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Summary 
 
Classical Marxism developed during the early phases of industrial capitalism. It 
brilliantly captured the historical dynamics of that period – the extraordinary power of 
capitalism to transform the world, to destroy pre-existing class relations and forms of 
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society, but also its inherent tendency to crisis and self-destruction. This dynamic self-
destructive logic of capitalism was given theoretical coherence by historical 
materialism.  
 
Sociological Marxism was present in embryonic form within classical Marxism, but 
only later did it become an elaborate, developed theoretical framework for 
understanding the new array of institutions built up around capitalism, counteracting its 
tendency towards self-destruction. Historical Materialism and Sociological Marxism 
complemented each other – one explaining the trajectory and ultimate destiny of 
capitalism, the other the impediments towards movement along that trajectory. Together 
they provided a grounding for Marxist-inspired political parties who saw their mission 
to be overcoming these impediments – particularly those embodied in the state – and 
thus hastening the arrival at the destiny.  
 
1. Sociology’s Responses to Marxism 
 
Discussions of Marxism as a social theory typically adopt one of four basic stances:  
 
1.1 Propagating Marxism 
 
Marxism is a comprehensive worldview for understanding the social world. It provides 
the theoretical weapons needed to attack the mystifications of capitalism and the vision 
needed to mobilize the masses for struggle. The central task for Marxist intellectuals is 
to articulate the revolutionary core of Marxism in such a way that its influence 
increases, particularly within oppressed classes. Often this has taken the form of 
dogmatic enunciations of Marxism as a doctrine, but making Marxism an effective 
ideology need not imply rigid, dogmatic beliefs. The central issue is that Marxism must 
be made accessible and internalized as a subjectively salient belief system.  
 
1.2 Burying Marxism 
 
Marxism is a doctrine with virtually no ideas of relevance for serious social inquiry. The 
historical durability of Marxism is entirely due to its role as a mobilizing ideology 
linked to political parties, social movements, and states, not the scientific credibility of 
its arguments. The demise of Marxist-inspired political regimes may at last signal the 
long overdue death of this antiquated and often pernicious doctrine. It is time to bury 
the corpse.  
 
1.3 Using Marxism 
 
Marxism is a source of interesting and suggestive ideas, many of which remain useful 
for contemporary social scientific analysis. Some Marxist ideas may have been deeply 
flawed from the beginning and others may have lost relevance for understanding 
contemporary societies, but still the Marxist tradition contains many useful insights and 
arguments, and these should be preserved as an enduring legacy. Much of what goes 
under the rubric of “Marxist Sociology” has this character – selectively using particular 
concepts and themes in the Marxist tradition to understand specific empirical problems. 
But one does not have to be a “Marxist” to use Marxism in this way.  
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1.4 Building Marxism 
 
Marxism is an analytically powerful tradition of social theory of vital importance for 
scientifically understanding the dilemmas and possibilities of social change and social 
reproduction in contemporary society. Particularly if one wants to change the world in 
egalitarian and emancipatory ways, Marxism is indispensable. This does not mean, 
however, that every element within Marxism as it currently exists is sustainable. If 
Marxism aspires to be a social scientific theory it must be continually subjected to 
challenge and transformation. Building Marxism also means reconstructing Marxism. 
Marxism is not a doctrine, a definitively established body of truths. But neither is 
Marxism simply a catalogue of interesting insights. If the goal is to enhance our ability 
to understand the world in order to change it, building Marxism is a pivotal task.  
 
The first two of these stances both treat Marxism as an ideology: a system of beliefs to 
which people adhere and which provides interpretations of the world and motivations 
for action. Neither takes seriously the aspiration of Marxism to be a social science – the 
first stance because it views Marxism as incontestably true, the second because it views 
Marxism as unequivocally false.  
 
Sociology has mainly engaged Marxism in the third of these modes. There are, of 
course, instances of calls to bury Marxism by sociologists, and certainly there were 
periods in sociology in which Marxist ideas were almost completely marginalized. 
Building Marxism has been an important intellectual current within Sociology, but 
mostly sociology has simply accepted Marxism as one of the sources of the 
“sociological imagination”. Courses in sociological theory typically include respectful 
discussions of Marx, Weber and Durkheim as “founding fathers” of central currents in 
the history of sociology. Durkheim is identified with norms and problems of social 
integration; Weber with rationalization and the cultural sociology of meaningful action; 
and Marx with class and conflict. Studies of politics and the state routinely borrow from 
the Marxist tradition a concern with business influence, economic constraints on state 
action, and the class bases of political parties and political mobilization. Discussions of 
the world economy typically talk about the globalization of capital, the power of large 
multinational corporation and the ways international markets impinge on local 
conditions, longstanding Marxist themes going back to Marx. Discussions of work 
frequently talk about the labor process, the problem of extracting effort from workers 
and the impact of technology on skills. Discussions of social change talk about 
contradictions. And, perhaps above all, discussions of social conflict are influenced by 
the core Marxist idea that conflicts are generated by structurally based social cleavages, 
not simply subjective identities. Often the Marxist pedigree of these themes and ideas 
gets completely lost. Instead of using Marxism as Marxism, these ideas are simply 
absorbed into the diffuse mainstream of sociology. But using Marxism can also be a 
self-conscious practice of deploying these ideas in ways which affirm the continuing 
relevance of the Marxist tradition for sociological scholarship.  
 
Building Marxism is the most ambitious stance towards the Marxist tradition, going 
beyond simply deploying Marxist categories explicitly or implicitly to tackle a range of 
sociological problems. Here the goal is to contribute to the development of Marxism as 
a coherent theoretical structure by understanding its shortcomings and reconstructing its 
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arguments. In practice, this engagement with Marxism involves strong normative 
commitments, not simply beliefs in the scientific virtues of Marxist ideas. Without a 
serious normative commitment to the radical critique of capitalist institutions and to the 
political vision of an egalitarian, emancipatory alternative to capitalism there would be 
little incentive to struggle with the demanding intellectual task of building and 
reconstructing Marxism as a coherent theoretical structure. Building Marxism as an 
intellectual project is thus deeply connected with the political project of challenging 
capitalism as a social order. This article primarily elaborates the basic contours of this 
fourth stance towards Marxism.  
 
2. Setting the Stage: The Central Components of Marxist Theory  
 
This section outlines the central components of the traditional Marxist theory of 
capitalism, the point of departure for building sociological Marxism. While there is little 
consensus, either among Marxists themselves or among non-Marxist commentators on 
Marxism, over what constitutes the essential elements of Marxism, most commentators 
would agree that whatever else it is, the centerpiece of Marxism is a theory of capitalism 
as a particular kind of class society. This is the aspect of Marxist theory that is most 
intimately linked to the Marxist political project of radically challenging capitalism.  
 
The central arguments of the theory of capitalism within the Marxist tradition fall under 
three theoretical clusters:  
 
1. A theory of the trajectory and destiny of capitalism;  
2. A theory of the contradictory reproduction of capitalism;  
3. A normative theory of socialism and communism as the alternative to capitalism.  
 
While each of these theoretical clusters is interconnected with the others, they 
nevertheless have considerable autonomy, and at different times in the history of 
Marxism, one or another of these has been given greater prominence. In Marx’s own 
work, the most elaborated and systematic theoretical arguments were in the first of these 
three clusters. The central achievement of Marx’s work in political economy was an 
account of the “laws of motion” of capitalism and how these propelled capitalist 
development along a trajectory towards a particular kind of destination. Marx devoted 
very little energy to elaborating a real theory of the destination itself – socialism – either 
in terms of the normative principles which socialism should embody or the problem of 
what institutional designs would render socialism feasible and sustainable. Instead, the 
normative dimension of Marx’s writing primarily took the form of the critique of 
capitalism as a social order characterized by alienation, exploitation, fetishism, 
mystification, degradation, immiseration, the anarchy of the market and so on. The 
transcendence of capitalism by socialism and, eventually, communism, was then posited 
as the simple negation of these features, an implicit unelaborated theoretical utopia 
which eliminated all the moral deficits of capitalism: a society without alienation, 
without exploitation, without fetishism, etc. While there are brief places in Marx’s work 
in which a more positive discussion of socialism is engaged – some passages in the 
Critique of the Gotha Program broach issues of normative principles, and the writings 
on the Paris commune are evocative of some possible design principles for socialist 
institutions – nowhere are these issues given sustained, theoretical consideration.  
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Marx gave more attention to the problem of the contradictory social reproduction of 
capitalism as it moved along its historical trajectory of development. There are 
important, suggestive discussions of the role of the state and ideology in reproducing 
class relations, most notably perhaps in the bold programmatic statement about base and 
superstructure in The Preface to a Contribution to a Critique of Political Economy, 
and a few places where the contradictory quality of this reproduction is touched on. 
More significantly, Marx elaborates significant elements of a theory of social 
reproduction within capitalist production itself in his analyses of the labor process and 
commodity fetishism. Still, taken as a whole, the theory of the contradictory 
reproduction of capitalist relations remains extremely underdeveloped within Marx’s 
own work: there is no real theory of the state, only fragments of a theory of ideology, 
and only the beginnings of a theory of the reproduction of class relations within 
production itself.  
 
20th Century Western Marxism, confronting the enduring failure of revolutionary 
movements in the West, became much more focused on the problem of the social 
reproduction of capitalism. Gramsci is the most significant early contributor to these 
discussions, particularly in his writings on hegemony and the problem of the material 
basis for consent. The theme of social reproduction was further developed, in especially 
functionalist ways, by Frankfurt School critical theorists in the middle third of the 
century. But it was really only in the Marxist revival of the 1960s and 1970s that the 
problem of the contradictory reproduction of capitalism became the widespread subject 
of theoretical and empirical debate among Marxists. The problem of the normative 
theory of socialism also grew in importance, first in the context of the fierce political 
debates among Marxists over the character of the Soviet Union and later in the less 
impassioned attempts at diagnosing the causes of stagnation and eventual collapse of 
the attempts at building state socialism. Still, as in Marx’s own work, much of the 
normative dimension of Western Marxism – particularly in the work of the Frankfurt 
school – took the form of the negative critique of capitalism rather than the positive 
elaboration of an emancipatory alternative. In the context of the collapse of Communist 
regimes and the apparent triumph of capitalism, the development of a serious positive 
normative theory of socialism has become even more pressing.  
 
We will first lay out the central theses in the traditional Marxist theory of the destiny of 
capitalism and examine why these theses are unsatisfactory. We then turn to the theory 
of the contradictory reproduction of capitalism which we will argue constitutes the 
foundation of sociological Marxism. Finally we will discuss the problem of developing 
a normative theory of Marxism’s emancipatory project.  
 
- 
- 
- 
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