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Sociology Mains Mock Test-1 (2014) 

Model Answer / Answer format/Synopsis of Selective Questions 

-Team Vision IAS  

1. (a) Sociology and Common Sense 

Answer format- 

Common sense knowledge refers to that knowledge which is routinely used in the conduct of everyday 

life. It is practical, experimental and critical but also fragmentary and incoherent in nature. Common 

sense views rely on perceptions formed without any reference to ‘scientific methods of causality.’ On 

the other hand natural sciences and social sciences give more attention to the underlying ‘causality’  

rather  than superficial resemblances or lack of resemblances. 

Sociology being a study of social reality, there is always the danger of sociological knowledge collapsing 

to common sense understanding. However, according to Andre Beteille, sociology is distinct from 

common sense. It is a body of concepts, methods and data, no matter how loosely held together, for 

which common sense of even the most acute and well-informed kind cannot be a substitute. Sociological 

knowledge aims to be ‘general’, if not universal, whereas common sense is ‘particular and localized.’  An 

important contribution of sociology has been to show that common sense is highly variable, subject to 

constraints of time and place, as well as others, more specifically social constraints. 

Sociology and common sense knowledge, stood in direct opposition to each other in the initial years of 

foundation of sociology as a distinct discipline. This was most clearly reflected in the philosophy of 

Positivism, wherein August Comte and Emile Durkheim, argued that sociological laws and theories can 

only be produced when social reality is studied by applying the methods of natural sciences. This was 

made explicit in Durkheim’s argument of treating Social facts as ‘things’, having an objective existence. 

All those subscribing to the ‘positivist approach’ completely discounted the role of common sense in any 

sociological enquiry. For the positivists, the beginnings of a ‘social science of society’ was a self conscious 

break with the common sense perception of reality. 

According to Andre Beteille, to say that sociology is distinct from common sense is not to suggest that 

sociology should seek to be deliberately esoteric or arcane. This argument has been elaborated by the 

later approaches in sociology, wherein they argued that society is a ‘domain of meanings ‘rather than 

just being ‘social facts’, amenable to empirical observation. Therefore the central aim of Sociology is to 

understand and elaborate on people’s conception of the social world, which is based on shared 

meanings or common sense knowledge. Sociological analysis, using scientific method must therefore, 

always be rooted in this conception. 
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Interpretative sociologists like Dilthey, Max Weber and Symbolic Interactionists like G. H. Mead and G. 

Cooley use common sense knowledge to some extent. The concept of common sense knowledge is 

central to Alfred Schutz’s Phenomenological approach. Common Sense knowledge also forms the basis 

of Peter Berger and Gluckmann’s general theory of society in the book, “Social construction of Reality”. 

Ethnomethodologists like Harold Garfinkel, make use of common sense knowledge in their study of 

people’s method’ in the construction of social reality. Anthony Giddens, has also focused on common 

sense knowledge in his ‘theory of structuration’. 

Common sense knowledge is however, not without it’s pitfalls for the unwary sociologist. Many a times, 

every day common sense easily converges with sociological formulations. For ex, the Feminist 

methodologies highlight that often patriarchal norms, come to be embedded in dominant theoretical 

formulations and therefore take empirical reality as given rather than problematic. Talcott Parsons 

‘model of the family’ assumed women to perform ‘expressive roles’ and men to perform ‘instrumental 

roles’. This, feminists scholars argue is equivalent to modern patriarchal common sense. 

The uneasy relationship between Sociology and Common sense has been addressed to a large extent in 

Beteille’s contention that nothing would be gained by abandoning either common sense or the 

cultivation of technical skills. Sociology does not confine itself to a body of facts delimited by space and 

time. It deals with both arguments and facts, the connections between which appear loose and open. 

Therefore, sociology has to steer an uneasy course between two equally unfruitful alternatives of 

submergence in the common sense of the scholar’s own environment and pursuing technical virtuosity 

at times unconnected with the substance of social enquiry, as an end in itself. 

 

 (b) Charismatic Authority 

Answer format- 

According to Max Weber, Charismatic authority is ‘legitimate control’, which rests on the ‘uncommon 

and extra- ordinary devotion to the sacredness or the heroic force of an individual and the order 

revealed by him’. Affective social   action   becomes   the   basis of this legitimacy. 

‘Charisma’ means the ‘gift of grace’, proved by performing miracles and being successful in securing 

good living for the followers, as was done by Moses. The eternally new, the non-routine, the unheard of 

are the sources of personal devotion. Obedience is given exclusively to the leader as a person for the 

sake of his ‘extraordinary qualities’, and not because of enacted position or traditional dignity. The 

purest types are the rule of the prophet, the warrior hero, and the great demagogue. 

Charismatic authority it is seen rests on the ‘faith’ in the charismatic person and the belief in his 

extraordinary powers and qualities. However, Weber points out that charismatic authority in its pure 

form could by thoroughly authoritarian and lordly in nature, which means that the charismatically 

legitimized leader considers faith in his charisma obligatory and punishes their violation. 

The organizational structures that derive from charismatic authority are fluid and ill-defined. There is no 

fixed hierarchy of officials and no legal rules govern the organization of leaders and followers. Those who 

occupy positions of authority either share the charisma of the leader or possess a charisma of their own. 

They are not selected on the basis on the basis of family ties to the leader or on the basis of technical 

qualifications. 
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Charismatic authority differs from the other two types of authority in that it is inherently instable. Since, 

it depends for it’s control on the person of the leader, it is necessarily short-lived. Any failure of such 

authority means the loss of legitimacy. Routinization of charisma, according to Weber is the way out of 

it, by which there is ‘transformation’ of charismatic authority, into other two types of authority, 

traditional or legal–rational. Ex. The Christian church has been routinized in terms of traditional and 

legal rational authority. 

The process of routinization is however not free of conflict, as it often involves conflict between personal 

charisma, claims for charisma based on heredity. Routinization may also take the form of appropriation 

of powers of control and of economic advantages by followers or new recruits. 

Gerth and Mills, however claim that the Weberian concept of charisma is merely a vehicle for a sort of 

hero worshipping and nothing else. Moreover, in the real world any specific form of authority, involves a 

combination of all three. There is constant tension and sometimes conflict among them, in the authority 

structure. However, Weber’s charismatic leader may provide some hope against coercive powers in a 

totally rationalized society, dominated by rational legal system. 

 

 (c) Sociology and Economics- 

Answer format- 

The objective of the dominant trend in ‘economic analysis’ has been to formulate ‘precise laws of 

economic behaviour.’ 

The Sociological approach looks at economic behavior in a broader context of social norms, values, 

practices and interests.  

Sociologists often envy the economists for the ‘precision’ of their terminology and the ‘exactness’ of 

their measures. Also the ability to translate the results of their theoretical work into practical 

suggestions having major implications for public policy. Yet economists’ predictive abilities often suffer 

because of their neglect of individual behavior, cultural norms and institutional resistance which 

sociologists study. 

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

‘questioning and critical perspective.’ Thereby it facilitates a discussion of not just the technical means 

towards a given goal, but also about the ‘social desirability of a goal itself. 

Sociologists are arguably better placed to address the ‘interconnections’ between the economy, the 

political system, social structures, ideological systems, and culture. The relationship between 

‘patriarchy’, as a set of social institutions, and the economy,  or the classic example of the thesis about a 

direct link between the ‘protestant ethic and the rise of capitalism in Western Europe.’  

There are the sociological works concerned with the general features of economic system. Among the 

general studies which treat economic systems as wholes, and which have been produced both by 

sociologists and by sociologically minded economists are Karl Marx’s Capital. Max Weber’s writings on 

capitalist, J. A. Hobson, ‘The Evolution of Modern Capitalism and Imperialism’. J. K. Galbraith, ‘American 

Capitalism and The Affluent Society.’ There have also been a number of works on other types of 
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economic system, including primitive types. Raymond   Firth s,’ Primitive Polynesian Economy ‘Marsall 

Mauss, ‘The Gift.’ 

Sociologists have contributed to the study of particular aspects of economic organization; e.g. the 

property system, the division of labour and occupations, and industrial organization. 

Sociologists have contributed a substantial body of theoretical and empirical work on particular 

features of the economy and labour-market, particularly at the micro-level. Industrial conflict and its 

resolution; explaining the development and impact of pressure groups, trade unions, and other 

associations and analysis of their role in industrial relations; entrepreneurs, firms, and corporate 

behavior; studies of work organization and social processes in the workplace and their effects on 

productivity ;work orientations, and value systems which affect labour-market behavior and consumer 

behaviour; the nature of work outside the market economy, including domestic work and work in the 

informal economy. 

It can be argued that sociology and economics,  were very closely related at their origins. However ,they  

have come ‘closer together’ again in recent years. This has been due not only to the development of 

sociology and its direct contributions to economic studies, but also to changes within economics itself. 

The first is the shift in interest from the market mechanism to the total national product and national 

income, which has led economists to an examination of the social factors influencing economic growth. 

This change of emphasis is apparent in much recent work on problems of ‘economic development in 

underdeveloped regions,’ where the economist has either to collaborate with the sociologist or to 

become a sociologist himself. Trends within economics such as ‘feminist economics’ seek to broaden the 

focus, drawing in gender as a central organizing principle of society. For instance they would look at how 

work in the home is linked to productivity outside. The  influence  has  been  reciprocal.There have 

already been some  attempts to use ‘economic models in sociology’ for ex. the attempt by Talcott 

Parsons to use economic concepts in the analysis of political power, within the framework of his general 

theory of social action, in Sociological Theory and Modern Society. 

 

  (d) Sacred and Profane 

Answer format- 

According to Emile Durkheim, the enduring essence of religion throughout history and in all societies, 

can only be located in some ‘true reality’, rather than some mysterious, supernatural forces or nature’s 

fear. This reality is nothing but society itself, which enters the individual consciousness through a 

twofold distinction of the world into ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’. 

The sacred is a ‘symbolic representation’ of the ‘collective sentiments’ of the members of the society. 

Out of the commonest object’, collective representations’ can make a most powerful sacred being. As 

an object of worship, the sacred does not have any inherent properties or qualities, but it symbolizes 

‘moral virtues and superior power’. The ‘sacred things’ are therefore ‘set apart and forbidden’ from the 

world of profane. The profane refers to the mundane, personal preoccupations. They give expression to 

the individual needs of the members. The sacred inspires ‘awe and reverence’. Religious beliefs in any 

society are beliefs which represent the nature of these sacred things and the relations which they 

sustain either with each other or with profane things. Religious practices are the rules of conduct which 
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prescribe how an individual should conduct himself in the presence of these sacred objects. These 

religious beliefs and practices unite members of society into one ‘single moral community.’ Therefore, 

the cognitive bond turns into a ‘moral bond.’ 

The feelings of awe, obligation, and reverence which the sacred object generates is the same which 

‘society’ as a superior power evokes. The relationship of inferiority and extreme dependence on the 

society is the same as that with the ‘sacred’ object. Therefore the ‘sacred’ at the bottom is society itself, 

symbolically transfigured into an object of worship. This argues Durkheim, is the case because it is easier 

for an individual to visualize and direct his feelings of awe towards a ‘symbol’ than towards something as 

complex as society. Participation in religious rituals, services and feasts, further transfers society into the 

individual conscience through ‘sacred frenzy’ and ‘collective trance.’  

Durkheim’s ‘theory of religion’ as a fundamental distinction between the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’ is 

best illustrated in his study of the Arunta tribe, where the ‘Totem’ as an object of veneration is also the 

symbol of the clan.    

However Durkheim’s understanding of religion as an essential distinction between the sacred and 

profane, cannot account for the New Religious Movements, many of which are based on notions of 

spirituality. Moreover, processes of liberalization and secularization, are reducing the social significance 

of the ‘sacred’ and also eliminating the distinction between the world of sacred and the world of 

profane. 

 

2. (a) Elaborate Weber’s ‘ideal type’ features of bureaucracy. What was Weber’s assessment of the 

 increasing bureaucratization of modern societies? 

Answer format- 

Bureaucracy is rational action in institutional form. Weber defined bureaucracy as ‘A hierarchical 

organization designed rationality to coordinate the work of many individuals in the pursuit of large-scale 

administrative tasks and organizational goals. ’He constructed an ‘ideal type’ of the rational-legal 

bureaucratic organization. It contains the following elements. 

1. The regular activities required for the purposes of the organization are distributed in a fixed 

ways as official duties’. Each administrative official has a clearly defined area of responsibility. 

2. The organization of offices follows the principle of hierarchy; that is every lower office is under 

the control and supervision of a higher zone. 

3. The operations of the bureaucracy are governed by ‘a consistent system of abstract rules’ and 

the ‘application of these rules to particular cases’.  

4. The ‘ideal official’ performs his or her duties in ‘a spirit of impersonality , without hatred or 

passion’ and “without regard for persons”’. 

5. Officials are appointed on the basis of technical knowledge and expertise.  Once appointed, the 

official is a full-time paid employee and his or her occupation constitutes a career. Promotion is 

based on seniority or achievement or a combination of both. 

6. Bureaucratic administration involves a strict separation of private end and official income. 

Officials do not own any part of the organization for which they work, nor can they use their 

position for private gain. 
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The ‘ideal type ‘is most closely approximated in capitalist industrial society where it has become the 

major form of organizational control. Precision, speed, unambiguity, continuity, discretion, unity, strict 

subordination, reduction of friction and of material and personal costs,these are raised to the optimum 

point in the strictly bureaucratic administration. This ‘technical superiority’ in administration of large 

scale tasks, according to Weber, makes inevitable and inescapable the furthering of bureaucratization 

and rationalization’ of modern Western economies. However, Weber feared an ‘iron cage ‘of totally 

rationalized societies.  

Weber, foresaw the danger of bureaucrats becoming preoccupied with uniformity and order, losing 

sight of all else and becoming dependent on the security provided by their highly structured niche in the 

bureaucratic machine. The uniform and rational procedures of bureaucratic practice largely prevent 

spontaneity, creativity and individual initiative. The impersonality of official conduct tends to produce 

‘specialists without spirit’. 

He foresaw the possibility of people being trapped in their specialized routines, with little awareness of 

the relationship between their jobs and the organization as a whole. 

Weber was fearful of the ends to which bureaucratic organization could be directed. It represented the 

most complete and effective institutionalization of power. Weber was particularly concerned about the 

control of state bureaucratic administration. 

a) Particularly in times of crisis, bureaucratic leadership would be ineffective. Bureaucrats are trained 

to follow orders and conduct routine operations rather than to make policy decisions and take initiatives 

in response to crises.b)In capitalist society, top bureaucrats may be swayed by the pressure of capitalist 

interests and tailor their administrative practices to fit the demands of capital. 

The diminishing of democracy with the advance of bureaucratic organization was something that 

worried Weber a great deal. He   feared    the prospect of rule by ‘faceless bureaucrats.’ 

To Weber, the process of rationalization, of which bureaucracy is the prime expression, is basically 

irrational.The creation of bureaucracy end up undermining the very proposes that the rationalization 

was meant to serve. Bureaucracy developed because of their ‘efficiency, predictability, calculability and 

control in achieving a given goal.’ But as rationalization products, the original goal tends to the 

forgotten and organization increasingly devotes itself to efficiency, predictability calculability and control 

for their own sake. George Ritzer’s thesis of the McDonaldization of society ,show that bureaucratic 

systems have been and still are much more damaging and potentially destructive than Weber had 

considered. 

Some argue that Weber’s account is a partial one. It concentrates on the formal aspects of organizations 

and has little to say about the informal life of organizations, which tends to introduce a welcome 

flexibility into otherwise rigid systems.  

It has been argued that many problems commonly attributed to an abstract concept of ‘bureaucracy’ are 

really caused by specific attempts to bypass or circumvent the rules and guidelines of bureaucratic 

management. 
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Stewart Clegg, argues that post-Fordist flexible firms are far less rigid than traditional bureaucracies. He 

sees the trend towards this type of work organization as evidence of shift towards postmodern 

organizations. 

Larry Ray and Michael Reed believed that the ‘iron cage’ of bureaucracy can be challenged. In modern 

societies people may question the ends that are being pursued rationally. 

While Weber feared that the rationalization of society could have negative consequences, he concluded 

that bureaucratic routine and the authority of officialdom over our lives are prices we pay for the 

technical effectiveness of bureaucratic organizations. 

 

 (b) Explain Karl Marx’s theory of class struggle. Evaluate the theory in terms of its significance in 

 explaining contemporary reality.  

Answer format- 

 

Karl Marx developed his theory of class-struggle in his analysis and critique of the capitalist society. The 

class struggles of history have been between minorities. Major changes in history have involved the 

replacement of one form of private property by another. Marx believed that the class struggle that 

would transform capitalist society would involve none of these processes. The protagonists would be the 

bourgeoisie and the proletariat, a minority versus a majority. Private property would be replaced by 

communally owned property.  

 

Capitalist society is by its very nature unstable. It is based on contradictions and antagonisms which can 

only be resolved by its transformation. The basic conflict of interest involves the exploitation of workers 

by the capitalists. Capitalists by exploiting labour accumulate profit. This profit is generated through 

surplus value which means; “The labour time necessary for the worker to produce a value equal to the 

one he receives in the form of necessary labour time wages is less than the actual duration of his work”. 

Since the employers have monopolized the instruments of production, they can force the workers to 

work for extra hours, and thus, profits tend to accumulate with increasing exploitation of labour. ‘The 

economic exploitation’, Marx says, ‘and   inhuman   working    condition   leads to increasing alienation 

of man. 

 

This first contradiction would be highlighted by a second: the contradiction between social production 

and individual ownership. Social production in large factories juxtaposed with individual ownership   

illuminates the exploitation of the proletariat. Social production also makes it easier for workers to 

organize themselves against the capitalists. It encourages a recognition of common circumstances and 

interests. 

 

These two factors transform a class-in-itself to a class-for-itself through the development of class-

consciousness and class solidarity. 

 

Apart from these factors certain factors in the natural development of a capitalist economy would 

result in the polarization of the two main classes i.e. a) The   increasing   use of machinery will result in a 

homogeneous working class, b) Second, the difference in wealth between the bourgeoisie and the 
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proletariat will increase as the accumulation of capital proceeds. Even though the real wages and living 

standards of the proletariat may rise, its members will become poorer in relation to the bourgeoisie. This 

process is known as pauperization. c) Third, the competitive nature of capitalism means that only the 

largest and most wealthy companies will survive and prosper. Thus the petty bourgeoisie, the owners of 

small businesses, will sink into the proletariat.   

 

The final stage of class consciousness and class solidarity is reached when members realize that only 

through collective action can they overthrow the ruling class and they take positive steps to do so. A 

violent revolution breaks out and destroys the capitalistic structure of society. The bloody revolution 

terminates the capitalist society and leads to the social dictatorship of the proletariat.  

Marx’s theory being very old, has a series of defects. It is evidently fallacious to say that “the history of 

all hitherto existing societies is the history of class-struggle”. Since it means that there has not been a 

co-operation of classes. It is also fallacious that class co-operation has been an even more universal 

phenomenon than class antagonism.  

Marxian concept of class theory meaning the existence of only an antagonism of economic classes and 

the importance of it are wrong. Other than class-struggle there have been many other forms of 

antagonism-as the struggle of racial, national, religious and state groups; such antagonisms being 

quite different from the antagonism of economic classes, have been more important than the Marxian 

class-struggle. 

It has also been emphasized that class struggle alone has been the dynamic factor to which the progress 

of mankind is contingent, which and such contention is wrong. Kropotuin’s “Mutual Aid”, has shown 

that the progress of mankind has been due to co-operation and solidarity rather than   due to class 

antagonism, class-struggle and hatred. 

Antonio Gramsci differed from Marx in his conception of class and class-struggle, in placing greater 

emphasis on the importance of divisions within classes as well as between classes. Thus, for example, 

agricultural and industrial workers might to some extent have different interests, and the state might 

exploit the existent of these divisions in order to maintain’ ruling-class hegemony’. 

Ralf Dahrendorf argued that important changes have taken place in countries such as Britain and the 

U.S.A. They were now post-capitalist societies. Dahrendorf claimed that for from the two main classes 

becoming polarized as Marx has predicted, the opposite had happened. The proportion of skilled and 

semi-skilled workers had grown, as had the size of new middle class of white-collar workers.  

Also inequalities of wealth and income had been reduced, partly because of changes in the social 

structure and partly because of measures taken by the state. Social mobility had become more 

common, thereby affecting class-solidarity. 

Further the link between ownership and control in industry had been broken. Managers, rather than 

owners exercised   day-to-day control over the means of production. In   these circumstances, Marx’s 

claim that conflict was based upon ownership or non-ownership of wealth was no longer valid. There 

was no longer a close association between wealth and power. 
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Dahrendorf, further asserted that conflicts are no longer based upon the existence of the two classes 

identified by Marx, nor are they based upon economic divisions. Instead the source of conflict in society 

was more to be located in authority. 

Max Weber also saw no evidence to support the idea of the polarization of classes. Although he saw 

some decline in the numbers of the petty bourgeoisie (the small property owners) due to competition 

from large companies, he argued that they enter white collar or skilled manual trades rather than being 

depressed into the ranks of unskilled manual workers.  He maintained that capitalist enterprises and the 

modern nation state require a ‘rational’ bureaucratic administration which involves large numbers of 

administrators and clerical staff. Thus Weber saw a diversification of classes and an expansion of the 

white-collar middle class, rather than polarization. 

Weber rejected the view, held by some Marxists, of the inevitability of the proletarian revolution. He 

saw no reason why those sharing a similar ‘class situation’ should necessarily develop a common 

identity, recognize shared interests and take collective action to further those interests. For example, 

Weber suggested that individual manual workers who are dissatisfied with their class situation may 

respond in a variety of ways. They may grumble, sabotage industrial machinery,  or take strike action. 

Weber, admitted that a ‘common market situation’ might provide a basis for collective class action but 

he saw this only as a possibility. 

Many of his critics have argued that history has failed to substantiate Marx’s views on the direction of   

social change.  Turning to communist society, critics have argued that history has not borne out the 

promise of communism contained in Marx’s writings. Significant social inequalities are present in 

communist regimes, and there are few signs of a movement towards equality. The collapse of 

communism in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union in the late 1980s and early 1990s suggests that the 

promise of communism has been replaced by the desire for Western-style democracies. 

Although the Marxian prophecy of the downfall of capitalism has not come true, Marx’s concept of 

revolution may be still relevant. In the first place, the national liberation movements in the developing 

countries are seen as expressions of the internal contradictions of the global capitalist system” the 

colonialism and economic exploitation perpetrated by the corporate capitalism. This position is actively 

endorsed by Andre Gunder Frank who argues that the underdevelopment of the Third World countries 

is initiated and aggravated by the capitalist system of the developed countries which have satellized and 

exploited developing countries. 

Also Marx’s contention of growing inequalities in capitalist societies, has been supported by J. 

Westergrad in his study of British society.  

Therefore Marx’s theory of class struggle has little empirical support, however  in terms of  it’s heuristic 

impact, it has been very influential. 
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3. (a) Emile Durkheim’s conception of ‘social fact’ was essentially an endeavour by him to create a 

 separate niche and scientific status for sociology. 

Answer format- 

In Durkheim’s view sociology as an objective science must conform to the model of the other sciences. 

According to him the ‘subject’ of sociology must be specific. And it must be distinguished from the 

subjects’ of all other sciences. Secondly the ‘subject’ of sociology must be such as to be observed and 

explained, similar to the way in which facts are observed and explained in other sciences. For Durkheim 

this ‘subject’ of sociology is the social fact.  

In The Rules of Sociological Method Durkheim conceived of Social facts as the “social structures and 

cultural norms and values that are external to and coercive of individuals in any society.” A study of 

these social facts, argued Durkheim, makes Sociology a discipline distinctive from other social sciences, 

especially philosophy and psychology which is the study of ‘individual facts or consciousness.’ The main 

characteristics of these social facts are i) That they have distinctive ‘social characteristics’ and 

determinants which are not amenable to explanation on either the biological or psychological level ii) 

they are ‘external’ to the individual iii) They endure through time ‘outlasting’ any set or group of 

individuals iv) They are endowed with ‘coercive power’, by virtue of which they impose themselves upon 

the individuals, independent of their will.  Durkheim   himself   gave   examples   of social facts like moral 

obligations social conventions, legal rules, religious observations.   

By clearly delineating the subject matter of sociology, Durkheim through ‘social facts’ gave sociology a 

specific field of study, distinct from other social sciences. As a social Fact is experienced as an ‘external 

constraint’ rather than as an internal drive and also that they are ‘general’ throughout the society and 

not attached to any particular individual, sociology is distinct from psychology. We can restraint our 

emotions, impulses and habits but social constraints which exists outside us are difficult to be opposed. 

Social constraints whether laws or customs, come into play whenever social demands are violated. 

The subject matter of sociology argued Durkheim should be studied empirically and not through abstract 

theorizing or philosophizing. In The Rules of Sociological Method, Durkheim asserted that treat social 

facts as things. Crucial in separating sociology from philosophy is Durkheim’s assertion that social facts 

should be treated as ‘things’ and studied empirically. This ‘empirical approach’ in studying the social 

world is different from abstract theorizing and philosophical approaches in studying the subject matter 

of sociology. While studying social facts as things, the following rules should be followed. 

Rules for the Observation of Social Facts: 

To study social facts objectively as things, Durkheim formulated the following three rules. 

1. All preconceptions must be eradicated. 

2. Sociologists have to formulate the concepts precisely. 

3. When sociologists undertake the investigation of some order of social facts they must consider 

them from an aspect that is independent of their individual manifestations. 

 Rules for the Explanation of Social Facts: 

 The two approaches used in the explanation of social facts are causal and functional. Causal is 

 concerned with explaining ‘why’ the social fact exists. Functional explains a social fact by showing the 

 need of the society (social organism) that it fulfills. Both are required to give a complete explanation of a 

 social fact. 
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 Durkheim clearly considered sociology to be an independent scientific discipline with its distinct subject 

 matter. He identified social facts, laid down rules for their observation and explanation. However, it  is  

 not  all  clear  that social  facts  can  be  approached  in  the objective manner that Durkheim  

 recommends. In  addition, even  if  it  is  accepted  that   consciousness  and  mental  processes are types 

 of  social  facts,  there is  no  reason  to  suppose  that  they  cannot develop  the  same  autonomy that  

 Durkheim  recognized  in  other  social  facts. In  other  words  ,the  actors  mental  processes  cannot  

 always  be  explained through independent  and  decisive variables ,social  facts. 

 

 (b) Critically evaluate to what extent is the Marxian notion of alienation, relevant in the 

 understanding of modern capitalist societies.  

Answer format- 

Alienation literally means “separation from”. Marx’s theory of alienation is about the loss of human 

power in societies, the way in which a particular type of social organization alienates us from our social 

world. 

Marx believed that a capitalist infrastructure inevitably produced a high level of alienation: Based on 

avarice, self-interest and greed, capitalism is concerned only with maximization of profit rather than 

satisfaction of real human needs. In the capitalist, mode of production, a) Wage labour is a ‘system of 

slavery’ where labour produces wealth, yet workers receive, in the form of wages, only a part of the 

wealth they create, the remainder is appropriated in the form of profits by the capitalists. b) 

Mechanization and associated mass production reduce the need for skill and intelligence and remove 

from work ‘all individual character. c) As a result of further, specialization or the division of labour 

people are trapped in their occupational roles. Freedom and fulfillment are not possible when people 

are imprisoned in a specialized occupation.  

As a result workers become alienated from the a) from  the  product  of his  labour   b) act of 

production, c) since work is the primary human activity, they become alienated from themselves, d) 

alienated from the product of their work, the performance of their labour and from themselves, workers 

are also alienated from their fellows. 

When Marx first outlined his views on alienated labour (1844), workers in industry worked between 12 

and 16 hours a day. They had time for little else except what Marx described as ‘animal functions’–

eating, sleeping and procreating. Existing on subsistence wages, workers had few means for self-

fulfillment in leisure. However, advanced industrial society has seen a significant reduction in working 

hours – in Western Europe and America industrial employees work on average between 40 and 46 hours 

a week–and a steady rise in the living standards of the population as a whole. 

Marx misjudged the extent of alienation ,the great depth of alienation and frustration which Marx 

witnessed among the workers of his day is not typical of today’s capitalism or its workers who tend to 

identify increasingly with a number of ‘meaningful groups’ religious, ethnic ,occupational and local. This 

is not to deny the existence of alienation but to point out that alienation results more from the 

‘structure of bureaucracy ‘and ‘mass society’ than from economic exploitation. 

Alasdair Clayre, notes, that the Marxian notion of alienation tends to lump together diverse occupations 

and leisure activities and create a simple model of people in industrial societies. 
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Marx saw the economy as driven almost solely by production and he ignored the role of consumption. It 

could be argued however that the central role of consumption in the modern economy encourages 

some ‘creativity’ and ‘entrepreneurship’ and that these provide at least some wage labour jobs that are 

not alienating. People who create new video games or direct movies or perform popular music are not  

alienated from their  work, even though they are firmly entrenched in a capitalist system. Although there 

are only a few such jobs, their existence gives hope to the alienated masses. 

According to Louis Althusser, the notion is based partly on a rather vague picture of what people could 

and ought to be. It can be argued that this view says more about the values of particular sociologists 

than it does about people’s essential being. 

In Modern capitalism, where human resource is precious, different measures are taken by industries to 

improve the working conditions and also the efficiency of workers. ‘Social needs’ of the workers, as 

discussed by Elton Mayo, in his school of human relations, have in many instances replaced the scientific 

management of work. Modern democratic associations, like trade unions, international organizations 

(ILO), often actively intervene to protect the interest of labourers. Emergence of the concept of 

Corporate governance, further incorporate the element of ethics and the participation of workers in 

management, which also reduce levels of alienation. 

The Marxian notion of alienation is however, not completely devoid of relevance in contemporary times. 

It has been used by various scholars in their analysis of contemporary industrial societies. 

According to Herbert Marcuse, in ‘One Dimensional Man’ alienation in advanced industrial society is to 

be found more in the ‘consumption of products rather than the process of production. Marcuse claims 

that most of the prevailing needs to relax, to have fun, to behave and consume in accordance with the 

advertisements belongs to the category of ‘false needs’. Members of society no longer seek fulfillment 

in themselves and in their relationships with others. Instead, ‘people recognize themselves in their 

commodities; they find their soul in their automobile, hi-fi set, split-level home kitchen equipment.’ 

False needs provide a highly motivated labour force which works for the money to consume, and a 

ready market for the products of industry. 

C. Wright Mills, in a study of the American middle classes titled ‘White Collar’, stated that the expansion 

of the tertiary sector (the service sector) of the economy in advanced capitalist societies had led to a 

‘shift from skills with things to skills with persons’. Just as manual workers became like commodities by 

selling their ‘skills with things’, a similar process occurred when non-manual workers sold their ‘skills 

with persons’ on the open market. Mills referred to this sector of the economy as the Personality 

market. Because aspects of personality were bought and sold like any other commodity, individuals 

were alienated from their true selves. Their expression of personality at work was false and insincere for 

ex; in the salesroom, in the boardroom, in the staffroom, in the conference room. There is little reason 

to suppose that Mill’s analysis is any less applicable today than it was then. 

The ‘subjective or psychological’ facet of alienation at the cost of social structural aspect was 

emphasized by Melvin Seeman. He differentiated four psychological states of alienation ‘powerlessness, 

meaninglesness, isolation, self-estrangement. Applying these subjective dimensions of alienation, Robert 

Blauner in ‘Alienation and Freedom’ examined the experience of workers in four different industries 

with varying levels of technology. He argued that automation would make jobs more satisfying and so 
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abolish alienation. Automation helped to integrate the workforce and gave workers a sense of control 

over their work that had been lacking with other forms of technology. 

Harry Braverman, set out a very different evaluation of automation and Fordist methods of production 

and management, which he saw as part of a general ‘deskilling of the workforce’. Far from improving 

the lot of workers, automation, actually intensified workers’ estrangement from the production process 

and ‘deskilled’ the industrial labour force. In both industrial settings and modern offices, the 

introduction of new technology contributed to this overall degradation of work by limiting the need for 

creative human input. 

Lastly, the concept of alienation as discussed by Marx, is extremely difficult to be measured. Therefore 

the concept of alienation as discussed by Marx, has lost much of its original meaning and has come to be 

variously used like Durkheim’s notion of  ‘anomie’ or Max Weber’s ‘disenchantment’. Also the extent of 

alienation of envisaged by Marx, has also been disputed through the work of many scholars on 

contemporary industrial societies. 

 

4. (a) Discuss the emergence of Sociology as a discipline, in the backdrop of an increasingly modernizing 

 European society. 

Answer format- 

Sociology, emerged first in Europe as a response to the “social and intellectual climate” prevailing in 

Europe of that time. In order to understand the emergence of sociology in Europe one needs to 

appreciate the relationship between society and ideas. 

The emergence of sociology as a ‘scientific discipline’ can be traced to that period of European history, 

which saw much tremendous social, political and economic changes as embodied in the ‘French 

Revolution’ and the ‘Industrial Revolution’. This period of change in European society is known as the 

‘Enlightenment Period.’ The Enlightenment Period marked a radical change from the traditional thinking 

of feudal Europe. It introduced the ‘new way of thinking’ and looking at reality.  It   challenged each and 

every central feature of old Europe. Classes were reorganized. Religion lost its important position. 

Monarchy was overthrown. Democracy was heralded in. 

 The Enlightenment appears as the most appropriate point of departure in the study of the origins of 

sociological theory. Firstly, a ‘scientific approach’ to the study of society dates back to that   period. The 

eighteenth century thinkers began more consistently than any of their predecessors to study the human 

conditions in a scientific way using the ‘methods of the natural sciences.’ Secondly, the eighteenth 

century thinkers upheld ‘reason’ as a measure to judge social institutions and their suitability for human 

nature. By criticizing and changing social institutions human beings can create for themselves even 

greater degrees of freedom, in turn actualizing their potentialities. 

Three other ‘intellectual influences’ current in the post-Enlightenment period influenced the 

emergence of sociology in Europe. 

a) The Philosophy of History: The basic assumption of this philosophy was that society must have 

progressed through a series of steps from simple to complex stage. It’s contribution on the 
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philosophical side to sociology can be seen in the notions of development and progress. On the 

scientific side, it has given the concepts of historical periods of social types. The contributions of 

August Comte, Herbert Spencer, Karl Marx and many others reflected the impact this 

intellectual trend in their sociological writings.  

 

b) The influence of the philosophy of history was further reinforced by the Biological theories of 

evolution. It tended to be modeled on biology, as is evident from the widely diffused conception 

of society as an organism, and form the attempts to formulate general terms of ‘social 

evolution. ‘Herbert Spencer and Emile Durkheim reflect  this kind of writing. 

 

c) Social survey forms as important elements in modern sociology. It emerged due to two reasons, 

one was the growing conviction that the methods of the natural sciences should and could be 

extended to the study of human affairs. The other was the concern with poverty (‘the social 

problem’), following the recognition that poverty was not natural but social. It  argues   that 

through the  ‘knowledge of the social conditions’ one can arrive at solutions to solve the social 

problems prevalent in society. Scientific methods thus came to be regarded as the most 

accurate, the most objective. 

The social conditions stimulated the pioneers of Sociology and provided the relevant themes of the 

emerging discipline of sociology. The French Revolution brought about far reaching changes in not only 

French society but in societies throughout Europe. It changed the ‘political structure’ of European 

society and replaced the age of feudalism by heralding the ‘arrival of democracy’. These significant 

themes included the transformation of property, the social disorder, caused by the change in the 

political structure and its impact on the economic structure. 

As a result of the Industrial revolution and a change in the economy of society several social changes 

followed. As capitalism became more and more complex, new class of industrial workers, managers, 

capitalists emerged. The industrial cities grew rapidly. In the industrial cities socio-economic disparities 

were very wide. City life in the industrial society became an altogether a different way of life. A new 

population earning their livelihood by working in the factories arose. In the early years this working class 

lived in poverty and squalor and were socially deprived but at the same time they were indispensable in 

the new industrial system. This made them a powerful social force. The traditional emphasis on land lost 

its value while money or capital became important during the Industrial Revolution.  

The feudal landlord lost their importance and new capitalist class gained power. Property is related to 

economic privileges, social status and political power. A change in the property system involves a change 

in the fundamental character of society. Urbanization was a necessary corollary of the Industrial 

Revolution. Ancient  cities  were known as repositories of civilized graces and virtues while the new 

cities were known as repositories of ‘misery and inhumanity.’ It was these aspects of the new cities, 

which concerned the early sociologists.  

Technology and the factory system have been the subject of countless writings in the nineteenth 

century. The impact of technology and factory system led to large-scale migration of people to the cities. 

Family relations changed. Relation between the labourers and the products of their labour changed  and  

they worked for their wages. Life and work became depersonalized. 
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These changes moved both conservative and radical thinkers. The conservatives feared that such 

conditions would lead to ‘chaos and disorder.’ The radicals felt that this would lead to social 

transformation. Though the judgement of values differed, social thinkers of the time were agreed upon 

the epoch-making impact of the two Revolutions. Therefore, certain changes taking place in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth century in Europe bothered social thinkers. Sociology thus grew essentially 

as a product of the reflections of the great thinkers reflecting on society. 

 

 (b) Examine  how  Max  Weber   applies  the  ‘ideal  type’ in  establishing  a  relationship between  

 religion  and  economy. 

Answer format- 

Ideal types are a ‘methodological device’ conceived of by Max Weber, for the analysis of empirical 

questions and it also helps in avoiding obscurity and ambiguity in the concepts used. It is a mental 

construct that serves the investigator as a measuring rod to ascertain similarities as well as deviation in 

concrete cases. Weber developed three kinds of ideal types, one of them being, Ideal types of historical 

particulars, which refers to specific historical realities. He used it as a device in understanding ‘historical 

configurations or specific historical problems.’  

The investigation of the relationship between religious values and economic interests as described in 

Max Weber’s classic work ‘Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism’, was triggered due to a number 

of factors. Weber noticed that the Protestants, particularly Protestants of particular sects, were the 

‘chief captains of industry’ and also possessed more ‘wealth’ than other religious groups, notably 

Catholics. He therefore wanted to ascertain whether there is an essential harmony between the 

Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism. He also sought to find out whether and to what extent 

values in the religions of India, China and the Middle East facilitated or hindered the development of 

modern capitalism. 

Max Weber in order to overcome the methodological problem of defining Modern capitalism and 

Protestant Ethic, made use of ‘ideal type.’ He distinguished between ‘traditional or adventure capitalism’ 

of former times and ‘rational capitalism’ of modern times. Weber pointed out that, never before in 

human history did the desire for wealth assume the ‘organized and disciplined’ form that it did in 

modern or rational capitalism. It is this rational capitalism that Max Weber wanted to study. Capitalism is 

an economic system which aims at the ‘unlimited accumulation of profit through the rational 

organization of production.’ The production process had to be rationally organized for which efficiency 

and discipline were essential. Weber contrasted the work-ethic with another type which he termed 

‘traditionalism.’ In capitalism, the worker is regarded by the capitalist as a ‘means to an end’ the end 

being profit. But under traditionalism, the worker-employer relationship is ‘informal, direct and 

personal.’ Unlike ‘traditionalism’, the spirit of capitalism demands individualism, innovation, hard work 

and the pursuit of wealth for its own sake. It is thus an ‘economic ethic’ unlike any in the past. 

The ‘Protestant sects’ that sprang up all over Europe tried to recapture the lost spirit of the Church. 

Calvinism founded by the Frenchman John Calvin, was one such sect. Max Weber observed that in the 

West, it was by and large the Protestants who had made greatest progress in education and 

employment. They were the top bureaucrats, the most skilled technical workers and the leading 

industries. 
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Weber outlined the Calvinistic ethic, through his ‘ideal type construct. ‘The Calvinistic ethic asserts that, 

there exists an absolute transcendent God, who created the world and rules it, but who is 

incomprehensible and inaccessible to the finite minds of men. At the core of Calvinism is the belief that 

certain persons are chosen or ‘elected’ by God to enter Heaven while the rest are damned. This is the 

notion of ‘pre-destination’ The ‘chosen’ will reach Heaven no matter what they do on Earth. As the Will 

of God is unknowable and unchangeable, therefore the only way of coping with the anxiety of an 

uncertain destiny is by prospering on Earth. Their ‘material prosperity’ would be the symbol or token of 

their election. Individuals   would work for the ‘glory of God.’ In Protestantism, particularly Calvinism 

Weber detected this-worldly asceticism. A simple, frugal life-style was recommended along with hard 

work. Not a moment was to be idled away as “work is worship” and “time is money”. The Calvinist 

ethic, on the other hand, holds that all work is important and sacred. It is not mere work, it is a calling or 

a mission and should be performed with devotion and sincerity. 

Weber asserted that this Calvinistic ethic helped to create a ‘disciplined and dedicated workforce’ 

without which capitalism could not have emerged. Hard work, saving and re-investment and the desire 

to prosper have a strong affinity with the “spirit of capitalism”. Also Weber argued that, religious beliefs 

set guidelines for action, and they motivate us to behave in a certain manner. 

Having established the essential harmony between Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism, Max 

Weber further tried to validate the co-relation between religion and economy and the causal 

relationship between Protestant ethic and the Spirit of capitalism, through his comparative studies of 

various world religions. He found a variety of social and economic conditions conducive to the 

development of capitalism in China and India but the ethical system of Confucianism and the doctrine of 

Karma in Hinduism were not particularly favorable. 

Weber expressed a strict negative attitude towards the possibility of rational capitalism existing within 

the ethos of Hinduism. Hinduism, argued   Weber, did not provide a suitable ethic for the development 

of capitalism. The ideas of “Karma”, “dharma” and “punarjanma”, made Indians defeatist fatalists. 

Hinduism preaches “other-worldly asceticism” and de–emphasizes the material world. Therefore, mere 

material conditions like finance, trade and technology are not enough to promote capitalism. The value-

systems off these societies were such that the ‘pursuit of wealth for own sake’ and ‘rational organization 

of work’ to achieve this purpose did not make sense. The combination of religious values that   

constituted the Protestant ethic was unique, an unusual blend of two inconsistent notions, limitless 

accumulation of wealth and abstention from enjoyment. 

 Max Weber’s work on religion and economy has however often been subjected to criticism. Some 

scholars feel that he has concentrated ‘very selectively’ on certain aspects of religious ethics and 

interpreted them very narrowly so that they may fit in with his theory.  

It is argued that Weber has seen only one aspect of the Hindu ethic and has over-emphasized the 

fatalistic and passive aspect of it. Milton Singer has presented a functional equivalent of the Protestant 

ethic in India in his study of the leading industrialists of the city of Madras.  He argues that caste 

background and tradition may equally be fitted for the industrial development in India, as caste based 

division of labour has been used successfully in the specialization of industrial workers. 

According to R. H. Tawney, the empirical evidence on which Weber’s interpretation of Protestanism was 

based was too narrow. 
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Weber seems to have ignored crucial developments in Catholicism which occurred after reformation 

thereby reforming Catholicism from within. 

Max Weber’s however argued that there were certain ‘affinities’ between Protestant religious ethics and 

the economic system of modern capitalism, which he established through his ‘ideal type construction of 

particular historical realities.’ At no stage was it asserted that protestant ethic was the sole determining 

factor, but was one  of  the  factors leading  to  the  rise  of  rational  modern  capitalism  and  there  

existed a positive relationship between the two, which he later on substantiated through his   

comparative studies.  

 

 (c) Explain the transition from class-in-itself to class-for-itself, according to Karl Marx. 

Answer format- 

Karl Marx distinguished between a ‘class in itself’ and a ‘class for itself’. A class in itself is simply a ‘social 

group whose members share the same relationship to the means of production’ .Karl Marx argued that a 

social group only fully becomes a class when it becomes a ‘class for itself’. At this stage, its members have 

‘class consciousness’ and ‘class solidarity.’ Class consciousness means that ‘false class consciousness’ has 

been replaced by a full awareness of the true situation, by a realization of the nature of exploitation. 

Members of a class then develop a ‘common identity, recognize their shared interests and unite’, so 

creating class solidarity. The final stage of class consciousness and class solidarity is reached when 

members realize that only by ‘collective struggle’ can they overthrow the ruling class, and take positive 

steps to do so. 

According to Karl Marx, the following aspects of capitalist society would eventually lead to the 

‘proletariat class developing into a ‘class for itself’: 

a) Capitalist society is by its very nature unstable. The ‘conflict of interest’ between the bourgeoisie 

and the proletariat cannot be resolve within the framework of a capitalist economy. The basic 

conflict of interest involves the exploitation of workers by the bourgeoisie  or  capitalists. 

b) This first contradiction would be highlighted by a second which is the contradiction between 

social production and individual ownership. As capitalism developed, the workforce was 

increasingly concentrated in ‘large factories’ where production was a ‘social enterprise’. Social 

production also makes it easier for workers to organize themselves against the capitalists. If 

facilitates communication and encourage a recognition of common circumstances and interests. 

Karl Marx further outlined the factors which would hasten the transition and eventually leat to the 

‘polarization’ of the two main classes in the capitalist society.  

a) The increasing use of machinery will result in a homogeneous working class. Since ‘machinery 

obliterates the differences in labour’, members of the proletariat will become increasingly 

‘similar.’  

b) The difference in wealth between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat will increase as the 

accumulation of capital proceeds. Therefore though the real wages and living standards of the 

proletariat may rise, its members will become poorer in relation to the bourgeoisie. This process 

is known as pauperization.  
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c) The competitive nature of capitalism would mean that that only the largest and most wealthy 

companies will survive and prosper. Thus the petty bourgeoisie, the owners of small businesses, 

will sink into the proletariat. This process of proletarianization would lead to capital being 

concentrated in few hands. These three processes, will result in the polarization of the two 

major classes. 

As a result of the transition from being a ‘class-in-itself’ to a ‘class-for-itself’ and the consequent 

polarization of the two classes, Karl Marx argued that a ‘proletarian revolution’ would soon follow and 

the ‘communist utopia’ of his dreams would be a reality. However Marx’s conception of class-in-itself 

and class-for-itself has been questioned on the basis of ‘empirical studies.’ 

According to V. Lenin, workers left to themselves would create only a ‘trade union consciousness,’ 

seeking limited social and economic reforms, and not a true revolutionary awareness. 

J. Westergaard, in his study of Britain society argues that though class inequalities are on the rise, yet 

there appears to be ‘less class consciousness’. Political parties responsible for articulating and mobilizing 

class interests are riven with internal disputes.  

Post-Modernists, Pakulski and Waters in their book, ‘The Death of Class’ claim that not that social 

inequality is disappearing, but class based division is loosing it’s significance and more cleavages are 

appearing in society. 

Therefore Karl Marx’s conception of the two categories of ‘class-in-itself’ and ‘class-for-itself’ though is 

an important contribution in ‘theoretical formulation’, in terms of understanding the class-system and 

class-relations, but  is not equally supported by empirical reality. 

 

5.  (a) Explain how Max Weber’s ‘Interpretive Sociology’ has added new dimensions to the subject 

 matter and methodology of sociology.  

Answer format- 

The dual character of society in terms of its ‘objective facts’ and ‘subjective meanings’ is what makes it  

a reality ‘sui-generis’. Max Weber emphasized  the  meaningfulness of human-behavior and social 

relationships in his approach of ‘interpretative sociology’ or ‘micro-sociology’. Interpretative sociology, 

considers the ‘individual and his actions’  as the basic unity, as it ‘atom’. Thinking rational individuals 

attribute specifiable reasons to their action-patterns and the task of sociology, according to Weber, is to 

understand their ‘assigned meanings’. Weber argued that ‘knowledge about nature’ and ‘knowledge 

about human-beings’ are categorically incomparable. A scientific analysis of only the ‘observable 

phenomena to the exclusion of subjective meanings and motives behind individual actions, would be 

undermining the ‘dual character of society and   it   s scientific explanation. 

In, Economy and Society, Weber argued that ‘Sociology is a science concerning itself with the 

interpretive understanding of social action and thereby with a causal explanation of its course and 

consequences.’ Action, according to Weber, is all human-behaviour to which an actor attaches 

subjective-meaning. Action is social in so far by virtue of the subjective meaning attached to it by the 

acting individual, it takes account of the behavior of others and is thereby oriented in its course. 

Therefore, Weber through  his  interpretative approach tried to spell out the precise limits of what could 
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and could not be explained in sociological terms. He identified various types of action that are 

distinguished by the meanings on which they are based. These include: 

a) Zweckrational action or rational action in relation to a goal. 

b) Wertrational action or rational action in relation to a value.  

c) Affective or emotional action.  

d) Traditional actions where both ends and means are determined by custom. 

Weber through his interpretative approach shifted the focus on ‘individuals’ and pattern and regularities 

of actions rather than the collectivity. He treated the ‘collectivities’ as solely the resultants and modes of 

organization of the particular acts of individual persons. 

Making a distinction between the physical scientist studying non-human matter and social scientists 

studying human behavior, Weber argued that the social scientist had an added advantage of 

understanding a phenomena from the “inside” rather than only observing uniformities and deducing 

generalization. Weber’s methodology of explaining subject-matter of sociology was therefore based 

upon the conviction that the social scientist can “understand” meaningful social relationships.  

This understanding or ‘Verstehen’ according to Weber can be distinguished into two types. One is 

“direct observational understanding” but this according to Weber is not a sufficient level of 

understanding to explain social action. The second or explanatory understanding is to understand the 

meaning of an action in terms of the motives of the actor. This involves ‘sympathetic introspection’ 

which means to put one self imaginatively in the place of the actor and thus sympathetically to 

participate in the experience’. This necessitated a trained social scientist. 

Another complementing analytical device in Weber’s methodology has been the ‘ideal-types; they are 

categorizing process enabling  the scientist to contrast the actual types, with their common ideals-type  

and thereby ascertaining  the part played by irrationality, chance, emotional or other elements in  any  

social  action. They   aid  causal explanations of a actions or events. 

Sociology under Weber, through his interpretative approach asserted its uniqueness and distinctiveness 

from the physical sciences. ‘Subjective understanding’ is the specific characteristic of sociological 

knowledge. Weber’s ‘action theory’ further helped in developing theories of individuals and their 

behaviour—symbolic interactionism, phenomenology and so on.  

However, according to Alfred Schutz, Weber’s work on mental processes in only suggestive and hardly 

the basis for a systematic micro sociology. Though Weber’s interpretative sociology was about the study 

of ‘small scale processes’ most of his work is focused on large-scale structures (bureaucracy and 

capitalism). The actions of those in these structures are determined by the structures and not by their 

motives.  

However Weber’s interpretative sociology for the first time introduced a scientific analysis of the rich 

breadth and depth of human behavior and emotions. 
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 (b) Critically analyze the contemporary relevance of Durkheim’s theory of religion. 

Answer format- 

a) Durkheim   argued  that  the  source  of  religion  is  not  any  mysterious  or supernatural  force , but  

society  itself. An  object  of   worship is  only  a  ‘symbolic  representation’ of  the  collective  sentiments  

and  beliefs  of  the  members of the  society. The feelings  of  awe  and reverence  that  it generates  is  

the  same as that generated by  society ,itself. Therefore, in  the  worship  of the ‘ sacred’ ,an  individual  

is worshipping society    and  it s   belief  systems.  Religion  is  therefore   to be  understood  as  a  clear  

distinction  between  the  ‘sacred’  and  ‘profane’  and  the  source  of  the sacred  is  society  itself. 

Religion has its foothold in society.  b) Since religion is the ‘divinization’ of society, therefore religious 

beliefs and practices reinforce ‘collective conscience’. Religion therefore becomes a source of   group 

solidarity. Participation in religious rituals further strengthen the ‘moral bonds’ and therefore 

integration in society. c) Durkheim   argued   that   there is ‘something eternal in religion’.  Though 

religion  was    not  doomed  to  total  obsolescence  in  modern  societies, but  there  would  be a decline  

in  the  social  significance of  religion. Secular morality would come to replace religious morality. 

Durkheim’s explanation of religion was based on the study of homogenous aboriginal societies and 

therefore it is difficult to ‘generalize’ it and apply it on contemporary complex modern society. 

According to Hamilton, Durkheim’s views on religion are more relevant to small, non-literate societies, 

where  there  is a close integration of culture and social institutions, where work, education, family life, 

leisure tend to merge and where members share a common belief and value system. In modern 

societies, there are many sub-cultures, social and ethnic groups, specialized organizations. As a result of 

this multiculturalism and plurality of beliefs, it is difficult to conceive of religion as ‘divinization of 

society.’ This ‘divinization’ through religious beliefs and practices is a possibility in small scale, simple 

societies but in modern complex societies, where  there  exists  plurality  of  groups,  beliefs, life-styles,  

such a conception of religion has it’s limitations. 

According to Robert K. Merton, Durkheim showed that in a non-literate civilization, religion might have 

integrative functions, but in multi-ethnic, multi-religious society religion could have certain 

‘disintegrative’ aspects too. Such a dysfunctional aspect of religion, especially to be seen in 

contemporary times cannot by accounted by Durkheim’s theory of religion. If a single religion dominates 

a society, it may be an important source of ‘social stability’. If a society’s members adhere to numerous 

competing religions however, religions differences may lead to destabilizing social conflicts. Examples, 

of religious conflict within a society include struggles between Sikhs, Hindus, Muslims in India;  Catholics   

and Protestants in Northern Ireland; Shia and Sunni Muslims in Iraq; clashes between Muslims and 

Christians in Bosnia; and ‘hate crimes’ against Jews, Muslims  and other religious  minorities in the  

United  States. Therefore, in contemporary times, religion can threaten social  integration  as  much as  

it  can  contribute  to  it.  

Durkheim’s understanding of religion as ‘worship of the society’, emphasizes only on the positive 

functions of religion. Karl Marx, argues that religion undoubtedly has a strong ideological element and 

these religious beliefs and values often provide justifications of ‘inequalities’ of wealth and power. This 

is especially to be seen in many of the traditional religions of the world. 

The contemporary society however, provides some empirical support to Durkheim’s conception of 

religion in modern societies, as evidenced in the emergence of New religious movements. These 
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encompass an enormous diversity of groups, ranging from spiritual, self help groups, sects and cults. 

Many of these groups can be explained as a response to increasing modernization and rationalization of 

societies. As a result of increasing ‘reflexivity’ and questioning of traditional rituals, the emergence of 

these religious groups have ensured the ‘vitality’ of religion in modern societies.   

However, religious fundamentalism as a “discernible pattern of religious militance by self–styled true 

believers” seen mostly as a response to ‘processes of modernization’, is a phenomena which cannot be 

explained by Durkheim’s conception of religion. Being anti–modernist in it’s orientation, religious 

revivalism of the ‘fundamentalist type’, is a source of great threat to contemporary social order. 

Fundamentalism is edged with the possibility of violence and examples of violence inspired by religious 

allegiance are not uncommon. Ex. Fundamentalist movements among Jews in Israel, Muslims in 

Pakistan, Palestine, Egypt, Sikhs and Hindus in India. Terrorism spawned by fundamentalist groups, as 

evidenced in the 9/11 attacks in the U.S.A.’, and suicide bombings.  Religious fundamentalism, has the 

potential to divide a ‘religious community’ as well as create schisms in the wider society and this is in 

complete discontinuity with the role of religion as envisaged by Durkheim. As Hamilton argues that it is 

often out of religious convictions that individuals will fly in the face of society or attempt to withdraw 

from it. 

Therefore, Durkheim’s ‘theory of religion’ derived out of a study of an aboriginal tribe, has it’s limitations 

as well as it’s own relevance in understanding religion in contemporary times. 


