A

A DEADLY
EMBRACE:

THE SOCIALIST
APPROPRIATION
OF SOCIOLOGY

DAVID MARSLAND

Sociological Notes No. 18

ISSN 0267-7113 ISBN 185637 239 1

An occasional publication of the Libertarian Alliance,
25 Chapter Chambers, Esterbrooke Street, London SW1P 4NN
www.libertarian.co.uk email: admin@libertarian.co.uk

© 1994: Libertarian Alliance; David Marsland.
Professor David Marsland is Director of the Centre for Evaluation Research at the West London Institute of
Higher Education, where he teaches epidemiology and research methods. He is a Fellow of the Royal

Society of Hedth, and an advisor to the Parliamentary Social Security Committee. 1n 1991 he was the first
recipient of the Thatcher Award.

The views expressed in this publication are those of its author, and not necessarily
those of the Libertarian Alliance, its Committee, Advisory Council or subscribers.

Director: Dr ChrisR. Tame Editorial Director: Brian Micklethwait Webmaster: Dr Sean Gabb

ibertarian
lliance

FOR LIFE, LIBERTY AND PROPERTY







sions of Labour. This, it seems to me, trades on spurious criti-
cisms of the family, on an absurdly exaggerated notion of the
potential competence of the Welfare State, and on a serious and
dangerous downplaying of the current and likely significance of
straightforward paid work.

“Sociologists’, he says at page 475, “have |€eft the offices and fac-
tories of the forma economy to explore the changing pattern of all
forms of work”. Alas, it seems to me this heavy emphasis on
“forms of work outside employment” is nothing more than a red
herring, and a dangerous influence on young people subjected to it
— to whom employment (and self-employment) are presented as
if, rather than being central, and crucid to society and to the indi-
vidud, they were entirely socidly constructed, a mere product of
passing capitalism, and due to be incorporated by some broader
and truer concept of work in some better organised society of the
near-future.

Mother to teenage son, lying in bed at 10.00 in the morning:
“Aren’t you going to work, son?’ Son replies: “I’m aready work-
ing, Mum, honest. Ask a sociologi<t.”

INACCURATE HISTORY OF WORK

Part 1 of the book is called “Ways of Working in Former Times’.
The six essays it includes are for the most part interesting and
valuable. Their overall effect, however, which is picked up and
underlined by Pahl in his introduction to them and at other points
in the book, is to construct a smple, single line of development in
the transformation of work, and to de-emphasise to the point of
denial other aspects of the development of work which are at least
as important.

The story Pahl tells, in his own words and through the selection of
papers he has made, is purely and simply what he cals “the rise
of the male breadwinner”. Before capitalism and industrialism we
are supposed to believe that the main features of work were that it
had no significant role for employment, and that men and women
joined in the broad domain of work without significant differentia-
tion between them. As aresult of socia transformation, what has
happened that matters, according to Pahl, is the development of
employment as the normative model of work, and the exclusion of
women from this narrowed domain.

This seems to me both inaccurate and misleading. Employment
work and specialisation between the sexes in work as in other
spheres are much older than capitalism or industrialism. Consider,
for example, the accounts of work provided by Homer, Chaucer,
and Shakespeare. They are indeed probably historically normal
except in the very simplest types of society. Far from excluding
women, the history of capitalism reveals a continuing gradual in-
corporation of women at increasingly high levels of the occupa-
tional system. Moreover, to suggest that this is the main line of
development in the history of work i6 hugely mideading.

It encourages student readers to ignore other enormoudy import-
ant changes — above al increasing efficiency, productivity, pros-
perity, and standards of living. There is also radica improvement
in the conditions and rewards of work; continuous upgrading of
the skills and discretion required at dl levels; transformation of
the organisationa structures and managerial systems of work; and,
quite crucialy, the development of freedom of choice in location
and type of work.

All these positive developments disappear in Pahl’s account, sub-
merged amost entirely in a one-sided, misleading story about the
inexorable rise of the mae breadwinner, thrusting women back
into the home as he appears, clutching his spanner in one hand
and his employment contract in the other, above the historical
horizon.

EXAGGERATION AND MIS-CONSTRUAL OF CURRENT
CHANGESIN THE WORLD OF WORK

I would not want to suggest that the nature and organisation of
work are not currently undergoing radica change, or that the pace
of such change may not escalate over the next decade. However,

the account provided by Pahl, particularly in Part 5 of the book
(“Disaggregated Capitalism, World Factories, New Technologies,
New Strategies, and New Contradictions’) seems to me to exag-
gerate and mis-construe likely changes. Pahl refers inter alia to
“the current confusions about work”, “diverse and challenging de-
velopments’ in the world of work, work as “the key personal,
social, and political issue of the remaining years of the twentieth
century”, “confusion and ambiguities about its meaning”, “a re-
structured world of work”, and “new ways and styles of getting
the world’s work done”. Of course thisisin part sales spid for the
book — why would people buy it if it hadn't got a new story to
tell? But in significant part he dso means it, and it is an exaggera-
tion.

For all the changes, there are also constancies — at least wherever
liberal democracy is sustained or extended. All these are under-
played by Pahl’s single-minded focus on change. For example:
manageria authority; meritocracy; economic incentives; speciali-
sation; effortfulness; individual rewards and satisfactions; societal
outputs, economic and other; delayed gratification; the necessity
for commitment; etcetera, etcetera.

Moreover, the book’s diagnosis of the character of changes in
work is inaccurate, or at least one-sided. This largely follows from
the book’s one-sided history. If modern work history consists es-
sentially of the rise of the male breadwinner, predicted change
naturally and inevitably consists primarily in his decline. The
main changes the book deals with are transformations in the rela-
tions between men, women, and work, and reduction in the sa-
lience of employment compared with other forms of work.

On the latter he seems to me simply wrong. The whole population
of the Third World is currently being recruited into employment.
On the former, he exaggerates enormously — after al there are
limits both in biology and in psychology to the extent to which
women can replace men as breadwinners. Moreover, if the other
major change he emphasises — “the disaggregation of capitalism”
— is, as it seems to me, a latter-day, wish-fulfilling alternative
version of the old Marxist dream, it is neither explicitly argued
anywhere in the book, nor plausible, nor even, except to socidists,
desirable.

Pahl is quite rightly, in my view, sceptical about the concept of the
“leisure society”. But his own vision of the future of work seems
to me at least as unlikely and even more unattractive mordly, pol-
itically, or in economic terms. The mgor constancies of work re-
main central in the agenda of free societies for the forseeable
future. It is dangerous to persuade student readers otherwise.

THE BOOK'S REAL STORY

Part 6 of the book, the last before a brief epilogue by Pahl him-
sdf, is cdled “Why Work?'. It consists of two papers. The first is
Ronco and Peattie’'s “Making Work”. This is a relatively harmless
(if not enormoudy useful) phenomenological, even softly ethno-
methodological, exploration of how work is socialy constructed,
justified, and evaluated.

The second essay, by Sean Sayers and called “The Need to
Work”, is a different kind of thing altogether — athough, placed
to follow Ronco and Pesttie, it trades rhetoricaly on their glib
social congtructionism. First published in Radical Philosophy, the
trade journd of British socialist wisdom, it is a downright Marxist
critique of all the assumptions and principles which are essential
to make work actually work in a free society. His revealing section
headings are: Alienation; Women and work; Work and liberation;
A fdse need?, Industry and human nature; The need for leisure;
The politics of work; and finally Socialism and work! He con-
cludes — and Pahl’s book concludes its collected contents — as
follows:

According to Lenin:

“The feudal organisation of social labour rested on the disci-
pline of the bludgeon, while the working people, robbed and
tyrannised by a handful of landowners, were utterly ignorant
and downtrodden. The capitalist organisation of social labour



rested on the discipline of hunger. ... The communist organi-
sation of social labour rests ... on the free and conscious dis-
cipline of the working people themselves who have thrown
off the yoke both of the landowners and the capitaists. This
new discipline does not drop from the skies, nor is it born
from pious wishes, it grows out of the materia conditions of
large-scale capitalist production, and out of them alone.”

Lenin was writing in 1920, when Russia was still predomi-
nantly a peasant-based agricultural society. His words must
have seemed as utopian and as distant from reality as
Marx’s.

If today, in our society, they still seem <o it is for different
reasons. We live in a capitalist society, based upon large-
scale industry. For most people in our society, work is in
many respects an alienating and oppressive experience. The
spur that drives them to it may no longer be the threat of
hunger as such, but certainly the threat of serious materia
deprivation plays its part. There is no question but that there
are material incentives to work. And yet the evidence, | have
been arguing, shows that work (at least of any but the most
repulsive and degrading sort) is also now felt subjectively as
a need. It may not yet be ‘life's prime want’, but it is a vita
want, a need, nevertheless. So far from being a utopian
dream, Marx’s vision is increasingly becoming a fact of
modern psychology. That is to say, the subjective conditions
for a more satisfactory and rational organization of the work
of society are developing here and now. What is lacking is
the objective framework of economic and social relations,
and the objective organization of work, which would &low
this need to be satisfied.

For all the to-ing and fro-ing of Pahl’s own arguments, for all his
equivocation on socialism, this is the unequivocal concluding
message he chooses to leave with his student readers. The same
old negative nonsense, the same old critical sabotage of work as |
reported in Seeds of Bankruptcy.

PSEUDO-PLURALISM

On the other hand, it is enormously difficult to pin down Pahl
himself in the editorial materia in the book. In the modest sixty
pages he alows himself, scattered between the several sections of
the book, he offers aimost no clear, definite propositions. All are
hedged with apparently judicious ifs and buts and may-bes. There
are scarcely any clear, tight definitions even — criticisms of estab-
lished definitions in abundance, but of coherent alternatives
precious little sign.

The rhetorical effect of this is to leave the untutored reader im-
agining that the editoria line is open and pluralist. This cloaks the
reality given by the selection and ordering of the readings, which
is quite the opposite — an unambiguous, totally one-sided critique
of normal, natural, and useful conceptions of work and its cru-
cidly positive role in the lives of men and women in free so-
Cieties.

WASTED REFUTATION OF BRAVERMAN

The one clear and, as it seems to me, valuable move in the whole
book occurs in Part 2 on “Employers Strategies and Workers'
Strategies’. Between them, his introduction and the readings pro-
vide a definite reglection and a coherent refutation of Braverman's
sociologically fashionable thesis of “skill degradation”.

Braverman's Marxist theorising about the continuing, inevitable
de-skilling of labour under advanced capitalism has dominated
British industrial sociology for years — to the point of what |
have called elsewhere “Bravermania’. Skill degradation always
was an implausible and remarkably silly notion, controverted by
all the available empirical evidence, and maintained purely to
shore up collapsing Marxist theories of work. It was brought in
primarily to serve as a cloak for Marxism’s nakedness, once the
immiserisation thesis had been once and for al refuted by con-
tinuoudly improving general standards of living.

We should be grateful to Pahl and his authors at least for clearing
Braverman out of the way definitively. Unfortunately, Pahl’s alter-
natives are scarcely improvements. He concludes his analysis as
follows (page 174):

New divisons of labour are emerging that help to break
down traditional lines of conflict and replace them with new
ones. The arguments and issues that dominated the era of
mass production and the collective workers are being re-
placed by new arguments and issues concerned with flexi-
bility, fragmentation, deregulation and the distinctive
strategies of management and workers.

This leaves him and those for whom he speaks with ample scope
to continue sociologists established presumption of the primacy in
industry of conflict, the malevolence of management, the necessity
for collective resistance by workers, and the happy coincidence of
workers “victories’ — in the ongoing struggle against exploita-
tive oppression — with social progress. We are thus back, by an-
other route, to the usual unmitigated negativism about the whole
world of work as it is organised in free societies.

TOWARDSA POSITIVE WORK CULTURE

Samuel Smiles' demand for hard work and self-help, and Max
Weber's identification of the work ethic and the values which
underlie it as essential foundations of liberal democracy reman
entirely valid. Yet in Britain at least sociologists are sabotaging
the work ethic systematically and routinely. The influence of their
destructively negative attitudes towards work on hundreds and
thousands of our young people (and through the media on mil-
lions) cannot be other than corrosive of the work culture as a
whole in the long run, and therefore of freedom itself.

A more accurate and more positive sociological account of work
is essential (Mardand, 1994). On that basis the positive work cul-
ture which free societies need can be renewed and securely re-es-
tablished.

CONCLUSION: TOWARDS AN IMPROVEMENT IN
SOCIOLOGY

If my analysis is correct, there is much to be done to bring socio-
logy as a discipline back into the normal and proper condition of
any field of enquiry in a free society. It is improper and intoler-
able for any discipline to be taken over wholesale from any direc-
tion by a sectarian ideology. Ideally we should strengthen our
capacity for genuine objectivity (Marsland, “Methodological In-
adeguacies’, 1992). Short of that we should ensure that at least a
better balance is achieved in teaching and teaching materials.

Of course, my analysis may be incorrect, and certainly it is strenu-
oudly resisted by many of my colleagues. They insist variously:
that things have changed out of all recognition and improved
enormoudy since the 1970s; that if there is a bias to the left in
sociology, this is acceptable because it is balanced by a contrary
bias in economics, in political science, and in the media; that other
than in the natural sciences objectivity is impossible and irrele-
vant; or aternatively that this is how the social world really is,
and only a theoretical focus on inequality, power, and subordina-
tion — i.e. what would usually be called a socialist perspective —
can discover and reveal the true nature of life in societies such as
ours.

All of these seem to me to be at best implausible, inadequate ex-
cuses for unpardonable offenses againgt the normal criteria of
scholarship and science, as | have sought to show e sewhere (Mar-
sland, Fact and Fancy, 1992). A particularly interesting version of
rhetorica apologetics is provided by lan Carter in Ancient Cul-
tures of Conceit (1990).

In a chapter on critics of bias in sociology, he makes what seems
to me awholly self-contradictory case in defence of the discipline.
On the one hand, he suggests that the critics of sociology com-
prise in and of themselves a refutation of their own arguments.
Since David Martin, Julius Gould, Bryan Wilson, Caroline Cox,
and David Mardand are @) sociologists and b) anti-socialist and



ipso facto conservative, then sociology is more open and balanced
than they claim, and not purely a collectivist, socialist and anti-
capitalist enterprise.

Not content with this plainly specious clam — since after all
neither one swallow nor even five make a summer of balance, let
alone an August Bank Holiday of objectivity, he argues, despite
the contradiction, that sociology is bound (on account of its
origins, its history, and the context of its development) to be criti-
cal, anti-capitalist, and in some sense progressivist and reformist,
if not indeed probably radical.

To this second argument, he calls in aid the distinguished conser-
vative sociologist Robert Nisbet (The Sociological Tradition,
1967). In my view he is here in part misinterpreting Nisbet, and in
part relying on inappropriate evidence — since Nisbet is as much
a collectivigt in his paternalist conservatism as the socialists of the
sociological mainstream. The conservative is amost as incapable
as the socialist of comprehending or of tolerating libera individ-
udism, or of evaluating capitalism other than negatively.

Neither Carter’s response to my criticisms of the appropriation of
sociology by socialism, nor any others | have so far seen, are
telling. | rest my case, and await a serious reply.

In the meantime, a new book by Irving Louis Horowitz demon-
strates that these errors and weaknesses are not unique to British
sociology. In The Decomposition of Sociology (1993), he suggests
that sociology has changed “from a central discipline of the socia
sciences to an ideological outpost of political extremism”. He ar-
gues that much contemporary socia theory “has degenerated into
pure critique, strongly influenced by Marxist dogmatism”. This
thinking, he shows:

has a strong element of anti-American and anti-western bias,

in which al questions have one answer — the evil of capi-

talism — and all problems one solution — the good of so-

ciaism.
We should not, | suggest in concluding, despair of sociology be-
cause of temporary faults, however grave. A liberal and liberating
sociology to balance and eventually, through free and fair compe-
tition, to displace the oppressive sociadist orthodoxy is urgently
needed. It is also, in my view, feasble. We must turn back to
different strands of our discipline's roots — beyond the haf-way
house of Weber to Spencer, and beyond the prevarications of
Goffman to Sumner — if we are to discover and construct a so-
ciology which can tell the truth about socia life and assist us in
defending and improving free societies.
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