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ETHNOMETHODOLOGY AND MARXISM: 
Their Use for Critical Theorizing 

PETER FREUND and MONA ABRAMS* 

1 .  Introduction 

"Critical theorizing" may refer to the works of the Frankfurt School, particu- 
larly the works of Habermas, or to the critiques of neo-Marxists. However, in 
this essay we use the term in its most general sense: to step back and see the 
everyday world as strange; to understand and question the material-social- 
psychological-political-historical-"scientific"-etc.status quo; to theorize in 
order to change the world; to advocate a new humanism. We will try to show 
that the claim of some ethnomethodologists that their theorizing is charac- 
terized by uncommitment should not be taken literally; moreover, to take 
ethnomethodology metaphorically is to engage in critique. Indeed, both 
ethnomethodology and Marxism can be used to provide a critique of ideology 
and the production and dissemination of social information. Ethnomethodo- 
logy addresses itself to the activity of theorizing and the evidence upon which 
theorizing is grounded. An ethnomethodology which includes a commitment 
to a form of human liberation can find kinship with a humanist Marxism-a 
Marxism that is similarly read "metaphorically." Our primary theme, then, is 
not the status of ethnomethodology as a science-a status challenged intel- 
ligently by ~t tewel l '  but, familiarly, from a positivist perspective- rather, 
we will focus on the critical potential of both ethnomethodology and 
Marxism. 

2. Marx and Marxism 

What does it mean to declare that one is a Marxist? What ideas and ways of 
thinking is one then committed to? What "reading" of Marx is implied? We 
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contend that of all the theorists currently read, Marx is the most difficult to 
understand. The question of understanding comes up not only because no 
one "knows" what Marx "really" meant, but also because the transformation 
of economic and non-economic materials into something we can make 
"sense" of is a formidable project. In the academic world there is an 
unspoken picture of Marx, a Marx based largely on terms and definitions. An 
"understanding" of Marx in t h s  context is the ability to define "key" 
concepts such as surplus value, alienation, superstructure, commodity, and of 
course, Marx's "determinism." This view of Marx is taken for granted; 
discussion starts from this point on and never goes backward: it is uncritical 
of itself. The only use this kind of analysis has is to enable students to pass 
academic exams and to enable professors to teach the same course over and 
over without learning anything. The academic view of Marx is a literal view. 
The analysis of Marx iresupposes a commitment to traditional (positivistic) 
academic analysis. In this way, Marxist analysis is treated the same way as, 
say, positivistic survey analysis. Theorizing about Marx is not the same as 
Marx's theorizing. The classroom situation duplicates the alienating work 
situation Marx describes, yet few teachers of Marx draw attention to this or 
attempt deep changes. While Marx saw the world in a new way, the university 
rarely produces people who develop new world views for themselves. 

The potential of Marxism in bringing about social change is widely recog- 
nized.la However, we are speaking of a Marxism that is not "faithfull" to 
Marx's theorizing and method. "Faithfulness" can often make theorizing rigid 
and dogmatic (as in academia); indeed, the most inspired followers of Marx 
saw beyond his theorizing and were in no sense "faithful" to  him. The 
following passages reflect the interpretation (that we share) of a Marx who 
favored social change in order to bring about freedom and justice for each 
individual: 

. . .human emancipation remains Marx's basic ~ o n c e r n . ~  

The true object of Marxism, Horkheirner argued, was not the uncovering of 
immutable truths, but the fostering of social change.3 

Written in simple language without the obscurity that cursed (and even 
now curses) the style of almost all German philosophers, Engels' essay 
"Outlines of a Critique of Political Econcmy" appeals to the sense of 
justice [our emphasis] and satisfies the need for ~ l a r i t y . ~  

While orthodox Marxism presupposes scientific aspirations, a faith or belief in 
progress, and a radical criticism of reality as the point of departure,' the 



Marxism we speak of is not scientific, but critical Marxism. The distinction is 
crucial: 

As systems of analysis, Critical and Scientific Marxism are partly com-
plementary and partly divergent. They are divergent paradigms because (as 
Marx acknowledged) the object of science is to discover laws independent 
of human will and determinative of it, while a "critique" aims at estab- 
lishing the manner in which human history is an outcome of the hidden 
potency of men. The basic conclusion of the Left Hegelian critique of 
religion was to show that God's being was entirely a postulation of man 
and an expression of man's own alienated being. A critique, then, aims at 
making men's potency more fully manifest so that men might then make 
their own history consciously rather than blindly. A natural science, in 
contrast, will, by ascertaining the laws that presumably determine human 
will, allow those having technical knowledge of these laws to apply their 
knowledge in a technological way and to formulate the problem of social 
change as a technical problem.6 

One important concept for a critical Marxism is historical specificity (many 
neo-Marxists, unfortunately, eternalize Marxist concepts): 

This example of labour shows strikingly how even the most abstract 
categories, despite their validity-precisely because of their abstractness- 
for all epochs, are nevertheless, in the specific character of this abstraction, 
themselves a product of historic relations, and possess their full validity 
only for and within these relations.' 

Marx's emphasis on the social settings in which the concept is used is similar 
to the concern of ethnomethodologists to re-create contexts. Both reject the 
fixed concept: it is an end product which hides the context in which the 
abstraction took place. The flow of time is placed back into critical 
theorizing: positivists freeze time via rigid concepts (as do many neo-
Marxists); Marx (and some ethnomethodologists) restore the changes of 
time.' Marx's concern about process is reflected in the following: 

Consumption produces production in a double way, (I)  because a product 
becomes a real product only by being consumed. For example, a garment 



becomes a real garment only in the act of being worn; . . . ( 2 )  because 
consumption creates the need for new production, that is it creates the 
ideal, internally compelling cause for production, which is its presup- 
p o s i t i ~ n . ~  

Not only does Marx have a processual framework, but he sees the beginning 
and end as essential moments of a whole, moments which may contradict 
each other and complement each other at the same time. We quote the 
lengthy passage on the process of purchase and sale because it is a brilliant 
illustration of dialectics: 

At first sight, circulation appears as a simply in.fi~ziteprocess. The com- 
modity is exchanged for money, money is exchanged tor the commodity, 
and this is repeated endlessly. This constant renewal of the same process 
does indeed form an important moment of circulation. But, viewed more 
precisely, it reveals other phenomena as well; the phenomena of comple- 
tion, or, the return of the point of departure into itself. The commodity is 
exchanged for money; money is exchanged for the commodity. In this 
way, commodity is exchanged for commodity, except that this exchange is 
a mediated one. The purchaser is a seller again and the seller becomes 
purchaser again. In this way, each is posited in the double and the 
antithetical aspect, and hence in the living unity of both aspects. It is 
entirely wrong, therefore, to do as the economists do, namely, as seen as 
the contradictions in the monetary system emerge into view, to focus only 
on the end results without the process which mediates them; only on the 
unity without the distinction, the affirmation without the negatiorr [our 
emphasis]. The commodity is exchanged in circulation for a commodity: 
at the same time, and equally, it is not exchanged for a commodity, in as 
much as it is exchanged for money. The acts of purchase and sale, in other 
words, appear as two mutually indifferent acts, separated in time and place 
[our emphasis] . . . In so far as purchase and sale, the two essential 
moments of circulation, are indifferent to one another and separated in 
place and time, they by no means need to coincide. Their indifference can 
develop into the fortification and apparent independence of the one 
against the other. But in so far as they are both essential moments of a 
single whole [our emphasis], there must come a moment when the in- 
dependent form is violently broken and when the inner unity is established 
externally through a violent explosion.' 

Another example of Marx's use of dialectic in rejecting dichotomies was his 
linking of the material and mental: 



This material, immediately perceptible private property is the material 
perceptible expression of estranged hunzan life." 

The preceding should not be taken as an exhaustive description or inventory 
of Marx's critical potential. Rather, it is a sketch of some of Marx's 
ideas which best suit a humanistic or "metaphorical" Marxism. TO take 
Marx literally, we maintain, is to adopt an uncritical attitude toward Marxism 
and to cling to some outdated or "false" ways of thinking. A metaphorical 
focus links Marx's thought to everyday experience and begins from the 
"bottom upwards,"12 to cite what was meant as a description of ethno- 
methodology.'3 A Marxism taken metaphorically provides a corrective to 
ethnomethodology in that it limits the ethnomethodological tendency to lose 
itself in the subject, or detail, or interactional and social syntax, thus 
forgetting broader sources of "coerciveness," "falsification," and "oppres- 
sion." Let us more clearly delineate what it means to take Marxism 
"metaphorically." 

Blum reads Marx as a metaphor for the problems of speech. For Blum, one 
must first understand speech in order to understand everything else.14 Some 
questions he asks are (paraphrased): How is speech possible? How is science 
possible? How is sociology possible? He takes as his topic not the topics of 
science and sociology, but the achevement of dealing with a topic. He rejects 
the "Scientific" way of describing topics or "problems," and advocates a 
selfquestioning: 

Science does not take the hint that its subject matter is subjecthood and, 
instead, silences this concern by treating its subject as secure and by 
starting from the security of its subject. Science submits itself to its 
subjected matter and not to that by which it (science) is subjected.'' 

He continually asks the question "how?" rather than the more common 
"what?". 

Mathematical (bourgeois) speaking is "false speaking" in that it covers up 
what it should be showing. Mathematical thinking is derived from Aristotle16 
and continues to prevail." "False speaking" (the same in "grammar" as the 
inauthentic speech that is Blum's concern) is speaking which does not 
examine its own basis, speaking which forgets it itself is a work of art.18 The 
proletariat, seen metaphorically, are the possibility of youth for "re-assessing 
the source of their alienation and in such a re-assessment for transforming 
themselves into authentic speakers."1g Bourgeois man is seen as a metaphor 
for the speaker who has arrived at some result and uses this information as a 



starting point, rather than going back to see how this result was arrived at.'' 
What Blum is saying (we think), in very difficult to understand language (for 
us), is that our very speech, a fundamental aspect of human relationships in 
general as well as the basis for theorizing, is unacceptable, presupposes what it 
should be examining, is an alienated activity, and limits how we think and 
what we can find out. As speech is thought, we must change our ways of 
thinking, Blum's reading is grounded in the project of showing the relation- 
ship of speaker-writers to Logos, the Good, etc. Our reading of Marx or our 
views of theorizing, for that matter, would not be shared by Blum-moreover, 
we would have to count ourselves among the radical critics of whom Blum 
speaks: 

The most radical critics of Durkheim fail to see their togetherness because 
the criticism of Durkheim as a concrete thinker (as the objectivistic 
positivist) is grounded in the regret that he is not radically concrete." 

While we do not "read" Marx in the same way as ~ l u m , "  we do find his ideas 
unique and fruitful for further investigation. We tend to read Marx not as a 
metaphor for speech, but as a metaphor for human suffering, struggle, and 
harm inflicted by people. Here we come closer to sharing Gouldner's position 
on the metaphoricality of Marxism: 23 

Indeed, it is precisely Marxism's metaphoricality that signals the presence 
of its very rationality; that signals that its fundamental commitments are 
not to some historically limited social segment but primarily to certain 
values and ideas: the struggle against unnecessary suffering, exploitation, 
irrational scarcity, and any "surplus" inequality interpretable as unneces- 
sary in the light of modern productivity-a struggle that was now no longer 
limited to capitalist societies with proletariats; a struggle whose univer- 
salism was primarily persuasive and meaningful to intellectual^.'^ 

Oppression and the syntax of interaction that sustain it are the key 
metaphors that Gouldner finds in his reading of Marx. Blum, on the other 
hand, is concerned with Truth and thus reads in Marx Marx's recognition of 
forgetfulness which is the hallmark of reified knowledge and unreflexive 
theorizing. Blum's reading, like the works of more "concrete" ethno-
methodologists, reveals a critique of rationalised monopoly capitalism which 
expresses itself not only in social structure but also in theorizing. 

The metaphor of history shines through Marx's writings: the capitalist 
society of free and autonomous men [people]who convert their thoughts 
into commodities by treating their speaking as a beginning rather than as 



an end. The capitalist society is a splendid metaphor for the positive spirit; 
the turning away from origin, resonance, and Reason in order to begin 
concertedly creates a collection of speakers without depth or breadth: a 
collection of men [people] who organize their routines by segregating 
them from origin, whose practices of externalized speaking mask the 
achieved character of the speaking itself. Men congratulate themselves on 
their freedom from authority, while each congratulation only affirms the 
very authority they claim to be free of, an authority which pervades and 
opresses the entire society.25 

Let us now examine some of the works of these "concrete" ethnomethodolo-
gical studies. 

3. Ethnomethodology 

Harold Garfinkel's Studies in Ethnomethodology was published in 1967.The 
reaction to the book is as fascinating as the book's contents. Objections raised 
deal with the incomprehensibility of the book (we have no conventional 
written works to cite here; the reader must rely on our own personal 
experience instead of the usual "proof') and/or theoretical norms ~ io la t ed . '~  
Marxists would prefer ethnomethodology to be more like Marxism and 
positivists would stress their own way of theorizing as the "right" way. There 
is a certain irony, at least to us, that a work that describes the taken-for- 
granted, the assumed shared meanings, and which uncovers the problematic 
nature of everyday life, that this work should be called unintelligible. This 
criticism "proves" Garfinkel's point. The language employed is different from 
positivistic language and also dissimilar to Marxist language. Garfinkel tries to 
explain what ethnomethodology is about, but his explanation is clear only to 
those who already have a good idea of what he's talking about. In an 
"experiment," Garfinkel asked his students 

to report common conversations by writing on the left side of a sheet what 
the parties actually said, and on the right side what they and their partners 
understood they were talking about.27 

The following conversation was cited: 

HUSBAND: Dana succeeded in This afternoon as I was bringing 
putting a penny in a Dana, our four-year-old son, home 
parking meter today from the nursery school, he suc-
without being picked ceeded in reaching high enough to 

UP- put a penny in a parking meter 



when we parked in a meter zone, 
whereas before he had always had 
to be picked up to reach that high. 

WIFE: Did you take him to the Since he put a penny in a meter 
record store? that means you stopped while he 

was with you. I know that you 
stopped at the record store either 
on the way to get him or on the 
way back. Was it on the way back, 
so that he was with you or did you 
stop there on the way to get him 
and somewhere else on the way 
back? 

HUSBAND: No, to the shoe repair 	 No, I stopped at the record store on 
shop. 	 the way to get him and stopped at 

the shoe repair shop on the way 
home when he was with me, 

WIFE: What for? 	 I know of one reason why you 
might have stopped at the shoe 
repair shop. Why did you in fact? 

HUSBAND: I got some new shoe 	 As you will remember I broke a 
laces for my shoes. 	 shoe lace on one of my brown 

oxfords the other day so I stopped 
to get some new laces. 

WIFE: Your loafers need new heels 	 Something else you could have 
badly. 	 gotten that I was thinking of. You 

could have taken in your black 
loafers which need heels badly. 
You'd better get them taken care of 
pretty soon.28 

The "mundane" contents of ethnomethodology, compared to, say, Marxism, 
which deals with abstractions in terms other than those we use in everyday 
life (such as the concept "surplus value") is frequently taken as a sign of lack 
of theory. This is not so at all. Garfinkel's interpretation of this conversation, 
for example, is far from "mundane." He does not suggest (despite his 
instructions to do so) that we read the right hand column as corresponding to 



the contents of the left; the right hand column could never, however long and 
detailed it was, convey all the background information as well as the way of 
speaking of the left hand column. What is missing is a description of the 
"shared agreement" of husband and wife about how they will converse.29 
There are the same sorts of "shared agreements" among ethnomethodologists, 
among Marxists, among sociologists in general, among psychologists in 
general, among prisoners, among homosexuals, among businesspersons, etc. 
The words and phrases, although recognizable as English, either make no 
sense or make the "wrong" sense unless one knows the "agreement." Because 
members of society generally prefer to make sense of everything, something 
that does not make sense is criticized, is viewed at fault, and the standardiza- 
tion of everything is approved. Therefore, a physician's handwriting is "bad," 
Marx's theory of a future society is "incomplete," and Garfinkel's ethno-
methodology is "unintelligible." The "real" fault lies in the person's 
ignorance of the code. Teaching the positivistic sociological code is, therefore, 
the principal concern and achievement of the field of sociology; the code 
requires a literal view of each mode of theorizing and therefore inhibits a 
metaphorical interpretation. 

In examining the contents of ethnomethodological works, we looked for 
ideas which challenged, in whatever way, basic structural conditions in 
society. This necessitated discarding many interesting ideas which did not fit 
our purpose; do not look for a survey30of ethnomethodology, then. 

Coulter's recent ethnomethodological critique of Taylor, Walton, and 
Young's The New Criminology3' ironically echoes the familiar polemical 
arguments against ethnomethodology, whose critical potential often goes 
unnoticed! Coulter found the tragic flaw in The New Criminology to be the 
spzculative, "even moralizing character." He concludes: 

We are no longer taking sides, either with the prisoner, the schizophrenic 
patient, the aide, the screws, the prison governors, the victims, or 
whomsoever is involved in the world of routinized social deviance. Instead, 
we are freeing moral debate from the shackles of a phoney scientism, a 
scientism supposed to undergird a moral version of deviance, of deviant 
and deviant controller. By freeing our moral version in this way we are also 
able to undercut most effectively the equally phoney scientism that is 
cited by our moral opponents.32 

To treat "side taking" as a moral commitment is itself a commitment-one 
peculiar to the most vulgar of "bourgeois liberalism." The existentialist- 
phenomenological traditions both, at least in their early history, rejected 



positivist detachment. These traditions accomplished this rejection either 
through a search for essences, the validation of human experience, or their 
emphasis in various ways on engaging the world in its immediacy. These 
traditions are ancestors of ethnomethodology (though ethnomethodology, 
contrary to what Bauman seems to think,32a need not be "totally" faithful 
to this lineage). Ethnomethodology has been used as a way of validating, 
for instance, "deviant experiences" and at least implicitly to criticize 
the "falsified" versions of such groups that pass for objective assessments. 
Finally, it is a curiously idealistic position to suggest that attitudes 
towards the social world (and what one hopes will become a new world) 
emerge solely out of some abstract moral stance. It can be effectively 
argued that moral commitment and some of the affinity one may feel toward 
a particuhr paradigm may be grounded in an experience of the world-an 
experience capable of being documented in terms of all the "proof'33 that 
social scientists employ. Furthermore, ethnomethodological indifference is 
preached more than practiced. 

For instance, part of the ethnomethodological posture is to deny any intent 
or irony or a tendency to debunk members' methods. Yet, as Gellner 
suggests,33a linguistic philosophy (a philosophical relative of ethnomotho- 
dology), for example, while claiming to make no "un-comrnensensical" 
assumptions or statements about the nature of reality, in fact, insinuates 
many. Garfinkel, in a like fashion, argues that it is not the purpose of 
ethnomethodology to do "irony" (that is, to assess the social world in a 
manner that contradicts the actor's experience of that Despite this 
disclaimer, the insinuation still remains. Thus in bringing to the fore back- 
ground expectancies, explicating and formulating members' methods, etc., a 
new level of explanation is generated which may no longer be recognizable or 
acceptable to the member being analyzed. The works of ethnomethodology 
particularly reveal a thrust towards rendering the world "subjective," 

situational-but with the irony that members, in documenting this essentially 
ambiguous world, create a sense of objectivity. This is particularly visible in 
the attention given by ethnomethodologists to "common sense" decision 
making and the production of "accounts" in institutional setting^.^' Perhaps 
the most fruitful contribution of ethnomethodology is in information theory, 
or the creation of documents and statistics, and news. Ethnomethodology 
provides a critique of ideology by showing that social perception and infor- 
mation produced by existing (Marxists would use the term "bourgeois" to 
refer to the same institutions) institutions are questionable or false.36 This is 
done by treating such information and perception as subjective, situated, and 
linked to the practical interests of those producing such perceptions and 
social information. Many ethnomethodological studies have described the 



practical considerations that influence a person's work. What is true of 
non-theorists can be applied to theorists themselves. Garfinkel's articles on 
suicide and clinic records stress pressures of time, and the need to assemble 
records and to account for deaths in such a way that they will not be 
questioned at later date. Z i ~ n m e r m a n ~ ~  a describes a caseworker's oblig- 
ation to conform to the practises and points of view that underlie these 
practises of her co-workers and supervisors. 

Ethnornethodologists (as well as Marxists) see social knowledge as inextri- 
cably linked to the contexts in which they are produced as well as their 
methods of production. As Garfinkel in his study of clinic records indi- 
cates, inaccuracies in record keeping are not a function of "normal" or 
"correctible" or organizational troubles, but are built into the structure of 
the organization. We feel this study confirms our belief (and the belief of 
others) that in order to change society one must begin with drastic, sweeping 
changes in the structure of the work situation. The affinity of this idea with 
Marxist thought is readily apparent, although many Marxists take it for 
granted that a socialist revolution would automatically change these struc- 
tures; we question this presuppostion. Garfinkel, whle critiquing existing 
structures, does not propose any alternatives, nor is he (we think) concerned 
with this. However, h s  critique can nevertheless be used37 as a tool for social 
change. 

In a study of plea bargaining, Sudnow3* shows that it is not the court's 
concern to find out "what happened" (their stated objective in conducting an 
"investigation") and to separate the innocent from the guilty. To save time 
and money for the courts, bargaining, which often works to the disadvantage 
of the accused, is a routine practice. The criminal "justice" system, then, is a 
sham; the result is the incarceration of a predominantly lower class Black 
population. Ironically, a "practical" solution would be to sentence people 
as usual and then instead of incarcerating them to give them the money that 
would have been spent by the state if the prisoner had served his or her (most 
prisoners are men) full term! 

Nowhere is the question "what happened" more irrelevant than in the news 
media, which provides daily "entertainment" for the masses. News is treated 
as correctibly biased information by most laypersons and social theorists. 
Though limited, news is considered a source of information about social 
events/happenings and a basis for social analysis and political decisions. This 
uncritical use of news, like the uncritical acceptance of other social infor- 
mation (e.g., crime or suicide statistics in particular and all statistics and 
information in files in general) inhibits innovative theorizing. 



The power of the media to create experience rests on what we'll term the 
"objectivity assumption," to which almost everyone pledges allegiance. 
This assumption has it that there is indeed a world "out there" and that an 
account of a given event reflects that world, or a piece of it, with some 
degree of accuracy. The "objectivity assumption" states not that the 
media are objective, but that there is a world out there to be objective 
about. Operating on the "objectivity assumption," lay people read a 
newspaper or listen to a news broadcast with the aim in mind of finding 
out about the world which is described in the produced account. People, 
in other words, read newspapers to find out about an assumed objective 
state of the world. Sociologists in their work on power, on the media, and 
in their methods of content analysis, usually do much the same thing.39 

Molotch and Lester focus on three types of news events-routine events, 
accidents, and scandals. Routine events, which dominate in the news, are 
carved out of the infinite number of occurrences which the news maker might 
choose to treat as a news event. 

During the Santa Barbara oil spill in late January, 1969, President Nixon 
made an inspection tour of certain beaches and subsequently announced 
to the nation that the damage caused by the blow-out had been repaired. 
He did not announce that the stretch of beach he inspected had been 
especially cleaned for his arrival, while miles north and south of lum 
remained hopelessly b la~kened.~ '  

The authors refer to events about which elites differ as routine public issues. 
Such issues may be pseudo-issues or ones that are irrelevant to the interests of 
most of the population. Concerns with ex-President Nixon's character, for 
example, detract from concerns with the "real" problem of which Watergate 
is merely "symptomatic." Similarly, one can characterize news reporting 
during the early part of President Ford's administration as describing Ford's 
"happy" home life on the one hand and Mrs. Ford's "terrible calamity," 
breast cancer necessitating major surgery, and her "bravery" (when we know 
she is receiving much better care than the poor do for any kind of illness). 
This homey focus serves to hide the fact that a recession/depression is taking 
place and the President is doing nothing to combat it. 

The clues to other political realities become available then only through 
accidents and scandals. 

Only by the accident and the scandal is that political work transcended, 
allowing access to "other" information and thus to a basis for practical 



action which is directly hostile to those groups who typically manage the 
public political stage.41 

Thus only through "critical readings" of social documents can other informa- 
tion be gleaned. Molotch and Lester conclude:42 

We see media as reflecting not a world out there, but the practices of those 
having the power to determine the experience of others. . .We think that 
mass media should similarly be viewed as bad clinical records . . . We 
advocate examining media for the event needs and the methods through 
which those with access come to determine the experience of publics. We 
can look for the methods through which ideological hegemony is 
accomplished by examining the records which are produced.43 

Thls article was one of the most political ethnomethodological articles we 
have come across. Marxists, of course, have long been extremely critical of 
the production-or suppression-of ideas in society.44 While the Marxist 
paradigm taken literally describes material relationships in the production of 
ideas, it is worth pointing out that this is not the only possible Marxist 
"reading." Aronowitz describes the existential damage mass art does to  each 
individual; he sees mass art as a 

one-way communication and thus takes on the character of domination. 
The social impact of its production consists not only in its ideological 
content (a property it shares with high culture), but in its pervasive 
intervention into the existential time and consequently the psychic space 
of the person. Thus television, movies, and popular music, like sports, 
must be understood in the dimension of their significance as forms of life 
activity as well as ideological apparatuses.45 

Surprisingly enough, the differences between a literal and a metaphorical 
"reading" of Marx are perhaps greater than the differences between a 
metaphorical "reading" of Marx and an ethnomethodological approach. While 
we see a literal "reading" of Marx as often grounded in the view of the future, 
both metaphorical interpretations of Marx and ethnomethodology are 
grounded in the present (not merely in future faith and not in "faithfulness" 
to the past or tradition), in the here and now and in the activity of 
individuals. 



4. Conclusion 

Each theory and, ultimately, "school" of theorizing exposes and criticizes the 
theorizing of others, and at the same time contains false or misleading 
statements. Theory as it is must rest on some presuppositions. Thus, Marxism 
exposes the flaws and lies of capitalism while positing another world view- 
Marxism-which it does not treat critically. Marxism also provides a critique 
of positivistic thinking. In The ~ r u n d r i s s e , ~ ~Marx engages in a dialogue with 
economists and philosophers of his day. His theory emerges out of the 
rejection of their theory. Ethnomethodology can be seen as critique of 
positivism, too. It can also tell us something about Marxism, as some of its 
concerns are similar, although the methods are dissimilar. At the same time, 
ethnomethodology denies us certain information about itself. Theorists, then, 
question others and not themselves. Theory can be seen as a product of 
inquiry; the theorist shows only the product and hldes what made the 
product. Indeed, just as the statistician reveals a correlation between two 
variables and omits all the common sense reasoning that went into the process 
(a method of theorizing ethnomethodologists criticize), so does the ethno- 
methodologist or Marxist omit, to a great extent, the process of theorizing 
involved. 

Thus, while neither form of theorizing, taken literally, can be critical (for to 
be critical, one must sometimes suspend belief in one's own theory, bracket 
it, or see it as strange), either form, if taken metaphorically (and in a way that 
is "unfaithful" to Marxism and ethnomethodology), can be used for critique. 

The ethnomethodological and Marxist critiques of social information, as in 
their processual framework and their emphasis on the thinking individual, 
provide critiques of contemporary society and an impetus to try to change it. 
Links between the two "schools" of theorizing would perhaps help overcome 
the deficiencies of each mode of theorizing. Taylor, Walton, and Young 
advocated (although they never carried it out) building a bridge in criminolo- 
gy so to speak, between ethnomethodology and Marxism. The advantage 
would be to 

enable us to escape from the straitjacket of an economic determinism and 
the relativism of some subjective approaches to a theory of contradiction 
in a social structure which recognizes in "deviance" the acts of men (men 
and women) in the process of actively making, rather than passively 
taking, the external 
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