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Sociology – The Discipline 

Modernity and Social Changes in Europe and the Emergence of Sociology 

 Sociology is a comparatively new subject. The emergence of sociology is often credited to the sudden changes 

occurred in late 18th and 19th-century Europe. Founding fathers of sociology viz. August Comte (1798 – 1857), Herbert 

Spencer (1820 – 1903), Emily Durkheim (1858 – 1917), Karl Marx (1818 – 1883) lived in this era of profound upheavals in 

European society. These changes encompassed almost each dimension of the life of society, be it economics, politics, culture. 

 Economic changes: There was a transition from pre-industrial feudal society to capitalist industrial society during this 

period. Earlier most of the people worked in the fields with ‘feuds’ as owners and ‘serfs’ working under them. Now, 

there was a rise of new industries driven by heavy machines which required additional high labour input. This demand 

of labour prompted land – workers to migrate toward cities. In this way there was a sudden and huge out swell in 

population of cities which led to the increase of squalor, poverty and congestion. The new environment in city was 

highly impersonal and there was breakdown in older social traditions and relations. 

 

 Political and ideological changes: There was a transition in political beliefs of the people. The divine right of 

monarch/King to rule over the masses was being questioned. The ideas of democracy, equality, liberty, secularism 

started gaining prominence in the efforts of philosophers like Thomas Hobbes, John Locke etc. French Revolution 

proved to be a watershed event and held in rapid propagation of these ideas. The old theological saying that "the rich 

man in his castle, and poor man at his gate, God made them highly or lowly and ordered their estate" was no more being 

agreed upon to by the people and there was an increased belief in responsibility of mind towards the fate of society 

instead of some supernatural reality of God this let to the separation of church from the state. 

 Scientific changes: the old and traditional beliefs, norms and values came under high stress owing to new discoveries in 

science and technology. Darwin's “origin of species”, invention of steam engine by James Watt and many more new 

discoveries in natural science made people to question older religious beliefs. Overall there was a new awareness in 

society coupled with a visible poverty. Ton understand these changes there was advent of sociology. 

 Europe produced a Scientific Revolution in the Renaissance period of 14th to 16th century A.D. the impact of 

the scientific revolution was crucial not just in changing material life, but also people's ideas about nature and society. Science 

does not develop independent of society, rather it develops in response to human needs, for example various vaccines were not 

developed just out of the blue, but out of the necessity to cure diseases. Apart from influencing the physical or material life of 

society, science is ultimately connected with ideas. The general intellectual atmosphere existing in society influences the 

development of science. Similarly, new developments in science can change the attitude and believes in other areas as well. 

New scientific ideas influenced scholars to think about society in new ways. The emergence of sociology in Europe owes a great 

deal to the ideas and discoveries contributed by science. The Renaissance period saw the beginning of the scientific revolution. 

It marked an area of description and criticism in the field of science. It was a clear break from the past, a challenge to old 

authority. 

The French Revolution , which erupted in 1789 marked the turning point in the history of human struggle for freedom and 

equality. It put an end to the stage of feudalism and ushered in a new order of society. This revolution brought about far-

reaching changes in not only French society but in societies throughout Europe. Even countries like India got influenced with 

the French Revolution long after it changed the structure of European society. 
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Scope of Sociology and its Comparison with other Social Sciences 

What a sociology? 

Sociology is defined as the "scientific study of social life". It is a brief definition. But the problem with such a definition 

is that it leaves the basic questions unanswered. It does not enlighten us about what is being referred to as "social life". Even the 

meaning of "scientific study" is not self-evident. This problem can become worse if one tries to find the meaning of "scientific 

study" in the view of various sociologists and discover rather conflicting opinions. 

To understand sociology we must first attempt to understand what is the meaning of social life. Putting it simply, social 

life is made up of social behaviour. To be sure, all human behaviour is not social. For example, functioning of human heart to 

pump blood into different parts of human body is certainly an aspect of the behaviour of human organism but it cannot be called 

social, rather, it is physiological behaviour. On the other hand, if you make a gift to someone and claim that this is from the 

‘heart’, here you are performing social behaviour. Heart here is involved in a metaphorical sense. Again when one blinks, it is 

called reflex action but, if one winks at someone, it is clearly a social action. 

These illustrations show that for behaviour or action to qualify as social, presence of others is essential, whether to give 

gifts or to wink at or for any other purpose. Purpose as such is not important, it could be as innocuous as giving gifts or as 

dangerous as shooting with a gun. It may be as trifling as winking or as serious as getting married. Even others need not be 

always present is physically. They may exist in a person's memory only, due to past associations . Thus, when one writes a letter 

to someone, or sits alone and takes a walk down the memory lane, reminiscing of the days gone by, one is still performing a 

social act. The same is true of the acts of daydreaming when one anticipate the future. Mere presence of others is not enough. 

What is important is one’s awareness of others presence. Thus, listening to news in a radio is a social act, but hearing noises is 

not, unless one starts cursing the neighbours for learning music at odd hours. 

Being aware of others presence, one gives meaning to their presence. Wn the basis of these meanings, motives are 

formed. To realise these motives, the behaviour is enacted. Therefore on opening the door one may encounter a visitor and 

interpret him/her as a friend or foe and thus accordingly he/she may treat him/her with hospitality or hostility. Interpretation of 

the situation involving others and conveying one's own meanings and motives to others involve communication that is possible 

only through commonly shared symbols. Going back to earlier examples, "giving gifts" and "winking at" are essentially acts of 

communication. In fact, all language is symbolic communication. 

 

To summarise, social action is a meaningful act, oriented towards others. It is a purposeful act and is enacted through 

commonly shared symbols. It is the basic unit of social life. But rarely would you find social behaviour consisting of an isolated 

social act. Normally, every social act is a response to some earlier social act, and stimulus for the social acts, for example 

"giving a gift" may be reciprocated by polite "thanks" or a more passionate response. When new social act has been stimulated it 

goes on making interconnected chain of social acts that, constitute social behaviour. The interconnected chain of reciprocal 

social acts is called "Social Interaction". This is an ongoing process like a flowing river. 

Now, social interaction does not take place in a random fashion. Barring a few bumbling fools, most of us know how to 

behave in different situations while enacting the behaviour we let ourselves be guided by this knowledge. In other words, we 

know what to expect from others and what others expect from us. For example men are supposed to behave decently in the 

presence of ladies. Now imagine, the sense of guilt suffered by a man on Monday morning for his drunken behaviour on Sunday 

night party, where he could not measure up to other's expectations of civilised behaviour. 

Failure to live up to what society expects from us, engenders a sense of self condemnation. Boy, having failed to do as 

well in the exams as expected by his parents, may even contemplate suicide.  The Japanese do commit ritual suicide called 
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"Harakiri", when they think that they have the belied the expectations of their motherland. Disapproval of such deviations may 

range from mild rebuke given to a child who does not show proper respect to his elders, to a strong sense of revulsion against a 

murderer or a rapist. All these examples show that our knowledge of what is expected of us and what to expect from others 

plays an important role in shaping our behaviour. 

But how do we know as to what be legitimately expected of whom? 

 This problem gets resolved because we grow up seeing others, in terms of certain labels. The meanings of these 

labels are commonly shared and they tell us about the behavioural expectations related to different situations . These levels in 

sociological language are called "Status" and that behaviour which follows in accordance with these explanations is called 

"Role". To be a warrior expectations are defined by a set of norms, associated with each status. Examples of statuses are, father, 

son, daughter, husband, wife, friend, enemy, doctor, patient,citizens, politicians, and so on. Every one of us occupies one status 

or other throughout our lives. So our behaviour comes to be regulated by normatively defined expectations associated with the 

statuses and acquires a degree of definiteness and tends to follow a pattern. 

 Parents are supposed to look after their children, while children have to pay the price of being looked after by 

parents, by having to be obedient and respectful towards the parents. Spouses are supposed to be nice and faithful to each other. 

Friends should try to help each other and should not stab in the back, while the enemies are deemed likely to do it any time. One 

can go on citing such examples of how role expectations associated with various statuses that we occupy exercise constraint and 

tends to pattern our behaviour. However, people do not always conform to normatively expected behaviour. Like fathers have 

been found to have forsaken their children just as children disobey their parents, people do commit crimes like theft, adultery 

and murder. These instances of the deviation from their expected roles are termed as "Deviance" in sociological language. But 

more often people do succeed in approximating to the role expectations, otherwise the world we live in would have been in 

chaos. 

 Now, the more or less definite behavioural patterns that resulted out of role expectations are called "Relations". 

The connectivity of people having definite relations and cooperating amongst themselves to achieve a common goal is called a 

"Group". Due to different types of needs and interests that people have, a variety of groups come into existence. Examples of 

such groups, are family, a village community, a business organisation, a political party or a nation . Sthese groups happen to be 

interrelated and form a part of larger and more inclusive group called “SOCIETY”. Quite often, the term society and nation are 

used interchangeably in sociological literature. 

 All these groups are directed towards attainment of certain objectives that satisfies the needs and interests of the 

group members. For example, families ties for overall welfare of its members or a political party competes for power that may 

later be used to further the economic interests of the class from which it derives support etc. Not all the objectives of a group 

may be approved by other groups in the society. For example, the objectives of terrorists may not find support beyond a small 

section that makes their own cadre. 

Now, How Does One Decide Whether The Objectives Are Legitimate Or Not?  

 This can be done by evaluating them in terms of certain universally expected standards of desirability. Those 

standards are called "VALUES". All societies, if they have to maintain harmony among the members must have consensus 

among them regarding certain basic values, though they might not always succeed in attaining such a consensus but still some 

values which are mostly cherished in contemporary society are Liberty, Peace, Patriotism and Happiness etc. 

 In each pair of activity there exists a set of norms are defined the most acceptable way of attaining the goal is in 

consonance with the general values of the society. These set of norms relating to important aspects of social life are called 

"Institutions". Institutions provide the normative framework within which the group functions. So far in our discussions we 

seem to have presumed that people automatically know about what values are to be cherished, what norms are to be followed, 

what symbols are to be used, what means are to be given and so on. But these assumption does not hold true for human beings. 

Only lower animals, who were equipped with genetically transmitted instincts can fend for themselves without any need for 

being trained to do so. A bird can build its nest and the rabbit its burrow without having to learn architecture and civil 
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engineering. Human beings, however, need training whereby knowledge, which is needed to enact social behaviour, is acquired. 

These knowledge, and that is socially transmitted is called “Culture” and the process of learning is termed as “Socialisation”. 

 Now, while performing social behaviour people often coordinate their activities and try to help each other in 

order to achieve commonly shared goals. For example, think of a married couple. Both are committed to the common goal of 

maintaining household and raising the family and therefore they come to share the responsibilities. Wife may look after the 

home and husband may go out to earn while both of them could join hands to bring up children. This process of mutual help is 

called "Cooperation". But such happy families are not to be found everywhere sometimes people find their interests clash and 

opinions differ. In such a situation cooperation is not possible. What might result is called "Conflict". The process of conflict 

can take numerous forms like verbal duels or wifebeating as well as such bloody and brutal ones like communal riots, terrorist 

attacks and wars among nations. 

 However, the routine day to day life cannot be carried out smoothly if conflict becomes too frequent or too 

violent. So society tries to suppress conflicts like it suppresses other deviation from social norms. This process of obtaining 

conformity to social norms is called as "Social Control". The means of social control include religious legal sanctions or 

physical coercion. But not all can be checked simply by repression. Sometimes they are so deep-rooted that they need resolution 

rather than suppression. This can be brought about by changing the existing set of relations. Such an effort at redefining the 

social relations is termed as "Social Change". 

 Now, just as conflict precedes change, so also change can precede conflict. For example, two groups of people 

each with its own culture may come into contact with each other and over time this contact may lead to changes in their 

respective cultures. This change may be resented by some members of the group. This is what happens when youngsters after 

having been to the universities in the cities, acquire a new culture that may be very different from that of their parents. Therefore 

the generation gap may become hard to bridge and may lead to conflict in the family. Such process of culture contact leading to 

change and even conflict is called "Acculturation". 

 However, total cooperation and total conflict are two extreme forms of social interaction. What is more typical 

of social situation is that, the two neighbours may dislike each other but never make it so obvious and continue to pretend to be 

good neighbours. This make-believe world is also to be seen in the behaviour of spouses, politicians and businessmen alike. 

This process is called "Accommodation", by which people decide to get along with each other in spite of difference of opinions. 

But sometimes the spouses on neighbours who started with difference of opinions, may over time come to an understanding 

with each other and start living as happily married spouses or good neighbours. This is called "Integration". At some point of 

time in future the two neighbours may come to have total agreement on all aspects of life. This would be called "Assimilation" 

in sociological language. However in real life complete assimilation is never realised, though a reasonable degree of harmony 

can be attained. 

 

 

The scope of sociology and its relationship to other social sciences 

 T he s cop e of  s oc i o l o gi ca l  s t u dy i s  extremely wide. It can focus its analysis of interactions between 

individuals such as that of a shopkeeper with a customer, between teachers and, between two friends or family members.  It can likewise 

focus on national issues such as unemployment or caste conflict or the effect of state policies on forest rights of the tribal population or rural 

indebtedness. Or examine global social processes such as: the impact of new flexible labour regulations on the working class; or that of the electronic 

media on the young; or the entry of foreign universities on the education system of the country. What defines the discipline of sociology is 

therefore not just what it studies (i.e. family or trade unions or villages) but how it studies a chosen field. 

 S oc i o l o gy i s  o n e of  a  gr ou p of  social sciences, which also includes anthropology,  economics,  

polit ical science and history.  The divisions among the various social sciences are not clear cut, and all share a certain range 

of common interests, concepts a nd  met ho ds .  I t  i s  t her e for e v er y  i mp or t a nt  t o  u nd er s ta nd  t ha t  t he distinctions 
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of the disciplines are   extent arbitrary and should not be seen in a straitjacket fashion. To differentiate the social sciences would be 

to exaggerate the differences and gloss over the similarities. Furthermore feminist theories have also shown the greater n e e d  o f  

i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  a p p r o a c h . For instance how would a political scientist or economist study gender roles and their implications 

for polit ics or the economy without a s o c i o l o g y  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  o r  g e n d e r  division of labour. 

 

Sociology and Economics 

 Economics is the study of production and distribution of goods and services. The classical economic approach 

dealt a lmos t  ex c lu s i v e l y  wi t h  t he i n t er - relations of pure economic variables: the relations of price, demand and 

supply; money flows; output and input r a t ios ,  a nd  t he l i k e.  T he fo cu s  of  traditional economics has been on a narrow 

understanding of ‘economic activity’, namely the allocation of scarce goods and services within a society. Economists who are influenced by 

a political economy approach seek to understand economic activity in a  broader framework of ownership of and relationship to 

means of production. The objective of the dominant trend in economic analysis was however  to formulate precise laws of 

economic behaviour. 

 The sociological approach look sat economic behaviour in a broader context of social norms, values, practices and 

interests. The corporate sector managers are aware of this. The  large investment in the advertisement industry is directly linked to the need to reshape 

lifestyles and consumption patterns. Trends with economics such as feminist economics seek to broaden the focus, d r a w i n g  i n  g e n d e r  a s  a  

c e n t r a l  organising principle of society. For instance they would look at how work in the home is linked to productivity outside. The defined scope of 

economics has helped in facilitating its development asa highly focused, coherent discipline. Sociologists often envy the economists for the 

precision of their terminology and the exactness of their measures. And the ability to translate the results of their theoretical work 

into practical suggestions having major implications for  public policy.   Yet economists’ p r e d i c t i v e  a b i l i t i e s  

o f t e n  s u f f e r  precisely because of their neglect of individual behaviour, cultural norms and institutional resistance 

which sociologists study. A true economic science would look at all the costs of the economy-not only at the costs that 

corporations a r e  conc er n ed  w i t h ,  b u t  a l s o  of  crimes, suicides, and so on. 

 W e  n e e d  t o  p u t  f o r w a r d  a n  e c o n o m i c s  o f  h a p p i n e s s ,  w h i c h  would take note of all 

the profits, individual and collective, material a n d  s y m b o l i c ,  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  activity (such as security), 

and also t h e ma t er ia l  a nd  s y mb o l ic  c os t s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  i n a c t i v i t y  o r  precarious employment (for 

example consumption of medicines: France holds the world record for the use of tranquilisers). 

 Sociology unlike economics usually does not provide technical solutions. But it encourages a questioning and 

c r i t i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e .  T h i s  h e l p s  questioning of basic assumptions. And thereby facilitates a discussion of not just the 

technical means towards a given goal, but also about the social desirability of a  goal itself.  Recent t r ends  ha v e s een  

a  r es ur genc e of  economic sociology perhaps because of both this wider and critical perspective of sociology. 

 Sociology provides clearer or more adequate understanding of a social situation than existed before. This can b e  

e i t h e r  o n  t h e  l e v e l  o f  f a c t u a l  knowledge,  or through gaining an improved grasp of why something is 

happening (in other words, by means of theoretical understanding). 

 

Sociology and Political Science 

 As in the case of economics, there is an increased interaction of methods and approaches between sociology and 
political science. Conventional political science was focused primarily on two e l e m e n t s :  p o l i t i c a l  t h e o r y  a n d  
government administration. Neither branch involves extensive contact with political behaviour. The theory part usually focuses on 
the ideas about government from Plato to Marx while courses on administration generally d ea l  w i t h  t h e for ma l  s t r u ct ur e  
of  government rather  than its actual operation.  
 Sociology is devoted to the study of a l l  a s p e c t s  o f  s o c i e t y ,  w h e r e a s  conventional political science 
restricted itself mainly to the study of power as emb o d i ed  i n  for ma l  or ga nis a t io n .  Sociology stresses the inter-relation-
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ships between sets of institutions i n c l u d i n g  g o v e r n m e n t ,  w h e r e a s  political science tends to turn attention 
t owa r ds  t he p r oces s es  w i t h in  t h e government.  
 
 However ,  sociology long shared s imi la r  in t er es t s  of  r es ea r ch  wi t h  political science. 
Sociologists like Max Weber worked in what can be termed as political sociology. The focus of political sociology has been 
increasingly o n  t h e  a c t u a l  s t u d y  o f  p o l i t i c a l  behaviour. Even in the recent Indian elections one has seen the extensive 
study of political patterns of voting. Studies have also been conducted in membership of political organisations, p r o c e s s  o f  
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g  i n  organisations, sociological reasons for support of political parties, the role of gender in politics, etc. 
 

Sociology and History 

 Historians almost as a rule study the past, sociologists are more interested in t h e co nt emp or a r y  or  r ecent  p as t .  

Histor ians ear lier  were content to delineate the actual events, to establish how things actually happened, while in sociology the focus 

was to seek to establish causal relationships.  

 History studies concrete details while the sociologist is more likely to a b s t r a c t  f r o m  c o n c r e t e  

r e a l i t y , categorize and generalize. Historians today are equally involved in doing sociological methods and concepts in their 

analysis. 

  C onv ent i ona l  h i s t or y  ha s  b een  about the history of kings and war. The history of less glamorous or exciting 

events as changes in land relations or gender relations within the family have t r a d i t io na l l y  b een  l es s  s t u died  b y  historians but 

formed the core area of t h e  s o c i o l o g i s t ’ s  i n t e r e s t .  T o d a y  however history is far more sociological and social history is the stuff 

of history. It  looks at social patterns, gender  r e l a t i o n s ,  m o r e s ,  c u s t o m s  a n d  important institutions other than 

the acts of rulers, wars and monarchy. 

Sociology and Psychology 

 Psychology is often defined as   of behaviour. It involves itself pr imarily with the individual. It is  

interested in her/his intelligence and learning, motivations and memory, nervous system and reaction time, hopes and fears. 

Social psychology, which serves as a br idge between psychology and sociology, maintains a primary interest in the individual 

but concerns itself with the way in which the individual behaves in social groups, collectively with other individuals.  

 Sociology attempts to understand behaviour as it is organised in society,that is the way in which personality is shaped by 

different aspects of society. For instance, economic and political s y s t e m ,  t h e i r  f a m i l y  a n d  k i n s h i p  structure, their culture, 

norms and values. It is interesting to recall that Durkheim who sought to establish a clear scope and method for sociology in his well-

known study of suicide left out individual intentions of those who commit or try to commit suicide in favour of statistics concerning 

various s o c i a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  t h e s e  individuals. 

Sociology and Anthropology 

 A n t h r o p o l o g y  i n  m o s t  c o u n t r i e s  incorporates archaeology,  physical anthropology, 

cultural history, many branches of linguistics and the study o f  a l l  a s p e c t s  o f  l i f e  i n  “ s i m p l e  societies”. Our 

concern here is with s o c i a l  a n t h r o p o l o g y  a n d  c u l t u r a l  anthropology for it is that which is c l o s e  t o  t h e  

s t u d y  o f  s o c i o l o g y .  Sociology is deemed to be the study of modern, complex societies while social anthropology was 

deemed to be the study of simple societies.  

 As we saw earlier, each discipline ha s  i t s  own h i s t or y  or  b iogr a p hy.  Social anthropology developed 

in the west at a time when it meant that western- trained social anthropologists studied non-European societies often thought of as 

exotic,  barbar ic and uncivilised. This unequal relationship between those who studied and those who  were studied as not 

remarked upon too often earlier. But times have changed and we have the erstwhile ‘natives’ be they Indians or Sudanese, 

Nagas or Santhals, who now speak and write about their own societies. T h e  a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s  o f  t h e  

p a s t  d ocu ment ed  t h e d et a i l s  of  s imp l e s o c i e t i e s  a p p a r e n t l y  i n  a  n e u t r a l  scientific fashion. In practice they 

were constantly comparing those societies with the model of the western modern societies as a benchmark.  
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 Other changes have also redefined the nature of sociology and social anthropology. Modernity as we saw led to 

a process whereby the smallest  v i l l a g e  w a s  i m p a c t e d  b y  g l o b a l  processes. The most obvious examples 

colonialism. The most remote village of India under British colonialism saw i t s  l a n d  l a w s  a n d  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  change, its 

revenue extraction alter, its manufacturing industries collapse. 

Contemporary global processes have further accentuated this ‘shrinking of the globe’. The assumption of studyinga  s i m p l e  s o c i e t y  

w a s  t h a t  i t  w a s  bounded. We know this is not so today.  

 The traditional study of simple, n o n - l i t e r a t e  s o c i e t i e s  b y  s o c i a l  anthropology had a pervasive 

influence on the content and the subject matter of the discipline. Social anthropology t e n d e d  t o  s t u d y  s o c i e t y  

( s i m p l e  societies) in all their aspects, as wholes. In so far as they specialized, it was on the basis of area as for example the A n d a m a n  

I s l a n d s ,  t h e  N u e r s  o r  Melanesia. Sociologists study complex societies and would therefore often focu s  on  

p a r t s  of  s oc i et y  l ik e t h e bureaucracy or religion or caste or a process such as social mobility.  

 Social anthropology was characterized by long field work tradition, living in the community  studied and using 

ethnographic research methods. Sociologists have often relied on survey method and quantitative data using statistics and the questionnaire 

mode. 

 Today the distinction between a simple society and a complex one itself needs major rethinking. India itself is 

a c o m p l e x  m i x  o f  t r a d i t i o n  a n d  modernity, of the village and the city ,o f  c a s t e  a n d  t r i b e ,  o f  c l a s s  

a n d  community. Villages nestle right in the heart of the capital city of Delhi. Call centres serve European and American clients 

from differ ent towns of the country. Indian sociology has been far more e c l e c t i c  i n  b o r r o w i n g  f r o m  b o t h  

traditions. Indian sociologists often studied Indian societies that were both part of and not of one’s own culture. It c o u l d  a l s o  

b e  d e a l i n g  w i t h  b o t h  complex differentia ted societies of urban modern India as well as the study of tribes in a 

holistic fashion. It had been feared that with the d ec l i n e of  s i mp l e s oc i et i es ,  s oc ia l  anthropology would lose 

its specificity and merge with sociology. However there have been fruitful interchanges between the two disciplines and 

today often methods and techniques are drawn from both. There have been anthropological studies of the state and 

globalisation, which are very different from the traditional subject matter o f  s o c i a l  a n t h r o p o l o g y .  O n  t h e  

other hand, sociology too has been u s in g  qu a nt i t a t iv e a nd  qu a l i t a t ive t e c h n i q u e s ,  m a c r o  a n d  m i c r o  

a p p r o a c h e s  f o r  s t u d y i n g  t h e  complexities of modern societies. 
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Sociology and Common Sense 

 How Is sociological study different from the common sense-based view of social life? Or we can raise the question 

differently. Take any average person, we find that in the process of growing up, he has come to arrive at a "theory" on almost all aspects of 

social life. He has a theory of good and bad of marriage and family, city and country life, of making money or of joining politics. Can such a 

theoretician be called a sociologist? Well, in a way Yes! He is an amateur sociologist of sorts but no more. Unless we're ready to call a 

stargazer an astronomer, a peasant an agronomist and tribal living in a forest, a botanist. Thus a common sense-based view of social 

life is not sociology. This holds true even if sometimes we find that statement based on the folk wisdom come remarkably close to 

sociological theories. For example, "give the dog a bad name and it will get blamed for lot many things". It is a piece of folk wisdom that 

does convey the essence of Howard backer’s  "Labelling Theory of Deviance" which says that a person's behavioural patterns is likely to be 

influenced by the types of labels given to him. Go on calling somebody a vandal and it is quite likely that he might live up to his reputation. 

However, we need not be on the defensive about the special status of Sociology as a specialized body of knowledge. Simply because even 

lay man tend to explore the areas, which sociologists also do. What distinguishes Sociology from a common sense is not an exclusive 

phenomena to explore but a different way to look at the phenomena which others also can look at though not in the same way. 

To repeat, sociology is essentially a special way of looking at the elements of social life. This special way of looking at things is what makes 

sociology a systematic study. It is important to identify the elements that are special to sociologist’s way of looking at things, which are as 

follows: 

 Sociology approaches social life from the "man – in – society" standpoint. It conveys the dualistic and apparently paradoxical 

conception of social life. It means that inclusive collectivity viz. society and its members exist in a relationship of interdependence in 

which on one hand man are viewed as shaped by their groups and group heritage on the other hand, individuals are viewed as creators of 

their common society and culture. Illustrations of both these conceptions of social reality can be seen in our earlier description of the 

elements of social life. We mentioned that people behave in society as status occupants and by virtue of their behaviour gets constrained 

by the need to conform to the role expectations. These role expectations are defined by the norms of the society that are essential for 

collective living. Further, while enacting this definite behaviour, people use symbols that are collectively shared. The social behaviour is 

impossible without the knowledge of various aspects of culture, namely values, norms, belief through socialisation. Thereby society gets 

implanted in man and shapes his behaviour. Now this illustrates the first aspect namely, "society creates man". Evidence of second 

aspect of sociologists conception of social life, that is, "Man Creates Society" can be found in our understanding of social behaviour in 

terms of meanings ascribed by the individuals which form basis for motives that underlie social action. Now these meanings and 

motives of the individual may differ from those commonly shared by the group and therefore may lead to deviant behaviour on the part 

of individuals that in turn may change the behaviour of the whole group. Christ, Lenin, Gandhi was such individuals who could change 

their societies. Even the lesser individuals do it to lesser extent. 

 

 Sociology has a special and irrelevant attitudes towards social life Peter L Berger has called it a "debunking attitudes towards world  

taking four  granted". In his profession sociologists is a sceptic who refuses to accept the self – evident, common sense-based view of 

the world at its face value, rather he makes a deliberate attempt to go beyond the "visual" and the "apparent" to look for the hidden 

patterns, implicit meanings, underlying causes and unintended consequences. Sociologists work is to peep into people's life and he does 

it with a passion to look behind closed doors. In fact a popular textbook writer has noted that, an adolescent who takes special delight in 

peeping into places, otherwise prohibited by norms of decency, has the making of a perfect sociologists only he can retain the 

voyeuristic curiosity throughout his professional career and directe it into all spheres of social life. 



CRACKEXAMINDIA.COM 

  Illustrations of this debunking attitude can be found in the works of two great sociologists and is nowhere more evident 

than in the study of religion, the most venerated institution in the society. We can look at the views of Emily Durkheim and Karl Marx who 

have made pioneering contributions to the growth of sociology. In spite of the differences in their views on the role of religion both were 

alike in their almost blasphemous views on religion. While discussing the consequences of religion for social life, Durkheim said that the 

sociologists must distinguish between what believers thinks and what actually happens. People might believe that by worshipping God 

together, they might be given health, prosperity or wealth, but according to Durkheim what actually results from such collective worships is 

increased social cohesiveness. According to him religious beliefs including those related to the idea of God or any other sacred objects are 

symbolic representations of the society. Thus by worshipping God one is worshipping society. Now this makes a drastic break from the 

official view of religion. For example, the Christians belief is "God created man in his own image" while Durkheim was saying that 

"Society created God in its own image". 

 Same debunking attitude is found more conspicuously by Karl Marx's critique of religion. For him, religion in spite of its past 

appearance and noble intentions is one of the instruments of exploitations of the poor by the rich. It acts like a painkiller creating false sense 

of satisfaction among the poor and therefore rendering them insensitive to the real cause of misery. These examples illustrate that the concern 

of sociological investigation is to penetrate beyond the surface view of social life and seek explanations in terms of underlying causes, 

meanings or unintended consequences of various social phenomena. The reason due to which the sociologists are not contended with the 

generally accepted view of social life can be traced to the circumstances of sociology’s birth. Sociology was born in times of turmoil, when 

Europe was in the throes of transition. The ancient regimes with their divinely obtain things, anointed Queen's, and noble courtiers had been 

destroyed by commoners like Napoleon and the world of industrial bourgeoisie had taken its place. The trouble with the new world was that 

though it was essentially a man-made world, yet it seemed to be perpetually going out of control of its makers. Here, lay the cause of 

discontentment and therefore the quest to know the world better by looking beyond the obvious. Hence the rise of organised scepticism that 

became the hallmark of Sociology. 

 

 Another important feature of Sociology’s way of looking at things is that it approaches social life with the help of definite methods. 

Sociology being a late comer, had the advantage of gaining from the experience of other branches of knowledge in devising the methods of 

enquiry. But at the same time it had to face the limitation of having to apply these methods to study the most complex of all phenomena 

namely, human behaviour. 

 

Sociological Versus Non-Sociological Explanations 

  There still remains widespread ignorance and rejection of a sociological perspective when people think about human 

behaviour. Other, more familiar, common sense perspective predominating people’s minds. They may, for instance, employ a biological 

perspective in attempting to explain family and marital arrangements such as, women rear children because they have  maternal instinct 

(biologically determined) for this task. Similarly, they may use pseudo-psychological perspective explaining suicide (people commit suicide 

when they are mentally unbalanced), or a moralistic perspective in explaining crime (criminals are people who have not developed a 

conscience regulating their actions).  

  Because ordinary people are more familiar with these kinds of common sense perspectives in their everyday lives, 

sociological approach does not come easily to them. This is further compounded by a deeply held commitment to the idea that we are all 

individuals, unique beings with our own special qualities and idiosyncrasies, which sociologists deny, preferring to "put people in the boxes" 

without regard for the individuality. Sociology, however, insists on a willingness to reject what is obvious, common sense, natural and to go 

beneath the surface for understanding of the world. As Berger puts it: "the fascination of sociology lies in the fact that its perspective makes 

us see in a new light the very world in which we have lived all our lives. It can be said that the first wisdom of sociology is that things are not 

what they seem". 

  Sociologists emphasize, that what is common sense or natural maybe by no means universal or eternal, but is frequently 

relative to particular societies or to particular periods in time. We can illustrate this to a basic and familiar area of human social experience of 

courtship and marriage. 



CRACKEXAMINDIA.COM 

  The commonsense view of differences in behaviour between men and women in the family in our society tends to assume 

that because there are biological and physiological differences between men and women, certain aspects of their behaviour are therefore 

natural. For example it is often argued that it is common sense and natural that women will engage in child-rearing and domestic tasks and 

that men will make sexual advances and will work outside the home. Mead’s study of New Guinea, sex and temperament in three 

primitive societies, revealed the partiality of such commonsense interpretation of behaviour patterns. Among the Apache, there are very few 

natural differences in men's and women's behaviour with neither sex exhibiting aggression: women did the heavy carrying (men stayed at 

home with their wives during and after childbirth, sharing the pain and strain). Among the Munduracco, both sexes were aggressive, children 

were treated brusquely by both parents, and lovemaking was rather like a pitched battle. Among the Tchambuli, yet further variation 

occurred; men adorened themselves, gossipped and made things for trade while women selected their partners, made the sexual advances, 

did all the trade, and were the more aggressive sex. Obviously, we cannot explain these very striking variations in behaviour via Biology, 

since the people in the various societies were all the same biologically. 

  In the realm of courtship and falling in love, sociology further questions commonsense notions. In Western societies men 

and women are popularly said to choose marriage partner by the uniquely personal act of falling in love – “Love strikes willy-nilly”, “across 

a crowded room”, “in a magical chemistry” etc. Sociologically speaking nothing could be further from reality. As Berger says "as soon as 

one investigates which people actually marry each other one finds that the lightning of shaft of Cupid seems to be guided rather strongly 

within very definite channels of class, income education, racial and religious background" that is falling in love is regulated and constrained 

by very powerful social factors. The odds against Prince Edward falling in love with Elsie from the Tesco supermarket are very high indeed. 

Numerous other examples abound. For instance, to the Hopi Indians of North America it is common sense that rain clouds are God's and 

must therefore be enticed to rain dances, a view not entirely consistent with that of metrological office. Similarly, in mediaeval Europe, it was 

common sense that one could determine the guilt of innocence of an accused person through trial by ordeal e.g. accused people carried a 

redhot iron bar for 10 paces, and if their wounds will heal after X days they would be declared innocent – again, this method is noticeably 

absent in modern trials. 

  The essential point than, is that one person is common sense is somebody else's nonsense, and there are many examples of 

sociological and anthropological investigation questioning and exploding many commonsense notions about behaviour. Although the use of 

everyday commonsense beliefs is, usually not only unsystematic and inadequate but also often contradictory if we look more closely at 

commonsense. It is likely such expressions of the world are based on what we shall call here individualistic and/or naturalistic assumptions. 

What do we mean by these labels? 

  An individualistic explanation of some event or phenomenon assumes that the event can be readily understood and 

explained solely through reference to the behaviour of individual(s) involved in it. There is no attempt to understand or explain the 

phenomenon in terms of wider social forces. A naturalistic explanation behaviour rests on the assumption that one can readily identify 

"natural" (or sometimes "God-given") reasons for behaviour such that, for example, it is only natural that two people should fall in love, get 

married, live together, and raise a family. 

Both types of expressions are rejected as inadequate by the sociologists- the individualistic because it does not recognise the importance of 

wider social forces acting on the individual that he or she cannot control, the naturalistic because it fails to recognise that behaviour patterns 

are not primarily biologically determined but rather reflect social conventions learned by individuals as member of social groups, or, more 

generally, society. 


