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THE CULTURAL CONTRADICTIONS OF
IRVING LOUIS HOROWITZ

A Discipline in Mransition

Irving Louis Horowitz remains to this day an erudite general-
ist in a discipline increasingly dominated by specialists. In
1963 he helped establish the journal Transaction-renamed
Society in 1970-which publishes a mix of politics, theory,
social research, and book reviews. He is chairman of
Transaction-Aldine Publishers and founder of the Horowitz
Foundation for Social Policy. In dozens of books and countless
articles, his writing has covered an enormous variety of topics
and theorists, from renaissance philosophy and Georges Sorel
to international development and public policy.

Although Horowitz does not share the view of the "vast
hand-wringing literature bemoaning the present state of the
social sciences" in general, he is strongly associated with the
claim that sociology is in particularly dire straits. The title of
his 1993 book, The Decomposition of Sociology, echoed the
well-established trope of "crisis" in sociology that was made
famous by Alvin Gouldner in 1970.1 Between 1964 and 2002,
at least 150 articles and books were published on sociology's
putative crisis. 2 Gouldner warmly welcomed what he called
"the coming crisis of western sociology," believing that it
would break up the entrenched hegemony of Parsonian theory
and positivist-empiricist methods. Pierre Bourdieu, writing
some eighteen years after Gouldner,3 celebrated the incipient
erosion of consensus in sociology as a form of liberation. But
the majority of these entries understand the "crisis" in terms
of a brain drain to other disciplines, a decline in the quality of
research, or a loss of the professional respectability that was
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associated with the erstwhile more homogeneous discipline
prior to invasion by Young Turks who are more diverse in po-
litical, epistemological, and "demographic" terms. I have
heard sociologists grumbling about the discipline's "dilapi-
dated" condition in ways that seem to betray a fear that the
next stage, following crisis and decomposition, will be utter
ruin-an apocalyptic vision of sociology as the academy's
Chernobyl or Pompeii. In his 1993 book Horowitz decries the
influx of "left wing fascists," Marxist "demonologists," moral
relativists and "subjectivists," "ideologists and special inter-
ests," and defenders of marginal groups like homosexuals who
"argue the case for deviance" rather than "urging individuals
to find their way back" into the "mainstream." The book ends
with a call to resist "the political barbarians at the gate" of
the discipline and "the professional savages who have already
gotten inside."4

However shrill the rhetoric-as when Horowitz speaks of a
"barrage of the bobble heads'--real and important changes in
the discipline are being addressed here. On the negative side,
sociology has declined in terms of research funding and stu-
dent interest since the early 1970s, and a few departments
have been closed while others have been scaled back.5 Sociol-

ogy has largely lost the ear of the king to economics and polit-
ical scientists since the 1960s. 6 There is also some evidence
(though it is not unambiguous) for an exacerbated fragmenta-
tion of interests: the American Sociological Association has
forty-three sections and some 200 journals. 7 In some cases ap-
plied specializations like criminology, demography, and orga-
nization studies have hived themselves off from sociology de-
partments, surpassing their parent discipline in numerical
terms while becoming enmeshed in an atheoretical quan-
tophilia. In other universities these subareas have taken over
entire sociology departments rather than exiting from them.8

Other developments in sociology are rebarbative to some
but not all. Horowitz intimates that sociology has recently
seen a rise in incredulity toward the venerable doctrine of
"value-neutrality" (Wertfreiheit). Explicitly social-critical and
normative discussions are less off limits nowadays than they
were before. There is widespread agreement that "values"
shape researchers' choice of subject matter and theory and
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their construction of the "facts." Even the most dispassionate
description of social conditions carries political implications.
According to the outgoing president of the American Sociologi-
cal Association, Michael Burawoy, "the 'pure science' position
that research must be completely insulated from politics is
untenable since antipolitics is no less political than public en-
gagement." This erosion of agreement about Wertfreiheit is a
relief to some and threatening to others. What is clear is that
sociologists' own particular value orientation puts them in-
creasingly at odds with the dominant political mood in the
U.S., underscoring the collapse of the cozier relationship with
government that prevailed from 1945 until the 1970s. It is
also clear that this divergence is due not simply to a right-
wards shift by the state but also to a leftward movement by
the discipline. For example, "75% of voting U.S. sociologists
opposed the war in Iraq at the end of April, 2003, while at the
same time 75% of the public supported the war"; in 1968 54%
of sociologists opposed the Vietnam War compared with only a
slightly lower level of opposition in the general public.9 Other
changes are methodological and philosophical in character. A
leading quantitative sociologist remarks that "The discipline
as a whole ... is looking more qualitative than ever before,"
although others fear a resurgence of methodological narrow-
ness. 10 Positivist epistemology has not gone unchallenged or
unchanged but neither has it yielded to a "postpositivist" con-
dition that Horowitz himself saw emerging more than two
decades ago. 11 There is thus considerable agreement about
the surface features of sociology's current condition among
both supporters and critics.

Horowitz against Horowitz

Horowitz' critique of "ideological" sociology is more detailed
and specific than the ritualistic attacks in the New York
Times mocking the annual American Sociological Association
meetings. 12 He attributes the field's decline to a widespread
politics of advocacy that is so myopically self-absorbed that it
cannot even perceive changing social conditions. In short,
"You do not get good social science by being politically
correct."13 Interestingly, Horowitz suggests that these
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"ideological" strands tend to reinforce sociology's empiricism
and positivism.' 4 From the start U.S. sociology has been torn
between the motives of social do-gooder-ism and truth seek-
ing. The ancestors of the current "professional savages" are
therefore the Protestant meliorists who founded sociology de-
partments at places like Michigan (Charles Horton Cooley)
and Washington University (Roger Nash Baldwin). Sociology's
current malaise has thus been programmed into the discipline
from the start. This is an "internalist" explanation of the cur-
rent crisis, if we define that term broadly to include accounts
that focus on dynamics internal to the scientific field while
downplaying broader historical and social influences. 1 5

Yet this account is problematic both as a description of the
relation between "values" and (social) science and as an expla-
nation of the present condition. First, although he insists that
he does not want to "turn the clock back, to retreat into the
void of sociological positivism,"16 Horowitz overlooks the fact
that antipositivist philosophers on the political right (e.g., Leo
Strauss) and center (e.g., Thomas Kuhn) agree that science is
thoroughly political and value-laden. Rather than dealing
with the most influential contemporary writing by sociologists
on "constructivism," those for whom the very essence of the
discipline lies in demonstrating the social constructedness of
phenomena that seem natural,' 7 Horowitz refers to only one
significant contemporary example by a sociologist (The Con-
struction of Homosexuality by David Greenberg). The other
members of his rogues' gallery include a linguist, several his-
torians, a political scientist, and a former ACLU director.
Since his target is sociology rather than the social sciences in
general, this seems to be a significant flaw.

Nor does he discuss any serious treatments of the ethical
turn in sociology.18 Horowitz ignores sociologists who combine
post-Kuhnian relativism about the historical development of
science with "judgmental rationalism" about criteria for
choosing among alternative theories.1 9 And in fact, as
Htorowitz himself suggested with regard to an earlier genera-.
tion of "scientific" sociologists, "ethical and political neutrality
is simply a manifested pose which reveals a latent antipathy
or sympathy for certain movements and ideals."20 In another
recent essay, for example, he is quite willing to titillate his
readers by emphasizing the benefits that European colonists
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supposedly brought to Africa or the possible eugenic implica-
tions of Charles Murray's work on race and intelligence. 21

To some extent, then, the "contradictions" Horowitz attrib-
utes to sociology are found within his own reasoning. Sociolo-
gists are accused of being irrationalist "prophets of the subjec-
tive will," and yet the leading representatives of the power of
"subjective will" in the discipline today are rational (!) choice
theorists. Sociologists are said to worship the "benevolent
state," but at the same time they see "the ultimate evildoer,
the central criminal," as "the state itself."22 Horowitz rejects
the entire subfield of the sociology of knowledge as stemming
from the irrationalist tradition, even though he himself has
made important contributions to that area. 23 He argues that
because the same issue of the ASA's newsletter carrying the
resolution against the Iraq war also included a call to "design
a homeland security alert system," it is unclear "just what
master" the discipline serves. Yet Horowitz criticized Project
Camelot for impinging on sociologists' scientific autonomy.24

Doesn't he want sociology to be autonomous from all masters?
Doesn't the coexistence of these two voices simply indicate
that sociology, like almost all social fields, is internally hetero-
geneous, even if certain positions function as symbolic capital
(Bourdieu), bringing more field-specific recognition than oth-
ers?

The greatest irony is that Horowitz himself was identified
during the 1960s and '70s with the position he is criticizing
here. Horowitz disparaged American sociology's "scientism"
and "mimesis of the natural sciences," empiricist "ideology,"
and "suppress[ion] of values at the expense of facts"; its
"chauvinistic" focus on the United States; its "professionaliza-
tion," quantomania, and "conformism." He characterized all of
these traits as an anti-sociology. He praised Mills for his ef-
fort to develop a cultural relativism that went beyond the "in-
tellectual commitments of the West."25 And he continued to
distance himself from "positivism" until quite recently. But in
the present essay Horowitz attacks those who "speak con-
temptuously of ... positivism" and "empiricism" and insists
against all sociological odds that those in the higher-prestige
main disciplines experience "envy for the upstarts" in the ap-
plied fields.
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Horowitz's Internalism and the
Historical Conditions of Scientific Change

It is correct that there is a broad division between "melior-
ists" and more "scientific" sociologists inside U.S. sociology,
even if this is just one of many lines of differentiation. What is
much less clear is the relationship between this split and the
field's current "decadence." After all, the discipline was char-
acterized during the Great Depression and New Deal by a
very similar political/epistemic polarization, but there was no
comparable level of professional malaise at the time.26

Horowitz's account is a resolutely internalist one, ignoring the
relations between the timing of shifts inside the scientific field
and events outside. But the influx of radicals into the disci-
pline since the late 1960s cannot account for the decline in

student numbers, both because the decline in enrollment had
already set in by the early 1970s, and also because enroll-
ments subsequently rebounded. 27

In fact, something much larger was going on at this time.
The year 1973 is the date most frequently given to mark the
beginning of the end of the "Fordist" era-that is, the era in
which capitalist expansion was organized around mass produc-
tion and the mass consumption of homogenous goods; a rising
standard of living; a welfare state buffering workers and con-
sumers against the vagaries of markets; fiscal policies that
softened the blows of economic cycles; and cooperative labor-
management relations. The boom in sociology during the
1945-1973 period was thus tied closely to the consolidation of
the Fordist mode of societal regulation, which created a "huge
penetration by social psychologists and sociologists of the fed-
eral bureaucracy."28 Ever-increasing numbers of sociologists
received research funding (and research topics) from govern-
ment agencies such as the Department of Defense, the NIH,
NIMH, and the National Science Foundation, and from corpo-
rate donors as well.29 The hegemony of positivism in U.S. soci-
ology was buttressed by the ways in which Fordism actually
encouraged relatively uniform patterns of social behavior and
homogenous forms of subjectivity and corralled social practices
within the boundaries of the nation state. This permitted re-
searchers to ignore the historical, cultural, and geographic
boundedness of their empirical findings, theoretical claims,
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and even their policy prescriptions. The rest of the world was
not entirely ignored, although there was a marked retreat by
most U.S. sociologists into the national shell during most of
this period, until the mid- to late-1960s. Even with the greater
internationalization of the discipline in more recent decades
the field has remained predominantly U.S.-focused. 30 The
world beyond the U.S. was mainly understood as being inhab-
ited by Americans-in-the-making who would follow that uni-
versal example in their march toward modernization and
development. 31

By the same token, sociology's relative decline after the
1970s can only be understood against the backdrop of the cri-
sis of Fordism and the emergence of a post-Fordist world of
flexible, specialized production, niche markets, self-promo-
tional forms of individualism, neoliberal privatization, hol-
lowed-out state functions, and a recharged U.S. imperialism
untempered by competition with the U.S.S.R. Economics, and,
to a lesser extent, political science, have replaced sociology as
the main social science knowledge providers for the state.32

It is certainly possible to imagine ways in which sociology
could remap itself into this changed state of affairs and make
itself once again more highly relevant to those interested in
understanding their current social predicament. Interpretive
sociology could prove invaluable in a society where seemingly
incommensurable cultures coexist side by side and people feel
compelled to continually reinvent themselves, rather than
comfortably slipping into a single predefined social role. The
wrenching transformations of the present could be better ad-
dressed by a historically attuned sociology than by the ahis-
torical variants that prevailed in recent decades. The venera-
ble subfield of the sociology of knowledge could help
sociologists situate themselves within this morass. Social the-
ory would need to become prominent again. 33 But these shifts
would require that the field's current gatekeepers would stop
allocating recognition mainly to those sociologists who emu-
late an imagined version of the natural sciences. The field's
decline, if it is more than a perennial anxiousness, will have
more to do with its ongoing scientism than with any influx of
subjectivist idealism.
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I would like to thank Howard Kimeldorf and Loic Wacquant for input
into this essay, although all opinions expressed here are my own.
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