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

* The modern world is an iron cage of rational systems from which there is no
escape.

* Capitalism tends to sow the seeds of its own destruction.

* The modern world has less moral cohesion than earlier societies had.

* The city spawns a particular type of personality.

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

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

* People create the social worlds that ultimately come to enslave them.

* People always retain the capacity to change the social worlds that constrain them.
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2 Part I  Classical Sociological Theory

* Society is an integrated system of social structures and functions.

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

 Although it appears that the Western world has undergone a process of
liberalization, in fact it has grown increasingly oppressive.

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

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

* Nonhuman objects are increasingly seen as key actors in networks.

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

Introduction

Presenting a history of sociological theory is an important task (S. Turner, 1998), but
because I devote only two chapters (1 and 6) to it, what I offer is a highly selective
historical sketch (Giddens, 1995). The idea is to provide the reader with a scaffolding
which should help in putting the later detailed discussions of theorists and theories in
a larger context. As the reader proceeds through the later chapters, it will prove use-
ful to return to these two overview chapters and place the discussions in their context.
(It will be especially useful to glance back occasionally to Figures 1.1 and 6.1, which
are schematic representations of the histories covered in those chapters.)

The theories treated in the body of this book have a wide range of application,
deal with centrally important social issues, and have stood the test of time. These
criteria constitute my definition of sociological theory.'

A number of the theorists who are briefly discussed in Chapter 1 (for example,
Herbert Spencer and Auguste Comte) will not receive detailed treatment later because
they are of little more than historical interest. Other theorists (for example, Karl Marx,
Max Weber, and Emile Durkheim) will be discussed in Chapter 1 in their historical
context, and they will receive detailed treatment later because of their continuing
importance. The focus is on the important theoretical work of sociologists or the work
done by individuals in other fields that has come to be defined as important in sociol-
ogy. To put it succinctly, this is a book about the “big ideas” in sociology that have
stood the test of time (or promise to)—idea systems that deal with major social issues
and that are far-reaching in scope.

We cannot establish the precise date when sociological theory began. People
have been thinking about, and developing theories of, social life since early in history.

! These three criteria constitute my definition of sociological theory. Such a definition stands in contrast to the formal,
“scientific” definitions (Jasso, 2001) that often are used in theory texts of this type. A scientific definition might be that
a theory is a set of interrelated propositions that allows for the systematization of knowledge, explanation, and prediction
of social life and the generation of new research hypotheses (Faia, 1986). Although such a definition has a number of
attractions, it simply does not fit many of the idea systems that are discussed in this book. In other words, most classical
(and contemporary) theories fall short on one or more of the formal components of theory, but they are nonetheless
considered theories by most sociologists.
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ABDEL RAHMAN IBN-KHALDUN

A Biographical Sketch

There is a tendency to think of sociology as exclusively a
comparatively modern, Western phenomenon. In fact,
however, scholars were developing sociological ideas and
theories long ago and in other parts of the world. One

example is Abdel Rahman Ibn-Khaldun.

Ibn-Khaldun was born in Tunis, North Africa, on May 27, 1332 (Faghirzadeh,
1982). Born to an educated family, Ibn-Khaldun was schooled in the Koran (the
Muslim holy book), mathematics, and history. In his lifetime, he served a variety
of sultans in Tunis, Morocco, Spain, and Algeria as ambassador, chamberlain, and
member of the scholars’ council. He also spent two years in prison in Morocco
for his belief that state rulers were not divine leaders. After approximately two
decades of political activity, Ibn-Khaldun returned to North Africa, where he
undertook an intensive five-year period of study and writing. Works produced
during this period increased his fame and led to a lectureship at the center of
Islamic study, Al-Azhar Mosque University in Cairo. In his well-attended lectures
on society and sociology, Ibn-Khaldun stressed the importance of linking socio-
logical thought and historical observation.

By the time he died in 1406, Ibn-Khaldun had produced a corpus of work
that had many ideas in common with contemporary sociology. He was committed
to the scientific study of society, empirical research, and the search for causes
of social phenomena. He devoted considerable attention to various social institu-
tions (for example, politics, economy) and their interrelationships. He was inter-
ested in comparing primitive and modern societies. Ibn-Khaldun did not have a
dramatic impact on classical sociology, but as scholars in general, and Islamic
scholars in particular, rediscover his work, he may come to be seen as being of
greater historical significance.

But we will not go back to the early historic times of the Greeks or Romans or even
to the Middle Ages. We will not even go back to the seventeenth century, although
Olson (1993) has traced the sociological tradition to the mid-1600s and the work of
James Harrington on the relationship between the economy and the polity. This is not
because people in those epochs did not have sociologically relevant ideas, but because
the return on our investment in time would be small; we would spend a lot of time
getting very few ideas that are relevant to modern sociology. In any case, none of the
thinkers associated with those eras thought of themselves, and few are now thought
of, as sociologists. (For a discussion of one exception, see the biographical sketch of
Ibn-Khaldun.) It is only in the 1800s that we begin to find thinkers who can be clearly



Chapter 1 A Historical Sketch of Sociological Theory: The Early Years 5

identified as sociologists. These are the classical sociological thinkers we shall be
interested in (Camic, 1997; for a debate about what makes theory classical, see
R. Collins, 1997b; Connell, 1997), and we begin by examining the main social and
intellectual forces that shaped their ideas.

Social Forces in the Development
of Sociological Theory

All intellectual fields are profoundly shaped by their social settings. This is particularly
true of sociology, which not only is derived from that setting but takes the social set-
ting as its basic subject matter. I will focus briefly on a few of the most important
social conditions of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, conditions that were
of the utmost significance in the development of sociology. I also will take the occasion
to begin introducing the major figures in the history of sociological theory.

Political Revolutions

The long series of political revolutions that were ushered in by the French Revolution
in 1789 and carried over through the nineteenth century was the most immediate fac-
tor in the rise of sociological theorizing. The impact of these revolutions on many
societies was enormous, and many positive changes resulted. However, what attracted
the attention of many early theorists was not the positive consequences but the nega-
tive effects of such changes. These writers were particularly disturbed by the resulting
chaos and disorder, especially in France. They were united in a desire to restore order
to society. Some of the more extreme thinkers of this period literally wanted a return
to the peaceful and relatively orderly days of the Middle Ages. The more sophisticated
thinkers recognized that social change had made such a return impossible. Thus they
sought instead to find new bases of order in societies that had been overturned by the
political revolutions of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This interest in the
issue of social order was one of the major concerns of classical sociological theorists,
especially Comte, Durkheim, and Parsons.

The Industrial Revolution and the Rise of Capitalism

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

The Industrial Revolution, capitalism, and the reaction against them all involved
an enormous upheaval in Western society, an upheaval that affected sociologists
greatly. Four major figures in the early history of sociological theory—Karl Marx,
Max Weber, Emile Durkheim, and Georg Simmel—were preoccupied, as were many
lesser thinkers, with these changes and the problems they created for society as a
whole. They spent their lives studying these problems, and in many cases they endeavored
to develop programs that would help solve them.

The Rise of Socialism

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

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

Feminism

In one sense there has always been a feminist perspective. Wherever women are
subordinated—and they have been subordinated almost always and everywhere—they
seem to have recognized and protested that situation in some form (Lerner, 1993).
While precursors can be traced to the 1630s, high points of feminist activity and writ-
ing occurred in the liberationist moments of modern Western history: a first flurry of
productivity in the 1780s and 1790s with the debates surrounding the American and
French revolutions; a far more organized, focused effort in the 1850s as part of the
mobilization against slavery and for political rights for the middle class; and the mas-
sive mobilization for women’s suffrage and for industrial and civic reform legislation
in the early twentieth century, especially the Progressive Era in the United States.
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All of this had an impact on the development of sociology, in particular on the
work of a number of women in or associated with the field—Harriet Martineau (Vetter,
2008), Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Jane Addams, Florence Kelley, Anna Julia Cooper,
Ida Wells-Barnett, Marianne Weber, and Beatrice Potter Webb, to name a few. But their
creations were, over time, pushed to the periphery of the profession, annexed, dis-
counted, or written out of sociology’s public record by the men who were organizing
sociology as a professional power base. Feminist concerns filtered into sociology only
on the margins, in the work of marginal male theorists or of the increasingly marginal-
ized female theorists. The men who assumed centrality in the profession—from Spencer,
through Weber and Durkheim—made basically conservative responses to the feminist
arguments going on around them, making issues of gender an inconsequential topic to
which they responded conventionally rather than critically in what they identified and
publicly promoted as sociology. They responded in this way even as women were writ-
ing a significant body of sociological theory. The history of this gender politics in the
profession, which is also part of the history of male response to feminist claims, is only
now being written (for example, see Deegan, 1988; Fitzpatrick, 1990; L. Gordon, 1994;
Lengermann and Niebrugge-Brantley, 1998; R. Rosenberg, 1982).

Urbanization

Partly as a result of the Industrial Revolution, large numbers of people in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries were uprooted from their rural homes and moved to
urban settings. This massive migration was caused, in large part, by the jobs created
by the industrial system in the urban areas. But it presented many difficulties for those
people who had to adjust to urban life. In addition, the expansion of the cities pro-
duced a seemingly endless list of urban problems—overcrowding, pollution, noise,
traffic, and so forth. The nature of urban life and its problems attracted the attention
of many early sociologists, especially Max Weber and Georg Simmel. In fact, the first
major school of American sociology, the Chicago school, was in large part defined
by its concern for the city and its interest in using Chicago as a laboratory in which
to study urbanization and its problems.

Religious Change

Social changes brought on by political revolutions, the Industrial Revolution, and
urbanization had a profound effect on religiosity. Many early sociologists came from
religious backgrounds and were actively, and in some cases professionally, involved
in religion (Hinkle and Hinkle, 1954). They brought to sociology the same objectives
they espoused in their religious lives. They wished to improve people’s lives (Vidich
and Lyman, 1985). For some (such as Comte), sociology was transformed into a
religion. For others, their sociological theories bore an unmistakable religious imprint.
Durkheim wrote one of his major works on religion. Morality played a key role not
only in Durkheim’s sociology but also in the work of Talcott Parsons. A large portion
of Weber’s work also was devoted to the religions of the world. Marx, too, had an
interest in religiosity, but his orientation was far more critical.
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The Growth of Science

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

Intellectual Forces and the Rise
of Sociological Theory

Although social factors are important, the primary focus of this chapter is the intel-
lectual forces that played a central role in shaping sociological theory. In the real
world, of course, intellectual factors cannot be separated from social forces. For exam-
ple, in the discussion of the Enlightenment that follows, we will find that that movement
was intimately related to, and in many cases provided the intellectual basis for, the
social changes discussed above.

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

The Enlightenment

It is the view of many observers that the Enlightenment constitutes a critical develop-
ment in terms of the later evolution of sociology (Hawthorn, 1976; Hughes, Martin,
and Sharrock, 1995; Nisbet, 1967; Zeitlin, 1996). The Enlightenment was a period of
remarkable intellectual development and change in philosophical thought.”> A number
of long-standing ideas and beliefs—many of which related to social life—were over-
thrown and replaced during the Enlightenment. The most prominent thinkers associ-
ated with the Enlightenment were the French philosophers Charles Montesquieu

% This section is based on the work of Irving Zeitlin (1996). Although Zeitlin’s analysis is presented here for its coher-
ence, it has a number of limitations: there are better analyses of the Enlightenment, there are many other factors
involved in shaping the development of sociology, and Zeitlin tends to overstate his case in places (for example, on the
impact of Marx). But on the whole, Zeitlin provides us with a useful starting point, given our objectives in this chapter.
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(1689—1755) and Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) (B. Singer, 2005a, 2005b). The
influence of the Enlightenment on sociological theory, however, was more indirect
and negative than it was direct and positive. As Irving Zeitlin puts it, “Early sociology
developed as a reaction to the Enlightenment” (1996:10).

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

Seventeenth-century philosophy was associated with the work of thinkers such
as René Descartes, Thomas Hobbes, and John Locke. The emphasis was on producing
grand, general, and very abstract systems of ideas that made rational sense. The later
thinkers associated with the Enlightenment did not reject the idea that systems of ideas
should be general and should make rational sense, but they did make greater efforts
to derive their ideas from the real world and to test them there. In other words, they
wanted to combine empirical research with reason (Seidman, 1983:36-37). The model
for this was science, especially Newtonian physics. At this point, we see the emer-
gence of the application of the scientific method to social issues. Not only did
Enlightenment thinkers want their ideas to be, at least in part, derived from the real
world, they also wanted them to be useful to the social world, especially in the
critical analysis of that world.

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

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

The Conservative Reaction to the Enlightenment

On the surface, we might think that French classical sociological theory, like Marx’s
theory, was directly and positively influenced by the Enlightenment. French sociology
became rational, empirical, scientific, and change-oriented, but not before it was also
shaped by a set of ideas that developed in reaction to the Enlightenment. In Seidman’s
view, “The ideology of the counter-Enlightenment represented a virtual inversion of
Enlightenment liberalism. In place of modernist premises, we can detect in the
Enlightenment critics a strong anti-modernist sentiment” (1983:51). As we will see,
sociology in general, and French sociology in particular, have from the beginning been
an uncomfortable mix of Enlightenment and counter-Enlightenment ideas.
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The most extreme form of opposition to Enlightenment ideas was French
Catholic counterrevolutionary philosophy, as represented by the ideas of Louis de
Bonald (1754-1840) and Joseph de Maistre (1753—-1821) (Reedy, 1994; Bradley,
2005a, 2005b). These men were reacting against not only the Enlightenment but also
the French Revolution, which they saw partly as a product of the kind of thinking
characteristic of the Enlightenment. Bonald, for example, was disturbed by the revo-
lutionary changes and yearned for a return to the peace and harmony of the Middle
Ages. In this view, God was the source of society; therefore, reason, which was so
important to the Enlightenment philosophers, was seen as inferior to traditional reli-
gious beliefs. Furthermore, it was believed that because God had created society,
people should not tamper with it and should not try to change a holy creation. By
extension, Bonald opposed anything that undermined such traditional institutions as
patriarchy, the monogamous family, the monarchy, and the Catholic Church.

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

Zeitlin (1996) outlined ten major propositions that he sees as emerging from the
conservative reaction and providing the basis for the development of classical French
sociological theory.

1. Whereas Enlightenment thinkers tended to emphasize the individual, the
conservative reaction led to a major sociological interest in, and emphasis on,
society and other large-scale phenomena. Society was viewed as something
more than simply an aggregate of individuals. Society was seen as having an
existence of its own with its own laws of development and deep roots in the
past.

2. Society was the most important unit of analysis; it was seen as more
important than the individual. It was society that produced the individual,
primarily through the process of socialization.

3. The individual was not even seen as the most basic element within society.
A society consisted of such component parts as roles, positions, relationships,
structures, and institutions. Individuals were seen as doing little more than
filling these units within society.

4. The parts of society were seen as interrelated and interdependent. Indeed,
these interrelationships were a major basis of society. This view led to a
conservative political orientation. That is, because the parts were held to be
interrelated, it followed that tampering with one part could well lead to the
undermining of other parts and, ultimately, of the system as a whole. This
meant that changes in the social system should be made with extreme care.
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5. Change was seen as a threat not only to society and its components but also
to the individuals in society. The various components of society were seen as
satisfying people’s needs. When institutions were disrupted, people were
likely to suffer, and their suffering was likely to lead to social disorder.

6. The general tendency was to see the various large-scale components of
society as useful for both society and the individuals in it. As a result, there
was little desire to look for the negative effects of existing social structures
and social institutions.

7. Small units, such as the family, the neighborhood, and religious and
occupational groups, also were seen as essential to individuals and society.
They provided the intimate, face-to-face environments that people needed in
order to survive in modern societies.

8. There was a tendency to see various modern social changes, such as
industrialization, urbanization, and bureaucratization, as having disorganizing
effects. These changes were viewed with fear and anxiety, and there was an
emphasis on developing ways of dealing with their disruptive effects.

9. While most of these feared changes were leading to a more rational society,
the conservative reaction led to an emphasis on the importance of nonrational
factors (ritual, ceremony, and worship, for example) in social life.

10.  Finally, the conservatives supported the existence of a hierarchical system in
society. It was seen as important to society that there be a differential system
of status and reward.

These ten propositions, derived from the conservative reaction to the Enlighten-
ment, should be seen as the immediate intellectual basis of the development of soci-
ological theory in France. Many of these ideas made their way into early sociological
thought, although some of the Enlightenment ideas (empiricism, for example) were
also influential.’

The Development of French Sociology

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

Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-1859)

We being with Alexis de Tocqueville even though he was born after both Saint-Simon
and Comte. We do so because he and his work were such pure products of the Enlight-
enment (he was strongly and directly influenced by Montesquieu [B. Singer, 2005b],
especially his The Spirit of the Laws [1748]) and because his work was not part of

* Although we have emphasized the discontinuities between the Enlightenment and the counter-Enlightenment, Seidman
makes the point that there also are continuities and linkages. First, the counter-Enlightenment carried on the scientific
tradition developed in the Enlightenment. Second, it picked up the Enlightenment emphasis on collectivities (as opposed
to individuals) and greatly extended it. Third, both had an interest in the problems of the modern world, especially its
negative effects on individuals.
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ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE

A Biographical Sketch

Alexis de Tocqueville was born on July 29, 1805, in
Paris. He came from a prominent though not wealthy
aristocratic family. The family had suffered during the
French Revolution. Tocqueville’s parents had been

arrested but managed to avoid the guillotine. Tocqueville
was well educated, became a lawyer and judge (although he was not very
successful at either), and became well and widely read especially in the
Enlightenment philosophy (Rousseau and Montesquieu) that played such a central
role in much classical social theory.

The turning point in Tocqueville's life began on April 2, 1831, when he
and a friend (Gustave de Beaumont) journeyed to the United States ostensibly to
study the American penitentiary system. He saw America as a laboratory in which
he could study, in their nascent state, such key phenomena to him as democracy,
equality, and freedom. He traveled widely throughout much of the then-developed
(and some undeveloped) parts of the United States (and a bit of Canada) getting
as far west as Green Bay (Wisconsin) and Memphis (Tennessee) and New Orleans
(Louisiana), traveling through large parts of the northeastern, middle Atlantic,
and southern states, as well as some midwestern states east of the Mississippi
River. He talked to all sorts of people along the way, asked systematic questions,
took copious notes, and allowed his interests to evolve on the basis of what he
found along the way. Tocqueville (and Beaumont) returned to France on February
20, 1832, having spent less than a year studying the vast physical and social
landscape of the United States as it existed then.

It took Tocqueville some time to get started on the first volume of
Democracy in America, but he began in earnest in late 1833 and the book was
published by 1835. It was a great success and made him famous. The irony here
is that one of the classic works on democracy in general, and American
democracy in particular, was written by a French aristocrat. He launched a
political career while putting the finishing touches on volume two of Democracy,
which appeared in 1840. This volume was more sociological (Aron, 1965) than
the first, which was clearly about politics, particularly the American political
system and how it compared to other political systems, especially the French

the clear line of development in French social theory from Saint-Simon and Comte
to the crucially important Durkheim. Tocqueville has long been seen as a political
scientist, not a sociologist, and furthermore many have not perceived the existence of
a social theory in his work (e.g., Seidman, 1983:306). However, not only is there a
social theory in his work, but it is one that deserves a much more significant place
in the history of social theory not only in France but in the rest of the world.
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system. (In general, Tocqueville was very favorably disposed to the American
system, although he had reservations about democracy more generally.) Volume
two was not well received, perhaps because of this shift in orientation, as well
as the book’s more abstract nature.

Tocqueville continued in politics and, even though he was an aristocrat,
was comparatively liberal in many of his views. Of this, he said:

People ascribe to me alternatively aristocratic and democratic prejudices. If
I had been born in another period, or in another country, I might have had
either one or the other. But my birth, as it happened, made it easy for me to
guard against both. I came into the world at the end of a long revolution,
which, after destroying ancient institutions, created none that could last.
When I entered life, aristocracy was dead and democracy was yet unborn. My
instinct, therefore, could not lead me blindly either to the one or the other.
(Tocqueville, cited in Nisbet, 1976-1977:61).

It is because of this ambivalence that Nisbet (1976-1977:65) argues that unlike
the development of Marxism flowing from Marx’s intellectual certainty, “at no
time has there been, or is there likely to be, anything called Tocquevilleism.”

Tocqueville lived through the Revolution of 1848 and the abdication of the
king. However, he opposed the military coup staged by Louis Napoleon, spent a
few days in jail, and saw, as a result, the end of his political career (he had
become minister of foreign affairs but was fired by Louis Napoleon). He never
accepted the dictatorship of Napoleon III and grew increasingly critical of the
political direction taken by France. As a way of critiquing the France of his day,
Tocqueville decided to write about the French Revolution of 1789 (although he
believed it continued through the first half of the nineteen century and to his
day) in his other well-known book, The 0ld Regime and the Revolutions, which
was published in 1856. The book focused on French despotism but continued the
concerns of Democracy in America with the relationship between freedom,
equality, and democracy. Unlike the second volume of Democracy in America, Old
Regime was well received and quite successful. It made Tocqueville the “grand
old man” of the liberal movement of the day in France.

Tocqueville died at age 53 on April 16, 1859 (Mancini, 1994; Zunz and
Kahan, 2002). One can gain a great deal of insight into the man and his think-
ing though The Recollections of Alexis de Tocqueville (Tocqueville, 1893/1959), his
posthumously published memoirs of the Revolution of 1848 and his role in it.

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



14 Part I  Classical Sociological Theory

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

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

Thus, the strength of Tocqueville’s theory lies in the interrelated ideas of free-
dom, equality, and especially centralization. His “grand narrative” on the increasing
control of central governments anticipates other theories including Weber’s work on
bureaucracy and especially the more contemporary work of Michel Foucault on “gov-
ernmentality” and its gradual spread, increasing subtlety, and propensity to invade
even the “soul” of the people controlled by it. There is a very profound social theory
in Tocqueville’s work, but it had no influence on the theories and theorists to be
discussed in the remainder of this section on French social theory. Its influence was
largely restricted to the development of political science and to work on American
democracy and the French Revolution (Tocqueville, 1856/1983). There are certainly
sociologists (and other social scientists) who recognized his importance, especially
those interested in the relationship between individualism and community (Bellah
etal., 1985; Nisbet, 1953; Putnam, 2001; Riesman, 1950), but to this day Tocqueville’s
theories have not been accorded the place they deserve in social theory in general,
and even in French social theory (Gane, 2003).

Claude Henri Saint-Simon (1760-1825)

Saint-Simon was older than Auguste Comte (see next page), and in fact Comte, in his
early years, served as Saint-Simon’s secretary and disciple. There is a very strong
similarity between the ideas of these two thinkers, yet a bitter debate developed
between them that led to their eventual split (Pickering, 1993; K. Thompson, 1975).
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The most interesting aspect of Saint-Simon was his significance to the develop-
ment of both conservative (like Comte’s) and radical Marxian theory. On the conserva-
tive side, Saint-Simon wanted to preserve society as it was, but he did not seek a return
to life as it had been in the Middle Ages, as did Bonald and Maistre. In addition, he
was a positivist (Durkheim, 1928/1962:142), which meant that he believed that the
study of social phenomena should employ the same scientific techniques that were used
in the natural sciences. On the radical side, Saint-Simon saw the need for socialist
reforms, especially the centralized planning of the economic system. But Saint-Simon
did not go nearly as far as Marx did later. Although he, like Marx, saw the capitalists
superseding the feudal nobility, he felt it inconceivable that the working class would
come to replace the capitalists. Many of Saint-Simon’s ideas are found in Comte’s
work, but Comte developed them in a more systematic fashion (Pickering, 1997).

Auguste Comte (1798-1857)

Comte was the first to use the term sociology (Pickering, 2000; J. Turner, 2001a).*
He had an enormous influence on later sociological theorists (especially Herbert Spencer
and Emile Durkheim). And he believed that the study of sociology should be scientific,
just as many classical theorists did and most contemporary sociologists do
(Lenzer, 1975).

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

Comte developed social physics, or what in 1839 he called sociology (Pickering,
2000). The use of the term social physics made it clear that Comte sought to model
sociology after the “hard sciences.” This new science, which in his view would ulti-
mately become the dominant science, was to be concerned with both social statics
(existing social structures) and social dynamics (social change). Although both involved
the search for laws of social life, he felt that social dynamics was more important than
social statics. This focus on change reflected his interest in social reform, particularly
reform of the ills created by the French Revolution and the Enlightenment. Comte did
not urge revolutionary change, because he felt the natural evolution of society would
make things better. Reforms were needed only to assist the process a bit.

* While he recognizes that Comte created the label “sociology,” Eriksson (1993) has challenged the idea that Comte is
the progenitor of modern, scientific sociology. Rather, Eriksson sees people like Adam Smith, and more generally the
Scottish Moralists as the true source of modern sociology. See also L. Hill (1996) on the importance of Adam Ferguson,
Ullmann-Margalit (1997) on Ferguson and Adam Smith, and Rundell (2001).
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A Biographical Sketch

Auguste Comte was born in Montpelier, France, on

January 19, 1798 (Pickering, 1993:7; Wernick, 2005;
Orenstein, 2007). His parents were middle class, and his
father eventually rose to the position of official local agent
for the tax collector. Although a precocious student, Comte

never received a college-level degree. He and his whole class were dismissed
from the Ecole Polytechnique for their rebelliousness and their political ideas.
This expulsion had an adverse effect on Comte’s academic career. In 1817 he
became secretary (and “adopted son” [Manuel, 1962:251]) to Claude Henri Saint-
Simon, a philosopher forty years Comte’s senior. They worked closely together for
several years, and Comte acknowledged his great debt to Saint-Simon: “I
certainly owe a great deal intellectually to Saint-Simon . . . he contributed
powerfully to launching me in the philosophic direction that I clearly created for
myself today and which I will follow without hesitation all my life” (Durkheim,
1928/1962:144). But in 1824 they had a falling-out because Comte believed that
Saint-Simon wanted to omit Comte’s name from one of his contributions. Comte
later wrote of his relationship with Saint-Simon as “catastrophic” (Pickering,
1993:238) and described him as a “depraved juggler” (Durkheim, 1928/1962:144).
In 1852, Comte said of Saint-Simon, “I owed nothing to this personage”
(Pickering, 1993:240).

Heilbron (1995) describes Comte as short (perhaps 5 feet, 2 inches), a bit
cross-eyed, and very insecure in social situations, especially ones involving
women. He was also alienated from society as a whole. These facts may help
account for the fact that Comte married Caroline Massin (the marriage lasted
from 1825 to 1842). She was an illegitimate child whom Comte later called a
“prostitute,” although that label has been questioned recently (Pickering,
1997:37). Comte’s personal insecurities stood in contrast to his great security
about his own intellectual capacities, and it appears that his self-esteem was
well founded:

Comte’s prodigious memory is famous. Endowed with a photographic memory
he could recite backwards the words of any page he had read but once. His
powers of concentration were such that he could sketch out an entire

Shvouste Come [

This leads us to the cornerstone of Comte’s approach—his evolutionary theory,
or the law of the three stages. The theory proposes that there are three intellectual
stages through which the world has gone throughout its history. According to Comte,
not only does the world go through this process, but groups, societies, sciences, indi-
viduals, and even minds go through the same three stages. The theological stage is
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book without putting pen to paper. His lectures were all delivered without
notes. When he sat down to write out his books he wrote everything
from memory.

(Schweber, 1991:134)

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

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

Heilbron argues that a major break took place in Comte’s life in 1838
and it was then that he lost hope that anyone would take his work on science
in general, and sociology in particular, seriously. It was also at that point that
he embarked on his life of “cerebral hygiene”; that is, Comte began to avoid
reading the work of other people, with the result that he became hopelessly
out of touch with recent intellectual developments. It was after 1838 that he
began developing his bizarre ideas about reforming society that found expres-
sion in Systeme de Politique Positive. Comte came to fancy himself as the high
priest of a new religion of humanity; he believed in a world that eventually
would be led by sociologist-priests. (Comte had been strongly influenced by
his Catholic background.) Interestingly, in spite of such outrageous ideas,
Comte eventually developed a considerable following in France, as well as in a
number of other countries.

Auguste Comte died on September 5, 1857.

the first, and it characterized the world prior to 1300. During this period, the major
idea system emphasized the belief that supernatural powers and religious figures,
modeled after humankind, are at the root of everything. In particular, the social and
physical world is seen as produced by God. The second stage is the metaphysical
stage, which occurred roughly between 1300 and 1800. This era was characterized by
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the belief that abstract forces like “nature,” rather than personalized gods, explain
virtually everything. Finally, in 1800 the world entered the positivistic stage, charac-
terized by belief in science. People now tended to give up the search for absolute
causes (God or nature) and concentrated instead on observation of the social and
physical world in the search for the laws governing them.

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

We have already encountered several of Comte’s positions that were to be of great
significance to the development of classical sociology—his basic conservatism, reform-
ism, and scientism and his evolutionary view of the world. Several other aspects of his
work deserve mention because they also were to play a major role in the development
of sociological theory. For example, his sociology does not focus on the individual but
rather takes as its basic unit of analysis larger entities such as the family. He also urged
that we look at both social structure and social change. Of great importance to later
sociological theory, especially the work of Spencer and Parsons, is Comte’s stress on
the systematic character of society—the links among and between the various compo-
nents of society. He also accorded great importance to the role of consensus in society.
He saw little merit in the idea that society is characterized by inevitable conflict between
workers and capitalists. In addition, Comte emphasized the need to engage in abstract
theorizing and to go out and do sociological research. He urged that sociologists use
observation, experimentation, and comparative historical analysis. Finally, Comte
believed that sociology ultimately would become the dominant scientific force in the
world because of its distinctive ability to interpret social laws and to develop reforms
aimed at patching up problems within the system.

Comte was in the forefront of the development of positivistic sociology (Bryant,
1985; Halfpenny, 1982). To Jonathan Turner, Comte’s positivism emphasized that “the
social universe is amenable to the development of abstract laws that can be tested
through the careful collection of data,” and “these abstract laws will denote the basic
and generic properties of the social universe and they will specify their ‘natural rela-
tions’” (1985:24). As we will see, a number of classical theorists (especially Spencer
and Durkheim) shared Comte’s interest in the discovery of the laws of social life.
While positivism remains important in contemporary sociology, it has come under
attack from a number of quarters (Morrow, 1994).

Even though Comte lacked a solid academic base on which to build a school
of Comtian sociological theory, he nevertheless laid a basis for the development of a
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significant stream of sociological theory. But his long-term significance is dwarfed by
that of his successor in French sociology and the inheritor of a number of its ideas,
Emile Durkheim. (For a debate over the canonization of Durkheim, as well as other
classical theorists discussed in this chapter, see D. Parker, 1997; Mouzelis, 1997.)

Emile Durkheim (1858-1917)

Durkheim’s relation to the Enlightenment was much more ambiguous than Comte’s.
Durkheim has been seen as an inheritor of the Enlightenment tradition because of his
emphasis on science and social reformism. However, he also has been seen as the
inheritor of the conservative tradition, especially as it was manifested in Comte’s
work. But whereas Comte had remained outside of academia (as had Tocqueville),
Durkheim developed an increasingly solid academic base as his career progressed.
Durkheim legitimized sociology in France, and his work ultimately became a domi-
nant force in the development of sociology in general and of sociological theory in
particular (Rawls, 2007; R. Jones, 2000).

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

Social Facts

Durkheim developed a distinctive conception of the subject matter of sociology and then
tested it in an empirical study. In The Rules of Sociological Method (1895/1982),
Durkheim argued that it is the special task of sociology to study what he called social
facts (Nielsen, 2005a, 2007a). He conceived of social facts as forces (Takla and Pope,
1985) and structures that are external to, and coercive of, the individual. The study of
these large-scale structures and forces—for example, institutionalized law and shared
moral beliefs—and their impact on people became the concern of many later socio-
logical theorists (Parsons, for example). In Suicide (1897/1951), Durkheim reasoned that
if he could link such an individual behavior as suicide to social causes (social facts), he
would have made a persuasive case for the importance of the discipline of sociology.
But Durkheim did not examine why individual A or B committed suicide; rather, he was
interested in the causes of differences in suicide rates among groups, regions, countries,
and different categories of people (for example, married and single). His basic argument
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was that it was the nature of, and changes in, social facts that led to differences in
suicide rates. For example, a war or an economic depression would create a collective
mood of depression that would in turn lead to increases in suicide rates. More will be
said on this subject in Chapter 3, but the key point is that Durkheim developed a dis-
tinctive view of sociology and sought to demonstrate its usefulness in a scientific study
of suicide.

In The Rules of Sociological Method (1895/1982), Durkheim differentiated
between two types of social facts—material and nonmaterial. Although he dealt with
both in the course of his work, his main focus was on nonmaterial social facts (for
example, culture, social institutions) rather than material social facts (for example,
bureaucracy, law). This concern for nonmaterial social facts was already clear in his
earliest major work, The Division of Labor in Society (1893/1964). His focus there
was a comparative analysis of what held society together in the primitive and mod-
ern cases. He concluded that earlier societies were held together primarily by non-
material social facts, specifically, a strongly held common morality, or what he
called a strong collective conscience. However, because of the complexities of mod-
ern society, there had been a decline in the strength of the collective conscience.
The primary bond in the modern world was an intricate division of labor, which
tied people to others in dependency relationships. However, Durkheim felt that the
modern division of labor brought with it several “pathologies™; it was, in other
words, an inadequate method of holding society together. Given his conservative
sociology, Durkheim did not feel that revolution was needed to solve these prob-
lems. Rather, he suggested a variety of reforms that could “patch up” the modern
system and keep it functioning. Although he recognized that there was no going
back to the age when a powerful collective conscience predominated, he did feel
that the common morality could be strengthened in modern society and that people
thereby could cope better with the pathologies that they were experiencing.

Religion

In his later work, nonmaterial social facts occupied an even more central position.
In fact, he came to focus on perhaps the ultimate form of a nonmaterial social
fact—religion—in his last major work, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life
(1912/1965). Durkheim examined primitive society in order to find the roots of reli-
gion. He believed that he would be better able to find those roots in the comparative
simplicity of primitive society than in the complexity of the modern world. What he
found, he felt, was that the source of religion was society itself. Society comes to
define certain things as religious and others as profane. Specifically, in the case he
studied, the clan was the source of a primitive kind of religion, fotemism, in which
things like plants and animals are deified. Totemism, in turn, was seen as a specific
type of nonmaterial social fact, a form of the collective conscience. In the end,
Durkheim came to argue that society and religion (or, more generally, the collective
conscience) were one and the same. Religion was the way society expressed itself
in the form of a nonmaterial social fact. In a sense, then, Durkheim came to deify
society and its major products. Clearly, in deifying society, Durkheim took a highly
conservative stance: one would not want to overturn a deity or its societal source.
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Because he identified society with God, Durkheim was not inclined to urge social
revolution. Instead, he was a social reformer seeking ways of improving the function-
ing of society. In these and other ways, Durkheim was clearly in line with French
conservative sociology. The fact that he avoided many of its excesses helped make
him the most significant figure in French sociology.

These books and other important works helped carve out a distinctive domain
for sociology in the academic world of turn-of-the-century France, and they earned
Durkheim the leading position in that growing field. In 1898, Durkheim set up a
scholarly journal devoted to sociology, L’année sociologique (Besnard, 1983). It
became a powerful force in the development and spread of sociological ideas. Durkheim
was intent on fostering the growth of sociology, and he used his journal as a focal
point for the development of a group of disciples. They later would extend his ideas
and carry them to many other locales and into the study of other aspects of the social
world (for example, sociology of law and sociology of the city) (Besnard, 1983:1).
By 1910, Durkheim had established a strong center of sociology in France, and
the academic institutionalization of sociology was well under way in that nation
(Heilbron, 1995).

The Development of German Sociology

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

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

The dominant intellectual influence on Karl Marx was the German philosopher
G.W.F. Hegel (1770-1831).

Hegel

According to Terence Ball, “it is difficult for us to appreciate the degree to which Hegel
dominated German thought in the second quarter of the nineteenth century. It was largely
within the framework of his philosophy that educated Germans—including the young
Marx—discussed history, politics and culture” (1991:25). Marx’s education at the Uni-
versity of Berlin was shaped by Hegel’s ideas as well as by the split that developed

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



