigated. As Roemer (1982:14) states: ‘competitive markets and the
differential ownership of the means of production are the culprits - rather than the key
locus at point of production as labour directly expropriated.” The concept of
"ownership" is interpreted widely to mean effective control, so that ‘..the clearest type
of inequality which continues to exist after the socialist transformation is differential
remuneration to inalienable assets or skills.” (ibid:240) In this way Roemer introduces
the concept of "status exploitation” (i.e. the benefits that accrue to individuals by
virtue of their status within an economic and social system) and so takes the analysis of
class beyond purely capitalist relations of production and the terrain of marxisn.

Weber and "weberianism"

Weber wrote almost as little as Marx on the theory of class and what he did write is no
more precise or theoretically coherent. These theorists attended to rather different
questions and their thought certainly took different directions, but the convention in
sociology, perhaps for reasons of political identity and pedagogic convenience, is to
over accentuate the differences between Marx and Weber on this and other issues.
There is a real danger of ending up with two straw men. A particularly clear
illustration of this is afforded by Therborn (1978:140-1):

For Weber the class to which A belongs is decided by the question: How much does he
have? (i.e., how great are his market resources?); whereas for Marx the crucial factor
is: What does he do? What is his position in the process of production? Weber’s
interrogation is in turn the answer to his primary problem of class: How much is he
likely to obtain? (i.e., how great is his likelihood of "positional goods”, "gaining a
position in life", and "finding inner satisfactions?") But Marx poses the issue in a
different manner: What is he likely to do? Will he essentially maintain or change the
existing society?

These clear distinctions are all well and good and if this was a fair summary of the
respective positions of Marx and Weber it would be a brilliant analysis. Such,
however, must be considered but doubtfully the case. When Weber’s (1978:54) work
is examined, the situation appears somewhat more complex. One might say, therefore
(with a certain amount of oversimplification), that "classes” are formed in accordance
with relations of production and the acquisition of wealth, while "status groups" are
formed according to the principles governing their consumption of goods in the
context of specific "life-styles”. An occupational status group; furthermore, is still a
“status group”: normally, that is, it successfully lays claim to social "status" by virtue
first of all of its specific life-style, which in some cases is determined by the
occupations it pursues. It has already been shown that Wright, at least, is not at all
uninterested in the "weberian" question of what classes get - or what personal benefits
accrue to individuals from their structural class position, and Roemer explicitly
introduces the concept of status in exactly the weberian sense. It is undeniable that
Weber, unlike Marx, formally admits occupational groups as a basis for social
cohesion and action within his theory of society and makes a more or less clear
conceptual distinction between class and status, but that might be considered to
indicate a more complex and more adequate theory. The basis of Therborn’s
Marx/Weber distinction seems to be that for Marx class is tied to production and for
Weber status is tied to consumption. Yet it is notable in this extract that class is given
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textual primacy (at least) and recognised as ‘formed in accordance with relations of
production and the acquisition of wealth’, which appears so close to the marxist
position as to make any difference hard to detect by an unmotivated reader. Marx has
no concept of occupational group or status group but in conjectural analyses of
political action he often does refer to occupational groups (Lancashire cotton weavers,
etc.) and specifically admits social groups associated by status linkages as political
actors. Weber would have nothing to do with theories of "objective class interest” and
recognised that neither production classes nor consumption classes could be social
actors in themselves but must be organised as collective actors, that is as parties, and
once again, contemporary marxism has worked its way round to recognising the
conceptual soundness of this view. We might think, only a little crudely, of class as
belonging to the economic order, status to the order of civil society, and parties to the
realm of the political. Some of these themes find more explicit expression in these
comments:

Classes are not "communities” in the sensc we have adopted but merely possible (and
frequent) bases of communal action. The term "class” will be used when (i) a large
number of men have in common a specific causal factor influencing their chances in
life, insofar as (ii) this factor has to do with the possession of economic goods and the
interests involved in earning a living, and furthermore (ii1) in the conditions of the
market in commodities or labour. That is what we shall call "class situation". (Weber
1978:43-44).

This definition of "class situation"” is, to my analytical capacities at least,
indistinguishable from the productive resources based account of class position given
by Wright. If there has been any advance I suggest it resides in the fact that Wright
has specified the particular resources that constitute the ‘specific causal factor(s)’ as
capital assets, organisational assets and political assets. Weber, however, offers an
analysis that Wright neglects and it is fundamental. What power accrues to those who
possess and control these various assets? What can be done with capital assets? Those
who possess them, Weber argues, are able to monopolise the market for high priced
goods as buyers and sellers, to enjoy greater chances to save for investment, and to
have greater access to the privileges of educat