LECTURE SERIES BY ERIK OLIN WRIGHT
ENVISIONING REAL UTOPIAS

Co-hosted by SWOP, the Department of Sociology, 

and the School of Social Sciences
You are invited to attend the lecture series by Erik Olin Wright on September 17, 18, 20, and 21. 
· September 17 (Monday): “A Framework for an Emancipatory Social Science”
Time: 4pm to 6pm, Venue: CB241

· September 18 (Tuesday): “Diagnosis and Critique” 
Time: 3pm to 6pm, Venue: RW7014

· September 20 (Thursday): “Envisioning Alternatives” 

Time: 3pm to 6pm, Venue: RW7014

· September 21 (Friday): “Understanding the Obstacles, Possibilities, and Dilemmas of Transformation” 
Time: 3pm to 6pm, Venue: RW7014
Erik Olin Wright was born in Berkeley, California, in 1947, grew up in Kansas, and was educated at Harvard, Oxford, and the University of California-Berkeley. He has taught sociology at the University of Wisconsin since 1976 where he is currently Vilas Distinguished Professor of Sociology. His academic work has been centrally concerned with reconstructing the Marxist tradition of social theory and research in ways that attempt to make it more relevant to contemporary concerns and more cogent as a scientific framework of analysis. His empirical research has focused especially on the changing character of class relations in developed capitalist societies. Since 1992 he has directed The Real Utopias Project which explores a range of proposals for new institutional designs that embody emancipatory ideals and yet are attentive to issues of pragmatic feasibility. His principle publications include: Classes (London: Verso, 1985); The Debate on Classes (London: Verso, 1990); Reconstructing Marxism: essays on Explanation and the Theory of History (with Elliott Sober and Andrew Levine. Verso, 1992); Interrogating Inequality (London: Verso, 1994); Class Counts: Comparative Studies in Class Analysis (Cambridge University Press, 1997); Deepening Democracy: institutional innovations in empowered participatory governance (with Archon Fung. London: Verso: 2003), and Approaches to Class Analysis (Cambridge, 2006).  

Website: www.ssc.wisc.edu/~wright
These lectures will explore the central ideas and arguments of a book manuscript-in-progress, Envisioning Real Utopias (http://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~wright/ERU.htm). We live in an era of diminished expectations and, perhaps, diminished imagination. To most intellectuals the idea that the social world could be fundamentally changed in ways that would dramatically reduce the enormous inequalities in the world today and create the conditions in which all people could live flourishing lives seems naïve, perhaps even ridiculous. Capitalism reigns triumphant and at least in the developed capitalist world talk of socialism as an alternative has almost disappeared. I believe this radical pessimism and cynicism is itself a constraint on possibilities for creating a more just and humane world. Gramsci once described the struggle for social justice as requiring “pessimism of the intellect, optimism of the will.” I believe in the world today we need an optimism of the intellect as well: an optimism grounded in our understanding of the real potentials for emancipatory alternatives which can inform our practical strategies for social transformation. These lectures will explore a range of issues connected to this project.

Public Lecture: “A Framework for an Emancipatory Social Science” 

September 17, 2007, 4pm to 6pm

Venue: CB241

Emancipatory social science, in its broadest terms, seeks to generate scientific knowledge relevant to the collective project of challenging various forms of human oppression and creating the conditions in which people can live flourishing lives. To call it a form of social science, rather than simply social criticism or social philosophy, implies that it recognizes the importance of systematic scientific knowledge about how the world works for this task. To call it emancipatory is to identify a central moral purpose in the production of knowledge – the elimination of oppression and the creation of the conditions for human flourishing. And to call it social implies the belief that human emancipation depends upon the transformation of the social world. 
To fulfill this mission, any emancipatory social science faces three basic tasks: elaborating a systematic diagnosis and critique of the world as it exists; envisioning viable alternatives; and, understanding the obstacles, possibilities, and dilemmas of transformation. In this talk I will explore the nature of these three tasks and sketch the overall framework for an emancipatory social science rooted in the Marxist tradition. The three lectures which follow will explore in more detail each of the components of this agenda.

Reading: “Compass Points: towards a socialist alternative”, New Left Review 41
Chapters 1 and 2 of Envisioning Real Utopias  http://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~wright/ERU.htm.

Seminar I. “Diagnosis and Critique”

September 18, 2007

Time: 3pm to 6pm

Venue: RW 7014

The starting point for building an emancipatory social science is identifying the ways in which existing social institutions and social structures systematically impose harms on people. It is not enough to show that people suffer in the world in which we live or that there are enormous inequalities in the extent to which people live flourishing lives. A scientific emancipatory theory must show that the explanation for this suffering and inequality lies in specific properties of institutions and social structures.  The first task of emancipatory social science, therefore, is the diagnosis and critique of the causal processes that generate these harms.  
This lecture will discuss the normative foundations and substantive propositions of a critique of capitalism. 

Reading: Chapters 3 and 4 of Envisioning Real Utopias, http://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~wright/ERU.htm
Seminar II. Envisioning Alternatives

September 20, 2007

Time: 3pm to 6pm

Venue: RW 7014 

The second task of emancipatory social science is to develop a coherent, credible theory of alternatives to existing institutions and social structures that would eliminate, or at least significantly reduce, these harms. Social alternatives can be elaborated and evaluated by three different criteria: desirability, viability, and achievability. Of these three, the second is in many ways the most crucial task for the development of a scientific emancipatory theory. It is fairly easy to elaborate desirable alternatives to existing institutions so long as one does not need to worry about institutional and social viability – the problem of whether the desirable institution would actually generate the claimed desirable effects without perverse consequences and be sustainable if instituted. Achievability is obviously also important, but discussions that focus on achievability as such quickly begin to lose realism unless the time horizon is fairly short. We can know so little about what the world will be like in 40 years that it is almost impossible to have a coherent discussion of the problem of achievable alternatives in the long-run. 

In this lecture I will therefore focus on the viability of alternatives problem. I will briefly review and criticize the traditional Marxist approach to this problem and then propose a general way of approaching the analysis of alternatives to capitalism that centers on the idea of social empowerment for constructing democratic egalitarian relations and institutions.

Reading:  Chapters 5-6 of Envisioning Real Utopias http://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~wright/ERU.htm
Seminar III. Modes of Transformation: ruptural, interstitial, symbiotic

September 21, 2007

Time: 3pm to 6pm

Venue: RW 7014

We can think of emancipatory social science as an account of a journey from the present to a possible future: the diagnosis and critique of society tells us why we want to leave the world in which we live; the theory of alternatives tells us where we want to go; and the theory of transformation tells us how to get from here to there. A fully developed theory of transformation has four interconnected components: a theory of the mechanisms of social reproduction which sustain existing structures of power and privilege; a theory of the contradictions in such systems of reproduction, contradictions which open up a space for strategies of social transformation; a theory of the developmental dynamics of the system which change the conditions for such strategies over time; and, crucially, a theory of the strategies of collective actors that can respond to those changing conditions in light of contradictions in order to challenge the institutions of social reproduction and move us in the direction of social emancipation. This session will focus on this final component of a theory of transformation. I will lay out the underlying logic of three modes of transformative strategy, which I will call ruptural, interstitial, and symbiotic. 

Reading: Chapters 7-10 of Envisioning Real Utopias, http://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~wright/ERU.htm. 
