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A Historical Sketch of 
Sociological Theory

The Early Years

A useful way to begin a book designed to introduce sociological theory is with 
several one-line summaries of various theories:

•	 Capitalism is based on the exploitation of the workers by the capitalists.

•	 The modern world offers less moral cohesion than did earlier societies.

•	 The modern world is an iron cage of rational systems from which there 
is no escape.
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Chapter 1  •  A Historical Sketch: The Early Years    3

•	 Modern identities and relationships are shaped by the unique experience 
of city life.

•	 In their social lives, people tend to put on a variety of theatrical 
performances.

•	 The social world is defined by principles of reciprocity in give-and-take 
relationships.

•	 Especially in the past, but still in the present, Western societies are 
organized around the interests of men, to the disadvantage of women 
and minorities.

•	 Modern racism emerged with colonialism in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries.

•	 Society is a “juggernaut” with the ever-present possibility of running 
amok.

•	 The world has entered a new postmodern era increasingly defined by the 
inauthentic, the fake, and simulations of reality.

•	 Paradoxically, globalization is associated with the worldwide spread of 
“nothing.”

•	 Nonhumans (animals, technology) are key to the formation of society.

•	 Social theory must account for the planetary changes caused by global 
warming.

This book is devoted to helping the reader to better understand these theoretical 
ideas, as well as the larger theories from which they are drawn.

Introduction
Presenting a history of sociological theory is an important task (S. Turner, 1998), 
but because we devote only two chapters (1 and 2) to it, what we offer is a highly 
selective historical sketch (Giddens, 1995). The idea is to provide the reader with 
a scaffolding that should help in putting the later detailed discussions of theo-
rists and theories in a larger context. As the reader proceeds through the later 
chapters, it will prove useful to return to these two overview chapters and place 
the discussions in their context. (It will be especially useful to glance back occa-
sionally to Figures 1.1 and 2.1, which are schematic representations of the histo-
ries covered in those chapters.)

The theories treated in the body of this book have a wide range of application, 
deal with centrally important social issues, and have stood the test of time. These cri-
teria constitute the definition of sociological theory used in this book. The focus is 
on the important theoretical work of sociologists or the work done by individu-
als in other fields that has come to be defined as important in sociology. To put 
it succinctly, this is a book about the “big ideas” in sociology.

Typically, the development of sociological theory is associated with the  
modern period in Europe, especially the 1800s and early 1900s. The theories 
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Chapter 1  •  A Historical Sketch: The Early Years    5

developed during this period are often called “classical” sociological theories 
because they are considered to be foundational to the discipline. (For a debate 
about what makes theory classical, see R. Collins, 1997; R. W. Connell, 1997.) 
While this chapter focuses on the history of the development of these classical 
theories, we start with a brief discussion of premodern theory, especially the 
ideas of Muslim scholar Ibn Khaldun. While premodern theories have not had 
a significant impact on the development of sociological theory, their discussion 
helps to understand some of the longer term origins of sociological thinking. In 
Chapter 2, we continue the historical review. This focuses largely on develop-
ments from the 1920s into the present. These are often referred to as modern 
and, after 1980, late-modern or postmodern theories.

Premodern Sociological Theory
The term modernity refers to the social, economic, and political developments 
that unfolded, largely in Europe and North America from the eighteenth to 
mid-twentieth century. Sociological theory emerged as a set of ideas that tried 
to explain and understand the social forces that developed during this mod-
ern period. That said, even though the bulk of sociological theory emerges with 
modernity, some scholars have found sociological ideas in classical/ancient 
Greek and Roman and medieval writing. For example, in his history of sociology 
Alan Sica (2012) discusses the ideas of Chinese philosopher Confucius (551–479 
BCE), Greek historian Thucydides (460–400 BCE), Italian philosophers Niccolò 
Machiavelli (1469–1527) and Giambattista Vico (1668–1755), and French phi-
losopher Montesquieu (1689–1755). Though not as singularly focused on socio-
logical phenomena as the later sociological theorists, these premodern thinkers 
discussed various aspects of social organization, especially as they applied to the 
societies in which they lived.

In recent years, the fourteenth-century Muslim scholar Ibn Khaldun (1332–
1406) has attracted particular attention as a precursor of modern sociology. Ibn 
Khaldun is interesting, and therefore worth spending some time with at the begin-
ning of this chapter, for two reasons. First, he is largely regarded as having devel-
oped the first systematic approach to the study of “social organization.” He sought 
to develop a “science of human society” (‘ilm al-ijtima‘al-insani, Alatas and Sinha, 
2017:18). Ibn Khaldun even anticipates ideas found in the theories developed 
by the first sociologists (e.g., Durkheim’s social solidarity and division of labor; 
Marx’s labor theory of value). Second, Ibn Khaldun presents a sociological theory 
that reflects the social world in which he lived—fourteenth-century Andalusia  
(southern Spain), North Africa, and Egypt. Ibn Khaldun analyzed the forms of 
social organization that emerge out of the relationship between tribal, largely 
nomadic, desert societies (e.g., the Bedouin of North Africa) and urban, or sed-
entary society as found in cities like Tunis, Granada, Marrakesh, and Cairo. 
Classical European theories typically focused on urban life (studying work in 
factories, revolutions in city streets, organizational structures in office buildings, 
relations in family homes), sometimes on rural life, but they rarely considered 
the relationship between the two. Ibn Khaldun gives us insight into what a soci-
ological theory looks like when it takes as its starting point the analysis of a 
society very different from the European and North American societies discussed 
by most early sociological theories.

Ibn Khaldun’s most important work, and the one in which he introduces 
his ideas about social organization, is the Muqaddimah. The Muqaddimah is the 
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6    Part I  •  Introduction to Sociological Theory

introductory section to a larger history of North Africa and the Middle East. In 
the Muqaddimah Ibn Khaldun distinguishes himself from previous Arab histo-
rians by seeking the “inner meaning of history” (Ibn Khaldun, 1967/2015:5). 
This “involves speculation and attempt to get at the truth, subtle explanation of 
the causes and origins of existing things, and deep knowledge of the how and 
why of events” (5). For Ibn Khaldun, history writing is not merely a “surface” 
description of events (Alatas and Sinha, 2017:18) but an inquiry into what soci-
ologists would now call society’s underlying structures. This interest in underly-
ing structures led Ibn Khaldun to assert numerous axioms (self-evident truths) 
about the nature of humans and society, and to describe the forms of social orga-
nization that guided historical development. For example, among his axioms, 
Ibn Khaldun insisted that “society is necessary” (Alatas, 2012:53) as it helped 
humans to “mediate conflict and obtain sufficient food” (Dale, 2015:166).

Drawing on ideas originally developed by the Greek philosopher Aristotle 
(Alatas and Sinha, 2017; Dale, 2015), Ibn Khaldun argued that different societ-
ies had different natures, or essences. These essences, influenced by the natural 
environment, determined the organization of the society and the way the soci-
ety develops. Ibn Khaldun identified two such societies: desert, nomadic, tribal 
society and urban, sedentary society. Nomadic societies had a relatively simple 
social organization, were based in strong kinship ties, and gave rise to brave 
fighters. Even though Ibn Khaldun was a scholar whose livelihood depended on 
sedentary society, he seemed to regard tribal society as the superior and more 
admirable social form. It was prior to sedentary society and provided the social 
bond out of which more complex social organization grew.

Sedentary societies were based in urban centers. In comparison to the tribal 
society, the sedentary society had a more complex division of labor. In his 
review of the different kinds of occupations found in sedentary society, Ibn 
Khaldun lists “glassblowers, goldsmiths, perfumers, cooks, coppersmiths, 
weavers of tiraz brocade cloth, owners of public baths, teachers of all kinds, 
and book producers” (Dale, 2015:231). This craftwork provided a wider range 
of luxury items and therefore generated greater economic wealth than tribal 
societies. In character though, those who lived in sedentary societies were 
weaker than those who lived in the desert. Here a crucial Khaldunian concept, 
one most often cited by contemporary sociologists, is ‘asibayya. Sometimes this 
word is interpreted as “group feeling” (Ibn Khaldun, 1967/2015), other times 
as “social solidarity” (Alatas and Sinha, 2017; Dale, 2015) or “social cohesion” 
(Alatas, 2012:56). In either case it refers to the bond that holds social groups 
together and ultimately gives a community and the individuals within it, espe-
cially its leader, strength. ‘Asibayya is strongest in desert communities and 
weakest in sedentary societies. It is built up through kinship ties, but espe-
cially through the development of those ties in the shared, practical activities 
demanded by desert life. Though it is often described as a phenomenon unto 
itself, Ibn Khaldun says that ‘asibayya can be strengthened, its bonding effect 
multiplied, through cultural phenomena like religion, in particular the Islamic 
religion of Ibn Khaldun’s world.

The concept of ‘asibayya also underpins Ibn Khaldun’s cyclical theory of 
history. Where many modern social theories offer linear, progressive explana-
tions of social change (societies are developing toward a better, more improved 
state), Ibn Khaldun saw history, at least the history of his world, as moving 
in ever repeating circles. In his theory of four generations Ibn Khaldun argues 
that societies grow and then collapse across four generations. The cycle begins 
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Chapter 1  •  A Historical Sketch: The Early Years    7

with the nomadic tribes that possess the strongest ‘asibayya. Strong group  
feeling translates into strong leaders and strong military strength. This enables 
nomadic tribes to claim political power and in turn center their power in cities.  
At this point, the tribal society begins the process of becoming a sedentary  
society. Over four generations, the descendants of the original tribal leaders, 
now a royal authority, engage in the increasingly luxurious lifestyles demanded 
by city life. Most importantly, these leaders lose contact with the ‘asibayya, 
which gave earlier generations advantage over city dwellers. By roughly the 
fourth generation the royal authority no longer has the power and support to 
defend itself against the insurgent tribal groups that are animated by much 
stronger ‘asibayya. Though, in his historical studies, Ibn Khaldun found excep-
tions to this rule (royalty in wealthy cities like Cairo were able to extend their 
rule by hiring tribal groups to defend them), by and large he found the pattern 
repeated again and again in North Africa.

Despite the significance of Ibn Khaldun’s ideas, it is only in the 1800s that we 
begin to find thinkers who can be clearly identified as sociologists. We begin by 
examining the main social and intellectual forces that shaped their ideas.

Social Forces in the  
Development of Sociological Theory
As should be evident from the previous discussion, intellectual fields are pro-
foundly shaped by their social settings. This is particularly true of sociology, 
which not only is derived from that setting but takes the social setting as its basic 
subject matter. Ibn Khaldun developed a cyclical theory of social change because 
he lived in a world suffused with the tension between desert and urban life. So, 
too, the European and North American theories of the classical period grew out 
of the social conditions in which the theorists who developed them lived. In 
particular, the social conditions of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
were of the utmost significance in the development of the discipline of sociol-
ogy and its accompanying theories. We describe these social conditions in this 
section. We also introduce the major figures in the history of sociological theory.

Political Revolutions
The long series of political revolutions ushered in by the French Revolution 

in 1789 and carrying over through the nineteenth century was the most imme-
diate factor in the rise of modern sociological theorizing. The impact of these 
revolutions on many societies was enormous, and many positive changes 
resulted. However, what attracted the attention of many early theorists was 
not the positive consequences but the negative effects of such changes. These 
writers were particularly disturbed by the resulting chaos and disorder, espe-
cially in France. They were united in a desire to restore order to society. Some 
of the more extreme thinkers of this period literally wanted a return to the 
peaceful and relatively orderly days of the European Middle Ages. The more 
sophisticated thinkers recognized that social change had made such a return 
impossible. Thus, they sought instead to find new bases of order in societies 
that had been overturned by the political revolutions of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. This interest in the issue of social order was one of the 
major concerns of classical sociological theorists, especially Comte, Durkheim, 
and Parsons.
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8    Part I  •  Introduction to Sociological Theory

The Industrial Revolution and the Rise of Capitalism
At least as important as political revolution in the shaping of sociological 

theory was the Industrial Revolution, which swept through many Western soci-
eties, mainly in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The Industrial 
Revolution was not a single event but many interrelated developments that cul-
minated in the transformation of the Western world from a largely agricultural 
system to an overwhelmingly industrial one. Large numbers of people left farms 
and agricultural work for the industrial occupations offered in the burgeoning 
factories. The factories themselves were transformed by a long series of techno-
logical improvements. Large economic bureaucracies arose to provide the many 
services needed by industry and the emerging capitalist economic system. In 
this economy, the ideal was a free marketplace where the many products of 
an industrial system could be exchanged. Within this system, a few profited 
greatly while the majority worked long hours for low wages. A reaction against 
the industrial system and against capitalism in general followed and led to the 
labor movement as well as to various radical movements aimed at overthrowing 
the capitalist system.

The Industrial Revolution, capitalism, and the reaction against them all 
involved an enormous upheaval in Western society, an upheaval that affected 
sociologists greatly. Most figures in the early history of sociological theory were 
preoccupied with these changes and the problems they created for society as a 
whole. They spent their lives studying these problems, and in many cases they 
endeavored to develop programs that would help solve them.

Colonialism
A key force in the development of modern societies was colonialism, which 

“refers to the direct political control of a society and its people by a foreign rul-
ing state” (Go, 2007a:602). In some cases, colonialism led to colonization, which 
was when foreign nations established permanent settlements in a colonial pos-
session (602). An example is the North American colonies, which became the 
nations of the United States and Canada. Colonialism emerged in the fifteenth 
century when Portugal established trading colonies in Asia, and Spain violently 
plundered South America. This was followed by a period of colonial expansion 
by the Netherlands in the seventeenth century, and France and England in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (MacQueen, 2007).

In addition to being a political relationship, colonialism also had economic, 
social, and cultural aspects (Go, 2007a). Colonies were a source of wealth for 
European nations. In Capital, Karl Marx argued that the development of capital-
ism was fueled by the “primitive accumulation” of gold and silver in the colo-
nies (1867/1967:351). Once the Industrial Revolution was further advanced, 
colonies became stable sources of raw materials, such as the cotton used in 
textile manufacture. These materials were farmed on plantations, by African 
slaves, who had been brought to the Caribbean and North America to support 
colonial development. Colonialism also shaped European identity. Modern 
racism developed as European nations attempted to legitimize their domina-
tion of African and Indigenous populations. Scientific theories, such as social 
Darwinism, proposed hierarchies of racial superiority, and Europeans contrasted 
their civilized societies with the so-called uncivilized, savage, and barbaric soci-
eties of colonized peoples.
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Chapter 1  •  A Historical Sketch: The Early Years    9

The Rise of Socialism
One set of changes aimed at coping with the excesses of the industrial 

system and capitalism can be combined under the heading “socialism” 
(Beilharz, 2005f). Although some sociologists favored socialism as a solution 
to industrial problems, most were personally and intellectually opposed to it. 
On the one side, Karl Marx was an active supporter of the overthrow of the 
capitalist system and its replacement by a socialist system. Although Marx 
did not develop a theory of socialism per se, he spent a great deal of time 
criticizing various aspects of capitalist society. In addition, he engaged in a 
variety of political activities that he hoped would help bring about the rise 
of socialist societies.

However, Marx was atypical in the early years of sociological theory. Most 
of the early theorists, such as Weber and Durkheim, were opposed to socialism 
(at least as it was envisioned by Marx). Although they recognized the problems 
within capitalist society, they sought social reform within capitalism rather than 
the social revolution argued for by Marx. They feared socialism more than they 
did capitalism. This fear played a far greater role in shaping sociological theory 
than did Marx’s support of the socialist alternative to capitalism. In fact, as we 
will see, in many cases sociological theory developed in reaction against Marxian 
and, more generally, socialist theory.

Feminism
In one sense there has always been a feminist perspective. Whenever and 

wherever women are subordinated, they recognize and protest that situation in 
some form (Lerner, 1993). Although precursors can be traced to the 1630s, high 
points of feminist activity and writing occurred in the liberationist moments of 
modern history: a first flurry of productivity in the 1780s and 1790s with the 
debates surrounding the American and French revolutions; a far more organized, 
focused effort in the 1850s as part of the mobilization against slavery and for 
political rights for the middle class; and the massive mobilization for women’s 
suffrage and for industrial and civic reform legislation in the early twentieth 
century, especially the Progressive Era in the United States.

All of this had an impact on the development of sociology, in particular on the 
work of a number of women in or associated with the field—Harriet Martineau 
(Vetter, 2008), Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Jane Addams, Florence Kelley, Anna 
Julia Cooper, Ida Wells-Barnett, Marianne Weber, and Beatrice Potter Webb, to 
name just a few. But, over time, their creations were pushed to the periphery 
of the profession, annexed or discounted or written out of sociology’s public 
record by the men who were organizing sociology as a professional power base. 
Feminist concerns filtered into sociology only on the margins, in the work of 
marginal male theorists or of the increasingly marginalized female theorists. The 
men who assumed centrality in the profession—from Spencer, through Weber 
and Durkheim—made basically conservative responses to the feminist argu-
ments going on around them, making issues of gender an inconsequential topic 
to which they responded conventionally rather than critically in what they iden-
tified and publicly promoted as sociology. They responded in this way even as 
women were writing a significant body of sociological theory (e.g., see Deegan, 
1988; Fitzpatrick, 1990; Gordon, 1994; Lengermann and Niebrugge-Brantley, 
1998; R. Rosenberg, 1982).
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10    Part I  •  Introduction to Sociological Theory

Urbanization
Partly as a result of the Industrial Revolution, large numbers of people in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries were uprooted from their rural homes and 
moved to urban settings. This massive migration was caused, in large part, by the 
jobs created by the industrial system in the urban areas. But it presented many dif-
ficulties for those people who had to adjust to urban life. In addition, the expan-
sion of the cities produced a seemingly endless list of urban problems, including 
overcrowding, pollution, noise, and traffic. The nature of urban life and its prob-
lems attracted the attention of many early sociologists, especially Max Weber and 
Georg Simmel. In fact, the first major school of American sociology, the Chicago 
school, was in large part defined by its concern for the city and its interest in using 
Chicago as a laboratory in which to study urbanization and its problems.

Religious Change
Social changes brought on by political revolutions, the Industrial Revolution, 

and urbanization had a profound effect on religiosity. Many early sociologists 
came from religious backgrounds and were actively, and in some cases profession-
ally, involved in religion (Hinkle and Hinkle, 1954). They brought to sociology 
the same objectives as they had in their religious lives. They wanted to improve 
people’s lives (Vidich and Lyman, 1985). For some (such as Comte), sociology was 
transformed into a religion. For others, their sociological theories bore an unmis-
takable religious imprint. Durkheim wrote one of his major works on religion. 
Morality played a key role not only in Durkheim’s sociology but also in the work 
of Talcott Parsons. Martineau’s ideas were shaped by her Unitarian upbringing. A 
large portion of Weber’s work was devoted to the religions of the world. Marx, too, 
had an interest in religiosity, but his orientation was far more critical. Spencer dis-
cussed religion (“ecclesiastical institutions”) as a significant component of society.

The Growth of Science
As sociological theory was being developed, there was an increasing emphasis 

on science, not only in colleges and universities but in society as a whole. The 
technological products of science were permeating every sector of life, and sci-
ence was acquiring enormous prestige. Those associated with the most successful  
sciences (physics, biology, and chemistry) were accorded honored places in society. 
Sociologists (especially Comte, Durkheim, Spencer, Mead, and Schutz) from the 
beginning were preoccupied with science, and many wanted to model sociology 
after the successful physical and biological sciences. However, a debate soon devel-
oped between those who wholeheartedly accepted the scientific model and those 
(such as Weber) who thought that distinctive characteristics of social life made 
a wholesale adoption of a scientific model difficult and unwise (Lepenies, 1988). 
The issue of the relationship between sociology and science is debated to this day, 
although even a glance at the major journals in the field, at least in the United 
States, indicates the predominance of those who favor sociology as a science.

Intellectual Forces and  
the Rise of Sociological Theory
Although social factors are important, the primary focus of this chapter is the 
intellectual forces that played a central role in shaping sociological theory. In the 
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Chapter 1  •  A Historical Sketch: The Early Years    11

real world, of course, intellectual factors cannot be separated from social forces. 
For example, in the discussion of the Enlightenment that follows, we will find 
that that movement was intimately related to, and in many cases provided the 
intellectual basis for, the social changes discussed earlier in this chapter.

The many intellectual forces that shaped the development of social theories 
are discussed within the national context in which their influence was primarily 
felt (D. Levine, 1995; Rundell, 2001). We begin with the Enlightenment and its 
influences on the development of sociological theory in France.

The Enlightenment
It is the view of many observers that the Enlightenment constitutes a critical 

development in terms of the later evolution of sociology (Hawthorn, 1976; Hughes, 
Martin, and Sharrock, 1995; Nisbet, 1967; Zeitlin, 1996). The Enlightenment was 
a period of remarkable intellectual development and change in philosophical 
thought.1 A number of long-standing ideas and beliefs—many of which related 
to social life—were overthrown and replaced during the Enlightenment. The 
most prominent thinkers associated with the Enlightenment were the French 
philosophers Charles Montesquieu (1689–1755) and Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
(1712–1778) (B. Singer, 2005a, 2005b). The influence of the Enlightenment on 
sociological theory, however, was more indirect and negative than it was direct 
and positive. As Irving Zeitlin put it, “Early sociology developed as a reaction to 
the Enlightenment” (1996:10).

The thinkers associated with the Enlightenment were influenced, above all, 
by two intellectual currents: seventeenth-century philosophy and science.

Seventeenth-century philosophy was associated with the work of thinkers 
such as René Descartes, Thomas Hobbes, and John Locke. The emphasis was on 
producing grand, general, and very abstract systems of ideas that made rational 
sense. The later thinkers associated with the Enlightenment did not reject the 
idea that systems of ideas should be general and should make rational sense, but 
they did make greater efforts to derive their ideas from the real world and to test 
them there. In other words, they wanted to combine empirical research with rea-
son (Seidman, 1983:36–37). 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 real world, they also wanted them to be use-
ful to the social world, especially in the critical analysis of that world.

Overall, the Enlightenment was characterized by the belief that people could 
comprehend and control the universe by means of reason and empirical research. 
The view was that because the physical world was dominated by natural laws, 
it was likely that the social world was, too. Thus, it was up to the philosopher, 
using reason and research, to discover these social laws. After they understood 
how the social world worked, the Enlightenment thinkers had a practical goal—
the creation of a “better,” more rational world.

With an emphasis on reason, the Enlightenment philosophers were inclined to 
reject beliefs in traditional authority. When these thinkers examined traditional 
values and institutions, they often found them to be irrational—that is, contrary 
to human nature and inhibitive of human growth and development. The mission 
of the practical and change-oriented philosophers of the Enlightenment was to 
overcome these irrational systems. The theorists who were most directly and posi-
tively influenced by Enlightenment thinking were Alexis de Tocqueville and Karl 
Marx, although the latter formed his early theoretical ideas in Germany.

Copyright ©2022 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



12    Part I  •  Introduction to Sociological Theory

The Conservative Reaction to the Enlightenment
On the surface, we might think that French classical sociological theory, like 

Marx’s theory, was directly and positively influenced by the Enlightenment. 
French sociology became rational, empirical, scientific, and change-oriented, 
but not before it was also shaped by a set of ideas that developed in reaction 
to the Enlightenment. In Steven Seidman’s view, “The ideology of the counter-
Enlightenment represented a virtual inversion of Enlightenment liberalism. In 
place of modernist premises, we can detect in the Enlightenment critics a strong 
anti-modernist sentiment” (1983:51). As we will see, sociology in general, and 
French sociology in particular, has been from the beginning an uncomfortable 
mix of Enlightenment and counter-Enlightenment ideas.

The most extreme form of opposition to Enlightenment ideas was French 
Catholic counterrevolutionary philosophy (Reedy, 1994), as represented by  
the ideas of Louis de Bonald (1754–1840) (Bradley, 2005a) and Joseph de Maistre 
(1753–1821) (Bradley, 2005b). These men were reacting against not only the 
Enlightenment but also the French Revolution, which they saw partly as a prod-
uct of the kind of thinking characteristic of the Enlightenment. Bonald, for 
example, was disturbed by the revolutionary changes and yearned for a return 
to the peace and harmony of the Middle Ages. In this view, God was the source 
of society; therefore, reason, which was so important to the Enlightenment phi-
losophers, was seen as inferior to traditional religious beliefs. Furthermore, it was 
believed that because God had created society, people should not tamper with it 
and should not try to change a holy creation. By extension, Bonald opposed any-
thing that undermined such traditional institutions as patriarchy, the monoga-
mous family, the monarchy, and the Catholic Church.

Although Bonald represented a rather extreme form of the conservative reac-
tion, his work constitutes a useful introduction to its general premises. The con-
servatives turned away from what they considered the “naive” rationalism of 
the Enlightenment. They not only recognized the irrational aspects of social life 
but also assigned them positive value. Thus, they regarded such phenomena as 
tradition, imagination, emotionalism, and religion as useful and necessary com-
ponents of social life. In that they disliked upheaval and sought to retain the 
existing order, they deplored developments such as the French Revolution and 
the Industrial Revolution, which they saw as disruptive forces. The conservatives 
tended to emphasize social order, an emphasis that became one of the central 
themes of the work of several sociological theorists.

The Development of French Sociology
We turn now to the actual founding of sociology as a distinctive discipline— 
specifically, to the work of four French thinkers: Alexis de Tocqueville, Claude 
Henri de Saint-Simon, Auguste Comte, and, especially, Emile Durkheim.

Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–1859)
We begin with Alexis de Tocqueville even though he was born after both 

Saint-Simon and Comte. We do so because he and his work were such pure 
products of the Enlightenment discussed earlier (he was strongly and directly 
influenced by Montesquieu [B. Singer, 2005a], especially his The Spirit of the 
Laws [1748]) and because his work was not part of the clear line of development 
in French social theory from Saint-Simon and Comte to the crucially important 
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Chapter 1  •  A Historical Sketch: The Early Years    13

Durkheim. Tocqueville has long been seen as a political scientist, not a sociolo-
gist, and many have not perceived the existence of a social theory in his work 
(e.g., Seidman, 1983:306). However, not only is there a social theory in his 
work, but it is one that deserves a much more significant place in the history 
of social theory.

Tocqueville is best known for the legendary and highly influential Democracy 
in America (1835–1840/1969), especially the first volume that deals, in a very lau-
datory way, with the early American democratic system and that came to be seen 
as an early contribution to the development of “political science.” However, in 
the later volumes of that work, as well as in later works, Tocqueville clearly devel-
oped a broad social theory that deserves a place in the canon of social theory.

Three interrelated issues lie at the heart of Tocqueville’s theory. As a product 
of the Enlightenment, he was first and foremost a great supporter of, and advo-
cate for, freedom. He was much more critical of equality, which he saw as tending 
to produce mediocrity in comparison to better political and cultural products 
produced by the aristocrats (he was, himself, an aristocrat) of a prior, less egali-
tarian era. More importantly, it is also linked to what most concerned him, and 
that is the growth of centralization, especially in the government, and the threat 
centralized government poses to freedom. In his view, it was the inequality of the 
prior age, the power of the aristocrats, which acted to keep government central-
ization in check. However, with the demise of aristocrats and the rise of greater 
equality, there were no groups capable of countering the ever-present tendency 
toward centralization. The mass of largely equal people were too “servile” to 
oppose this trend. Furthermore, Tocqueville linked equality to “individualism” 
(an important concept he claimed to “invent” and for which he is credited), and 
the resulting individualists were far less interested in the well-being of the larger 
“community” than the aristocrats that preceded them.

It is for this reason that Tocqueville was critical of democracy and especially 
socialism. Democracy’s commitment to freedom is ultimately threatened by its 
parallel commitment to equality and its tendency toward centralized govern-
ment. Of course, from Tocqueville’s point of view, the situation would be far 
worse in socialism because its far greater commitment to equality, and the much 
greater likelihood of government centralization, poses more of a threat to free-
dom. The latter view is quite prescient given what transpired in the Soviet Union 
and other societies that operated, at least in name, under the banner of socialism.

Thus, the strength of Tocqueville’s theory lies in the interrelated ideas of 
freedom, equality, and, especially, centralization. His “grand narrative” on the 
increasing control of central governments anticipated other theories, includ-
ing Weber’s work on bureaucracy and the more contemporary work of Michel 
Foucault on “governmentality” and its gradual spread, increasing subtlety, and 
propensity to invade even the “soul” of the people controlled by it.

Claude Henri de Saint-Simon (1760–1825)
Saint-Simon was older than Auguste Comte; in fact, Comte, in his early years, 

served as Saint-Simon’s secretary and disciple. There is a very strong similarity 
between the ideas of these two thinkers, yet a bitter debate developed between 
them that led to their eventual split (Pickering, 1993; K. Thompson, 1975).

The most interesting aspect of Saint-Simon was his significance to the devel-
opment of both conservative (like Comte’s) and radical Marxian theory. On the 
conservative side, Saint-Simon wanted to preserve society as it was, but he did not 
seek a return to life as it had been in the Middle Ages, as did Bonald and Maistre. 
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14    Part I  •  Introduction to Sociological Theory

In addition, he was a positivist (Durkheim, 1928/1962:142), which meant that he 
believed that the study of social phenomena should employ the same scientific 
techniques as those used in the natural sciences. On the radical side, Saint-Simon 
saw the need for socialist reforms, especially the centralized planning of the 
economic system. But Saint-Simon did not go nearly as far as Marx did later. 
Although he, like Marx, saw the capitalists superseding the feudal nobility, he 
felt it inconceivable that the working class would come to replace the capitalists. 
Many of Saint-Simon’s ideas are found in Comte’s work, but Comte developed 
them in a more systematic fashion (Pickering, 1997).

Auguste Comte (1798–1857)
Comte was the first to use the term sociology (Pickering, 2011; J. Turner, 

2001).2 He had an enormous influence on later sociological theorists (especially 
Herbert Spencer and Emile Durkheim). And he believed that the study of sociol-
ogy should be scientific, just as many classical theorists did and most contempo-
rary sociologists do (Lenzer, 1975).

Comte was greatly disturbed by the anarchy that pervaded French society and 
was critical of those thinkers who had spawned both the Enlightenment and 
the revolution. He developed his scientific view, positivism, or positive philosophy, 
to combat what he considered to be the negative and destructive philosophy 
of the Enlightenment. Comte was in line with, and influenced by, the French 
counterrevolutionary Catholics (especially Bonald and Maistre). However, his 
work can be set apart from theirs on at least two grounds. First, he did not think 
it possible to return to the Middle Ages; advances in science and industry made 
that impossible. Second, he developed a much more sophisticated theoretical 
system than his predecessors, one that was adequate to shape a good portion of 
early sociology.

Comte developed social physics, or what in 1839 he called sociology (Pickering, 
2011). The use of the term social physics made it clear that Comte sought to 
model sociology after the “hard sciences.” This new science, which in his view 
would ultimately become the dominant science, was to be concerned with social 
statics (existing social structures) and social dynamics (social change). Although 
both involved the search for laws of social life, he felt that social dynamics was 
more important than social statics. This focus on change reflected his interest 
in social reform, particularly reform of the ills created by the French Revolution 
and the Enlightenment. Comte did not urge revolutionary change, because he 
felt the natural evolution of society would make things better. Reforms were 
needed only to assist the process a bit.

Auguste Comte was born in Montpellier, 
France, on January 19, 1798 (Pickering, 1993:7; 
Orenstein, 2007; Wernick, 2005). His parents 
were middle class, and his father eventually 

rose to the position of official local agent for the 
tax collector. Although a precocious student, 
Comte never received a college-level degree. 
He and his whole class were dismissed from the 

A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH
AUGUSTE COMTE
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Chapter 1  •  A Historical Sketch: The Early Years    15

Ecole Polytechnique for their rebelliousness 
and their political ideas. This expulsion had 
an adverse effect on Comte’s academic career. 
In 1817 he became secretary (and “adopted 
son” [Manuel, 1962:251]) to Claude Henri de 
Saint-Simon, a philosopher forty years Comte’s 
senior. They worked closely together for several 
years, and Comte acknowledged his great debt 
to Saint-Simon: “I certainly owe a great deal 
intellectually to Saint-Simon . . . he contributed 
powerfully to launching me in the philosophic 
direction that I clearly created for myself today 
and which I will follow without hesitation all my 
life” (Durkheim, 1928/1962:144). But in 1824 
they had a falling-out because Comte believed 
that Saint-Simon wanted to omit Comte’s name 
from one of his contributions. Comte later wrote 
of his relationship with Saint-Simon as “cata-
strophic” (Pickering, 1993:238) and described 
him as a “depraved juggler” (Durkheim, 
1928/1962:144). In 1852, Comte said of Saint-
Simon, “I owed nothing to this personage” 
(Pickering, 1993:240).

Heilbron (1995) describes Comte as short 
(perhaps 5 feet, 2 inches), a bit cross-eyed, 
and very insecure in social situations, espe-
cially ones involving women. He was also alien-
ated from society as a whole. These facts may 
help account for the fact that Comte married 
Caroline Massin (the marriage lasted from 1825 
to 1842). She was an illegitimate child whom 

Comte later called a “prostitute,” although that 
label has been questioned recently (Pickering, 
1997:37). Comte’s personal insecurities stood 
in contrast to his great security about his own 
intellectual capacities, and it appears that his 
self-esteem was well founded:

Comte’s prodigious memory is famous. 
Endowed with a photographic memory 
he could recite backwards the words 
of any page he had read but once. His 
powers of concentration were such 
that he could sketch out an entire 
book without putting pen to paper. His 
lectures were all delivered without 
notes. When he sat down to write out 
his books he wrote everything from 
memory. (Schweber, 1991:134)

In 1826, Comte concocted a scheme by which 
he would present a series of seventy-two 
public lectures (to be held in his apartment)  
on his philosophy. The course drew a distin-
guished audience, but it was halted after three 
lectures when Comte suffered a nervous break-
down. He continued to suffer from mental prob-
lems, and once in 1827 he tried (unsuccessfully) 
to commit suicide by throwing himself into the 
Seine River.

Although he could not get a regular posi-
tion at the Ecole Polytechnique, Comte did get a 
minor position as a teaching assistant there in 
1832. In 1837, Comte was given the additional 
post of admissions examiner, and this, for the 
first time, gave him an adequate income (he had 
often been economically dependent on his fam-
ily until this time). During this period, Comte 
worked on the six-volume work for which he is 
best known, Cours de Philosophie Positive, which 
was finally published in its entirety in 1842 (the 
first volume had been published in 1830). In that 
work Comte outlined his view that sociology 
was the ultimate science. He also attacked the 
Ecole Polytechnique, and the result was that in 
1844 his assistantship there was not renewed. 
By 1851 he had completed the four-volume 
Système de Politique Positive, which had a more 
practical intent, offering a grand plan for the 
reorganization of society.

Heilbron argues that a major break took 
place in Comte’s life in 1838, and it was then that  
he lost hope that anyone would take his work 
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16    Part I  •  Introduction to Sociological Theory

This leads us to the cornerstone of Comte’s approach—his evolutionary the-
ory, or the law of the three stages. The theory proposes that there are three intellec-
tual stages through which the world has gone throughout its history. According 
to Comte, not only does the world go through this process, but groups, societies, 
sciences, individuals, and even minds go through the same three stages. The 
theological stage is the first, and it characterized the world prior to 1300. During 
this period, the major idea system emphasized the belief that supernatural pow-
ers and religious figures, modeled after humankind, are at the root of everything. 
In particular, the social and physical world is seen as produced by God. The  
second stage is the metaphysical stage, which occurred roughly between 1300 and 
1800. This era was characterized by the belief that abstract forces like “nature,” 
rather than personalized gods, explain virtually everything. Finally, in 1800 the 
world entered the positivistic stage, characterized by belief in science. People now 
tended to give up the search for absolute causes (God or nature) and concen-
trated instead on observation of the social and physical world in the search for 
the laws governing them.

It is clear that in his theory of the world, Comte focused on intellectual fac-
tors. Indeed, he argued that intellectual disorder is the cause of social disorder. 
The disorder stemmed from earlier idea systems (theological and metaphysical) 
that continued to exist in the positivistic (scientific) age. Only when positivism 
gained total control would social upheavals cease. Because this was an evolu-
tionary process, there was no need to foment social upheaval and revolution. 
Positivism would come, although perhaps not as quickly as some would like. 
Here Comte’s social reformism and his sociology coincide. Sociology could expe-
dite the arrival of positivism and hence bring order to the social world. Above 
all, Comte did not want to seem to be espousing revolution. There was, in his 
view, enough disorder in the world. In any case, from Comte’s point of view, it 
was intellectual change that was needed, so there was little reason for social and 
political revolution.

We have already encountered several of Comte’s positions that were to be of 
great significance to the development of classical sociology—his basic conserva-
tism, reformism, and scientism and his evolutionary view of the world. Several 
other aspects of his work deserve mention because they also were to play a major 
role in the development of sociological theory. For example, his sociology does 
not focus on the individual but rather takes as its basic unit of analysis larger 
entities such as the family. He also urged that we look at both social structure 
and social change. Of great importance to later sociological theory, especially 

on science in general, and sociology in particu-
lar, seriously. It was also at that point that he 
embarked on his life of “cerebral hygiene”; that 
is, Comte began to avoid reading the work of other 
people, with the result that he became hopelessly 
out of touch with recent intellectual develop-
ments. It was after 1838 that he began develop-
ing his bizarre ideas about reforming society that 
found expression in Système de Politique Positive. 

Comte came to fancy himself as the high priest 
of a new religion of humanity; he believed in a 
world that eventually would be led by sociologist-
priests. (Comte had been strongly influenced by 
his Catholic background.) Interestingly, in spite of 
such outrageous ideas, Comte eventually devel-
oped a considerable following in France, as well 
as in a number of other countries.

Auguste Comte died on September 5, 1857.

(Continued)
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Chapter 1  •  A Historical Sketch: The Early Years    17

the work of Spencer and Parsons, is Comte’s stress on the systematic character of  
society—the links among and between the various components of society. He 
also accorded great importance to the role of consensus in society. He saw little 
merit in the idea that society is characterized by inevitable conflict between work-
ers and capitalists. In addition, Comte emphasized the need to engage in abstract 
theorizing and to go out and do sociological research. He urged that sociologists 
use observation, experimentation, and comparative historical analysis. Finally, 
Comte believed that sociology ultimately would become the dominant scientific 
force in the world because of its distinctive ability to interpret social laws and to 
develop reforms aimed at patching up problems within the system.

Comte was in the forefront of the development of positivistic sociology  
(C. Bryant, 1985; Halfpenny, 1982). To Jonathan Turner, Comte’s positivism 
emphasized that “the social universe is amenable to the development of abstract 
laws that can be tested through the careful collection of data,” and “these abstract 
laws will denote the basic and generic properties of the social universe and they 
will specify their ‘natural relations’” (1985:24). As we will see, a number of clas-
sical theorists (especially Spencer and Durkheim) shared Comte’s interest in the 
discovery of the laws of social life. Even though Comte lacked a solid academic 
base on which to build a school of Comtian sociological theory, he nevertheless 
laid a basis for the development of a significant stream of sociological theory. But 
his long-term significance is dwarfed by that of his successor in French sociology 
and the inheritor of a number of its ideas, Emile Durkheim. (For a debate over 
the canonization of Durkheim, as well as other classical theorists discussed in 
this chapter, see Mouzelis, 1997; D. Parker, 1997.)

Emile Durkheim (1858–1917)
Durkheim’s relation to the Enlightenment was much more ambiguous than 

Comte’s. He has been seen as an inheritor of the Enlightenment tradition because 
of his emphasis on science and social reformism. However, Durkheim also has 
been seen as the inheritor of the conservative tradition, especially as it was mani-
fested in Comte’s work. But whereas Comte had remained outside of academia as 
had Tocqueville, Durkheim developed an increasingly solid academic base as his 
career progressed. Durkheim legitimized sociology in France, and his work ulti-
mately became a dominant force in the development of sociology in general and 
of sociological theory in particular (Milbrandt and Pearce, 2011; Rawls, 2007).

Durkheim was politically liberal, but he took a more conservative position 
intellectually. Like Comte and the Catholic counterrevolutionaries, Durkheim 
feared and hated social disorder. His work was informed by the disorders pro-
duced by the general social changes discussed earlier in this chapter, as well 
as by others (such as industrial strikes, disruption of the ruling class, church–
state discord, the rise of political anti-Semitism) more specific to the France 
of Durkheim’s time (Karady, 1983). In fact, most of his work was devoted to 
the study of social order. His view was that social disorders are not a necessary 
part of the modern world and could be reduced by social reforms. Whereas 
Marx saw the problems of the modern world as inherent in society, Durkheim 
(along with most other classical theorists) did not. As a result, Marx’s ideas 
on the need for social revolution stood in sharp contrast to the reformism of 
Durkheim and the others. As classical sociological theory developed, it was the 
Durkheimian interest on order and reform that came to dominate, while the 
Marxian position was eclipsed.
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18    Part I  •  Introduction to Sociological Theory

Social Facts

Durkheim developed a distinctive conception of the subject matter of sociol-
ogy and then tested it in an empirical study. In The Rules of Sociological Method 
(1895/1982), Durkheim argued that it is the special task of sociology to study 
what he called social facts. He conceived of social facts as forces (Takla and Pape, 
1985) and structures that are external to, and coercive of, the individual. The 
study of these large-scale structures and forces—for example, institutionalized 
law and shared moral beliefs—and their impact on people became the con-
cern of many later sociological theorists (e.g., Parsons). In Suicide (1897/1951), 
Durkheim reasoned that if he could link an individual behavior such as sui-
cide to social causes (social facts), he would have made a persuasive case for the 
importance of the discipline of sociology. His basic argument was that it was the 
nature of and changes in social facts that led to differences in suicide rates. For 
example, a war or an economic depression would create a collective mood of 
depression that would in turn lead to increases in suicide rates.

In The Rules of Sociological Method, Durkheim differentiated between two types 
of social facts—material and nonmaterial. Although he dealt with both in the 
course of his work, his main focus was on nonmaterial social facts (e.g., culture, 
social institutions) rather than material social facts (e.g., bureaucracy, law). This 
concern for nonmaterial social facts was already clear in his earliest major work, 
The Division of Labor in Society (1893/1964). His focus there was a comparative 
analysis of what held society together in the primitive and modern cases. He 
concluded that earlier societies were held together primarily by nonmaterial 
social facts, specifically, a strongly held common morality, or what he called 
a strong collective conscience. However, because of the complexities of modern 
society, there had been a decline in the strength of the collective conscience. 
The primary bond in the modern world was an intricate division of labor, which 
tied people to others in dependency relationships. However, Durkheim believed 
that the modern division of labor brought with it several “pathologies”; it was, 
in other words, an inadequate method of holding society together. Given his 
conservative sociology, Durkheim did not feel that revolution was needed to 
solve these problems. Rather, he suggested a variety of reforms that could “patch 
up” the modern system and keep it functioning. Although he recognized that 
there was no going back to the age when a powerful collective conscience pre-
dominated, he did think that the common morality could be strengthened in 
modern society and that people thereby could cope better with the pathologies 
that they were experiencing.

A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH
EMILE DURKHEIM

Emile Durkheim was born on April 15, 1858, in 
Epinal, France. He was descended from a long 
line of rabbis and studied to be a rabbi, but by 
the time he was in his teens, he had largely dis-
avowed his heritage (Strenski, 1997:4). From that 
time on, his lifelong interest in religion was more 

academic than theological (Mestrovic, 1988). He 
was dissatisfied not only with his religious train-
ing but also with his general education and its 
emphasis on literary and aesthetic matters. He 
longed for schooling in scientific methods and in 
the moral principles needed to guide social life. 
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He rejected a traditional academic career in phi-
losophy and sought instead to acquire the scien-
tific training needed to contribute to the moral 
guidance of society. Although he was interested 
in scientific sociology, there was no field of soci-
ology at that time, so between 1882 and 1887 
he taught philosophy in a number of provincial 
schools in the Paris area.

His appetite for science was whetted further 
by a trip to Germany, where he was exposed to 
the scientific psychology being pioneered by 
Wilhelm Wundt (Durkheim, 1887/1993). In the 
years immediately after his visit to Germany, 
Durkheim published a good deal, basing 
his work, in part, on his experiences there  
(R. Jones, 1994). These publications helped him 
gain a position in the philosophy department at 
the University of Bordeaux in 1887.

In his role at Bordeaux he offered public 
lectures on the social sciences and covered 
topics such as social solidarity, the family, sui-
cide, crime, and religion. These were the first 
courses in social science offered in a French 
university. His main responsibility, however, 
was teaching courses in education to school 
teachers where he focused on moral education. 
Durkheim saw himself not merely as an educa-
tor and “scholar but also as a citizen” (Fournier, 
2007/2013:117). As a result, his lectures had 
a “practical character” that would address 

the problems encountered in everyday work. 
Durkheim was admired for his teaching, which 
was described as original, systematic, and 
“strikingly powerful.” He was listened to with a 
“sort of fervor” that exercised a “considerable 
influence” on his students and at times con-
cerned university administration (Watz, cited in 
Fournier, 2007/2013:348).

The years that followed were characterized 
by a series of personal successes for Durkheim. 
In 1893 he publicly defended his Latin the-
sis on Montesquieu and his French doctoral 
thesis, which was soon thereafter published 
as The Division of Labor in Society (Durkheim, 
1892/1997; Fournier, 2007/2013). There was 
some resistance to the work. It was described 
as moralistic and deterministic. Some of the 
examiners were wary of Durkheim’s focus on 
sociology because it was “too closely related 
to socialism” (Perreur, cited in Fournier, 
2007/2013:153). Nevertheless, the defense 
was regarded as a great success: “one of the 
most remarkable of oral examinations, and  
one of the most completely satisfying” 
(Fournier, 2007/2013:155). His major method-
ological statement, The Rules of Sociological 
Method, appeared in 1895, followed (in 1897) 
by his empirical application of those meth-
ods in the study Suicide. Each of these works 
increased Durkheim’s reputation as one of the 
major figures in the developing field of sociol-
ogy, but again these works were challenged 
by his competitors, who criticized Durkheim’s 
method and were troubled by his rejection of 
psychological accounts of social life. By 1896 
he had become a full professor at Bordeaux. In 
1902 he was summoned to the famous French 
university the Sorbonne, and in 1906 he was 
named professor of the science of education, 
a title that was changed in 1913 to professor 
of the science of education and sociology. The 
other of his most famous works, The Elementary 
Forms of Religious Life, was published in 1912.

Durkheim, as we will see throughout this 
book, had a profound influence on the devel-
opment of sociology, but his influence was 
not restricted to it (Halls, 1996). Much of his 
impact on other fields came through the journal 
L’Année Sociologique, which he founded in 1898. 
Though the journal contained original articles 
(including a piece by Georg Simmel in the first 
issue) it was largely a collection of book reviews 
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20    Part I  •  Introduction to Sociological Theory

Religion

In Durkheim’s later work, nonmaterial social facts occupied an even more 
central position. In fact, he came to focus on perhaps the ultimate form of a 
nonmaterial social fact—religion—in his last major work, The Elementary Forms 
of Religious Life (1912/1965). Durkheim examined primitive society to find the 
roots of religion. He believed that he would be better able to find those roots 
in the comparative simplicity of primitive society than in the complexity of 
the modern world. What he found, he felt, was that the source of religion was 
society itself. Society comes to define certain things as religious and others as 
profane. Specifically, in the case he studied, the clan was the source of a primi-
tive kind of religion, totemism, in which things such as plants and animals are  
deified. Totemism, in turn, was seen as a specific type of nonmaterial social fact, 
a form of the collective conscience. In the end, Durkheim came to argue that 
society and religion (or, more generally, the collective conscience) were one and 
the same. Religion was the way society expressed itself in the form of a non-
material social fact. In a sense, then, Durkheim came to deify society and its 
major products. Clearly, in deifying society, Durkheim took a highly conserva-
tive stance: one would not want to overturn a deity or its societal source.

These books and other important works helped carve out a distinctive domain 
for sociology in the academic world of turn-of-the-century France, and they 
earned Durkheim the leading position in that growing field. In 1898, Durkheim 
set up a scholarly journal devoted to sociology, L’Année sociologique (Besnard, 

and bibliographic materials. Its purpose was to 
“fight the still widespread conception according 
to which sociology is a branch of philosophy” 
and to counter the “popular sociology of the 
day” (Heilbron, 2015:82–83).

Though Durkheim, the editor, clearly took 
on the bulk of the work, especially in the early 
issues, this was a collaborative enterprise 
drawing together scholars trained in philoso-
phy but committed to the development of a rig-
orous scientific sociology. Durkehim used the 
Année to build a team of like-minded scholars, 
a task crucial to the development of scientific 
sociology. Prominent figures included Célestin 
Bouglé, Gaston Richard, François Simiand, 
Henri Hubert, and Durkheim’s nephew Marcel 
Mauss. The work was hard, occupying at least 
four or five months per year. The focus on book 
reviews and bibliography, though important, 
frustrated Durkheim because it took away from 
the equally important task of getting on with 
doing original sociological work. Durkheim 
was not only concerned about his own time but 
also that of his younger collaborators: “I feel 

responsible for all that, and that causes me a 
lot of pain. I cannot tell you how painful I find it” 
(Fournier, 2007/2013:376).

Alongside his nephew Marcel Mauss, one of 
Durkheim’s most promising collaborators and 
students was his own son, André Durkheim, 
who had trained as linguist. Despite his prom-
ising career, André was sent to the front lines 
of World War 1 and died from wounds on 
December 17, 1915. Durkheim attempted to 
remain strong and continue his work, but he 
died shortly afterward on November 15, 1917. 
Many remarked that his death was caused by 
the loss of André. Mauss wrote: “The death [of 
André] affected him both as a father and as an 
intellectual; it was this that brought about the 
death of Durkheim” (Mauss, cited in Fournier, 
2007/2013:722). Though at the time Durkheim 
was a celebrated figure in French intellectual 
circles, it was not until over twenty years later, 
with the publication of Talcott Parsons’s The 
Structure of Social Action (1937), that his work 
became a significant influence on American 
sociology.

(Continued)
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Chapter 1  •  A Historical Sketch: The Early Years    21

1983). It became a powerful force in the development and spread of sociological 
ideas. Durkheim was intent on fostering the growth of sociology, and he used 
his journal as a focal point for the development of a group of disciples. They 
later would extend his ideas and carry them to many other locales and into the 
study of other aspects of the social world (e.g., sociology of law and sociology of 
the city) (Besnard, 1983). By 1910, Durkheim had established a strong center of 
sociology in France, and the academic institutionalization of sociology was well 
under way in that nation (Heilbron, 1995).

The Development of German Sociology
Whereas the early history of French sociology is a fairly coherent story of the 
progression from the Enlightenment and the French Revolution to the conserva-
tive reaction and to the increasingly important sociological ideas of Tocqueville, 
Saint-Simon, Comte, and Durkheim, German sociology was fragmented from the 
beginning. A split developed between Marx (and his supporters), who remained 
on the edge of sociology, and the early giants of mainstream German sociology, 
Max Weber and Georg Simmel.3 However, although Marxian theory itself was 
deemed unacceptable, its ideas found their way in a variety of positive and nega-
tive ways into mainstream German sociology.

The Roots and Nature of the  
Theories of Karl Marx (1818–1883)

The dominant intellectual influence on Karl Marx was the German philoso-
pher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831).

Hegel

According to Terence Ball, “it is difficult for us to appreciate the degree to 
which Hegel dominated German thought in the second quarter of the nine-
teenth century. It was largely within the framework of his philosophy that 
educated Germans—including the young Marx—discussed history, politics and 
culture” (1991:125). Marx’s education at the University of Berlin was shaped by 
Hegel’s ideas as well as by the split that developed among Hegel’s followers after 
his death. The “Old Hegelians” continued to subscribe to the master’s ideas, 
whereas the “Young Hegelians,” although still working in the Hegelian tradition, 
were critical of many facets of his philosophical system.

Two concepts represent the essence of Hegel’s philosophy—the dialectic and 
idealism (Beamish, 2007b; Hegel, 1807/1967, 1821/1967). The dialectic is both a 
way of thinking and an image of the world. It is a view that the world is made 
up not of static structures but of processes, relationships, dynamics, conflicts, 
and contradictions. Marx, trained in the Hegelian tradition, accepted the signifi-
cance of the dialectic. However, he was critical of some aspects of the way Hegel 
used it. For example, Hegel tended to apply the dialectic only to ideas, whereas 
Marx felt that it applied as well to more material aspects of life—for example, 
the economy.

Hegel is also associated with the philosophy of idealism (Kleiner, 2005), which 
emphasizes the importance of the mind and mental products rather than the 
material world. It is the social definition of the physical and material worlds that 
matters most, not those worlds themselves. In its extreme form, idealism asserts 
that only the mind and psychological constructs exist. Some idealists believed 
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22    Part I  •  Introduction to Sociological Theory

that their mental processes would remain the same even if the physical and 
social worlds no longer existed. Idealists emphasize not only mental processes 
but also the ideas produced by these processes. Hegel paid a great deal of atten-
tion to the development of such ideas, especially to what he referred to as the 
“spirit” of society.

In fact, Hegel offered a kind of evolutionary theory of the world in idealistic 
terms. At first, people were endowed only with the ability to acquire a sensory 
understanding of the world around them. They could understand things like the 
sight, smell, and feel of the social and physical world. Later, people developed 
the ability to be conscious of, to understand, themselves. With self-knowledge 
and self-understanding, people began to understand that they could become 
more than they were. In terms of Hegel’s dialectical approach, a contradiction 
developed between what people were and what they felt they could be. The 
resolution of this contradiction lay in the development of an individual’s aware-
ness of his or her place in the larger spirit of society. Individuals come to realize 
that their ultimate fulfillment lies in the development and the expansion of the 
spirit of society as a whole. Thus, individuals in Hegel’s scheme evolve from an 
understanding of things to an understanding of self to an understanding of their 
place in the larger scheme of things.

Hegel, then, offered a general theory of the evolution of the world. It is a 
subjective theory in which change is held to occur at the level of consciousness. 
However, that change occurs largely beyond the control of actors. Actors are 
reduced to little more than vessels swept along by the inevitable evolution of 
consciousness.

A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH
KARL MARX

Karl Marx was born in Trier, Prussia, on May 5,  
1818 (Antonio, 2011; Beilharz, 2005d). His 
father, a lawyer, provided the family with a 
fairly typical middle-class existence. Both 
parents were from rabbinical families, but for 
business reasons the father had converted 
to Lutheranism when Karl was very young. In 
1841 Marx received his doctorate in philosophy 
from the University of Berlin, a school heavily 
influenced by Hegel and the Young Hegelians, 
supportive, yet critical, of their master. Marx’s 
doctorate was a dry philosophical treatise, but 
it did anticipate many of his later ideas. After 
graduation he became a writer for a liberal-
radical newspaper and within ten months had 
become its editor in chief. However, because 
of its political positions, the paper was closed 
shortly thereafter by the government. The early 
essays published in this period began to reflect 
a number of the positions that would guide P

ri
nt

 C
ol

le
ct

or
/P

ri
nt

 C
ol

le
ct

or
/G

et
ty

 Im
ag

es

Copyright ©2022 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



Chapter 1  •  A Historical Sketch: The Early Years    23

Marx throughout his life. They were liberally 
sprinkled with democratic principles, human-
ism, and youthful idealism. He rejected the 
abstractness of Hegelian philosophy, the naive 
dreaming of utopian communists, and those 
activists who were urging what he considered to 
be premature political action. In rejecting these 
activists, Marx laid the groundwork for his own 
life’s work:

Practical attempts, even by the masses, 
can be answered with a cannon as soon 
as they become dangerous, but ideas 
that have overcome our intellect and 
conquered our conviction, ideas to which 
reason has riveted our conscience, are 
chains from which one cannot break 
loose without breaking one’s heart; 
they are demons that one can only 
overcome by submitting to them. (Marx, 
1842/1977:20)

Marx married in 1843 and soon thereafter 
was forced to leave Germany for the more lib-
eral atmosphere of Paris. There he continued 
to grapple with the ideas of Hegel and his sup-
porters, but he also encountered two new sets 
of ideas—French socialism and English politi-
cal economy. It was the unique way in which he 
combined Hegelianism, socialism, and political 
economy that shaped his intellectual orien-
tation. Also of great importance at this point 
was his meeting the man who was to become 
his lifelong friend, benefactor, and collabora-
tor—Friedrich Engels (Carver, 1983). The son 
of a textile manufacturer, Engels had become 
a socialist critical of the conditions facing the 
working class. Much of Marx’s compassion for 
the misery of the working class came from his 
exposure to Engels and his ideas. In 1844 Engels 
and Marx had a lengthy conversation in a café 
in Paris and laid the groundwork for a lifelong 
association. Of that conversation Engels said, 
“Our complete agreement in all theoretical 
fields became obvious . . . and our joint work 
dates from that time” (McLellan, 1973:131). In 
the following year, Engels published a nota-
ble work, The Condition of the Working Class in  
England. During this period Marx wrote a num-
ber of abstruse works (many unpublished in his 
lifetime), including The Holy Family (1845/1956) 
and The German Ideology (1845–1846/1970) 

(both coauthored with Engels), but he also  
produced The Economic and Philosophic 
Manuscripts of 1844 (1932/1964), which better 
foreshadowed his increasing preoccupation 
with the economic domain.

Although Marx and Engels shared a theo-
retical orientation, there were many differ-
ences between the two men. Marx tended to 
be theoretical, a disorderly intellectual, and 
very oriented to his family. Engels was a practi-
cal thinker, a neat and tidy businessman, and 
a person who did not believe in the institution 
of the family. In spite of their differences, Marx 
and Engels forged a close union in which they 
collaborated on books and articles and worked 
together in radical organizations, and Engels 
even helped support Marx throughout the rest 
of his life so that Marx could devote himself to 
his intellectual and political endeavors.

In spite of the close association of the names 
of Marx and Engels, Engels made it clear that 
he was the junior partner:

Marx could very well have done without 
me. What Marx accomplished I would 
not have achieved. Marx stood higher, 
saw farther, and took a wider and 
quicker view than the rest of us. Marx 
was a genius. (Engels, cited in McLellan, 
1973:131–132)

In fact, many believe that Engels failed to 
understand many of the subtleties of Marx’s 
work (C. Smith, 1997). After Marx’s death, 
Engels became the leading spokesperson for 
Marxian theory and in various ways distorted 
and oversimplified it, although he remained 
faithful to the political perspective he had 
forged with Marx.

Because some of his writings had upset 
the Prussian government, the French govern-
ment (at the request of the Prussians) expelled 
Marx in 1845, and he moved to Brussels. His 
radicalism was growing, and he had become 
an active member of the international revolu-
tionary movement. He also associated with the 
Communist League and was asked to write a 
document (with Engels) expounding its aims 
and beliefs. The result was the Communist 
Manifesto of 1848 (1848/1948), a work that was 
characterized by ringing political slogans (e.g., 
“Working men of all countries, unite!”).

(Continued)
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24    Part I  •  Introduction to Sociological Theory

Feuerbach

Ludwig Feuerbach (1804–1872) was an important bridge between Hegel 
and Marx. As a Young Hegelian, Feuerbach was critical of Hegel for, among 
other things, his excessive emphasis on consciousness and the spirit of society.  
Feuerbach’s adoption of a materialist philosophy led him to argue that what 
was needed was to move from Hegel’s subjective idealism to a focus not on 
ideas but on the material reality of real human beings. In his critique of Hegel, 
Feuerbach focused on religion. To Feuerbach, God is simply a projection by  
people of their human essence onto an impersonal force. People set God over 
and above themselves, with the result that they become alienated from God and 
project a series of positive characteristics onto God (that He is perfect, almighty, 
and holy), while they reduce themselves to being imperfect, powerless, and  
sinful. Feuerbach argued that this kind of religion must be overcome and that its 
defeat could be aided by a materialist philosophy in which people (not religion) 
became their own highest object, ends in themselves. Real people, not abstract 
ideas like religion, are deified by a materialist philosophy.

Marx, Hegel, and Feuerbach

Marx was simultaneously influenced by and critical of both Hegel and 
Feuerbach (Staples, 2007). Marx, following Feuerbach, was critical of Hegel’s 
adherence to an idealist philosophy. Marx took this position not only because of 
his adoption of a materialist orientation but also because of his interest in prac-
tical activities. Social facts such as wealth and the state are treated by Hegel as 
ideas rather than as real, material entities. Even when he examined a seemingly 
material process such as labor, Hegel was looking only at abstract mental labor. 
This is very different from Marx’s interest in the labor of real, sentient people. 
Thus, Hegel was looking at the wrong issues as far as Marx was concerned. In 
addition, Marx felt that Hegel’s idealism led to a very conservative political ori-
entation. To Hegel, the process of evolution was occurring beyond the control of 
people and their activities. Because people seemed to be moving toward greater 
consciousness of the world as it could be, there seemed no need for any revolu-
tionary change; the process was already moving in the “desired” direction.

In 1849 Marx moved to London, and, in light 
of the failure of the political revolutions of 1848, 
he began to withdraw from active revolution-
ary activity and to move into more serious and 
detailed research on the workings of the capital-
ist system. In 1852, he began his famous studies 
in the British Museum of the working conditions 
in capitalism. These studies ultimately resulted 
in the three volumes of Capital, the first of which 
was published in 1867; the other two were pub-
lished posthumously. He lived in poverty dur-
ing these years, barely managing to survive on 

a small income from his writings and the sup-
port of Engels. In 1864 Marx became reinvolved 
in political activity by joining the International, 
an international movement of workers. He soon 
gained preeminence within the movement and 
devoted a number of years to it. He began to gain 
fame both as a leader of the International and as 
the author of Capital. But the disintegration of the 
International by 1876, the failure of various revo-
lutionary movements, and personal illness took 
their toll on Marx. His wife died in 1881, a daugh-
ter in 1882, and Marx himself on March 14, 1883.

(Continued)
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Marx took a very different position, arguing that the problems of modern 
life can be traced to real, material sources (e.g., the structures of capitalism) and 
that the solutions, therefore, can be found only in the overturning of those 
structures by the collective action of large numbers of people (Marx and Engels, 
1845/1956:254). Whereas Hegel “stood the world on its head” (i.e., focused on 
consciousness, not the real, material world), Marx firmly embedded his dialectic 
in a material base.

Marx applauded Feuerbach’s critique of Hegel on a number of counts (e.g., its 
materialism and its rejection of the abstractness of Hegel’s theory), but he was far 
from fully satisfied with Feuerbach’s position (Thomson, 1994). For one thing, 
Feuerbach focused on the religious world, whereas Marx believed that it was 
the entire social world, and the economy in particular, that had to be analyzed. 
Although Marx accepted Feuerbach’s materialism, he felt that Feuerbach had 
gone too far in focusing one-sidedly, nondialectically, on the material world. 
Feuerbach failed to include the most important of Hegel’s contributions, the 
dialectic, in his materialist orientation, particularly the relationship between 
people and the material world. Finally, Marx argued that Feuerbach, like most 
philosophers, failed to emphasize praxis—practical activity—in particular, revo-
lutionary activity (Wortmann, 2007). As Marx put it, “The philosophers have 
only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, however, is to change it” 
(cited in R. Tucker, 1970:109).

Marx extracted what he considered to be the two most important elements 
from these two thinkers—Hegel’s dialectic and Feuerbach’s materialism—and 
fused them into his own distinctive orientation, dialectical materialism,4 which 
focuses on dialectical relationships within the material world.

Political Economy

Marx’s materialism and his consequent focus on the economic sector led 
him rather naturally to the work of a group of political economists (e.g., Adam 
Smith and David Ricardo [Howard and King, 2005]). Marx was very attracted 
to a number of their positions. He lauded their basic premise that labor was the 
source of all wealth. This ultimately led Marx to his labor theory of value, in which 
he argued that the profit of the capitalist was based on the exploitation of the 
laborer. Capitalists performed the rather simple trick of paying the workers less 
than they deserved, because they received less pay than the value of what they 
actually produced in a work period. This surplus value, which was retained and 
reinvested by the capitalist, was the basis of the entire capitalist system. The 
capitalist system grew by continually increasing the level of exploitation of the 
workers (and therefore the amount of surplus value) and investing the profits for 
the expansion of the system.

Marx also was affected by the political economists’ depiction of the horrors 
of the capitalist system and the exploitation of the workers. However, whereas 
they depicted the evils of capitalism, Marx deplored their general acceptance 
of capitalism and the way they urged people to work for economic success 
within it. He also was critical of the political economists for failing to see the 
inherent conflict between capitalists and laborers and for denying the need for 
a radical change in the economic order. Such conservative economics was hard 
for Marx to accept, given his commitment to a radical change from capitalism 
to socialism.
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Marx and Sociology

Marx was not a sociologist and did not consider himself one. Although his 
work is too broad to be encompassed by the term sociology, there is a sociological 
theory to be found in Marx’s work. From the beginning, there were those who 
were heavily influenced by Marx, and there has been a continuous strand of 
Marxian sociology, primarily in Europe. But for the majority of early sociologists, 
his work was a negative force, something against which to shape their sociol-
ogy. For many years, sociological theory, especially in the United States, had 
been characterized by either hostility to or ignorance of Marxian theory. As we 
will see in Chapter 4, this has changed dramatically, but the negative reaction 
to Marx’s work was a major force in the shaping of much of sociological theory 
(Gurney, 1981).

The basic reason for this rejection of Marx was ideological. Many of the early 
sociological theorists were inheritors of the conservative reaction to the disrup-
tions of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution. Marx’s radical ideas and 
the radical social changes he foretold and sought to bring to life were clearly 
feared and hated by such thinkers. Marx was dismissed as an ideologist. It was 
argued that he was not a serious sociological theorist. However, ideology per se 
could not have been the real reason for the rejection of Marx, because the work 
of Comte, Durkheim, and other conservative thinkers also was heavily ideologi-
cal. It was the nature of the ideology, not the existence of ideology as such, that 
put off many sociological theorists. They were ready and eager to buy conserva-
tive ideology wrapped in a cloak of sociological theory, but not the radical ideol-
ogy offered by Marx and his followers.

There were, of course, other reasons why Marx was not accepted by many 
early theorists. He seemed to be more an economist than a sociologist. 
Although the early sociologists would certainly admit the importance of the 
economy, they would also argue that it was only one of a number of compo-
nents of social life.

Another reason for the early rejection of Marx was the nature of his  
interests. Whereas the early sociologists were reacting to the disorder created by 
the Enlightenment, the French Revolution, and later the Industrial Revolution, 
Marx was not upset by these disorders—nor by disorder in general. Rather, what 
interested and concerned Marx most was the oppressiveness of the capitalist sys-
tem that was emerging out of the Industrial Revolution. Marx wanted to develop 
a theory that explained this oppressiveness and that would help overthrow that 
system. Marx’s interest was in revolution, which stood in contrast to the conser-
vative concern for reform and orderly change.

Another difference worth noting is the difference in philosophical roots 
between Marxian and conservative sociological theory. Most of the conservative 
theorists were heavily influenced by the philosophy of Immanuel Kant. Among 
other things, this led them to think in linear, cause-and-effect terms. In contrast, 
Marx was most heavily influenced, as we have seen, by Hegel, who thought in 
dialectical rather than cause-and-effect terms. Among other things, the dialectic 
attunes us to the ongoing reciprocal effects of social forces.

Marx’s Theory

To oversimplify enormously, Marx offered a theory of capitalist society 
based on his image of the basic nature of human beings. Marx believed that 
people are basically productive; that is, in order to survive, people need to work 
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in, and with, nature. In so doing, they produce the food, clothing, tools, shel-
ter, and other necessities that permit them to live. Their productivity is a per-
fectly natural way by which they express basic creative impulses. Furthermore, 
these impulses are expressed in concert with other people; in other words, 
people are inherently social. They need to work together to produce what they 
need to survive.

Throughout history, this natural process has been subverted, at first by the 
mean conditions of primitive society and later by a variety of structural arrange-
ments erected by societies in the course of history. In various ways, these struc-
tures interfered with the natural productive process. However, it is in capitalist 
society that this breakdown is most acute; the breakdown in the natural produc-
tive process reaches its culmination in capitalism.

Basically, capitalism is a structure (or, more accurately, a series of structures) 
that erects barriers between an individual and the production process, the prod-
ucts of that process, and other people; ultimately, it even divides the individual 
himself or herself. This is the basic meaning of the concept of alienation: it is the 
breakdown of the natural interconnection among people and between people 
and what they produce. Alienation occurs because capitalism has evolved into 
a two-class system in which a few capitalists own the production process, the 
products, and the labor time of those who work for them. Instead of naturally 
producing for themselves, people produce unnaturally in capitalist society for 
a small group of capitalists. Intellectually, Marx was very concerned with the 
structures of capitalism and their oppressive impact on actors. Politically, he 
was led to an interest in emancipating people from the oppressive structures of 
capitalism.

Marx actually spent very little time dreaming about what a utopian socialist 
state would look like (Lovell, 1992). He was more concerned with helping to 
bring about the demise of capitalism. He believed that the contradictions and 
conflicts within capitalism would lead dialectically to its ultimate collapse, but 
he did not think that the process was inevitable. People had to act at the appro-
priate times and in the appropriate ways for socialism to come into being. The 
capitalists had great resources at their disposal to forestall the coming of social-
ism, but they could be overcome by the concerted action of a class-conscious 
proletariat. What would the proletariat create in the process? What is socialism? 
Most basically, it is a society in which, for the first time, people could approach 
Marx’s ideal image of productivity. With the aid of modern technology, people 
could interact harmoniously with nature and with other people to create what 
they needed to survive. To put it another way, in socialist society, people would 
no longer be alienated.

The Roots and Nature of the Theories of  
Max Weber (1864–1920) and Georg Simmel (1858–1918)

Although Marx and his followers in the late nineteenth and early  
twentieth centuries remained outside mainstream German sociology, to a  
considerable extent early German sociology can be seen as developing in  
opposition to Marxian theory.

Weber and Marx

Albert Salomon, for example, claimed that a large part of the theory of the 
early giant of German sociology, Max Weber, developed “in a long and intense 
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debate with the ghost of Marx” (1945:596). This is probably an exaggeration, but 
in many ways Marxian theory did play a negative role in Weberian theory. In 
other ways, however, Weber was working within the Marxian tradition, trying to 
“round out” Marx’s theory. Also, there were many inputs into Weberian theory 
other than Marxian theory (Burger, 1976). We can clarify a good deal about the 
sources of German sociology by outlining each of these views of the relation-
ship between Marx and Weber (Antonio and Glassman, 1985; Schroeter, 1985). 
Bear in mind that Weber was not intimately familiar with Marx’s work (much 
of it was not published until after Weber’s death) and that Weber was reacting 
more to the work of the Marxists than to Marx’s work itself (Antonio, 1985:29; 
B. Turner, 1981:19–20).

Weber did tend to view Marx and the Marxists of his day as economic 
determinists who offered single-cause theories of social life. That is, Marxian 
theory was seen as tracing all historical developments to economic bases and 
viewing all contemporaneous structures as erected on an economic base. 
Although this is not true of Marx’s own theory, it was the position of many 
later Marxists.

One of the examples of economic determinism that seemed to rankle Weber 
most was the view that ideas are simply the reflections of material (especially 
economic) interests, that material interests determine ideology. From this point 
of view, Weber was supposed to have “turned Marx on his head” (much as Marx 
had inverted Hegel). Instead of focusing on economic factors and their effect 
on ideas, Weber devoted much of his attention to ideas and their effect on the 
economy. Rather than seeing ideas as simple reflections of economic factors, 
Weber saw them as fairly autonomous forces capable of profoundly affecting the 
economic world. Weber certainly devoted a lot of attention to ideas, particularly 
systems of religious ideas, and he was especially concerned with the impact of 
religious ideas on the economy. In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism 
(1904–1905/1958), he was concerned with Protestantism, mainly as a system of 
ideas, and its impact on the rise of another system of ideas, the “spirit of capital-
ism,” and ultimately on a capitalist economic system. Weber had a similar inter-
est in other world religions, looking at how their nature might have obstructed 
the development of capitalism in their respective societies. A second view of 
Weber’s relationship to Marx, as mentioned earlier, is that he did not so much 
oppose Marx as try to round out Marx’s theoretical perspective. Here Weber is 
seen as working more within the Marxian tradition than in opposition to it. His 
work on religion, interpreted from this point of view, was simply an effort to 
show that not only do material factors affect ideas, but ideas themselves affect 
material structures.

A good example of the view that Weber was engaged in a process of round-
ing out Marxian theory is in the area of stratification theory. In this work on 
stratification, Marx focused on social class, the economic dimension of strati-
fication. Although Weber accepted the importance of this factor, he argued 
that other dimensions of stratification were also important. He argued that 
the notion of social stratification should be extended to include stratification 
on the basis of prestige (status) and political power. The inclusion of these other 
dimensions does not constitute a refutation of Marx but is simply an exten-
sion of his ideas.
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A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH
MAX WEBER

Max Weber was born in Erfurt, Germany, on 
April 21, 1864, into a decidedly middle-class 
family (Radkau, 2005/2009). Important differ-
ences between his parents had a profound 
effect upon both his intellectual orientation 
and his psychological development. His father 
was a bureaucrat who rose to a relatively 
important political position. He was clearly a 
part of the political establishment and as a 
result eschewed any activity or idealism that 
would require personal sacrifice or threaten 
his position within the system. In addition, the 
senior Weber was a man who enjoyed earthly 
pleasures, and in this and many other ways he 
stood in sharp contrast to his wife. Max Weber’s 
mother was a devout Calvinist, a woman who 
sought to lead an ascetic life largely devoid 
of the pleasures craved by her husband. Her 
concerns were more otherworldly; she was 
disturbed by the imperfections that were signs 
that she was not destined for salvation. These 

deep differences between the parents led to 
marital tension, and both the differences and 
the tension had an immense impact on Weber.

Because it was impossible to emulate both 
parents, Weber was presented with a clear 
choice as a child (Marianne Weber, 1975:62). He 
first seemed to opt for his father’s orientation 
to life, but later he drew closer to his mother’s 
approach. Whatever the choice, the tension 
produced by the need to choose between such 
polar opposites negatively affected Max Weber’s 
psyche.

At age 18, Max Weber left home for a short 
time to attend the University of Heidelberg. 
Weber had already demonstrated intellec-
tual precocity, but on a social level he entered 
Heidelberg shy and underdeveloped. However, 
that quickly changed after he gravitated toward 
his father’s way of life and joined his father’s old 
dueling fraternity. There he developed socially, 
at least in part because of the huge quantities 
of beer he consumed with his peers. In addi-
tion, he proudly displayed the dueling scars that 
were the trademark of such fraternities. Weber 
not only manifested his identity with his father’s 
way of life in these ways but also chose, at least 
for the time being, his father’s career—the law.

After three terms, Weber left Heidelberg 
for military service, and in 1884 he returned to 
Berlin and to his parents’ home to take courses 
at the University of Berlin. He remained there 
for most of the next eight years as he completed 
his studies, earned his Ph.D., became a lawyer 
(see Turner and Factor, 1994, for a discussion 
of the impact of legal thinking on Weber’s theo-
rizing), and started teaching at the University 
of Berlin. In the process, his interests shifted 
more toward his lifelong concerns—economics, 
history, and sociology. During his eight years in 
Berlin, Weber was financially dependent on his 
father, a circumstance he progressively grew 
to dislike. At the same time, he moved closer 
to his mother’s values, and his antipathy to his 
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Other Influences on Weber

We can identify a number of additional sources of Weberian theory, includ-
ing German historians, philosophers, economists, and political theorists. Among 
those who influenced Weber, the philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) 
stands out above all the others. But we must not overlook the impact of Friedrich 
Nietzsche (1844–1900) (Antonio, 2001)—especially his emphasis on the hero—
on Weber’s work on the need for individuals to stand up to the impact of bureau-
cracies and other structures of modern society.

The influence of Immanuel Kant on Weber, and on German sociology in 
general, shows that German sociology and Marxism grew from different philo-
sophical roots. As we have seen, it was Hegel, not Kant, who was the impor-
tant philosophical influence on Marxian theory. Whereas Hegel’s philosophy 
led Marx and the Marxists to look for relations, conflicts, and contradictions, 
Kantian philosophy led at least some German sociologists to take a more static 
perspective. To Kant the world was a buzzing confusion of events that could 

father increased. He adopted an ascetic life 
and plunged deeply into his work. For example, 
during one semester as a student, his work 
habits were described as follows: “He contin-
ues the rigid work discipline, regulates his life 
by the clock, divides the daily routine into exact 
sections for the various subjects, saves in his 
way, by feeding himself evenings in his room 
with a pound of raw chopped beef and four 
fried eggs” (Mitzman, 1969/1971:48; Marianne 
Weber, 1975:105). Thus Weber, following his 
mother, had become ascetic and diligent, a 
compulsive worker—in contemporary terms a 
“workaholic.”

This compulsion for work led in 1896 
to a position as professor of economics at 
Heidelberg. But in 1897, when Weber’s aca-
demic career was blossoming, his father died 
following a violent argument between them. 
Shortly thereafter Weber began to manifest 
symptoms that were to culminate in a nervous 
breakdown. Often unable to sleep or to work, 
Weber spent the next six or seven years in 
near-total collapse. After a long hiatus, some 
of his powers began to return in 1903, but it was 
not until 1904, when he delivered (in the United 
States) his first lecture in six and a half years, 
that Weber was able to begin to return to active 
academic life. In 1904 and 1905, he published 
one of his best-known works, The Protestant 
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. In this work, 
Weber announced the ascendance of his 

mother’s religion on an academic level. Weber 
devoted much of his time to the study of reli-
gion, though he was not personally religious.

Although he continued to be plagued by 
psychological problems, after 1904 Weber was 
able to function, indeed to produce some of his 
most important work. In these years, Weber 
published his studies of the world’s religions 
in world-historical perspective (e.g., China, 
India, and ancient Judaism). At the time of his 
death (June 14, 1920), he was working on his 
most important work, Economy and Society 
(1921/1968). Although this book was published, 
and subsequently translated into many lan-
guages, it was unfinished.

In addition to producing voluminous writ-
ings in this period, Weber undertook a number 
of other activities. He helped found the German 
Sociological Society in 1910. His home became 
a center for a wide range of intellectuals, 
including sociologists such as Georg Simmel, 
Robert Michels, and his brother Alfred Weber, 
as well as the philosopher and literary critic 
Georg Lukács (Scaff, 1989:186–222). In addi-
tion, Max Weber was active politically and wrote 
essays on the issues of the day.

There was a tension in Weber’s life and, more 
important, in his work between the bureau-
cratic mind, as represented by his father, and 
his mother’s religiosity. This unresolved tension 
permeates Weber’s work as it permeated his 
personal life.

(Continued)
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never be known directly. The world could be known only through thought 
processes that filter, select, and categorize these events. The content of the real 
world was differentiated by Kant from the forms through which that content can 
be comprehended. The emphasis on these forms gave the work of those sociolo-
gists within the Kantian tradition a more static quality than that of the Marxists 
within the Hegelian tradition.

Weber’s Theory

Whereas Karl Marx offered basically a theory of capitalism, Weber’s work was 
fundamentally a theory of the process of rationalization (Brubaker, 1984; Kalberg, 
1980, 1990, 1994). Weber was interested in the general issue of why institutions 
in the Western world had grown progressively more rational while powerful bar-
riers seemed to prevent a similar development in the rest of the world.

Although rationality is used in many ways in Weber’s work, what interests us 
here is a process involving one of four types identified by Stephen Kalberg (1980, 
1990, 1994; see also Brubaker, 1984; D. Levine, 1981, formal rationality. Formal 
rationality involves, as was usually the case with Weber, a concern for the actor 
making choices of means and ends. However, in this case, that choice is made 
in reference to universally applied rules, regulations, and laws. These, in turn, 
are derived from various large-scale structures, especially bureaucracies and the 
economy. Weber developed his theories in the context of a large number of com-
parative historical studies of the West, China, India, and many other regions of 
the world. In those studies, he sought to delineate the factors that helped bring 
about or impede the development of rationalization.

Weber saw the bureaucracy (and the historical process of bureaucratiza-
tion) as the classic example of rationalization, but rationalization is perhaps 
best illustrated today by the fast-food restaurant (Ritzer, 2015b). The fast-food 
restaurant is a formally rational system in which people (both workers and 
customers) are led to seek the most rational means to ends. The drive-through 
window, for example, is a rational means by which workers can dispense and 
customers can obtain food quickly and efficiently. Speed and efficiency are 
dictated by the fast-food restaurants and the rules and regulations by which 
they operate.

Weber embedded his discussion of the process of bureaucratization in a 
broader discussion of the political institution. He differentiated among three 
types of authority systems—traditional, charismatic, and rational-legal. Only in 
the modern Western world can a rational-legal authority system develop, and 
only within that system does one find the full-scale development of the modern 
bureaucracy. The rest of the world remains dominated by traditional or charis-
matic authority systems, which generally impede the development of a rational-
legal authority system and modern bureaucracies. Briefly, traditional authority 
stems from a long-lasting system of beliefs. An example would be a leader who 
comes to power because his or her family or clan has always provided the group’s 
leadership. A charismatic leader derives his or her authority from extraordinary 
abilities or characteristics or, more likely, simply from the belief on the part of 
followers that the leader has such traits. Although these two types of authority 
are of historical importance, Weber believed that the trend in the West, and 
ultimately in the rest of the world, is toward systems of rational-legal authority 
(Bunzel, 2007). In such systems, authority is derived from rules legally and ratio-
nally enacted. Thus, the president of the United States derives his or her author-
ity ultimately from the laws of society. The evolution of rational-legal authority, 
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with its accompanying bureaucracies, is only one part of Weber’s general argu-
ment on the rationalization of the Western world.

Although rationalization lies at the heart of Weberian theory, it is far from  
all there is to the theory. But this is not the place to go into that rich body of 
material. Instead, let us return to the development of sociological theory. A key 
issue in that development is: Why did Weber’s theory prove more attractive to 
later sociological theorists than did Marxian theory?

The Acceptance of Weber’s Theory

One reason is that Weber proved to be more acceptable politically. Instead of 
espousing Marxian radicalism, Weber was more of a liberal on some issues and 
a conservative on others (e.g., the role of the state). Although he was a severe 
critic of many aspects of modern capitalist society and came to many of the same 
critical conclusions as did Marx, he was not one to propose radical solutions to 
problems (Heins, 1993). In fact, he felt that the radical reforms offered by many 
Marxists and other socialists would do more harm than good.

Later sociological theorists, especially Americans, saw their society under 
attack by Marxian theory. Largely conservative in orientation, they cast about 
for theoretical alternatives to Marxism. One of those who proved attractive was 
Max Weber. (Durkheim and Vilfredo Pareto were others.) After all, rationaliza-
tion affected not only capitalist but also socialist societies. Indeed, from Weber’s 
point of view, rationalization constituted an even greater problem in socialist 
than in capitalist societies.

Also in Weber’s favor was the form in which he presented his judgments. 
He spent most of his life doing detailed historical studies, and his political con-
clusions were often made within the context of his research. Thus, they usu-
ally sounded very scientific and academic. Marx, although he did much serious 
research, also wrote a good deal of explicitly polemical material. Even his more 
academic work is laced with acid political judgments. For example, in Capital 
(1867/1967), he described capitalists as “vampires” and “werewolves.” Weber’s 
more academic style helped make him more acceptable to later sociologists.

Another reason for the greater acceptability of Weber was that he operated 
in a philosophical tradition that also helped shape the work of later sociologists. 
That is, Weber operated in the Kantian tradition, which meant, as we have seen, 
that he tended to think in cause-and-effect terms. This kind of thinking was 
more acceptable to later sociologists, who were largely unfamiliar and uncom-
fortable with the dialectical logic that informed Marx’s work.

Finally, Weber appeared to offer a much more rounded approach to the social 
world than did Marx. Whereas Marx appeared to be almost totally preoccupied 
with the economy, Weber was interested in a wide range of social phenomena. 
This diversity of focus seemed to give later sociologists more to work with than 
the apparently more single-minded concerns of Marx.

Weber produced most of his major works in the late 1800s and early 1900s. 
Early in his career Weber was identified more as a historian who was concerned 
with sociological issues, but in the early 1900s his focus grew more and more soci-
ological. Indeed, he became the dominant sociologist of his time in Germany. In 
1910, he founded (with, among others, Georg Simmel, whom we discuss next) 
the German Sociological Society (Glatzer, 1998). His home in Heidelberg was an 
intellectual center not only for sociologists but for scholars from many fields. 
Although his work was broadly influential in Germany, it was to become even 
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more influential in the United States, especially after Talcott Parsons introduced 
Weber’s ideas (and those of other European theorists, especially Durkheim) to a 
large American audience. Although Marx’s ideas did not have a significant posi-
tive effect on American sociological theorists until the 1960s, Weber was already 
highly influential by the late 1930s.

Simmel’s Theory

Georg Simmel was Weber’s contemporary and a cofounder of the German 
Sociological Society. Simmel was a somewhat atypical sociological theorist 
(Frisby, 1981; D. Levine, Carter, and Gorman, 1976a, 1976b). For one thing, he 
had an immediate and profound effect on the development of American socio-
logical theory, whereas Marx and Weber were largely ignored for a number of 
years. Simmel’s work helped shape the development of one of the early cen-
ters of American sociology—the University of Chicago—and its major theory, 
symbolic interactionism (Jaworski, 1995, 1997). The Chicago school and sym-
bolic interactionism, as we will see, came to dominate American sociology in 
the 1920s and early 1930s (Bulmer, 1984). Simmel’s ideas were influential at 
Chicago mainly because the dominant figures in the early years of Chicago, 
Albion Small and Robert Park, had been exposed to Simmel’s theories in Berlin 
in the late 1800s. Park attended Simmel’s lectures in 1899 and 1900, and Small 
carried on an extensive correspondence with Simmel during the 1890s. They 
were instrumental in bringing Simmel’s ideas to students and faculty at Chicago, 
in translating some of his work, and in bringing it to the attention of a large-
scale American audience (Frisby, 1984:29).

Another atypical aspect of Simmel’s work is his “level” of analysis, or at least 
that level for which he became best known in America. Whereas Weber and Marx 
were preoccupied with large-scale issues such as the rationalization of society and 
a capitalist economy, Simmel was best known for his work on smaller-scale issues, 
especially individual action and interaction. He became famous early for his think-
ing, derived from Kantian philosophy, on forms of interaction (e.g., conflict) and 
types of interactants (e.g., the stranger). Basically, Simmel saw that understanding 
interaction among people was one of the major tasks of sociology. However, it was 
impossible to study the massive number of interactions in social life without some 
conceptual tools. This is where forms of interaction and types of interactants came 
in. Simmel felt that he could isolate a limited number of forms of interaction that 
could be found in a large number of social settings. Thus equipped, one could 
analyze and understand these different interaction settings. The development of 
a limited number of types of interactants could be similarly useful in explaining 
interaction settings. This work had a profound effect on symbolic interactionism, 
which, as the name suggests, was focally concerned with interaction. One of the 
ironies, however, is that Simmel also was concerned with large-scale issues similar 
to those that obsessed Marx and Weber. However, this work was much less influ-
ential than his work on interaction, although there are contemporary signs of a 
growing interest in the large-scale aspects of Simmel’s sociology.

It was partly Simmel’s style in his work on interaction that made him acces-
sible to early American sociological theorists. Although he wrote heavy tomes 
like those of Weber and Marx, he also wrote a set of deceptively simple essays on 
such interesting topics as poverty, the prostitute, the miser and the spendthrift, 
and the stranger. The brevity of such essays and the high interest level of the 
material made the dissemination of Simmel’s ideas much easier.
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This early American focus on Simmel’s microsociology had the negative effect 
of obscuring two further aspects of Simmel’s work. First, Simmel was an influ-
ential figure in the Lebensphilosophie (life philosophy) movement. The concept 
of “life” was foundational for all of Simmel’s work (Pyyhtinen, 2010). Basically, 
he held the view that human action is an expression of ever-changing, dynamic 
life forces. Human society exists as a tension between the movement of life 
and humans’ efforts to stabilize life in social and cultural forms. Recent English 
translations of Simmel’s The View of Life (1918/2011) and Rembrandt (1916/2005) 
have stimulated scholarship on this aspect of his work.

Second, the focus on Simmel’s smaller essays had the negative effect of 
obscuring Simmel’s more massive, and macrosociological, works. For example, 
the English translation of Simmel’s Philosophy of Money (1907/1978; see Poggi, 
1993) has made it attractive to a whole set of theorists interested in culture and 
society. Although a macro orientation is clearer in Philosophy of Money, it always 
existed in Simmel’s work. For example, it is clear in his famous work on the dyad 
and the triad. Simmel thought that some crucial sociological developments take 
place when a two-person group (or dyad) is transformed into a triad by the addi-
tion of a third party. Social possibilities emerge that simply could not exist in a 
dyad. For example, in a triad, one of the members can become an arbitrator or 
mediator of the differences between the other two. More important, two of the 
members can band together and dominate the other member. This represents on 
a small scale what can happen with the emergence of large-scale structures that 
become separate from individuals and begin to dominate them.

This theme lies at the base of Philosophy of Money. Simmel was concerned 
primarily with the emergence in the modern world of a money economy that 
becomes separate from the individual and predominant. This theme, in turn, is 
part of an even broader and more pervasive one in Simmel’s work: the domi-
nation of the culture as a whole over the individual. As Simmel saw it, in the 
modern world, the larger culture and all its various components (including the 
money economy) expand, and as they expand, the importance of the individual 
decreases. Thus, for example, as the industrial technology associated with a mod-
ern economy expands and grows more sophisticated, the skills and abilities of 
the individual worker grow progressively less important. In the end, the worker is 
confronted with an industrial machine over which he or she can exert little, if any, 
control. More generally, Simmel thought that in the modern world, the expansion 
of the larger culture leads to the growing insignificance of the individual.

Although sociologists have become increasingly attuned to the broader 
implications of Simmel’s work, his early influence was primarily through his 
studies of small-scale social phenomena, such as the forms of interaction and 
types of interactants.

A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH
GEORG SIMMEL

Georg Simmel was born in the heart of Berlin 
on March 1, 1858. He studied a wide range of 
subjects at the University of Berlin. However, 
his first effort to produce a dissertation was 

rejected, and one of his professors remarked, 
“We would do him a great service if we do not 
encourage him further in this direction” (Frisby, 
1984:23). Despite this, Simmel persevered and 
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received his doctorate in philosophy in 1881. He 
remained at the university in a teaching capac-
ity until 1914, although he occupied a relatively 
unimportant position as Privatdozent from 1885 
to 1900. In the latter position, Simmel served as 
an unpaid lecturer whose livelihood was depen-
dent on student fees. Despite his marginality, 
Simmel did rather well in this position, largely 
because he was an excellent lecturer and 
attracted large numbers of (paying) students 
(Frisby, 1981:17; Salomon, 1963/1997). His style 
was so popular that even cultured members of 
Berlin society were drawn to his lectures, which 
became public events (Leck, 2000).

Simmel’s marginality is paralleled by the 
fact that he was a somewhat contradictory and 
therefore bewildering person:

If we put together the testimonials 
left by relatives, friends, students, 
contemporaries, we find a number of 
sometimes contradictory indications 
concerning Georg Simmel. He is 
depicted by some as being tall and 
slender, by others as being short 
and as bearing a forlorn expression. 
His appearance is reported to be 
unattractive, typically Jewish, but also 
intensely intellectual and noble. He 
is reported to be hard-working, but 

also humorous and overarticulate 
as a lecturer. Finally we hear that he 
was intellectually brilliant [Lukács, 
1991:145], friendly, well-disposed—
but also that inside he was irrational, 
opaque, and wild. (Schnabel, cited in 
Poggi, 1993:55)

Simmel wrote innumerable articles (“The 
Metropolis and Mental Life”) and books (The 
Philosophy of Money). He was well known 
and influential in German academic circles. 
His Berlin home was a center of cultural life 
where he and his wife Gertrud hosted impor-
tant figures, including poets Rainer Rilke and 
Stefan George, philosophers Edmund Husserl 
and Heinrich Rickert, and sociologists Max 
Weber and Marianne Weber (Helle, 2013). Hans 
Georg Gadamer noted that Simmel’s essays 
on metaphysics influenced philosopher Martin 
Heidegger’s (1953/2010) monumental book 
Being and Time. Simmel even had an interna-
tional following, especially in the United States, 
where his work was of great significance in 
the birth of sociology. Finally, in 1900, Simmel 
received official recognition, a purely honorary 
title at the University of Berlin, which did not give 
him full academic status. Simmel tried to obtain 
many academic positions, but he failed in spite 
of the support of such scholars as Max Weber.

Despite the fact that he was a baptized 
Protestant, one of the reasons for Simmel’s fail-
ure was that he was a Jew in nineteenth-century 
Germany, which was rife with anti-Semitism 
(Birnbaum, 2008; Kasler, 1985). Thus, in a report 
on Simmel written to a minister of education, 
Simmel was described as “an Israelite through 
and through, in his external appearance, in his 
bearing and in his mode of thought” (Frisby, 
1981:25). Another reason was the kind of work 
that he did. Many of his articles appeared in 
newspapers and magazines; they were written 
for an audience more general than simply aca-
demic sociologists (Rammstedt, 1991). In addi-
tion, because he did not hold a regular academic 
appointment, he was forced to earn his living 
through public lectures. Simmel’s audience, 
both for his writings and for his lectures, was 
more the intellectual public than professional 
sociologists, and this tended to lead to derisive 
judgments from fellow professionals. For exam-
ple, one of his contemporaries damned him 
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The Origins of British Sociology
We have been examining the development of sociology in France (Comte, 
Durkheim) and Germany (Marx, Weber, and Simmel). We turn now to the parallel 
development of sociology in England. As we will see, Continental ideas had their 
impact on early British sociology, but more important were native influences.

Political Economy, Ameliorism, and Social Evolution
Philip Abrams (1968) contended that British sociology was shaped in the 

nineteenth century by three often conflicting sources—political economy, ame-
liorism, and social evolution. Thus, when the Sociological Society of London was 
founded in 1903, there were strong differences over the definition of sociology. 
However, few doubted the view that sociology could be a science. It was the dif-
ferences that gave British sociology its distinctive character, and we will look at 
each of them briefly.

Political Economy

We have already touched on political economy, which was a theory of indus-
trial and capitalist society traceable in part to the work of Adam Smith (1723–
1790).5 As we saw, political economy had a profound effect on Karl Marx. Marx 
studied political economy closely, and he was critical of it. But that was not the 
direction taken by British economists and sociologists. They tended to accept 
Smith’s idea that there was an “invisible hand” that shaped the market for labor 
and goods. The market was seen as an independent reality that stood above indi-
viduals and controlled their behavior. The British sociologists, like the political 
economists and unlike Marx, saw the market as a positive force, as a source of 
order, harmony, and integration in society. Because they saw the market, and 
more generally society, in a positive light, the task of the sociologist was not to 
criticize society but simply to gather data on the laws by which it operated. The 

because “his influence remained . . . upon the 
general atmosphere and affected, above all, the 
higher levels of journalism” (Troeltsch, cited in 
Frisby, 1981:13). Simmel’s personal failures can 
also be linked to the low esteem that German 
academicians of that day had for sociology.

In 1914 Simmel finally obtained a regular 
academic appointment at a minor university 
(Strasbourg), but he once again felt estranged. 
On the one hand, he regretted leaving his audi-
ence of Berlin intellectuals. Thus, his wife wrote 
to Max Weber’s wife: “Georg has taken leave 
of the auditorium very badly. . . . The students 
were very affectionate and sympathetic. . . . It 
was a departure at the full height of life” 
(Frisby, 1981:29). On the other hand, Simmel 

did not feel a part of the life of his new univer-
sity. Thus, he wrote to Mrs. Weber: “There is 
hardly anything to report from us. We live . . . a 
cloistered, closed-off, indifferent, desolate 
external existence. Academic activity is = 0, the 
people . . . alien and inwardly hostile” (32).

World War I started soon after Simmel’s 
appointment at Strasbourg; lecture halls were 
turned into military hospitals, and students 
went off to war. Thus, Simmel remained a 
marginal figure in German academia until his 
death in 1918. He never did have a normal aca-
demic career. Nevertheless, Simmel attracted 
a large academic following in his day, and his 
fame as a scholar has, if anything, grown over 
the years.

(Continued)
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goal was to provide the government with the facts it needed to understand the 
way the system worked and to direct its workings wisely.

The emphasis was on facts, but which facts? Whereas Marx, Weber, Durkheim, 
and Comte looked to the structures of society for their basic facts, the British 
thinkers tended to focus on the individuals who made up those structures. In 
dealing with large-scale structures, they tended to collect individual-level data 
and then combine them to form a collective portrait. In the mid-1800s it was 
the statisticians who dominated British social science, and this kind of data col-
lection was deemed to be the major task of sociology. Instead of general theoriz-
ing, the “emphasis settled on the business of producing more exact indicators, 
better methods of classification and data collection, improved life tables, higher 
levels of comparability between discrete bodies of data, and the like” (Abrams, 
1968:18).

It was almost in spite of themselves that these statistically oriented sociolo-
gists came to see some limitations in their approach. A few began to feel the need 
for broader theorizing. To them, a problem such as poverty pointed to failings 
in the market system as well as in the society as a whole. But most, focused as 
they were on individuals, did not question the larger system; they turned instead 
to more detailed field studies and to the development of more complicated and 
more exact statistical techniques. To them, the source of the problem had to lie 
in inadequate research methods, not in the system as a whole. As Philip Abrams 
noted, “Focusing persistently on the distribution of individual circumstances, 
the statisticians found it hard to break through to a perception of poverty as a 
product of social structure. . . . They did not and probably could not achieve the 
concept of structural victimization” (1968:27). In addition to their theoretical 
and methodological commitments to the study of individuals, the statisticians 
worked too closely with government policy makers to arrive at the conclusion 
that the larger political and economic system was the problem.

Ameliorism

Related to, but separable from, political economy was the second defining 
characteristic of British sociology—ameliorism, or a desire to solve social prob-
lems by reforming individuals. Although British scholars began to recognize that 
there were problems in society (e.g., poverty), they still believed in that society 
and wanted to preserve it. They desired to forestall violence and revolution and 
to reform the system so that it could continue essentially as it was. Above all, 
they wanted to prevent the coming of a socialist society. Thus, like French soci-
ology and some branches of German sociology, British sociology was conserva-
tively oriented.

Because the British sociologists could not or would not trace the source of 
problems such as poverty to the society as a whole, the source had to lie within 
the individuals themselves. This was an early form of what William Ryan (1971) 
later called “blaming the victim.” Much attention was devoted to a long series 
of individual problems—“ignorance, spiritual destitution, impurity, bad sanita-
tion, pauperism, crime, and intemperance—above all intemperance” (Abrams, 
1968:39). Clearly, there was a tendency to look for a simple cause for all social 
ills, and the one that suggested itself before all others was alcoholism. What 
made this perfect to the ameliorist was that this was an individual pathology, 
not a social pathology. The ameliorists lacked a theory of social structure, a the-
ory of the social causes of such individual problems.
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38    Part I  •  Introduction to Sociological Theory

Social Evolution

But a stronger sense of social structure was lurking below the surface of British 
sociology, and it burst through in the latter part of the nineteenth century with 
the growth of interest in social evolution (Maryanski, 2005; Sanderson, 2001). 
One important influence was the work of Auguste Comte, part of which had been 
translated into English in the 1850s by Harriet Martineau (Hoecker-Drysdale, 
2011). Although Comte’s work did not inspire immediate interest, by the last 
quarter of the century, a number of thinkers had been attracted to it and to its 
concern for the larger structures of society, its scientific (positivistic) orientation, 
its comparative orientation, and its evolutionary theory. However, a number of 
British thinkers sharpened their own conception of the world in opposition to 
some of the excesses of Comtian theory (e.g., the tendency to elevate sociology 
to the status of a religion).

In Abrams’s view, the real importance of Comte lay in his providing one of 
the bases on which opposition could be mounted against the “oppressive genius 
of Herbert Spencer” (Abrams, 1968:58). In both a positive and a negative sense, 
Spencer was a dominant figure in British sociological theory, especially evolu-
tionary theory (J. Turner, 2001, 2007b).

Herbert Spencer (1820–1903)
In attempting to understand Spencer’s ideas (Haines, 2005; J. Turner, 2007b), 

it is useful to compare and contrast them with Comtian theory.

Spencer and Comte

Spencer is often categorized with Comte in terms of their influence on 
the development of sociological theory (J. Turner, 2001), but there are some 
important differences between them. For example, it is less easy to categorize 
Spencer as a conservative. In fact, in his early years, Spencer is better seen as 
a political liberal, and he retained elements of liberalism throughout his life 
(Francis, 2011). However, it is also true that Spencer grew more conservative 
during the course of his life and that his basic influence, as was true of Comte, 
was conservative.

One of his liberal views, which coexisted rather uncomfortably with his con-
servatism, was his acceptance of a laissez-faire doctrine: he felt that the state 
should not intervene in individual affairs except in the rather passive function 
of protecting people. This meant that Spencer, unlike Comte, was not interested 
in social reforms; he wanted social life to evolve free of external control.

This difference points to Spencer as a social Darwinist (G. Jones, 1980; Weiler, 
2007a). As such, he held the evolutionary view that the world was growing pro-
gressively better. Therefore, it should be left alone; outside interference could 
only worsen the situation. He adopted the view that social institutions, like 
plants and animals, adapted progressively and positively to their social envi-
ronment. He also accepted the Darwinian view that a process of natural selec-
tion, “survival of the fittest,” occurred in the social world. (Interestingly, it was 
Spencer who coined the phrase “survival of the fittest” several years before 
Charles Darwin’s work on natural selection.) That is, if unimpeded by external 
intervention, people who were “fit” would survive and proliferate whereas the 
“unfit” eventually would die out. Another difference was that Spencer empha-
sized the individual, whereas Comte focused on larger units such as the family.
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Comte and Spencer shared with Durkheim and others a commitment to a 
science of sociology (Haines, 1992), which was a very attractive perspective to 
early theorists. Another influence of Spencer’s work, shared with both Comte 
and Durkheim, was his tendency to see society as an organism. In this, Spencer 
borrowed his perspective and concepts from biology. He was concerned with the 
overall structure of society, the interrelationship of the parts of society, and the 
functions of the parts for each other as well as for the system as a whole.

Most important, Spencer, like Comte, had an evolutionary conception of his-
torical development. However, Spencer was critical of Comte’s evolutionary the-
ory on several grounds. Specifically, he rejected Comte’s law of the three stages. 
He argued that Comte was content to deal with evolution in the realm of ideas, 
in terms of intellectual development. Spencer, however, sought to develop an 
evolutionary theory in the real, material world.

Evolutionary Theory

It is possible to identify at least two major evolutionary perspectives in 
Spencer’s work (Haines, 1988; Perrin, 1976).

The first of these theories relates primarily to the increasing size of society. 
Society grows through both the multiplication of individuals and the union of 
groups (compounding). The increasing size of society brings with it larger and 
more differentiated social structures, as well as the increasing differentiation of 
the functions they perform. In addition to their growth in terms of size, societ-
ies evolve through compounding, that is, by unifying more and more adjoining 
groups. Thus, Spencer talked of the evolutionary movement from simple to com-
pound, doubly compound, and trebly compound societies.

Spencer also offered a theory of evolution from militant to industrial societ-
ies. Earlier, militant societies were defined by being structured for offensive and 
defensive warfare. Although Spencer was critical of warfare, he felt that in an ear-
lier stage it was functional in bringing societies together (e.g., through military 
conquest) and in creating the larger aggregates of people necessary for the devel-
opment of industrial society. However, with the emergence of industrial society, 
warfare ceases to be functional and serves to impede further evolution. Industrial 
society is based on friendship, altruism, elaborate specialization, recognition 
for achievements rather than the characteristics one is born with, and volun-
tary cooperation among highly disciplined individuals. Such a society is held 
together by voluntary contractual relations and, more important, by a strong 
common morality. The government’s role is restricted and focuses only on what 
people ought not to do. Obviously, modern industrial societies are less warlike 
than their militant predecessors. Although Spencer saw a general evolution in 
the direction of industrial societies, he also recognized that it was possible that 
there would be periodic regressions to warfare and more militant societies.

In his ethical and political writings, Spencer offered other ideas on the evolu-
tion of society. For one thing, he saw society as progressing toward an ideal, or 
perfect, moral state. For another, he argued that the fittest societies survive, and 
unfit societies should be permitted to die off. The result of this process is adap-
tive upgrading for the world as a whole.

Spencer offered a rich and complicated set of ideas on social evolution. As we 
will see, his ideas first enjoyed great success, then were rejected for many years, 
and more recently have been revived with the rise of neoevolutionary sociologi-
cal theories (Buttel, 1990; Sanderson, 2007).
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40    Part I  •  Introduction to Sociological Theory

The Reaction Against Spencer in Britain

Despite his emphasis on the individual, Spencer was best known for his large-
scale theory of social evolution. In this, he stood in stark contrast to the sociol-
ogy that preceded him in Britain. However, the reaction against Spencer was 
based more on the threat that his idea of survival of the fittest posed to the ame-
liorism so dear to most early British sociologists. Although Spencer later repudi-
ated some of his more outrageous ideas, he did argue for a survival-of-the-fittest 
philosophy and against government intervention and social reform:

Fostering the good-for-nothing at the expense of the good, is an  
extreme cruelty. It is a deliberate stirring-up of miseries for future 
generations. There is no greater curse to posterity than that of 
bequeathing to them an increasing population of imbeciles and idlers 
and criminals. . . . The whole effort of nature is to get rid of such, to 
clear the world of them, and make room for better. . . . If they are not 
sufficiently complete to live, they die, and it is best they should die. 
(Spencer, cited in Abrams, 1968:74)

Such sentiments were clearly at odds with the ameliorative orientation of the 
British reformer-sociologists.

A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH
HERBERT SPENCER

Herbert Spencer was born in Derby, England, 
on April 27, 1820 (Francis, 2011; Haines, 2005). 

He was not schooled in the arts and humani-
ties, but rather in technical and utilitarian mat-
ters. In 1837 he began work as a civil engineer 
for a railway, an occupation he held until 1846. 
During this period, Spencer continued to study 
on his own and began to publish scientific and 
political works.

In 1848 Spencer was appointed an editor of 
The Economist, and his intellectual ideas began 
to solidify. By 1850, he had completed his first 
major work, Social Statics. During the writing 
of this work, Spencer first began to experience 
insomnia, and over the years his mental and 
physical problems mounted. He was to suffer 
a series of nervous breakdowns throughout the 
rest of his life.

In 1853 Spencer received an inheritance 
that allowed him to quit his job and live for the 
rest of his life as a gentleman scholar. He never 
earned a university degree or held an academic 
position. As he grew more isolated, and physi-
cal and mental illness mounted, Spencer’s pro-
ductivity as a scholar increased. Eventually, 
Spencer began to achieve not only fame within 
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England but also an international reputation. As 
Richard Hofstadter put it: “In the three decades 
after the Civil War it was impossible to be 
active in any field of intellectual work without 
mastering Spencer” (1959:33). Among his sup-
porters was the important industrialist Andrew 
Carnegie, who wrote the following to Spencer 
during the latter’s fatal illness of 1903:

Dear Master Teacher . . . you come 
to me every day in thought, and the 
everlasting “why” intrudes—Why lies 
he? Why must he go? . . . The world 
jogs on unconscious of its greatest 
mind. . . . But it will wake some day to 
its teachings and decree Spencer’s place 
is with the greatest. (Carnegie, cited in 
Peel, 1971:2)

But that was not to be Spencer’s fate.
One of Spencer’s most interesting character-

istics, one that was ultimately to be the cause of 
his intellectual undoing, was his unwillingness to 
read the work of other people. In this, he resem-
bled another early giant of sociology, Auguste 
Comte, who practiced “cerebral hygiene.” Of 
the need to read the works of others, Spencer 
said: “All my life I have been a thinker and not 
a reader, being able to say with Hobbes that ‘if 
I had read as much as other men I would have 
known as little’” (Wiltshire, 1978:67). A friend 
asked Spencer’s opinion of a book, and “his reply 
was that on looking into the book he saw that 
its fundamental assumption was erroneous, 
and therefore did not care to read it” (Wiltshire,  

1978:67). One author wrote of Spencer’s 
“incomprehensible way of absorbing knowledge 
through the powers of his skin . . . he never 
seemed to read books” (Wiltshire, 1978:67).

If he didn’t read the work of other scholars, 
where, then, did Spencer’s ideas and insights 
come from? According to Spencer, they emerged 
involuntarily and intuitively from his mind. He 
said that his ideas emerged “little by little, in 
unobtrusive ways, without conscious intention 
or appreciable effort” (Wiltshire, 1978:66). Such 
intuition was deemed by Spencer to be far more 
effective than careful study and thought: “A 
solution reached in the way described is more 
likely to be true than one reached in the pursu-
ance of a determined effort [which] causes per-
version of thought” (Wiltshire, 1978:66).

Spencer suffered because of his unwilling-
ness to read seriously the works of other peo-
ple. In fact, if he read other work, it was often 
only to find confirmation for his own, indepen-
dently created ideas. He ignored those ideas 
that did not agree with his. Thus, his contem-
porary, Charles Darwin, said of Spencer: “If he 
had trained himself to observe more, even at the 
expense of . . . some loss of thinking power, he 
would have been a wonderful man” (Wiltshire, 
1978:70). Spencer’s disregard for the rules of 
scholarship led him to a series of outrageous 
ideas and unsubstantiated assertions about the 
evolution of the world. For these reasons, soci-
ologists in the twentieth century came to reject 
Spencer’s work and to substitute for it careful 
scholarship and empirical research.

Spencer died on December 8, 1903.

Harriet Martineau (1802–1876)
Though during her lifetime Martineau was a well-known author and writer, 

until recently her prominence as a founder of sociology has been overshadowed 
by attention to figures like Spencer, Marx, Durkheim, and Weber. Martineau was 
a political economist. She studied the relationship between economics, politics, 
and social morality. One of her main aims was to make the arguments of politi-
cal economists relevant to a wide swath of people (e.g., academics, the working 
class, women, and even children). One of the ways she did this was through 
short novels “which illustrated the principles of production, distribution, con-
sumption, and exchange” (Hoecker-Drysdale, 2011:62). These Illustrations in 
Political Economy ensured her reputation as “a public educator and interpreter of 
scientific doctrines” (56). Like Spencer, she was an advocate of laissez-faire eco-
nomics, though unlike Spencer she held the view that the economic system, as it  
operated in England, required reform. Therefore, she has a much more critical 
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42    Part I  •  Introduction to Sociological Theory

perspective than Spencer. Her approach to sociology was also shaped by Unitarian 
Christianity and utilitarian philosophy, which held that society should allow all 
people to achieve the greatest possible happiness. Such happiness is possible 
when people can act with freedom and autonomy, without suffering domina-
tion by others (capitalism, as practiced in her time, imposed such domination). 
Finally, as a translator of Comte’s Positive Philosophy, Martineau embraced the 
spirit of scientific Enlightenment. She believed that scientific research could 
be the “basis for social progress and reform” (Hoecker-Drysdale, 2011:61). Yet, 
unlike Spencer and Comte, Martineau’s goal was not to develop broad abstract 
laws of social life but rather to describe societies and assess whether or not they 
had lived up to their own ideals.

Martineau’s How to Observe Manners and Morals is one of the earliest soci-
ology methods books. Written in preparation for a research trip to America, 
the book provides a systematic method for the study of society. She described 
the social scientist as a “traveler” who observes a wide range of social prac-
tices, institutions, discourses, and, most broadly, the “things” that make up 
a particular society. Also, consistent with Comte’s positivism, she advocated 
scientific neutrality. For Martineau this meant that social scientists had to put 
aside their own biases and sympathetically understand a society from the point 
of view of its members. Martineau also introduced the theoretical distinction 
between morals and manners. The morality of a society is the set of values that 
members of a society profess to hold in common. For Martineau, there are 
many places where a scientist can find expressions of a society’s morality, but 
some examples include national constitutions, legal documents, and popular 
entertainment. Manners, on the other hand, are concrete behaviors and prac-
tices of everyday life. They are found in everyday domestic activities (taking 
care of house, going for walks, eating a meal) and social gatherings (at the pub, 
at the theater, in church). Martineau uses the word anomaly to describe when 
a manner does not align with a moral. One task of the sociologist is to describe 
the anomalies present within a society: do the manners of a society live up to 
the morals of that society?

Martineau also wrote Society in America, a study of American society based 
on two years (1834–1836) of travel across the United States. Like Tocqueville, 
who traveled to America around the same time, Martineau’s book described 
and assessed the social structures of the United States. However, as Hoecker-
Drysdale (2011) argued, Martineau’s study was both more systematic and 
empirically grounded than Tocqueville’s. In an application of the ideas devel-
oped in How to Observe Manners and Morals, Martineau studied American poli-
tics, government, newspapers, various sectors of the economy, the morals of 
slavery, manufacture and commerce, class structure, the position of women 
and minorities in society, and religion, among other topics (Hoecker-Drysdale, 
2011:67). In Martineau’s assessment, the prevailing morality of American 
society was the pursuit of life, liberty, and happiness. However, Martineau 
discovered four anomalies in the realization of the morality: the institution 
of slavery, the unequal status of women, the pursuit of wealth, and the fear 
of public opinion.

Finally, Martineau offered an early model for feminist sociology. As 
Lengermann and Niebrugge-Brantley (1998) say, by recognizing her own  
gender as an aspect of her sociological work, Martineau anticipated standpoint 
theories of the 1980s.
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The Key Figure in Early Italian Sociology
Though Italian sociological theory never became as influential as the sociology 
developed in France, Germany, and England, at least one Italian sociologist, 
Vilfred Pareto (1848–1923), had an impact on early sociologists (see Powers, 1986).

Zeitlin argued that Pareto developed his “major ideas as a refutation of Marx” 
(1996:171). In fact, Pareto was rejecting not only Marx but also a good portion of 
Enlightenment philosophy. For example, whereas the Enlightenment philoso-
phers emphasized rationality, Pareto emphasized the role of nonrational factors 
such as human instincts (Mozetič and Weiler, 2007). This emphasis also was tied 
to his rejection of Marxian theory. That is, because nonrational, instinctual fac-
tors were so important and so unchanging, it was unrealistic to hope to achieve 
dramatic social changes with an economic revolution.

Pareto also developed a theory of social change that stood in stark contrast to 
Marxian theory. Whereas Marx’s theory focused on the role of the masses, Pareto 
offered an elite theory of social change, which held that society inevitably is 
dominated by a small elite that operates on the basis of enlightened self-interest 
(Adams, 2005). It rules over the masses of people, who are dominated by non-
rational forces. Because they lack rational capacities, the masses, in Pareto’s sys-
tem, are unlikely to be a revolutionary force. Social change occurs when the elite 
begins to degenerate and is replaced by a new elite derived from the nongovern-
ing elite or higher elements of the masses. After the new elite is in power, the 
process begins anew. Thus, Pareto conceived a cyclical theory of social change 
instead of the directional theories offered by Marx, Comte, Spencer, and others. 
In addition, Pareto’s theory of change largely ignores the plight of the masses. 
Elites come and go, but the lot of the masses remains the same.

This theory, however, was not Pareto’s lasting contribution to sociology. 
That lay in his scientific conception of sociology and the social world: “My 
wish is to construct a system of sociology on the model of celestial mechanics 
[astronomy], physics, chemistry” (cited in Hook, 1965:57). Briefly, Pareto con-
ceived of society as a system in equilibrium, a whole consisting of interdepen-
dent parts. A change in one part was seen as leading to changes in other parts 
of the system. Pareto’s systemic conception of society was the most important 
reason Talcott Parsons devoted so much attention to Pareto’s work in his 1937 
book, The Structure of Social Action, and it was Pareto’s most important influ-
ence on Parsons’s thinking. Fused with similar views held by those who had an 
organic image of society (e.g., Comte, Durkheim, and Spencer), Pareto’s theory 
played a central role in the development of Parsons’s theory and, more gener-
ally, in structural functionalism.

Non-European Classical Theory
In the past, the history of sociology and sociological theory has focused on 
ideas developed by people living in Europe and North America. Yet, sociologists 
are increasingly aware of the fact that people from countries outside of Europe 
and North America have for a long time developed ideas about how societies 
work, even though they may have not called these ideas sociological theory. In 
their recent book, Sociological Theory Beyond the Canon, Alatas and Sinha (2017) 
argue that it is important to consider the ideas of these non-European social 
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44    Part I  •  Introduction to Sociological Theory

theorists because they provide a perspective on social life not described in most 
European theory. Alatas and Sinha present the ideas of five non-European clas-
sical theorists: Ibn Khaldun (whom we discussed earlier in this chapter), Indian 
social reformer Pandita Ramabai Sarasvati (1858–1922), Filipino writer José Rizal 
(1861–1896), Turkish theologian Said Nursi (1877–1960), and Indian social sci-
entist Benoy Kumar Sarkar (1877–1949).

Particularly pressing are the ways that these thinkers wrote about coloniza-
tion. Although some of the European theorists discussed in this chapter dis-
cussed colonization, for the most part, discussion of colonization is absent in 
classical sociological theory.6 This is even though colonization was a process 
central to the formation of the modern societies. In addition, as we saw with Ibn 
Khaldun, these non-European theorists introduce ideas unique to the cultures 
and traditions out of which they wrote. While some of the ideas introduced by 
these non-European writers are inspired by and complement those developed 
by European theorists, these writers also provide ideas not found in European 
sociological theory.

For example, Pandita Ramabai’s main interest was the status of women in 
Indian caste society. In a vein like critical and feminist theorists (see Chapter 8), 
she developed a criticism of patriarchy in Indian society and the Hindu religion. 
Also, like feminist standpoint theorists, Ramabai relies on her personal experi-
ences to analyze society. Sinha (Alatas and Sinha, 2017:245) puts it like this: 
“In her memoirs she dissected assiduously her personal experiences and the life 
events that produced the person she became but also in the process, isolating the 
role of various structural factors (social norms about gender, religious orthodoxy 
and dogma, denial of educational opportunities to women).” Ramabai traveled 
to England and America and, in an interesting parallel to both Tocqueville and 
Martineau, published a book, for Indian audiences, comparing America and 
Indian society, The Peoples of the United States. Alatas and Sinha (2017:7) say that 
when non-Europeans appear in European theory it is usually as “objects of study 
of the European knowing subjects” rather than as writers and thinkers in their 
own right (see also R. Connell, 2007). Ramabai’s study of America is remarkable 
because it reverses this relationship. She analyzes Western society from the per-
spective of “a colonized subject, a woman with feminist leanings” (Alatas and 
Sinha, 2017:259).

Also writing about the negative effects of colonialism, Rizal analyzed the 
impact of Spain and the Catholic church on Filipino culture and society. Alatas 
draws attention to Rizal’s discussion of “indolence.” In the eyes of coloniz-
ers, Filipinos were backward and lazy. This legitimized European domination. 
However, Rizal argues that indolence is not an inherent feature of Filipino peo-
ple, but rather a product of colonialism, which led to the loss of indigenous agri-
cultural knowledge and made work meaningless and difficult to find: “indolence 
was a result of the social and historical experience of the Filipinos under Spanish 
colonial rule” (Alatas and Sinha, 2017:162). Rizal thought that the solution to 
these problems was the further development of scientific Enlightenment in the 
Philippines, rather than the continued dominance by the Catholic Church.

Said Nursi also embraced science, but it was a version that could accom-
modate religious knowledge. He sought a “theology with a strong sociological 
dimension” (Alatas and Sinha, 2017:206), a social theology which offered faith-
based social justice. He was critical of the “naturalist” version of science that 
dominated European thought because it favored the material over the spiritual 
world. As a consequence, European naturalism led to aggression, strife, negative 
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nationalism and racialism, and the gratification of the desires: “lust transforms 
man into a beast.” (Alatas and Sinha, 2017:210). Among Muslim nations, Nursi 
said, naturalism created “despair,” a rough equivalent to Durkheim’s concept 
of anomie or Weber’s concept of disenchantment. Modern persons suffer from 
disorientation caused by the loss of spiritual/moral traditions. Durkheim, and 
most other European social scientists sought secular (nonreligious) solutions to 
anomie and other modern problems. In contrast, Nursi thought that Islam could 
be developed in a way that would help “in negotiating the tension between tra-
dition and modernity” (206). He thus demonstrates a different “pathway” into 
the modern world—one that is both scientific and spiritual.

Among the thinkers discussed by Alatas and Sinha, Sarkar is the only one 
who has a background in the social sciences. He studied English, history, and 
economics; professionalized political science in India; and published in social 
science journals such as the American Sociological Review. Like the other thinkers 
described in this section, Sarkar opposed European colonialism and American 
imperialism. This led him to promote an especially rightwing (and controversial) 
version of Indian nationalism. Like Ramabai, he analyzed what he called Eur-
America from the perspective of Asian societies (Alatas and Sinha, 2017:311). 
This included analyses of capitalism as it developed both in Europe and in Asian 
societies. In anticipation of what is now called postcolonial theory, Sarkar chal-
lenged the view commonly expressed in European scholarship that the West 
(Europe) is the source of reason and progress, and the East is a “mystical and 
spiritual” place (314). In this context, he engaged with the ideas of of Auguste 
Comte. He accepted the basic idea of positivism, as “‘an association of scholarly 
brains, exact knowledge, experience or experiment, generalization, specializa-
tion and science as the antithesis of religion’” (Sarkar, cited in Alatas and Sinha, 
2017:310). However, in place of Comte’s positivism Sarkar proposed an “Asiatic 
positivism” to emphasize that “‘positivism, materialism and activism were also 
inherent in the Hindu tradition’” (Sarkar, cited in Alatas and Sinha, 2017:310), 
though in ways that also respected the transcendental/spiritual aspects of life. 
Finally, he rejected Comte’s evolutionary theory to argue instead for a view of 
history as creative disequilibrium. Like Marx, Sarkar says history is a series of con-
flicts between the haves and have nots. However, unlike Marx, these conflicts 
did not lead to a utopian or perfect society but rather were the basis for “‘a 
condition of perpetual unrest and eternal conflict between what is and what is 
not . . . It is ‘indefinite and indeterminate,’ eternally evolving’” (Sarkar, cited in 
Alatas and Sinha, 2017:325).

Summary

This chapter sketches the early history of soci-

ological theory. The first section deals with 

premodern sociology theories, especially the 

work of Ibn Khaldun. The next section deals 

with the various social forces involved in the 

development of modern sociological theory. 

Although there were many such influences, 

we focus on how political revolution, the 

Industrial Revolution, and the rise of capital-

ism, colonialism, socialism, feminism, urban-

ization, religious change, and the growth of 

science affected sociological theory. After 
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46    Part I  •  Introduction to Sociological Theory

that we examine the influence of intellectual 

forces on the rise of sociological theory in 

various countries. We begin with France and 

the role played by the Enlightenment, stress-

ing the conservative and romantic reaction to 

it. It is out of this interplay that French socio-

logical theory developed. In this context, we 

examine the major figures in the early years 

of French sociology—Alexis de Tocqueville, 

Claude Henri de Saint-Simon, Auguste Comte, 

and Emile Durkheim.

Next, we turn to Germany and the role 

played by Karl Marx in the development of 

sociology in that country. We discuss the 

parallel development of Marxian theory and 

sociological theory and the ways in which 

Marxian theory influenced sociology, both 

positively and negatively. We begin with 

the roots of Marxian theory in Hegelianism, 

materialism, and political economy. Marx’s 

theory itself is touched upon briefly. The  

discussion then shifts to the roots of German 

sociology. Max Weber’s work is examined in 

order to show the diverse sources of German 

sociology. Also discussed are some of the rea-

sons why Weber’s theory proved more accept-

able to later sociologists than did Marx’s ideas. 

This section closes with a brief discussion of 

Georg Simmel’s work.

The rise of sociological theory in Britain is 

considered next. The major sources of British 

sociology were political economy, ameliorism, 

and social evolution. In this context, we touch 

on the work of Herbert Spencer and Harriett 

Martineau.

This discussion is followed by a brief dis-

cussion of Italian sociological theory, in par-

ticular the work of Vilfredo Pareto. We then 

consider a variety of theories developed, dur-

ing the classical period, by thinkers and writ-

ers from places other than Europe and the 

United States.

Notes
1.	 This section is based on the work of 

Irving Zeitlin (1996). Although Zeitlin’s 
analysis is presented here for its coher-
ence, it has a number of limitations: there 
are better analyses of the Enlightenment, 
there are many other factors involved in 
shaping the development of sociology, 
and Zeitlin tends to overstate his case in 
places (e.g., on the impact of Marx). But 
on the whole, Zeitlin provides us with a 
useful starting point, given our objectives 
in this chapter.

2.	 Although he recognized that Comte  
created the label “sociology,” Björn 
Eriksson (1993) challenged the idea  
that Comte is the progenitor of modern, 
scientific sociology. Rather, Eriksson 
considered people such as Adam Smith 

and, more generally, the Scottish 
Moralists as the true source of modern 
sociology. See also Lisa Hill (1996) on 
the importance of Adam Ferguson and 
Edna Ullmann-Margalit (1997) on 
Ferguson and Adam Smith (see also 
Rundell, 2001).

3.	 For an argument against this and the 
view of continuity between Marxian 
and mainstream sociology, see Seidman 
(1983).

4.	 First used by Joseph Dietzgen in 1857, 
the term dialectical materialism was made 
central by Georgi Plekhanov in 1891. 
Although he practiced dialectical mate-
rialism, Marx himself never used the 
term (Beamish, 2007b).
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5.	 Smith is usually included as a leading 
member of the Scottish Enlightenment 
(Chitnis, 1976; Strydom, 2005) and as 
one of the Scottish Moralists (Schneider, 
1967:xi), who were seeking to establish 
the basis for sociology.

6.	 Both Tocqueville and Martineau trav-
eled to America, Tocqueville traveled to 
Algeria, and Martineau to India. Both 
were critical of the American treatment 
of slaves and Indigenous people, 
though, in contradiction of this, 
Tocqueville was a strong advocate for 

French colonialism in Algeria. Mostly, 
Spencer was critical of colonialism. 
Though he saw colonized people as 
“inferior races,” he objected to the mili-
tarism and violence of colonial conquest 
(R. Connell, 2007:17; Francis, 2011). 
Marx described the role that colonies 
played in the primitive accumulation of 
capital. The most extensive treatment of 
colonialism among Euro-American 
scholars, though, comes from Du Bois, 
who introduced the topic as an exten-
sion of his critique of American race 
relations.
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