
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Unit- 1-22) 
 

By: Dr. Anjna Thakur  

Miss. Vaneeta Bhandari 

 

 
 

Centre for Distance and Online Education (CDOE) 

Himachal Pradesh University 

Gyan Path, Summer Hill, Shimla-171005 

 
 

 Course Code: SOC-C-101 MA 1st Semester   

Sociology (New Syllabus) 

 

Classical Sociological 

Tradition-I 
 
 



 
 

 
 

SEMESTER 

CourseCode:SOC-C-101

 MaximumMarks1

00 

Course Name: Classical Sociological Tradition-I

 Time:

3hoursCredits:6 

Course Objectives: This Course will familiarize the students with the historical 

and socio-economic background of the development of Sociology as a discipline. 

This course also introduces the students with the seminal thoughts of the classical 

sociological thinkers that include August Comte, Herbert Spencer, Karl Marx, 

Emile Durkheim and Max Weber. 

Course Outcomes: 

 To understand the historical context and the economic and social systems 

with in which Sociology emerged in the west.

 To comprehend the theoretical foundations of Sociology.

 To develop critical thinking and analytical ability to interpret the social reality.

 To enable students to engage with conceptual frameworks in sociology with 

ease and apply them to their understanding of social issues.

Course Contents: 

Block-I Emergence of Social Thought 

Historical and Socio-economic Background of Emergence of Social 

Thought August Comte- Law of Three Stages; Positivism; Hierarchy 

of SciencesHerbertSpencer-

EvolutionaryTheoryandOrganicAnalogy;Natural Selection 

 

Block-II Karl Marx 

DialecticalMaterialismasaPerspectiveofSocialChange;Materialistic 

InterpretationofHistory;ClassandClassConflict;AlienationintheCapit

alistSociety; Theory of Surplus Value 

Block-III Emile Durkheim 

ContributiontotheMethodologyofSociology-

RulesofSociologicalMethod and Social Facts; Division of Labor- 



 
 

Social Solidarity (Mechanical and Organic Solidarity);Suicide; 

Theory of Religion 

 

Block-IV Max Weber 

Verstehen; Objectivity in Social Sciences; Ideal Types; Social 

Action; 

PowerandAuthority;Bureaucracy;ProtestantEthicsandtheSpiritofCa

pitalism 

 

Suggested Readings 

 

1. Abraham, F.andJ.H.Morgan.1985.Sociological Thought .Madras: McMillan India. 

2. Aron, Raymond. 1990. Main Currents in Sociological Thought, (Vol .I and 

II).  London: Pelican. 

3. Collins, Randall.1997.SociologicalTheory.Jaipur:Rawat Publications. 

4. Coser, Lewis.1996. Masters of Sociological Thought .Delhi: Rawat Publications. 

5. Durkheim E. 1960. The Division of Labour in Society. Illinois: Free Press of 

Gilencoe.  

6. Fletcher, Ronald.1994. The Making of Sociology. Jaipur: Rawat Publications. 

7. Giddens, A. 1997. Capitalism and Modern Social Theory: An Analysis of 

The Writing of Marx, Durkheim and Max Weber. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

8. Hughes, John A.etal.1995.Understanding Classical Sociology–Max Weber 

and Durkheim. London: Sage Publications. 

9. Marx, Karl and F Engels. 1971. The Manifes to of the Communist Party. 

Moscow: Progress Publishers. 

10. Morrison, Ken. 1995. Marx, Durkheim, Weber: Formations of Modern 

Social Thought. London: Sage Publications. 

11. Nisbet, Robert. 1966. The Sociological Tradition. London: Heinemann 

Educational Books  Ltd. 

12. Ritzer, George.1996. Sociological Theory .London: Sage Publications. 

13. Stones, R(ed.).2007.KeySociologicalThinkers.Basingstroke:Palgrave Macmillan. 

14. Turner, J.H. 1995.TheStructureof Sociological Theory. Jaipur: Rawat Publication. 

15. Weber, Max. 1965. The Protestant Ethic and the Spiri to Capitalism. 

London: Allenand Unwin. 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

CONTENT  

Block-I PAGE NO. 



 
 

Unit No. Title 

1 Historical Background of Social Thought 1-18 

2 Emergence of Social Thought 19-51 

3 August Comte 52-73 

4 Law of Three Stages- August Comte 74-88 

5 Comte Hierarchy of Social Sciences 89-105 

6 Herbert Spencer 106-120 

7 Evolutionary Theory 121-133 

8 Organic Analogy and Natural Selection 134-145 

Block-II  

9 Karl Marx 146-159 

10 Dialectics and Social Change 160-171 

11 Materialistic Interpretation of History 172-187 

12 Class and Class Struggle 188-206 

13 Alienation and Surplus Theory 207-226 

Block-III 

14 Emile Durkheim  227-238 

15 Durkheim Methodology and Social Fact 239-251 

16 Division of Labour and Social Solidarity 251-262 

17 Suicide and Religion 263-274 

Block-IV 

18 Max Weber 275-285 

19 Verstehenand Objectivity in Social Sciences 286-294 

20 Ideal Types and Social Action 295-305 

21 Power, Authority and Bureaucracy  306-316 

22 Protestant Ethics and Spirit  317-327 



 
 



1 
 

BLOCK-I  

UNIT-1 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF SOCIAL THOUGHT 

STRUCTURE  

1.1 Introduction  

1.2  Learning Objectives  

1.3  Social Forces in the Development of Sociological Theory  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

1.4 Intellectual Forces and the Rise of Sociological Theory  

Self- Check Exercise -2  

1.5 Social Thoughts: Definition  

                           1.5.1Characteristics of Social Thoughts the Enlightenment 

Self- Check Exercise- 3  

1.6 The Conservative Reaction to the Enlightenment  

Self- Check Exercuse-4  

1.7 Summary  

1.8 Glossary  

1.9 Answers to Self-Check Exercise  

1.10Suggested Readings  

1.11 Terminal Question 

1.1 Introduction  

Sociological traditions are unique in that they discuss in detail the extent to wh

ich their theories explain social reality and methodically describe their assumptions o

r hypotheses.More significantly, they offer fresh perspectives on social dynamics and

 behavior.A collection of concepts that seeks to describe how society or certain facet

s of society function is called a sociological theory.It might appear to be a collection o

f viewpoints that have little in common other than their formalizing and universal appr
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oach and their interest in comprehending human behavior.Theoretical viewpoints on 

the topic distinguish quite clearly between those that focus on the finer points of hum

an interaction and person-to person interaction and those who are interested in the 

broad features of social structure and role , on macro- sociology .  

1.2 Learning Objectives  

In this unit we will be able to  

 Recognize how social forces influenced the development of sociological 

model. 

 Know about the academic services and the growth of sociological theory.  

 Discuss the social thought.  

1.3 Social Forces in the Evolution of Sociological Theory 

All intellectual disciplines are deeply influenced by the social contexts in which they 

emerge. This is especially evident in sociology, which not only arises from societal 

conditions but also examines them as its central focus. The development of 

sociology was significantly shaped by key social transformations of the 19th and 

early 20th centuries. These historical changes played a crucial role in shaping 

sociological thought and its evolution as a distinct field of study. 

Political Revolutions  

The greatest direct reason of the progress of sociological model was a lengthy 

sequence of political upheavals that began with the French Revolution in 1789 and 

continued throughout the nineteenth era. These revolutions had a huge impact on 

numerous civilizations and brought about a portion of beneficial improvements. Many 

early theorists, however, were more attentive in the negative impacts of such shifts 
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than in the favorable ones. The ensuing anarchy and disorder, notably in France, 

particularly troubled these writers. They had a shared goal of bringing society back to 

order. Some of the most radical philosophers of this era fervently desired a return to 

the tranquil and comparatively orderly era of the Mid Ages. The extra advanced 

intellectuals understood that social change 

The Industrial Revolution and the Upsurge of Capitalism 

At smallest as significant to the formation of sociological scheme as the partisan 

revolt was the Manufacturing Rebellion, which predominantly occurred in the 

nineteenth and primary twentieth century and swept across many Western 

civilizations. The Industrial Revolution was a chain of interrelated events that 

changed the western world from a mostly agrarian to a mainly industrial civilization. 

Instead of farming and agricultural work, many individuals opted for the industrial 

jobs provided by the growing industries. The industries themselves underwent a 

extended series of scientific changes. Massive financial administrations ascended to 

offer the different facilities desirable by trade and the developing entrepreneurial 

financial classification.  

Allowed marketplace wherever the numerous goods produced by the manufacturing 

arrangement could be traded was suitable for this economy. While the bulk of people 

in this system put in long hours for meager pay, a select minority made enormous 

profits. Following this, there was a backlash against the industrial arrangement and 

entrepreneurship in general, which gave rise to the labor movement and other 

radical social movements that sought to topple the capitalist system.  

         Sociologists were significantly impacted by the massive upheaval that Western          

civilization underwent as a outcome of the Production Revolution, entrepreneurship, 
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and the backlash against it. Karl Marx, Max Weber, Emile Durkheim, and George 

Simmel—four influential figures in the early history of sociological theory—as well as 

several other lesser intellectuals were consumed by these changes and the issues 

they brought about for society at large. Throughout their lifetimes, they researched 

these issues and, in many cases, worked to create programs that would aid in their 

resolution. 

The Rise of Socialism  

The term "socialism can refer to a group of reforms intended to address the 

excesses of capitalism and the industrial system. The majority of sociologists were 

both philosophically and personally against socialism, despite the fact that some 

supported it as a solution to industrial issues.” Karl Marx actively advocated for the 

rebellion of the industrial organization and the establishment of a communist one. He 

spent a lot of time critiquing different facets of capitalist society, even though he did 

not create a theory of socialism in the traditional sense. He also took part in a 

number of political endeavors that he believed would contribute to the expansion of 

socialist communities.  

 Nevertheless in the primary days of sociological theory, Marx was unusual. The 

majority of early theorists, including Durkheim and Weber, opposed socialism (at 

least as Marx envisioned it). Despite acknowledging the issues in capitalist society, 

they favored social reform inside capitalism over Marx's call for a social revolution. 

They were more afraid of socialism than of capitalism. Marx's advocacy of the 

“socialist alternative to capitalism was not nearly as influential in the development of 

sociological theory as this concern.” As we shall see, sociological theory really 
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evolved in many instances as a response to Marxian and, more broadly, socialist 

theory. 

Feminism  

Feminist perspectives have always existed in some form, as women have historically 

recognized and resisted their subjugation across societies. While early feminist 

thought can be traced back to the 1630s, feminist writing and activism gained 

significant momentum during key historical moments. The late 18th century saw a 

surge of feminist discourse linked to the American and French Revolutions, while the 

mid-19th century brought more structured advocacy, particularly through movements 

for political rights and the abolition of slavery. The early 20th century, especially 

during the Progressive Era in the United States, witnessed an intense push for 

women's suffrage as well as industrial and civic reforms. 

These developments also shaped sociology, with notable contributions from women 

such as Harriet Martineau, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Jane Addams, Florence Kelley, 

Anna Julia Cooper, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Marianne Weber, and Beatrice Potter 

Webb. However, as sociology evolved into a professional discipline, male scholars 

marginalized, appropriated, or dismissed the work of these women, pushing their 

contributions to the periphery. Feminist concerns persisted primarily through the 

efforts of either marginalized male theorists or women scholars whose influence was 

diminished over time. 

Leading male sociologists, including Herbert Spencer, Max Weber, and Émile 

Durkheim, largely responded conservatively to contemporary feminist debates. 

Consequently, gender issues were either sidelined or addressed through 

conventional rather than critical frameworks in mainstream sociology. This 
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marginalization persisted despite the significant sociological contributions of women. 

Only recently has scholarship begun to critically examine the gendered history of the 

discipline, revealing how men in the field have historically reacted to and shaped 

feminist discourse. 

 Urbanisation 

Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, many people were displaced from rural 

areas and moved to cities, largely due to the opportunities created by the Industrial 

Revolution. The rise of urban industries played a crucial role in this mass migration, 

offering employment prospects that drew individuals into metropolitan centers. 

However, adjusting to city life posed significant difficulties, as urban expansion 

brought about a range of new challenges, such as overcrowding, pollution, noise, 

and heavy traffic. 

These issues captured the attention of early sociologists, including Max Weber and 

George Simmel, who analyzed the complexities of urban living. The Chicago School 

of sociology, one of the first major American sociological movements, was 

particularly focused on studying urbanization and its effects. Using Chicago as a 

case study, scholars from this school examined the social and structural changes 

brought about by rapid urban growth, contributing valuable insights into the nature of 

city life.  

Religious Change 

Religion was deeply influenced by the social transformations brought about by 

urbanization, the Industrial Revolution, and various political revolutions. Many early 

sociologists had religious backgrounds and maintained a strong interest in religion, 

sometimes even engaging with it professionally. They often carried over the moral 
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and ethical aspirations from their religious upbringing into their sociological work, 

aiming to improve society. For some, such as Auguste Comte, sociology itself took 

on a near-religious significance. Others, like Émile Durkheim, explored the 

relationship between society and religion, with one of his most influential works 

focusing on the topic. Max Weber also devoted substantial attention to religious 

traditions in his writings. Karl Marx, on the other hand, analyzed religion through a 

more critical lens, viewing it as a tool of social control. 

The Growth of Science  

As sociological theory developed within academic institutions and society, science 

played an increasingly significant role. Scientific and technological advancements 

influenced nearly every aspect of life, elevating the status of science and granting 

prestige to those involved in fields like chemistry, biology, and physics. Given this 

influence, early sociologists—particularly Comte and Durkheim—sought to establish 

sociology using principles from the natural sciences. 

However, this approach sparked debate. While some fully embraced the scientific 

model, others, such as Weber, argued that the complexities of social life made it 

difficult to apply the same framework as the physical sciences. This ongoing debate 

over sociology’s relationship with science remains unresolved. Still, a review of major 

academic journals suggests that most scholars continue to view sociology as a 

scientific discipline. 

Self- Check Exercise-1  

Q1. In which century there were of the highest import in the expansion of sociology.  

Q2. French revolution held in which year. 
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Q3. Karl Marx was an dynamic supporter of the takeover of the-------system . 

1.4 Intellectual Influences and the Appearance of Sociological System 

This chapter's main emphasis is on the intellectual forces that significantly influenced 

sociological theory, even though social causes are also significant. Naturally, social 

forces and intellectual considerations are inextricably linked in the real world. For 

instance, by way of we will see in the discussion of the Clarification that follows, the 

movement was closely linked to the social transformation that was previously 

addressed, and in many cases, it served as the intellectual foundation for it.  

The various intellectual factors that influenced the formation of social ideas are 

examined in the context of the country in which they had the greatest impact. We 

start by discussing the enlightenment and how it impacted the evolution of French 

sociological philosophy. 

The Enlightenment 

The Enlightenment is widely regarded as a crucial period that influenced the later 

development of sociology. This era brought about profound shifts in philosophical 

thought, fostering intellectual progress and challenging long-standing beliefs, 

particularly those related to social life. Prominent Enlightenment thinkers such as 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) and Charles Montesquieu (1689–1755) 

played key roles in reshaping ideas about society. However, rather than directly 

benefiting sociological thought, the Enlightenment often had an indirect and even 

oppositional influence. As Irving Zeitlin suggests, early sociology emerged largely in 

response to the ideas and assumptions of the Enlightenment. 

The two main intellectual currents that shaped the intellectuals of the Enlightenment 

were science and philosophy in the seventeenth century. John Locke, Thomas 
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Hobbes, and René Descartes were among the philosophers of the seventeenth 

century. Producing a broad, wide, and highly abstract set of concepts that made 

sense was the main goal. The idea that a system of ideas should be universal and 

logically sound was not rejected by subsequent Enlightenment thinkers, but they did 

try harder to get their ideas from and test them in realistic situations. To put it another 

way, they sought to integrate reason with empirical investigation. 

 The model for this was science, especially Newtonian physics. At this point, we see 

the emergence of the application of the scientific method to social issues. Not only 

did Enlightenment thinkers want their ideas to be, at least in part, derived from the 

actual world, but they also wanted them to be useful to the social world, especially in 

the critical analysis of the world. 

 All things considered, the Enlightenment was defined by the conviction that reason 

and empirical study could help humans understand and govern the cosmos. It was 

believed that since natural rules governed the physical world, they probably did the 

same for the social world. Therefore, it was the philosopher's responsibility to identify 

these social laws through reason and investigation. The Enlightenment intellectuals 

had a pragmatic objective: to create a "better," more rational world after they had a 

greater understanding of how the social world operated. 

The philosophers of the Enlightenment, who placed a strong focus on reason, were 

likely to disbelieve in conventional wisdom. Thinkers frequently concluded that old 

institutions and ideals were irrational—that is, against human nature and a hindrance 

to human advancement. Overcoming these illogical structures was the goal of the 

Enlightenment's pragmatic and change-oriented philosophers. Karl Marx was the 
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theorist who was most immediately and favorably impacted by Enlightenment 

thought, although he developed his initial theoretical concepts in Germany.  

The Conservative Response to the Enlightenment 

On the shallow, one may accept that the Enlightenment had a direct and beneficial 

influence on French classical sociological theory, such as Marx's thesis. A collection 

of concepts created in response to the Enlightenment also influenced French 

sociology before it became logical, empirical, scientific, and change-oriented. 

According to Seidman, "The counter-Enlightenment ideology was essentially an 

inversion of Enlightenment liberalism." We can identify a strong anti-modernist 

feeling among the Enlightenment critics in place of modernist principles (1983:51). 

We will demonstrate that French sociology, and sociology in general, has always 

been an uneasy mash-up of Enlightenment and counter-Enlightenment concepts.  

French Catholic counter-revolutionary philosophy, exemplified by the theories of 

Joseph de Maistre (1753-1821) and Louis de Bonald (1754-1840), was the most 

radical form of opposition to enlightenment ideals (Reedy, 1994). These men were 

responding not only to the Enlightenment but also to the French Revolution, which 

they believe was partially a outcome of the Enlightenment's style of thought. For 

instance, De Bonald desired for a return to the tranquility and harmony of the Mid 

Ages and was troubled by the revolutionary changes. Since God was regarded as 

the origin of civilization, reason—which the Enlightenment thinkers valued greatly—

was viewed as subordinate to conventional religious beliefs.  

De Bonald believed that society was divinely created, making any attempt to modify 

it inappropriate. As a result, he opposed changes that could undermine traditional 
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institutions such as the monarchy, the Catholic Church, the monogamous family, and 

patriarchal structures. 

Despite representing a somewhat extreme form of the conservation response, de 

Bonald's work serves as a helpful introduction to its fundamental ideas. The 

conservatives rejected what they saw as the enlightened era's "native" rationalism. 

They gave social life positive worth in addition to acknowledging its illogical 

elements. As a result, they saw religion, emotionalism, imagination, and traditional 

phenomena as essential and beneficial parts of social life. They lamented events 

comparable the French and Industrial Revolutions, which they perceived as 

disruptive forces, since they disliked change and wished to preserve the status quo. 

Conservatives tended to place a strong emphasis on social order, which became one 

of the main topics of various sociologists' works. 

 According to Zeitlin (1981), the conservative response gave rise to 10 key ideas that 

served as the foundation for the growth of traditional French sociological theory. 

1. The conservative response sparked a significant sociological interest in 

and stress on society and other large-scale phenomena, in contrast to 

the Enlightenment thinkers' propensity to emphasize the individual. It 

was believed that society was more than just a collection of people. It 

was believed that society had a unique existence with deep historical 

origins and its own set of laws of growth. 

2.  It was believed that society, rather than the person, was the maximum 

momentous element of study. Through the process of socialization, 

society was the main basis of the person.  
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3.  In society, the distinct remained non smooth seen as the furthermost 

fundamental component. A society is made up of elements like roles, 

positions, relationships, institutions, and structures. It was believed that 

the people were merely filling these social groupings. 

4. It was believed that all facets of society were interconnected and relied 

upon one another. These interactions were, in fact, a key pillar of 

civilization. A conservative political stance resulted from this viewpoint. In 

other words, it was believed that since the components were 

interconnected, altering one may potentially weaken the others and, 

eventually, the system as a whole. This meant that social system 

reforms needed to be done very carefully. 

5. It was believed that all facets of society were interconnected and 

depended upon one another. These interactions were, in fact, a key pillar 

of civilization. A conservative political stance resulted from this viewpoint. 

In other words, it was believed that since the components were 

interconnected, altering one may potentially weaken the others and, 

eventually, the system as a whole. This meant that social system 

reforms needed to be done very carefully. 

6.  Change was viewed as a danger to each individual inside society by 

way of glowing as to civilization besides its constituent parts. People 

believed that the different facets of society met their requirements. 

People were likely to suffer when institutions were disrupted, and social 

disorder was likely to result from their suffering. 
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7. There was a widespread inclination to view society's many large-scale 

components as beneficial to both society and the individual. 

Consequently, there was no motivation to seek out the drawbacks of the 

current social structure and organizations.  

8.  Individuals and society were also thought to depend on small units, 

such as the family, the neighborhood, and religious and professional 

associations. They give people the close-knit, in-person settings they 

need to thrive in contemporary cultures.  

9.  Many contemporary societal trends, including bureaucratization, 

urbanization, and industrialization, were perceived as having 

disorganizing impacts. There was a focus on creating strategies to cope 

with the disruptive impacts of these developments, which were seen with 

dread and terror 

10. The conservative response resulted in a focus on the significance of 

non-rational elements (such as rituals, ceremonies, and worship) in 

social life, even if the majority of these feared changes were bringing 

about a more rational society.  

11. Lastly, the conservatives favored the establishment of a social hierarchy. 

It was believed that having a different system of rank and reward was 

beneficial for society.  

These eleven claims, which came from the conservative retort to the Enlightenment, 

must to be regarded as the direct conceptual foundation for the advance of French 

sociological theory. While other Enlightenment concepts (empiricism, for instance) 
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also had an impact, many of these ideas found their way into early sociological 

thought. 

Self- Check Exercise-2  

Q1. Who are the maximum prominent theorists allied with the enlightenment.  

Q2. Enlightenment was characterized by means of--------------- 

1.5 Social Thoughts: Definition  

Social thought is that branch of thought which is primarily concerned with man’s 

general social life and its problems as created, expressed and endured by human 

interrelations and interactions. Generally Social Thought essential refers to the 

thought concerning the social life and activities of man. 

 Bogardus “Social Thought is thinking about social problems by one or a 

few persons here and there in human history or at the present”. 

 Rollin Chambliss told that “Social thought is concerned with human 

being in their relations with their fellows. 

 William P. Scott define that “Social thought refers to any relatively 

systematic attempt to theories about society and social life whether it be 

classical or modern, scientific or unscientific”. 

Social thought is a philosophical and intellectual ideas of a person or persons 

regarding to a particular time, place and about the growth, development and decay 

of human societies. Social thought is a current social thinking about the structure and 

functions of a social system.  

1.5.1 Characteristics of Social thought 
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According to Bogardus, social thoughts have the following characteristics: 

1. Social thoughts are originated from social problems.  

2. Social thoughts are also related to the human social life.  

3. It is the result of social interactions and interrelations.  

4. Social thoughts are influenced by the time and also place. 

5.  Here; thinkers are very much influenced by their social life, and 

personal experiences.  

6.  It inspires the development of civilization and culture.  

7. Social thoughts are based on abstract thinking.  

8.  It is an integral part of social utility.  

9.  It helps in promoting social relationships.  

10. It is neither absolute nor static. It is evolutionary. 

11. Social Thought is societal thought. 

12.  Social Thought need not necessarily be scientific always.  

13.  Social Thought is not the same everywhere.  

14. Each Society and Each community has contributed to the development 

in society. 

15. Social Thought is a continuous process. 

16. Crises are hardly always provided motivation for social thought.  

17. Social Thought is an abstract concept.  
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18. Though social thought is continuous it is very gradual in process.  

19.  Most portion is preserved in unwritten for mankind.  

20.  Social Thought is not the sum of total thought is all members in society. 

Self- Check Exercise-3  

Q1. Social thought refers to the thought concerning the ------ 

Q2. Social thought help in promoting----------  

1.6 Summary  

Though it started in late eighteenth-century European civilization, the systematic 

study of human behavior and society is a comparatively new development. The new 

strategy was framed by the broad changes brought about by the Industrial 

Revolution, the French Revolution, and the Enlightenment. People who research 

human behavior have developed a new considerate of the natural and social worlds 

as a outcome of the disruption of old patterns of existence. 

1.7 Glossary  

 Revolution – action taken by a large group of people to try to change 

the government of a country, especially by violent action.  

 Theory- an idea or set of ideas that tries to explain something. 

  Society- the people in a country or area, thought of as a group, who 

have shared customs and laws. 

 Development- the process in which someone or something grows or 

changes and becomes more advanced.  

 Process- a series of act which are supported available in instruction to 

achieve a particular result. 

 Culture- the customs, ideas, beliefs etc. of a particular society, country.  
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 Civilization- a complex way of life that comes about as people began to 

develop networks of urban settlements. 

 Industrialization- the process of transforming the economy of a nation 

or region from a focus on agriculture to a reliance on manufacturing.  

 Urbanization- the increase in the proportion of people living in towns 

and cities.  

 

1.8 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

Ans1. Nineteenth and twentieth century  

Ans2. 1789 

Ans3. Capitalist 

Self – Check Exercise-2  

Ans1. Charles Montesquieu and Jean Jacques Rousseau  

Ans2. Reasons and empirical research  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

Ans1. Social life  

Ans2. Social relationship           

1.9 Suggested Readings  

 Coser, Lewis. 1996. Masters of Sociological Thought. Delhi: Rawat 

Publications.  
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  Fletcher, Ronald. 1994. The Making of Sociology. Jaipur: Rawat 

Publications.  

  Giddens, Anthony. 1997. Capitalism and Modern Social Theory - An 

analysis of Writings of Marx, Durkheim and Weber. Cambridge 

University Press.  

 Haralambus, M. 1998. Sociology: Themes and Perspectives. New Delhi: 

Oxford University Press. 

 Ritzer, George. 2000. Sociological Theory. India: McGraw Hill, Inc.  

  Turner, J.H. 2015. The Structure of Sociological Theory. Jaipur: Rawat 

Publications.  

  Zeitlin, Irving M. 1998. Rethinking Sociology: A Critique of 

SContemporary Theory, Jaipur, Rawat Publication. 

1.10 Terminal Questions  

1. Explain the forces in the development of sociological theory.  

2. Describe the intellectual forces and the rise of sociological theory.  

3. What do you mean by social thought? 
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UNIT -2 

EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL THOUGHT 

STRUCTURE 

2.1 Introduction  

2.2 Learning Objectives  

2.3 Background of the Emergence of Sociology  

                            2.3.1 The Social Conditions in Which Sociology Emerged  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

2.4 The Scientific Revolution and the Renaissance Period  

                            2.4.1 Important Post- Renaissance Development  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

2.5 The French Revolution 

Self- Check Exercise-3   

2.6 The Industrial Revolution  

Self- Check Exercise-4  

2.7 The Intellectual Influences Affecting the Emergence of Sociology  

Self- Check Exercise -5  

2.8 Summary  

2.9 Glossary  

2.10 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  
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2.11 Suggested Readings  

2.12 Terminal Questions  

2.1 Introduction  

In many ways, social anthropology and sociology are closely intertwined. Actually, 

the closest field to sociology is social anthropology. In certain fields of study and 

technique, it might be challenging to distinguish between sociology and social 

anthropology. Even in the social sciences, both fields are relatively new. Sociology 

and social anthropology have different historical origins, despite their similarities. 

Even though social anthropology is said to have established much previous than 

sociology, it was extremely challenging to distinguish between the two fields' fields of 

study from the start. The origins of social anthropology (or, for that matter, 

"Integrated Anthropology," which includes physical anthropology) are more 

complicated than those of sociology, which is comparatively simpler to trace. 

Although both fields have a extended antiquity dating vertebral numerous centuries, 

they did not become recognized as academic fields until the 19th century. 

 

2.2 Learning Objectives  

In this unit we will be able to  

 Understand the emergence of sociology. 

 Discuss the French revolution. 

 Know about the industrial revolution.  

2.3 Background to the Emergence of Sociology 
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We must recognize the assembly among ideas and society in order to know the 

expansion of sociology in Europe. The ideas that emerge and are prevalent in a 

given era are always connected to the social circumstances of that era.  

Let us remind you of our nation's National Movement as an example. India had to 

endure all the negative effects of colonialism when it was ruled by the British Raj. 

Indians experienced social humiliation, cultural loss, political bonding, and economic 

exploitation. The Indian middle class developed concurrently as a result of 

colonialism's economic policies. European social thinking, both radical and liberal, 

had also been introduced to them. As a result, they were troubled by colonialism's 

exploitation and began writing, organizing, and establishing a movement to liberate 

India. The spirit of independence permeated literature, music, theater, and culture. 

The 1980s developments are portrayed in Premchand's novel Karma Bhumi, which 

was serialized on television during that era. As a result, you can observe that 

concepts typically have a social foundation. We must consider the advance of 

sociology as a field in this light. 

The Enlightenment Period 

The emergence of sociology as a scientific discipline was deeply rooted in the social 

transformations that took place in Europe. The French and Industrial Revolutions, 

two of the most significant political, economic, and social upheavals in European 

history, played a crucial role in shaping early sociological thought. These changes 

aligned with the broader intellectual movement of the Enlightenment, which marked 

a period of critical inquiry and newfound awareness among 18th-century French 

thinkers. 
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During the Enlightenment, traditional feudal structures and long-established beliefs 

were challenged, leading to a fundamental shift in perspectives. People began to 

adopt a more rational and analytical approach to understanding society, questioning 

institutions such as the monarchy, the church, and the state. This intellectual 

transformation fostered the development of new theories about human behavior, 

governance, and social organization, laying the groundwork for the emergence of 

sociology. 

 The belief that society and nature can be understood through scientific inquiry, that 

human beings are inherently rational, and that a reason-based society fosters 

individual potential originates from the evolution of European science and 

commerce. These ideas took shape through the Scientific and Commercial 

Revolutions and became more defined during the French and Industrial Revolutions, 

ultimately leading to the emergence of sociology as a distinct discipline. 

To fully grasp the social transformations occurring in European civilization, it is 

essential to first explore the nature of traditional European society before the 

Enlightenment. Understanding the characteristics of this pre-Enlightenment era 

provides insight into the fundamental shifts that shaped modern social thought. 

Structure and Change in European Society 

Old Europe was built on traditional structures where land was the backbone of the 

economy. Feudal lords owned vast estates, while peasants worked the land, creating 

a rigid class system. Religion was the guiding force of society, with religious leaders 

determining moral values. Kinship and family ties were central to daily life, and 

monarchy was deeply entrenched, with the king's authority seen as divinely 

ordained. 
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However, the emergence of New Europe, shaped by the French and Industrial 

Revolutions, disrupted these long-standing foundations. Social classes were 

redefined, and the old hierarchy was dismantled, giving rise to new economic and 

social groups. The role of religion was increasingly questioned, losing its once-

dominant influence over people's lives. These transformations marked a shift toward 

a more dynamic and less rigid society. 

During this period, ideological commitments took precedence over traditional familial 

loyalties. Women's roles and status in society underwent significant transformations. 

The monarchy was ultimately overthrown, paving the way for democracy, which was 

welcomed with enthusiasm. 

Core societal concepts—such as religion, community, wealth, and power—were 

being redefined, bringing about profound changes. The stark contrast between the 

past and the present was evident. For the aristocracy, the present was a time of 

crisis, as they faced the threat of losing their privileges, properties, and even their 

lives. Meanwhile, the lower classes, particularly the peasants, found the era 

exhilarating, as it brought newfound opportunities and power. 

Clearly, these changes affected every stratum of society. Given their far-reaching 

significance, further exploration of the transformations taking place in Europe during 

this time is essential. 

2.3.1 The Social Conditions in Which Sociology Emerged 

The emergence of sociology as a distinct scientific discipline in nineteenth-century 

Europe was closely tied to the profound societal transformations brought about by 

the French and Industrial Revolutions. These revolutions significantly reshaped 

economic, political, and social structures, leading to the need for a systematic study 
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of society. While sociology primarily examines the new industrial society, 

understanding the historical developments that preceded these revolutions is 

essential. 

Before delving into the key aspects of the French and Industrial Revolutions, it is 

important to consider the impact of the Scientific and Commercial Revolutions that 

took place between the fourteenth and eighteenth centuries. These earlier periods 

laid the groundwork for modern thought, technological advancements, and economic 

expansion. The intellectual and cultural flourishing during this time, encompassing 

fields such as art, literature, music, sculpture, and science, is collectively known as 

the Renaissance. This era of renewed inquiry and innovation played a crucial role in 

shaping the ideas that would later influence the development of sociology. 

The Commercial Revolution  

The Commercial Revolution refers to a series of economic and trade developments 

that occurred between 1450 and 1800, marking Europe's transition from a 

predominantly subsistence-based medieval economy to a more dynamic, globalized 

system. This transformation was characterized by extensive and strategic changes in 

commerce, leading to increased political and economic influence for certain 

European nations, including Portugal, Spain, the Netherlands, and England. 

A key factor in this economic expansion was overseas exploration and conquest. 

Historically, trade between Europe and the East—particularly with China and India—

relied on land routes. Northern Italian cities like Venice and Genoa controlled these 

trade networks, creating a monopoly that resulted in high prices for sought-after 

goods such as silk and spices. To bypass these costly intermediaries, Portugal and 
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Spain sought alternative maritime routes to the Orient, ultimately reshaping global 

trade and establishing new economic power structures. 

 The shift from land-based to maritime trade routes marked a significant turning point 

in global commerce. The Portuguese pioneered long-distance sea exploration, 

exemplified by Vasco da Gama’s historic 1498 voyage around Africa’s southern tip to 

reach India. Around the same time, Spain also ventured into overseas exploration, 

sponsoring Christopher Columbus’ journey. Though he aimed for India, he 

inadvertently landed in the Americas, a discovery that laid the foundation for Spain’s 

extensive colonial empire. 

Following the lead of Portugal and Spain, other European nations—Britain, France, 

and the Netherlands—quickly joined the race for overseas expansion. These powers 

established economic dominance in regions such as Africa, India, Southeast Asia, 

the Caribbean, and South America. This expansion shattered the trade monopoly 

previously held by Italian city-states and transformed commerce into a global 

enterprise. 

European markets saw an influx of new goods, including spices and textiles from 

Asia, tobacco from North America, cocoa and quinine from South America, ivory from 

Africa, and, most tragically, enslaved people from the African continent. While early 

trade focused on luxury goods, gold and silver later became key commodities. Over 

time, as the Commercial Revolution progressed, Spain and Portugal lost their 

prominence, with Britain, France, and the Netherlands emerging as dominant global 

powers. 

Growth of Banking  
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The expansion of banking played a crucial role in the Commercial Revolution, 

significantly improving business operations across Europe. The introduction of credit 

facilities made financial transactions more convenient, allowing businesses to grow 

and trade more efficiently. One major financial innovation of the eighteenth century 

was the development of the "cheque," which facilitated safer and more flexible 

transactions. Over time, gold and silver coins were gradually replaced by paper 

money, further transforming the economic landscape. 

To accommodate the increasing scale of trade and commerce, new business 

structures emerged. In the 16th century, "regulated companies" were established, 

consisting of groups of merchants who collaborated on specific projects. By the 17th 

century, "joint-stock companies" became more common, enabling multiple investors 

to contribute capital in exchange for shares. Some of these enterprises operated as 

"chartered companies," receiving exclusive trading rights from their governments. 

Notable examples include the Dutch East India Company and the British East India 

Company, which played significant roles in global commerce. 

Increase of a New Class  

The rise of the middle class to economic prominence was a defining feature of this 

period. By the late 17th century, this social group had established itself as a 

formidable force across Western Europe. Comprised of merchants, bankers, 

shipowners, and investors, their influence was primarily economic at this stage. 

However, as history unfolded, their growing financial power eventually translated into 

political authority, a shift that became more evident in the 19th century. 

Another key development of this era was the increasing "Europeanization" of the 

global economy. This term describes the spread of European cultural practices, 
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economic systems, and social norms to other regions. The Americas, in particular, 

experienced significant European influence through trade, missionary activity, and 

conquest. As European colonial expansion intensified, similar patterns emerged 

across Asia and Africa. 

During this time, monarchies consolidated power, the influence of the Church waned, 

and the middle class emerged as a dominant economic force. These transformations 

laid the groundwork for European expansionism and colonial ambitions. With vast 

new territories open for economic exploitation, Europe set its sights on global 

commerce and territorial expansion. 

Self- Check Exercise-1  

Q1. The appearance of sociology a scientific discipline can be traced to which period 

of history.  

Q2. Enlightenment period marked a radical change in which thinking.  

Q3. Sociology arisen as a distinct science in which century.  

2.4 The Scientific Revolt and the Renaissance Period  

The field of science has undergone significant changes over time. Between the 14th 

and 16th centuries, Europe experienced the Scientific Revolution, which not only 

transformed material life but also reshaped perspectives on nature and society. The 

history of science is more than just a timeline of events—it explores the dynamic 

relationship between science, society, politics, economy, and culture. 

Social Functions of Sciences  

Science does not progress in isolation from society; rather, its development is driven 

by human needs and societal challenges. For instance, the pursuit of disease 
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prevention and treatment has led to groundbreaking medical advancements, such as 

vaccines. However, science's influence extends beyond tangible applications—it is 

deeply intertwined with intellectual and cultural shifts. 

The broader societal context plays a significant role in shaping scientific progress. 

Prevailing ideologies, philosophical perspectives, and social structures influence the 

direction of scientific inquiry. At the same time, scientific discoveries can profoundly 

impact societal beliefs, transforming perspectives in various disciplines. Recognizing 

this interplay is essential for understanding how knowledge evolves. 

A prime example of this dynamic relationship is the emergence of sociology in 

Europe. The rise of scientific thought, particularly during the Enlightenment, 

reshaped perceptions of human behavior, social organization, and governance. 

Concepts such as rationalism, empiricism, and the scientific method laid the 

foundation for sociology as a discipline. Thus, the development of science not only 

responds to societal needs but also redefines the way societies understand 

themselves. 

Science in the Primitive Passé  

The feudal system played a crucial role in shaping medieval society, with the Church 

positioned at the heart of power, knowledge, and authority. Religious teachings 

dominated intellectual pursuits, and any idea that challenged the Church’s doctrines 

was largely suppressed. This rigid structure stifled the development of innovative 

thought, as scholars were constrained by theological boundaries. Consequently, 

scientific progress was slow and primarily focused on improving practical methods of 

production rather than fostering groundbreaking discoveries. The era’s intellectual 
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stagnation highlights the restrictive nature of dogmatic control over knowledge and 

underscores the tension between institutional authority and the pursuit of new ideas. 

The Revitalization period  

The Scientific Revolution emerged during the Renaissance, marking a significant 

shift in the way people understood the natural world. This period saw the 

development of a scientific framework based on observation, experimentation, and 

reasoning, challenging long-held beliefs and authority. It laid the foundation for 

modern science while also influencing art, as both fields embraced realism, 

perspective, and a deeper exploration of nature. 

In science, figures like Nicolaus Copernicus, Galileo Galilei, and Isaac Newton 

revolutionized our understanding of the cosmos, motion, and natural laws. 

Copernicus introduced the heliocentric model, challenging the geocentric view 

supported by the Church. Galileo's telescopic observations confirmed celestial 

phenomena that defied traditional beliefs, while Newton formulated the laws of 

motion and universal gravitation, providing a mathematical explanation of physical 

forces. 

Art, too, experienced a transformation during this period. Renaissance artists such 

as Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo applied scientific principles to their work, 

utilizing perspective, anatomical accuracy, and naturalism. Da Vinci, in particular, 

bridged the gap between art and science with his detailed anatomical studies and 

engineering designs, showcasing a deep curiosity about the human body and 

mechanics. 

Together, these advancements in science and art defined the Renaissance and the 

Scientific Revolution as eras of intellectual awakening. They not only reshaped 
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knowledge but also challenged the authority of religious and political institutions, 

paving the way for the modern world.  

 

Visual art 

Science, literature, and the arts flourished, with nature and the human body studied 

scientifically. Paintings from this era reflect a keen focus on intricate details of both 

the natural world and human form. 

Medication 

The study of the human body advanced significantly, allowing specialists and 

physiologists to understand its structure more clearly. This progress greatly benefited 

the fields of anatomy, physiology, and pathology. 

Chemistry 

A general theory of chemistry emerged, exploring processes such as oxidation, 

reduction, distillation, and amalgamation. 

Navigation and astronomy 

“Vasco da Gama arrived” at the Indian shores in 1498. Columbus found America in 

1492. Keep in mind, this was the time of extension of exchange and the starting 

points of imperialism. A solid interest in stargazing, significant for fruitful route 

likewise developed. 

The Copernican Revolution 

 he main significant break from the whole arrangement of antiquated thought 

accompanied crafted by the Dutchman, Nicholas Copernicus. It was for the most part 
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accepted that the earth was fixed or fixed and the sun and other great bodies moved 

around it. (This is known as a 'geocentric' hypothesis.) Copernicus anyway 

suspected something. With the assistance of point by point clarifications, he showed 

that the earth moved around a proper sun. (This is a 'heliocentric' hypothesis.) 

crafted by Copernicus is viewed as progressive since it radically modified examples 

of contemplated the universe. Person was not at the focal point of the universe, but 

rather a little piece of a enormous framework. Basically, discipline in the 

Revitalization period was set apart by another disposition towards man and nature. 

Regular articles turned into the subject of close perception and trial. The Copernican 

unrest broke the very establishments on which the old world rested. 

2.4.1 Important Post-Renaissance Developments  

Advancements in various fields that prompted new techniques and viewpoints in 

logical exploration. 

Experimental Method in Physics and Mathematics  

Science was transformed by the contributions of mathematicians and physicists such 

as Sir Isaac Newton (1642–1727), Johannes Kepler (1571–1630), and Galileo Galilei 

(1564–1642). It raised awareness of the experimental approach. Alternatives were 

proposed, and outdated notions were questioned. These alternate theories were 

approved if they could be demonstrated, validated, and tested repeatedly. If not, 

fresh approaches were looked for.  

As a consequence, scientific approaches were seen as the greatest impartial and 

accurate. As you shall see later, pioneering sociologists advocated for the study of 

humanity through the "scientific method." 

Biology and Evolution 
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As previously said, dissecting the human body allowed people to better grasp how it 

functions: William Harvey was the first to establish that blood circulated (1578-1657). 

A lot of rethinking resulted from this. People began to think of the human body as a 

network of interconnected systems and related elements. This influenced the 

sociological theories of Durkheim, Comte, and Spencer, to mention a few.  

One of the most fascinating biological contributions that caused a stir in the era's 

society. Origin of Species, written by British naturalist Charles Darwin (1809-1882), 

was published in 1859. It was founded on insights collected throughout a five-year 

global travel experience. Darwin proposed the idea that different living things vie for 

the few resources available on Earth. The natural law is therefore "survival of the 

fittest." While some species adapt or acquire characteristics that enable them to 

survive, others go extinct. Darwin's study, Descent of Man (1863), traced the 

evolution of "humans." According to him, the human species descended from certain 

ape-like forebears who eventually gave rise to modern humans over the course of 

generations.  

This book caused a stir. Conservatives refused to acknowledge that humans were 

descended from monkeys because they thought that "God" created them "in his own 

image."  

However, Darwin's theory of evolution did become widely accepted. Herbert Spencer 

and other "evolutionary" philosophers adapted it to the social realm. It was believed 

that society, not just animals, were always "evolving" or progressing from one stage 

to another.  

You would have realized by now the forces of change brought about by the Scientific 

and Commercial Revolutions. The key elements of the French and Industrial 

Revolutions, which collectively created the social circumstances that gave upsurge 
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to sociology as a field, will be discussed next. Since these two upheavals are of 

considerable significance. 

Self- Check Exercise-2  

Q1. Medieval society was characterized by which system.  

Q2. The Revitalization period saw the begging of ----revolution.  

2.5 The French Revolution 

The French Revolution, which began in 1789, was a significant turning point in the 

global pursuit of equality and freedom. It marked the end of the feudal system and 

introduced a new social order. Understanding the nature of the upheaval that took 

place in Europe requires an overview of this revolution. The changes it brought were 

not limited to France but had far-reaching effects on other European societies and 

even influenced nations on different continents, including India. The ideals of liberty, 

equality, and fraternity that emerged from this revolution became fundamental 

principles, later enshrined in the preamble of the Indian Constitution. Now, let’s 

explore some of the key aspects of this transformative period. 

The Straightforward Depiction of the French society: Separation into Feudal 

Lands 

Feudal society in France was structured around a hierarchical system known as the 

"Three Estates," which defined social divisions based on status, privileges, and 

restrictions. This system of stratification, common in feudal European civilizations, 

established a rigid societal framework where individuals' rights and obligations were 

largely determined by their estate. Each estate functioned as a distinct social class, 

with clear distinctions in power, responsibilities, and influence. This structure not only 
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reinforced social inequality but also shaped the political and economic dynamics of 

pre-revolutionary France.. 

a). The First Estate consisted of the clergy, which was divided into the higher and 

lower clergy. The higher clergy, including cardinals, archbishops, bishops, and 

abbots, enjoyed luxurious lifestyles and were often more engaged in politics than 

religious duties. Many spent their time indulging in leisure activities such as drinking 

and gambling rather than focusing on spiritual responsibilities. In contrast, the lower 

clergy, primarily parish priests, lived in poverty and bore the burden of religious 

duties. 

b). The Second Estate comprised the nobility, which was further divided into two 

groups: the nobles of the sword and the nobles of the robe. 

Large landlords were the sword's aristocrats. In theory, they were the people's 

guardians, but in practice, they lived as parasites who relied on the labor of the 

peasants. They were little more than "high born wastrels," meaning they survived a 

lifespan of ostentation and did not labor for a living. They are comparable to India's 

former zamindars.  

The robe's nobles were not born nobles by name. They were the judges and 

magistrates. Some of these nobility were extremely liberal and progressive since 

they had risen from the ranks of the third estate's common people. 

c) The Third Estate, composed of peasants, merchants, and artisans, made up the 

majority of society, yet their circumstances were vastly different from those of the 

nobility and clergy. Peasants, in particular, endured harsh conditions, toiling 

endlessly while being heavily taxed. Despite being the primary producers of food that 

sustained the entire population, they struggled to survive due to a lack of 
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governmental support or protection. Meanwhile, the monarchy prioritized maintaining 

favor with the nobility and clergy, often at the expense of the lower classes. The 

aristocracy and clergy, in turn, continued to indulge the King, reinforcing a system 

that left the peasants powerless to challenge their exploitation. 

The bourgeoisie, comprising manufacturers, bankers, attorneys, and merchants, 

enjoyed significantly better living conditions than the peasantry. Although part of the 

Third Estate, their economic standing set them apart. Interestingly, the state's 

financial decline between 1720 and 1789, which led to soaring prices, did not 

negatively impact this class. On the contrary, they benefited financially as rising 

prices and an expanding commercial sector boosted their wealth. Despite their 

economic success, however, they remained socially subordinate to the privileged 

First and Second Estates. 

Although the bourgeoisie controlled key sectors such as banking, industry, and trade, 

they were largely excluded from political influence. The monarchy paid little attention 

to their interests, and they were often looked down upon by the nobility and clergy. 

This lack of political representation fueled their desire for greater power, making 

political change a crucial objective for them. 

Meanwhile, the distribution of land ownership reflected the stark inequalities of the 

time. The nobility and clergy, though only accounting for about 2% of the population, 

held nearly 35% of the land. In contrast, peasants, who made up 80% of the 

population, owned only about 30%. Moreover, the tax burden was highly skewed. 

While the privileged estates paid little to no taxes, the peasantry faced heavy 

financial obligations. They were required to pay taxes to the state, including income 

tax, poll tax, and land tax, as well as dues to both the Church and their feudal lords. 
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This system placed an immense economic strain on the peasantry, making them the 

backbone of a deeply exploitative structure. The burden of maintaining the privileged 

classes fell squarely on their shoulders. Furthermore, the period between 1720 and 

1789 saw a 65% rise in prices, further deepening their hardship. This economic and 

social imbalance contributed to growing resentment, ultimately setting the stage for 

revolutionary upheaval. 

The Partisan Features of the French society  

The Divine Right of King idea was applied in France, as it is in other absolute 

monarchs. The Bourbon dynasty's kings dominated France for over 200 years. 

Ordinary people had no personal rights under the King's control. Their roles were 

limited to serving the King and his nobility. A person may be arrested on the king's 

command without a trial since the king's word was law. Additionally, laws varied by 

location, which run to ambiguity and caprice. There was no variance among the 

King's income and the state's income. 

The Economic Facets of the French society 

 The country was devastated by the expensive wars waged by the French kings, 

starting with Louis XIV, and by the time of his death in 1715, France was bankrupt. 

Louis XV continued to borrow money from bankers rather than getting over this 

disaster. His well-known quote, "After me, the deluge," sums well the type of financial 

catastrophe that France was going through. A bankrupt administration was left to 

Louis XVI, a very weak and ineffectual king. Known for her extravagant lifestyle, his 

wife, Queen Marie Antoinette, is well-known for her response, which she gave to the 

hungry and impoverished French people who approached her for bread. "If you don't 
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have bread, eat cake," she advised the crowd. Let's now look at France's intellectual 

advancements. 

During the eighteenth century, France's intellectual development entered the age of 

reason and rationalism, similar to that of certain other European nations. 

Rationalists, who held that reason could prove everything true, were among the 

prominent philosophers whose theories impacted the French people. Among these 

theorists were Rousseau (1712-1778), Voltaire (1694-1778), Locke (1632-1704), and 

Montesquieu (1689-1755).  

In his work The Spirit of the Law, Montesquieu argued against the consolidation of 

legislative, executive, and judicial power in one location. He supported individual 

liberty and the idea of the separation of powers. 

 The English philosopher John Locke argued that individuals possess inherent rights 

that no authority should infringe upon. Among these fundamental rights, he 

emphasized the right to life, property ownership, and personal liberty. Furthermore, 

Locke believed that if a ruler failed to uphold these rights, the people had not only 

the justification but also the obligation to remove them from power and establish a 

government that would safeguard their freedoms. 

Similarly, the French philosopher Voltaire was a strong advocate of freedom of 

expression and religious tolerance. His ideas championed the necessity of free 

speech and the protection of individual rights, which he saw as essential for a just 

society. His criticisms of authoritarian rule and religious dogma laid the groundwork 

for later movements demanding greater personal and political freedoms. 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, in his work The Social Contract, introduced the idea that 

legitimate political authority derives from the will of the people. He argued that 
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individuals could only achieve true personal and moral development under a 

government they actively chose. This perspective challenged the traditional notion of 

divine-right monarchy, instead proposing a government formed through collective 

agreement. 

The philosophical ideas of Locke, Voltaire, Rousseau, and others resonated deeply 

with the French population, particularly the middle class. Exposure to these 

principles was further intensified when French soldiers participated in the American 

Revolution, witnessing firsthand the struggle for self-governance and equality. Their 

return to France with these revolutionary ideals contributed to the growing 

dissatisfaction with the existing monarchy and fueled demands for political and social 

change. The influence of Enlightenment thinkers, combined with economic hardship 

and social inequality, ultimately set the stage for the French Revolution. 

By critically examining these philosophies, it becomes evident that they not only 

challenged existing power structures but also laid the intellectual foundation for 

modern democratic principles. Their emphasis on individual rights, self-

determination, and governmental accountability continues to shape political thought 

and systems across the world today. 

The fundamentals of French society before to the Revolution have been covered 

thus far. We will now go over some of the most significant things that happened 

throughout the Revolution. 

Important Events 

All three of the estates were represented in the Estates-General, a political body in 

France that last convened in 1614. King Louis XVI was compelled to levy a tax on all 

people in 1778, regardless of their social standing. The King's extravagant lifestyle 
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and the assistance they provided to the Americans during their War of Independence 

caused the French government to fall bankrupt.  

The clergy and wealthy nobility demanded a meeting of the Estate-General because 

they believed it remained the only body with the authority to impose taxes. In 

distinction to the previous practice, the representatives of the third estate requested 

all of the estates to assemble and vote as a single assembly during the May 5 

Estate-General meeting. However, this was not accepted by the first two estates. 

The National Assembly was established as a outcome of the first two Estates' 

unwillingness to convene with the third Estate as a single entity. There was strong 

opposition to the National Assembly meeting, which was presided over by middle 

class leaders and a few liberal nobility. When a conference was scheduled for the 

Hall at Versailles, which is close to Paris, on June 20, 1789, the members discovered 

that it was closed and under the protection of the King's troops. Consequently, the 

members of the National Assembly, under the direction of their leader Bailey, 

proceeded to the next structure, an indoor tennis court. Here, they swore an oath to 

draft a new French constitution. The French Revolution began with this oath, which 

is commonly identified as the Oath of the Tennis Court. 

 acknowledged by way of the Oath of the Tennis Court. 

ii. Single of the main moments of the French Revolution occurred on July 

14, 1789. The Bastille, an old royal jail that served as a symbol of 

oppression, was stormed. On this day, the Parisian mobs, under the 

leadership of a few middle-class leaders, stormed the prison and 

released its prisoners. This incident was caused by the food shortage on 

the one side, and the dismissal of a well-liked minister named Necker on 
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the other. The Paris crowds rose up in rebellion against the King and the 

ruling elite. France celebrates this day as Independence Day.  

iii. The Constituent Assembly, primarily composed of members from the 

Third Estate along with some progressive individuals from the other two 

estates, played a pivotal role in shaping the revolutionary ideals of 

France between 1789 and 1791. One of its most significant 

achievements was the establishment of the Declaration of the Rights of 

Man and of the Citizen, which laid the foundation for modern democratic 

principles. This declaration emphasized fundamental freedoms, including 

speech, religion, and protection from arbitrary punishment. 

By dismantling the exclusive privileges historically enjoyed by the nobility and clergy, 

the Assembly sought to create a more just and egalitarian society. The monarchy, 

which had long ruled under the notion of divine right, was stripped of its absolute 

authority. The declaration proclaimed that "all men are born and remain free and 

equal in rights," reinforcing the idea that governance should be based on the will of 

the people rather than hereditary privilege. Additionally, it granted individuals the 

right to resist oppression and participate in the selection of their government. 

The broader impact of these principles was transformative. The notions of liberty and 

equality directly challenged the foundations of feudalism, ending serfdom and 

dismantling the rigid class hierarchy that had defined French society for centuries. By 

advocating for individual freedoms and legal equality, the revolution marked a 

decisive shift away from tyranny and towards a system where rights were inherent 

and not dictated by birth or social status. This period set the stage for future 

democratic movements, influencing political thought well beyond France’s borders. 
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iv.  The monarch attempted to flee France in 1791 but was apprehended at 

the border and returned. He has been a virtual prisoner ever since.  

v.  The new Legislative Assembly (1791–1792) was established in Paris. It 

included the Jacobin and the Girondin, two extremely radical factions. 

These factions supported the establishment of a republic and viewed the 

king as a traitor. 

vi. On January 21, 1793, King Louis XVI was publicly decapitated following 

his conviction for treason. Later that same year, the Queen was also 

decapitated. The Republic of France was proclaimed.vii. France had 

what is identified as the "Reign of Terror," during which time a sum of 

priests, nobility, and even some revolutionaries were killed, or guillotined. 

In 1795, the Directorate was established. It lasted for four years until the Directorate 

was overthrown in 1799 by a young artillery commander from the nearby island of 

Corsica. Napoleon Bonaparte was his name. He appointed himself as the new 

Director and gave the French people a stable, much-needed government. 

Napoleon's overthrow of the Directorate marked the end of the French Revolution. 

The French Uprising signaled the birth of democracy, which altered the political 

structure of European society and ended the feudal era. Since of the belongings of 

this Revolution, a amount of important issues emerged that early sociologists were 

interested in. The evolution of property, social disturbance brought on by the shift in 

the radical system, and its effects on the monetary system were among these 

important subjects. The bourgeoisie, a new class of power brokers, came into being. 

We must study the specifics of the Industrial Revolution in instruction to have a 

deeper understanding of these issues. 
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Self- Check Exercise-3  

Q1. The spirit of law book is written by whom.  

Q2. What are the types of rights which advocated by Locke.  

2.6 The Industrial Revolution 

In England, the Industrial Revolution started about 1760 A.D. First in England, then 

in other European nations, and finally on other continents, it significantly altered the 

social and economic lives of the populace. The demand for products increased in 

Europe, particularly in England, as a result of explorations, the discovery of new 

lands, the expansion of trade and commerce, and the ensuing development of 

towns. Consumer products, such as clothing, were once manufactured domestically. 

This indicates that a domestic production system was in place. Large-scale 

production of commodities was required due to the rise in demand. 

New Invention  

Large-scale production of commodities was made possible by the invention of new 

tools and processes during the Industrial Revolution. The factory system of 

production emerged as a upshot of a number of tool, method, and production 

organization advancements that occurred between 1760 and 1830 A.D. As a result, 

the economy transitioned from a feudal to a capitalist form of production. A class of 

capitalists then came into being and came to dominate the new manufacturing 

system. The old era of handcrafted items gave way to the new era of machine-made 

goods as a consequence of this revolution. The Industrial Revolution began as a 

effect of this change.  
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The Spinning Jenny, created in 1767 by English weaver James Hargreaves, was one 

of the major mechanical innovations that resulted in a faster and better way of 

production in a variety of sectors. The machine was a rectangular, basic device. A 

single wheel was capable of turning a number of spindles. In 1769, an English 

barber named Arkwright created a new tool that was named Arkwright's Water Fame, 

after the creator. A unique facility was needed to set up this Water Frame because it 

was too big to be housed in a person's home. It is therefore said that he was in 

charge of establishing the manufacturing system.  Samuel Crompton created "the 

Mule," another invention, in England in 1779. The industrial development of 

European society was aided by a number of further inventions. 

 

Impact of the Industrial Revolution on Society  

Numerous societal changes ensued as a upshot of the shift in the economy. Banks, 

insurance businesses, and finance corporations developed as capitalism grew 

increasingly complicated. A new stratum of managers, capitalists, and industrial 

workers appeared.  

In the new industrial society, the peasantry found themselves winding cotton in a 

textile mill with hundreds of others who were similar to them. They ended up in filthy 

living conditions rather than the renowned countryside. The population began to rise 

in tandem with the increase in productivity. The rate of urbanization increased as the 

population grew. The industrial metropolises expanded quickly. There were 

significant socioeconomic gaps in the industrial cities. The monotonous and 

repetitive work that the manufacturing workers did prevented them from enjoying 

their jobs. According to Marxist theory, the worker lost contact with the outcome of 
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their labor. In the industrial society, city life evolved into a completely new style of 

living. 

Significant Themes of the Industrial Revolution  

The following are the major topics of the Industrial Revolution that early sociologists 

were interested in. 

1. . The state of labor: A new population emerged that made their living by 

working in the industries. This working class was initially impoverished 

and squalor-stricken. They had no social standing. They were essential 

to the new industrial structure at the same time. They became a strong 

societal force as a result. Sociologists acknowledged that this labor 

class's poverty is social rather than natural. Thus, throughout the 

nineteenth century, the working class came to be the focus of both moral 

and intellectual attention.  

2. The evolution of property: During the Industrial Revolution, money or 

capital gained importance, replacing the traditional reliance on land. The 

new industrial system investment was acknowledged. As the new 

entrepreneurs rose to prominence, the feudal landlords lost their 

influence. The former landlords were among these new capitalists. One 

of the main concerns brought up during the French Revolution was 

property. It has a significant impact on the social order. Political 

influence, social standing, and economic advantages are all correlated 

with property. A shift in the property system entails a shift in society's 

basic makeup. Since the time of Marx, Tocqueville, Taine, and others, 
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sociologists have struggled with the issue of property and how it affects 

social stratification. 

3. Urbanism, or the industrial city: One inevitable consequence of the 

Industrial Revolution was urbanization. As industries expanded, so did 

large populations, giving rise to contemporary towns and cities. Ancient 

towns like Rome, Athens, and others existed, but the newer ones—like 

Manchester, England, which is well-known for its textiles—were distinct 

from the old ones. While modern towns were viewed as stores of 

suffering and inhumanity, ancient cities were regarded as reservoirs of 

civilized graces and virtues. The early sociologists were worried about 

these features of the emerging cities.  

Technology and the factory system: Throughout the nineteenth century, numerous 

works have addressed the topic of technology and the industrial system. The two 

systems would change human life for all time, as both conservative and radical 

philosophers realized. 

People moved to the cities in great numbers as a product of the effects of factory 

systems and technology. Children and women began working in the factories. 

Relationships within the family changed. People's lives seemed to be governed by 

the workplace siren. Work appeared to be dominated by machines rather than 

people. The relationship between the workers and the results of their labor evolved, 

as was previously mentioned. They earned their pay by working. Everyone, but 

especially the machine, had a child named the product. It belonged to the factory's 

owner. Work and life become impersonal. 
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Marx perceived the machine as a symptom of labor alienation and a kind of slavery. 

Social scientists believed that the industrial method of production had made both 

men and women more mechanical in both their hands and hearts. 

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Q1. Industrial revolution began around-----------. 

2.7 The Intellectual Influences Affecting the Rise of Sociology 

The courses of change that occurred in Europe throughout the eighteenth and 

nineteenth periods contributed intensification to sociology. Thus, the concepts that 

are repeatedly discussed in early sociological texts are essentially concepts of that 

era.  

A large portion of early sociology was prejudiced by the ideas of the eighteenth-

century Enlightenment. For the reasons listed below, among others, the 

Enlightenment seems to be the best starting place for researching the beginnings of 

sociological thought.  

First of all, the Enlightenment tradition is where a scientific approach to social 

analysis originated. More systematically than any of their predecessors, the 

philosophers of the eighteenth century started applying the techniques of the natural 

sciences to the scientific study of human affairs. They deliberately used analytical 

techniques from science to examine people's natures and social structures.  

Second, the philosophers of the eighteenth century maintained that reason could be 

used to assess social structures and their fit with human nature. They contend that 

humanoid beings are fundamentally rational and that this reason can Give them the 

freedom to think and act as they like.  

Thirdly, the intellectuals of the eighteenth century thought that humans may achieve 
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perfection. Through critiquing and altering societal structures, they can provide 

themselves even more autonomy, which will allow them to more fully realize their 

creative potential.  

The aforementioned three presumptions are of interest to sociological thinkers. In 

calculation to them, the advance of sociology in Europe was impacted by three 

further intellectual currents of the post-Enlightenment era. They can be recognized 

as the philosophy of history 

i. the biological theories of evolution; and  

ii. the surveys of social conditions.  

These three intellectual influences are the precursors of sociology and are reflected 

the writings of the early sociologists. 

The Philosophy of History  

The philosophy of history emerged as a significant philosophical force in the early 

nineteenth century. This philosophy's fundamental premise was that society had to 

have evolved from a simple to a sophisticated stage in a sequence of steps. On the 

intellectual side, we might briefly evaluate the contributions of the philosophy of 

history to sociology as being the concepts of progress and development. It has 

provided the ideas of historical eras and societal sorts from a scientific standpoint. 

The philosophy of history was established by social intellectuals like Abbe Saint 

Pierre and Giambattista, who were interested in society as a whole rather than just 

its political, economic, or cultural facets. Later, Comte, Spencer, Marx, and numerous 

other many others reflected the impact of the loss of this intellectual trend in their 

sociological writings. 

The Biological Theories of Evolution  
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The biological theory of evolution served to further solidify the philosophy of history's 

influence. In an effort to recognize and explain the main phases of social evolution, 

sociology shifted toward an evolutionary perspective. The generally accepted idea of 

society as an organism and the attempts to develop broad definitions of social 

evolution demonstrate its tendency to be biologically based. Durkheim and Herbert 

Spencer are two excellent writers of this genre. 

Surveys of Social Conditions  

A social survey is a crucial component of contemporary sociology. It developed for 

two reasons. The first was the increasing belief that human phenomena could be 

categorized and quantified, and techniques of the natural sciences should and might 

be applied to the study of human affairs. Following the realization that poverty was 

social rather than natural, the other was the concern for poverty (sometimes known 

as "the social problem"). One of the main tools for sociological research is the social 

survey. The fundamental premise that guides this approach is that social issues in 

society can be resolved by understanding social conditions. 

Self- Check Exercise-5  

Q1. Social survey forms an important element in which sociology.  

2.8 Summary 

In particular, the breadth, focus areas, theories, technique, and practice of the 

historical development in which they evolved shown both convergence and 

divergence in their thrust areas of inquiry. This is because social anthropology and 

sociology both study human society and have many theoretical issues and interests 

in common. This is also the reason why many academics believe that social 

anthropology is a subfield of sociology. Although the subject matter of anthropology 
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(integrated anthropology), especially because of the components of physical 

anthropology and archaeological anthropology, surpasses sociology in terms of its 

connection with the physical sciences, both anthropology and sociology were 

founded with important elements from the natural sciences in one way or another. 

According to some theories, social anthropology emerged a little earlier than 

sociology. Even though the industrial, socio-political, and intellectual movements in 

Europe are largely responsible for the immediate emergence of sociology, the 

intellectual pursuit of comprehending "the other"—exotic societies outside of Europe 

and other developed societies—is primarily responsible for the emergence of social 

anthropology. However, the difference between sociology and social anthropology 

even from the early years of is more on the application level and determining priority 

of studies rather than at the level of the scope, concept, and method. 

2.9 Glossary  

 Methodology- the specific procedures or techniques used to identify, 

select, process and analyze information about a topic.  

 Poverty- the state of one who lacks a usual or socially acceptable 

amount of money or material possessions. 

 Evolution- the change in the characteristics of a species over several 

generations. 

 Alienation- the state of feeling estranged or separated from one’s 

milieu, work, and products of work or self.  

 Migration- the movement of a person or people from one country, 

locality, place of residence etc to settle in another. 
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2.10 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

                Ans1. European  

                 Ans2. Traditional   

Ans3. Nineteenth  

Self- Check Exercise -2  

                  Ans1. Feudal  

                   Ans2. Scientific  

Self- Check Exercise -3  

                     Ans1. Montesquieu 

Ans2. Right to live, right to property, right to freedom.   

Self- Check Exercise-4  

Ans1. 1760 A.D.  

Self- Check Exercise-5  

                      Ans1. Modern  
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2.12 Terminal Questions  

1. Explain the rise of sociology.  

2. Describe the scientific upheaval and the regeneration period.  

3. Define French revolution. 

4. Describe industrial revolution. 
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                                                          UNIT-3 

AUGUSTE COMTE 

STRUCTURE 

3.1 Introduction  

3.2 Learning Objectives 

3.3 Auguste Comte Biographical Sketch 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

3.4 Auguste Comte Work 

Self- Check Exercise-2  

3.5 His Social Environment  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

3.6 Central Ideas of Comte 

Self- Check Exercsie-4   

3.7 Comte’s Early Essays 

Self- Check Exercise-5   

3.8 Comte’s Course of Positive Philosophy 

Self- Check Exercsie-6  

3.9 Comte’s Views of Sociological Theory 

Self- Check Exercise-7  

3.10 Comte’s Formulations of Sociological Methods 
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Self- Check Exercise-8  

3.11 Summary  

3.12 Glossary  

3.13 Answers to Self- check Exercis  

3.14 Suggested Readings  

3.15 Terminal Questions  

3.1 Introduction 

“Auguste Comte,” a French scholar, is supposed to be the principal architect of 

Human science and the precept of positivism. He was incredibly affected by the 

idealistic communist Claude Henry Holy person Simon. Comte was incredibly upset 

by the turmoil that invaded French society and was reproachful of those 

masterminds who had produced both the illumination and the unrest. He fostered the 

positive means of thinking trying to cure the social diseases of the French upheaval, 

requiring another convention in view of technical studies. His logical perspective on 

positivism was created to battle the negative and disastrous technique of intellectual 

of the Edification. However pretentious by the French traditionalist Catholics, he 

contrasted from them on two grounds. To start with, return to the medieval times was 

made unthinkable in light of the progression in science and innovation. Second, his 

hypothetical framework was substantially more modern than his ancestors. He 

affected crafted by numerous social masterminds like Karl Marx, John Stuart Plant 

and George Elliot.  

Comte previously begat the term Social Physical science and later transformed it to 

Social science in 1839. All along, Comte needed to display Social science after the 
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hard sciences and pictured it to turn into the prevailing science. He attempted to 

make another science that wouldn't just make sense of the past of humanity yet in 

addition anticipate its future course. Like all sciences, Comte accepted that this new 

study of society ought to be founded on perception and thinking. Human science 

ought to be utilized to make a superior society. As per him, Social science is 

concerned both with Social Statics (social designs) and Social Elements (social 

change). He felt that social elements was a higher priority than social statics which 

mirrors his advantage in friendly change, especially the ills made by French 

Transformation and the Illumination. he deliberate investigation of human way of 

behaving and human culture is a generally ongoing turn of events, whose starting 

points can be tracked down in the European culture of the late eighteenth hundred 

years. The foundation to the new methodology was the series of major 

developments related with the Edification, the French Insurgency and the Modern 

Upheaval. The breaking of customary lifestyles provoked those concentrating on 

human way of behaving to foster another comprehension of both the social and the 

regular universes. 

ust as scientists sought to understand the mysteries of life and nature, sociologists 

aimed to unravel the complexities of society. This led to the foundation of sociology, 

with Auguste Comte (1798-1857) often credited as its founder. He also coined the 

term "sociology." 

3.2 Learning Objectives  

In this unit, we will develop the ability to. 

 Understand the factual sketch of Auguste Comte.  

 Discuss the Comte central ideas.  
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 Distinguish about the Comte’s vies of sociological theory.  

3.3 Auguste Comte Biographical Sketch (1798-1857) 

Auguste Comte (1798-1857) was born in Montpellier, France, during the 

transformative era of the French Revolution, a period that significantly shaped 

modern society. To fully grasp Comte’s intellectual contributions, it is crucial to 

understand his deep engagement with the pressing social issues of his time. 

Raised in a conservative Catholic household, Comte was admitted in 1814 to the 

prestigious École Polytechnique, an institution renowned for its emphasis on science 

and mathematics. However, while many of his professors focused primarily on 

physical sciences, Comte’s interest lay in understanding human society and its 

complexities. His involvement in student protests led to his expulsion, but this did not 

deter his intellectual pursuits. 

During his formative years, Comte was influenced by several prominent thinkers. He 

drew from conservative social philosophers like Louis de Bonald and Joseph de 

Maistre the notion that societal progress follows an inherent order. From the 

philosopher Condorcet, who was executed during the Revolution, Comte adopted 

the idea that societal advancement parallels progress in human knowledge. In 1824, 

he became the secretary to the utopian socialist Claude Henri de Rouvroy, better 

known as Saint-Simon. Their collaboration fueled Comte’s interest in economic and 

social structures, ultimately leading him to formulate the foundations of what he 

called "sociology"—a systematic study of society. 

Comte envisioned sociology as a tool for the political reconstruction of society, 

arguing that such a transformation must be rooted in moral and intellectual 

unification. His early ideas were closely tied to those of Saint-Simon, but their 
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partnership ended in conflict. Comte later refined his theories, publishing his lectures 

in Cours de Philosophie Positive, where he introduced the "law of three stages"—a 

framework for understanding the progression of human thought from theological to 

metaphysical and finally to a scientific, or "positive," stage. 

While working on this seminal text, Comte embraced the principle of "cerebral 

hygiene," an approach that involved avoiding external intellectual influences to 

maintain the purity of his ideas. Between 1851 and 1854, he authored System of 

Positive Polity, a four-volume work in which he applied sociological theories to 

address contemporary social problems. However, his thinking took a more spiritual 

turn after the death of Clotilde de Vaux, a close companion, in 1846. This personal 

loss led Comte to incorporate religious elements into his philosophy, culminating in 

the concept of the "Religion of Humanity." This shift alienated some of his intellectual 

allies, including John Stuart Mill, who had previously supported his work. 

Despite his dedication to social reform—evident in his ambitious proposals, such as 

his plan for the reorganization of society, which he sent to the Russian Tsar—

Comte's work was not widely recognized in France during his lifetime. It was only 

after his death in 1857 that his influence gained traction, first in Britain and later in 

France and Germany. His ideas profoundly shaped 19th-century scientific thought, 

influencing thinkers like Hippolyte Taine, Ernest Renan, and Marcelin Berthelot in 

France, as well as figures like John Stuart Mill in England. 

Comte’s legacy remains pivotal in the history of sociology. His attempt to establish a 

scientific approach to studying society laid the groundwork for later sociological 

theories, while his vision of a moral and intellectual reconstruction of society 

continues to spark debate among scholars. Whether regarded as a pioneering 
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sociologist or a utopian dreamer, his impact on the development of social sciences is 

undeniable. 

Self –Check Exercise- 1  

 Q1.  Auguste Comte was instinctive in ----- 

Q2. Auguste Comte remained a ------Sociologist.  

Q3. In which year Auguste Comte wrote his book system of positive politics.  

3.4 Auguste Comte Work  

Subsequent to going to the Lycee Joffre and afterward the College of Montepellier, 

Comte joined the Ecole Polytechnique in Paris. However, after two years the 

foundations were shut somewhere around the Whiskeys. In August 1817, Comte met 

Claude Henry Holy person Simon who selected him as his secretary. He was 

subsequently started into legislative issues early on. He distributed an extraordinary 

number of articles which carried him to the open arena. In 1824, he broke with Holy 

person Simon. Comte wedded Caroline Massin and separated in 1842. In 1826, he 

was taken to a psychological clinic, however left without being restored. He began 

showing Course of Positive Way of thinking in January 1829 and distributed six 

volumes of the Course (1830, 1835, 1838, 1839, 1841, 1842). Comte fostered a dear 

companionship with John Stuart Factory and fostered a new "Religion of 

Humankind". He distributed four volumes of "Systeme de politique positive" (1851-

1854). His last work, the main volume of "La Synthese Emotional" (The Abstract 

Blend), was distributed in 1854. Comte passed on from stomach disease on fifth 

September 1857 in Paris. His different works remember 'Rudimentary Composition 

for Insightful Math' (1843), 'The Philosophical Composition on Well known Space 
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science' (1844), 'The Talk on Sure Soul' (1844), and 'The General Perspective on 

Positivism' (1848)\ 

 Self- Check Exercise-2  

Q1. In Auguste 1817, Comte met with whom.  

Q2. What was the term of Auguste Comte name.   

3.5 His Societal Situation 

During the mid-19th century, France provided a fertile intellectual environment for the 

development of new, rational, and fundamental ideas. Advancements in mathematics 

and the natural sciences fostered a sense of pride and confidence in the application 

of scientific methods. Enlightenment thinkers had already emphasized the 

importance of progress and human reason, setting the stage for further intellectual 

developments. 

Auguste Comte, shaped by the circumstances of his time, was deeply influenced by 

the social upheaval caused by the French Revolution. He lived in its aftermath, 

witnessing the disorder and widespread material and social struggles of the people. 

His lifelong concern was to replace chaos with order and to reconstruct society in a 

systematic manner. 

Comte regarded the French Revolution as a pivotal moment in human history. The 

old regime had collapsed, yet society struggled to adapt to scientific advancements 

and industrialization. Traditional institutions had not yet evolved to address these 

changes, leading to confusion and instability. In this transitional phase, people’s 

beliefs and knowledge were often in conflict, disrupting the established value system. 

Social cohesion weakened as old loyalties dissolved, while new frameworks had yet 
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to emerge. Consequently, there was an urgent need for a new system of thought and 

organization that could align with the complexities of an industrial society. However, 

such a transformation required a solid foundation of knowledge. 

Comte posed a crucial question: On what basis should this new foundation of 

knowledge be built? His answer was that individuals must take responsibility for 

establishing a scientific approach to understanding society. It was no longer viable to 

rely on religious beliefs, supernatural forces, or traditional customs. Instead, people 

had to shape their own future by creating a structured and rational social order. 

To achieve this, Comte formulated key ideas that laid the groundwork for sociology. 

However, his thoughts were significantly influenced by the philosopher Saint-Simon 

(1760–1825), under whom Comte worked as a secretary. Many of Comte’s early 

ideas stemmed from Saint-Simon’s works, as both thinkers sought to develop a 

scientific approach to studying society.  

Auguste Comte viewed humanism as a theoretical examination of social 

characteristics. Initially, he referred to it as social physics but later changed the term 

reluctantly. This shift occurred because Belgian scholar Adolphe Quetelet had 

already used "social physics" to describe basic statistical analysis. Consequently, 

Comte adopted the term "sociology," combining Latin and Greek roots, to signify the 

broad and systematic study of society. 

Self- Check Exercise -3 

          Q1. Auguste Comte saw ------revolution as a critical revolving point in 

the history of human affairs.  

3.6 The Central Ideas 
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Auguste Comte aimed to redesign society by establishing new guiding principles that 

would integrate various aspects of human life. He believed that the profound 

transformations occurring in European society, especially in France, necessitated a 

scientific approach to understanding and predicting social progress. For Comte, 

discovering social laws was crucial, as they would explain the mechanisms of 

societal evolution and provide a framework for reconstructing society. 

He envisioned sociology not only as a discipline for studying society but also as a 

tool for societal reform. Inspired by advancements in the natural sciences, such as 

Newton's laws of gravity and Copernicus' heliocentric theory, Comte argued that 

society could be studied using similar scientific principles. He maintained that the 

study of society should be grounded in reason and observation rather than tradition, 

ensuring a truly scientific approach. 

Comte proposed that sociology should adopt the methods of natural sciences, 

including observation, experimentation, and analysis. However, he also introduced 

the historical method, which examined societies over time to understand their 

development. This historical perspective was central to his sociological inquiry, as he 

believed that social progress followed identifiable patterns. 

By uncovering these social laws, Comte sought to enable purposeful social action, 

ensuring that society could be restructured based on a clear understanding of human 

progress. He asserted that knowledge is never absolute but always relative, evolving 

through scientific inquiry. This perspective led to the emergence of what he termed 

"positive science," which challenged traditional beliefs by relying on empirical 

validation and continuous refinement of knowledge. 

Books Written by Auguste Comte  
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 Course of Positive Philosophy  

 The Positive Philosophy  

 “Religion of Humanity “ 

 System de politique Positive  

 “System of Positive Polity”  

 “A General View of Positivism”  

 A Discourse of Positive Spirit  

Self- Check Exercise -4 

          Q1. In which humanity Auguste Comte adage changes taking place.  

Q2. Auguste Comte kept that new science of society must rely on -------------------------

.   

3.7 Comte’s Early Essays 

Auguste Comte's early writings are often difficult to distinguish from those of Saint-

Simon, as the elder thinker frequently affixed his name to works authored by the 

young Comte. However, Comte's 1822 essay, Plan of the Scientific Operations 

Necessary for Reorganizing Society, is undeniably his own and marks the 

culmination of his intellectual development during his collaboration with Saint-Simon. 

This work outlines the foundational structure of Comte's future theoretical framework, 

which he would expand upon in the following decades. 

In this essay, Comte argued for the establishment of a "positive science" modeled 

after the empirical sciences. This new discipline, originally termed "social physics," 

was intended to uncover the fundamental laws governing social organization and 
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progress, much like Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the Laws had done in political 

theory. Comte believed that once these laws were identified, they could be applied to 

direct and improve society in a systematic manner. Consequently, scholars in this 

field would act as social visionaries, forecasting and shaping the trajectory of human 

development. 

A central tenet of Comte’s philosophy was his "law of three stages," an idea 

influenced by Turgot, Condorcet, and Saint-Simon. He classified these stages as 

theological-military, metaphysical-judicial, and scientific-industrial (or "positivist"). 

Each stage, inspired by Montesquieu’s notion of societal "spirit" and further 

elaborated by Condorcet, is characterized by distinct intellectual paradigms and 

structural conditions. 

The theological-military stage is dominated by supernatural beliefs and an 

organizational structure centered around religious authority and militaristic rule. 

Following this, the metaphysical-judicial stage serves as a transitional period, where 

abstract philosophical explanations replace divine reasoning, and complex legal and 

administrative systems emerge. Finally, the scientific-industrial stage is defined by a 

"positive philosophy of science" and a rational, industry-driven social order. 

Comte’s framework presents a deterministic view of societal evolution, suggesting 

that human civilization naturally progresses toward a scientifically governed and 

industrially advanced state. This perspective positions scientific knowledge not just 

as a tool for understanding but as a mechanism for directing social transformation. 

While this positivist outlook has been influential, it also raises critical questions about 

the role of human agency, cultural diversity, and the potential limitations of a science-

based approach to societal organization. 
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Comte expanded on certain aspects of his law of three stages in his later works. 

First, he emphasized that society consists of both social and structural dimensions, 

with thought systems or cultural frameworks playing a dominant role—an idea likely 

influenced by Condorcet. Second, Comte argued that these intellectual frameworks, 

along with their corresponding structural arrangements, must fully develop before 

society can transition to the next stage of human progress. Consequently, each 

phase lays the groundwork for the next. Third, every transition between stages 

involves a period of crisis and conflict, as remnants of the previous phase clash with 

emerging elements of the next. Fourth, societal development does not follow a 

strictly linear path; rather, it oscillates. 

Comte believed that social ideas about the world are subject to this law of three 

stages. According to him, all concepts concerning the nature of the universe must 

progress from a theological stage to a scientific, or positivist, stage. However, 

different fields of knowledge advance through these stages at varying speeds. For 

example, Comte suggested that only when all sciences—beginning with astronomy, 

followed by physics, then chemistry, and later biology—fully reach the positivist stage 

will the necessary conditions be met for the emergence of social physics. With the 

advancement of this final discipline, society could be reconstructed based on 

scientific principles rather than religious or metaphysical theories. 

Thus, Comte asserted that the era of sociology had arrived. He envisioned it as akin 

to Newtonian physics, establishing the fundamental laws governing the social world. 

Once these laws were formulated, society could be reorganized in a rational and 

scientific manner. Although his ideas bore similarities to those of Saint-Simon, Comte 

criticized him for attempting to restructure society too hastily, without a solid scientific 

foundation. This perspective led Comte to develop his Course of Positive 
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Philosophy, which aimed to provide the necessary intellectual groundwork for the 

study of society. 

Self- Check Exercise -5  

          Q1. Who gave the concept of positive science.  

Q2. Comte initially called new science as -------. 

3.8 Comte’s Course of Positive Philosophy 

“Auguste Comte’s Course of Positive Philosophy is more significant for its advocacy 

of a systematic study of humanity than for its direct contributions to understanding 

the formation, maintenance, and transformation of social structures. His philosophy 

of positivism offers a broad vision of what sociology could become rather than 

presenting a strictly defined set of theoretical principles. Given the foundational 

nature of his work, it is essential to examine how Comte conceptualized sociology 

and how he believed it should be developed. 

To critically engage with Comte’s work, we will explore four key aspects: (1) his 

perspective on sociological theory, (2) his methodological framework for sociology, 

(3) his classification of the discipline, and (4) his advocacy for sociology as a 

science. Through this analysis, we will assess the depth and impact of Comte’s 

vision, considering both its strengths and limitations in shaping the development of 

modern sociology. 

Self- Check Exercise -6 

          Q1. Who write the book The Course of Positive Philosophy?  

3.9Comte’s Opinion of Sociological Theory 
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Auguste Comte, a key figure in the development of sociology, was profoundly 

influenced by the Newtonian revolution, as were many of the Enlightenment 

philosophes. He argued that all phenomena, including social phenomena, operate 

under immutable natural laws. Just as Newton discovered the law of gravity through 

empirical observation and logical reasoning, Comte maintained that sociologists 

must apply the same approach to uncover the fundamental laws governing human 

society. 

In the opening pages of The Positive Philosophy, Comte emphasized that positivism 

is characterized by its recognition that all phenomena are subject to natural laws. 

Rather than speculating on ultimate causes—whether initial or final—he insisted that 

the objective of scientific inquiry is to systematically identify these laws and reduce 

them to the smallest possible number. He dismissed metaphysical discussions about 

causes as futile, arguing that true scientific work involves the precise analysis of 

conditions and the discovery of their inherent relationships. The law of gravitation, for 

example, served as a model for how social laws should be formulated—through 

observation, classification, and theoretical integration rather than speculation. 

Several key points emerge from Comte’s perspective on sociological theory. First, 

sociology should not focus on uncovering causes in the traditional sense but rather 

on identifying fundamental laws that govern social structures and relationships. 

Second, sociological inquiry should reject explanations based on "final causes," 

meaning that it should not analyze social phenomena primarily in terms of their 

consequences for society as a whole. This is somewhat paradoxical, given that 

Comte’s work contributed significantly to the development of functionalism, a 

theoretical perspective that often explores the functions and purposes of social 

phenomena. Third, the ultimate aim of sociological theory is to distill its principles 
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into a limited set of core laws that explain the most essential properties of social life. 

In this regard, Comte envisioned sociology as being modeled after the natural 

sciences, particularly physics, leading him to initially prefer the term social physics 

over sociology. 

Comte argued that the laws governing social order and change could only be 

discovered through a continuous interplay between theory and empirical observation. 

He asserted that while theories must be grounded in observed facts, raw data cannot 

be meaningfully interpreted without the guidance of theory. This perspective led him 

to critique what might now be called naive empiricism, or the idea that scientific 

inquiry should proceed without theoretical assumptions. Collecting data for its own 

sake, he argued, is antithetical to the scientific method. In The Positive Philosophy, 

he stated that "the next great obstacle to the proper use of observation is the 

empiricism introduced by those who, in the name of impartiality, would prohibit the 

use of any theory whatsoever." He viewed this rejection of theory as incompatible 

with the spirit of positivism. 

Ultimately, Comte concluded that purely isolated empirical observations are passive 

and uncertain. Scientific knowledge can only emerge from observations that are 

systematically linked to theoretical principles. In his view, theory and observation are 

not separate but mutually reinforcing, as the interpretation of facts is only possible 

within a structured theoretical framework. Through this lens, Comte laid the 

groundwork for sociology as a discipline grounded in scientific rigor, striving to 

uncover the fundamental laws governing human society. 

 Auguste Comte envisioned sociology as a discipline aimed at developing abstract 

theoretical principles that would guide empirical observations. He argued that 
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observations of the social world should be framed by these principles and that 

theoretical constructs must be tested against empirical data. In his view, empirical 

research conducted without a theoretical framework lacked scientific value. Thus, 

sociology's explanatory power lay in identifying patterns and regularities that 

connected social phenomena in a law-like manner. As Comte stated, sociology 

seeks to uncover the fundamental relationships linking all social phenomena, 

explaining them by situating them within the broader context of existing conditions. 

Comte maintained a somewhat contentious stance on how sociology should be 

applied in practical affairs. He insisted that sociology must first establish a strong 

theoretical foundation before attempting to use its laws for social engineering. In The 

Positive Philosophy, he distinguished between two types of natural sciences: 

theoretical or general sciences, which seek to discover the laws governing 

phenomena universally, and applied sciences, which use these laws to analyze 

specific cases. While he acknowledged the importance of applied sciences, he 

emphasized that the primary focus should remain on developing general principles. 

Furthermore, Comte cautioned against allowing the scientific mission of sociology to 

be compromised by mere descriptive accounts or an excessive preoccupation with 

controlling events. He argued that once sociology was firmly established as a 

theoretical discipline, its laws could then be applied to shape empirical reality. He 

envisioned this as the ultimate mission of "social physics"—a term he initially used 

for sociology. His later works demonstrated an increasing commitment to this idea, 

sometimes pushing it to extremes. However, his earlier writings presented a more 

measured approach, advocating for the use of sociological laws as instruments for 

designing new social arrangements. 
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A key aspect of Comte’s perspective was his recognition of the complexity of social 

phenomena. He noted that social processes exhibit greater variability than physical 

or biological processes, which meant that sociological laws could be used to 

influence social outcomes in multiple directions. Despite this complexity, he believed 

that sociology, like the natural sciences, could identify the fundamental properties 

and relationships governing the social world. By formulating general laws through 

empirical observation and theoretical refinement, sociology could ultimately serve as 

a tool for shaping society. 

In essence, Comte argued that sociology should be modeled after the natural 

sciences, seeking to discover universal principles that govern social life. These 

principles, once established, could be used to interpret empirical events, refine 

sociological theories, and ultimately guide efforts to transform society. His vision, 

while ambitious, laid the groundwork for sociology as both a theoretical and applied 

discipline. 

Self- Check Exercise -7 

    Q1. Define the characteristics of positive philosophy.  

Q2. Who preferred the term social physics to sociology?  

3.10 Comte’s Formulation of Sociological Methods 

Comte was the first social thinker to emphasize the importance of methodology in 

studying society. He proposed four key methods for social science: observation, 

experimentation, comparison, and historical analysis, aiming to systematically gather 

and test social facts. 

 Observation  
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Auguste Comte's positivism emphasized the role of sensory experience in observing 

social facts, a concept later central to Émile Durkheim’s sociology. Rather than 

detailing methods for unbiased observation, Comte focused on the necessity of 

aligning observation with the underlying static and dynamic laws of phenomena. He 

maintained that empirical observation, if not guided by theory, would be ineffective in 

advancing scientific knowledge. Despite this limitation, Comte played a crucial role in 

defining sociology as a scientific discipline centered on social facts, moving it away 

from moral and metaphysical speculation. 

 Experimentation 

Auguste Comte acknowledged the challenges and limitations of conducting artificial 

experiments on entire societies or complex social phenomena. However, he argued 

that natural experiments occur whenever external disruptions interfere with the usual 

progression of events. He drew a parallel to biology, where the study of diseases 

offers insights into normal bodily functions. Similarly, in the social sciences, 

pathological disruptions can serve as valuable case studies, revealing how societal 

norms and mechanisms respond and attempt to restore equilibrium. While Comte’s 

concept of “natural experimentation” lacks the rigorous methodological structure of 

controlled experiments, it remains a compelling idea that has influenced later 

scholars in their attempts to understand social dynamics through real-world 

disturbances. 

Comparison 

 Comparative analysis, a valuable tool in biology, can also yield significant insights 

when applied to social structures. By examining social systems in relation to those 

found among lower animals, contemporary societies, and historical civilizations, 
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patterns and underlying mechanisms can be uncovered. Identifying similarities and 

differences, as well as the presence or absence of specific elements, enables a 

deeper understanding of fundamental social dynamics. This approach allows 

researchers to discern the essential principles governing human societies, providing 

a framework for analyzing social evolution and interaction. 

Historical Analysis 

Auguste Comte initially categorized historical analysis as a form of the comparative 

method, emphasizing the contrast between past and present. However, his "law of 

the three stages" highlighted the necessity of observing historical societal 

transformations to establish the fundamental laws of social dynamics. He proposed 

four primary methods for sociological study, which, though inadequate by 

contemporary standards, represented an important step toward methodological rigor 

in sociology. Before Comte, little consideration had been given to the systematic 

collection of social facts. While the details of his approach may not always be 

applicable today, the underlying principles remain significant. Comte envisioned 

social physics as a theoretical science dedicated to formulating and testing the laws 

governing social structure and change. His methodological contributions helped 

solidify sociology’s legitimacy as a scientific discipline. 

Self- Check Exercise -8 

Q1. Comte advocated -------methods in the new science of social physics.   

3.11 Summary  

Auguste Comte's approach, known as positivism, emphasizes understanding society 

through scientific principles. He argued that just as natural laws govern the physical 

world, societal operations follow specific laws. According to Comte, sociology should 
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adopt a scientific methodology, incorporating three key steps: observation, 

experimentation, and comparison. He applied this approach to explain societal 

evolution. However, he acknowledged that experimentation had limited applicability 

in social sciences. To address this limitation, Comte advocated for historical analysis, 

particularly in studying social dynamics. 

3.12 Glossary  

 Revolution- activity or movement designed to effect fundamental 

changes in the socio- economic situations. 

 Religion- is a collection of cultural systems, belief systems and 

worldviews that relate humanity to spirituality and sometimes to moral 

values. 

 Society- the people in a country or area, thought of as a group , who 

have shared customs and laws.  

 Environment- surroundings in which life exists on earth. 

 Theory- an idea or set of ideas that tries to explain something.   

 Methods- specific tools and procedures you use to collect and analyze 

data.  

 Phenomena- a fact or an event in nature or society, especially one that 

is not fully understood. 

 Organization- a group of people who form a business, club, etc. 

together in order to achieve a particular aim.  
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3.13Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

       Self- Check Exercise-1  

                             Ans1. 1789 

                           Ans2. 1851-54   

         Self- Check Exercise-2  

                               Ans1. Claude Henry Saint Simon  

                                  Ans2. Caroline Massin.   

          Self -Check Exercise -3 

                              Ans1. French   

          Self- Check Exercise-4  

                  Ans.1 European   

                 Ans2. Reasoning and Observation  

       Self- Check Exercise -5  

                  Ans.1 Auguste Comte  

                   Ans2. Social Physics   

       Self – Check Exercise-6  

                 Ans1. Auguste Comte  

Self – Check Exercise -7  

                  Ans.1 All phenomena as natural law.  

                  Ans2.  Auguste Comte   
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               Self- Check Exercise 8 

                     Ans1. Four S 

3.14 Suggested Readings  

 Aron, R. 1967. Main Currents of Sociological Thought. Volume 2, 

Penguin Books: London.  

  Freund, Julien 1968. The Sociology of Max Weber. Random House: 

New York. 

 Haralambos, M. 1980. Sociology: Themes and Perspectives. Oxford 

University Press: London. 

 Aron, R. (1967). Main Currents in Sociological Thought. Volume 2, 

London Penguin Books.  

 Bendix, R. (1960). Max Weber: An Intellectual Portrait, New  

3.15 Terminal Questions  

1. Explain the Comte biographical sketch.  

2. What are the central ideas of Comte? 

3. Describe the Comte’s course of the positive philosophy. 

4. Define Comte’s formulations of sociological methods. 
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UNIT -4 

LAW OF THREE STAGES –AUGUSTE COMTE 

STRUCTURE   

4.1 Introduction  

4.2 Learning Objectives  

4.3 Comte’s Advocacy of Sociology  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

 4.4 The Law of Three Stages  

Self- Check Exercise -2  

4.5 Stages in Social Organisation and Progress  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

4.6 Important Contributors to Positivism  

Self- Check Exercise-4  

4.7 Later Development of Positivism  

                             4.7.1 Logical Positivism  

Self- Check Exercise-5  

4.8 Critical View of Comte’s Ideas  

Self- Check Exercise-6 

 4.9 Summary  

4.10 Glossary  

4.11Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

4.12 Suggested Readings  
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4.13 Terminal Questions 

4.1Introduction 

The "Law of Three Stages" is a concept developed by Auguste Comte and stands as 

one of his key contributions to sociological thought. This theory reflects Comte’s 

pursuit of universal laws governing society. According to Comte, human knowledge, 

individual understanding, and world history evolve through three successive stages. 

Each branch of knowledge, he argued, progresses sequentially through these 

stages, forming the foundation of sociological thinking. Comte compared this 

evolution to human development, asserting that just as an individual moves from 

blind faith in childhood to critical reasoning in adolescence and rational thought in 

adulthood, humanity as a whole has transitioned through three major intellectual 

stages. He identified these stages as the theological-military, metaphysical-judicial, 

and scientific-industrial (or positivist) phases. 

 

4.2LearningObjectives 

By the end of this unit, we will be able to: 

 Understand Comte’s advocacy for sociology. 

 Gain insights into the "Law of Three Stages." 

 Analyze critical perspectives on Comte’s ideas. 

 

4.3 Comte’s Advocacy of Sociology 

Comte’s work, Positive Philosophy, serves as an extensive argument in favor of 
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sociology as a scientific discipline. Across its five volumes, Comte traces the 

development of various sciences, positioning sociology as the ultimate expression of 

positivism. His advocacy for sociology was based on two interrelated ideas: 

1. Sociology is the inevitable outcome of the "Law of Three Stages." 

2. Sociology is the "queen of sciences," standing at the apex of the scientific 

hierarchy. 

These arguments helped establish sociology’s legitimacy in the intellectual domain 

and are essential to understanding its development. 

Comte asserted that all fields of knowledge progress through the theological, 

metaphysical, and positivist stages, though at different rates. Each stage paves the 

way for the next, often accompanied by intellectual upheaval. Not all disciplines 

advance simultaneously; rather, simpler sciences transition to the positivist stage 

earlier than complex ones. 

In Positive Philosophy, Comte explains: 

"We must recognize that different branches of knowledge have progressed through 

the three stages at varying speeds, and have thus not reached the final stage at the 

same time. The pace of advancement depends on the generality, simplicity, and 

independence of the knowledge in question." 

According to Comte, astronomy was the first science to attain the positivist stage, 

followed by physics and chemistry. Since the organic world is more complex, 

biological sciences evolved later. Biology was the first organic science to transition to 

positivism, paving the way for sociology to break free from theological and 

metaphysical influences and develop as a true science. 
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Comte asserted that sociology emerged last among the sciences due to its intricate 

nature and dependence on prior scientific progress. Although it builds upon earlier 

advancements, sociology remains distinct from the natural and biological sciences. 

He viewed sociology as the study of complex social phenomena, marked by 

specialization and individual agency.  

By positioning sociology at the top of the scientific hierarchy, Comte sought to 

solidify its academic legitimacy. His argument justified sociology’s relatively late 

emergence and emphasized its potential as a rigorous, empirical science. Though 

his efforts met with limited success, Comte pioneered sociology as a discipline, 

envisioning its shift from theological and metaphysical foundations to a scientific 

approach. His work in Positive Philosophy establishes him as the founder of 

sociological theory. 

Saint-Simon, a French aristocrat, was among the earliest proponents of utopian 

socialism, advocating for an ideal society characterized by equitable access to 

resources and opportunities. He believed that addressing societal challenges 

required a restructuring of economic production, which would ultimately strip property 

owners of their means of production and, consequently, their economic autonomy. 

His ideas sought to dismantle the hierarchical structure of feudal French society, 

wherein the clergy and nobility controlled most wealth and land, leaving commoners 

with minimal resources. 

In 1822, Saint-Simon collaborated with Auguste Comte on the publication Plan of the 

Scientific Operations Necessary for the Reorganizing of Society. They introduced the 

concept of the law of three stages, arguing that each domain of knowledge evolves 

through specific phases. This idea laid the foundation for social physics, later termed 
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sociology, aiming to identify immutable laws of societal progress akin to Newton's 

laws in the natural sciences. However, their intellectual partnership ended in conflict, 

leading Comte to further refine his theory independently. 

The Law of Three Stages 

Comte's Law of Human Progress outlines three evolutionary stages of human 

thought: 

1. The Theological Stage represents the earliest phase in human understanding, 

where natural occurrences are explained through supernatural forces. During 

this period, people sought to interpret events by attributing them to divine will. 

In early societies, where scientific reasoning was absent, phenomena like 

diseases were often believed to be the result of divine intervention or the 

actions of gods. This stage is further divided into: 

o Fetishism: Belief in spirits inhabiting objects or elements of nature. 

o Polytheism: A transition where multiple gods are worshipped, often 

linked to different natural forces. 

o Monotheism: The belief in a singular deity overseeing all aspects of life. 

2. The Metaphysical Stage: Here, explanations shift from supernatural forces to 

abstract concepts such as nature, essence, and human tendencies. While 

divine elements still play a role, they are more abstract and less directly 

involved in daily life. This stage coincided with the Middle Ages and 

Renaissance in Europe, where political and philosophical discourses replaced 

religious dogma. 
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3. The Positive Stage: In this final stage, human understanding is driven by 

empirical observation and scientific reasoning. Society no longer seeks 

ultimate causes but instead focuses on discovering laws governing natural 

and social phenomena. The reliance on supernatural or abstract reasoning is 

replaced by scientific inquiry and rational analysis. 

Auguste Comte proposed that human thought progresses through three distinct 

stages, each arising only after the previous stage has reached its limits in explaining 

the world. He asserted that this intellectual evolution is closely tied to social 

structures, governance, and material conditions. In his view, a society remains stable 

when there is intellectual consensus, but shifts from one stage to another often lead 

to periods of instability and disruption. This phenomenon was evident during the 

French Revolution, where rapid ideological transitions contributed to social upheaval. 

Comte’s perspective highlights the dynamic interplay between intellectual progress 

and societal change, suggesting that while progress is inevitable, it is often 

accompanied by periods of disorder before a new equilibrium is established. 

Social Organization and Progress 

Comte correlated the three intellectual stages with distinct forms of social 

organization: 

1. The Theological Stage: Dominated by religious institutions and military rule, 

society is structured hierarchically with divine authority at the apex. Laws and 

traditions remain unquestioned, reinforcing rigid social stratification. 

2. The Metaphysical Stage: This phase introduces legalistic and political 

structures where the absolute power of monarchs is curtailed, leading to 
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constitutional governance. Decentralization and legal frameworks gradually 

replace divine right with concepts such as natural rights. 

3. The Positive Stage: Industrialization and scientific advancements define this 

phase, fostering an industrial society where knowledge and technology drive 

social and economic progress. Governance is guided by rational planning and 

empirical methods, with a focus on efficiency and productivity. 

Comte proposed a hierarchy of sciences, suggesting that disciplines develop in a 

manner similar to human thought. He asserted that while other sciences had already 

attained the positive stage, sociology was the final addition, marking the peak of 

intellectual advancement. 

Criticism and Legacy 

Comte’s theory has been widely criticized, as scholars argue that human thought 

does not evolve in a strictly linear manner. Instead, theological and metaphysical 

ideas often coexist alongside scientific reasoning. N.S. Timasheff points out that 

Comte’s proposed stages are not entirely separate but tend to overlap. Similarly, 

E.S. Bogardus suggests that Comte failed to recognize a fourth stage focused on 

social cohesion and justice. While thinkers like Charles Darwin acknowledged the 

value of Comte’s broad perspective on intellectual development, contemporary 

scholars challenge the deterministic nature of his framework. 

Despite its constraints, Comte’s Law of Three Stages remains a significant 

foundation in sociology, influencing later theories on social evolution and intellectual 

progress. His focus on scientific investigation as a key driver of societal growth 

continues to shape modern social sciences. 
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4.6 Key Contributors to Positivism 

Positivism can be traced back to the works of British philosopher Francis Bacon and 

British empiricists such as John Locke, George Berkeley, and particularly David 

Hume. During the 19th century, British utilitarian theorists Jeremy Bentham and John 

Stuart Mill also contributed to this methodology, incorporating positivist principles to 

measure human development, industrial expansion, and urban growth. The industrial 

revolution of the 18th century, with its emphasis on mass production, provided the 

necessary cultural impetus for the rise of positivist philosophy in Europe. These 

philosophical developments laid the groundwork for modernization theory, which 

emerged in Western Europe and North America. This theory assumed that science 

and technology would drive social progress and that the scientific method was the 

foundation for genuine knowledge in advancing human society. 

The term "positivism" and "positive philosophy" were likely first introduced by the 

French philosopher Claude-Henri Saint-Simon (1760–1825), who envisioned a 

scientific approach to understanding complex social realities. His ideas extended to 

social, political, educational, and religious affairs, with the objective of reforming 

these spheres. 

Saint-Simon’s student and collaborator, Auguste Comte (1789–1857), popularized 

and systematized the concepts of positivism and positive philosophy. Comte 

suggested that societies develop through three progressive stages. The first is the 

theological stage, where supernatural beliefs shape understanding. This is followed 

by the metaphysical stage, characterized by abstract philosophical reasoning. 

Finally, societies reach the scientific stage, where knowledge is based on empirical 

observation and a positivist approach becomes dominant. He is widely regarded as 
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the first true sociologist. Comte’s ideas later influenced French philosopher Hippolyte 

Taine (1828–1893) and French philosopher-linguist Émile Littré (1801–1881), both of 

whom became advocates of Comtean positivism in the latter half of the 19th century. 

Positivism was not confined to the Global North. For example, Argentine philosopher 

Alejandro Korn (1860–1936) applied positivist principles to the Argentine context, 

arguing that Argentina's post-independence experience shaped a distinct form of 

positivism. Similarly, Brazil’s national motto, "Ordem e Progresso" ("Order and 

Progress"), reflects Comte’s positivist influence, which also extended to Poland. 

Early social anthropologists and ethnographers were deeply influenced by 

positivism, which shaped their binary constructions of East vs. West, colonizer vs. 

colonized, and rational vs. oriental perspectives. 

Ernst Mach emerged as a significant positivist in the later 19th century. His scientific 

positivism heavily influenced the Vienna Circle, which led to the development of 

Logical Positivism. This school of thought, also called Logical Empiricism, integrated 

Mach’s positivism with the formal logic of Gottlob Frege, resulting in an analytical 

form of positivism that remains influential today. 

Self-Check Exercise 4: 

1. Who is credited with introducing the terms "positivism" and "positive 

philosophy"? 

2. Who systematized and popularized positivism? 

4.7 Later Developments in Positivism 

Comte’s vision of reforming society through positivism did not materialize as he had 

imagined, largely due to its idealistic nature and the impracticality of merging 
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science, morality, and governance. Nevertheless, positivist ideas continued to shape 

sociological thought. In France, Emile Durkheim advanced positivism by applying 

scientific rationalism to human behavior. He proposed methodological principles 

such as treating social facts as objective entities, explaining one social fact with 

another, distinguishing between normal and pathological social states, and rejecting 

preconceived notions in favor of empirical definitions. 

John Stuart Mill, a leading 19th-century philosopher, was also a key positivist thinker. 

His work, A System of Logic, elaborated on an empiricist theory of knowledge and 

scientific reasoning. British philosopher and sociologist Herbert Spencer is 

recognized for systematizing positivism in accordance with evolutionary principles. 

4.7.1 Logical Positivism 

Positivism re-emerged in the 1920s as "logical positivism," primarily through the 

Vienna Circle, an intellectual group based in Austria. Key figures included Moritz 

Schlick, Ernst Mach, Rudolf Carnap, Carl Hempel, and Otto Neurath. Logical 

positivists sought to unify scientific knowledge under a single framework based on 

physical laws and empirical verification. They drew on David Hume’s distinction 

between "relations of ideas" and "matters of fact," as well as Ludwig Wittgenstein’s 

proposition that language reflects reality (Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus). This led 

to the development of the "verifiability principle," which determined a statement's 

meaningfulness based on its factual verification. 

Positivism faced two major forms of opposition: anti-positivism and post-positivism. 

Anti-positivists contended that human and natural sciences were fundamentally 

different, making an explanatory science of society unfeasible. Movements such as 

hermeneutics, interpretative sociology, postmodernism, deconstruction, and 
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feminism argued that human actions, institutions, and beliefs derive meaning from 

subjective interpretations rather than causal laws. Consequently, the aim of social 

sciences should not be to formulate universal laws of human behavior but to interpret 

behavior through an understanding of individuals' subjective intentions. 

Self-Check Exercise 5: 

1. Who exemplifies the later development of positivism in France? 

2. Who is considered the systematizer of positivism based on evolutionary 

principles? 

3. What term was given to the resurgence of positivism in the 1920s? 

4.8 Critical Views on Comte’s Ideas 

Comte’s theories emphasized several key points: 

 Theories should be abstract and capable of explaining fundamental societal 

processes. 

 Theories must be systematically tested using scientific methods. 

 Data collection without theoretical guidance does not significantly contribute to 

understanding societal functions. 

 Sociology should be used to reconstruct social structures based on theoretical 

principles rather than ideological biases. 

Comte acknowledged that as societies expand, their components become both 

interdependent and independent. He reintroduced the "organismic analogy" in 

sociological thought, which influenced functionalist theories developed by Spencer 
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and Durkheim. However, Comte did not construct a comprehensive theory explaining 

how social systems operate. Although he compared his "law of three stages" to 

Newton’s law of gravity, this model is often seen as a simplified interpretation of 

intellectual history. While it provides a structured framework for understanding 

societal progress, critics argue that it overlooks the complexities and overlapping 

nature of historical developments. Instead of a linear progression, intellectual history 

often involves simultaneous and recurring influences, making it difficult to confine 

within rigid stages. Thus, while the model offers valuable insights, its applicability 

remains a subject of debate among scholars. Although his work justified the rise of 

positivism and the emergence of sociology as a discipline, it did not significantly 

enhance the understanding of social dynamics. 

Self-Check Exercise 6: 

1. Theories should be _______ to explain fundamental societal processes. 

2. Comte recognized that as society grows, its parts become _______ and 

_______ of each other. 

4.9 Summary 

The development of sociology as a science owes much to Auguste Comte’s 

contributions. His ideas influenced several major sociologists, including Pitirim 

Sorokin, John Stuart Mill, Lester Ward, Max Weber, and Emile Durkheim. While 

contemporary sociologists largely reject Comte’s "law of three stages," the concept 

of intellectual and cultural development in stages has been adapted in various 

sociological theories, such as those by Sorokin. 
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Comte’s ideas foreshadowed numerous trends in modern sociology. His propositions 

concerning the scope and methods of sociology have been revisited and expanded 

upon in later sociological thought. In the next section, we will explore the 

contributions of Herbert Spencer, another key figure in the history of sociology. 

In essence, Comte’s three stages represent different paradigms of human 

understanding. In the theological stage, people interpret natural phenomena through 

subjective experiences and supernatural explanations. As societies evolve, they 

enter the metaphysical stage, where earlier beliefs are questioned, and abstract 

principles begin to shape understanding. Ultimately, the positive or scientific stage 

emerges, shifting focus from absolute truths to empirical investigation of the laws 

governing nature and society. 

4.10 Glossary  

 Sociology- is the scientific and systematic study of society, human 

behaviour, pattern of social relationship and social interaction. 

 Culture- all the way of life including arts, beliefs and institutions of a 

population that are passed down from generation to generation. 

 Development- the process of becoming bigger, stronger, better etc.  

 Race- a category of humankind that shares certain distinctive physical 

traits.  

 Progress- movement forwards or towards achieving something.  

 Revolution- action taken by a large group of people to try change, 

especially by violent action.  

4.11 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercise -1 
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          Ans1. Queen Science  

Ans2. Comte  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

               Ans1.  Saint Simon and Auguste Comte  

Ans2. Saint Simon  

Ans3. Theological, metaphysical and positivistic  

    Self –Check Exercise-3  

               Ans1.Military and monarchical  

Ans2. Industrialists  

    Self- Check Exercise-4  

                Ans1.  Claude- Saint Simon  

Ans2.  Auguste Comte 

Self- Check Exercise-5  

Ans1. Emile Durkheim  

Ans2. Herbert Spencer  

Self- Check Exercise-6 

Ans1. Abstract  

Ans2. Interdependent and Independent. 

4.12 Suggested Readings  
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 Coser, Lewis. A. 1971. Masters of Sociological Thought Ideas in Historical 

and Social Context. Second Edition, Harcourt Brace Jovonovich, Inc.: New 

York.  

 Aron, Raymond. 1967. Main Currents in Sociological Thought, Vol. 1. 

England: Penguin Books. 

 Bukharin, N.I. 1926. Historical Materialism: A System of Sociology. Allen 

and Unwin: London 

 Cohen, G.A., (1978) Karl Marx's Theory of History: aDefence, Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. (A masterpiece of sustained interpretative 

argument.)  

 Elster, J., (1985) Making Sense of Marx, Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press. (Less tightlyfocused than Cohen, but full of insight and perhaps less 

one-sided. Contains a particularly good discussion of Marx's economics.)  

 Kolakowski, L., (1975) Main Currents of Marxism, Volume One. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. (A critical treatment, emphasizing the prophetic-

metaphysical background to Marxism.)  

 Lukacs, G., (1971) History and Class Consciousness, London: Merlin. (First 

published in 1921, this is the book that initiated `Hegelian' or `humanist' 

Marxism.)  

 Popper, K., (1948) The Open Society and its Enemies, London: Routledge 

and Kegan Paul. (An influential critique of Marx's claims to `science'.) 

4.13Terminal Questions  

    1. Explain Comte’s advocacy of sociology.  

    2. Define Comte law of three stages.  
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UNIT-5 

COMTE HIERARCHY OF SCIENCES 

STRUCTURE  

5.1 Introduction  

5.2 Learning Objectives 

5.3 Comte’s Organization of Sociology  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

5.4 Comte’s Advocacy of Sociology  

                          5.4.1 Social Statics and Social Dynamics 

Self- Check Exercise-2 

5.5 Sociology of Comte  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

5.6 Hierarchy of the Sciences  

Self- Check Exercise-4  

5.7 Summary  

5.8 Glossary  

5.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise                   

5.10 Suggested Readings  

5.11 Terminal Questions  

5.1Introduction 

Auguste Comte, born in 1798, emerged as a pivotal thinker during the post-French 

Revolution period, a time of significant social and political upheaval that reshaped 



90 
 

intellectual discourse. Recognizing the need for a structured understanding of 

society, he conceptualized sociology as the foremost discipline, placing it at the 

pinnacle of a scientific hierarchy. His characterization of sociology as the "queen of 

sciences" reflected his conviction that it could systematically analyze societal 

structures and guide social progress. While his early ideas garnered substantial 

recognition, his later years were fraught with personal and professional struggles, 

diminishing his influence within French intellectual circles. Nevertheless, his 

foundational works, particularly Course of Positive Philosophy, had already 

established his enduring legacy. Comte’s vision extended beyond France, shaping 

sociological thought in England and inspiring future scholars who critically engaged 

with his notion of sociology as a scientific discipline. His emphasis on positivism laid 

the groundwork for empirical methodologies in social research, reinforcing the 

discipline’s role in the broader scientific community. 

5.2LearningObjectives 

This unit aims to: 

 Comprehend Comte’s framework for organizing sociology. 

 Analyze Comte’s advocacy for the scientific study of society. 

 Examine the hierarchical classification of sciences as proposed by Comte. 

5.3 Comte’s Organization of Sociology 

Comte, influenced by his mentor Henri de Saint-Simon, viewed sociology as an 

extension of biology, likening society to a living organism. He proposed that social 

institutions function similarly to organs, each contributing to the stability and 

cohesion of the whole system. Emphasizing the interdependence of these 

components, he argued that studying them in isolation would provide an incomplete 
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picture of social organization. This perspective laid the groundwork for functionalist 

theory, which later became a key approach in sociological analysis. 

Comte’s methodology was deeply influenced by the growing prestige of biology in 

the 19th century. He adopted an organismic analogy, comparing societal structures 

to biological tissues and organs, each serving a specific function to maintain overall 

stability. His emphasis on social pathology as a means of understanding normal 

societal functioning further underscored his biological approach to sociology. His 

initial works attempted a fundamental categorization of social phenomena into static 

and dynamic elements. However, this distinction was not merely structural; it 

signified a deeper effort to integrate biological concepts with the Enlightenment's 

emphasis on progress and transformation. By doing so, he sought to bridge the gap 

between organic stability and societal evolution, highlighting the interplay between 

continuity and change in human development.  

Auguste Comte’s sociological perspective emphasized that social structures are not 

merely aggregates of individual characteristics but are instead composed of 

interconnected systems that evolve through differentiation and specialization. He 

argued that societies develop through a progressive transformation of their 

institutions, where simpler forms give rise to more complex arrangements over time. 

Although his analysis of the family contained certain limitations, it introduced a 

foundational idea—that social institutions undergo an evolutionary process shaped 

by structural interdependencies. This perspective influenced later structural-

functional approaches in sociology by highlighting the systematic nature of social 

change and institutional development. 
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Expanding his framework to societal structures, Comte maintained that social 

progress follows a pattern similar to biological evolution. He argued that as societies 

advance, they exhibit increasing specialization of roles and functions, yet they must 

also maintain cohesion. This dynamic tension between differentiation and integration 

became a central concern for sociologists like Émile Durkheim, who later formalized 

the concept of social solidarity. 

Comte identified three primary mechanisms for maintaining social cohesion despite 

functional differentiation: 

1. Interdependence of Social Institutions – Just as organs in a body rely on 

one another to sustain life, social institutions must function in a coordinated 

manner to ensure stability. 

2. Centralization of Authority – A strong, centralized government plays a 

crucial role in regulating interactions among various social structures, 

preventing fragmentation and disorder. 

3. Development of a Shared Moral Framework – Common values and 

collective consciousness serve to unify individuals within a society, reinforcing 

social bonds and mitigating the potential disruptions caused by increasing 

specialization. 

Through this analytical lens, Comte believed he had discovered fundamental laws 

governing social stability and order. Although his ideas were not fully formed, they 

laid the groundwork for future sociological studies on social integration. Thinkers like 

Herbert Spencer and Émile Durkheim built upon these concepts, refining them to 

tackle key sociological issues. Ultimately, Comte’s vision of sociology as a scientific 
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discipline laid the intellectual groundwork for modern sociological theory, despite the 

limitations and controversies surrounding his later works.  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

Q1. According to Saint Simon Comte saw sociology as extension of---------. 

Q2. Social organization is maintained by----------. 

5.4 Comte’s Advocacy of Sociology 

Auguste Comte’s Positive Philosophy presents a compelling case for recognizing 

sociology as a scientific discipline. Across its five volumes, Comte traces the 

historical development of various sciences, ultimately positioning sociology as the 

culmination of positivist thought. His work not only provides a theoretical foundation 

for scientific inquiry but also asserts sociology’s legitimacy as a distinct and rigorous 

field of study. 

Comte’s argument for sociology as a science rests on two key premises. First, he 

situates its emergence within his “law of the three stages,” which suggests that 

human thought evolves from theological and metaphysical explanations to a 

scientific, or positivist, framework. By this logic, sociology represents the most 

advanced form of knowledge, grounded in empirical observation and systematic 

analysis. Second, he classifies sociology as the “queen of the sciences,” placing it at 

the top of a hierarchical structure that integrates insights from all preceding 

disciplines. This designation underscores its role in synthesizing knowledge and 

guiding social progress. 

These two interrelated ideas—the historical necessity of sociology’s emergence and 

its supreme position among the sciences—helped establish its intellectual legitimacy. 
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Comte’s framework not only justified sociology’s scientific status but also shaped 

early sociological thought, reinforcing the idea that society should be studied using 

empirical methods akin to those in the natural sciences. While his hierarchical model 

of the sciences has been critiqued, his broader contribution remains significant: he 

laid the groundwork for sociology as an empirical and systematic discipline. 

Auguste Comte proposed that human thought evolves through three stages: 

theological, metaphysical, and positivistic. Each stage lays the groundwork for the 

next, and transitions between them often involve significant intellectual shifts. 

However, Comte recognized that different fields of knowledge progress at varying 

rates, with some reaching the positivistic stage earlier than others. 

In Positive Philosophy, Comte argued that the rate of advancement in different 

sciences depends on their generality, simplicity, and independence. He observed 

that knowledge of the physical world progresses faster than the study of organic life, 

as inorganic phenomena are less complex. Astronomy, being the most fundamental 

and least dependent on other sciences, was the first to achieve a positivistic 

approach. It was followed by physics and chemistry, which built upon earlier scientific 

developments. 

The study of organic life, particularly biology, could only adopt a positivistic 

framework once the physical sciences had matured. Biology was the first organic 

science to move beyond metaphysical explanations, paving the way for sociology to 

develop as a scientific discipline. Comte believed that only after biology had 

embraced positivism could sociology transition from speculative thought to a 

structured, scientific analysis of society. 
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Auguste Comte argued that sociology was the last discipline to emerge because of 

its complexity and the necessity for other fundamental sciences to reach a positivist 

stage before it could develop. At the time, this perspective provided strong 

justification for sociology as a distinct scientific field while also explaining the relative 

lack of scientific rigor in social thought compared to other sciences. Although 

sociology builds upon advancements in other sciences, it remains distinct by 

focusing on phenomena that set it apart from inorganic sciences and even from 

biology, despite being an organic science itself. Comte emphasized that sociology 

would examine aspects of human life that demonstrate even greater complexity, 

specialization, and individuality than those studied in biological sciences. 

His concept of a scientific hierarchy further legitimized sociology by positioning it as 

the pinnacle of the evolutionary development of the sciences. This framework not 

only accounted for sociology’s delayed progress but also elevated its status above 

other established sciences. By presenting sociology as the culmination of the 

scientific method, Comte aimed to secure its legitimacy. While his success in this 

endeavor was limited, he was the first to recognize sociology’s potential as a science 

comparable to the natural sciences. He believed that, in time, sociology would shed 

the theological and metaphysical influences of earlier social thought, evolving into a 

true scientific discipline. Comte’s extensive advocacy for this idea in Positive 

Philosophy firmly establishes his reputation as the founder of sociological theory. 

5.4.1 Social static and social dynamics  

Auguste Comte categorized sociology into two main branches: social statics and 

social dynamics. Social dynamics focuses on the evolving aspects of society, such 

as progress, development, and transformation. In contrast, social statics examines 
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the structural conditions that sustain a society at any given time, analyzing them 

through the lens of social order. A fundamental principle of social order, derived from 

natural laws, is the concept of consensus universalis—a shared agreement across 

societies on the interdependent roles of order and progress. Comte viewed 

consensus universalis as the essential foundation of social solidarity. 

Self- Check Exercise -2 

Q1. Explain How many volumes the reviewed for the showing how sociology 

represent the culmination of positivism.  

Q2. What is the third stage in Comte laws?  

Q3. Comte divide sociology in which parts.  

5.5 Sociology by Comte 

Auguste Comte aimed to establish a scientific approach to studying society that 

could explain historical developments, structure the present, and anticipate future 

trends. Initially, he referred to this discipline as "social physics," later renaming it 

"sociology." He emphasized the need to separate factual inquiry from personal 

values and envisioned an ideal society governed by scientific principles, where 

decisions were based on empirical evidence. Comte believed that sociology should 

not only be a subject of academic study but also serve a practical purpose by 

enhancing societal well-being and improving the quality of life. 

A central tenet of Comte’s philosophy was the unity of humanity, which, he argued, 

required the subordination of intellect to emotions. He maintained that true social 

harmony must have an objective foundation, independent of personal choices, and 

rooted in the natural laws governing human behavior. Once individuals comprehend 
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these laws, the emotion of love can counteract conflicting tendencies within society. 

This external order exists independently of human will, and recognizing its presence 

is crucial in overcoming divisions. Without such an objective basis, achieving unity 

would be unattainable. 

Comte acknowledged that self-interest is an innate human trait, often stronger than 

the instinct to care for others. However, social harmony can be attained through 

external factors that naturally regulate selfish impulses. He envisioned sociology as 

an overarching discipline that integrates various fields of study related to human 

society and external nature. For him, moral cohesion within individuals and 

communities depended on recognizing a higher external authority capable of guiding 

and restraining human instincts. Without such recognition, unregulated freedom 

would lead to chaos. True progress, according to Comte, requires reducing 

inconsistency and conflict by aligning intellectual, moral, and practical efforts with 

external guiding principles. He also believed that philosophy should serve as a 

constructive critique of nature, assisting humanity in its pursuit of self-improvement. 

 

Self- Check Exercise-3  

Q1. Comte called new sciences as ------ 

Q2. Later Comte called social physics as------.  

5.6 Hierarchy of the Sciences Explained by August Comte  

Auguste Comte’s second most well-known theory, the hierarchy or classification of 

the sciences, is closely linked to his law of three stages. Just as human society 

advances through distinct phases, with each new stage building upon the 
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achievements of the previous ones, scientific knowledge also follows a similar 

pattern of progression. However, the pace at which different sciences develop varies. 

Comte observed that a particular field of knowledge reaches the positive stage 

earlier depending on its generality, simplicity, and independence from other fields. 

Since ancient times, scholars have attempted to categorize knowledge based on 

different principles. Greek philosophers divided knowledge into three broad areas: 

Physics, Ethics, and Politics. Later, Francis Bacon classified knowledge according to 

human faculties—memory, imagination, and reason—associating history with 

memory, poetry with imagination, and sciences like physics and chemistry with 

reason. 

Comte, however, based his classification on the scientific or positive stage of human 

thought. His primary objective in organizing the sciences was to establish a 

foundation for the study of society, leading to the development of sociology—a 

discipline he pioneered. This classification also shaped the methodology of 

sociology. According to Comte, each science emerges not arbitrarily but in response 

to the need to understand and uncover the laws governing specific aspects of human 

experience. Each discipline focuses on a distinct set of phenomena and formulates 

principles based on empirical observations. 

Comte regarded sociology as the final and most complex discipline within the 

hierarchy of sciences. He did not claim that sociology was superior to other sciences; 

rather, he saw it as a unifying discipline that integrates insights from all preceding 

sciences to provide a comprehensive understanding of human society. He proposed 

a sequential development of sciences, starting with astronomy, the most general and 

fundamental natural science, followed by physics, chemistry, biology, and, ultimately, 
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sociology. This hierarchy follows a principle of increasing complexity and decreasing 

generality—earlier sciences are more fundamental and widely applicable, while later 

sciences deal with more complex and specific phenomena. 

Underlying all sciences, however, is mathematics, which Comte considered the most 

fundamental tool for investigating natural laws. He divided mathematics into abstract 

mathematics (calculus) and concrete mathematics (geometry and rational 

mechanics). This results in six major scientific disciplines, forming a structured order 

of knowledge. 

Comte’s classification aligns with the historical development of scientific disciplines, 

illustrating their interconnections and progressive refinement. He emphasized that to 

achieve a thorough understanding of sociology, one must first study the sciences 

that precede it. The hierarchical arrangement ensures that each science is founded 

on the principles of the one before it, forming a structured progression from simpler, 

more general phenomena to more complex and specific ones. In this hierarchy, 

mathematics occupies the foundational level, while sociology stands at the top, 

integrating insights from all previous sciences. 

Auguste Comte, the founder of positivism, proposed a systematic arrangement of 

sciences based on their historical development, interdependence, complexity, and 

modifiability. He argued that sciences evolved in a particular sequence, each building 

upon the foundations of its predecessors. This classification was not only a 

theoretical construct but also highlighted the methodological variations among 

different disciplines. 

Criteria for the Classification of Sciences 
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1. Historical Emergence and Development: Sciences have progressed over 

time, evolving from simpler forms to more complex ones. 

2. Interdependence Among Sciences: Each science relies on the knowledge 

and development of its predecessors. 

3. Degree of Generality and Complexity: The earlier sciences are more 

general, while later ones deal with more complex subject matter. 

4. Modifiability of Facts Studied: Sciences differ in the extent to which their 

subjects can be altered; for instance, social sciences study highly dynamic 

phenomena. 

Hierarchical Structure of Sciences 

Mathematics 

Mathematics serves as the foundation of all sciences, dealing with quantitative 

measurement and relationships between magnitudes. It is divided into: 

 Abstract Mathematics: Focuses on theoretical calculations and logical 

deductions. 

 Concrete Mathematics: Involves practical applications and experimental 

verification. 

Astronomy 

Astronomy is concerned with the study of celestial bodies and their motion. Since 

direct experimentation is impossible in this field, it heavily relies on observation, 

measurement, and mathematical calculations. It playes a crucial role in challenging 

theological and metaphysical conceptions about the universe. 
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Physics 

Physics examines the fundamental properties of matter and energy, analyzing forces 

and interactions at a macroscopic level. Unlike astronomy, physics allows for direct 

human intervention in experiments. It includes various branches such as: 

 Statics and Dynamics: Study of motion and forces. 

 Thermology: Analysis of heat and energy transfer. 

 Optics: Exploration of light and vision. 

 Electrology: Examination of electrical and magnetic phenomena. 

Chemistry 

Chemistry studies the composition, decomposition, and transformation of substances 

at a molecular level. Unlike physics, which considers bulk properties, chemistry 

delves into how different substances interact at a microscopic level. The 

experimental method is more integral to chemistry, making it a bridge between 

physics and biological sciences. 

Biology 

Biology, which includes botany, zoology, and physiology, investigates the structure, 

function, and behavior of living organisms. It emphasizes the interdependence 

between organisms and their environments. Unlike physics and chemistry, which 

isolate elements for study, biology adopts a holistic approach, considering the entire 

organism as a functional unit. 

Sociology 
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At the peak of the hierarchy, sociology is the study of human societies, their 

structures, functions, and changes over time. It relies on the methodologies of all 

preceding sciences while incorporating unique approaches suited to social 

phenomena. Key aspects of sociology include: 

 Social Statics: Analysis of societal structures and stability. 

 Social Dynamics: Examination of societal changes and progress over time. 

Methodological Distinctions and Sociological Implications 

Sociology, according to Comte, is the culmination of all scientific thought. Unlike the 

natural sciences, which analyze isolated components, sociology emphasizes 

studying social systems as wholes. The holistic approach in sociology is akin to 

biology, which studies organisms in their entirety rather than in fragmented parts. 

Comte’s insistence on applying the scientific method to society led to the 

development of sociology as a discipline distinct from philosophy and metaphysics. 

He introduced the concept of positivism, advocating for empirical research and 

observation-based studies. His methodological approach had a significant impact on 

later sociologists, including Herbert Spencer and Émile Durkheim, who expanded 

upon his ideas to advance the study of social order and progress. 

 Sociology Role in Scientific Progress 

Comte envisioned sociology as the final and most complex science, synthesizing 

knowledge from all other fields to understand human society comprehensively. He 

did not claim its superiority over other sciences but emphasized its integrative role in 

organizing and relating scientific knowledge. Sociology, in his view, would provide 
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solutions to social problems by applying scientific principles to governance, morality, 

and social order.  

Self-Check Exercise-4 

1. What is Comte’s second-best known theory? 

2. What is the hierarchy of sciences and its significance? 

5.7 Summary 

Comte’s classification of sciences laid the foundation for understanding the 

progressive development of human knowledge. His hierarchical model illustrates 

how sciences build upon each other, culminating in sociology as the study of 

society’s structure and dynamics. His vision of sociology as a scientific discipline 

continues to influence contemporary sociological thought, reinforcing its role as an 

evolving and empirical field of study. 

5.8 Glossary 

 Power: The ability to influence or control people or events. 

 Astronomy: Astronomy is the scientific exploration of celestial objects and 

the vast universe beyond our planet. It examines stars, planets, galaxies, and 

other cosmic phenomena to understand their properties, movements, and 

origins. 

 Philosophy: The exploration of fundamental questions about existences, 

knowledge, and ethics. 

 Analysis: A detailed examination of the components or structure of 

something. 
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 Structure: The arrangement or organization of parts within a system. 

 Development: The process of growth or advancement. 

 Morality: Principles distinguishing right from wrong behavior. 

 Progress: The movement towards improvement and betterment. 

 Theory: A framework of ideas explaining a phenomenon. 

5.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

     Self- Check Exercise-1  

                    Ans1. Biology. 

Ans2. Mutual dependence, Centralization of authority, Common morality.   

           Self- Check Exercise -2 

                     Ans1. Five  

                     Ans.2. Positivism.  

Ans3. Social statics and social dynamics.   

              Self- Check Exercise-3  

                        Ans1. Social physics.  

Ans2. Sociology 

Self- Check Exercise-4  

Ans1. Hierarchy of sciences.  
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Ans2. Mathematic, Astronomy, Physics, Chemistry, Biology and 

Sociology. 

 

5.10 Suggested Readings  

    Aron, R. 1967. Main Currents of Sociological Thought. Volume 2, Penguin 

Books: London.  

     Freund, Julien 1968. The Sociology of Max Weber. Random House: New 

York. 

     Haralambos, M. 1980. Sociology: Themes and Perspectives. Oxford 

University Press: London. 

      Aron, R. (1967). Main Currents in Sociological Thought. Volume 2, London 

Penguin Books.  

      Bendix, R. (1960). Max Weber: An Intellectual Portrait, New  

5.11 Terminal Questions  

1.Explain Comte’s organization of sociology.  

     2. What do you mean by Comte advocacy of sociology? 

      3. Briefly, explain the hierarchy of sciences.  
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UNIT-6  

HERBERT SPENCER  

STRUCTURE 

6.1 Introduction 

6.2 Learning Objectives  

6.3 Biographical Sketch  

                6.3.1 His Social Environment  

                6.3.2 Career   

                 6.3.3 Writing  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

6.4 Later Life  

                6.4.1 Synthetic Philosophy 

Self- Check Exercise-2   

6.5 Sociology  

                6.5.1 Ethics  

                6.5.2 Agnosticism  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

6.6 General Influences  

                6.6.1 Political Influence  

                6.6.2 Influence on Literature  

Self- Check Exercise-4  

6.7 Summary  



107 
 

6.8 Glossary  

6.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

6.10 Suggested Readings  

6.11 Terminal Questions  

6.1 Introduction 

The foundational ideas put forth by early sociologists have played a fundamental role 

in shaping the discipline of sociology. The systematic study of human behavior and 

society is a relatively recent academic development, emerging in the late eighteenth 

century in Europe. This era experienced profound changes, such as the 

Enlightenment, the French Revolution, and the Industrial Revolution. These events 

prompted scholars to reassess conventional ways of life and formulate fresh 

perspectives on social structures. 

Just as natural scientists sought to explain the workings of the natural world, 

sociologists aimed to analyze and understand societal complexities. This led to the 

recognition of sociology as a scientific discipline. Auguste Comte (1798–1857) is 

widely acknowledged for introducing the term "sociology" and laying the foundation 

for its study. Another key contributor to the field was British sociologist Herbert 

Spencer (1820–1903). Although influenced by Comte’s ideas, Spencer formulated 

his own approach, integrating evolutionary principles and the organic analogy to 

analyze societal structures and functions. 

6.2 Learning Objectives 

By the end of this unit, students will be able to: 

 Understand the biographical background of Herbert Spencer. 
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 Examine his views on agnosticism. 

 Analyze his intellectual influences and contributions to sociology. 

6.3 Biographical Sketch 

Herbert Spencer was born on April 27, 1820, in Derby, England, into a middle-class 

family. His father, George Spencer, was a schoolmaster, and his family held strong 

nonconformist beliefs with an individualistic outlook. Spencer, the oldest among nine 

siblings, was the sole survivor into adulthood. This experience likely shaped his later 

support for the idea of "survival of the fittest." 

Unlike most of his contemporaries, Spencer did not receive formal schooling; 

instead, he was educated at home by his father and uncle. Though he had limited 

exposure to subjects like literature and history, he excelled in mathematics. Despite 

his unconventional education, he made significant contributions to various fields, 

including biology and psychology. 

Spencer initially worked as a railway engineer but later transitioned into journalism. 

He became an editor at The Economist, a well-regarded publication. Over time, he 

shifted his focus to independent writing and developed a friendship with the poet 

George Eliot. Although their relationship did not lead to marriage, Spencer remained 

unmarried throughout his life. He was financially stable but never amassed great 

wealth. 

Herbert Spencer’s first significant work, Social Statics, was published in 1850 and 

garnered substantial recognition. While some critics alleged that he had drawn ideas 

from Auguste Comte, Spencer insisted that his theories were independently 

formulated. After the publication of Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species in 1859, 

Spencer incorporated evolutionary principles into his sociological framework. He was 
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also a proponent of laissez-faire economics, aligning with the prevailing economic 

views in England at the time. Although he gained widespread fame, Spencer grew 

disillusioned in his later years, feeling that his work had not achieved its desired 

influence. 

6.3.1 Social Environment 

Spencer’s intellectual environment was marked by similar social and political 

upheavals as those faced by Comte. Both thinkers believed in social progress and 

the inevitable course of historical development, a viewpoint also reflected in Karl 

Marx's ideas. This era, often referred to as the 'Century of Great Hope,' was marked 

by a strong sense of optimism about the advancement of society.  

6.3.2 Career 

Spencer struggled to settle into a particular career path during his early years. He 

initially worked as a civil engineer during the railway expansion of the late 1830s. 

Simultaneously, he contributed to provincial journals that held radical political and 

religious views. Over time, he shifted towards philosophy and sociology. 

6.3.3 Writing 

Spencer’s first book, Social Statics (1851), was published while he was working as a 

sub-editor at The Economist. In this work, he predicted that humanity would 

eventually adapt fully to social living, rendering the state unnecessary. His publisher, 

John Chapman, introduced him to leading intellectuals, including John Stuart Mill, 

Harriet Martineau, and George Eliot. Through these interactions, Spencer became 

familiar with Comte’s positivist philosophy but ultimately disagreed with Comte’s 

approach. 
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In 1855, Spencer published Principles of Psychology, which explored a biological 

basis for psychological development. He proposed that the human mind operates 

under natural laws and can be studied using scientific principles. He aimed to 

integrate associationist psychology with theories of brain function, suggesting that 

repeated mental associations shape neural structures and can be inherited across 

generations. Although the book was initially unsuccessful, it laid the groundwork for 

his later work. 

Spencer was deeply committed to the idea of universal natural laws. He believed 

that all aspects of human culture, including language and morality, could be 

understood through scientific principles. Unlike theologians who viewed the human 

soul as beyond scientific inquiry, Spencer sought to apply the principle of evolution to 

all facets of life. Inspired by Comte’s ambition to establish a comprehensive 

sociological framework, Spencer attempted to formulate a single law of universal 

application, which he termed the principle of evolution. 

In 1858, Spencer outlined his System of Synthetic Philosophy, a massive intellectual 

project aimed at demonstrating that evolutionary principles applied to biology, 

psychology, sociology, and morality. Originally planned as a ten-volume series to be 

completed in twenty years, it ultimately took him forty years to complete. 

By the 1870s, Spencer had gained immense popularity and was recognized as one 

of the leading philosophers of the time. His works were widely read and translated 

into multiple languages, including German, French, Italian, Russian, Japanese, and 

Chinese. By 1869, he was financially independent, earning a living from book sales 

and journal contributions. He was honored by prestigious institutions and became a 

member of the Athenaeum Club and the X Club, which included notable Victorian 
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intellectuals. His close associations with figures like Thomas Henry Huxley and John 

Tyndall helped solidify his influence within the scientific community. Despite his 

successes, he remains dissatisfied with his achievements toward the end of his life. 

Self-Check Exercise-1 

1. In which year was Herbert Spencer born? 

2. What was the name of Herbert Spencer’s father? 

3. In which year was Spencer’s first book published? 

6.4 Later Life 

The final decades of Herbert Spencer's life were marked by increasing isolation, 

disillusionment, and declining health. Remaining unmarried throughout his life, he 

developed hypochondriac tendencies after 1855, frequently complaining about 

ailments that physicians of the time were unable to diagnose. His heightened 

sensitivity and inability to tolerate disagreement further hindered his social 

engagements. He cancelled a scheduled meeting with Thomas Huxley because of a 

scientific dispute, concerned that a debate might negatively impact his delicate 

health. 

By the 1890s, Spencer's popularity diminished as readers distanced themselves 

from his works, while many of his close associates passed away. This period also 

witnessed a shift in his ideological stance; once a radical democrat advocating for 

women’s suffrage and land nationalization, he transitioned into a staunch 

conservative. He aligned himself with the Property and Liberty Defence League, 

opposing what he perceive as an increasing socialist influence in government 
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policies. His later political views were prominently expressed in The Man Versus the 

State, one of his most well-known works. 

Despite his growing conservatism, Spencer consistently opposed imperialism and 

militarism. His vehement criticism of the Boer War led to a further decline in his 

popularity in Britain. However, his contributions were still acknowledged 

internationally, as evidenced by his election to the American Philosophical Society in 

1883. 

6.4.1 Synthetic Philosophy 

Spencer’s philosophical framework gained traction during a time when traditional 

religious beliefs were being challenged by scientific advancements. His Synthetic 

Philosophy provided a secular alternative, promoting the belief in humanity’s ultimate 

perfection based on scientific principles such as thermodynamics and biological 

evolution. 

His philosophy was an intricate blend of deism and positivism. Influenced by his 

father and the Derby Philosophical Society, he absorbed aspects of 18th-century 

deism, which viewed natural laws as divine decrees meant to promote human well-

being. Although Spencer later abandoned conventional religious faith, remnants of 

this worldview persisted in his thinking. Simultaneously, he was significantly 

influenced by positivism, particularly its emphasis on the unification of scientific 

knowledge and rejection of metaphysical speculation. 

Spencer's Synthetic Philosophy sought to establish natural laws governing various 

scientific disciplines, including biology, psychology, and sociology. His approach was 

inspired by Robert Chambers’ Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (1844), 

which attempted to unify scientific explanations under a single evolutionary 
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framework. Unlike Auguste Comte, who focused on the unity of the scientific method, 

Spencer aimed to demonstrate that all natural laws ultimately converged into one 

fundamental principle—the law of evolution. His philosophy posited that progress 

was an inevitable outcome of these natural laws, shaping both the natural world and 

human society. 

Self-Check Exercise-2 

Q1. Spencer followed ___________ in aiming for the unification of scientific truth. 

Q2. Origin of Species was written by whom? 

6.5 Sociology 

Spencer was deeply influenced by Auguste Comte’s positivist sociology, which 

proposed that society evolved through three stages of development. However, 

Spencer rejected Comte’s ideological assumptions and reformulated social science 

through the lens of his evolutionary principles. He is credited with introducing the 

term social structure and applying evolutionary theory to societal development. 

Although often associated with social Darwinism, Spencer’s sociology was more 

nuanced. His theory emphasized societal evolution from simple, undifferentiated 

homogeneity to complex, differentiated heterogeneity. He distinguished between two 

societal types: militant societies, characterized by hierarchy and obedience, and 

industrial societies, based on voluntary social contracts. He conceptualized society 

as a 'social organism' that evolved through natural progression, though he later 

wavered on whether this evolution would culminate in anarchism or a minimal state 

with limited governmental functions. 
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Despite his contributions to structural functionalism, Spencer’s integration of 

Lamarckian and Darwinian principles into sociology faced significant criticism. 

Thinkers like Wilhelm Dilthey and Lester Frank Ward challenged his laissez-faire 

ideology, arguing that his political biases distorted his sociological interpretations. By 

the late 19th century, scholars such as Émile Durkheim and Max Weber had shifted 

sociology away from Spencer’s positivist framework, yet his ideas continued to 

influence economics and political science, particularly in debates on minimal state 

intervention and economic liberalism. 

6.5.1 Ethics 

Spencer envisioned the culmination of evolution as the emergence of a ‘perfect man 

in a perfect society.’ His earlier works suggested this transformation would occur 

rapidly, but over time, he acknowledged that the process spanned multiple 

generations. He believed human instincts, particularly aggression, were evolutionary 

relics necessary for survival in primitive conditions but maladaptive in advanced 

societies. Through Lamarckian inheritance, he theorized that moral progress would 

lead to increased altruism and reduced conflict. 

A cornerstone of Spencer’s ethical philosophy was the natural relationship between 

conduct and consequences. He opposed state intervention in poverty relief, 

education, and vaccination, arguing that individuals must experience the natural 

outcomes of their actions to foster moral progress. Excessive charity, particularly 

toward the ‘undeserving poor,’ disrupted this evolutionary mechanism by preventing 

people from learning through experience. 

Despite adopting a utilitarian framework—seeking the greatest happiness for the 

greatest number—Spencer’s concept of liberty emphasized non-coercion and the 
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sanctity of private property. He distinguished between Absolute Ethics, a theoretical 

moral ideal, and Relative Ethics, which acknowledged the imperfections of 

contemporary human nature. 

Spencer also theorized about the role of music in ethical development, proposing 

that its origins lay in impassioned speech. He suggested that music’s emotional 

resonance contributed to moral refinement, enhancing human empathy and ethical 

consciousness. 

In his later years, Spencer abandoned his early optimism, growing increasingly 

pessimistic about humanity’s future. Nevertheless, he remained committed to 

defending his philosophical system, striving to prevent its misinterpretation and 

preserve its core principles of non-interference and natural law. 

6.5.2 Agnosticism 

Herbert Spencer's influence among the Victorians was largely attributed to his 

agnosticism. He dismissed theology, viewing it as the "impiety of the pious." His 

rejection of conventional religious doctrines led to significant criticism from religious 

thinkers, who often accused him of promoting atheism and materialism. However, 

unlike Thomas Henry Huxley, who actively challenged religious faith, Spencer sought 

a middle ground between science and religion. 

In his "First Principles" (2nd edition, 1867), Spencer argued that both religious belief 

and scientific inquiry ultimately lead to topes that are beyond human comprehension. 

Whether considering a divine creator or the fundamental essence of existence, 

human intellect is incapable of fully grasping these realities. He maintained that both 

religion and science converge on the fundamental truth that human knowledge is 

inherently "relative" and limited to observable phenomena. Consequently, he 
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concluded that the "Power which the Universe manifests to us is utterly inscrutable." 

This acknowledgment of "the Unknowable" could, in his view, form the basis of a 

new faith, replacing traditional religious structures with a non-anthropomorphic 

spiritual outlook. 

Self-Check Exercise-3 

1. Spencer's sociology is described as a _______. 

2. Spencer was influenced by whom? 

6.6 General Influence 

Unlike most philosophers, whose impact remains confined to academia, Spencer 

enjoyed widespread popularity in the 19th century. By the 1870s and 1880s, he had 

sold over a million copies of his works. His authorized publisher, Appleton, sold 

nearly 369,000 copies between 1860 and 1903 in the United States, mirroring sales 

figures in Britain and other regions. 

His emphasis on individual self-improvement resonated with skilled workers, while 

intellectuals such as William James recognized his role in broadening intellectual 

horizons. Spencer's ideas deeply influenced Victorian thought, with thinkers like 

Henry Sidgwick, T.T. Green, G.E. Moore, and Émile Durkheim engaging with or 

reacting to his theories. Durkheim's "Division of Labour in Society" is largely a 

critique of Spencer’s sociology, though it also borrows extensively from it. 

Spencer's ideas shaped "Polish Positivism" in post-1863 Poland. The writer Bolesław 

Prus praised him as the "Aristotle of the nineteenth century" and incorporated his 

organicist metaphor of society into his literature. However, in the early 20th century, 

Spencer's reputation declined, with critics dismissing his work as lacking 
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philosophical rigor. Despite this, his deep impact on Victorian thought ensured his 

influence persisted. 

6.6.1 Political Influence 

Spencer's political philosophy has been interpreted in diverse ways. While often 

labeled a social Darwinist, his work also inspired libertarians, anarchists, and 

advocates of state intervention. His writings were cited by conservative U.S. 

Supreme Court justices in cases limiting labor protections, while critics like Oliver 

Wendell Holmes Jr. rejected his views on absolute economic freedom. 

In Asia, Spencer’s ideas influenced political reformers in China and Japan. Chinese 

scholar Yan Fu integrated his philosophy into discussions on state modernization, 

while Japanese intellectual Tokutomi Sohō applied his ideas to Japan’s transition 

from feudalism to industrialization. Spencer also engaged in correspondence with 

Japanese statesman Kaneko Kentarō, cautioning against imperialism. In India, his 

works were translated into Marathi and shaped the ideas of leaders like Tilak and 

Agarkar. 

6.6.2 Influence on Literature 

Spencer significantly impacted literature and rhetoric. His 1852 essay "The 

Philosophy of Style" advocated for clear, efficient writing that minimized cognitive 

effort for the reader. His formalist approach influenced rhetorical studies, 

emphasizing logical sentence structures for maximum clarity. 

His philosophical ideas permeated the works of major authors, Writers such as 

George Eliot, Leo Tolstoy, Thomas Hardy, Bolesław Prus, and H.G. Wells have 

explored similar themes in their works. Additionally, Jack London’s Martin Eden 

portrays a protagonist influenced by Spencerian philosophy. Anton Chekhov’s "Three 



118 
 

Sisters" includes a character who espouses Spencer’s philosophy, and H.G. Wells' 

"The Time Machine" employs his theories to explain human evolution. Spencer’s 

intellectual reach extended beyond academics to writers and cultural figures who 

shaped public discourse. 

Self-Check Exercise-4 

1. In which year did Spencer achieve unparalleled popularity? 

2. Who wrote "Division of Labour in Society"? 

3. Spencer’s work has been seen as a model for later ______ thinkers. 

6.7 Summary 

Shortly before his death in 1902, Spencer was nominated for the Nobel Prize in 

Literature, though it was awarded to Theodor Mommsen. He continued writing until 

his health deteriorated. His ashes were interred in Highgate Cemetery near Karl 

Marx’s grave. At his funeral, Indian nationalist Shyamji Krishna Varma donated 

£1,000 to Oxford University to establish a lectureship in Spencer’s honor. 

Largely self-educated, Spencer’s intellectual development was shaped by exposure 

to empirical science, evolutionary thought, and free-market political ideals. His works 

synthesized biological, social, and philosophical ideas, leaving a lasting impact on 

various disciplines. 

6.8 Glossary 

 Principles – Fundamental ideas or rules governing a system. 

 Friction – The force that opposes the motion between two interacting 

surfaces is known as friction. It arises due to the irregularities on the surface 
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at a microscopic level and depends on factors such as texture and the force 

pressing the surfaces together. 

 Ethics – Moral principles guiding behavior and decision-making. 

 Socialism – A political ideology advocating for economic equality and 

collective ownership. 

 Interpretations – The process of explaining or understanding a concept.  

6.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

Ans1. 1820 

Ans2. George Spencer  

Ans3. 1850  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

Ans1. Comte  

Ans2. Charles Darwin 

Self – Check Exercise-3  

Ans1. Social Darwinism 

Ans2. Charles Darwin  

Self- Check Exercise-4  

Ans1. 1870 to 1880  
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Ans2. Emile Durkheim 

Ans3. Libertarian   

6.10 Suggested Readings  

 Coser, Lewis A. 1971. Masters of Sociology Thought Ideas in Historical 

and Social Context. Second Edition, Harcourt Brace Jovonovich, Inc.: 

New York.  

 Hubert, Rene, 1963. Encyclopaedia of Social Sciences. Vol. 1-IV, pp. 

151- 152. 15th printing. The MacMillan Co.: New York. 

 Timasheff, Nocholas S., 1967. Sociological Theory. Its Nature and 

Growth¸ Third Edition. Random House: New York. 

 Aron, R. (1967). Main Currents in Sociological Thought. Volume 2, 

London Penguin Books.  

  Bendix, R. (1960). Max Weber: An Intellectual Portrait, New . 

6.11 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Discuss Spencer biographical sketch.  

Q2. Describe Spencer synthetic philosophy.  

Q3. Explain Spencer influences.  
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UNIT-7 

EVOLUTIONARY THEORY 

STRUCTURE   

7.1 Introduction  

7.2 Learning Objectives  

7.3 Functionalism 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

7.4 The Beginning of the Concept of Social Evolution  

                            7.4.1 Evolution of Human Society  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

7.5 Evolution Theory According to Herbert Spencer  

                            7.5.1 Characteristics of the Evolution of Society  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

7.6 The Evolutionary Doctrine  

                              7.6.1 Spencer Evolution of Society 

Self- Check Exercise-4  

7.7 Significance of Herbert Spencer Idea to Contemporary Sociology 

Self- Check Exercise-5  

7.8 Summary  

7.9 Glossary  

7.10 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

7.11 Suggested Readings  
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7.12 Terminal Questions   

7.1 Introduction 

Human life is inherently social, characterized by continuous interactions between 

individuals. The necessity of survival compels humans to live in society, making 

social relationships a fundamental aspect of existence. Throughout history, 

individuals have sought to understand the complexities of society, leading to the 

emergence of various social sciences, including Sociology, History, Economics, 

Political Science, and Psychology. Among these, sociology plays a pivotal role in 

analyzing societal structures, institutions, customs, and interactions. Studying social 

relationships necessitates an exploration of the evolution of society, he formation of 

institutions and the fundamental mechanisms that regulate social life play a crucial 

role in shaping societies. Institutions emerge over time to establish order, facilitate 

cooperation, and address collective needs. These structures, whether formal or 

informal, influence social interactions, economic systems, and governance. The 

underlying mechanisms that sustain social life include norms, values, traditions, and 

laws, which guide individual and collective behavior. Through these mechanisms, 

societies maintain stability, adapt to change, and ensure continuity across 

generations. Key components such as family, government, economy, religion, and 

social change illustrate the interconnectedness of societal elements. This chapter 

delves into the relationship between the individual and society, the fundamental 

constituents of society, and the process of socialization. 

7.2 Learning Objectives 

This unit aims to: 

 Examine the foundational concept of social evolution. 
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 Analyze the evolutionary theory as proposed by Herbert Spencer. 

 Evaluate the contemporary relevance of Spencer’s ideas in sociology. 

7.3 Functionalism 

Herbert Spencer (1820–1903), a British sociologist, is often regarded as a significant 

contributor to the development of sociological thought, particularly in relation to 

functionalism and evolutionism. While some scholars align him with Auguste Comte’s 

organic and evolutionary approach, Spencer’s focus was distinct. He aimed to 

provide a systematic account of the external world’s progression rather than merely 

analyzing the development of human thought (Coser, 1996). Spencer argued that 

both biological and social aggregates evolve from simple, undifferentiated states to 

complex, differentiated systems. As differentiation increases, the interdependence 

among various societal components also intensifies, resulting in greater social 

integration. 

Spencer’s sociological perspective, although often classified under evolutionary 

theory, also contains elements that laid the foundation for structural-functionalism. 

He conceptualized society as an organism, emphasizing that different structures 

within society perform specific functions necessary for maintaining social stability. 

This notion of social function was later formalized by other sociologists, but 

Spencer's work in Principles of Sociology (1870–1880s) provided one of the earliest 

articulations of functionalist thought (Bottomore, 1975). 

Key Elements of Spencer’s Functionalism: 

1. Society as a System: Spencer viewed society as a living organism in which 

various components work together to ensure overall stability. This perspective 
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highlights the interdependence of social institutions and their collective role in 

maintaining societal harmony. 

2. Role of Structures: The various structures within society have distinct 

functions that contribute to the maintenance and continuity of the social 

system. Understanding societal structures requires an analysis of their 

functions and contributions to social order. 

3. Survival and Social Needs: For a society to persist, essential needs must be 

met. Social structures evolve to fulfill these needs, ensuring societal continuity 

and stability. 

While Spencer was one of the first to articulate the principles of functionalism, his 

views remain a subject of debate. His interpretation of society as an evolving 

organism led some scholars to classify him primarily as an evolutionist rather than a 

functionalist. However, his contributions significantly influenced later functionalist 

theorists and laid the work for further sociological inquiry. Among his most influential 

works, The Study of Sociology and Principles of Sociology continue to be 

fundamental works in the field of sociological thought. 

Spencer’s evolutionary perspective had a profound impact on sociological theory, 

shaping debates on social change, structure, and function. Although he diverged 

from Comte in his reluctance to advocate social reform, his ideas on social evolution 

and structural interdependence influenced later sociologists. His concepts of social 

organism and evolutionism eventually contributed to the development of the 

functionalist perspective in sociology. 

Self-Check Exercise-1 

1. Herbert Spencer is primarily known as a __________ sociologist. 
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2. Who was the first sociologist to explicitly formulate the tenets of 

functionalism? 

 7.4 The Concept of Social Evolution 

The idea of social evolution, or the notion that societies change over time, was 

influenced by two major historical events. The first was European colonization, which 

began with merchant capitalism and was well-established by the seventeenth 

century. As Europeans encountered diverse cultures, they questioned the 

differences among humans. Early explanations were racial, suggesting some were 

'more human' than others. However, Enlightenment thinkers, advocating universal 

humanism (Liberty, Equality, Fraternity), rejected racial hierarchies but struggled to 

explain human diversity. 

The second major influence was the American and French Revolutions, which 

demonstrated that societies could undergo radical transformation. The upheavals of 

1848-1851, described by Raymond Aron (1965:233) as a period of political 

instability, led thinkers to explore how European society had evolved. Auguste 

Comte, witnessing the shift from theological-military societies to industrial-scientific 

ones, proposed a progressive model of social transformation through three stages: 

theological (religion-based), metaphysical (abstract thought), and positivist (scientific 

reasoning). He classified sciences from abstract to positivist and saw sociology as 

the study of society through objectivity and rationality. Despite his belief that 

industrialization would bring peace, Europe later became a center of war and 

colonization. 

Other key theorists expanded on evolutionary thought. Henry Maine described a shift 

from status-based (kinship) to contract-based (citizenship) societies. Ferdinand 
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Tönnies distinguished between Gemeinschaft (community, emotional ties) and 

Gesellschaft (society, formal relationships), without assuming the latter was superior. 

Bachofen theorized a transition from matriarchy to patriarchy but based his ideas on 

imagination rather than actual societies, reinforcing Eurocentric biases. 

Émile Durkheim emphasized structural changes, contrasting mechanical solidarity 

(homogeneous societies with shared traditions) with organic solidarity (complex 

societies based on specialization and exchange). Herbert Spencer, taking an 

organismic view, suggest that societies evolve from simple, leaderless groups to 

complex, state-based systems. His controversial belief in 'survival of the fittest' 

opposed social welfare, drawing criticism for disregarding human rights and justice. 

7.4.1 Evolution of Human Society 

Human society has grown from simple, homogeneous relationships to complex, 

heterogeneous networks. Early societies were loosely structured, with individuals 

living independently. Over time, cooperation increased, leading to organized social 

structures. This transformation highlights society’s continuous adaptation and 

complexity. 

Self-Check Exercise 2 

1. Which period marked significant changes in perspectives about the world? 

2. Which period experienced great political upheaval? 

3. According to Tönnies, societies transition from __________ to __________. 

7.5 Herbert Spencer’s Evolution Theory 

Herbert Spencer adapted Darwin’s biological evolution to sociology. He argued that 

societies evolve like organisms, progressing from simple to complex structures. His 
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theories, presented in First Principles and Principles of Sociology, describe a gradual 

transition from 'incoherent homogeneity' (primitive societies) to 'coherent 

heterogeneity' (modern societies). He classified societies into simple, compound, 

doubly compound, and trebly compound, each stage showing increased complexity 

and differentiation. 

Spencer outlined the principles of evolution: 

 Persistence of forces 

 Indestructibility of matter 

 Movement along paths of least resistance 

He defined evolution as the integration of matter and the dissipation of motion, where 

societies advance by increasing in size, structure, and differentiation. However, his 

belief in the 'survival of the fittest' led him to oppose social welfare, a stance widely 

carped for its disregard for social justice. 

7.5.1 Characteristics of Social Evolution 

 Progression from simple to complex societies 

 Transition from homogeneity to heterogeneity 

 Gradual and continuous change 

 Adaptation to environmental and social contexts 

 Interconnected changes in the social system 

 Growth in size, coherence, and definition 
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Society’s evolution is a continuous process, marked by transformation and 

adaptation. Social change is gradual but inevitable, ensuring society remains 

dynamic and responsive to new challenges. 

Self-Check Exercise 3 

1. Who propounded the theory of evolution? 

2. Who introduced the evolutionary theory in sociology? 

3. In which book did Herbert Spencer present his evolutionary theory? 

7.6 The Evolutionary Doctrine 

Herbert Spencer's intellectual framework was built upon the principle of evolution, 

which he saw as fundamental to understanding the world and humanity’s place in it. 

He believed that all natural forms, whether living or non-living, are variations of the 

same basic material substance, undergoing constant transformation. Knowledge, 

therefore, consists of systematic and testable propositions regarding these 

transformations. Evolution, as Spencer defined it, follows a structured progression 

observable in both nature and society. 

Spencer identified key characteristics of evolution: 

1. A shift from simplicity to organized complexity. 

2. A transition from indefiniteness to definiteness. 

3. The transformation from undifferentiated parts to specialized structures and 

functions. 

4. Movement from instability to stability, resulting in coherent and predictable 

behavior. 
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7.6.1 Spencer's Evolution of Societies 

Spencer formulated two classificatory systems to explain social evolution. The first 

system describes the structural complexity of societies: 

 Simple societies consist of families. 

 Compound societies are formed by the aggregation of families into clans. 

 Doubly compound societies arise from clans uniting into tribes. 

 Trebly compound societies, such as modern nations, emerge when multiple 

tribes coalesce. 

The second system differentiates between two types of societies based on their 

organization: 

Militant Societies 

Characterized by a strong military framework, these societies exhibit: 

 Compulsory cooperation in social interactions. 

 Centralized authority and rigid control structures. 

 Mythologies and beliefs reinforcing hierarchical order. 

 Strict discipline and an overlap between public and private life. 

Industrial Societies 

In contrast, industrial societies prioritize economic production and welfare over 

military functions. They are defined by: 

 Voluntary cooperation and recognition of individual rights. 

 Separation of economic and political domains. 
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 The rise of free associations and institutions. 

Spencer acknowledged that societies do not fit effortlessly into these classifications 

but regarded them as models for analysis. 

7.7 Significance of Spencer’s Ideas in Contemporary Sociology 

Spencer, often regarded as the second founding father of sociology after Auguste 

Comte, had a distinct vision for the discipline. Unlike Comte, who aimed to guide 

social progress, Spencer advocated for minimal interference in societal processes, 

believing in the natural instinct for freedom. 

Under the influence of Darwin, Spencer popularized the idea of "survival of the 

fittest," suggesting that nature naturally eliminates the weak. He viewed the state as 

a collective security mechanism and opposed government intervention in areas like 

education, public health, and infrastructure. His endorsement of laissez-faire 

capitalism positioned free-market competition as the pinnacle of social organization. 

Although Spencer’s perspective faced criticism for oversimplifying social complexity, 

his attempt to formulate a unified theory of reality was notable. His evolutionary 

principles had philosophical rather than strictly sociological implications. During his 

time, Spencer's works gained immense popularity, particularly in England, the United 

States, and Russia, as they aligned with the prevailing economic and social 

ideologies of the 19th century. 

7.8 Summary 

Evolutionism, rooted in positivist sociology, initially aimed for scientific objectivity but 

often reflected Eurocentric biases. The theories of Spencer, Tylor, and Morgan 
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contributed to justifications for colonialism, portraying Western societies as the peak 

of civilization while regarding other cultures as "primitive." 

This perspective continues to influence modern development models, which remain 

shaped by capitalist ideals originating in 19th-century Europe and later championed 

by the United States. The association of economic growth with progress persists, 

reinforcing systemic inequalities. Evolutionism, much like racism, has become 

ingrained in societal consciousness and informs policymaking, with "backwardness" 

often equated to primitiveness. 

7.9 Glossary 

 Development: The process of growth and advancement. 

 Power: The ability to control or influence people and events. 

 Racism: The belief in the superiority of certain racial groups. 

 Capitalism: An economic system based on private ownership and profit-

driven enterprise. 

 Culture: The customs, beliefs, and traditions of a society. 

 

7.10 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

Ans1. British  

Ans2. Herbert Spencer 

Self- Check Exercise-2  
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Ans1. Enlightenment   

Ans2. 1848 to 1851 

Ans3. Gemeinschaft to Geselschaft 

Self- Check Exercise-3  

Ans1. Charles Darwin  

Ans2. Herbert Spencer 

Ans3. First Principle, Principle of sociology  

Self- Check Exercise-4  

Ans1. Evolution   

Ans2. Compound  

Ans3. Authority, social control  

Self- Check Exercise-5  

Ans1. Auguste Comte  

Ans2. Spencer  

Ans3. “The survival of the fittest” 

 

7.11 Suggested Readings  
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 Collins, Randall. (1997).Theoretical Sociology. (Indian Edition), Jaipur: 

Rawat Pub.  

 Durkheim, Emile. (1893/1964). The Division of Labour in Society. New 

York: Free Press.  

 Evans-Pritchard. (1956) Nuer Religion. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
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7.12 Terminal Questions  

1. Explain the beginning of the concept of social evolution.  

2. Describe Spencer evolutionary theory.  

3. Discuss Spencer evolution of society.  

4. Explain the significance of Spencer idea in contemporary sociology. 
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8.11 Terminal Questions 

8.1 Introduction 

Herbert Spencer applied his concept of social evolution across various fields of 

knowledge. He drew an analogy between human society and a biological organism, 

yet he also acknowledged the fundamental differences between the two. According 

to Spencer, while both society and organisms exhibit structural organization and 

interdependent functions, society transcends being a mere biological entity. He 

described society as a "super-organic" entity, emphasizing its complexity beyond 

individual organisms. 

Spencer argued that society is more than just an aggregate of individuals. It 

possesses a distinct existence, similar to how a house is more than just an 

accumulation of bricks, wood, and stone. Unlike biological organisms where 

individual parts serve the whole, Spencer maintained that in society, the whole exists 

for the benefit of individuals. This perspective underscores his individualistic 

approach to understanding social structures. 

8.2 Learning Objectives 

By the end of this unit, learners will be able to: 

 Comprehend the organic analogy in social theory. 

 Understand the principles of natural selection. 

 Analyze the concept of the survival of the fittest. 

8.3 Organic Analogy 

Spencer is widely recognized for his organic analogy, which was integral to his 

sociological framework. His evolutionary doctrine formed the basis of his theories, 
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with the organic analogy functioning as a secondary yet significant component. He 

proposed that society operates in a manner similar to a biological organism, 

demonstrating structural and functional evolution. 

By drawing parallels between biological and social evolution, Spencer emphasized 

that just as biological organisms develop complex structures over time, societies also 

progress through differentiation and specialization. This analogy, however, was not 

without criticism, as some scholars said that social institutions differ fundamentally 

from biological functions. 

8.3.1 Similarities between Biological and Social Organisms 

1. Growth and Expansion: Both biological organisms and societies exhibit 

visible growth. A child matures into an adult, and a small community may 

evolve into a large metropolitan area. Growth, therefore, is a fundamental 

characteristic of both entities. 

2. Structural Complexity: With increased size, both organisms and societies 

develop more intricate structures. Primitive life forms are relatively simple, 

whereas highly evolved organisms, such as mammals, exhibit great 

complexity. Similarly, societies transition from simple tribal systems to highly 

complex industrial societies. 

3. Functional Differentiation: As organisms develop, their organs become 

specialized for distinct functions. Similarly, as societies evolve, institutions and 

roles become more specialized, ensuring efficient social functioning. 

4. Structural Changes Leading to Functional Changes: Any modification in 

an organism's structure results in changes in its functions. The same applies 
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to society—economic, political, or technological changes lead to shifts in 

social structures and roles. 

5. Integration and Harmony: While differentiation occurs in both biological and 

social structures, there is also an element of integration. In an organism, 

various organs work together harmoniously. Likewise, in a society, different 

institutions function in an interdependent manner, ensuring stability and 

cohesion. 

Self-Check Exercise-1 

1. Spencer is popularly known for his treatment of the ____________. 

2. Herbert Spencer approached sociology through the learning of 

____________. 

8.4 Natural Selection 

Natural selection is a biological process in which individuals possessing beneficial 

traits have a higher likelihood of survival and reproduction, resulting in gradual 

evolutionary changes over successive generations. Charles Darwin was the first to 

systematically articulate this concept. Unlike artificial selection, where humans 

deliberately breed organisms to enhance specific traits, natural selection occurs 

naturally without human involvement. 

Variability exists in all populations, both at genetic and phenotypic levels. Some traits 

enhance an organism’s ability to survive and reproduce, making them more 

expected to be passed on to future generations. When environmental conditions 

remain stable, these advantageous traits become more prevalent through 
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microevolution. However, if significant environmental changes occur, macroevolution 

can lead to the development of new species. 

Several factors influence natural selection, including adaptation to the environment, 

mating preferences (sexual selection), and reproductive viability (fecundity 

selection). The process is fundamental to modern biology, providing a framework for 

understanding evolutionary change. 

8.4.1 Historical Development 

Pre-Darwinian Theories 

The concept of natural selection can be traced back to early philosophical ideas. 

Thinkers such as Empedocles and Lucretius proposed that nature generates a wide 

variety of organisms, but only those suited for survival endure. In contrast, Aristotle 

introduced the notion of natural teleology, emphasizing that biological traits serve a 

specific purpose rather than emerging by chance. 

In the 9th century, the Islamic scholar Al-Jahiz explored the concept of the "struggle 

for existence" within an ecological framework. While his ideas touched upon 

competition and adaptation among living organisms, he did not formulate the theory 

of natural selection as it is understood in modern evolutionary science. By the 

Renaissance, figures like Leonardo da Vinci recognized that species change over 

time, challenging static views of life forms. 

The 18th-century naturalist Pierre-Louis Maupertuis and Erasmus Darwin (Charles 

Darwin’s grandfather) contributed to the idea that species transformation occurs over 

time. However, it was not until the 19th century that a systematic theory of evolution 

emerged. The geological principle of uniformitarianism—suggesting that slow, 
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consistent forces shape the Earth over long periods—helped lay the foundation for 

evolutionary thought. 

Jean-Baptiste Lamarck proposed an early model of evolution, emphasizing the 

inheritance of acquired characteristics. While his ideas were later discredited, they 

influenced early evolutionary debates. 

Between 1835 and 1837, zoologist Edward Blyth studied variation and artificial 

selection, concepts that Darwin later expanded upon in On the Origin of Species 

(1859). Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace independently formulated the theory of 

natural selection, which remains a cornerstone of evolutionary biology. The 

integration of Darwinian evolution with Mendelian genetics in the 20th century 

directed to the "modern synthesis," further solidifying the role of natural selection in 

explaining biological diversity. 

Self-Check Exercise-2 

1. Natural selection is a cornerstone of ____________. 

2. In which year did Charles Darwin publish On the Origin of Species? 

8.5 Darwin’s Theory 

In 1859, Charles Darwin proposed the theory of evolution by natural selection, 

explaining adaptation and speciation. He defined natural selection as the process 

where beneficial variations are preserved, leading to the survival and reproduction of 

better-adapted individuals. Over generations, these variations shape species and 

may lead to the emergence of new ones. 

Darwin’s observations during the HMS Beagle voyage (1831–1836) and Thomas 

Malthus’ work on population growth influenced his ideas. Malthus argued that 
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populations grow exponentially while resources increase arithmetically, causing a 

struggle for survival. Darwin realized that advantageous traits would be retained 

while unfavorable ones would be eliminated, resulting in species evolution. 

Before publicly presenting his theory, Darwin meticulously gathered evidence. 

However, Alfred Russel Wallace independently conceived a similar idea and sent his 

findings to Darwin in 1858. Their joint work was presented at the Linnean Society of 

London, and Darwin published On the Origin of Species in 1859. Though others had 

previously hinted at similar ideas, Darwin was the first to extensively develop and 

support the theory. 

Darwin likened natural selection to artificial selection in farming. While he prover it as 

the primary driver of evolution, he acknowledged other contributing factors. Over 

time, "natural selection" remained controversial owed to its perceived randomness 

and absence of progressive direction. Herbert Spencer later popularized the phrase 

"survival of the fittest," which Darwin adopted in later editions of his work. 

8.5.1 Terminology 

Natural selection acts on heritable traits but can also favor non-heritable traits that 

enhance reproductive success. Scientists distinguish between the mechanisms of 

selection and its outcomes, defining selection as the process of favoring traits that 

enhance survival and reproduction. 

8.5.2 Fitness 

Fitness in evolutionary terms refers to reproductive success rather than lifespan. A 

short-lived organism with more surviving offspring is considered more "fit" than a 

long-lived one with fewer offspring. Natural selection operates on individuals, but 

fitness is assessed at the population level. 
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The concept of “survival of the fittest” implies the removal of less fit individuals rather 

than improvement in fitness. Improvement in fitness depends on the absolute 

survival and replication of advantageous variants. Experiments like Richard Lenski’s 

long-term E. coli study illustrate adaptation through beneficial mutations in 

competitive environments. 

Self-Check Exercise-3 

Q1. Who wrote An Essay on the Principle of Population? 

Q2. The term natural selection is most often defined to operate on ___________. 

Q3. Which concept is central to natural selection? 

8.6 Survival of the Fittest 

The phrase "survival of the fittest" originates from Darwinian evolutionary theory and 

describes the mechanism of natural selection. In biological terms, fitness refers to 

reproductive success, meaning the continuation of traits that enable organisms to 

thrive in their environment. Charles Darwin understood it as "the survival of forms 

that leave the most offspring over generations." 

Herbert Spencer first introduced the phrase in his Principles of Biology (1864) after 

reading Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. He drew parallels between his economic 

theories and Darwin’s biological concepts, stating that "this survival of the fittest... is 

what Mr. Darwin has called ‘natural selection’ or the preservation of favored races in 

the struggle for life." Darwin later acknowledged and adopted the phrase, using it in 

The Variation of Animals and Plants Under Domestication (1868) and in the fifth 

edition of On the Origin of Species (1869), clarifying that it referred to an organism’s 

adaptability to its instant environment rather than physical superiority. 
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8.6.1 History of the Phrase 

Herbert Spencer first alluded to a similar concept in his 1852 essay "A Theory of 

Population" and explicitly used the phrase "survival of the fittest" in Principles of 

Biology (1864). Alfred Russel Wallace later suggested to Darwin that "natural 

selection" could be misleading, as it seemed to imply an active choice by nature. 

Darwin agreed, stating that Spencer’s term was "excellent" but noted its grammatical 

limitations. He incorporated it into the 1869 edition of On the Origin of Species, 

considering it a more accurate way to express the concept of natural selection.  

In The Man Versus the State, Spencer applied "survival of the fittest" to social 

structures, arguing that militaristic societies would naturally evolve hierarchical 

governance systems. Although often associated with social Darwinism, Spencer’s 

views are frequently misinterpreted, as he subscribed to Lamarckian evolution rather 

than strict Darwinian principles. 

Modern biologists criticize the widespread misapplication of "survival of the fittest," 

emphasizing that natural selection is a complex process beyond mere competition. 

Fitness in evolutionary terms encompasses both survival and reproductive success, 

not just strength or dominance. Consequently, contemporary scientists prefer the 

term "natural selection" to avoid misconceptions. 

Self-Check Exercise-4  

Q1. Who authored Principles of Biology? 

8.7 Summary 

Recent research in anthropology and psychology has led to the emergence of 

sociobiology and evolutionary psychology, disciplines that explore human behavior 
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as a result of evolutionary adaptations. Noam Chomsky and Steven Pinker notably 

proposed that the human brain evolved to acquire grammatical structures naturally. 

Other behaviors, such as incest avoidance and gender roles, have been examined 

as evolutionary adaptations to early human environments. 

Furthermore, the concept of "memes"—units of cultural transmission akin to genes—

was introduced by Richard Dawkins in 1976 and later expanded upon by 

philosophers like Daniel Dennett. Memes provide a framework for understanding 

cultural evolution and the transmission of complex human behaviors, including 

consciousness. 

8.8 Glossary 

 Society: A community or group of individuals with shared traditions, 

institutions, and interests. 

 Environment: The surrounding conditions that influence an organism or 

society. 

 Norms: Accepted rules or standards of behavior within a social group. 

 Role: A function or position held by an individual or entity within a specific 

context. 

 Hypothesis: A proposed explanation for a phenomenon that requires 

verification. 

 State: A political entity with a defined territory and governing authority. 

 Movement: The process of changing position or location, either physically or 

ideologically.  
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8.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

Ans1. Organic analogy  

Ans2. Biology 

Self- Check Exercise-2  

Ans1. Modern biology  

Ans2. 1859  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

Ans1. Thomas Robert Malthus  

Ans2. Heritable traits  

Ans3. Fitness   

Self- Check Exercise-4  

Ans1. Herbert Spencer  

8.10 Suggested Readings  

 Aaron, R. (1965). Main Trends in Sociological Theory (Vols. 1 & 2). 

Translated by R. Howard & H. Weaver. Great Britain: Pelican Books. 

 Collins, Randall. (1997).Theoretical Sociology. (Indian Edition), Jaipur: 

Rawat Pub.  

 Durkheim, Emile. (1893/1964). The Division of Labour in Society. New 

York: Free Press.  
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 Evans-Pritchard. (1956) Nuer Religion. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

8.11 Terminal Questions  

1. Explain organic analogy.  

2. Describe natural selection. 
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9.1 Introduction 

Karl Marx (1818-1883) was one of the most influential theorists of socialism. He 

earned a doctorate in philosophy, but his main focus was radical political activism, 

journalism, and extensive research in history and political economy. Initially inspired 

by Romantic literature, Marx viewed reality as dynamic and constantly evolving, with 

human beings striving for freedom. His alignment with key aspects of Hegelian 

thought, particularly his rejection of what he saw as Hegel’s justification of the 

Prussian state, led him to associate with the Young Hegelians. 

The Young Hegelians viewed Hegel’s philosophy as a call for Reason to actively 

shape the world, rather than accepting Hegel’s belief that Reason was already 

present. They also rejected Hegel’s idea of a close connection between religion and 

philosophy, instead seeing philosophy as a tool for critiquing religion. Marx initially 

aligned with this perspective in his doctoral dissertation, advocating for the challenge 

of oppressive ideologies. However, he later became dissatisfied with the notion that 

religious criticism alone could bring about human liberation. Between 1843 and 

1845, a crucial period in his intellectual development, he broadened his theoretical 

approach beyond this early perspective. 

9.2 Learning Objectives  

This unit aims to: 

 Explore the life and contributions of Karl Marx. 

 Examine Marx’s early engagement with the Young Hegelians. 

 Analyze his philosophy and critique of religion. 

9.3 Life and Works 
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Karl Marx was born on May 5, 1818, in the city of Trier, which has a rich Roman 

heritage and is situated along the Moselle River. While his family had a lineage of 

rabbis, his father, Heinrich Marx, converted to Christianity and pursued a career as a 

liberal-minded lawyer. Marx displayed strong literary talents from an early age, 

though his teachers noted a tendency for overly elaborate expression. In 1835, he 

began studying law at the University of Bonn before transferring to the University of 

Berlin in 1836. There, he joined the radical Young Hegelian intellectual circle, 

particularly the Doktorklub, which was led by theologian Bruno Bauer. Marx’s 

involvement with this group coincided with its shift toward more radical ideas, 

influenced in part by his own contributions. 

After his father’s death in 1838, Marx abandoned his legal studies in favor of 

philosophy, earning his doctorate from the University of Jena in 1841 with a thesis 

comparing Democritean and Epicurean natural philosophy. Hoping for an academic 

career, he faced political roadblocks when Bauer was discharged from his teaching 

position. Consequently, Marx turned to journalism, editing the radical Rheinische 

Zeitung in 1842. However, increasing government repression led to its closure in 

1843, prompting Marx to move abroad. That same year, he married Jenny von 

Westphalen after a long engagement and, during their honeymoon, began writing his 

critique of Hegel’s political philosophy and an essay on the Jewish Question, where 

he started distancing himself from the Young Hegelians. 

In Paris (1843-1845), Marx deepened his economic and philosophical studies, 

producing works later known as The Paris Manuscripts. It was here that he rekindled 

his collaboration with Friedrich Engels, leading to their co-authored critique of Bruno 

Bauer, The Holy Family (1844). However, his growing revolutionary stance led to 

expulsion from France in 1845, forcing him to relocate to Brussels. There, he penned 
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the Theses on Feuerbach, offering rare insights into his mature philosophical 

perspectives. In collaboration with Engels, he wrote The German Ideology (1845-46), 

which articulated their materialist interpretation of history. Although unpublished at 

the time, this work laid the groundwork for their later theories on social and economic 

structures. 

Marx’s economic theories took shape in The Poverty of Philosophy (1847), a critique 

of Proudhon, followed by the seminal Communist Manifesto (1848), which he co-

authored with Engels for the Communist League. This text provided a compelling 

synthesis of Marx’s views on history, politics, and economics, advocating for 

revolutionary change. The European revolutions of 1848 briefly enabled Marx’s 

return to Germany, but with the failure of these uprisings, he was exiled again—first 

to Paris, then to London in 1849, where he would remain for the respite of his life. 

Marx’s years in London were marked by economic hardship, forcing him to rely on 

financial assistance from Engels. Despite these challenges, he continued his 

theoretical work, focusing on political economy. This culminated in the publication of 

Das Kapital (1867), the first volume of his critique of capitalism. While the second 

and third volumes were incomplete at his death, they were later edited and published 

by Engels. Other significant economic writings include A Contribution to the Critique 

of Political Economy (1859), where Marx presents his materialist interpretation of 

history, and the Grundrisse (1857–58), a comprehensive manuscript on political 

economy that was published after his death. 

In addition to economic theory, Marx wrote extensively on contemporary political 

events, including Class Struggles in France (1850), The Eighteenth Brumaire of 

Louis Bonaparte (1852), and The Civil War in France (1871). Among his political 
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critiques, Critique of the Gotha Programme (1875) is particularly significant for its 

insights into socialism and justice. 

Marx’s final decade was plagued by ill health, limiting his ability to engage in 

theoretical work. Nonetheless, he remained deeply involved in revolutionary 

movements. He passed away on March 14, 1883, and was laid to rest in Highgate 

Cemetery, London. 

Self-Check Exercise-1 

1. In what year was Karl Marx born? 

2. When was Marx expelled from France? 

3. Who wrote The Communist Manifesto? 

9.4 Marx as a Young Hegelian 

Marx's relevance to philosophy manifests in three ways: (1) as a philosopher, (2) as 

a critic of philosophy, and (3) through the philosophical implications of his non-

philosophical work. These stages align with his intellectual development, with the 

first stage linked to his association with the Young Hegelians. 

The Young Hegelians initially supported Hegel but later critiqued contradictions in his 

thought. Hegel perceived both nature and society as manifestations of rational Geist 

(Spirit). However, the Young Hegelians contended that rationality was not fully 

realized in the Germany of their time. They also rejected Hegel's accommodation of 

religion, seeing it as contrary to his secular philosophical message. 

Marx endorsed these ideas in his doctoral dissertation, favoring Epicurus over 

Democritus for combining materialism with human agency and critiquing religion, 

which he saw as philosophy’s central task. The Young Hegelians argued that 
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exposing and eliminating religious illusions was essential for achieving human 

liberation. However, in writings such as Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right and 

On the Jewish Question (1843), Marx started to challenge this perspective. 

Marx’s evaluation of Hegel had two key points. First, he said that Hegel’s political 

philosophy prioritized metaphysics over real political analysis, presenting 

contradictions as resolved within the “Idea.” Second, he contended that Hegel 

mistakenly saw the state as reconciling economic contradictions, whereas Marx 

believed civil society shaped the state. 

Self-Check Exercise-2 

1. At the beginning of his profession, Marx was allied with the Young Hegelians. 

2. Marx believed in combining materialism with an account of human agency. 

 

9.5 Philosophy and the Critique of Religion 

In his Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right: Introduction, Karl Marx analyzed the 

critique of religion, asserting that it serves as a reflection of an inverted reality. He 

famously described religion as a response to human suffering, stating that it provides 

solace to the oppressed, acting as both a comfort in a harsh world and a means of 

coping with difficult conditions. He characterized it as "the opium of the people," 

emphasizing its role in pacifying societal hardships. Marx identified three critical 

aspects of religion: 

1. It arises from an impoverished world. 

2. It falsely transfigures reality. 
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3. It obscures its own origins in social existence. 

Critiquing religion alone was insufficient—true emancipation required transforming 

the conditions that necessitated religious illusions. Marx criticized the Young 

Hegelians for have faith in that philosophy alone could achieve human liberation. 

Instead, he argued that only praxis, driven by the proletariat, could bring real change. 

Self-Check Exercise-3 

1. Karl Marx said, “Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature.” 

9.6 The Critique of Philosophy 

The Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 (Paris Manuscripts) illustrate 

Karl Marx’s growing engagement with political economy while maintaining a critical 

stance toward philosophy. Unlike his earlier Young Hegelian phase, Marx’s approach 

to philosophy becomes more skeptical, influenced in part by Ludwig Feuerbach. 

Marx acknowledges Feuerbach’s significant contribution in demonstrating that 

philosophy is essentially an extension of religion, conceptualized and developed in 

thought. He agrees with Feuerbach’s assertion that philosophy, much like religion, 

perpetuates the alienation of human nature and should thus be subjected to critique. 

This perspective marks a shift from Marx’s earlier view, where he saw philosophy as 

a means of opposing religion. Now, he argues that philosophy is not a solution but 

another form of ideological abstraction. 

Marx critique philosophy broadly but focuses his sharpest criticisms on Georg 

Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. Building on Feuerbach’s ideas, he argues that Hegel’s 

philosophy epitomizes abstract thinking, shaped primarily by the dominance of 

mental labor. However, Marx finds Hegel’s idealist framework fundamentally flawed. 
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According to Hegel, alienation occurs when thought becomes separated from itself, 

and overcoming this alienation merely requires a shift in philosophical 

consciousness. Marx rejects this notion, arguing that real, material labor should be 

central to understanding alienation. This shift, he suggests, moves beyond the 

empire of philosophy altogether. 

Marx further explores these ideas in Theses on Feuerbach (1845), where he 

critiques both idealist and materialist traditions. He acknowledges that idealism, 

unlike traditional materialism, incorporates a notion of activity, which he finds 

valuable. However, he argues that historical materialism should not reduce reality to 

passive contemplation but must incorporate "sensuous human activity"—a concept 

he terms praxis. This assertion challenges both Feuerbach’s materialism and 

Hegelian idealism, raising the question: is Marx advocating for a new form of 

materialism, or is he suggesting an exit from philosophy entirely? Some scholars 

interpret his ideas as a foundation for "dialectical materialism," though Marx himself 

never explicitly developed such a doctrine. His well-known assertion, "The 

philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change 

it, suggests a departure from purely theoretical philosophy toward practical social 

transformation.’’ 

This argument is further elaborated in The German Ideology (1845-1846), co-

authored by Marx and Friedrich Engels. They argue against the Young Hegelians' 

belief that political and social change can be brought about solely through the 

critique of prevailing ideas. Marx and Engels argue that the Young Hegelians 

themselves are trapped in an illusion—the belief that ideas hold autonomous power 

over material reality. They extend this critique to Feuerbach, contending that 

although he attempts to demystify abstract philosophy, he remains within the 
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theoretical domain by conceptualizing "man" in an abstract sense rather than 

focusing on concrete human activities. 

Marx and Engels propose an alternative approach, reversing the traditional 

philosophical method. While German philosophy "descends from heaven to earth" by 

starting with abstract ideas, their approach "ascends from earth to heaven" by 

grounding thought in historical and material conditions. They argue that philosophy, 

as a separate discipline, loses its legitimacy when its assumptions are critically 

examined. Instead of treating ideas as independent forces, they emphasize their 

historical and material origins, concluding that language and thought are not 

autonomous realms but mere reflections of actual social life. This radical perspective 

challenges the very foundation of philosophical inquiry, advocating for an analysis 

rooted in materialist history rather than abstract speculation. 

Self-Check Exercise-4 

1. Who authored The German Ideology? 

2. Marx’s most critical comments are directed towards _______. 

9.7 The Theory of Ideology 

(1) The Reflection Model 

Marx, in The German Ideology, emphasizes the dominance of material life over 

thought and culture, advocating a scientific explanation of how material conditions 

shape ideology. By the 19th century, the term "ideology" was used to describe ideas 

disconnected from empirical reality. Marx's originality lay in linking false 

consciousness with a modern view of society, which self-reproduces through shared 

beliefs. 
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Marx asserted that ruling class ideas dominate every epoch. He likened ideology to a 

camera obscura, where reality is reflected but inverted. However, this analogy is 

flawed; retinal images may be inverted, but perception remains accurate. If ideology 

is merely a reflection, it lacks causal power, contradicting Marx's aim to explain how 

ideology sustains societal structures. Additionally, material life involves intellectual 

activity, making the dichotomy between ideology and economic reality problematic. 

(2) The Interests Model 

An alternative model in The German Ideology treats ideology as a product of 

material interests. Marx argued that ideas arise from practical activity rather than 

abstract thought. However, ideological beliefs often work in contradiction of the 

interests of those who hold them, benefiting the reigning class instead. 

Marx and Engels contended that the ruling class controls both material and mental 

production, shaping dominant ideas. They argued that the division between mental 

and manual labor allows ideologists to present ideas as neutral, though they 

ultimately serve ruling-class interests. Crucially, ideologists are not deceitful but 

sincerely believe in their ideas, which enhances their influence. The challenge 

remains: if ideologists unknowingly serve class interests, how do those interests 

shape their ideas? 

Political Economy 

Marx’s Das Kapital critically examines capitalism and bourgeois economics, 

emphasizing that economic categories are not objective but are instead shaped by 

social relationships. He differentiates between classical political economy, 

represented by thinkers like Ricardo and Smith, who aimed to uncover capitalism’s 
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fundamental nature, and vulgar economy, which merely describes its outward 

manifestations without probing deeper into its underlying mechanisms.  

In Das Kapital, Marx introduces the "twofold character of labor," emphasizing that 

labor serves both as the source of value and as a commodity within capitalism. He 

argues that wages create an illusion of fairness in exchange, masking the reality of 

exploitation. This concealment allows surplus-value extraction to remain hidden. 

According to Marx, capitalism distorts perceptions of economic relations, 

necessitating a scientific approach to uncover its true workings. 

Self-Check Exercise-5 

1. In which century did conceptions of society emerge prominently in Germany 

and France? 

2. Das Kapital presents Marx’s definitive analysis of __________. 

9.8 Summary 

Karl Marx, a German philosopher, made significant contributions to various academic 

fields, particularly sociology, political economy, and history. His theories critically 

examined the capitalist mode of productions, class struggle, alienation, and political 

structures, offering profound insights into societal dynamics. Understanding Marx’s 

intellectual journey requires contextualizing his work within the socio-economic and 

political landscape of his time. His ideas did not appear in isolation but were formed 

by prevailing economic conditions, philosophical traditions, and political movements. 

By analyzing these influences, we gain a deeper appreciation of how Marx 

formulated his critique of capitalism and its impact on class relations and social 

structures. 
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9.9 Glossary 

Ideology – A framework of ideas and beliefs that underpin political, economic, or 

social systems, often shaping perspectives and actions. 

Theory – A structured set of concepts and principles designed to explain social 

phenomena or empirical observations. 

Power – The capacity to influence, control, or shape societal outcomes, decisions, 

or behaviors, often linked to authority and resources. 

Capitalism – An economic system characterized by private ownership of 

businesses, where production and trade operate for profit rather than state control. 

Society – A structured group of individuals bound by shared traditions, institutions, 

and collective interests, shaping cultural and economic interactions. 

9.10 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

Ans1. 5 May, 1818  

Ans2. 1845  

Ans3. Marx and Engels  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

Ans1. Hegel  

Ans2. Materialism  

Self- Check Exercise-3  
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Ans1. Marx  

Self- Check Exercise-4  

Ans1. Marx and Engels  

Ans2. Hegel   

Self- Check Exercsie-5  

Ans1. 18th and 19th centaury 

Ans2. Capitalism   

9.11 Suggested Readings  

 Aaron, Raymond. (1965). Main Currents in Sociological Thought. ( Vols 

1&2), Tr. By Richard Howard and Helen Weaver, Great Britain: Pelican 

Books.  

 Collins, Randall. (1997).Theoretical Sociology. (Indian Edition), Jaipur: 

Rawat Pub.  

 Durkheim, Emile. (1893/1964). The Division of Labour in Society. New 

York: Free Press.  

 Evans-Pritchard. (1956) Nuer Religion. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

  Evans-Pritchard, E.E. (1981). A History of Anthropological Thought. 

London: Basic Books.  

 Hobart, Mark (ed). (1993). The Growth of Ignorance: An Anthropological 

Critique of Development. London: Routledge. 

9.12 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Explain the Karl Marx life.  
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Q2. Discuss the philosophy and the critique of Religion.  

Q3. Describe the critique of philosophy.   
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UNIT-10 

DIALECTICS AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

STRUCTURE  

11.1 Introduction  

11.2 Learning Objectives  

11.3 The Concept of Diaelectic 

Self- Check Exercise-1  

11.4 Marx’s Diaelectic 

Self- Check Exercise-2  

11.5  Law of Diaelectics 

11.5.1 Application of the Laws of Dialectical Materialism 

Self- Check Exercise -3   

11.6 Social Change and Revolution  

Self- Check Exercise-4  

11.7 Summary  

11.8 Glossary  

11.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

11.10 Suggested Readings  

11.11 Terminal Questions  

 

10.1 Introduction 

Karl Heinrich Marx remains one of the most significant and debated political theorists 

in history. Drawing from the intellectual climate of Victorian England, he 

conceptualized human emancipation as a progression from necessity to freedom. 
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Collaborating with Friedrich Engels (1820-1895), Marx critically examined 19th-

century capitalism through the framework of 'scientific socialism,' setting it apart from 

the 'utopian socialism' promoted by thinkers such as Owen, Fourier, and Saint-

Simon. 

Marx, like Hegel, viewed history as fundamental but diverged from Hegelian idealism 

by developing dialectical materialism. He argued that the mode of production plays a 

central role in shaping human existence and social relationships. According to Marx, 

reality consists of a base, which includes the mode and relations of production, and a 

superstructure that encompasses political, cultural, and intellectual aspects. He 

emphasized that societal structures influence individual consciousness rather than 

the other way around. 

10.2 Learning Objective 

This unit aims to: 

 Explain the idea of dialectics. 

 Discuss the laws of dialectics. 

 Understand the application of dialectical materialism. 

10.3 The Concept of Dialectics 

Dialectics refers to intellectual discourse through dialogue. Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) 

saw it as logical debate, while Plato (427-347 B.C.) linked it to his theory of ideas. 

Socrates (470-399 B.C.) used it to scrutinize presuppositions. During the Middle 

Ages, dialectics remained a part of logic. In modern philosophy, Kant (1724-1804) 

employed it to explore the limits of human reason. 
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Dialectics also signifies a process of reasoning. The ascending form reveals higher 

realities (e.g., God), while the descending form explains their manifestations in the 

material world. Marx developed dialectical materialism by critiquing Hegel's idealism. 

Hegel viewed dialectics as a logical process and a driving force behind development, 

believing history was a progression toward greater freedom. Marx, however, rejected 

this idealist notion, arguing that material conditions shape consciousness, not the 

other means around. 

Self-Check Exercise-1 

1. Who developed dialectical materialism? 

2. Hegel was a ________ philosopher. 

3. Marx was influenced by ________. 

10.4 Marx’s Dialectics 

Marx formulated dialectical materialism in response to Hegel’s dialectics. In Das 

Kapital, Marx acknowledged Hegel’s influence but argued that Hegel’s method 

needed inversion—placing material conditions, rather than ideas, at the center of 

analysis. Marx asserted that history results from material struggles, not abstract 

concepts, making dialectics a tool for studying social transformation. 

Rejecting Hegelian teleology, Marx denied that history followed a predetermined path 

toward an ultimate state. Instead, he viewed history as shaped by successive 

generations transforming inherited structures. This rejection of historical inevitability 

aligned with his admiration for Darwin’s theory of natural selection. 

For Marx, dialectics was an empirical method for analyzing interconnected social 

processes. As Ernest Mandel noted in his introduction to Capital, Marx’s dialectical 
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method studied economic phenomena as an integrated system shaped by 

production modes. Marx’s historical materialism examined how societies structure 

production and interact with their environments, while Engels extended this approach 

to natural sciences. Some scholars debate the legitimacy of Engels’ ‘dialectics of 

nature,’ arguing that Marx insufficiently addressed constraints like biology and 

ecology on human agency. 

Self-Check Exercise-2 

1. Who criticized Hegel’s dialectical idealism? 

2. Dialectical materialism is derived from Marx’s statements in the second edition 

of ________. 

10.5 Dialectics Laws 

Dialectical materialism, developed by Karl Marx, stands in disparity to Hegelian 

dialectics. It explains reality through contradictions in matter and establishes abstract 

principles for natural and social change. Unlike metaphysical perspectives, it posits 

that everything in nature is interconnected and interdependent. This ideology asserts 

that the fundamental law of reality is continuous change. There is a perpetual 

transformation in both inorganic nature and human society, and nothing remains 

static. These changes are not simply gradual; rather, they often involve revolutionary 

shifts. Friedrich Engels, Marx’s collaborator, articulated three principal laws of 

dialectical materialism. 

The Law of the Unity and Conflict of Inverses 

This principle lies at the essential of dialectical materialism, identifying the internal 

contradictions within objects and phenomena as the primary drivers of motion and 
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development. Every entity contains opposing forces that are interconnected and 

mutually dependent, yet inherently conflicting. This contradiction is universal, 

meaning that no object or phenomenon exists without internal opposites. These 

opposing forces struggle against each other, leading to transformation. In social 

systems, this manifests in the clash between the outdated and the emergent. As 

conditions mature, these conflicts generate a qualitative change, replacing the old 

with the new. 

Change is primarily driven by internal contradictions within an object, though external 

factors can either facilitate or obstruct this process. The coexistence of opposing 

forces is temporary, but their conflict remains ongoing. The principles of 

transformation from quantitative to qualitative changes, along with the concept of 

negation of the negation, serve as specific applications of this idea, offering a deeper 

understanding of the mechanisms behind change and progress. 

Law of Negation of the Negation 

Originally introduced by Hegel with an idealist interpretation, Marx redefined 

negation as an inherent aspect of material reality. Affording to Marx, development 

occurs through the method of negating previous states. For instance, geological eras 

replace one another through successive transformations. In the social realm, 

capitalism emerged by negating feudalism, and socialism is expected to negate 

capitalism, forming a process known as the denial of the negation. 

Negation occurs due to the internal contradictions of a system, rather than external 

imposition. As contradictions intensify, they create conditions for a new stage of 

development. However, transformation does not completely discard the past; some 

elements persist in modified forms. For example, post-colonial India retained certain 
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institutional frameworks from British rule, such as its legal and educational systems, 

even while rejecting colonial dominance. 

Development follows a progressive trajectory, incorporating elements of the past 

while forging new structures. No stage is completely repeated, but patterns recur in 

altered forms. Each transformation, in turn, paves the way for subsequent change, 

ensuring that development remains an ongoing process. 

The Law of Transition from Quantity to Quality 

All entities exist in a state of continuous movement and change, with some emerging 

and others declining. Marx asserted that reality operates According to the principle of 

change, transformation does not occur merely as a slow, continuous process. 

Instead, it results from the accumulation of quantitative shifts that eventually lead to 

a significant qualitative change. 

Quantitative changes involve incremental adjustments, while qualitative changes 

signify a fundamental shift. For example, the Indian independence movement 

witnessed prolonged incremental developments before culminating in the qualitative 

leap of independence in 1947. Similarly, human aging consists of ongoing 

quantitative changes that eventually lead to the qualitative transformation of death. 

Upon reaching a critical threshold, quantitative changes lead to qualitative leaps, 

which then set the stage for further quantitative modifications. This cyclical process 

is central to dialectical materialism and highlights the non-linear nature of 

development. 

10.5.1 Application of the Laws of Dialectical Materialism 
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The principles of dialectical materialism apply universally to nature, society, and 

historical development. When applied to human history, they form the basis of 

historical materialism. According to Marx, human society has changed through 

distinct modes of production: primitive-communal, slave-owning, feudal, capitalist, 

and, ultimately, communist. 

Primitive-Communal Society 

This earliest mode of production was characterized by collective ownership and 

cooperation. Technological advancements, such as the use of fire and tools, 

represented quantitative changes. Over time, productivity increased, private property 

emerged, and the communal structure gave way to class divisions, leading to the 

negation of primitive-communal society by the slave-owning system. 

Slave-Owning Society 

Social inequality emerged as a defining feature of this period, with slave-owners 

holding absolute control over both means of production and enslaved people. The 

contradiction between these groups intensified, leading to revolts and the eventual 

transition to feudalism. This transformation exemplifies the negation of negation, 

where feudalism negated slavery, which itself had negated primitive communalism. 

Feudal Society 

Feudalism introduced a new system of exploitation based on landownership, with 

serfs subjected to the authority of feudal lords. The development of trade and urban 

centers, alongside technological progress, weakened feudal structures. The 

increasing conflict between the oppressed serfs and ruling lords led to the decline of 

feudalism and the emergence of capitalism. 
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Capitalist Society 

Capitalism fostered fast industrial growth but also introduced deep contradictions, 

particularly between labor and capital. While production became highly socialized, 

wealth remained concentrated in the hands of a few. The internal contradictions of 

capitalism, manifested through economic crises and class struggles, are expected to 

give rise to socialism. 

Under socialism, private ownership of production is abolished in favor of collective 

control, aiming to resolve capitalism’s contradictions. In its ultimate stage, 

communism, society will be classless and stateless. However, dialectics suggests 

that contradictions will persist, albeit in different forms, particularly in the relationship 

between humanity and nature. The difference lies in the advanced technological 

capacity of communist society, allowing for more well-organized resource 

management.  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

Q1. Diaelectic materialism declares that the law of reality is the ------------.  

Q2. The term ‘negotiation’ was introduced in philosophy by------ 

Q3. According to Marx human society has gone how much mode of production. 

10.6 Social Change and Revolution 

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, in The German Ideology (1845-46), outlined their 

historical perspective, emphasizing that societal transformation is driven by changes 

in the mode of production. They proposed that history moves through successive 

stages, each marked by conflicts between outdated institutions and emerging 

productive forces. According to Marx and Engels, the transition from one phase to 
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another occurs through revolutionary upheavals. Initially, their focus was theoretical, 

but later they delved into the study of historical revolutions, particularly those in 

England, France, and America, which they categorized as bourgeois revolutions. 

Marx’s interpretation of these revolutions has not only formed our understanding of 

social change in Europe and America but has also inspired extensive scholarly 

inquiry into the dynamics of revolutionary movements. 

Beyond bourgeois revolutions, Marx also theorized a different kind of revolutionary 

transformation—one leading to communism. He envisioned communism as a post-

capitalist stage that would eliminate class divisions and bring about a profound moral 

and social restructuring. However, as the 21st century unfolds, Marx’s prediction of a 

communist global order has not materialized. In spite of this, his ideas have 

influenced capitalist economies, leading to the combination of socialist principles that 

have humanized certain aspects of capitalism. 

Marx’s theory of socialist revolution outlines a transitional period from capitalism to 

socialism. In his view, bourgeois revolutions marked the decline of aristocratic 

dominance, paving the way for capitalist expansion. However, the shift to socialism 

would not be instantaneous but would occur in phases. The initial phase would 

involve the overthrow of the bourgeoisie, while the later stages would gradually 

eliminate class structures, occupational hierarchies, and market-driven inequalities. 

The culmination of this transformation would be the communist stage, characterized 

by a distribution of resources based on individual needs rather than market 

competition. 

Marx argued that capitalism inherently intensifies class antagonisms due to the 

growing disparity between productive forces and production relations. The capitalist 
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system, despite generating immense wealth, primarily benefits the bourgeoisie while 

perpetuating exploitation and alienation among the proletariat. This widening socio-

economic gap would, according to Marx, heighten class consciousness and fuel the 

conditions necessary for a socialist revolution. Unlike past revolutions, which simply 

replaced one ruling class with another, the socialist revolution would mark a 

fundamental departure from historical patterns by striving for a truly classless 

society, ensuring equitable opportunities for all. 

Self-Check Exercise-4 

1. Who were the authors of The German Ideology? 

2. Marx’s concept of socialist revolution proposed a transition from _______ to 

_______. 

10.7 Summary 

Marx’s contributions to dialectical materialism and social transformation provide a 

philosophical and analytical framework for understanding historical change. This unit 

explored the principles of dialectical materialism and their application to different 

modes of production, highlighting their role in shaping social structures. Additionally, 

Marx’s insights into revolution and social change were discussed, emphasizing their 

relevance to both historical and contemporary socio-economic developments. 

10.8 Glossary 

 Revolution – A significant and often radical change, typically involving the 

mobilization of large groups to alter political or social structures. 

 Aristocracy – A privileged class distinguished by hereditary rank and socio-

economic status. 
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 Growth – The increase in size or scale of an entity, whether biological, 

economic, or social. 

 Development – The process of advancement or transformation in an 

individual, society, or system, often leading to improved complexity and 

functionality. 

10.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

Ans1. Marx 

Ans2. German  

Ansa3. Hegel   

Self- Check Exercise -2  

Ans1. Marx  

Ans2. Das Capital   

Self- Check Exercise-3 

Ans1. Law of changes   

Ans2. Hegel  

Ans3. Four   

Self- Check Exerise-4 

Ans1. Marx and Engels  

Ans2. Capitalism to Socialism   
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10.11 Terminal Questions 

1. Explain diaelectic materialism.  

2. Discuss the application of the laws of dialectical materialism.   

3. Describe social change and revolution.  
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UNIT -11 

MATERIALISTIC INTERPRETATION OF HISTORY 

STRUCTURE  

11.1 Introduction  

11.2 Learning Objectives  

11.3 Historical Materialism  

                          11.3.1 Background 

Self- Check Exercise-1  

11.4 Hegel’s Philosophy of History 

 11.4.1 Hegel’s Dialectical Method and Marx’s Adaptation 

Self- Check Exercise-2  

11.5 Materialist Perspectives  

                            11.5.1 Materialism 

                            11.5.2 Theory of Historical Materialism  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

11.6 Contribution of Historical Materialism to Sociological Theory  

                         11.6.1 Limitation and Recent Changes in Historical Materialism 

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

11.7 Summary  

11.8 Glossary  

11.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

11.10 Suggested Readings  
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11.11 Terminal Questions  

11.1 Introduction  

Sociology as a discipline originated in Europe, shaped significantly by the profound 

transformations brought about by the Industrial Revolution. The founders of 

sociology, deeply influenced by these societal shifts, sought to understand the 

underlying forces driving social change. Among them, Karl Marx developed a 

framework that remains central to sociological thought—historical materialism. 

Historical materialism forms the scientific foundation of Marx’s sociological 

perspective, making it crucial to situate this theory within the broader context of his 

intellectual contributions. This unit begins by exploring the philosophical and 

theoretical roots of historical materialism, considering the intellectual and social 

environment in which Marx formulated his ideas. It then examines the fundamental 

assumptions that underpin historical materialism, shedding light on its core 

principles. 

Further, the discussion extends to a detailed exposition of historical materialism as a 

theory, addressing Marx’s arguments against economic determinism—a common 

misinterpretation of his work. Finally, the significance of historical materialism within 

sociological theory is assessed, highlighting its enduring influence. A thorough 

understanding of these elements will provide a strong foundation for engaging with 

subsequent units that explore different dimensions of Marx’s thought. 

11.2 Learning Objectives  

In this unit we will be able to   

 Understand the historical materialism. 
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 Discuss the Hegel’s science of logic.  

 Know about the contribution of historical materialism to sociological 

theory.  

11.3 Historical Materialism 

Karl Marx's theory of historical materialism explains societal development through 

economic factors and material conditions. He believed that technological 

advancements and production relationships shape human society. Unlike Hegel, 

who emphasized ideas as the primary drivers of change, Marx argued that material 

reality influences ideas, not the other way around. 

Marx analyzed societies not just in their current state but also in terms of their future 

transformation. His sociological thought focused on mechanisms of change, drawing 

from Hegel’s philosophy. However, Marx's perspective was distinct from later 

interpretations of Marxism that became official ideologies in communist states. 

Both Marx and Friedrich Engels contributed to historical materialism, considering it 

the foundational principle of their work. Engels viewed it as a scientific approach to 

history, seeking to understand the driving forces behind historical events. In The 

German Ideology (1845-46), Marx and Engels asserted that their historical analysis 

was based on empirical observations. 

11.3.1 Background 

Marx grew up in a period of political tension in Europe, where conservative forces 

sought to suppress the revolutionary ideas of the French Revolution. At the same 

time, Germany witnessed a growing liberal movement advocating individual rights 

and political freedoms. Influenced by the radical Young Hegelians during his 
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university years, Marx challenged Hegelian idealism and developed his own 

materialist interpretation of history. 

Marx’s studies of philosophers like Baruch Spinoza and David Hume contributed to 

his understanding of democracy, surpassing the ideas of his contemporaries. He 

aligned with radical thinkers who sought drastic socio-political changes. 

Materialism, in contrast to idealism, asserts that all existence depends on matter. 

There are three types of materialism: philosophical, scientific, and historical. 

Historical materialism specifically focuses on how material conditions shape human 

history. Marx examined historical events through this lens, emphasizing economic 

structures as the foundation of societal change. 

Self-Check Exercise-1 

1. Marx’s broad perspective on society is recognized as historical materialism. 

2. He analyzed societal development based on their economic foundations. 

3. The idea of materialism is often seen as being in contrast to idealism. 

11.4 Hegel’s Philosophy of History 

Hegel’s philosophy aligned with the idealist tradition, which originated with Kant and 

reached its peak with him. He viewed reason as the fundamental essence of reality, 

manifesting itself throughout history. According to Hegel, history represents the 

progression of reason’s self-awareness, with the constitutional state as its highest 

achievement. He perceived history as an evolution in the consciousness of freedom, 

which he believed was best reflected in religious and philosophical advancements. 
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Hegel asserted that the development of religious concepts corresponds with socio-

political progress. For him, historical progress led toward Christianity, the 

Reformation, the French Revolution, and constitutional monarchy. He maintained 

that only educated state officials could fully grasp the ideas of human advancement. 

His followers, known as the Young Hegelians, extended his ideas, arguing that all 

citizens could advance this understanding. 

Karl Marx, initially influenced by Hegel, later aligned with the Young Hegelians. Over 

time, he formulated his own interpretation of history, known as historical materialism, 

challenging Hegel’s conservative views on religion, politics, and law. 

11.4.1 Hegel’s Dialectical Method and Marx’s Adaptation 

While rejecting Hegel’s idealism, Marx adopted his dialectical approach. Hegel 

proposed that every idea (thesis) generates an opposing idea (antithesis), and their 

reconciliation leads to a synthesis—a new, refined concept. As history unfolds, the 

synthesis becomes a new thesis, continuing the cycle of dialectical progression. 

Hegel applied this dialectical method to the development of ideas, but Marx shifted 

its focus to material conditions. Rather than seeing historical progress as an 

evolution of ideas, Marx argued that economic and material forces shape historical 

change. This distinction led to Marx’s theory being labelled historical materialism, 

whereas Hegel’s remained dialectical idealism. 

Self-Check Exercise-2 

1. Hegel viewed history as a progression in the consciousness of freedom. 

2. Those who followed Hegel’s ideas were called the Young Hegelians. 
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3. Marx rejected Hegel’s belief in idealism and instead focused on materialism. 

11.5 The Materialist Perspective 

The materialist perspective is central to Karl Marx’s analysis of society, emphasizing 

that economic conditions shape social structures and historical development. Unlike 

Idealism, which, as seen in Hegel’s philosophy, asserts that ideas shape reality, 

Materialism argues that material conditions—such as economic forces—determine 

human existence. These two perspectives stand in opposition, with Idealism 

prioritizing thought and Materialism focusing on tangible economic structures. Marx’s 

framework, known as historical materialism, provides a materialist interpretation of 

social, cultural, and political phenomena. 

Core Principles of Historical Materialism 

Marx’s historical materialism is created on three fundamental tenets: 

1. The economic structure is the basis of society. 

2. The economy influences politics, culture, and other social institutions. 

3. Political and legal systems emerge from economic structures rather than from 

abstract ideas. 

This approach explains societal change by examining shifts in material and 

economic conditions. According to Marx, history progresses through a series of 

evolutionary stages, each characterized by distinct economic structures. He outlined 

this in the Preface to In A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, it is 

argued that human consciousness is shaped by social existence rather than 

determining it. Society is conceptualized as a structured system in which the 
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economy forms the foundation. This economic base consists of the forces of 

production—such as technology, labor, and resources—as well as the relations of 

production, which encompass ownership and class relationships. Above this 

foundation lies the superstructure, which includes institutions like politics, law, 

religion, and education, all of which are shaped by and evolve in response to the 

economic base. 

The Dialectics of Social Change 

Historical materialism also serves as the basis of Marx’s theory of social change. 

Over time, advancements in productive forces (technology and labor) come into 

conflict with current relations of production (class structures and ownership patterns). 

When these contradictions intensify, they result in a transformation of both economic 

systems and social institutions. This dialectical process drives historical 

development, with conflict acting as a catalyst for progress. 

Marx identified four major modes of production that shaped human history: 

1. Asiatic Mode – Land is communally owned, kinship ties dominate, and the 

state controls production and labor. 

2. Ancient Mode – Characterized by slavery, where a class of slave owners 

dominates society. 

3. Feudal Mode – Defined by serfdom, with landowning aristocrats controlling 

agricultural production. 

4. Capitalist Mode – Based on wage labor, private rights of the means of 

productions, and a division between the bourgeoisie (owners) and proletariat 

(workers). 
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According to Marx, capitalism would eventually be replaced by socialism and, 

ultimately, communism, where class distinctions would dissolve, and economic 

resources would be collectively controlled. 

11.5.1 Materialism  

Materialism, in general, seeks scientific explanations for all aspects of existence, 

including religion, rejecting metaphysical or idealist interpretations of reality. It 

contrasts with Idealism, which posits that reality is shaped by abstract ideas or a 

transcendent realm. There are three key types of materialism: 

 Philosophical Materialism – Argues that all existence is rooted in physical 

matter. 

 Scientific Materialism – Applies materialist principles to the study of nature 

and the physical world. 

 Historical Materialism – Focuses on the role of economic production in 

shaping human history. 

Historical materialism, in particular, highlights how economic factors serve as the 

driving force behindhand social evolution, class struggles, and institutional change. 

By examining these material foundations, Marx sought to provide a scientific analysis 

of historical development and the underlying forces that shape societies. 

11.5.2 Theory of Historical Materialism 

One of Karl Marx’s most significant contributions to social theory is his concept of 

historical materialism. Engels, in Socialism: Utopian and Scientific, defined historical 

materialism as a framework that explains the course of human history based on 



180 
 

economic development. Marx argued that historical transformations occur due to 

shifts in the modes of production and exchange, progressing through stages such as 

primitive communism, slavery, feudalism, and capitalism. Each stage gives rise to 

distinct class divisions—such as master and slave, lord and serf, or capitalist and 

worker—leading to class struggles that drive historical change. 

Karl Marx, in A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, argued that the 

economic structure of society, composed of production relations, serves as its 

foundation. This economic base influences the legal, political, and social 

superstructure. As societies progress, advancements in productive forces—such as 

technology, machinery, and labor—sometimes clash with existing production 

relations. When these relations hinder further growth, social revolutions occur, 

paving the way for new economic systems that better correspond with the evolving 

productive forces. This recurring historical process, according to Marx, ultimately 

leads to capitalism as the final stage of class antagonism before the emergence of a 

classless society. 

Marx distinguished between the forces of production (resources, tools, and labor) 

and the relations of production (the social and economic relationships that define 

production). He also made a critical distinction between the economic base and the 

ideological superstructure. While the base consists of material production, the 

superstructure comprises laws, politics, culture, and ideology, which exist to justify 

and maintain the economic foundation. Importantly, Marx did not view productive 

forces as purely objective economic factors but as deeply intertwined with human 

consciousness and activity. 
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His materialist conception of history was influenced by Hegel but diverged 

significantly. Whereas Hegel saw historical development as driven by the evolution 

of ideas, Marx argued that material conditions shape human consciousness rather 

than the other way around. In other words, social being determines thought, rather 

than thought determining social existence. This economic foundation ultimately 

influences political structures, ideas, and cultural life. 

Marx’s theory also varies from that of Feuerbach. While Feuerbach emphasized the 

unity of man and nature, viewing humans as simply part of nature, Marx believed 

that humans actively shape nature, and in turn, are shaped by it. Unlike pragmatism, 

which sees individuals adapting to their environment, Marx emphasized a dynamic 

interaction where people not only respond to their surroundings but also transform 

them. 

Thus, historical materialism presents history as an ongoing dialectical process in 

which human needs, shaped by material conditions, evolve over time, leading to 

continuous social change. 

Self-Check Exercise-3  

1. What is the central focus of Marx’s analysis of society? 

2. How does Marx’s notion of materialism compare with other philosophical 

perspectives? 

3. How did Marx categorize different stages of human history? 

11.6 Limitations and Recent Revisions of Historical Materialism 
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Karl Marx’s theory of Historical Materialism presents an ambitious framework for 

thoughtful historical development, aiming not only to explain specific events, such as 

the 1848 European Revolutions, but also to establish a scientific approach to history. 

While it provides valuable concepts and methodologies, its application to concrete 

historical events has faced challenges. Marx himself attempted to apply this theory in 

works like The Civil War in France: The Paris Commune (1871) and The Eighteenth 

Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1885), yet translating a broad theoretical model into 

the complexities of historical realities has proven difficult. 

One of the key limitations of Historical Materialism emerges from its predictions 

about socialist transitions. Marx expected that socialism would first emerge in the 

most developed capitalist societies, where industrialization and class struggle had 

matured. However, the Russian and Chinese Revolutions contradicted this 

expectation. Rather than emerging from an advanced proletariat, these revolutions 

were driven by a vanguard party mobilizing a predominantly agrarian population. 

These societies, still in pre-capitalist or early capitalist stages, bypassed the 

capitalist phase through state-led development and planning, challenging the linear 

progression Marx envisioned. As a result, Historical Materialism is better understood 

as offering multiple possible historical pathways rather than a rigid, stage-based 

sequence. 

Additionally, the role of colonialism has necessitated further revisions to the theory. 

Marx anticipated that capitalism would expand from the West to its colonies, which 

would eventually follow the same path toward socialism. However, colonial rulers 

deliberately obstructed capitalist development in these regions, establishing 

extractive economies that primarily benefited the imperial powers. The wealth 

siphoned from colonies not only enriched Western nations but also helped mitigate 
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internal class struggles by enabling higher living standards. Later Marxist thinkers, 

notably Lenin, further analyzed the interplay between capitalism and colonialism, 

arguing that imperialism served to delay socialist transformation in industrialized 

nations. 

Recognizing these limitations, contemporary Marxist scholars have refined Historical 

Materialism by adjusting its scope and assumptions. While the theory still offers 

valuable visions into historical change, its predictive capacity has been moderated to 

account for the complex and varied trajectories that societies have followed. Rather 

than a deterministic model, it is now seen as a framework that must adapt to 

historical contingencies, including the impact of colonialism, uneven development, 

and political agency in shaping history. 

11.6.1 Contribution of Historical Materialism to Sociological Theory 

Historical materialism has significantly shaped the development of modern sociology 

by providing a framework for understanding social structures and transformations. 

While earlier thinkers such as Hegel, Saint-Simon, and Adam Ferguson laid some 

groundwork, Karl Marx refined these ideas into a systematic and empirical approach. 

His central contribution was emphasizing the role of economic production and class 

relations in shaping societal structures. This perspective offered a concrete and 

pragmatic basis for studying social change, influencing later sociologists seeking a 

more precise and evidence-based approach to analyzing societal evolution. 

Beyond its substantive insights, historical materialism introduced novel methods of 

inquiry, conceptual tools, and theoretical propositions to explain the emergence, 

progression, and decline of different social systems. Throughout the late 19th 
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century, these ideas deeply influenced sociological discourse, shaping research 

methodologies and analytical frameworks. 

A distinctive strength of historical materialism lies in its ambitious attempt to critically 

synthesize the accumulated body of social knowledge since antiquity. Marx’s 

overarching goal was to deepen the understanding of human development and, 

ultimately, to guide the transition toward a society based on rational planning, 

cooperative production, and equitable distribution of resources—free from 

exploitation and oppressive hierarchies. 

Moreover, historical materialism is not merely a method for interpreting social 

realities but also a meta-theoretical critique of the foundations and objectives of 

social science itself. By continuously questioning dominant paradigms, it fosters a 

dynamic and self-reflective approach to studying social phenomena, ensuring that 

sociological inquiry remains both rigorous and transformative. 

Self-Check Exercise-4  

Q1. How has historical materialism contributed to the formation of modern 

sociological thought? 

11.7 Summary  

Historical materialism is a materialist approach to understanding social, 

cultural, and political developments. It asserts that social institutions and 

values are shaped primarily by the mode of productions rather than by 

abstract ideas. However, in the Marxian framework, "determination" should 

not be interpreted in an absolute sense but rather as a guiding principle in the 

ultimate analysis. 
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As a dialectical theory of human progress, historical materialism views history 

as a continuous evolution of humanity’s efforts to control and harness nature 

through production. Since production occurs within a structured society, 

historical change is essentially the transformation of social systems and 

relationships centered around productive activity. In this framework, the 

economic system serves as the foundation (or base), while institutions, 

ideologies, and social structures emerge as the superstructure. 

History signifies progress because human beings constantly refine their 

productive capacities. However, this progress is accompanied by increasing 

complexity in social organization, often leading to more oppressive structures. 

Thus, while advancing the force of productions enhances human potential, it 

simultaneously generates new forms of social constraints. 

11.8 Glossary  

 Institutions- an established organization or corporation (such as a bank 

or university) especially of a public character.  

 Class- a group of people sharing the same social, economic or 

occupational status.  

 Materialism- everything that truly exists is matter; everything is material, 

thus all phenomena we see are a result of material interactions.  

 Group- number of people or things that are together in the same place 

or that are connected in some way.  

 Democracy- a system in which the government of a country is elected 

by the people.  

11.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  
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Self- Check Exercise-1  

Ans1. Historical Materialism   

Ans2. Materialism  

Ans3. Idealism   

Self- Check Exercise-2  

Ans1. Progress   

Ans2. Young Hegelian  

Ans3. Idealism   

Self- Check Exercise-3  

Ans1. Materialist  

Ans2. Idealism   

Ans3. Four   

Self- Check Exercise-4  

Ans1. Modern Sociology   

11.10 Suggested Readings  

 Althusser, L., (1965) For Marx, Harmonds worth: Penguin. (The work 

that initiated the `structuralist' or `anti-humanist' interpretation of Marx.) 

  Cohen, G.A., (1978) Karl Marx's Theory of History: aDefence, Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. (A masterpiece of sustained interpretative 

argument.)  
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 Elster, J., (1985) Making Sense of Marx, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. (Less tightlyfocused than Cohen, but full of insight and 

perhaps less one-sided. Contains a particularly good discussion of 

Marx's economics.) 

  Kolakowski, L., (1975) Main Currents of Marxism, Volume One. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. (A critical treatment, emphasizing the prophetic-

metaphysical background to Marxism.)  

 Lukács, G. (1971). History and Class Consciousness. London: Merlin. 

Originally published in 1921, this work laid the foundation for what later 

became known as 'Hegelian' or 'humanist' Marxism. 

 Popper, K., (1948) The Open Society and its Enemies, London: 

Routledge and Kegan Paul. (An influential critique of Marx's claims to 

`science'.)  

11.11 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Explains historical materialism.  

Q2. Discuss the materialist perspectives. 

Q3. Describe limitation and recent changes in historical materialism.  
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UNIT-12 

CLASS AND CLASS STRUGGLE 

STRUCTURE  

12.1 Introduction 

12.2 Learning Objectives  

12.3 The Class Structure  

                     12.3.1 Criteria for Willpower of Class  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

12.4 Marxian Definition of Class  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

12.5 Classification of Societies in History and Appearance of Class  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

12.6 Strengthening of Class Conflict under Capitalism 

Self- Check Exercise-4  

12.7 Class and Class Struggles 

                       12.7.1 Classes Struggle and Revolution  

12.7.2 Class in Itself and Class for Itself: Consciousness in the Class Struggles 

12.7.3 Major Characteristics of Marx’s Theory of Classes Struggle 

Self- Check Exercsie-5  

12.8 Summary  

12.9 Glossary  

12.10 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

12.11 Suggested Readings  
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12.12 Terminal Questions  

12.1 Introduction  

Karl Marx’s theory of class and class conflict plays a fundamental role in his 

interpretation of historical development. He categorized social classes based on their 

connection to the means of production and their recognition of their collective social 

standing, referred to as class consciousness. Marx argued that human history has 

been driven by continuous struggles between conflicting social groups—those who 

dominate and those who are subjugated—arising from the existence of social 

inequality and exploitation. 

From the era of slavery to feudalism and later capitalism, each societal stage has 

been characterized by conflict between dominant and subordinate classes. These 

struggles arise due to contradictions within the economic system, leading to 

transformations in the modes of production. Marx predicted that capitalism, driven by 

inherent exploitation, would eventually give way to a communist society through a 

proletarian revolution. In this envisioned system, class distinctions, social inequality, 

and conflict would disappear, ultimately leading to the de-alienation of the working 

class. 

Unlike theories that emphasize social stability or equilibrium, Marx saw class 

struggle as the fundamental force driving societal change. He rejected the notion that 

conflict was an anomaly within society; rather, he viewed it as an inherent aspect of 

its structure. In this perspectives, social structures are both products of and 

participants in class struggle. Thus, Marx’s analysis of modern society, particularly 

the capitalist system of the 19th century, was rooted in a conflict-based framework 

rather than one based on consensus or functional integration. 
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12.2 Learning Objectives 

In this unit, we will: 

 Explore the concept of class structure. 

 Examine the origins and development of class divisions. 

 Analyze the nature of class struggle. 

12.3 Understanding Class Construction 

The term class originates from the Latin word classis, which initially mentioned to a 

group of people called to arms or categorized based on specific characteristics. 

During the reign of the Roman king Servius Tullius (678–534 B.C.), Roman society 

was separated into five classes based on wealth. Over time, the idea of class 

evolved to represent the broad social divisions within human societies. 

Karl Marx viewed class as a defining feature of capitalist societies, which is why his 

analysis primarily focused on class structure within capitalism. His sociological 

perspective revolves around class struggle, making it essential to understand his 

interpretation of class to grasp his broader philosophical and economic theories. 

Although Marx frequently second hand the term social class throughout his works, 

he provided a fragmented explanation of it. The most explicit discussion on class 

structure appears in Capital (Volume III, 1894), where he categorized society into 

three primary classes based on their sources of income: 

1. Workers (Proletariat) – Those who rely on their labor as their primary source 

of income. 
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2. Capitalists (Bourgeoisie) – Owners of capital who earn through profits and 

surplus value. 

3. Landowners – Individuals who derive income from land rent. 

At a wider level, society can be simplified into two main classes: 

 The bourgeoisie, or the haves, who own land, capital, or other mean of 

productions. 

 The proletariat, or the have-nots, who possess unknown but their labor power. 

Marx sought to describe social class in concrete terms, stating that a class is 

determined by its fixed role in the production process. This distinction forms the 

foundation of his theory of class struggle, which remains central to his critique of 

capitalism. 

12.3.1 Standards for Determining Class 

To fully grasp the idea of class and class structures, it is essential to address the 

question: What defines a social class? In other word, what characteristics distinguish 

a set of people as a class within the Marxian framework? Marx identifies two 

fundamental criteria for class determination: objective standards and subjective 

criteria. 

1. Objective Criteria: 

A social class is formed when individuals share a common association with the 

means of production. For instance, laborers as a group maintain a specific economic 

relationship with landowners, while landowners, in turn, hold a distinct relationship 

through both land and laborers. In this method, laborers and landowners emerge as 
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distinct classes based on their economic roles. However, according to Marx, this 

classification alone is insufficient. He differentiates between a "class in itself" and a 

"class for itself." A "class in itself" mentions to a group of people who objectively 

belong to the same economic category, but this alone does not make them a true 

social class in Marxist terms. 

2. Subjective Criteria: 

For a group to transition from being a mere category to a fully developed class, its 

members must recognize their shared interests and develop a collective 

consciousness. This awareness, or class consciousness, is what Marx describes as 

a "class for itself." It signifies the moment when individuals not only experience 

similar economic conditions but also become conscious of their shared struggles and 

unite to take collective action in pursuit of their common interests. Without this 

consciousness, a group remains merely a collection of individuals rather than an 

organized class capable of influencing social change. 

 

Thus, a class is not solely defined by its economic position but also by its awareness 

and ability to act collectively. Both objective and subjective criteria must be present 

to fully establish a social class within any society. 

 

Self- Check Exercise -1  

Q1. The word class originated from------ term.  

Q2. Marx recognized class as unique features of ------societies.  
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Q3. Marx distinguished how many classes?   

12.4 Marxian Definition of Class 

Karl Marx analyzed society through the lens of class divisions and the inherent 

conflicts between them. He saw class struggle by way of both shaping and being 

shaped by social structures. Marx's opinion of society is therefore rooted in conflict, 

with class playing a central role. His idea of class emerges in the context of 

capitalism, where economic relations are distinct by ownership—or lack thereof—of 

property and the mean of production. In a capitalist system, one class possesses 

these means, while the other does not. This economic foundation, rendering to Marx, 

is the primary determinant of social relations, more so than in pre-industrial societies, 

where class distinctions were often based on factors like profession, such as knights, 

clergy, or military elites. 

Marxian class theory is built upon three fundamental elements: group basis, mean of 

production, and conflict. 

12.4.1 Group Basis 

Marx defines a social class as a collective of individuals who share specific socio-

economic characteristics. While individuals may belong to a class, the term takes on 

real meaning only when functional to a group as a whole. When people in similar 

economic positions experience shared circumstances, they tend to act as a common 

way. For example, individuals who either own or lack switch over the means of 

production belong to distinct social classes. This is what Marx refers to as a "class in 

itself"—a group whose members have aligned interests, whether they are aware of it 

or not. 
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However, Marx also introduces the ideas of a "class for itself," which refer to a group 

that recognizes its common interests and actively organizes to pursue them. The 

working class, for example, shares a struggle against the capitalist class. “According 

to Marx, class—not religion, language, or gender—is the primary force of division in 

society.” 

A key example of this distinction is the peasantry. While peasants share similar 

economic conditions, their isolation in separate villages prevents them from 

developing a collective class consciousness. As a result, they remain a "class in 

itself" but do not transform into a "class for itself," which would require an awareness 

of their shared struggle and a united effort to challenge the dominant class structure. 

Thus, for Marx, class is not just an economic category but a crucial force in shaping 

social dynamics, driving historical change through conflict and revolution. 

12.4.2 Means of Production 

Karl Marx argued that social classes develop based on their connection to the 

means of production. Throughout history, various class structures have emerged 

depending on the dominant economic system, such as master and slave, lord and 

serf, or capitalist and worker. Unlike other forms of social elites who may derive 

their power from political, military, or religious institutions, Marx emphasized 

economic control as the key determinant of class. In his view, true economic elites 

are those who own or control the means of production, as this ownership allows 

them to amass wealth. Moreover, within a capitalist system, those who oversee 

production also have the power to appropriate the surplus generated by workers, 

perpetuating economic inequality. 
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12.4.3 Conflict 

Beyond economic position, social classes are also defined by conflict and 

opposition to one another. Marx highlighted that a class truly takes shape when its 

members unite in opposition to another group with conflicting interests. For 

instance, the bourgeoisie in early capitalist Europe emerged as a class only when 

they collectively engaged in struggle against the feudal aristocracy. According to 

Marx, all class-based societies consist of two opposing groups—one dominant 

and the other subordinate. When individuals recognize their shared interests in 

resisting exploitation, they form a class in the Marxian sense. This conflict amid 

classes ultimately fuels the broader notion of class struggle, which Marx saw as a 

pouring force in historical change. 

Self- Check Exerise-2   

Q1. For Marx, classes emerged from the relationship of the group  of 

individuals to the --------------  

Q2. Marxian understanding all class societies are built around two antagonistic 

classes – one---------- and the other ------------ 

12.5 Classification of Societies and Stages of Human History 

Karl Marx categorized human history based on economic structures and modes of 

production. He identified four major modes: Asiatic, ancient, feudal, and capitalist, 

predicting that social evolution would eventually lead to communism. These 

classifications can be further simplified into five key stages: 

1. Primitive-Communal Society: The earliest form of human society was 

characterized by a simple way of life, where people depended on rudimentary 
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tools such as sticks and stones for hunting and gathering. Resources and 

means of production were shared collectively, promoting a sense of 

cooperation and mutual support. There were no rigid social hierarchies or 

exploitation, as every individual played an equal role in ensuring survival. 

However, as tool-making techniques improved and surplus production 

became possible, private ownership emerged, leading to social inequalities 

and the formation of class distinctions. 

2. Slave-Owning Society: With improved tools made of bronze and iron, large-

scale agriculture, livestock farming, and craftsmanship developed. This period 

saw the rise of private ownership, where slave owners controlled together the 

means of production and enslaved individuals. Slaves were exploited, 

receiving only minimal sustenance for survival. Over time, resistance from 

enslaved people and external conflicts weakened the system, paving the way 

for a transition to feudalism. 

3. Feudal Society: The feudal system was characterized by land ownership, 

where feudal lords controlled landless peasants or serfs. Unlike slavery, serfs 

had some rights, such as access to land for subsistence farming, though they 

remained subjected to exploitation. Technological advancements, population 

growth, and colonial expansion increased the demand for goods, leading to 

mass-scale manufacturing. The rise of factories and industrial laborers fueled 

tensions, ultimately resulting in revolts that dismantled feudalism and gave 

rise to capitalism. 

4. Capitalist Society: The industrial revolution led to the arrival of capitalist 

economies, where private individuals owned the means of production, and 

wage laborers sold their labor for wages. Capitalism thrives on profit-making 
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and class divisions among the bourgeoisie (owners) and the proletariat 

(workers). Marx argued that capitalism would finally lead to its downfall due to 

inherent class struggles, setting the stage for socialism and, ultimately, 

communism. 

5. Communist Society (Predicted by Marx): Marx envisioned that social 

development would culminate in a classless, stateless society where means 

of production would be jointly owned, eliminating exploitation and social 

inequalities. 

Self- Check Exercise-3  

Q1. Marx distinguished stages of human history on the basis of their ------or-----

------------------------ 

Q2. What are the organization of societies and various stages of human 

history?   

12.6 Strengthening of Class Conflict under Capitalism 

 A defining characteristic of capitalism’s productive forces is large-scale machine 

production. Traditional artisan workshops and small-scale manufacturers were 

replaced by massive factories, plants, and mines. In The Communist Manifesto, 

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels described the transformation brought about by 

capitalism: the harnessing of natural forces, advancements in machinery, the 

application of chemistry in industry and agriculture, the expansion of steam 

navigation, railways, and telegraphs, the conversion of vast lands for cultivation, 

and the redirection of rivers. In just a few centuries, capitalism accelerated the 

development of productive forces far beyond what had been achieved in previous 

historical periods. 
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This rapid expansion of production was facilitated by capitalist relations, which 

were based on private ownership. Under capitalism, workers—though legally 

free—were still bound to the system of exploitation. Unlike feudal serfs, they were 

not tied to the land or any single workplace, giving them the ability to work for 

different capitalists. However, their lack of ownership over the means of 

production forced them to sell their labor, placing them under the control of the 

capitalist class. This exploitation led workers to develop a sense of class 

consciousness, pushing them to unite in labor movements. Initially, these 

movements fought for better wages and working conditions, but over time, they 

intensified into broader struggles against capitalism itself. 

Marx argued that capitalism represented the height of inequality, exploitation, and 

class conflict. The inevitable result of this struggle, he believed, was a socialist 

revolution—an event that would dismantle capitalism and pave the way for a new 

stage of human society: communism. 

Understanding Communism 

The term "communism" emerged in the 1830s among secret revolutionary groups 

in Paris. It was initially associated with the working-class movement against 

capitalism and also signified the new society that workers aimed to build through 

their struggle. 

In the late 19th century, the terms "socialism" and "communism" were often used 

interchangeably to describe working-class movements. Marx and Engels also 

employed both terms without strict distinction. However, following the 

establishment of the Third Communist International in 1917, "communism" 

became more closely associated with revolutionary action aimed at dismantling 
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capitalism, whereas "socialism" came to represent more gradual, constitutional 

reforms within the system. 

Marx envisioned communism as a stage of society where private property and 

human alienation would be abolished. In his Economic and Philosophical 

Manuscripts (1844), he described communism as the complete elimination of 

private ownership, allowing humanity to fully reclaim its essence and live in a truly 

collective and equitable society. 

 

Self- Check Exercise-4  

Q1. The term communism invented in the mid------- 

Q2. What do you understand by communism? 

12.7 Class and Class Struggle 

 According to Marx, the economic structure, or mode of production, serves as 

the foundation of society. Any transformation in this economic base inevitably 

leads to fundamental shifts in the superstructure and, consequently, in society 

as a whole. Changes in the mode of production primarily involve alterations in 

the forces of production and the relations of production. 

In the primitive communal stage, production was limited, resulting in the 

absence of surplus goods. Since there was no private ownership of the means 

of production, inequality and exploitation did not exist. The community 

collectively owned and controlled the means of production. However, as 

productive capacities improved and technological advancements took place, 

surplus production emerged. This led to the establishment of private ownership 

over the means of production, altering the existing relations of production. As a 

result, the primitive-communal system disintegrated, paving the way for a new 
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social order characterized by inequality, exploitation, and class conflict—

beginning with the slave-owning society. 

In the slave-owning system, the struggle between slave owners and enslaved 

people intensified, ultimately leading to a transition from slavery to feudalism. 

Marx asserted that the history of society is fundamentally a history of class 

struggle, meaning that different stages of social development are marked by 

conflicts between dominant and subordinate classes. This struggle persisted in 

feudal society, where feudal lords exploited landless agricultural laborers or 

serfs. Over time, as changes in the mode of production occurred and class 

conflicts escalated, feudalism was eventually replaced by capitalism. 

Under capitalism, class antagonisms became more pronounced, with industrial 

laborers experiencing increasing exploitation at the hands of capitalists. As 

workers organized and mobilized against the capitalist class, their movement 

gained momentum, ultimately culminating in a revolution. Marx described this 

revolutionary change as a means by which capitalism would be overthrown and 

replaced by socialism. This transition represents the fifth stage of social 

development in Marxist theory, a concept that will be explored in greater detail 

in the following section. 

 

12.7.1 Class Struggle and Revolt 

Karl Marx argued that inherent class antagonisms within the capitalist system 

would eventually lead to a revolution, replacing capitalism with socialism. The 

origin of this conflict, conferring to Marx, lies in the inconsistency between the 

forces of production—such as technological advancements and industrial 

capacity—and the relatives of production, which determine ownership 
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structures and income distribution. While capitalism fosters large-scale 

production and economic growth, it simultaneously concentrates wealth in the 

needles of a few, leaving the majority in poverty. This stark inequality 

consequences in a society where small pockets of extreme wealth exist amid 

widespread economic hardship. 

Marx attributed this disparity to exploitative production relations that unfairly 

allocate resources. Over time, this contradiction intensifies, leading to a crisis 

where the proletariat—the working class—becomes increasingly aware of its 

collective interests. As this class grows in numbers and solidarity, it develops 

the aspiration to seize power and restructure social and economic relations. 

Marx viewed historical progress as a succession of class victories, with each 

new ruling class replacing the previous one. He dedicated his lifetime to 

strategizing the triumph of the proletariat, advocating for a political party to 

spearhead the revolution. His seminal work, Das Kapital (1861-1879), provided 

a thorough critique of capitalism, treating class conflict as an objective reality 

rather than a matter of ideological persuasion. Marx distanced himself from 

sentimental appeals, emphasizing a scientific analysis of social structures and 

the laws governing them. 

The notion of class struggle was not unique to Marx. Earlier thinkers, such as 

Saint-Simon, had framed history as a series of class conflicts. In the 1790s, 

Babeuf introduced the concept of proletarian dictatorship, which was later 

expanded by Weitling and Blanqui. French state communists also explored the 

role of labors in industrial societies. However, Marx synthesized these ideas 

into a comprehensive and systematic framework, combining fundamental 

principles with concrete historical analysis. 
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In Marx’s view, the proletariat occupies the lowest rung in social hierarchy, and 

its liberation would signify the liberation of all humanity. While the bourgeoisie 

has the right to resist, for the working class, revolution is a necessity for 

survival. Unlike previous revolutions, which were led by and for privileged 

minorities, the proletarian revolution would be driven by the common for the 

collective benefit of society. This transformation would dismantle class divisions 

and the exploitative nature of capitalism. 

The initial phase of this change is known as the dictatorship of the proletariat, 

during which private ownership is abolished, and production is collectively 

managed to meet societal needs. Eventually, this phase would give way to a 

stateless, communist society, eliminating class distinctions and resolving class 

conflict permanently. This final stage would also address the issue of alienation, 

a key concern in Marxist thought, ensuring that individuals no longer feel 

disconnected from their labor and society. 

12.7.2 From "Class in Itself" to "Class for Itself": Consciousness in Class 

Struggle 

A fundamental concept in Marxist theory is the alteration of a class from merely 

existing within economic conditions to actively seeking change. 

Class in Itself 

This term describes a social group whose affiliates share economic conditions and a 

similar position in relation to the mean of production. However, they fix not yet 

recognize their collective identity or engage in coordinated action. 

Class for Itself 
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When a class moves beyond shared economic interests to develop a collective 

consciousness of its position in society, it becomes a "class for itself." This 

transformation leads to organized efforts to challenge and alter the structures that 

sustain economic inequality. 

According to Marx, the proletariat initially exists as a "class in itself" but, through 

struggle and awareness, evolves into a "class for itself," actively participating in the 

broader class struggle. 

12.7.3 Key Aspects of Marx’s theory of class struggle  

Marx's perspective on class struggle includes several defining characteristics: 

 Inevitability of Class Struggle: Marx claimed that conflict between classes is 

an unavoidable consequence of capitalism due to disparities in wealth and 

power distribution. 

 Development of Class Consciousness: A crucial element in class struggle is 

the move from a "class in itself" to a "class for itself," where the proletariat 

gains awareness and unites for collective action. 

 Revolutionary Transformation: Marx predicted that class struggle would 

culminate in a revolution, ultimately dismantling capitalist structures and 

foremost to a classless, communist society. 

Self-Check Exercise-5 

1. According to Marx’s, changes in infrastructure will bring important changes in 

superstructure and, consequently, social relations. 

2. Society is shaped by a history of class struggles. 
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3. A "class for itself" not only shares common interests but is also fully aware of 

its social position and actively seeks to change it. 

12.8 Summary  

Karl Marx's idea of class and class conflict is fundamental to analyzing society's 

historical progression. He categorized classes based on people's connection to the 

means of production and their recognition of their social position. Marx argued that 

the history of human civilization is primarily shaped by class struggles. As social 

inequality and exploitation emerged, society became divided into two conflicting 

groups—those who control the means of production and those who rely on their 

labor for survival. 

12.9 Glossary   

 Evolution- the procedure by which living organisms change over time 

through variations in the genome.  

 Consciousness- the state of being able to see, hear, feel etc.  

 Group-  number of people or thing that are together in the same place or 

that are connected in some way.  

 Slavery- condition in which one human being was owned by another.  

 Colonialism- the practice by which a powerful country controls another 

country or countries in order to become richer.  

12.10 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

Ans1. Latin  

Ans2. Capitalist   
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Ans3. Three  

Self- Check Exercise02  

Ans1. Means of productions.  

Ans2. Dominance, sub ordinal   

Self- Check Exercise-3  

Ans1. Economic, mode of production  

Ans2. Primitive- communal, Slave- owning, Feudal, Capitalist and 

communist.  

Self- Check Exercise -4  

Ans1.1830s 

Ans2. Movement of employed class in capitalist society.   

Self- Check Exercise-5  

Ans1. Superstructure, society   

Ans2. Class struggle   

Ans3. Aware  

12.11 Suggested Readings  

 Berlin, Isaiah. (1939). Karl Marx: His Life and Environment, London: 

Thornton Butterworth Ltd. 
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  Giddens, Anthony. (1998). Capitalism and Modern Social Theory: An 

Analysis of the Writings of Marx, Durkheim and Max Weber, New Delhi: 

Cambridge University Press Pvt. Ltd.  

 Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU). (2005). Sociological 

Thought (ESO 13). New Delhi: IGNOU. 

 Calhoun, C., J. Gerteis, J. Moody, S. Pfaff, K. Schmidt, and Indermohan 

Virk. 2002. Classical Sociological Theory. USA: Blackwell Publishers. 

  Hughes, John A., Wes Sharrock, and Peter J Martin. 2003. 

Understanding Classical Sociology: Marx, Weber, Durkheim .London: 

Sage.  

 Marx, Karl 1867. Capital Volume I. Retrieved 

fromhttps://www.marxists.org/ archive/marx/works/1867-c1/ch01.htm.  

 Morrison, K. 1995.Marx, Durkheim, Weber: Formations of Modern Social 

Thought. London: Sage. 

12.12 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Explain class structure.  

Q2. Discuss the strengthening of class conflict under capitalism.  

Q3. Deliberate class struggle and revolution.  

Q4. What are the major characteristics of Marx theory of class struggle?  

 

 

 

 



207 
 

UNIT -13 

ALIENATION AND SURPLUS THEORY 

STRUCTURE 

13.1 Introduction 

13.2 Learning Objectives  

                       13.3 Thought of Alienation 

                       13.3.1 Alienation as a Process  

                        13.3.2 Features of Alienation 

Self- Check Exercsie-1   

13.4 Views of Various Thinkers on Alienation  

                         13.4.1 Problems of Alienations  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

13.5 Views of Various Thinkers on Alienation 

                         13.5.1 Problems of Alienation  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

13.6 Surplus Value according to Marx   

                        13.6.1 Marx Labor Theory of Value  

                       13.6.2 Different Concepts Use by Marx in the Theory of Surplus Value  

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

13.7 Disapproval of the Marx Concept of Surplus Value  

                        13.7.1 Some Issues Concerning Surplus Value and Its Rate  

Self- check Exercsie-5  
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13.8 Summary  

13.9 Glossary  

13.10 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

13.11 Suggested Readings  

13.12 Terminal Questions  

13.1 Introduction 

Surplus value refers to the excess social product generated beyond what is 

necessary for producers to sustain themselves. Measured in labor time, surplus 

value represents the accumulated unpaid labor of workers. In capitalist societies, 

surplus value manifests as profit for capitalists, who own together the means of 

production and the labor power of workers. Since workers must sell their labor to 

survive, the capitalist not only controls production but also claims ownership over 

surplus value, which exceeds the wages paid to workers. 

Karl Marx familiarized the concept of surplus value as a critique of capitalism, 

arguing that it rises from the difference between a worker’s wage and the value of 

goods or services they produce. According to Marx, value is primarily derived from 

labor, and extra value results from workers’ productivity. This theory, rooted in the 

labor theory of value, forms the core of Marx’s critique of political economy. 

13.2 Learning Objectives 

By this unit, learners will be able to: 

 Understand the notion of alienation. 

 Discuss perspectives of different thinkers on alienation. 

 Analyze Marx’s theory of surplus value. 
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13.3 Concept of Alienation 

The capitalist mode of production has significantly enhanced human labor 

productivity on an immense scale. However, this advancement has come at the 

expense of the workers, who are compelled to sell their labor power to capitalists. 

For the worker, the true purpose of productive activity is no longer found in the work 

itself but in the wage received at the end of the day. Human life is fundamentally 

about being active, creative, and productive, yet under capitalism, the worker’s 

activity is not his own—it is controlled by the capitalist. His true life begins only after 

his work is done. He works solely to earn a lsivelihood rather than as an expression 

of life itself. This condition is what Marx describes as alienation. 

13.3.1 Alienation as a Process 

Marx, in his Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts (1844), identified four key 

aspects of alienation: 

1. Alienation from the Product – Workers do not retain ownership of what they 

create; instead, capitalists claim and sell it, reinforcing their dominance. 

2. Alienation from the Act of Production – Labor is treated as a commodity 

under capitalist control, depriving workers of independence and agency. 

3. Alienation from Human Nature – Employment is reduced to a means of 

survival, distancing workers from their intrinsic human essence. 

4. Alienation from Others – Capitalism cultivates competition among workers, 

weakening social connections and solidarity. 
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Marx later expanded on the concept of alienation in Wages, Price, and Profit, 

highlighting how the extraction of absolute and relative surplus value, the extension 

of working hours, and mechanization intensify worker exploitation. 

13.3.2 Features of Alienation 

Marx’s critique of capitalism is deeply interconnected with his anthropological and 

historical perspectives. His analysis extends beyond economics, encompassing 

human activity and social development. He argues that the capitalist system 

dehumanizes workers, creating a disconnect between individuals and their own 

labor, ultimately culminating in a revolutionary transformation. He identifies two key 

aspects of alienation: 

1. Labor Power vs. Labor: Unlike classical economists, Marx differentiates 

between labor and labor power. Workers do not sell their labor directly; 

instead, they sell their ability to work. This distinction reveals the exploitative 

nature of capitalism, as workers relinquish control over their essence and 

creativity. Their labor becomes alien, leading to a sense of disempowerment 

and deprivation. 

2. Exchange Value vs. Use Value: Capitalism prioritizes exchange value—the 

pursuit of profit—over use value, the actual utility of goods. As a result, human 

activity becomes subordinated to market dynamics rather than genuine 

human needs. This leads to a paradox where society is dominated by the very 

commodities it produces, reinforcing a structure of alienation and exploitation. 

Self-Check Exercise-1 

1. Who authored Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts? 
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2. Workers are alienated from the product of their __________. 

3. What types of values does Marx discuss in his work? 

13.4 Perspectives on Alienation 

The concept of alienation has deep historical roots, tracing back to religious 

doctrines such as the Christian idea of original sin. According to this belief, Adam 

and Eve's disobedience led to estrangement from God, symbolizing the first instance 

of alienation. Similarly, Jean-Jacques Rousseau's social contract theory suggests 

that individuals in a state of nature surrendered their natural freedom and inherent 

goodness to attain civil liberty, marking the initial stage of human alienation from their 

intrinsic character. 

Hegel’s Dialectical Approach G.W.F. Hegel viewed alienation as an essential part 

of the development of the Absolute Idea. According to him, ideas externalize 

themselves in the natural world and are later reintegrated at a higher level through a 

dialectical process of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. Nature itself represents an 

alienation of the Absolute Idea, and individuals experience estrangement both from 

society and themselves. However, this alienation is resolved through progressive 

stages of self-realization and knowledge. 

Feuerbach’s Critique of Religion 

Ludwig Feuerbach analyzed religious consciousness and argued that human beings 

plan their own attributes onto an idealized deity. This process, he believed, results in 

alienation, as individuals become subjugated by the very concepts they create. 

Religion, in this sense, imposes constraints on human needs, leading to self-

oppression and estrangement from one's true nature. 
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Marx’s Analysis of Alienation 

Karl Marx provided a comprehensive analysis of alienation, particularly in capitalist 

societies, where workers become detached from their labor. He acknowledged four 

dimensions of alienation: 

1. Alienation from the Product of Labor – Workers do not own or control what 

they produce; the products belong to capitalists. 

2. Alienation from the Labor Process – Workers lack control over their work, 

leading to a loss of creativity and fulfillment. 

3. Alienation from Fellow Humans – Capitalism fosters competition, replacing 

human connections with economic transactions. 

4. Alienation from Human Nature – Under capitalism, labor is coerced, 

depriving individuals of the ability to shape their world meaningfully. 

Marx argued that alienation could only be eradicated through the transition from 

capitalism to communism, where workers regain control over their labor and its 

products. 

Alienation in Twentieth-Century Thought 

Western Marxists expanded on the theory of alienation by integrating psychological 

perspectives. The New Left, emerging in the late 1950s, critiqued traditional Marxism 

for ignoring social psychology. Erich Fromm combined Marxist and Freudian insights, 

emphasizing the societal influence on human behavior. He argued that alienation 

could be mitigated by altering thought processes within a capitalist framework. 

Herbert Marcuse further developed the idea by linking alienation to mass production 

and consumerism. He asserted that industrial societies manipulate individuals into 
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becoming mere consumers, creating "false needs." Marcuse placed his hopes for 

change in marginalized groups, radical intellectuals, and social movements such as 

feminism and student activism. 

13.4.1 Challenges in Understanding Alienation 

Defining Alienation 

Alienation encompasses various dimensions, including forced labor, loss of self-

realization, and lack of societal appreciation. Identifying its true indicators is complex, 

as it requires assessing both human nature and the socio-economic context. Even 

socialist experiments, such as the Soviet Union, struggled to eliminate alienation 

among workers, indicating the difficulty of pinpointing and addressing the 

phenomenon. 

Measuring Alienation 

The extent of alienation varies across societies and historical periods. While 

capitalist societies exhibit systemic alienation, pre-capitalist societies were not 

entirely free from it. The challenge lies in accurately measuring the degree of 

alienation in any given context. 

Overcoming Alienation 

Marx believed communism could eliminate alienation by restructuring social relations 

rather than merely altering technology or production methods. He distinguished 

between machinery itself and the way capitalism exploits it. However, Marx's 

optimism about communism reducing alienation remains largely theoretical, as he 

provided little detail on how a post-capitalist society would function in practice. 

Self-Check Exercise-5 
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1. The concept of alienation can be drew to the doctrine of _______. 

2. Who proposed the theory the social contract? 

3. Who argued that alienation is a fundamental characteristic of capitalist 

societies? 

13.5 Surplus Value according to Karl Marx 

Karl Marx’s theory of surplus value is rooted in the distinction between labor and 

labor power. According to Marx, workers sell their labor power, for which they receive 

wages that correspond to its value. However, the capitalist benefits from the actual 

labor performed, which generates value beyond the cost of labor power. If workers 

were compensated for the full value of their labor, surplus value would not exist, and 

capitalism as an economic system would not function. 

Marx asserts that the price of a commodity is determined by the labor invested in it, 

considering labor as the foundation of all wealth. Workers, unable to establish 

industries due to lack of capital, must sell their labor to capitalists who control 

production. The capitalists, in turn, sell finished goods at a premium while paying 

minimal wages, thereby creating surplus value—the difference between production 

costs and selling price. Marx critiques this system, arguing that surplus value 

rightfully belongs to the laborers, as they are the true producers of wealth. This 

concept demystifies capitalist profit, revealing it as an outcome of unpaid labor. 

For Marx, surplus value originates from unpaid surplus labor performed by workers. 

It is the fundamental driver of capital accumulation and serves as the foundation of 

capitalist economics, which revolves around the exchange of goods. His analysis 

divides production into two key components: 
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1. The cost of production, determined by labor time invested in producing goods. 

2. Surplus value, which is the difference between the commodity's selling price 

and its cost of production. 

While Marx’s theory incorporates an objective economic analysis, it also includes 

ideological elements, reflecting broader questions of fairness in wealth distribution. 

He posits that any economy generates more than what is required to cover 

production costs, leaving a surplus. This surplus, akin to the Physiocrats' concept of 

net product, raises fundamental questions about its equitable distribution. The 

Industrial Revolution, with its unprecedented increase in surplus value, intensified 

debates on social justice and economic fairness. 

Unlike conventional economists who analyze distribution without moral implications, 

Marx explicitly links surplus value to exploitation. He argues that surplus value exists 

because workers lack ownership of production means. His assertion of "scientific 

objectivity" in this claim has been subject to scrutiny, prompting a reevaluation of his 

labor theory of value. 

Despite criticism, the concepts of surplus value and exploitation remain central to 

economic discourse. Global labor markets often reflect exploitative structures, where 

workers in developing economies receive significantly lower wages compared to 

their counterparts in wealthier nations. Large corporate profits continue to be 

perceived as surplus value extracted from laborers. 

Marx differentiates between labor-time worked and labor power. A worker's 

productivity can generate more value than what is reflected in their wages. For 

instance, if a worker earns Rs. 50 per hour but produces goods worth Rs. 200 in that 

time, the capitalist retains the surplus after covering costs, leading to profit. Since 
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workers lack ownership of production tools, they cannot claim the full value of their 

labor, reinforcing the necessity of trade unions to improve bargaining power. 

Total surplus value in an economy, as per Marx, comprises net distributed and 

undistributed profit, net interest, net rents, production taxes, and various earnings 

from royalties and licensing. Although Marx's primary focus was on profit, interest, 

and rent, he acknowledged the broader implications of economic structures in wealth 

distribution. 

Marx’s theory of surplus value also intersects with his class theory, which identifies a 

fundamental divide between the ruling and working classes. Historically, surplus 

product has been appropriated in different forms: through unpaid labor in slavery, 

feudal rent in agriculture, and monetary profit under capitalism. In essence, surplus 

value represents the monetary form of surplus labor. 

Marx presents a "deduction theory" of ruling-class income, arguing that society’s total 

product is first created in production before being redistributed. Under capitalism, 

wages compensate only a portion of the total value produced, with the remainder 

appropriated by capitalists. This surplus, derived from unpaid labor, is the core of 

Marx’s theory of exploitation. Unlike ethical critiques of capitalism, Marx’s exploitation 

theory is economic in nature, contending that ruling-class wealth ultimately stems 

from unpaid labor. 

Marx highlights the systemic nature of surplus value, where labor, despite increasing 

productivity, remains exploited for capitalist profit. He argues that capitalism 

inherently depends on an exploitative relationship between employers and workers, 

making profit inseparable from the surplus labor extracted from workers. 
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His conclusion is that the ever-growing surplus value under capitalism leads to a 

widening economic divide, with wealth concentrating among capitalists while workers 

receive only a fraction of what they produce. Marx’s analysis thus provides a 

structural critique of capitalism, demonstrating how the system sustains itself through 

continuous exploitation, making surplus value a central mechanism in economic 

inequality. 

13.5.1 Marx Labour theory of Value: - 

The Labour Theory of Value, a fundamental concept in Marxist political economy, 

provides a framework for understanding how capitalist societies function and how the 

working class is exploited. This theory is particularly crucial in analyzing capitalism 

as a mode of production that thrives on the commodification of labor and the 

monopolization of productive resources by a specific class. Under capitalism, wage 

labor and commodity production are defining features, shaping the distribution of 

economic value. 

Karl Marx posited that human labor is the primary source of new economic value. 

However, it also plays a crucial role in preserving and redistributing pre-existing 

economic value, particularly in the maintenance and transfer of capital assets. 

According to this perspective, asset revaluation does not generate new value but 

rather reallocates claims on previously created value. The significance of this theory 

lies in its ability to illustrate the inherent contradictions within capitalism—where 

wealth accumulation by capitalists is made possible by appropriating the value 

generated by labor. 

Absolute and Relative Surplus Value 
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Marx elaborated on surplus value as the unpaid labor extracted from workers, which 

serves as the foundation of capitalist profit. This surplus value arises from the 

difference between the value a worker produces and the wages they receive. Marx 

categorized surplus value into two main types: absolute and relative surplus value, 

both of which operate within different mechanisms of labor exploitation. 

1. Absolute Surplus Value: This form of surplus value is derived by extending the 

total working hours of laborers without proportionally increasing their wages. 

In earlier industrial societies, this was commonly achieved by lengthening the 

working day or workweek. The more hours a worker is compelled to labor 

beyond what is necessary to earn their subsistence wages, the greater the 

absolute surplus value generated. In modern economies, this concept extends 

to increasing annual work hours through reduced vacation periods, unpaid 

overtime, and contractual loopholes that favor employers. 

2. Relative Surplus Value: Unlike absolute surplus value, relative surplus value is 

obtained by enhancing the efficiency of production, thereby reducing the 

amount of necessary labor time required to produce goods. This is primarily 

achieved by increasing labor productivity through technological 

advancements, mechanization, and improved organizational strategies. By 

lowering the cost of wage goods (such as food, clothing, and housing), 

capitalists can suppress wage increases while maintaining the subsistence 

level of workers. Additionally, intensified work conditions and the pressure to 

maximize output within the same working hours contribute to an increase in 

relative surplus value. 

Analytical Considerations 
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While both absolute and relative surplus value contribute to capitalist accumulation, 

their implications vary. The extraction of absolute surplus value often leads to labor 

disputes, legal regulations on work hours, and resistance from the working class. In 

contrast, the generation of relative surplus value tends to be less overtly 

confrontational but fosters long-term changes in labor markets, such as skill 

polarization and structural unemployment. 

Moreover, the distinction between absolute and relative surplus value is not always 

clear-cut in contemporary economic systems. Capitalist strategies often involve a 

combination of both methods—extending work hours where possible while 

simultaneously increasing labor efficiency. This interplay underscores the adaptability 

of capitalism and its persistent drive to extract surplus value from workers through 

evolving mechanisms. 

Ultimately, Marx’s Labour Theory of Value offers a powerful critique of capitalist 

economies, revealing how profit is fundamentally linked to the exploitation of labor. 

By understanding the dynamics of surplus value, one gains deeper insight into wage 

suppression, income inequality, and the structural forces shaping modern labor 

relations. 

13.5.2 Different Concepts used by Marx in the theory of Surplus Value 

Labour: According to P. Savchenko, labour is the interaction between humans and 

nature, essential for civilization. The tools and materials required for production form 

the means of production. 

Surplus Value: The surplus value is the extra value created by workers beyond the 

cost of their labour power, which capitalists appropriate without compensation. 
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Capitalist production aims at maximizing surplus value, making only labour that 

generates it "productive" in capitalist terms. 

Value: Marx’s theory of value is based on key principles: 

 Commodity production results from a division of labour, where independent 

workers create different goods. 

 The value of commodities represents the socially necessary labour time 

required for their production. 

 Exchange relations express the social nature of value, manifesting through 

interactions between commodities. 

Valorization: Valorization refers to the process of increasing capital value through 

labour. Unlike simple value creation, it extends beyond covering workers' wages and 

enhances capital accumulation. 

Rate of Surplus Value: Also known as the "degree of exploitation," it measures the 

proportion of surplus labour in a workday. Workers first perform necessary labour 

(equivalent to their wages), followed by surplus labour, which benefits the capitalist. 

The formula for surplus value is: 

Surplus value (s/v) = Surplus labour / Necessary labour 

Self-Check Exercise 

1. Marx’s analysis of surplus value distinguishes between necessary labour and 

surplus labour. 

2. The concept of surplus value was introduced by Karl Marx. 
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3. According to Marx, capitalism is fundamentally an economy of commodity 

production. 

13.6 Critique of Marx’s Concept of Surplus Value 

A primary criticism of Karl Marx’s theory of surplus value arises from Austrian 

economics, which asserts that value is inherently subjective and cannot be solely 

derived from labor. According to this perspective, labor can either be productive—

resulting in goods that are desired by consumers—or unproductive, leading to the 

creation of goods that lack demand. This distinction became evident in socialist 

economies, where resource allocation was often inefficient. 

Value, therefore, can only be determined through voluntary exchange. When such 

exchanges are restricted or absent, distinguishing between productive and 

unproductive labor becomes challenging. Ludwig von Mises famously argued that 

the inability to conduct economic calculations in socialist economies was a primary 

factor in their eventual decline, a viewpoint that directly contradicts Marx’s theoretical 

framework. 

However, two significant issues challenge this criticism. Firstly, Marx’s theory did not 

explicitly outline the operational aspects of a socialist economy. The debate 

surrounding socialist economic calculation was largely driven by neoclassical 

economists who attempted to apply traditional economic principles to centralized 

planning. The failure of such approaches is more indicative of limitations within 

neoclassical models rather than a flaw in Marx’s core theory. 

Secondly, Marx’s concept of value is often misinterpreted. His theory does not base 

value on the labor time of an individual worker but rather on the socially necessary 

labor time embedded within a capitalist mode of production. As capitalism expands 
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and labor becomes increasingly interdependent, value becomes more dominant in 

exchange processes, reinforcing the capitalist system itself. 

Some economic historians claim that Marx did not originally discover the concept of 

surplus value, as earlier economists had already introduced similar ideas. While 

there is some validity to this claim, Marx’s contribution lay in refining, systematizing, 

and eliminating inconsistencies in earlier theories. His theoretical presentation 

remains influential and is widely approved for its depth and rigor. 

Criticism of Marx’s surplus-value concept has continued over time. Harry W. 

Pearson’s essay, The Economy Has No Surplus, challenged the notion of surplus 

production, arguing that economies do not inherently generate excess. A more 

contemporary critique by Helen Boss further examines the limitations of the concept. 

Additionally, Steve Keen provides an alternative view, asserting that surplus arises 

from many sources, not just labor. He contends that Marx’s assumption that only 

human labor creates and transfers value is overly restrictive and not supported by 

mathematical analysis. 

13.6.1 Issues Related to Surplus Value and Its Rate 

Consider the example of cloth manufacturing, where the constant capital is valued at 

80 and the variable capital at 20. If there exist fixed assets worth 400, these do not 

influence the rate of surplus value. Instead, surplus value is derived from the 

difference between wages and the total commodity value. The following points clarify 

key concepts: 

 Surplus value and its rate are distinct concepts. 

 Surplus value refers to the excess of total value over capital. 
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 The rate of surplus value is determined by the ratio of necessary labor to 

surplus labor. 

 The formula for surplus value is: Commodity Value - Capital. 

 The symbol for surplus value is 'S,' while wages are represented by 'V'. 

 The formula for the rate of surplus value is 'S/V'. 

 The symbol for the rate of surplus value is also 'S'. 

Self-Check Exercise 4 

1. Marx’s theory never made a prediction regarding the management and 

operation of a _______ economy. 

2. The symbol for the rate of ________ is ________. 

13.7 Summary 

The concept of surplus value is central to the expansion of capitalist economies. The 

manner in which surplus labor is extracted from direct producers shapes the 

relationship between the ruling and working classes. These economic relations not 

only emerge from production structures but also influence political systems. The 

fundamental relationship between owners of production means and laborers 

determines the economic and political framework of societies. 

Despite these insights, Marx’s theory has limitations. While it emphasizes labor’s role 

in value creation, it does not fully address the perspectives of capital owners. 

Additionally, the practical implementation of his theory in economic systems has 

faced challenges, as seen in historical attempts at socialist economies. Ultimately, 

while the theory highlights crucial aspects of labor exploitation and capital 
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accumulation, its practical applicability remains debated in contemporary economic 

discourse. 

13.8 Glossary 

 Value- is the monetary, material or assessed worth of an asset, good or 

service.  

 Community- all the people who live in a particular place, area, etc. 

when considered as a group.  

 Objectivity- the attitude which states that financial statements should be 

objective in nature.  

 Development- the procedure of creating something more advanced.  

 Commodity- raw materials used to manufacture consumer products.  

13.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

Ans1. Marx 

Ans2. Labour 

Ans3. Exchange and use value  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

Ans1. Christian doctrine   

Ans2. Jean- Jacques Rousseau’s  

Ans3. Marx  
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Self- Check Exercise-3  

Ans1. Labour, Labour power   

Ans2. Karl Marx  

Self- Check Exercise-4  

Ans1. Exchanging  

Ans2. Socialist  

Ans3. Surplus Value  
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13.11 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Explain the alienation.  

Q2. Describe vies of various thinkers on alienation.  

Q3. Discuss the Marx surplus value.  

Q4. Explain the disapproval of the Marx concept of surplus value.  
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14.10 Terminal Questions 

14.1 Introduction 

David Emile Durkheim, a pioneering French sociologist, played a crucial role in 

establishing sociology as an academic discipline. He is widely regarded as a key 

figure in modern social science, advocating for its acceptance as a positive science. 

Drawing inspiration from Auguste Comte’s positivism, Durkheim viewed “sociology as 

the study of institutions—collective beliefs and behaviors—and sought to uncover 

structural social facts.” He was a leading proponent of structural functionalism, 

emphasizing the study of society as a entire rather than focusing solely on individual 

actions. Durkheim remained a dominant intellectual force in France until his death in 

1917, contributing extensively to sociology through his research on morality, social 

stratification, knowledge, religion, law, education, and deviance. One of his core 

ideas was that society is a unique reality (sui generis), better than the sum of its 

parts, arising from collective human interactions. He asserted that social phenomena 

should be studied scientifically and developed a methodology centered on "social 

facts"—aspects of united life that exist independently and influence individual 

behavior. 

14.2 Learning Objectives 

This unit aims to: 

 Provide an overview of Emile Durkheim’s life and work. 

 Explore the intellectual influences that shaped his theories. 

 Analyze his central sociological ideas. 

14.3 Biographical Sketch of Émile Durkheim 

Born on April 15, 1858, in Épinal, France, Emile Durkheim was raised in a Jewish 

family, with his father serving as a rabbi. Initially studying Hebrew and the Talmud at 

a rabbinical school, Durkheim later shifted his focus away from religious studies. 

Though he abandoned both Judaism and Christianity, he maintained a strong 

academic interest in religion and morality. His higher education began at the École 

Normale Supérieure in 1879, where he initially engaged with psychology and 

philosophy. However, dissatisfied with the rhetorical nature of the curriculum, he 

turned to sociology, which he considered more scientific and practical. Influences 
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from neo-Kantian scholars such as Renouvier and Boutroux shaped his rationalist 

and empirical approach, while historian Fustel de Coulanges’ emphasis on the 

scientific study of religion left a lasting impact. 

Between 1882 and 1887, Durkheim taught philosophy in state-run secondary 

schools near Paris. During this period, he began formulating his doctoral research on 

the relationship between individualism and socialism, later refining it to emphasis on 

individual personality and social solidarity. The ideas from his dissertation were 

incorporated into his first book, The Division of Labor in Society(1893). His 

secondary thesis was on Montesquieu, a political scientist who emphasized a 

scientific and comparative approach to state institutions, an approach Durkheim saw 

as foundational to sociology. 

Durkheim's work gained prominence during a time of rapid industrial change. 

Inspired by Adam Smith’s economic theories on division of labor, he reinterpreted the 

concept within a sociological framework, examining its functions, causes, and 

potential dysfunctions in society. His methodological work, The Rules of Sociological 

Method (1895), provided a framework for studying social facts and distinguishing 

between normal and pathological aspects of society. In Suicide (1897), he 

demonstrated that suicide rates were influenced by social factors rather than purely 

individual or psychological causes, identifying different types of suicide based on 

social conditions. 

Although Auguste Comte had coined the term "sociology" in 1822, the discipline was 

still struggling for academic recognition. To expand its influence, Durkheim studied 

German universities between 1885 and 1886, drawing insights from scholars 

influenced by Herbert Spencer’s organic analogy and thinkers like Wilhelm Wundt, 

Wagner, and Schmoller, who applied scientific methods to moral studies. His writings 

on German social science and morality gained popularity. 

In 1887, Durkheim began his academic career at the University of Bordeaux, where 

he spent fifteen highly productive years. During this period, he published The 

Division of Labour in Society (1893), The Rules of Sociological Method (1895), and 

Suicide (1897). In 1898, he founded L’Année Sociologique, one of the first sociology 

journals. His commitment to establishing sociology as a legitimate discipline faced 

opposition, but he remained steadfast in his efforts. 
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Although Durkheim avoided direct involvement in politics, he intervened in the 

Dreyfus Affair by writing Individuals and Intellectuals, defending intellectuals against 

accusations of treason. Following his involvement in public debates, he was 

appointed to the Sorbonne in 1902, where he taught courses on education and 

sociology. By 1913, he held a chair in the "Science of Education and Sociology." 

However, the death of his son in World War I deeply affected him, and he passed 

away from a heart attack in 1917. 

14.3.1 Socio-Historical Background 

The aftermath of the French Revolution (1789–1799) and the Enlightenment era saw 

a growing emphasis on individual rights, weakening collective state authority. By 

1871, France faced a political crisis and declining national unity, prompting efforts to 

consolidate the republic through social progress and scientific advancements. 

Durkheim believed sociology could help restore moral order and cohesion in society. 

His works consistently explored how individuals maintained social bonds amid 

increasing individualism in the modern industrial age. His contributions laid the 

foundation for sociology as a scientific discipline, offering insights into the re Social 

Context of the Emergence of Sociology in Europe 

The foundations of early sociological thought were deeply influenced by the social, 

political, and economic transformations that took place in Europe. The discipline of 

sociology emerged as a response to these dramatic shifts, particularly those brought 

about by the French Revolution and the Industrial Revolution. This period of 

transition, often associated with the Enlightenment, witnessed a profound shift in 

intellectual and social paradigms, fostering a spirit of inquiry and rationalism among 

European thinkers. 

The Enlightenment challenged the traditional structures of feudal Europe by 

promoting critical thinking and rational inquiry. Established institutions, including the 

church, monarchy, and hierarchical class structures, were no longer accepted 

unquestioningly. Philosophers and intellectuals of the time advocated for a 

systematic and empirical study of both nature and society, laying the groundwork for 

the scientific approach in sociology. They believed that rational principles could guide 

social organization and enhance human potential, leading to a more progressive and 

equitable society. 
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To fully grasp the nature of these transformations, it is essential to examine the 

characteristics of pre-Enlightenment European society. Traditional Europe was 

predominantly agrarian, with land ownership as the primary determinant of social 

and economic status. The feudal hierarchy was rigid, with lords controlling vast 

estates and peasants working the land under their authority. Religion played a 

central role in shaping moral and ethical norms, with the clergy exerting significant 

influence over societal values and governance. Monarchy was considered divinely 

ordained, and political power was concentrated in the hands of kings and nobles. 

However, the emergence of new socio-economic structures following the French and 

Industrial Revolutions challenged these long-standing institutions. The rigid class 

divisions of feudal society began to erode as industrialization created new economic 

opportunities and social mobility. The decline of religious authority led to a secular 

worldview, reshaping moral and ethical perspectives. Traditional family structures 

also evolved, as economic and ideological changes influenced personal and social 

relationships. The overthrow of monarchy and the rise of democratic governance 

redefined power dynamics, promoting principles of equality and individual rights. 

One of the key figures in the development of sociology, Émile Durkheim, played a 

significant role in shaping the discipline’s focus on secular and scientific study of 

society. As a professor of education and sociology, Durkheim contributed to the 

secularization of education in France. He emphasized the importance of studying 

social institutions scientifically and encouraged the teaching of social cohesion and 

moral values independent of religious influence. Durkheim's approach helped 

establish sociology as a distinct academic discipline, dedicated to understanding and 

addressing the complexities of modern social life. 

In conclusion, the emergence of sociology was deeply rooted in the transformative 

events of European history. The Enlightenment period, along with the French and 

Industrial Revolutions, disrupted traditional social structures and introduced new 

ways of thinking about society. These changes necessitated a systematic study of 

social dynamics, ultimately leading to the birth of sociology as a scientific discipline. 

By focusing on rational inquiry, empirical research, and secular perspectives, early 

sociologists laid the foundation for the discipline’s development and its ongoing 

relevance in understanding contemporary social issues. 
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14.3.2 Intellectual Influences on Durkheim’s Works 

Émile Durkheim's work must be understood in the context of the intellectual traditions 

that shaped it. Several key ideas influenced his sociological approach. 

Social Realism 

Durkheim viewed society as sui generis, existing independently of individuals. He 

rejected economic and utilitarian explanations, arguing against theorists like John 

Stuart Mill and Jeremy Bentham, who emphasized individual self-interest. Instead, 

Durkheim maintained that society precedes the individual, imposing external 

constraints that shape human actions. His belief in the distinct status of sociology led 

to his development of The Rules of Sociological Method, where he introduced the 

concept of social facts—external forces that influence behavior. 

Durkheim was influenced by Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Thomas Hobbes but 

diverged from their views. While Rousseau emphasized the need for social and 

moral rules, Durkheim opposed his idea that morality originates from individual will. 

Similarly, he rejected Hobbes’ notion that society arises from a contractual 

agreement among individuals, asserting instead that social constraints stem from the 

collective. 

Durkheim also opposed Herbert Spencer’s individualism, which saw social order 

as the product of self-interested exchanges. He argued that social integration results 

from shared solidarity, not individual acts. 

Scientism and Positivism 

Sociology was not recognized as an academic discipline in France until the late 19th 

century. Inspired by Auguste Comte’s positivism, Durkheim sought to establish 

sociology as a scientific field based on empirical observation rather than speculation. 

He was also influenced by Montesquieu and Saint-Simon, who advocated for a 

fact-based study of society. 

Although Comte planned that societies evolve through theological, metaphysical, 

and scientific stages, Durkheim questioned whether disciplines necessarily 

progress in this linear manner. He criticized both Comte and Spencer for relying on 

abstract theorizing rather than empirical research. To establish sociology as a 
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scientific discipline, Durkheim and Marcel Mauss adopted the comparative 

method, analyzing societies through ethnographic studies rather than broad 

generalizations. 

Functionalism 

Durkheim incorporated elements of organic analogy, likening society to a living 

organism where diverse parts work together to maintain stability. He refined 

Spencer’s evolutionary framework, distinguishing between mechanical and organic 

solidarity. In simple societies, cohesion stems from shared beliefs, while in complex 

societies, it arises from division of labor, fostering interdependence. Unlike 

Spencer, who assumed inherent harmony, Durkheim empirically examined the 

mechanisms of social integration. 

Self-Check Exercise 

1. When was Émile Durkheim born? 

2. What was the name of Émile Durkheim's father? 

3. In which year did France experience a political crisis? 

4. Which social theory did John Stuart Mill and Jeremy Bentham advocate? 

14.4 Religion and the Social Manifestation 

Emile Durkheim’s seminal work, “The Elementary Forms of Religious Life”, was 

published in 1912. His interest in studying religion dates back to 1902, as he 

regarded it as a crucial societal institution. Many articles in his sociological journal, 

L'Année Sociologique, were dedicated to religion. In this work, Durkheim aimed to 

analyze the fundamental components of religion that make religious life possible. He 

adopted an evolutionary approach, believing that examining primitive religions could 

provide insights into the universal elements of religious life. His study was based on 

empirical observation and exploration, laying the foundation for a scientific approach 

to religion. 

Durkheim argued that religion serves as a means for individuals to make sense of 

the world while simultaneously embodying society itself. He defined religion as 

comprising beliefs and rituals. Beliefs, according to Durkheim, are ideas centered on 

the sacred, whereas rituals are actions directed toward it. He introduced the concept 
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of a dichotomy in religious perspectives, categorizing all aspects of life into the 

sacred and the profane. Objects, beliefs, or practices are deemed sacred because 

society collectively perceives them as such. 

14.4.1 Religion Theory of Durkheim’s  

In “The Elementary Forms of Religious Life”, Durkheim developed a sociological 

theory of religion, focusing on its origins and functions within society rather than as 

an individual psychological phenomenon. His primary concern was understanding 

how religion fosters social cohesion. He argued that the communal emotions and 

shared practices within religious groups play a crucial role in binding society 

together. Durkheim suggested that the relationship between individuals and the 

supernatural mirrors the relationship between individuals and their community. 

Religion, in his view, is inherently a collective phenomenon that strengthens social 

unity. It is both a product of society and a mechanism for maintaining societal 

cohesion. Through his study of Australian aboriginal tribes, he demonstrated how 

religious beliefs and rituals contribute to the social fabric, making religion a universal 

and enduring institution. 

14.4.2 Functionalist Perspective on Religion 

From a functionalist perspective, religion is a social institution that fulfills essential 

societal needs, such as promoting social solidarity, reinforcing value consensus, and 

ensuring integration. Functionalists argue that religion contributes to social stability 

by fostering a shared sense of belonging. It allows individuals to express collective 

beliefs, affirm common values, and maintain social order through shared rituals and 

practices. Religion, in this sense, acts as a unifying force, helping to sustain the 

social system by reinforcing moral codes and collective consciousness. 

Self-Check Exercise -2 

1. In which year was “The Elementary Forms of Religious Life” published? 

2. According to Durkheim, what aids people make sense of the world? 

3. Who introduced the functionalist perspective on religion? 

14.5 Durkheim and “The Elementary Forms of Religious Life” 
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Durkheim’s work provides a functionalist analysis of religion, aiming to uncover why 

it remains a fundamental social organization across all societies. His study of the 

Arunta tribe of Australian aborigines, considered one of the most primitive known at 

the time, forms the basis of his general theory of religion. In his research, he 

examined the clan system and the practice of totemism, which led him to identify 

fundamental aspects of religious life. 

Unlike earlier theorists such as E.B. Tylor and Max Müller, who explained religion 

through animism and naturism, Durkheim approached religion as a social 

phenomenon that could be studied scientifically. He argued that religious beliefs and 

rituals are not merely imaginary constructs but rather expressions of collective 

consciousness that reinforce societal bonds. He maintained that religious 

phenomena are inherently communal, as neither individuals nor groups can exist 

without religious or moral constraints. In this view, totemic deities worshiped by 

indigenous tribes symbolized their own conceptions of society rather than 

supernatural forces. 

14.5.1 Durkheim’s Definition of Religion 

Durkheim described religion as a cohesive system of beliefs and rituals centered 

around sacred elements—things that are considered special and set apart. These 

beliefs and practices bring together individuals into a unified moral community, which 

he referred to as a "church." In this context, "church" signifies an organized religious 

institution with a dedicated group of followers. 

His definition highlights two key aspects of religion: 

1. Religion consists of a system of beliefs and rituals. Beliefs encompass ideas 

and attitudes concerning the sacred, whereas rituals involve actions directed 

toward religious objects. 

2. Religion fundamentally divides the world into sacred and profane spheres, 

shaping moral and social boundaries. 

14.5.2 The Sacred and the Profane by Durkheim  

Durkheim identified three main religious functions: maintaining a division between 

the sacred and the profane, establishing a belief system for adherents, and enforcing 
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behavioral norms through religious rules. He argued that religion emerges when 

societies differentiate between the sacred—transcendent, extraordinary aspects of 

life—and the profane—ordinary, utilitarian activities. This distinction, rather than 

belief in the supernatural, is the defining feature of all religions. 

Sacred objects and rituals hold special significance, often linked to moral or spiritual 

values. In contrast, profane elements belong to the secular world, lacking religious 

meaning. Durkheim emphasized that the sacred is protected by prohibitions, taboos, 

and rituals that dictate how people should engage with it. Importantly, the sacred and 

profane are interdependent, as societal values emerge from their interaction. 

He outlined six essential characteristics of the sacred and profane distinction: 

 The sacred is distinct and separate from all other objects. 

 Rituals and social practices determine how the sacred should be approached 

and respected. 

 Sacred things are protected by prohibitions or taboos. 

 Sacred objects are regarded as superior to profane objects. 

 The sacred-profane division establishes a framework for understanding moral 

contrasts such as good vs. evil and pure vs. impure. 

 Transitioning from the profane to the sacred requires specific rites, such as 

initiation rituals. 

Self-Check Exercise -3 

1. In which book does Durkheim explore the functional role of religion? 

2. Durkheim conducted an in-depth study of which tribe’s religion? 

3. According to Durkheim, religion primarily concerns how many types of 

activities? 

14.6 Summary 

Durkheim was influenced by Comte’s positivism, Herbert Spencer’s functionalism, 

Rousseau’s views on morality, and Tocqueville’s ideas on shared beliefs and values 

in society. However, he rejected the abstract theorizing of earlier philosophers and 
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established sociology as a positivistic science. He argued that sociology should 

study social facts similarly to how natural sciences study phenomena. In his work 

Suicide, Durkheim examined suicide as a social fact. Throughout his major works, he 

emphasized that society precedes the individual and cannot be explained solely by 

individual actions. Social integration happens when individuals are strongly bonded 

to society. He believed morality is shaped by society, not by individuals, and thus 

phenomena like religion, morality, suicide, and education should be understood in 

relation to social life. 

14.7 Glossary 

Morality: Principles of right and wrong behavior. 

Authority: The power and right to make decisions and ensure obedience. 

Cohesion: The state of sticking together or being united. 

Group: A collection of people or things that are together or connected in some way. 

Institution: A large organization with a specific purpose, such as a bank or 

university. 

Class: A group of people or things sharing common attributes or characteristics. 

Density: The mass of a substance per unit volume. 

14.7 Answers to Self- Check Exercise 

Self- Check Exercse-1  

Ans1. 15th April, 1858 

Ans2. 1871  

Ans3. Utilitarian Social theory   

Self- Check Exercise -2  

Ans1. 1912   

Ans2. Religion  

Ans3. Emile Durkheim  

Self- Check Exercise-43 

Ans1. Elementary Forms of Religious Life   

Ans2. Arunta  

Ans3. Three   
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14.8  Suggested Readings 

 Aron, R. 1967. Main Currents of Sociological Thought. Volume 2, 

Penguin Books: London.  

 Freund, Julien 1968. The Sociology of Max Weber. Random House: 

New York.  

 Haralambos, M. 1980. Sociology: Themes and Perspectives. Oxford 

University Press: London. 

 Heran, Frank. (1985). Reason and Freedom in Sociological Thought. 

Boston: Allen and Unwin. 

  Indira Gandhi National Open University Course Material (2005) 

Sociological Thought (ESO 13), New Delhi: IGNOU. 

 Poggi, Gianfranco. (2006).Weber: A Short Introduction, Cambridge: 

Polity Press. 

14.9 Terminal Questions  

Q1.  Explain biographical sketch of Emile Durkheim.  

Q2. Describe the intellectual influences on Durkheim’s works.  

Q3. Define theory of religion.  

Q4. Describe sacred and profane.  

Q5. Define definition of religion.  
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UNIT-15 

DURKHEIM METHODOLOGY AND SOCIAL FACT 

STRUCTURE 

15.1 Introduction 

15.2 Learning Objectives  

                     15.3 Durkheim General Conception of Sociology  

                      15.3.1 Durkheim Understanding of Sociology  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

15.4 Social Facts  

                     15.4.1 Meaning of Social Facts 

                     15.4.2 Types of Social Facts  

                      15.4.3 Characteristics of Social Facts  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

15.5 Concepts of Social Facts and the Rules for Observing Social Facts  

                       15.5.1 Ways of Recognizing Social Facts  

                       15.5.2 Rules for Observing Social Facts  

                       15.5.3 Other Rules of Durkheim Social Facts  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

 15.6 Rules for Distinguishing the Normal from the Pathological  

                         15.6.1 Rules for the Constitution of Social Types  

                         15.6.2 Rules for the Experiment of Social Facts  

Self- Check Exercsie-4  
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15.7 Summary  

15.8 Glossary  

15.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

15.10 Suggested Readings  

15.11 Terminal Questions 

15.1 Introduction 

Émile Durkheim, a French sociologist, played a key role in establishing sociology as 

an independent academic discipline. Alongside Auguste Comte, he contributed 

significantly to its scientific credibility. His major works focus on topics such as the 

division of labor, religion, suicide, and moral education. Durkheim aimed to 

understand how societies maintain cohesion and integrity in an era where traditional 

religious and social ties have weakened, giving rise to new institutions. He laid the 

foundation for modern sociology by employing scientific methods such as statistics, 

surveys, and historical analysis, particularly in his study of suicide among Catholic 

and Protestant groups. 

15.2 Learning Objectives 

By this unit, learners will be able to: 

 Comprehend Durkheim’s concept of sociology. 

 Analyze the idea of social facts. 

 Understand the methodological rules for studying social facts. 

15.3 Durkheim’s General Concept of Sociology 

Durkheim likened society to a living organism, where different components function 

together to ensure order and development. He adopted an evolutionary perspective, 

suggesting that societies transition from traditional to modern structures through the 

increasing division of labor. Many scholars regard him as a structural functionalist 

because he viewed society as calm of interdependent structures that contribute to 

overall stability. 
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To develop this perspective, Durkheim distinguished between structure and function. 

While acknowledging that society consists of individuals, he emphasized that it 

possesses an independent structure and existence beyond individual actions and 

behaviors. He argued that societal norms, social facts, and shared sentiments 

influence and even constrain individuals. His primary concern was understanding 

how social order is maintained in modern society, where individuals have diverse 

interests and act autonomously. Durkheim addressed these concerns in his book 

“The Division of Labour in Society”, where he explored the balance between 

individualism and social cohesion. 

Approach to Sociology 

Durkheim’s work aligns with three major sociological approaches: 

1. Positivism – This approach, championed by Auguste Comte, views society 

as orderly and rational. Through empirical study, social scientists can 

understand and analyze societal structures and historical trends. 

2. Evolutionism – This perspective sees societal change as a gradual and self-

correcting process in retort to emerging social challenges. 

3. Functionalism – Durkheim is often allied with this approach, which compares 

society to a biological organism with interrelated parts. According to this view, 

societal components must function together to maintain a stable and healthy 

society. However, Durkheim differentiated between functional and causal 

explanations of social facts. He argued that understanding why social 

structures emerge historically is different from explaining their functionality in 

society. 

15.3.1 Durkheim’s Understanding of Sociology 

Durkheim sought to distinguish sociology from other disciplines such as philosophy, 

psychology, and economics. He asserted that society exists as an entity of its own, 

beyond individual behavior. His objective was to define sociology as a discipline 

focused on the study of social facts—external and coercive aspects of group life. 

Social facts, according to Durkheim, include elements such as religion, urban 

structures, legal systems, and moral values, which exist collectively rather than being 

reducible to individual actions. 
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He maintained that collective beliefs, practices, and consciousness exert a coercive 

force on individuals, demonstrating a structuralist approach where social structures 

significantly shape individual actions. Unlike psychology, which studies individual 

mental processes, sociology examines the broader structures that influence social 

interactions and behaviors. Thus, sociology explores the relationship between 

individuals and society, analyzing how social relationships and collective institutions 

shape human actions. 

Self-Check Exercise -1 

1. Durkheim compared society to a ______________. 

2. Which approach did Durkheim use to explain the development of society? 

15.4 Social Facts 

In sociology, social facts refer to the values, cultural norms, and social structures that 

exist beyond individual influence and exert a form of social control. According to 

Durkheim, sociology is fundamentally the study of social facts, which should be 

analyzed as objective realities. The primary role of a sociologist is to identify 

relationships between social facts to uncover the underlying laws governing social 

structures. Once these patterns are identified, sociologists can determine whether a 

society is functioning normally or experiencing disruptions and suggest appropriate 

interventions. Durkheim classifies social facts into two broad categories: material and 

non-material. Material social facts pertain to physical social structures that shape 

individual behavior, while non-material social facts include norms, values, and 

collective beliefs. 

15.4.1 Understanding Social Facts 

Durkheim introduced the concept of ‘social fact’ in his influential work, The Rules of 

Sociological Method. He defined social facts as "ways of acting, thinking, and feeling, 

external to the individual and endowed with the power of coercion by reason of which 

they control him." In his view, society possesses a unique reality, distinct from 

individual actions. This social reality exists independently and should be the focus of 

sociological study. 
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Social facts encompass patterns of behavior, thoughts, and emotions that are 

prevalent in a society. Durkheim asserted that they exist independently of personal 

preferences and impose constraints on individuals. Their power lies in their collective 

nature, as they emerge from social interactions. Legal systems, customs, moral 

values, religious beliefs, and language are all examples of social facts. 

15.4.2 Types of Social Facts 

Durkheim identified different types of social facts, categorized as follows: 

1. Structural or Morphological Social Facts: These refer to fundamental 

aspects of social life, such as population density, demographic distribution, 

housing patterns, and communication networks. They shape the foundation of 

societal organization. 

2. Institutionalized Social Facts: These are widely accepted norms, laws, 

religious beliefs, and moral codes that regulate social behavior. They reflect 

the collective values of society and exert influence over individuals. 

3. Non-Institutionalized Social Facts: These are emerging social trends that 

have not yet been firmly established within society. They lack a formal 

structure and do not exert complete authority over individuals. Examples 

include fluctuating public opinions and crowd-driven sentiments. 

These categories form a continuum, collectively shaping the social environment. 

Durkheim also distinguished between normal and pathological social facts. A normal 

social fact is one that is commonly found in a society at a given stage of 

development. In contrast, a pathological social fact represents a deviation from this 

norm. For instance, crime is considered a normal social fact, but an unusual increase 

in crime rates is viewed as pathological. 

15.4.3 Characteristics of Social Facts 

Social facts possess four key characteristics: externality, constraint, independence, 

and generality. 

 Externality: Social facts exist outside individual consciousness. They are not 

created by individuals but are instead inherited from society. Laws, religious 

practices, and customs exist independently of personal choices. 
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 Constraint: Social facts impose a binding force on individuals. They influence 

behavior and expectations, making adherence to societal norms almost 

obligatory. For instance, education, legal obligations, and cultural traditions 

shape individual conduct. 

 Independence: Social facts continue to exist regardless of individual 

participation. They persist beyond the lifespan of any single individual, as 

seen in language, which remains functional irrespective of who speaks it. 

 Generality: Social facts are widespread and diffused throughout a society. 

They do not depend on personal attributes but reflect collective behaviors and 

attitudes. For example, social customs and moral values are shared among 

members of a community. 

In conclusion, social facts are essential components of society, emerging from 

collective interactions rather than individual consciousness. They can be 

systematically classified and studied to understand their role in shaping social 

structures and behaviors. 

Externality and Constraint 

A. Social facts are external to individuals in two ways: 

1. Individuals are born into an existing society with established norms, values, 

and beliefs. These pre-existing social structures are internalized through 

socialization, making them external to the individual. 

2. Society is composed of a network of relationships, and each individual is only 

a part of this larger system. Durkheim emphasized that social facts are distinct 

from personal or psychological experiences. 

B. Social facts exert moral constraints on individuals. When resisted, they assert 

themselves through social pressure, ranging from ridicule to legal or moral sanctions. 

Durkheim noted that social facts are not defined by mere repetition but by their 

collective nature, shaping group behavior through socialization. 

Social facts are identifiable because they exist independently of individuals and exert 

coercion over them. Their external and collective nature allows them to influence and 

regulate societal behavior. 



245 
 

Self-Check Exercise-2 

1. Who wrote the book Rules of Sociological Method? 

2. What is a social fact? 

3. What are the characteristics of a social fact? 

15.5 Concepts of Social Fact and the Rules for Observing Social Facts 

Émile Durkheim viewed sociology as the scientific study of distinct social 

phenomena, separate from biology and psychology. He defined social facts as ways 

of acting, thinking, and feeling that exist independently of individuals and exert a 

coercive influence over them. These facts, including customs, laws, and religious 

beliefs, shape individual behavior but are external to personal consciousness. 

Durkheim emphasized that social facts are more than just actions or thoughts; they 

also include structural aspects like population distribution and communication 

networks. Their defining feature is their external, coercive power, which regulates 

individuals within a society. 

15.5.1 Recognizing Social Facts 

Durkheim identified two ways to recognize social facts: 

1. Legal and Moral Sanctions – Social facts manifest through legal codes or 

moral and religious beliefs that enforce conformity by penalizing deviant 

behavior. 

2. Generality and Objectivity – Even when social constraints are indirect, their 

influence is evident through their widespread acceptance and objective 

existence, as seen in economic structures that lead to anomie. 

Structural elements, such as political institutions and communication systems, also 

function as social facts because they shape behavior similarly to ideologies. 

Durkheim argued that these structures are simply long-established social functions. 

By defining social facts in this way, Durkheim laid the foundation for sociology as a 

discipline distinct from psychology and biology, focused on the forces that shape 

collective human behavior. 

15.5.2 Rules for Observing Social Facts 
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Émile Durkheim approached the study of social phenomena with the view that these 

phenomena, or social facts, should be treated as objective things, external to 

individuals. He argues that before engaging in scientific analysis, people usually form 

common-sense ideas about social realities, which often interfere with objective 

investigation. These notions, which are shaped by our experiences and culture, are 

difficult to set aside because social facts are inherently tied to human activity. 

Despite this, Durkheim maintains that to pursue scientific objectivity, it is necessary 

to distinguish social facts from the individual mental or subjective representations 

that people hold. Only by separating these can true scientific understanding be 

achieved. 

Durkheim's first critical rule for sociological research is to eliminate all 

preconceptions. This idea stems from Descartes' method of doubting everything 

except that which can be proven. Durkheim emphasizes that the sociologist must 

reject concepts formed through non-scientific, everyday experiences, as these often 

lead to biased or unscientific conclusions. To achieve true objectivity, the researcher 

must free themselves from the preconceived notions that people naturally develop 

based on routine and habitual thought, which might overshadow the facts under 

investigation. 

The second rule Durkheim establishes is that the phenomena under study must be 

clearly defined beforehand by their common external characteristics. This ensures 

that the scientific investigation remains focused and systematic. The definition must 

not be based on idealistic or abstract theories but rather on observable properties 

that can be identified in the phenomena at the start of the investigation. Durkheim 

followed this approach in his seminal work The Division of Labor, where he aimed to 

establish a precise definition of the phenomena of labor division in society. 

Finally, Durkheim emphasizes the importance of isolating social facts from their 

individual manifestations. In his view, sociologists must analyze social facts as 

detached from the unique, individual actions through which they are manifested. This 

allows for a more objective understanding of the phenomena, free from the personal 

biases and subjectivity that might influence the researcher. Durkheim acknowledged 

that even in natural sciences, sense experience can be subjective, and as such, only 

observable and reproducible data is considered reliable. Similarly, sociological 
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observations must be conducted with this same level of objectivity to ensure the 

findings are valid. 

15.5.3 Other Rules of Durkheim’s Sociological Method 

Durkheim’s methodological rules, written in 1895, aimed to create a scientific and 

systematic approach to sociology. His primary goal was to establish sociology as an 

independent discipline, distinct from philosophy and psychology. Central to his vision 

was the belief that sociology should focus on studying social facts — collective 

phenomena that transcend individual actions and exist independently in society. 

Additionally, Durkheim asserted that sociology should adhere to a recognized 

scientific method, akin to the exact sciences, and must avoid prejudice or subjective 

judgment. By doing so, he sought to elevate sociology to the level of rigor and 

objectivity that other scientific disciplines had achieved. 

Durkheim’s insistence on a specific object of study — social facts — and the 

application of a scientific, objective method were key elements that differentiated 

sociology from other fields. His approach to studying social facts provided a 

framework for sociologists to analyze the structure of societies, the collective 

behaviors that emerge from social interactions, and the social forces that shape 

individual experiences. 

 

Self-Check Exercise-3 

Q1. Durkheim conceived of sociology as the scientific study of reality. 

Q2. The book The Division of Labour was written by Émile Durkheim. 

15.6 Distinguishing the Normal from the Pathological: Durkheim's Perspective 

Émile Durkheim emphasized the importance of distinguishing between normal and 

pathological social facts. In The Division of Labor in Society, he asserted that social 

facts can manifest in both normal and pathological forms. He argued that 

establishing clear criteria for differentiation is fundamental to the sociological 

method. According to Durkheim, normal social facts are those commonly observed 

across a society, whereas pathological ones are rare, transient, and deviate from the 

general pattern. 
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Durkheim maintained that determining whether a social fact is normal or pathological 

depends on the stage of development of a given social structure. He suggested that 

science should guide this classification, ensuring an objective analysis of societal 

health and dysfunction. Furthermore, he posited that normalcy is associated with 

social well-being, while pathological conditions signify social disorder. However, he 

clarified that normal and pathological classifications are relative to specific social 

types. 

15.6.1 Rules for the Constitution of Social Types 

Durkheim argued that a social fact can only be considered normal or pathological in 

relation to a specific social type. To develop a systematic classification, he sought a 

middle ground between historians—who viewed each society as unique—and 

philosophers, who saw societies as mere reflections of human nature. His goal was 

to create an intermediate framework that acknowledged both the unity required for 

scientific generalization and the diversity inherent in social realities. 

To achieve this, Durkheim endorsed the approach advocated in Bacon’s Novum 

Organum, which prioritizes crucial facts that hold scientific significance. He 

emphasized that classification and explanation are interdependent; understanding a 

social fact requires an analysis of its explanatory significance. 

15.6.2 Rules for Explaining Social Facts 

From the outset, Durkheim opposed the teleological interpretation of social facts, 

which attributes their existence to predetermined purposes. Instead, he insisted that 

any social phenomenon should be examined by distinguishing between its cause 

and function. He rejected psychological explanations, arguing that social facts arise 

from preceding social conditions rather than individual consciousness. 

Durkheim maintained that sociologists must move beyond psychological 

interpretations to uncover the essence of social facts. Although he recognized that 

social facts serve functions within society, he resisted the idea that they exist solely 

to fulfill specific ends. He cautioned against reducing social institutions to individual 

motives, arguing that elements such as family structures, economic institutions, and 

religious practices must be understood in relation to their broader societal context. 
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Ultimately, he concluded that the significance of social facts must be analyzed in 

relation to the internal structure of the society in which they emerge. 

15.7Self-Check Exercise-4 

1. Durkheim emphasized the necessity of distinguishing the _______ from the 

_______. 

2. According to Durkheim, social facts are _______ or not _______ depending 

on the stage of social development. 

15.7 Summary 

 

Émile Durkheim aimed to establish sociology as a distinct scientific discipline, 

separate from fields like psychology and biology. His focus was on social facts, 

which he believed were external to individuals and shaped by society, often passed 

down through generations. Durkheim's efforts were rooted in the intellectual context 

of his time. He presented his ideas based on his own social realities, which might 

have influenced his framework of sociology. However, while his work is foundational, 

it should be viewed as just one perspective among many. His sociological theories 

cannot be entirely dismissed or over-praised. Some of Durkheim’s concepts may not 

align perfectly with modern society, yet many of his ideas continue to hold relevance 

today. His goal to define sociology as a separate scientific field remains a work in 

progress—ongoing and open to scrutiny. As such, Durkheim's project invites 

continuous debate, revision, and improvement. 

 

15.8 Glossary 

Institution: A large and significant organization with a specific purpose, such as a 

university, hospital, or bank. 

Environment: The surrounding conditions or influences, which can be both living 

(e.g., people, animals) and non-living (e.g., climate, geography). 

Group: A collective of individuals or objects gathered together, often sharing a 

common space or purpose. 
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Ideology: A system of ideas that forms the foundation for a political, economic, or 

social movement. 

Organization: A structured group of people who come together with a shared 

objective, such as a business, charity, or club. 

Belief: A mental state or practice of having trust or confidence in something or 

someone, often without requiring empirical evidence. 

 

15.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. Organism  

Ans2. Evolutionary approach  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Emile Durkheim 

Ans2. Way of acting, thinking or feeling   

Ans3. Externality, constraint, independence and generality. 

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. Scientific  

Ans2. Emile Durkheim  

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Ans1. Normal, Pathological 

Ans2. Normal, dependent  

15.10 Suggested Readings  

 Coser, Lewis. A. 1971. Masters of Sociological Thought Ideas in 

Historical and Social Context. Second Edition, Harcourt Brace 

Jovonovich, Inc.: New York. 
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  Aron, Raymond. 1967. Main Currents in Sociological Thought. Vol.1. 

England: Penguin Books. 

  Durkheim, Emile. 2001 (rpt). The Elementary Forms of the Religious 

Life. Oxford University Press: New York. 

 Freund, Julien 1968. The Sociology of Max Weber. Random House: 

New York. 

 Haralambos, M. 1980. Sociology: Themes and Perspectives. Oxford 

University Press: London. 

 

15.11 Terminal Question  

Q1. Explain the Durkheim general conception of sociology.  

Q2. Describe social facts.  

Q3. Discuss the rules for observing social facts.  

Q4. What are the rules for distinguishing the normal from the pathological?  
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UNIT- 16 

DIVISION OF LABOUR AND SOCIAL SOLIDARITY 

STRUCTURE  

 16.1 Introduction  

16.2 Learning Objectives  

16.3 Theory of Division of Labour 

16.3.1 Meaning of Division of Labour 

16.3.2 Durkheim’s View of Division of Labour 

Self- Check Exercise-1  

16.4 Social Solidarity and Social Cohesion  

16.4.1 Types of Solidarity  

             16.4.2 Mechanical Solidarity  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

16.5 Collective Conscience  

                   16.5.1 Collective Conscience: On the Basis of Forms 

                   16.5.2 Collective Conscience: On the Basis of Contents 

Self- Check Exercise-3   

16.6 Organic Solidarity  

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

16.7 New Forms of Collective Conscience in Organic Solidarity  

                  16.7.1 On the Basis of Forms 

                   16.7.2 On the Basis of Contents 
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Self- Check Exercsie-5  

16.8 System of Laws and Social Solidarity 

Self- Check Exercsie-6   

16.9 Summary  

16.10 Glossary  

16.11 Answers to Self- Check Exercise 

16.12 Suggested Readings  

16.13 Terminal Questions   

16.1 Introduction 

Emile Durkheim’s seminal work, The Division of Labour in Society, provides a 

framework for understanding economic and social cohesion. Durkheim was 

particularly interested in the forces that regulate social life and control interactions 

within society. To conceptualize this, he introduced a dichotomy between segmental 

(traditional) and complex (modern) societies, each exhibiting distinct forms of 

solidarity. He posited that the nature of social solidarity could be determined through 

the types of laws prevalent in a society. In traditional societies, punitive laws are 

dominant, whereas modern societies rely on restitutive laws. This section examines 

the significance of collective conscience in shaping social structures and how 

changes in social conditions influence its evolution. 

16.2 Learning Objectives 

Upon completion of this unit, learners will be able to: 

 Analyze the concept of the division of labour. 

 Understand the role of social solidarity in society. 

 Differentiate between types of social solidarity. 

16.3 Theory of Division of Labour 

Durkheim’s The Division of Labour in Society, originally published in 1893, explores 

how the division of labour enhances social cohesion and moral order. He argued that 

specialization in work improves productivity and efficiency while also fostering a 
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sense of solidarity. Contrary to classical economists who saw specialization solely as 

an economic necessity, Durkheim examined its social and moral dimensions. His 

primary focus was on the relationship between individuals and society and how 

different types of social cohesion emerge from labour specialization. He rejected the 

notion that modern industrial societies function purely on self-interest, emphasizing 

instead that collective consensus remains crucial. 

16.3.1 Meaning of Division of Labour 

The concept of division of labour has been interpreted in multiple ways: 

1. Technical Division of Labour: Refers to the organization of tasks in a 

production process to enhance efficiency. 

2. Sexual Division of Labour: Describes the distinction of roles based on 

gender. 

3. Social Division of Labour: Durkheim’s primary focus, which describes how 

differentiation in social roles shapes overall societal cohesion. 

The classical economist Adam Smith emphasized the benefits of division of labour in 

increasing efficiency and productivity, particularly in manufacturing and factory 

systems. Durkheim, however, extended this concept to examine how it influences 

social cohesion and individual integration into the broader society. 

16.3.2 Durkheim’s View of Division of Labour 

Durkheim’s exploration of the division of labour had several key objectives: 

 Distinguishing between social and economic division of labour. 

 Understanding the social bonds that connect individuals to society. 

 Examining how these bonds evolve with societal complexity. 

 Assessing the impact of specialization on social cohesion. 

For Durkheim, division of labour was not merely an economic process but a social 

phenomenon that emerged through collective choice rather than individual decisions. 

He distinguished his theory from Adam Smith’s by emphasizing that social bonds, 

rather than economic efficiency, are the key outcomes of labour division. He 
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observed that specialization fosters interdependence, creating social links that 

contribute to what he termed ‘social solidarity.’ 

Self-Check Exercise 1 

1. When was The Division of Labour in Society published? 

2. What is the distinction between social and economic division of labour? 

16.4 Social Solidarity and Social Cohesion 

Durkheim introduced the concept of social solidarity to describe the system of social 

bonds that connect individuals to the broader society. Solidarity functions as a form 

of social glue, ensuring cohesion and stability. He categorized social solidarity into 

two distinct types: mechanical solidarity and organic solidarity. 

16.4.1 Types of Solidarity 

Durkheim argued that different forms of solidarity correspond to different types of 

societies: 

 Mechanical Solidarity: Found in traditional, small-scale societies where 

cohesion is based on shared values, customs, and beliefs. 

 Organic Solidarity: Characteristic of modern, industrialized societies where 

individuals are interdependent due to occupational specialization. 

In simpler societies, solidarity is reinforced through similarities in work, education, 

and religious practices. In contrast, complex societies achieve solidarity through 

mutual dependence, with individuals relying on each other to fulfill specialized roles. 

16.4.2 Mechanical Solidarity 

Mechanical solidarity is based on shared experiences and uniformity among 

members of a society. It is most common in tribal and early agrarian societies, where 

individuals perform similar tasks, leading to minimal differentiation. Some key 

characteristics of mechanical solidarity include: 

 Homogeneous social structure with limited specialization. 

 Collective conscience dominating individual thought and actions. 

 Strong religious and moral influences guiding social norms. 

 Repressive laws that maintain group cohesion by punishing deviance. 
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These societies function with a low level of interdependence, as individuals possess 

similar skills and can perform most tasks independently. Any disruption to the 

collective conscience is met with strict punitive measures to reinforce social order. 

Characteristics of Mechanical Solidarity 

 Individuals are directly linked to society through shared values and common 

experiences. 

 Religion is the primary institution, shaping laws and customs. 

 Economic and domestic activities are rudimentary and collective in nature. 

 Repressive sanctions are used to enforce conformity. 

 There is no clear distinction between individual and collective conscience. 

In segmental societies, such as tribal communities, mechanical solidarity is evident 

in the shared cultural traditions and religious practices that unify individuals. There is 

little room for private autonomy, as social bonds are overwhelmingly strong. 

Self-Check Exercise 2 

1. Who introduced the concept of social solidarity? 

2. What are the two main types of social solidarity? 

16.5 Collective Conscience 

Durkheim defines collective conscience as a system of shared beliefs and customs 

that shape societal norms and lifestyle. It exists as a distinct entity within society, 

separate from individual consciousness. 

16.5.1 Collective Conscience: Based on Forms 

Durkheim associates mechanical solidarity with strong social bonds, influenced by: 

1. The relationship between collective and individual conscience. 

2. The intensity of collective beliefs. 

3. The firmness of these beliefs. 
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In societies with mechanical solidarity, collective conscience dominates, restricting 

individual freedom and fostering social harmony. Here, the distinction between 

individual and collective conscience is minimal, reinforcing communal authority. 

16.5.2 Collective Conscience: Based on Content 

The content of collective conscience is shaped by shared beliefs and societal 

sanctions. In early societies, religion was intertwined with social life, making religious 

and social norms indistinguishable. Traditional beliefs linked individuals to natural 

elements like animals and celestial bodies, reinforcing societal cohesion. The fusion 

of individual and collective conscience varied across primitive societies. 

Self-Check Exercise-3 

1. Define collective conscience. 

2. In what form does collective conscience exist? 

16.6 Organic Solidarity 

Durkheim argued that division of labor underpins organic solidarity, where individuals 

rely on specialized roles. Unlike mechanical solidarity, individual conscience in 

organic solidarity is distinct from collective conscience. 

Characteristics of Organic Solidarity 

 People are grouped based on occupational roles, leading to distinct private 

lives. 

 Society is industrial, with a complex division of labor and increased 

geographic spread. 

 Individuals depend on one another for economic needs rather than direct 

cooperation. 

 Institutions evolve beyond the family, with religion losing dominance. 

 Population density increases, weakening personal bonds but strengthening 

contractual obligations. 

 Legal systems shift from punitive to restitutive sanctions, ensuring individual 

rights and freedoms. 
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Self-Check Exercise-4 

1. In organic solidarity, individuals are grouped according to their role in the 

__________. 

16.7 New Forms of Collective Conscience in Organic Solidarity 

As organic solidarity strengthens, societies become structured with distinct, 

interdependent social organs. Unlike segmental societies, these organs function 

under a central authority, leading to larger social fusion and integrated markets. 

Urbanization promotes specialization, reducing reliance on kinship and locality. 

Industrialization intensifies interdependence, necessitating legal frameworks to 

regulate social relations. The division of labor establishes cooperative legal systems 

governing civil, commercial, and constitutional matters, replacing punitive laws of 

earlier societies. Legal and customary rules ensure cooperation, with contractual 

obligations underpinning organic solidarity. 

In summary, organic solidarity is characterized by institutional complexity, increased 

interdependence, and the prevalence of restitutive legal mechanisms, enabling 

societal cohesion through specialized functions. 

16.7.1 Forms of Collective Conscience 

In analyzing the nature of collective conscience within organic solidarity, Durkheim 

examines its volume, intensity, and level of determinateness. He observes that while 

the volume of collective conscience remains stable or slightly decreases, its intensity 

and clarity diminish as societies progress. The increasing complexity of the division 

of labor results in a weakened influence of collective conscience on individuals. As 

social norms become less rigid and more ambiguous, individuals gain greater 

opportunities for self-reflection and autonomy. Consequently, personal conscience 

becomes more independent from the collective conscience, allowing for greater 

individual freedom. 

16.7.2 Content of Collective Conscience 

As societies advance, the collective conscience shifts towards human-centric, 

secular, and rational principles. This transformation weakens the societal attachment 

to traditional collective values. The influence of religion diminishes significantly, as 
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scientific methodologies gain prominence. The once-dominant religious beliefs and 

sacred sentiments gradually lose their significance. Durkheim emphasizes that in 

modern societies, collective conscience is reflected in a system of beliefs that uphold 

individual dignity and promote equality of opportunity. His ideas on ethics and social 

justice further explore this transition. 

Self-Check Exercise-5 

1. Organized social structures are characterized by a high degree of _________. 

2. What type of laws are adopted in societies with organic solidarity? 

16.8 Laws and Social Solidarity 

Durkheim asserts that there is a strong correlation between legal frameworks and 

social solidarity. Judicial rules and systems of punishment serve as reflections of the 

broader social structure, reinforcing cohesion. By classifying different types of laws, 

one can identify their corresponding forms of social solidarity. 

Repressive Sanctions and Penal Law 

Penal law enforces suffering on offenders through either social dishonor or 

deprivation of freedom or life. This legal system is prevalent in societies with 

mechanical solidarity, where cohesion is strong, and social norms are rigid. 

Punishments are severe and aim to deter deviant behavior while reinforcing 

collective rules. Repressive sanctions uphold social cohesion by exemplifying 

punishment, preserving sacred beliefs, and restoring the integrity of collective 

conscience. 

Restitutive Sanctions and Contract Law 

Unlike repressive sanctions, restitutive sanctions emerge in industrial societies 

characterized by organic solidarity. These modern legal frameworks focus on 

restoring equilibrium rather than inflicting suffering. With industrialization, social 

institutions become specialized, replacing tribal structures. The administration of 

legal rules falls under designated authorities such as judges, magistrates, and legal 

professionals. Instead of punishment, restitutive sanctions emphasize compensation 

and rectification of harm. Contract law, a defining feature of organic solidarity, 
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regulates relationships between individuals without evoking collective sentiments, 

making it less central to overall social cohesion. 

Self-Check Exercise-6 

1. In which type of society does repressive law exist? 

16.9 Summary 

Durkheim’s theory of the division of labor explores the different forms of social 

solidarity and how they evolve alongside societal structures. As a positivist, he 

sought to establish sociology as a distinct scientific discipline, much like Auguste 

Comte. His structural functionalist perspective prioritizes society over the individual, 

emphasizing that social components function collectively to maintain stability. 

According to Durkheim, individuals do not exist in isolation; rather, they contribute to 

the larger societal framework. 

16.10 Glossary 

 Development – The process through which individuals or societies grow, 

change, and advance. 

 Secular – Pertaining to concepts and institutions that are not affiliated with 

religious beliefs. 

 Rational – The ability to think logically and make decisions based on reason 

rather than emotions. 

 Lineage – A group of individuals tracing their descent from a common 

ancestor. 

16.11 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

           Ans1. 1893 

Ans2. Economic Division of Labour 

     Self- Check Exercise-2  

            Ans1. Emile Durkheim  
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             Ans2. Mechanical and organic  

 

     Self- Check Exercise-3  

               Ans1. Set of beliefs and customs 

               Ans2. General Form   

     Self- Check Exercise-4  

                Ans1. Occupational structure   

      Self- Check Exercise-5 

                Ans1. Interdependence   

                 Ans2. Restitutive law   

      Self- Check Exercise -6  

             Ans1. Industrial society   

16.12 Suggested Readings  

 Coser, Lewis. A. 1971. Masters of Sociological Thought Ideas in Historical 

and Social Context. Second Edition, Harcourt Brace Jovonovich, Inc.: New 

York.  

 Aron, Raymond. 1967. Main Currents in Sociological Thought. Vol.1. 

England: Penguin Books. 

  Durkheim, Emile. 2001 (rpt). The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life. 

Oxford University Press: New York. 

 Haralambos, M. 1980. Sociology: Themes and Perspectives. Oxford 

University Press: London. 

 Heran, Frank. (1985). Reason and Freedom in Sociological Thought. 

Boston: Allen and Unwin. 

  Indira Gandhi National Open University Course Material (2005) 

Sociological Thought (ESO 13), New Delhi: IGNOU. 
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 Poggi, Gianfranco. (2006). Weber: A Short Introduction, Cambridge: Polity 

Press.  

16.13 Terminal Questions  

1. Explain the social solidarity.  

2. Define mechanical solidarity.  

3. Discuss organic solidarity. 
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UNIT-17 

SUICIDE AND RELIGION 

STRUCTURE  

17.1 Introduction 

17.2 Learning Objectives  

17.3 Theory of Suicide  

                   17.3.1 A Social Theory of Suicide  

                    17.3.2 Types of Suicide  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

17.4 Religion and Manifestation of the Social  

                      17.4.1 Theory of Religion  

                       17.4.2 A Functionalist Perspective of Religion  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

17.5 Durkheim and Elementary Forms of Religious Life  

                        17.5.1 Durkheim and the Study of the Arunta  

                         17.5.2 Durkheim’s Definition of Religion  

                         17.5.3 Sacred and Profane  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

17.6 Totemism as the Elementary Form of Religion  

                         17.6.1 Totemism and Cosmology  

                         17.6.2 Totem and Society  

                         17.6.3 Religious Rites and Their Social Functions  
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 Self- Check Exercsie-4  

17.7 Critical Remarks  

Self- Check Exercise-5  

17.8 Summary  

17.9 Glossary  

17.10 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

17.11 Suggested Readings  

17.12 Terminal Questions  

 

17.1 Introduction 

Emile Durkheim argued that our fundamental categories for interpreting the world 

originate in religion. He posited that religion serves as the foundation for many, if not 

all, social constructs, ultimately shaping the larger society. According to Durkheim, 

categories emerge as collective creations of society and exist prior to individual 

experience. In this manner, he bridged the gap between the idea that categories are 

socially constructed and the notion that they are logically independent of personal 

experience. Social facts shape human understanding; for instance, the concept of 

time is institutionalized through calendars, initially designed for organizing social and 

religious gatherings. Even the most rational fields, such as science, have historical 

roots in religious traditions. Durkheim encapsulated this idea in his assertion that 

"Religion gave birth to all that is essential in the society." 

From a functionalist perspective, religion plays a stabilizing role in society. Theorists 

such as Durkheim, Parsons, and Bellah emphasize religion's role in maintaining 

social order and value consensus, while Malinowski highlights its importance in 

individual lives. Collectively, they argue that religion fosters stability, mitigates social 

upheaval, and resists rapid societal change. 

17.2 Learning Objectives 

By the end of this unit, we aim to: 
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 Comprehend Durkheim's theory of suicide. 

 Examine the sociological understanding of religion. 

 Explore totemism as an elementary form of religious practice. 

17.3 Durkheim's Theory of Suicide 

Durkheim initiated his study on suicide in 1888, culminating in his seminal work 

Suicide (1897). This study followed his earlier works, The Division of Labour in 

Society and The Rules of Sociological Method. His interest in suicide stemmed from 

multiple factors. Firstly, suicide rates were rising in industrialized Europe, with 

industrialization fostering individualism, social fragmentation, and weakening 

communal bonds. Secondly, in the evolving economic landscape, economic 

institutions overshadowed social institutions, prioritizing self-interest over collective 

well-being. Thirdly, the political turmoil following the Dreyfus Affair (1894) made 

Durkheim recognize the sociological significance of societal bonds in mitigating 

social disintegration. Lastly, empirical data linked suicide rates to social variables 

such as occupational roles, family structures, and religious affiliations rather than 

purely psychological factors. 

17.3.1 A Social Perspective on Suicide 

Prior to Durkheim, suicide was primarily understood as a consequence of individual 

psychological distress. It was commonly attributed to mental illness, financial ruin, or 

emotional suffering. However, Durkheim reframed the discourse by situating suicide 

within a social framework. He investigated the extent to which individuals' 

attachments to three key societal structures—religion, family, and politics—impacted 

suicide rates. His central thesis posited that suicide is not merely a product of 

individual despair but a consequence of weakened social ties. Industrial society, with 

its emphasis on individualism and self-interest, exacerbates this detachment, 

increasing the likelihood of suicide. 

Durkheim refuted Gabriel Tarde’s theory of psychological imitation, which suggested 

that suicide was a form of contagion. Instead, he systematically analyzed mortality 

data from France, Germany, England, Denmark, and Austria, considering variables 

such as religion, marital status, and occupation. His concept of the "social suicide 
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rate" identified patterns in societal suicide occurrences, demonstrating that suicide 

could be studied collectively rather than as isolated incidents. 

17.3.2 Types of Suicide 

Durkheim categorized suicide based on two key dimensions: social integration (the 

strength of bonds between individuals and society) and social regulation (the extent 

of societal control over individual desires). These dimensions led to the identification 

of four types of suicide: 

1. Egoistic Suicide: This form occurs when individuals lack sufficient social 

integration. In industrialized societies, individuals often prioritize personal 

ambitions over communal ties, leading to detachment and social isolation. 

Durkheim observed that Protestants had higher suicide rates than Catholics, 

attributing this to the Protestant emphasis on individual interpretation of 

doctrine, which weakened religious cohesion. Similarly, unmarried individuals 

were more prone to suicide than those in stable marital relationships, as 

marriage fosters stronger social bonds. Moreover, political crises that evoke 

collective sentiments—such as revolutions—can paradoxically lower suicide 

rates by reinforcing social unity. Thus, egoistic suicide results from excessive 

individualism and weakened social connections. 

2. Altruistic Suicide: In contrast to egoistic suicide, altruistic suicide occurs 

when individuals are excessively integrated into a group, leading them to 

sacrifice themselves for the perceived greater good. Durkheim identified three 

subtypes: 

o Obligatory Altruistic Suicide: Social customs or religious doctrines 

dictate self-sacrifice, as seen in practices like sati in historical India. 

o Optional Altruistic Suicide: Suicide is viewed as an honorable duty, 

such as in instances of warriors choosing death over dishonor. 

o Acute Altruistic Suicide: Individuals derive joy from self-sacrifice, often 

driven by religious fervor or ideological commitment. Examples include 

suicide bombers who perceive their actions as fulfilling a sacred duty. 
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3. Anomic Suicide: This occurs when society experiences a breakdown in 

regulatory mechanisms. In industrial societies, rapid economic shifts—

whether economic booms or depressions—can disrupt the equilibrium 

between societal constraints and individual desires. Traditional societies 

maintained regulation through religion and moral codes, but industrialization 

weakened these controls, making individuals vulnerable to despair. Without 

clear limitations on aspirations, individuals experience disillusionment, leading 

to suicide. Durkheim argued that anomic suicide was most prevalent in 

economic contexts where material success was overemphasized at the 

expense of moral and social constraints. 

4. Fatalistic Suicide: Unlike anomic suicide, fatalistic suicide results from 

excessive social regulation. In this scenario, individuals are subjected to 

extreme oppression, leaving them with no personal agency or hope for 

change. Durkheim associated fatalistic suicide with enslaved individuals, 

prisoners, and those enduring relentless societal constraints. This type of 

suicide is relatively rare in modern societies but highlights the detrimental 

effects of absolute control over individual freedoms. 

Durkheim’s study of suicide remains a foundational work in sociology, shifting the 

focus from psychological explanations to social causes. By identifying different types 

of suicide, he demonstrated the significance of social integration and regulation in 

shaping human behavior. His insights continue to influence contemporary 

sociological discussions on mental health, social cohesion, and the impact of 

modernization on individual well-being. 

Self-Check Exercise 

1. In which year did Durkheim first begin studying suicide? 

2. When was Suicide published? 

3. What are the different types of suicide identified by Durkheim? 

17.4 Religion and Social Manifestation 

Emile Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1912) examines religion 

as a crucial social institution. His interest in religion began in 1902, and many articles 
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in his journal L’Année Sociologique focused on this subject. He aimed to identify 

fundamental elements of religion by studying primitive societies, particularly the 

Australian aborigines, using an evolutionary approach. Durkheim viewed religion as 

a means for individuals to understand the world and as a representation of society 

itself. He categorized religion into beliefs (ideas related to the sacred) and rituals 

(actions directed toward the sacred), emphasizing the universal division between the 

sacred and the profane. 

17.4.1 Theory of Religion 

Durkheim sought the origin of religion within society rather than individual 

consciousness. His primary focus was on how religion fosters social cohesion, 

asserting that communal emotions and collective beliefs unify people. He studied the 

Aboriginal tribes of Australia to support his theory that religion is a permanent and 

universal institution that solidifies societal bonds. 

17.4.2 Functionalist Perspective on Religion 

From a functionalist viewpoint, religion contributes to societal needs such as social 

solidarity, value consensus, and integration. Functionalists argue that religion 

ensures societal survival by fostering a sense of belonging, reinforcing shared 

beliefs, and maintaining collective consciousness. It serves as a central value 

system that unites individuals. 

Self-Check Exercise-2 

1. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life was published in which year? 

2. In which book did Durkheim develop the sociological theory of religion? 

3. Who proposed the functionalist perspective of religion? 

17.5 Durkheim and The Elementary Forms of Religious Life 

Durkheim analyzed the functional role of religion to explain its persistence as a social 

institution. He conducted an in-depth study of the Arunta tribe’s clan system and 

totemism, arguing that primitive religious structures reveal fundamental elements of 

religion across societies. He dismissed earlier theories like Tylor’s Animism and Max 

Müller’s Naturism, advocating instead for a scientific approach to studying religious 
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life. Durkheim emphasized that religion is communal rather than individualistic and 

reflects collective consciousness. 

17.5.1 Durkheim’s Study of the Arunta 

Durkheim examined Arunta religious beliefs to determine their social functions. He 

identified four key functions of religion: 

1. Discipline – Religious rituals instill self-discipline and prevent anti-social 

behavior. 

2. Cohesion – Worship fosters social unity by reaffirming communal bonds. 

3. Vitalization – Religious traditions preserve and transmit values across 

generations. 

4. Euphoria – Religion provides reassurance and prevents social alienation. 

He concluded that worshipping totemic gods was, in essence, worshipping society 

itself. Although he recognized increasing secularization, he maintained that religion 

continued to serve social functions. This idea was later developed by Bellah in his 

concept of Civil Religion in the 1960s. 

17.5.2 Durkheim’s Definition of Religion 

Durkheim defined religion as "a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to 

sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden, which unite into a single 

moral community called a church all those who adhere to them." Religion consists of 

beliefs (ideas about the sacred) and rites (practices directed toward sacred objects). 

He emphasized the universal distinction between the sacred and the profane. 

17.5.3 Sacred and Profane 

Durkheim identified three core religious activities: maintaining the sacred-profane 

distinction, establishing a belief system, and setting behavioral rules. He argued that 

sacred objects and practices are socially defined and separated from the mundane 

world. Unlike earlier theorists who linked religion to supernatural belief, Durkheim 

maintained that the sacred-profane distinction is common across all religions. Sacred 

elements hold special religious significance, whereas the profane pertains to daily 

utilitarian activities. 
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He outlined six key characteristics of sacred and profane: 

 The sacred is distinct and set apart from other objects. 

 Rituals and practices define interactions with sacred elements. 

 Sacred objects are protected by prohibitions or taboos. 

 Sacred things are elevated in dignity above the profane. 

 The sacred-profane distinction forms a model of societal opposites (e.g., good 

vs. evil, pure vs. impure). 

 Transition from the profane to the sacred requires rites of passage. 

Self-Check Exercise-3 

1. Religion was an expression of ______. 

2. Who introduced the terms sacred and profane in religious studies? 

17.6 Totemism as the Elementary Form of Religion 

Emile Durkheim studied totemism among Australian tribes, considering it the most 

fundamental form of religion. He believed that totemism best exemplifies the nature 

of religious life, as it is deeply tied to the clan system. A totem, which can be an 

animal, plant, or inanimate object, is considered sacred and serves as the clan's 

symbol. Unlike blood ties, clan members are bound by their shared totem, which 

holds a mystical force imposing taboos and moral responsibilities. Each clan has a 

unique totem, which is revered and often represented in rituals. The totem emblem, 

known as "churinga," is a sacred object symbolizing the clan and its religious 

significance. Clan members are prohibited from harming or consuming the totemic 

species except in specific religious ceremonies, as violations are believed to have 

fatal consequences. Durkheim categorized totemism as a system comprising the 

totemic emblem, the totem, and the sacred status of clan members. 

17.6.1 Totemism and Cosmology 

Durkheim viewed religion as a means of organizing and classifying the world, 

creating a structured understanding of reality. Totemism reflects this classification by 

dividing all things into sacred and profane, extending this categorization to nature 

itself. Every element of the natural world, including celestial bodies, is associated 
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with different clans, reinforcing the connection between religious beliefs and social 

organization. Since these beliefs emphasize a fundamental distinction between 

sacred and profane, Durkheim considered totemism the most elementary form of 

religious life. He argued that human understanding of both the social and natural 

world originates from religious systems. 

17.6.2 Totem and Society 

In totemism, the totem, its emblem, and clan members are all considered sacred, 

though with varying degrees of religious significance. Durkheim explored the origin of 

this sacredness, concluding that the collective religious energy in Australian 

totemism is the foundation of later religious developments. He argued that the totem 

represents both the divine and society itself, suggesting that worshiping a god 

equates to venerating society. Since society commands respect and obligation, it 

embodies the sacred. This perspective forms the basis of Durkheim’s theory of 

religion, where the sacred symbolizes society's authority over individuals. 

17.6.3 Religious Rites and Their Social Functions 

Religious beliefs and rites are universal elements of religion. Beliefs define attitudes 

toward sacred objects, while rites dictate the actions performed in relation to them. 

Durkheim identified four categories of religious rites: 

1. Sacrificial Rites – These involve offerings, initiation, and obligations toward 

sacred objects, reinforcing social unity and the sacred connection between 

individuals and their totem. 

2. Imitative Rites – Clan members mimic the behaviors of totemic animals, 

believing this practice aids reproduction and fosters a deeper connection with 

the sacred entity. 

3. Commemorative Rites – Rituals that recall and reenact the mythical past of 

the clan, reinforcing collective identity and preserving traditions. 

4. Piacular Rites – Rites that address misfortune, loss, or suffering, such as 

mourning ceremonies, which serve to restore social cohesion following 

distressing events. 

17.7 Critical Remarks 
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Despite Durkheim’s contributions, his theory of religion has faced criticism: 

 He overlooked the role of individual religious leaders and the impact of 

religion in social conflicts. 

 His focus on collective consciousness leans more toward social psychology 

without explicitly addressing it. 

 His conclusions were drawn from a single Australian tribe, ignoring variations 

in neighboring tribes. 

 Some scholars argue that Australian totemism is not the earliest form of 

religion and that kinship structures there are highly complex. 

 Observations indicate that the tribe, rather than the clan, is the primary 

cohesive force among Australian aborigines, and there are clans without 

totems and totems without clans. 

17.8 Summary 

Durkheim, a structural functionalist, viewed sociology as a scientific discipline 

focused on the study of social structures. His theory of religion highlights its role in 

maintaining social cohesion. He argued that religion provides a universal system of 

beliefs and practices that foster group solidarity. Through his analysis of totemism, 

he demonstrated how religious practices reinforce the authority of society over 

individuals. 

17.9 Glossary 

 Rituals – Structured actions performed regularly, often in religious contexts. 

 Kinship – Social organization based on familial relationships. 

 Tribe – A social group with shared ancestry, culture, and traditions. 

 Clan – A subgroup within a tribe, connected through a common ancestor. 

 Conflict – Disagreements or struggles over important issues. 

 Spirit – The non-physical essence of a person, encompassing emotions and 

thoughts. 

 



273 
 

17.10 Answers to Self- Check Exercsie 

Self- Check Exercsei-1  

Ans1. 1888  

Ans2. 1897  

Ans3. Egoistic, altruistic, anomic and fatalistic.  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. 1912  

Ans2. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life  

Ans3. Emile Durkheim  

Self- Check EXercsie-3 

Ans1.  Social Cohesion  

Ans2. Emile Durkheim  

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Ans1. Durkheim  

Ans2. Cosmologies  

Self- Check Exercsie-5  

Ans1. Australian tribe  

17.11 Suggested Readings  

 Coser, Lewis. A. 1971. Masters of Sociological Thought Ideas in 

Historical and Social Context. Second Edition, Harcourt Brace 

Jovonovich, Inc.: New York.  

 Aron, Raymond. 1967. Main Currents in Sociological Thought. Vol.1. 

England: Penguin Books. 

  Durkheim, Emile. 2001 (rpt). The Elementary Forms of the Religious 

Life. Oxford University Press: New York. 
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 Haralambos, M. 1980. Sociology: Themes and Perspectives. Oxford 

University Press: London. 

 Heran, Frank. (1985). Reason and Freedom in Sociological Thought. 

Boston: Allen and Unwin. 

  Indira Gandhi National Open University Course Material (2005) 

Sociological Thought (ESO 13), New Delhi: IGNOU. 

 Poggi, Gianfranco. (2006).Weber: A Short Introduction, Cambridge: 

Polity Press.  

17.12 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Explain the theory of suicide.  

Q2. Discuss Durkheim and elementary forms of religious life.  

Q3.  Define sacred and profane.  

Q4. Describe theory of religion.  

Q5. Define religious rites and their social functions. 
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BLOCK-IV  

UNIT-18 

MAX WEBER 

STRUCTURE 

18.1 Introduction   

18.2 Learning Objectives  

18.3 Biographical Sketch of Max Weber  

                  18.3.1 Socio- Historical Background 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

18.4 Intellectual Influences  

                   18.4.1 Causality and Probability  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  
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                    18.5.1 Role of Values and Beliefs  
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Self- Check Exercsie-3  

18.6 Summary  

`18.7 Glossary  

18.8 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

18.9 Suggested Readings  

18.10 Terminal Questions  
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18.1 Introduction 

Maximilian Karl Emil "Max" Weber was a distinguished German sociologist, 

philosopher, and political economist whose theoretical contributions significantly 

shaped the field of sociology. Alongside Emile Durkheim and Karl Marx, Weber is 

often regarded as one of the founding architects of sociology. His intellectual 

approach was rooted in methodological anti-positivism, advocating for an 

interpretative understanding of social actions based on the meanings individuals 

ascribe to them. A central focus of Weber's work was the study of rationalization, 

secularization, and disenchantment—processes he linked to the emergence of 

modern capitalism and industrial society. 

18.2 Learning Objectives 

This unit aims to: 

 Explore the biographical background of Max Weber. 

 Examine the intellectual influences that shaped his thought. 

 Analyze Weber’s comparative studies on religion and their broader 

implications. 

18.3 Biographical Overview of Max Weber 

Born on April 21, 1864, in Erfurt, Germany, Weber grew up in a prosperous 

Protestant household. His father was a politically active bureaucrat with an indulgent 

lifestyle, whereas his mother, Helene, was a devoutly religious woman with deeply 

moralistic values. This contrast led to a tense family dynamic that significantly 

influenced Weber’s intellectual and emotional development. 

Early Life and Education 
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As a child, Weber was physically weak and suffered from meningitis at the age of 

four. His preference for books over physical activities became evident early on. 

Immersed in an intellectually stimulating environment, he engaged with works by 

thinkers like Goethe, Spinoza, and Kant. His exposure to renowned historians such 

as Treitschke and Sybel further shaped his intellectual interests. 

Weber attended the University of Heidelberg in 1882 but left after three semesters to 

fulfill military service in Strasbourg. He later resumed his studies at the University of 

Berlin and briefly attended the University of Göttingen. His academic brilliance 

became evident through his research on legal and economic history, culminating in a 

Ph.D. thesis on medieval commercial societies. 

Academic Career and Personal Challenges 

Weber's career flourished as he became a professor in the German university 

system while still in his early thirties. His 1895 public lecture, "The National State and 

Economic Policy" (commonly known as the Freiburg Address), highlighted his deep 

engagement with political economy. Despite professional success, Weber struggled 

with psychological distress, exacerbated by a conflict with his father, whose sudden 

death left him burdened with guilt. This emotional turmoil led to a temporary 

withdrawal from academia. He resumed scholarly work in 1903 but refrained from 

teaching for several years. 

During this period, Weber produced significant works addressing the interplay 

between religious beliefs, economic development, and modern social structures. His 

seminal book, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905), explored the 

role of Protestant values in shaping capitalist economies. A trip to the United States 
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that same year further deepened his insights into the socio-economic structures of 

capitalist societies. 

Weber's later contributions include comprehensive studies on world religions, 

including The Religion of China: Confucianism and Taoism (1915) and The Religion 

of India: Hinduism and Buddhism (1916–17). His unfinished magnum opus, 

Economy and Society, posthumously published, remains one of the most influential 

texts in sociology. 

18.3.1 Socio-Historical Context 

Weber was actively engaged in the political landscape of his time. A nationalist, he 

volunteered for military service during World War I despite his age and fragile health. 

However, his critiques of German war policies and advocacy for political reform 

made him unpopular among ruling elites. He championed democratic ideals, 

contributing to the drafting of Germany’s post-war constitution and the formation of 

the German Democratic Party. Despite facing political resistance from both 

conservative leaders and leftist factions, Weber remained committed to intellectual 

and political engagement. 

Political and Intellectual Legacy 

Weber’s impact extends beyond sociology into political science and economic 

history. His key contributions include: 

 Studies in economic history, focusing on the evolution of capitalism. 

 Empirical research on industrial labor conditions and financial markets. 

 Theoretical advancements in methodology for social sciences. 

 Comparative analyses of world religions and their societal implications. 
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 Explorations of authority and state power, differentiating between traditional, 

charismatic, and legal-rational authority. 

Personal Life and Relationships 

Weber married Marianne Schnitger in 1893, a feminist intellectual who played a 

crucial role in preserving and publishing his works posthumously. Though they had 

no children, their marriage provided Weber with financial independence. Over time, 

Weber engaged in relationships with other women, including Else von Richthofen 

and Mina Tobler, which added complexity to his personal life. 

Sociology of Religion 

Weber’s sociology of religion remains one of his most influential areas of study. His 

approach examined: 

 The influence of religious ideas on economic behavior. 

 The relationship between social stratification and religious beliefs. 

 The distinguishing characteristics of Western civilization in contrast to other 

cultural traditions. 

His evolutionary model of religious change proposed a transition from magical beliefs 

to ethical monotheism, shaped by socio-economic stability and the 

professionalization of religious institutions. 

Self-Check Exercise 

1. When was Max Weber born? 

2. Which universities did Weber attend? 
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3. In which year did Weber publish his significant essays on socio-economic 

issues? 

4. Who authored The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism? 

18.4 Intellectual Influences 

Max Weber’s work must be understood within the intellectual context of 19th-century 

Germany, which had an advanced system of higher education and research in 

natural sciences and humanities. A key debate at the time was between the natural 

sciences (Naturwissenschaften) and the social sciences (Geisteswissenschaften), 

with positivists advocating for applying natural science methods to social 

phenomena. In contrast, German scholars emphasized the historical and contextual 

nature of social behavior. 

Weber rejected both the positivist view that natural and social sciences had the 

same cognitive goals and the historicist claim that generalizations about human 

activity were impossible. He argued that while scientific inquiry involves abstraction 

and generalization, understanding human action also requires examining 

motivations, which are not always observable. His methodological contributions 

aimed at balancing individual perspectives with macro-level societal processes, 

emphasizing the importance of value judgments in research. 

German idealist philosophy, particularly Immanuel Kant’s distinction between the 

physical and spiritual dimensions of human life, influenced Weber’s approach. He 

was also shaped by Wilhelm Windelband’s distinction between nomothetic (universal 

laws) and idiographic (particular events) sciences, Heinrich Rickert’s emphasis on 

cultural interpretation, and Wilhelm Dilthey’s advocacy for empathetic understanding 
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(Verstehen). However, Weber combined this with causal analysis, bridging subjective 

interpretation with scientific rigor. 

18.4.1 Causality and Probability 

Weber did not reject causality but redefined it in probabilistic terms. Unlike 

deterministic natural laws, social phenomena involve probabilities where individuals 

act based on societal norms but may deviate under unique circumstances. He 

differentiated between historical causality (specific causes of an event) and 

sociological probability (patterns of relationships between phenomena). 

To establish causality, Weber proposed “mental experiments,” testing whether an 

event would have occurred without a particular factor. For example, in analyzing 

capitalism, he argued that the Protestant ethic played a crucial role but was not the 

sole cause. His methodology sought to integrate interpretative understanding with 

empirical analysis, positioning sociology as a discipline concerned with both causal 

explanations and subjective meanings. 

18.5 Religion and Economy 

Weber asserted that human beliefs and values significantly shape economic 

behavior. Unlike Karl Marx, who emphasized material conditions, Weber highlighted 

the role of cultural factors, particularly religious ethics, in shaping economic systems. 

He argued that Protestant ethics, especially Calvinism, promoted disciplined labor, 

frugality, and reinvestment of profits, thus fostering capitalism’s growth in the West. 

Protestantism’s emphasis on salvation through hard work led to a shift away from 

traditionalism, instilling a strong sense of responsibility and self-discipline. Calvinist 

teachings discouraged indulgence in luxuries, directing wealth toward productive 

investment, which laid the groundwork for rational capitalism. 
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18.5.1 Role of Values and Beliefs 

Weber defined sociology as the interpretative study of social action to derive causal 

explanations. The key elements of social action include: 

1. Encompassing all human behavior. 

2. Attaching subjective meaning to actions. 

3. Considering others' behavior in decision-making. 

4. Being goal-oriented. 

Self-Check Exercises 

1. Weber attempted to reconcile _______ and _______ understandings of social 

and historical phenomena. 

2. Who introduced the concepts of causality and probability? 

3. Weber examined the historical development of capitalism by analyzing 

_______ factors. 

4. What is Protestant ethics? 

5. Social action includes all _______. 

18.6 Summary 

Max Weber’s theory of the Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism posits that 

capitalism emerged as a distinct product of Western thought and cultural evolution. 

He argued that the Protestant ethic, particularly its emphasis on hard work, frugality, 

and discipline, played a crucial role in fostering what he termed the "spirit of 

capitalism." To support his thesis, Weber conducted comparative studies of various 

religious traditions to analyze why rational capitalism did not develop in other parts of 



283 
 

the world. He attributed this to the absence of a similar religious ethic in non-

Protestant societies. 

Weber’s framework also introduced the concept of ideal types, which serve as 

theoretical constructs to analyze and interpret social phenomena. Additionally, his 

theory of social action provides a lens through which human behavior can be 

understood in terms of cause and effect within a societal context. By emphasizing 

the role of values and beliefs in shaping economic behavior, Weber’s analysis 

extends beyond economic determinism, offering a more nuanced perspective on the 

interplay between religion and economic systems. 

18.7 Glossary 

Religion – A system of beliefs, rituals, and practices centered around the concept of 

divinity and spiritual principles, influencing individual and societal behavior. 

Crowd – A gathering of individuals in close proximity, often characterized by 

collective behavior influenced by situational dynamics. 

Ethic – A framework of moral values and principles that guide behavior within a 

particular cultural, religious, or professional context. 

Society – An organized group of individuals who share common traditions, laws, and 

institutions, shaping collective identity and social order. 

Salvation – A concept referring to spiritual liberation or deliverance from suffering, 

often associated with religious doctrines and moral transformation. 

Culture – The cumulative practices, beliefs, knowledge, and institutions that define a 

community, passed down through generations and shaping social identity. 

18.8 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  
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Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. 21st April, 1864  

Ans2. University of Heidelberg  

Ans3. 1904  

Ans4. Max Weber  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Subjective, Interpretative  

Ans2. Weber  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. Economic, political and cultural  

Ans2. Belief that the goal of human life is salvation.  

Ans3. Human behaviour 

18.9 Suggested Readings  

 Aron, R. 1967. Main Currents of Sociological Thought. Volume 2, 

Penguin Books: London.  

  Freund, Julien 1968. The Sociology of Max Weber. Random House: 

New York.  

 Haralambos, M. 1980. Sociology: Themes and Perspectives. Oxford 

University Press: London. 
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 Freund, Julien. (1972). The Sociology of Max Weber, Middlesex: 

Penguin Books.  

 Heran, Frank. (1985). Reason and Freedom in Sociological Thought. 

Boston: Allen and Unwin. 

  Indira Gandhi National Open University Course Material (2005) 

Sociological Thought (ESO 13), New Delhi: IGNOU. 

 Poggi, Gianfranco. (2006).Weber: A Short Introduction, Cambridge: 

Polity Press.  

18.10 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Explain the biographical sketch of Max Weber. 

Q2. Discuss the socio- historical background.  

Q3. Describe the intellectual influences of Weber.   

Q4. Define Weber’s comparative studies on religion. 
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UNIT-19 

VERSTHEN AND OBJECTIVITY IN SOCIAL SCIENCES 

STRUCTURE  
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                  19.3.1 Politics  
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19.1 Introduction 

The pursuit of objectivity in social sciences, particularly sociology, has been a central 

concern since Auguste Comte conceptualized the discipline. Unlike natural sciences, 

which deal with inanimate matter, sociology studies human behavior, which is 

inherently subjective. Early sociologists struggled to establish sociology as an 

empirical science, given the complexities of social phenomena. Georg Simmel 

regarded objectivity as a significant achievement of Western intellectual tradition 

(Ritzer, 2004). In simple terms, objectivity implies an unbiased approach to research, 

requiring evidence-based analysis without personal biases or value judgments. 

The foundation of objectivity in social research is rooted in positivism, which argues 

that researchers must maintain distance from their subjects to ensure findings are 

shaped by empirical data rather than personal beliefs. Objectivity is crucial for 

scientific credibility and serves as a guiding principle in sociology. Pioneers such as 

Durkheim and Weber emphasized a unified scientific method in sociology. Durkheim, 

in his work The Rules of Sociological Method, sought to establish sociology as 

distinct from psychology and biology by formulating rigorous research 

methodologies. 

19.2 Learning Objectives 

This unit aims to: 

 Explore the relationship between economy and society. 

 Discuss Weber’s concept of verstehen. 

 Examine objectivity and values in social sciences. 

19.3 Economy and Society 

Weber’s Economy and Society is a seminal work on sociology, politics, and social 

organization. Left incomplete at his death in 1920, it was later compiled and edited 

by his widow, Marianne Weber, and economist Melchior Palyi. Published 

posthumously in 1922 as Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, the book covers themes like 

social stratification, world religion, and bureaucracy. English translations, including 

Roth and Wittich’s 1968 edition, have contributed to its global academic significance. 

19.3.1 Politics 
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Politics involves the distribution and exercise of power within a society, while polity 

refers to the institutions through which power is executed. Decision-making on 

resource allocation varies across societies, sometimes favoring elite interests and, at 

other times, serving the common good. Power disparities are central to political 

structures, as certain individuals and groups exert more influence than others. 

19.3.2 Rationality 

Weber defined rationality as the use of logic and systematic thought in human 

actions. Rationalization refers to the increasing application of rational principles 

across various aspects of life. He argued that modern society is characterized by 

methodical calculation, predictability, and efficiency, shifting away from reliance on 

supernatural beliefs. For instance, a farmer may choose scientific agricultural 

techniques over ritualistic practices to improve crop yield. 

Weber viewed rationalization as a product of scientific advancement and 

technological differentiation in Western culture. It involves the secularization of 

thought and the formalization of laws and institutions. However, this increasing 

rationalization leads to disenchantment, where life becomes overly structured and 

devoid of spontaneity. 

His concept of the ‘iron cage’ illustrates the restrictive nature of bureaucratic 

rationality. While bureaucracy is essential for efficient governance, its rigid structures 

limit individual autonomy, creating an impersonal and controlled society. Weber’s 

perspective remains relevant for contemporary discussions on state control and 

personal freedom. 

Self-Check Exercise 

1. Who authored Economy and Society? 

2. Define politics. 

3. Define rationality. 

19.4 Verstehen 

Verstehen, a key concept in Max Weber’s methodology, is a German term meaning 

"understanding." Weber proposed that meaning precedes action—individuals act 

based on their interpretation of others’ actions. This concept differentiates social 
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sciences from natural sciences, as the latter focuses on observable uniformities, 

whereas social sciences analyze internal states and subjective meanings. Weber’s 

approach aligns with Wilhelm Dilthey’s perspective, which emphasized 

understanding human culture and history through internal experience rather than 

external observation. Unlike natural sciences, which explain phenomena through 

laws (Erklären), social sciences seek internal comprehension 

(Geisteswissenschaften). 

19.4.1 Weber’s Perspective on Verstehen 

Weber’s Verstehen method involves interpreting social actions by tracing underlying 

motives. It operates at two levels: 

 

Direct Observational Understanding: This involves recognizing obvious meanings in 

actions. For instance, observing a hungry man searching for food or a person aiming 

a gun at an animal provides an intuitive grasp of intent. 

Explanatory Understanding: This deeper level requires empathy—placing oneself in 

the actor’s position to interpret motivations. Sociologists build a sequence of motives 

to explain social actions both in terms of meaning and causality. Causal adequacy is 

established through statistical generalizations, ensuring consistency in social 

explanations. 

19.4.2 Objectivity and Values in Social Sciences 

Weber argued that sociology cannot be entirely objective, as values influence 

research choices. However, he distinguished between value relevance (selecting a 

research topic based on interests) and value neutrality (analyzing without imposing 

personal biases). While values may guide research choices, findings should remain 

free from ideological distortions. 

Weber opposed the notion of sociologists acting as moral arbiters. Their role is to 

illuminate facts and relationships rather than prescribe ethical judgments. Though 

human subjectivity aids in understanding society, ethical neutrality must be 

maintained. Using ideal types and historical comparisons, sociologists can interpret 

social phenomena without imposing moral assessments. 
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In conclusion, Weber’s methodological approach emphasizes understanding human 

actions through their subjective meanings while ensuring empirical rigor. His 

distinction between value-oriented inquiry and value-free analysis remains central to 

the philosophy of social sciences. 

Weber on Objectivity and Methodological Debates in Germany 

The methodological debates in late 19th-century Germany stemmed from two key 

factors. First, a rigid distinction between natural sciences and cultural disciplines led 

to the perception that only natural phenomena were open to theoretical analysis. As 

a result, natural and social sciences evolved differently. Second, after the 

contributions of Adam Smith and David Ricardo, non-Marxist economic theory 

stagnated, struggling to explain industrial economies. This issue was addressed 

either through improved theoretical frameworks or by focusing on historical economic 

developments. These differing approaches created methodological divisions in 

economics, which Weber sought to reconcile through insights from Wilhelm Dilthey 

and Heinrich Rickert. 

Weber and Dilthey 

Dilthey asserted that both nature and human behavior could be studied scientifically 

but generated different forms of knowledge. Natural sciences produce external 

knowledge based on observable laws, whereas social sciences yield internal 

knowledge, requiring an understanding of individuals’ subjective experiences. Thus, 

social scientists must go beyond observation to comprehend individuals' inner 

nature, which varies across cultural backgrounds. 

Weber agreed that social sciences differ from natural sciences and must remain 

separate from value judgments. He adopted Dilthey’s concept of verstehen—

understanding the subjective meanings individuals attach to actions. However, he 

critiqued Dilthey’s emphasis on intuitive re-experiencing of others’ thoughts, arguing 

instead for an approach that balances individual behavior analysis with objective 

historical assessment. 

Weber and Rickert 

Rickert highlighted the complexity of reality, arguing that human knowledge is 

shaped by concepts that help select significant aspects of the world for study. He 
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contended that topic selection is based on "value relevance," implying subjectivity. 

Weber concurred that reality is limitless and understood through conceptualization. 

However, he maintained that while research topics are chosen based on values, the 

research process itself must be objective. This requires systematic data analysis and 

clear conceptual frameworks.These debates greatly influenced Weber’s 

methodology and his commitment to objectivity in the social sciences. 

19.4.4 Weber’s Perspective on Objectivity 

Max Weber’s approach to the methodology of social sciences emphasized the 

significance of objectivity in sociological research. He asserted that scientific inquiry 

should remain free from ethical considerations to be truly objective. During his time, 

many scholars doubted the feasibility of an objective sociology, as values were often 

intertwined with the research process. However, Weber addressed this challenge by 

advocating for a value-free sociology, wherein sociological inquiry should be guided 

by systematic and rational methodologies rather than subjective influences. 

Value-Free Sociology 

Weber proposed that researchers should ensure their personal values and economic 

interests do not interfere with the process of social scientific analysis. If these 

subjective elements influenced research, the depiction of social actions would not be 

truly objective. According to Weber, an objective analysis is achievable when 

sociologists employ a structured approach consisting of three key elements: 

1. Empirical data must be categorized using well-defined concepts. 

2. Research must adhere to established rules of evidence. 

3. Conclusions should be derived through logical reasoning. 

Weber’s methodological stance implied that sociology should be distinct from moral 

philosophy. He differentiated between ‘what ought to be’—the domain of values—

and ‘what is’—the realm of scientific investigation. He further emphasized that 

sociology contributes to the broader historical transformation where traditional 

beliefs, including magic and inherited wisdom, become less dominant in explaining 

social phenomena. This process, which he termed rationalization, signifies the shift 

towards logical and systematic thinking. 
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The Relationship Between Values and Science 

While Weber acknowledged the difficulty of completely separating values from 

scientific research, he maintained that recognizing this distinction is crucial in 

understanding the role of values before and after the research process. He noted 

that choosing a research topic inherently involves personal or societal values, as 

there is no purely scientific method for selecting subjects of inquiry. However, once a 

topic is chosen, Weber insisted that sociologists must adhere to objective research 

methods. 

This challenge becomes more pronounced in the context of public policy. Weber 

acknowledged that political ideologies and economic interests often shape policy 

decisions. However, he argued that this does not render sociology irrelevant to 

policymaking. Instead, sociologists could contribute meaningfully by structuring data 

using clear conceptual frameworks, following rigorous evidentiary standards, and 

making logical deductions. Rejecting the pursuit of universal laws, he favored 

historical specificity, believing that general laws often overlook unique and context-

dependent social developments. His methodological tool, the ideal type, was 

developed to facilitate the analysis of such historical and social phenomena, 

including his inquiry into why capitalism emerged in the West rather than elsewhere. 

Self-Check Exercise-2 

1. What is the key concept or approach of Weber’s methodology? 

2. Verstehen methods involve the ______ understanding of social action. 

3. Discuss Weber’s idea of value-free sociology. 

19.5 Summary 

Max Weber, a German sociologist and philosopher, introduced himself primarily as a 

political economist. He opposed Karl Marx’s historical materialism and redefined 

social systems by integrating economic and religious factors. His key contributions to 

sociology include methodological approaches, studies on capitalism, sociology of 

religion, social stratification, and rationality. 

Weber’s approach to sociology was deeply influenced by the Methodenstreit 

(methodological debate) in Germany concerning appropriate methods for social 
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sciences. His methodological principles revolve around Verstehen (interpretive 

understanding), subjective meaning, and ideal type construction. Weber sought to 

comprehend social reality within its contextual framework, emphasizing that social 

phenomena should be examined based on their specific historical and cultural 

circumstances. This approach allowed him to establish causal relationships 

grounded in particular social situations rather than broad, abstract generalizations. 

Weber applied his methodological framework in the study of social action, religion, 

capitalism, bureaucracy, and class structures. His focus was on interpreting human 

actions within the broader societal framework. While he aimed to provide sociology 

with a scientific foundation, his work faced criticism. Some scholars argued that he 

leaned excessively toward individualistic and subjective interpretations of social 

phenomena. His analysis of the relationship between religion and capitalism, for 

instance, was challenged by thinkers such as Pitirim Sorokin, who pointed out cases 

where economic progress occurred without the influence of Protestant ethics. 

19.6 Glossary 

 Progress – A forward movement toward an objective or goal. 

 Religion – A belief system centered on a deity or deities and associated 

practices. 

 Capitalism – An economic system where businesses are owned and 

operated for profit by individuals rather than the state. 

 Bureaucracy – A system of rules and procedures governing the operation of 

organizations. 

 Class – A group of individuals sharing common attributes, characteristics, or 

social positions. 

 Status – A person’s social or professional position relative to others. 

 

19.7 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. Max Weber  
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Ans2. Distribution of power within a society.  

An3. Logical and coherent ideas  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Verstehen  

Ans2. Interpretative   

Ans3. Researcher personnel values and economic interest not affect scientific 

analysis.   

19.8 Suggested Readings  

 Aron, R. 1967. Main Currents of Sociological Thought. Volume 2, 

Penguin Books: London.  

 Freund, Julien 1968. The Sociology of Max Weber. Random House: 

New York.  

 Haralambos, M. 1980. Sociology: Themes and Perspectives. Oxford 

University Press: London. 

 Heran, Frank. (1985). Reason and Freedom in Sociological Thought. 

Boston: Allen and Unwin. 

  Indira Gandhi National Open University Course Material (2005) 

Sociological Thought (ESO 13), New Delhi: IGNOU. 
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19.9 Terminal Questions  

Q1. What do you mean by rationality? 

Q2. Define verstehen.  

Q3. Discuss objectivity and values in social sciences.  

Q4. Explain Weber view on objectivity.  
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20.10 Terminal Questions  

20.1 Introduction 

Max Weber, one of sociology's key founders, is known for his contributions to 

economic and religious sociology. He emphasized methodological anti-positivism, 

advocating for interpretive understanding in social studies. According to Weber, the 

meaning individuals attach to their actions is as significant as empirical observation. 

He also played a role in drafting the Weimar Constitution as an advisor. 

20.2 Learning Objectives 

This unit aims to: 

 Explain the concept of ideal types. 

 Describe social action. 

 Discuss types of social action. 

20.3 Ideal Types 

Weber introduced the concept of the ideal type in Objectivity in the Social Sciences 

and Social Policy (1905). It serves as a methodological tool to analyze and compare 

societies based on distinct social characteristics. According to Webster’s Dictionary, 

‘ideal’ refers to a perfect mental image, while ‘type’ signifies a class or group with 

specific traits. Weber defined ideal types as conceptual models that organize 

historical events into comprehensible patterns, aiding objective social analysis. 

20.3.1 Construction of Ideal Types 

Ideal types are created by abstracting and combining various elements found in 

reality. They highlight essential traits rather than common characteristics. For 

instance, an ideal type of democracy may include universal suffrage, rule of law, and 
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public participation in governance, even if no real-world democracy perfectly 

embodies all these features. As Weber noted, an ideal type is a conceptual construct 

that does not exist in pure form in reality. 

20.3.2 Characteristics of Ideal Types 

 Mental Constructs: Ideal types exist as theoretical models, emphasizing 

specific aspects of social reality. 

 Not Exact Representations: While based on real-world elements, ideal types 

do not correspond fully to actual situations. 

 Theoretical Tools: They facilitate comparison and analysis rather than 

serving as empirical descriptions. 

 Not Statistical Averages: Ideal types highlight specific traits, not average 

behaviors. 

 Value-Neutral: They are purely analytical and do not imply moral superiority. 

 One-Sided Models: They focus selectively on particular attributes for study. 

 Not Exhaustive: Multiple ideal types can be constructed for a single 

phenomenon. 

 Flexible and Evolving: Ideal types adapt over time with social change. 

20.3.3 Categories of Ideal Types 

 Historical Ideal Types: These categorize societies based on common traits, 

such as feudalism or capitalism, to better understand historical realities. For 

instance, a city economy might be defined by a rational market, legal system, 

private property, and bureaucratic governance. 
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 Abstract Elements of Social Reality: These include broader concepts like 

bureaucracy and authority. Weber’s ideal bureaucracy consists of 

specialisation, hierarchy, formal rules, impersonality, merit-based recruitment, 

long-term employment, fixed salaries, and separation of official and private 

income. 

Weber also categorized authority into: 

 Traditional Authority: Based on customs and long-standing traditions. 

 Rational-Legal Authority: Rooted in formal laws and regulations. 

 Charismatic Authority: Derived from the personal qualities and influence of a 

leader. 

Ideal types serve as analytical tools that clarify social structures by comparing them 

to theoretical models, enhancing sociological research and historical interpretation. 

Self-Check Exercise-1 

Q1. Who introduced the concept of ideal types? 

Q2. Ideal types are _______ or _______ in nature.  

20.4 Reconstruction of a particular type of behaviour 

Max Weber's concept of the "ideal type" involves rationalizing and reconstructing a 

particular kind of behavior. In economic theory, for instance, all propositions 

represent idealized reconstructions of human behavior as purely economic agents. 

Concepts like supply and demand or marginal utility illustrate how economic actions 

align with theoretical frameworks, though they do not necessarily reflect reality in its 

entirety. 

Purpose of Ideal Types 
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Weber outlined several functions of ideal types: 

 They help analyze whether a society exists in a certain form and clarify its 

characteristics. 

 They facilitate comparative analysis across different societies and historical 

periods. 

 While not literal representations of reality, they aid in reducing ambiguity about 

empirical facts. 

 They contribute to the formation of new social and economic concepts by 

enabling historical comparisons. 

20.4.1 Criticism of Ideal Types 

Despite its significance, Weber’s concept of ideal types has faced criticism: 

 It is often mistaken for actual reality rather than a theoretical construct. 

 Data may be forced to fit the ideal type, limiting its flexibility. 

 Some scholars mistakenly treat it as a theory rather than an analytical tool. 

 It is complex and requires expert understanding. 

 Its applicability is limited to specific forms of social analysis. 

 Some critics argue that it is unsuitable for understanding specific cases rather 

than developing broad theoretical concepts. 

 Weber himself insisted that ideal types were not testable models, yet other 

sociologists have treated them as such, causing further confusion. 

20.5 Social Action 
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Weber’s theory of social action stems from his methodological concerns in the social 

sciences. He argued that sociology should focus on the interpretative understanding 

of human behavior. Unlike the natural sciences, which study external phenomena, 

social sciences examine human "inner states" and the meanings individuals assign 

to their actions. According to Weber, human conduct is distinct because it involves 

conscious interpretation and response to social situations. 

20.5.1Meaning of Social Action 

Weber defined social action as meaningful behavior directed toward others. Three 

key aspects define social action: 

 Meaningful to the actor: Actions must have significance based on personal 

experiences, values, or interests. 

 Consideration of others: Actions must take into account other social actors, 

whether positively or negatively. 

 Oriented towards a goal: The action should have direction or purpose. 

20.5.2 Characteristics of Social Action 

 It may be influenced by past, present, or future interactions. 

 It requires the presence of another individual whose behavior influences the 

actor. 

 It must have a subjective meaning assigned by the actor. 

 It is goal-oriented and directed toward achieving an outcome. 

20.5.2 Types of Social Action 

Weber identified four types of social action, each analytically distinct: 



301 
 

1. Traditional Social Action: Based on customs, habits, and long-standing 

beliefs, this type is automatic and habitual rather than rationally calculated. 

For example, greeting elders with folded hands in India is a deeply ingrained 

practice. 

2. Affective Social Action: Driven by emotions rather than logical calculations, 

such as reacting impulsively to a situation. 

3. Value-Rational Social Action: Guided by deeply held values, irrespective of 

outcomes. Religious devotion is an example. 

4. Instrumental-Rational Social Action: Based on goal-oriented rationality, 

where actions are carefully planned to achieve desired results, such as 

business strategies. 

Weber’s theory of ideal types and social action provides a framework for 

understanding human behavior in a structured manner. While ideal types are useful 

analytical tools, they are often misunderstood or misapplied. Similarly, social action 

highlights the importance of subjective meaning and goal-oriented behavior in social 

interactions. Together, these concepts form the foundation of Weber’s contributions 

to sociology. 

20.5.3 Types of Social Action 

Weber argues that there are four major types of social action. These are ideal types 

in that each is analytically distinct from the other, are average forms of behaviour, are 

“conceptually pure”, and “sociologically important”. The four forms are: 

Affectual (Emotional) Action 

Affectual action is driven by emotions and immediate feelings rather than rational 
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calculation. It arises from an individual’s emotional state, such as revenge, joy, 

devotion, or frustration, leading to impulsive behavior. Since it lacks a clear goal or 

value-based reasoning, it is often considered irrational and operates without strategic 

planning or inner evaluation. 

Value-Rational Action (Wertrational) 

This type of action is guided by absolute values like duty, honor, or religious beliefs, 

independent of external consequences. For instance, a soldier sacrificing his life for 

the country exemplifies value-rational action. The focus is not on achieving material 

outcomes but on fulfilling an intrinsic moral or ideological obligation. The actor’s 

commitment to values overrides personal costs, making the action meaningful in 

itself. 

Instrumental-Rational Action (Zweckrational) 

Instrumental rationality involves calculated strategies to achieve specific goals 

efficiently. Here, the actor evaluates means, ends, and possible consequences to 

maximize success. Unlike value-rational action, it is pragmatic and outcome-driven, 

focusing on effectiveness rather than moral commitment. Decisions are based on 

logical assessment rather than adherence to values. 

Self-Check Exercise 

1. Who proposed the theory of social action? 

2. Social action occurs when an individual attaches a _______. 

3. What are the different types of social action? 

20.6 Summary 
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The theory of social action posits that human behavior is shaped by social contexts, 

with individuals modifying their actions based on anticipated reactions. When an 

expected response is undesirable, individuals adjust their behavior accordingly. 

Weber conceptualized sociology as the study of social behavior, emphasizing the 

importance of interaction in understanding human actions. Since real-world actions 

rarely align perfectly with theoretical models, Weber proposed four ideal types of 

action as analytical tools. These ideal types serve as benchmarks, allowing 

researchers to measure deviations and categorize specific behaviors based on their 

closest theoretical approximation. By applying these classifications, sociologists can 

interpret social phenomena more systematically and assess the influence of rational 

and irrational elements in decision-making processes. 

20.7 Glossary 

Group – A collection of individuals or entities sharing a common space, purpose, or 

social connection. 

Custom – A long-established social practice or behavioral pattern upheld by a 

particular group or society. 

Values – Fundamental beliefs that guide individuals in making ethical, social, and 

personal decisions. 

Trade – An economic process involving the exchange of goods and services, often 

structured by market forces and institutional regulations. 

Rationalization – The process of justifying decisions or actions through logical 

reasoning, often to align with societal norms or self-interest. 
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Environment – The external conditions, both natural and social, that shape human 

existence and influence social and economic structures. 

 

20.7 Answers to Self- Check Exercsie 

Self –Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. Max Weber  

Ans2. Mental Construct and subjective  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

Ans1. Mental. 

Ans2. Tested  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. Max Weber  

Ans2. Subjective meaning  

Ans3. Traditional, affectual, value rational, instrumental  

20.9 Suggested Readings 

  Aron, R. 1967. Main Currents of Sociological Thought. Volume 2, 

Penguin Books: London.  

 Freund, Julien 1968. The Sociology of Max Weber. Random House: New 

York.  

 Haralambos, M. 1980. Sociology: Themes and Perspectives. Oxford 

University Press: London. 

 Heran, Frank. (1985). Reason and Freedom in Sociological Thought. 

Boston: Allen and Unwin. 
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  Indira Gandhi National Open University Course Material (2005) 

Sociological Thought (ESO 13), New Delhi: IGNOU. 

 Poggi, Gianfranco. (2006).Weber: A Short Introduction, Cambridge: Polity 

Press.  

 

20.10 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Define ideal types.  

Q2. What are the characteristics of ideal types? 

Q3. Define social action. S 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



306 
 

UNIT-21 

POWER, AUTHORITY AND BUREAUCRACY 

STRUCTURE 

21.1 Introduction  

21.2 Learning Objectives  

21.3 Concept of Power  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

21.4 Concept of Authority 

21.4.1 Elements of Authority   

21.4.2 Types of Authority  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

21.5 Theory of Bureaucracy  

21.5.1 Weber’s Notion of Bureaucracy  

21.5.2 Characteristics of Bureaucracy  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

21.6 Concept of Office in Bureaucratic Organization  

21.6.1 Consequences of Bureaucracy  

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

21.7 Summary  

21.8 Glossary  

21.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

21.10 Suggested Readings  



307 
 

21.1 Introduction 

The discipline of sociology emerged in the 19th century when Auguste Comte coined 

the term to distinguish it from Adolphe Quételet’s concept of "social physics." Comte 

emphasized that sociology should focus on the study of society as a distinct subject 

of investigation. Later, in the 1890s, Émile Durkheim introduced the notion of "fait 

social" or "social facts," which he described as external factors that shape individual 

behaviors within society. Although Durkheim’s definition lacked precision, the 

essence of his argument was that sociology is concerned with social structures and 

their influence on human interactions. 

Max Weber, while acknowledging sociology as the study of social facts, argued that 

understanding these facts requires an examination of individual actions. At first 

glance, Weber’s emphasis on individual agency appears to contrast with Durkheim’s 

structural approach. However, even within Durkheim’s analyses, there are instances 

where individual behavior is taken into account. Thus, sociology operates at both the 

macro and micro levels, studying societal structures as well as individual actions that 

contribute to these structures. 

21.2 Learning Objectives 

By the end of this unit, learners will be able to: 

 Comprehend the concept of power and its role in social dynamics. 

 Differentiate between power and authority. 

 Understand the structure and significance of bureaucracy in society. 

21.3 Concept of Power 

Power, in common usage, is associated with strength or the ability to control. In 

sociological terms, power refers to an individual’s or group’s capacity to achieve 

desired outcomes and enforce decisions, even in the face of resistance. Weber 

conceptualized power as a fundamental aspect of social relationships, where one 

individual or group exerts influence over another. The degree to which power is 

exercised varies depending on both the capacity of the powerful entity and the extent 

of opposition it encounters. 

Weber identified two primary sources of power: 
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1. Market-based power: This form arises from economic interests and the 

strategic control of resources. For instance, a coalition of sugar producers 

may manipulate supply chains to maximize profit, demonstrating how 

economic leverage translates into power. 

2. Institutional authority: Power can also stem from structured systems of 

governance that allocate rights and responsibilities. For example, in the 

military, a soldier (jawan) is required to follow the orders of an officer, whose 

authority is legitimized through formal institutional mechanisms. 

Weber’s perspective highlights that power extends beyond political and military 

spheres, permeating various domains of social life, including the economy, 

education, and family structures. 

21.4 Concept of Authority 

Weber used the term "Herrschaft" to denote authority, which he distinguished from 

mere power. Authority refers to power that is recognized as legitimate by those 

subject to it. Raymond Aron (1967) defines "Herrschaft" as the ability of a master to 

command and receive obedience from subordinates. While power represents the 

ability to influence or control others, authority implies an accepted and 

institutionalized form of control that is considered rightful by those being governed. 

21.4.1 Elements of Authority 

For a system of authority to function effectively, certain key components must be 

present: 

 A ruling entity: Either an individual or a governing group that issues 

directives. 

 A governed population: Those who are subject to the authority and 

expected to comply. 

 Intent to govern: The rulers must actively seek to influence the behavior of 

the ruled through explicit or implicit commands. 

 Observable compliance: The effectiveness of authority is demonstrated 

when the governed individuals obey and adhere to the directives set forth by 

the rulers. 
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 Legitimacy and internalization: Authority is reinforced when the governed 

accept the right of the rulers to command, often internalizing the belief that 

compliance is justified. 

Authority thus establishes a reciprocal relationship between those who govern and 

those who are governed. The legitimacy of authority depends on both the rulers’ 

capacity to assert their dominance and the ruled population’s willingness to 

recognize and uphold that dominance. This reciprocal dynamic ensures stability 

within social structures, as authority is sustained not merely through coercion but 

through widespread social acceptance and institutional reinforcement. 

21.4.2 Types of Authority 

Authority implies legitimacy. Max Weber identified three distinct types of authority, 

each justified by different systems of legitimation: 

1. Traditional Authority 

2. Charismatic Authority 

3. Rational-Legal Authority 

Traditional Authority 

Traditional authority is based on customs, traditions, and long-established practices. 

Obedience is not to a system of rules but to a ruler whose legitimacy stems from 

inherited status. Monarchies and feudal aristocracies exemplify this form of authority, 

where rulers derive power through traditional rights and are obeyed out of personal 

loyalty rather than legal obligation. 

Weber highlighted two administrative forms under traditional authority: 

 Patrimonial Administration: Common in feudal societies, where rulers 

depend on family members or loyal dependents rather than bureaucratic staff. 

 Patriarchal Administration: Power is exercised in a personal and 

discretionary manner, often resisting bureaucratic structures. Decision-making 

is subjective and based on the ruler’s will rather than formal regulations. 

Charismatic Authority 
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Charismatic authority arises from an individual’s extraordinary qualities, inspiring 

devotion and unquestioned loyalty. Such leaders are seen as possessing 

supernatural or exceptional abilities, often emerging during social crises. Their 

legitimacy is based on followers’ belief in their unique vision and moral superiority. 

Historical examples include Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr., who led 

movements based on deeply held convictions. 

Key aspects of charismatic leadership: 

 Leaders gain authority through personal inspiration rather than formal 

structures. 

 Administrative positions are filled by personally chosen loyal followers. 

 Bureaucratic norms are resisted, and decision-making is driven by the 

leader’s vision rather than rational procedures. 

 Charismatic rule is inherently unstable, often requiring transformation into 

traditional or legal authority for longevity. 

Rational-Legal Authority 

Rational-legal authority is rooted in a structured system of laws and rules, forming 

the foundation of modern democracies. Legitimacy arises from adherence to legal 

principles rather than personal qualities or traditions. Officials operate within a 

bureaucratic framework, bound by clearly defined laws and procedures, ensuring 

impartial decision-making. 

Key characteristics: 

 Authority is vested in offices, not individuals. 

 Officials are appointed or elected based on qualifications and legal 

frameworks. 

 Bureaucracy ensures efficiency, hierarchy, and accountability. 

 Legal norms prevent arbitrary exercise of power, replacing personal rule with 

objective governance. 

Weber viewed bureaucracy as the most efficient form of administration within 

rational-legal authority, ensuring consistency and predictability in governance. 
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Self-Check Exercise 

1. Define power. 

2. What term did Weber use to describe authority? 

3. Identify the types of authority outlined by Weber. 

21.5 Theory of Bureaucracy 

Bureaucracy refers to a structured administrative system governed by non-elected 

officials who oversee policymaking and management functions. Historically, the term 

was associated with government administration, but in modern times, it is used more 

broadly to describe the structured management of large organizations. While 

bureaucracy is often criticized for being complex, inefficient, and rigid, it also has 

defenders who argue that it is essential for order, efficiency, and fairness. 

The German sociologist Max Weber viewed bureaucracy as the most rational and 

systematic method of organizing human activity. He believed that structured 

hierarchies and standardized processes were necessary to maintain efficiency and 

eliminate bias. However, he also acknowledged the risks associated with 

bureaucracy, warning that it could lead to excessive control and restrict individual 

freedoms, trapping people within rigid, rule-based systems—a phenomenon he 

referred to as the "iron cage." 

The term 'bureaucracy' originated from the French word ‘bureau’ (meaning desk or 

office) and the Greek word ‘kratos’ (meaning rule or power). It was first used in the 

mid-1700s by the French economist Jacques Claude Marie Vincent de Gournay, who 

intended it as a critique of administrative inefficiency. The term later gained 

widespread usage, and by the 19th century, it was associated with governance by 

career officials rather than elected representatives. Weber expanded its definition in 

the 1920s, viewing it as a system of administration carried out by trained 

professionals under fixed rules. 

21.5.1 Weber’s Concept of Bureaucracy 

Max Weber, in his seminal work Economy and Society (1922), analyzed various 

models of administration and governance. He played a pivotal role in developing the 

study of bureaucracy and popularized the term as a key component of rational-legal 
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authority. Weber argued that bureaucratization was central to the rationalization of 

Western society, making it an indispensable element of modern governance. 

Weber identified several conditions that fostered bureaucracy, including an 

expanding population, increasing administrative complexity, the development of 

monetary economies, and advancements in transportation and communication. 

These factors necessitated more structured and efficient administrative mechanisms. 

21.5.2 Characteristics of Bureaucracy 

Bureaucracy, as defined by Weber, is characterized by a hierarchical structure, 

standardized rules, and specialized roles. Some key features include: 

 Hierarchical Structure: Bureaucracies are organized into a clearly defined 

chain of command with different levels of authority. Responsibilities are 

assigned systematically within this framework. 

 Impersonal Rules and Procedures: Administrative decisions follow 

standardized rules rather than personal or ethical considerations, ensuring 

objectivity. 

 Documented Administration: Bureaucracies rely on written records and 

official documentation, ensuring continuity and accountability. 

 Fixed Salaries and Professional Roles: Officials receive salaries based on 

contractual agreements and do not own their positions or the resources they 

manage. This separation of personal and professional domains prevents 

conflicts of interest. 

 Specialization and Expertise: Bureaucratic roles are clearly defined, and 

officials are expected to perform specialized tasks, relying on technical 

knowledge. 

 Strict Authority and Responsibility: Each level in the hierarchy has defined 

authority, and officials must comply with directives from superiors. 

 Impersonal Interactions: Bureaucratic dealings are formal and treat 

individuals as cases rather than unique persons, minimizing subjective 

influences. 
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 Rigid Adherence to Rules: Decision-making processes are based on 

established guidelines, leaving little room for flexibility or discretionary 

judgment. 

21.6 Concept of ‘Office’ in Bureaucratic Organization 

Weber conceptualized an ‘office’ as a legally defined sphere of authority assigned to 

officials who carry out administrative functions. Officeholders are typically appointed 

based on merit, requiring specialized training and examinations. Their 

responsibilities are bound by legal rules, and any violation may lead to their removal. 

Officials operate within a hierarchical system where senior administrators oversee 

appointments. If officials were elected rather than appointed, they would be directly 

accountable to voters rather than the bureaucracy, compromising the structured 

chain of command. 

21.6.1 Consequences of Bureaucracy 

Weber identified two major consequences of bureaucratic systems: 

1. Incompatibility with Democracy: Bureaucracies create an environment 

where individuals accept decisions without question, weakening democratic 

accountability. Additionally, financial elites often exert influence over 

bureaucratic structures through political contributions, leading to favoritism 

and elite control over policy implementation. 

2. Secrecy and Restricted Participation: Bureaucratic institutions tend to limit 

transparency, keeping the public uninformed about their decisions and 

policies. This exclusion from decision-making reduces democratic 

participation and leads to a concentration of power within administrative 

bodies. 

Self-Check Exercises 

1. Who introduced the concept of bureaucracy? 

2. The term bureaucracy has its origins in which language? 

3. In which year was Economy and Society published? 
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4. According to Weber, what does ‘office’ represent in bureaucratic 

administration? 

5. What is one major consequence of bureaucracy? 

21.7 Summary 

Power and authority are fundamental to social structures and relationships. Power 

denotes the ability to influence and control, while authority signifies legitimate power 

that is accepted and internalized by society. 

Max Weber’s framework categorizes authority into three types: rational-legal 

authority, which is rule-based and goal-oriented; charismatic authority, driven by 

personal devotion; and traditional authority, rooted in long-standing customs. 

Bureaucracy, as an instrument of rational-legal authority, is characterized by 

structured hierarchy, specialization, and adherence to regulations. Officials within a 

bureaucracy operate with professional integrity and are rewarded accordingly. 

The interconnection between power, authority, and bureaucracy plays a crucial role 

in shaping social, political, and economic institutions. A nuanced understanding of 

these concepts helps in analyzing the foundations of governance and social order. 

 

21.8 Glossary 

Status – The legal or social position of an individual, group, or nation. 

Role – The function or responsibility assigned to a person or entity within a system. 

Society – A structured community with shared interests, norms, or purposes. 

Democracy – A governance system where representatives are elected by the 

people. 

Government – The authority responsible for administering and regulating a political 

entity. 

Organization – A structured group formed to achieve a collective objective. 

21.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  
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Ans1. Strength and capacity to control.  

Ans2. Herrschaft  

Ans3. Traditional, charismatic, and rational legal.  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Weber  

Ans2. French  

Ans3. 1922  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. Office  

Ans2. Secrecy 

21.10 Suggested Readings  

 Aron, R. 1967. Main Currents of Sociological Thought. Volume 2, 

Penguin Books: London.  

 Freund, Julien 1968. The Sociology of Max Weber. Random House: 

New York.  

 Haralambos, M. 1980. Sociology: Themes and Perspectives. Oxford 

University Press: London. 

 Heran, Frank. (1985). Reason and Freedom in Sociological Thought. 

Boston: Allen and Unwin. 

  Indira Gandhi National Open University Course Material (2005) 

Sociological Thought (ESO 13), New Delhi: IGNOU. 

 Poggi, Gianfranco. (2006).Weber: A Short Introduction, Cambridge: 

Polity Press.  

 

21.11 Terminal Questions  

Q1. What do you mean by power? 

Q2. Define authority.  
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Q3. What are the types of authority? 

Q4. Discuss bureaucracy.  

Q5. Explain the Weber’s notion of bureaucracy.  

Q6. What are the characteristics of bureaucracy?  
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22.1 Introduction 

Max Weber, a key figure in sociology alongside Karl Marx and Émile Durkheim, 

made significant contributions to economic sociology, political sociology, and the 

sociology of religion. He played a crucial role in shaping an anti-positivist, 

hermeneutic tradition in social sciences. His ideas influenced scholars across 

political ideologies. Leftist thinkers like Theodor W. Adorno, Max Horkheimer, György 

Lukács, and Jürgen Habermas engaged with his analysis of modernity and 

rationalization, which influenced the Frankfurt School's critical theory. On the right, 

scholars such as Carl Schmitt, Joseph Schumpeter, Leo Strauss, Hans Morgenthau, 

and Raymond Aron focused on his ideas on leadership, political ethics, and 

bureaucracy. Philosophers such as Alfred Schutz and Hans Henrik Bruun examined 

Weber’s work through the lens of Continental philosophy. 

22.2 Learning Objectives 

This unit aims to: 

 Explain the Protestant ethic and its relationship with capitalism. 

 Explore Weber’s comparative study of religion. 

 Analyze the criticisms of Weber’s theory on Protestant ethics. 

22.3 The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism 

Weber’s work The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, published between 

1903 and 1906, remains a widely debated text. His central argument—that religious 

beliefs, particularly ascetic Protestantism, fostered an ethos of disciplined economic 

activity, prudent saving, and a strong work ethic—has attracted both support and 

criticism. Historians and theologians have questioned its core assumptions, but it 

continues to shape debates on the origins of capitalism. 

Weber argued that Western capitalism developed alongside Protestant beliefs that 

encouraged disciplined work and frugality. To illustrate this relationship, he used ideal 

types to compare the Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism. He noted that 

capitalism was not solely about wealth accumulation but also involved an ascetic 

approach to life, where profits were reinvested rather than spent on personal 

luxuries. 
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22.3.1 The Spirit of Capitalism 

Wealth accumulation has existed throughout history, symbolizing power and status. 

However, modern capitalism, according to Weber, is distinct because of its 

systematic and rational organization. He differentiated between traditional capitalism, 

which was speculative and focused on luxury goods, and rational capitalism, 

characterized by mass production, efficiency, and continuous expansion. 

Weber highlighted that modern capitalism is driven not by personal enjoyment but by 

the relentless pursuit of profit. The industrial revolution facilitated this shift, enabling 

factory-based production and technological advancements. The capitalist system 

values efficiency, discipline, and systematic work, contrasting with traditional 

societies where workers sought minimal effort rather than innovation. Traditionalism, 

with its informal work relationships and resistance to change, hindered capitalist 

growth, whereas modern capitalism thrived on individualism, competition, and 

continuous innovation. 

22.3.2 The Influence of the Protestant Ethic on Capitalism 

Protestantism emerged in sixteenth-century Europe as a movement against the 

Catholic Church, which reformers like Martin Luther and John Calvin viewed as 

being overly focused on rituals and doctrines while being plagued by corruption. 

Seeking to return to a more austere and spiritually disciplined faith, Protestant 

reformers emphasized simplicity, devotion, and personal responsibility. Calvinism, a 

major Protestant sect founded by John Calvin, played a particularly crucial role in 

shaping economic behavior. Weber observed that in Western societies, Protestants 

generally attained higher education and occupied influential positions in 

administration, industry, and technology. His interest in Calvinism stemmed from its 

distinct religious principles, which, he argued, laid the foundation for the 

development of capitalism. 

Key Aspects of Calvinist Beliefs 

1. Concept of God’s Sovereignty – Calvinists viewed God as omnipotent and 

beyond human comprehension. His divine will was considered absolute and 

inscrutable, making it impossible for human beings to influence it through 

prayers or rituals. 
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2. Doctrine of Predestination – Central to Calvinist thought was the belief that 

God predetermined the fate of individuals, choosing some for salvation while 

condemning others. Since this divine selection was unchangeable, believers 

sought reassurance of their ‘election’ through diligent work and material 

success, which symbolized divine favor. 

3. This-Worldly Asceticism – Calvinists promoted a disciplined and frugal 

lifestyle, rejecting indulgences such as dance, music, and entertainment that 

were seen as distractions from serving God. Instead, they advocated hard 

work and self-restraint, which, in turn, led to increased savings and 

reinvestment, fueling capitalist growth. The principle that “time is money” and 

“work is worship” became central to their economic outlook. 

4. The Concept of Calling – According to Calvinist ethics, labor was not merely 

a means of livelihood but a sacred duty. Every form of work was considered a 

divine calling, requiring commitment and sincerity. This instilled a strong sense 

of purpose and dedication in economic activities, reinforcing a work-oriented 

culture. 

Weber’s Summary of Calvinist Ethics 

Weber outlined five fundamental principles of Calvinist beliefs: 

 God’s Supremacy – God is the ultimate creator and ruler, whose nature 

remains beyond human understanding. 

 Predestination – Individuals are preordained for salvation or damnation, and 

human efforts cannot alter this divine decision. 

 Divine Glory – The world exists to glorify God. 

 Labor as a Divine Duty – Regardless of their fate, all individuals must work 

for God’s glory and contribute to building His kingdom on Earth. 

 Rejection of Earthly Pleasures – Material wealth and human nature are 

associated with sin; only divine grace leads to salvation. 

These tenets fostered a disciplined workforce that adhered to strict work ethics, 

laying the groundwork for the rise of capitalism. The emphasis on persistent labor, 

frugality, and reinvestment, rather than extravagant consumption, contributed to 
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capital accumulation and economic expansion. Although working tirelessly without 

enjoying the fruits of one’s labor may seem irrational, within the Calvinist framework, 

material success served as an indicator of divine selection, making such behavior 

logical. 

Self-Check Exercise-1 

1. Weber identified a positive relationship between ______ and _______. 

2. Wealth is regarded as _______. 

3. Weber distinguishes between ______ capitalism and ______ capitalism. 

22.4 Weber’s Comparative Study of Religion 

Weber’s analysis extends beyond Protestantism to examine the broader relationship 

between religious values and economic behavior. Having established that Protestant 

ethics played a key role in Western capitalism’s emergence, he investigated whether 

similar ascetic values existed in other civilizations. His research revealed that 

modern capitalism, characterized by systematic rationalization and reinvestment, 

developed exclusively in Western Europe. The absence of a comparable religious 

ethic in non-Western societies, he argued, was a significant barrier to capitalism’s 

growth elsewhere. 

Through a comparative study of world religions, Weber sought to identify what was 

missing in various religious traditions that prevented the emergence of a capitalist 

economy similar to that of the West. His findings suggest that while other societies 

had commercial activities, they lacked the religious impetus that encouraged 

rigorous work discipline, profit accumulation, and rational economic organization.  

22.4.1 The Role of Religion in Economic Development: A Weberian Analysis 

Max Weber analyzed the relationship between religion and economic development in 

various civilizations, arguing that religious beliefs significantly influenced the rise of 

rational capitalism. He examined Confucianism in China, Hinduism in India, and 

Judaism, assessing their impact on economic rationalization. 

Confucianism and Economic Rationalization in China 
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Weber identified several developments in China conducive to capitalism, including 

urbanization, monetary systems, and legal structures. However, the persistence of 

kinship-based authority and ancestor worship hindered economic rationalization. The 

sib, or extended family, held significant power, reinforcing traditional hierarchies over 

bureaucratic rationality. Justice remained patriarchal rather than legally formalized, 

further limiting individual autonomy. 

Confucianism emphasized social harmony, self-control, and stability over 

transformation. Unlike Protestantism, it lacked an ascetic ethic or a concept of sin 

and salvation, which Weber viewed as essential for fostering capitalism. Additionally, 

magic and animism were institutionalized rather than disenchanted, preventing the 

rational development of economic structures. Despite its rational-bureaucratic 

elements, China remained “enchanted,” which, according to Weber, restricted the 

emergence of modern capitalism. 

Hinduism and the Caste System in India 

Hinduism, characterized by its eclectic and tolerant nature, is deeply intertwined with 

the caste system. Central to Hindu belief are the doctrines of karma and 

reincarnation, which reinforce social stratification. The idea that one's current status 

results from past actions discourages social mobility and economic ambition, thus 

maintaining the rigidity of the occupational hierarchy. 

Weber argued that Hinduism lacked the necessary ethical framework for capitalism. 

While India possessed favorable economic conditions such as trade and commerce, 

the caste system ritualistically stabilized occupations, preventing economic 

rationalization. The Brahmins, positioned at the top, maintained their dominance 

through mystical and purity-based ideologies, suppressing challenges to the 

established order. Consequently, economic growth was stifled by religious dogma 

rather than material constraints. 

Judaism and the Ethic of Mastery 

Judaism, one of the oldest monotheistic religions, promoted the idea of an 

omnipotent God and positioned the Jewish people as His chosen ones. Unlike 

Confucianism and Hinduism, Judaism emphasized mastery over the environment 
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rather than harmony with it. This ethic had the potential to foster capitalist 

development. 

However, historical circumstances, particularly the forced exodus of Jews from their 

homeland, altered their economic trajectory. Excluded from various economic 

sectors, Jews primarily engaged in money-lending, excelling in finance but remaining 

outside broader industrial developments. This limitation prevented Judaism from 

directly facilitating capitalism, despite its conducive ethical framework. 

Conclusion: Religion as a Determinant of Capitalist Development 

Weber’s analysis underscores that economic conditions alone—such as trade, 

finance, and technological advancements—are insufficient to spur capitalism. 

Societal value systems play a crucial role. China and India had the necessary 

material conditions but lacked the religious ethic that encouraged the rational pursuit 

of wealth. In contrast, the Protestant ethic, with its emphasis on hard work, discipline, 

and salvation through economic success, enabled capitalism’s emergence in the 

West. 

22.5 Critical Evaluation of Weber’s Studies on Religion 

Max Weber's exploration of the relationship between religion and economy has 

sparked considerable debate and critique. Scholars argue that his analysis 

selectively highlights certain aspects of religious ethics while interpreting them 

narrowly to align with his theoretical framework. For example, in his study of Hindu 

ethics, Weber predominantly focuses on its fatalistic and passive dimensions. 

However, some scholars contend that the concepts of 'karma' and 'dharma' actively 

encourage individuals to fulfill their duties and obligations, thus promoting social 

responsibility and engagement rather than passivity. 

Furthermore, it is noteworthy that the notion of a 'calling,' which Weber identified as 

central to the capitalist ethos in the West, finds parallels in Hindu philosophy. The 

Bhagavad Gita, for instance, advocates performing one's duty selflessly, without 

attachment to material rewards. This principle closely mirrors the Protestant ethic 

that Weber associates with the rise of capitalism. 

Milton Singer offers an alternative perspective by identifying a functional equivalent 

of the Protestant Ethic in India. His study of industrialists in Madras demonstrates 
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how caste background and tradition can facilitate industrial development. The caste-

based division of labor has, in many instances, been instrumental in shaping 

specialized industrial skills. Singer introduces the concept of "compartmentalization," 

where individuals separate their business obligations from their religious duties, 

ensuring that neither aspect of life conflicts with the other. He argues that India's path 

to capitalism does not necessitate imitating Western models but can evolve within its 

unique cultural and institutional framework. This perspective challenges Weber's 

assertion that traditional values inherently obstruct economic progress. 

Self-Check Exercise-1 Q1. Who introduced the functional equivalent of the 

Protestant Ethic in India? 

22.6 Summary 

Weber's theory of social action posits that human behavior is context-dependent, 

influenced by social interactions and the anticipated responses of others. Individuals 

modify their actions based on expected reactions, reflecting a dynamic interplay 

between personal agency and social norms. 

For Weber, sociology is fundamentally the study of human behavior within society, 

necessitating an understanding of the motivations behind social interactions. He 

categorizes actions into four ideal types: traditional, affective, value-rational, and 

instrumental-rational. Though real-world actions often blend these types, analytically 

separating them allows for clearer interpretation. Rational ideal types serve as 

benchmarks to measure deviations, thereby facilitating a deeper understanding of 

social phenomena. 

22.7 Glossary 

 Institution: A structured and significant organization that serves a specific 

purpose, such as a university or financial institution. 

 Capitalism: An economic system where private individuals or enterprises own 

and manage businesses for profit, rather than state control. 

 Norms: Shared rules or standards of behavior within a social group that guide 

individual conduct. 
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 Culture: The collective customs, beliefs, values, and practices of a particular 

society or group. 

 Development: The process of advancing or enhancing social, economic, or 

technological aspects of society. 

 City: A large and significant urban area distinguished from smaller towns by 

its population, infrastructure, and economic activity. 

 Caste: A hereditary social classification within a structured system of 

stratification, often determining occupational and social roles. 

 Tradition: A long-standing custom, belief, or practice that has been passed 

down through generations and continues to shape societal norms. 

22.8 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. Protestant Ethics and Spirit of Capitalism  

Ans2. Power, property and prestige.  

Ans3. Traditional, Rational  

 Self- Check Exercise  

Ans1. Max Weber  

Ans2. Jews  

Ans3. Milton Singer  

22.9 Suggested Readings  

 Aron, R. 1967. Main Currents of Sociological Thought. Volume 2, 

Penguin Books: London.  

 Freund, Julien 1968. The Sociology of Max Weber. Random House: 

New York.  

 Haralambos, M. 1980. Sociology: Themes and Perspectives. Oxford 

University Press: London. 
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 Heran, Frank. (1985). Reason and Freedom in Sociological Thought. 

Boston: Allen and Unwin. 

  Indira Gandhi National Open University Course Material (2005) 

Sociological Thought (ESO 13), New Delhi: IGNOU. 

 Poggi, Gianfranco. (2006).Weber: A Short Introduction, Cambridge: 

Polity Press.  

22.10 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Explain the protestant ethics and spirit of capitalism.  

Q2. Discuss Weber comparative study on religion.  

Q3. Describe the criticism of Weber protestant ethics. 

Q4. What are the features of protestant ethics influencing the development of 

capitalism? 
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