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Four tasks of any emancipatory theory: 

(1) moral foundations for evaluating existing social structures and institutions;  

(2) diagnosis and critique of the world as it exists;  

(3) viable alternatives; and,  

(4) theory of transformation.  

The first tells us why we might want to leave the world in which we live; the second tells us how 

far away from it we want to go; the third tells us where we want to go; and the fourth tells us 

how to get from here to there.  In this session will be explore the broad contours of this agenda, 

focusing particularly on the problem of normative foundations. 

 

I. Normative foundations 

Marxists sometimes reject the relevance of discussions of moral foundations for the critique of 

capitalism. Discussions of morality and justice, it is sometimes argued, are simply ideological 

rationalizations for interests. Capitalism should therefore be criticized from the point of view of 

the interests it harms – especially the interests of the working class, but also other social 

categories whose interests are harmed by capitalism – rather than on the basis of any standards of 

justice or morality. Nevertheless, Marxism and other currents of emancipatory social science are 

rooted in certain values, and specifying those values can help clarify both research agendas and 

political goals. In these introductory sessions I will focus on four values that are central 

emancipatory social science: equality, democracy, community, and sustainability.  

 

1. Interests versus Justice: what is the point? 

Arguments about social justice are much more contentious than simply arguments about 

interests. Here is a simple example: Regardless of your political views, everyone acknowledges 

that the lives of poor people in Latin America would go better if they could come to the U.S. and 

thus immigration restriction is against their interests. In this sense they are harmed by the 

existing rules. Should they therefore be removed? That is a more difficult and contentious 

question. One way of approaching an answer is to ask “is it unjust to restrict immigration?”   

 

Marx – and most Marxists until the last few decades – argued that capitalism should be 

overthrown by workers because it was in their interests to do so. Period. It didn’t matter whether 

their deprivations were just or unjust; they were harmful. This is a specific form of a more 

general idea: those who are harmed by a given structure of society have an interest in changing 

it. To give this more bite one could add: those who are oppressed, where oppression means being 
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harmed by something. The problem, of course, is that workers do not have the power to 

overthrow capitalism, and in general the oppressed are also dominated, without sufficient power 

to act effectively on their interests. This is where the whole story in Marxism about the 

contradictions of capitalism and its structural trajectory kicks in, for this helps solve this 

problem:  

 overthrowing capitalism is in the interests of workers 

 workers are not powerful enough to do so 

 BUT: (a) capitalism weakens in the long-term, and (b) workers become more powerful in 

the long term 

 Therefore, in the long term capitalism is overthrowable and workers are powerful enough 

to take advantage of this. 

That is the kind of argument for emancipatory transformation that can be built around an analysis 

of interests and harms, without justice. So why bring in justice as well? 

Two main reasons, both of which make the analysis much more complex: 

(1). People are in fact motivated by moral concern, not just their own direct interests. 

Justice is part of our moral constitution as homo moralis. Moral sentiments can be 

mobilized for struggles not only on the grounds of social justice – there is compassion for 

the downtrodden and identity-based moral concern in addition to justice. It is often the 

combination of these that creates the strongest commitments: solidarity in a just cause.  

(2) Social justice arguments are a way of building alliances: you can bring people into a 

struggle who are not harmed by the existing institutions but feel they are unfair and harmful 

to others.  

Both of these reasons create problems: 

(1). Moral commitments are often deeply linked to emotional states than can underwrite 

rigid thinking. This is a complex matter and I don’t really have a clear understanding of the 

psychological mechanisms in play – but the rage and anger that can be bonded with moral 

conviction and fuel what is sometimes called the true believer problem: cognitive 

understanding gets blocked by moral passion. 

(2). Complexity of conflicting, legitimate moral claims – social justice on both sides of the 

conflict. Social justice arguments can push political dynamics towards more flexibility and 

a desire for compromise because competing social justice claims can be all seen as having 

legitimacy. This can help create a space for compromises that are not just based on balance 

of power, of force. This is an element in the idea of positive class compromise rather than 

negative class compromise. But of course, this makes for a more complex politics: if you 

have to recognize the legitimacy of claims of others. 
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2. Four moral principles 

 

Equality:  In a just society all persons would have broadly equal access to the material 

and social means necessary to live a flourishing life. 

Democracy: In a fully democratic society, all people would have broadly equal access to 

the necessary means to participate meaningfully in decisions about things 

which affect their lives.  

Community/Solidarity: Community/solidarity expresses the principle that people ought to 

cooperate with each other not simply because what they personally get out 

of it, but also out of a real commitment to the wellbeing of others.  

Sustainability:  Future generations should have access to the social and material means to 

live flourishing lives at least at the same level as the present generation. 

3. Elaborations 

Equality: 

 Flourishing: useful as a broad umbrella idea. More observable than “welfare”. Focus on potential and 

realization of a potential. Allows for some flexibility in terms of the notion of different ways of life, but 

also provides a basis for criticizing those ways of life that block flourishing. 

 Equal access vs equal opportunity 

 Material and social means 

 Means necessary for a flourishing life: the is a variant of a prioritarian view of equality – a concern with 

insuring that the bottom is above a level necessary for flourishing. 

 Very close to Sen & Nussbaum’s concern with capabilities 

Democracy: 

 Self-determination as the underlying idea behind both democracy and freedom 

 Pivotal issue for the freedom/democracy demarcation is context 

 Public/private demarcation is not given by nature; it is inherently a social construction and an object of 

political determination. 

 Equal access again is the criterion 

Community/solidarity 

 This is partially connected to flourishing: community fosters flourishing 

 It is also connected to democracy: solidarity fosters democracy 

 It is les clear that it is a standalone value: the world is a better place with vibrant sense of community and 

the reciprocities this engenders, but I mainly believe this because I believe lives flourish under those 

conditions 

 Dark side of community: exclusion 

Sustainability 

 The extension of the equality value over time: justice for future generations 

 Anthropocentric view of the environment 
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II. Diagnosis and Critique 

This will be a focus throughout the semester, but especially next week. 

 

III. Alternatives 

1. Key problem: limits of possibility – different from natural law limits 

2. Alternatives that emerge endogenously and prefigure future realities 

3. The conception of society as a “system” needed for the theorization of alternatives 

 Organic system 

 Ecological system – loosely coupled, open system 

4. Evaluation triplet: desirable, viable, achievable 

5. Viability is a very tough problem because so much depends on context and enabling 

conditions: 

 The process of achieving can affect viability – so viability and transformation are not 

unconnected 

 Viability of intermediate forms vs destination 

 System-complementarities vs isolated element viability 

 Two Implications:  (1) democratic experimentalism as both the process of discovery and 

correction. (2) empirical focus on actual experiments, on-the-ground innovations, real 

utopias in action 

 

IV Transformation 

1.  Why we need a theory of transformation 

Marx famously declared in the 11
th

 thesis on Feuerbach, “Philosophers have only interpreted the 

world, in various ways; the point is to change it.” There are a number of important things to think 

about in this famous slogan: 

 The sentence only makes sense if it is seen as imply human agency in creating change. 

Emancipatory transformation is unlikely to occur simply as an accidental by-product of 

human action: it requires conscious strategy, and this means having some kind of theory 

of the consequences of one’s action for the transformation one wants.  This is sometimes 

referred to as the problem of the relationship between theory and practice. As the social 

psychologist Kurt Lewin said, “There is nothing so practical as a good theory.” 

 The statement is at least in part directed at intellectuals, and producers of ideas and 

interpretations. The statement suggests that these kinds of people should not simply 

interpret, but try to change the world. But I don’t think this means that they should 

necessarily mainly do things like engage in protests, or man the barricades. I think the 

implication here is that the production of ideas should be directed towards the problem of 

change. 
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 This raises the key problem of how knowledge or ideas could contribute to changing the 

world. What can they do? We will discuss this more when we get to the section of the 

course on ideology. But here I would raise three main points: 

1. Strategy means having a theory of the consequences of actions.  

2. Learning from mistakes: there needs to be a systematic way of learning from past 

efforts. Learning the wrong lessons is a chronic problem.  Vignette about the 

student from Grenada in the 1980s. 

3. These tasks are made difficult by the dual role of Marxist theory as the 

framework for a revolutionary ideology as well as for a science of social 

transformation. “Charismatic wishful thinking” is in a deep tension with the 

capacity of a theory to understand the obstacles to social transformation and 

learning from experience. However difficult it is, we need to try to develop a style 

of work that simultaneously sustains a healthy critical skepticism about what we 

think we know while not embracing the kind of ideological cynicism . 

 

2. What kind of theoretical framework do we need? Paradigms, frameworks, agendas 

OK, we need a theory of transformation. But what kind of theory? How ambitious should it be? 

How comprehensive?  Increasingly in social theory people have become suspicious of what is 

sometimes called “Grand Theory” or “Grand Narratives” – very ambitious efforts to develop 

comprehensive theories of society and history.  There was a time in my own work when I framed 

the theoretical goals of my work on Marxism this way: to contribute to the reconstruction of a 

comprehensive social scientific paradigm.  I have now pulled back from this.  I now think that 

what is important is to develop a clear and systematic theoretical framework that establishes a 

pretty comprehensive set of concepts and a logically connected agenda as a way of organizing 

the specific theories we develop to solve problems. This kind of theory is a kind of pragmatist 

compromise between the ambitions of a paradigm and the fragmentation of a more purely 

empiricist research practice. 

 

3. Elements of a theory of transformation 

The agenda of a theory of transformation that I have proposed is built around four interlinked 

components:  

 A theory of social reproduction: an account of the obstacles to emancipatory 

transformation. 

  a theory of the gaps and contradictions of reproduction: how, in spite of these obstacles, 

there are real possibilities of transformation. 

  a theory of the underlying dynamics and trajectory of unintended social change: the 

future prospects of both obstacles and possibilities. 

 A theory of transformative strategies: “what is to be done?” in light of the account of 

obstacles, possibilities, and future trajectories. 
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A. SOCIAL REPRODUCTION 

This element is the centerpiece of most critical theories of society. In the most extreme versions 

the theory of social reproduction can come close to a theory of despair: the forces that sustain the 

existing structures of domination and oppression are so powerful as to block all possibilities of 

challenge and transformation. Think, for example, of some of the writing of Herbert Marcuse, for 

example in one dimensional man, in which all acts of resistance simply become affirmations of 

the system’s capacity for repressive tolerance.  

Some issues: 

1. Contrast: Passive reproduction vs active reproduction. Passive reproduction is very close 

to Bourdieu’s idea of habitus, and also to conventional sociological ideas of socialization. 

The key idea is all of the ways in which the way we go about living our lives in a mundane 

way contributes to reproducing the social relations within which we live. Active social 

reproduction refers to all of the ways institutions are designed reproduce social relations.  

Much of what Marxists call “the superstructure” has this character. 

2. Tendency towards functionalism: A key theme within many studies of social reproduction 

is the ways in which active social reproduction contributes to passive reproduction: 

institutions are designed in such a way as to socialize people in particular ways so that their 

daily actions reproduce relations. As we will see, this often gets very close to a functinalist 

analysis. 

3. Fundamental proposition of social reproduction: Social structures and institutions that 

systematically impose harms on people require vigorous mechanisms of active social 

reproduction in order to be sustained over time. This is an important idea: harms and 

oppressions would generate strong, active, transformative resistance unless some counter-

mechanisms exist. This is not a trivial claim, and indeed it is implicitly rejected in lots of 

contemporary social theory. It implies some pretty strong general claims about the human 

condition and human nature: 

 Human condition: these harms are real 

 Human nature: universal character of motivations and capacities 

 Implication: The absence of challenges to oppression, therefore, requires an 

explanation. 

4. Contrast: Order vs transformation. Social reproduction as a solution to the problem of 

order vs the problem of transformation 

5. Substantive mechanisms  (1) Coercion  (2) Institutional rules (3) Ideology (4) Interests 

6. And two configurations of these mechanisms:  

 Despotic configuration: coercion and rules are central; ideology and interests reinforce 

coercion & rules 

 Hegemonic configuration: ideology and interests are central; coercion and rules support 

the effectiveness of these. 
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B. GAPS AND CONTRADICTIONS OF REPRODUCTION 

1. Complexity and inconsistent requirement for social reproduction.  

2. Strategic Intentionality and its ramifications. Key issue: institutions are generated through 

struggles and the solutions to functional problems depend on theories/knowledge. 

3. Institutional rigidities and path dependency. Key issue: difficulty in institutions 

responding to changes conditions for reproduction. This problem can become quite acute 

because of the complexity of vested interests bound up with particular institutional 

configurations even when those institutions become suboptimal. 

4. Contingency and unpredictability 

 

C. THE UNDERLYING DYNAMICS AND TRAJECTORY OF UNINTENDED SOCIAL 

If it is the case that emancipatory transformation requires long term strategies, and strategies 

involve expectations about future states of the system, then it would obviously be extremely 

useful to have good theories of the trajectory of the system into the future. The theory of social 

reproduction elaborates the obstacles to transformations; the theory of contradictions identifies 

opportunities in spite of those obstacles. What we would like to know is how the large scale 

obstacles & opportunities for transformation change over time – in particular, what their likely 

trajectory is into the future?  

In very general terms, the large scale historical trajectory of social change is the result of two 

interacting processes:  

 the cumulative unintended by-products of the actions of people operating under existing 

social relations  

 the cumulative intended effects of conscious projects of social change by people acting 

strategically to transform those social relations 

The analysis of all historical cases of large scale transformations can be framed in terms of these 

two processes. We will examine some later in the semester. The transformation of gender 

relations is a good example. What we really would like, however, is a theory that was strong 

enough to give us a credible prospective account of trajectories into the future. This is what 

classical Marxism attempted to do – create what can be called a theory of the historical dynamics 

of the future. This is what we will be exploring in the next couple of weeks. 
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D. STRATEGIES OF TRANSFORMATION 

Three Models of Transformation: ruptural, interstitial, symbiotic 

Vision of 

trajectory of 

systemic 

transformations 

beyond capitalism 

Political Tradition  

most closely 

associated with 

logic of 

transformation 

Pivotal collective 

actors for 

transformation 

Strategic logic 

with respect to  

the state 

Strategic 

logic with 

respect to the 

capitalist 

class 

Metaphors 

of success 

 

Ruptural 

 

 

Revolutionary 

socialist/communist 

 

 

Classes organized 

in political 

parties 

Attack the state 
Confront the 

bourgeoisie 

War 

(victories and 

defeats) 

 

Interstitial 

metamorphosis 

 

Anarchist 
Social 

movements 

Build 

alternatives 

outside of the 

state 

Ignore the 

bourgeoisie 

Ecological 

competition 

Symbiotic 

metamorphosis 
Social democratic 

Coalitions of 

social forces and 

labor 

 

Use the state: 

struggle on the 

terrain of the 

state 

 

Collaborate 

with the 

bourgeoisie 

Evolutionary 

adaptations 


