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CHAPI'ER ONE 

THE DEVElOPMENT OF SOCIAL SCIENT IFJ:C THOUGHT 

The method of the social sciences was conceived by various 

thinkers in various ways even in early times when there was no 

sh~ boundary line between different branches of science and 

humanities. since the phenomenological approach is to be under~ 

stood with a right look in contrast with other approaches, J: 

propose to extract and frame the methodological reflections of 

the thinkers of the early, medieval and modern period as well. 

This may be treated as a • sketch• of the history of the methodology 

of social sciences. The historical flux of thinking down the ages 

forms the heritage of any thinking thereby making the pre-verbal 

or pre-judicative basis of methodologies so far as human and 

social sciences are concerned. The pre-suppositions and rules of 

various theories. form their age-old Glaim of historical causality, 

although they are based on an abstraction from history as a flux 

of life leading towards the present texture of our 1 life-world'. 

The concepts of historical causality and sociological causality 

are founded on a concept of history as a process of 'facts 

producing facts•. The notions like 'objectivity• and •scientifi-

city' are unfortunately and wrongly related to this notion of 

1 facticity• as detached from living human reality. The very 

truth that meaningfulness of such facts is parasitic upon a lived 

reality of human beings is a proof that they do not have an 

ontological status of their own. Another western paradigm of 
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mathematical rationality leads to the idea that 'abstract• is 

more real than the •concrete•; it owes much to the mathematical 

side of Plato who thought that the whole of reality could be 

conceived from the standpoint of Geometry. While such emphasis 

on abstraction and a notion of objectivity derived from it is 

reflected in positivism and scientism its counter approach 

developed in the guises of humanism, idealism etc. Now these two 

approaches can be_broadly designated as objectivism and subjecti

vism respectively. 

This opposition between obje~tivism and subjectivism may 

take various forms viz. positivist sociology vs. ver~tehende 

sociology; or explanation vs. understan6ing and so on. Despite 

their variety, it may be noticed that if the epistemological 

nucleus_of one be the object, the same for the other is the 

subject. And each of the approaches suffers from some inadequacy 

only because of their extremity of emphasis. Now let us begin 

with Greek thinkers. 

SOCIO-POLlT ICAL THINKING OF EARLY GREEKS 

The philosophies of Plato (427 B.c. - 347 B.c.) and 

Aristotle (384 B.C. - 322 B.C.) are the olde?t ones in which we 

may trace the earliest but a systematic consideration of societal 

matters. As Collins putsin his Three Sociological Traditions : 

11To be sure it is primarily concerned with the evaluative ques

tion of what form the best society should take rather than with 
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an explanation of why_ things exist as they are; but this is what 

we might expect from an intellectual group that also aspired to 

play a role w-ithin Greek politics" • Plato in his Republic ~ives 

a picture of an ideal state with different classes to be headed 
1 

by a 'philosopher king'. Plato's school was intended to train 

government leaders whereas in the next generation his pupil 

Aristotle made a school which was primarily intended to train 

other intellectuals. Aristot-le provided the first example of 

empirical analysis when he collected the constitutions of the 

Greek cities and attempted to state the conditions under which 

they were ruled by kings, aristocracies, or democracies,. 

"Aristotle's Politics is a treatise on political sociology". 
2,u 

writes Raymond Aron • But t~e central interest, the point of 

reference in Aristotle's Politics, is the political regime and. 

not social organization" • 

The most appreciable achievement of Greek social thinking 

was the creation of history as we know it to be a serious narra-

tive history. Simultaneously with the sophists who were busy with 

vigorous philosophical crossings, retired politicians and generals 

like Thucydides and Herodatous almost residing on the same 

intellectual market place ventured to write histories. "These 

created a new standard by their efforts to gather historical 

facts objectively, free from-religious interpretations and going 

beyond bare administrative chronicles to an analysis of the causes 

of events. Although the relatively autonomous intellectual market

place of the Greek Golden Age was not to last, its tradition of 
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history-writing was one iegacy that did survive~ to some extent 

at least, in the more religiously and politically toP-heavy 
3 

societies that were to follow" • But if sociology claims to know 

what is vaguely called society or societies or social phenomena, 

more or less synonymously, then "••• sociology marks a moment in 

man's reflection on historical reality, the moment when the con-

cept of the social, of society, becomes the centre of interest, 

replacing the concept of polities or of the regime or of the 

state""'· This is how the Greek tradition contributed a standard 

of objectivity which influenced the later trend of rationalis-

tic, positivistic and empiricist kind of social scientific thought. 

THE IMPACT OF THE ENLIGHTENMENT 

Relinquishing the religious flavour which characterized 

the thinkers of the middle age, the Enlightenment thinkers 

upheld reason as the critical measure of social institutions 

and their suitability for man• s nature. For them man is essen-

tially rational and his rationality can lead him to freedom. 

According to Zeitlin, 11 ••• the Enlightenment appears as the 

least arbitrary and most appropriate point of departure in the 

study of the origins of sociological theory. The eighteenth-

century thinkers began more consistently than any of their pre-

decessors to study the human condition in a methodical way. 

Consciously applying what they considered to be scientific 
5 

principles of analysis to man, his nature, and society" • 
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An ·essential feature -of the enlightenment thought was 

self-examination, an understanding .of their own activity, their 

Ot'ln society, and their m..rn time. Instead of turning to seven-

teenth-century thinkers lilce Descartes, for whom explanation 

was a matter of strict, systematic deduction, the Philosophes 

followed the Net~onian model of the contemporary natural sciences, 

the empirical method based on experience and observation and 

compilation of data. This is the methodology most characteristic 

of eighteenth century. 

The logic of this new method is neither the logic of the 

scholastics nor of the purely mathematical concept; it is rather 

the logic of •facts'. The Philosophes were of tr~ opinion that a 

synthesis of the 'positive•· and the ·•rational' vras not an 

unattainable ideal but one fully realizable. The main feature 

of the scientific method retained by Newton's (1643-1727) and 

employed earlier by Kepler (1571-1630) and Galilee (1564-1642), 

was the interdependence of its analytical and synthetic aspects. 

The Enlightenment thinkers made a whole-hearted welcome· to the 

methodological pattern of Newton's physics and the most important 

point about1 ·the philosophical foundations of sociological theocy 

is that this method was generalized and employed in fields other 

than mathematics and physics. "It became an indispensable tool 
6 

in the study of all phenomena" ~ Again unlike the seventeenth 

and eighteenth century thinkers namely Descartes (1596-1650), 

Spinoza (1632-1677), Ieibniz (1646-1716) who considered that 
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reason v1as the realm of 11 eternal varieties" - truth held in 

common by man and God, the eighteenth-century thinkers took 

reason in a different and more modest sense, that is to say, 

as the original intellectual force which guides the discovery 

and determination of truth. Reason, instead of heritage is now 

looked upon as an acquisition through exercise • 

.MONTESQUIEU (1689-1755): 

Montesquieu made the first attempt in modern times at 

constructing a philosophy of soc~ety and history. Montesquieu 

may not be regarded as a sociologist, simply because the term 

sociology did not exist in Montesquieu•s time and this term was 

invested later on. But there is no reason for not consi~ering 

him as a precursor of sociology. But if sociology is an objective 

and scientific study of society as such, then Montesquieu was 

much more of a sociologist than Auguste Comte. Raymond Aron 

observes, "The philosophical interpretation of sociology present 

in the S~irit of the Laws is much more 'modern• than the same 

interpretation in the writings of Auguste comte. This does not 

necessarily mean that Montesquieu was superior to Auguste Comte; 

but it does mean that J: do not consider .Montesquieu a precursor 
7 of sociology, but rather one of its great theorists11• 

MontesqUieu thoroughly disentangled himself from the 

medieval tradition. His conception of regularities is more attune 

par with the modern conception. He was interested in factual 



study of social phenomena for discovering the laws of social and 

historical development. In his preface to the Spirit of the Laws, 

Montesquieu wrote, "I began to examine men ahd I believed that 

in the infinite variety of their laws and customs they were not 

guided solely by their whims. 'I formulated principles, and then 

I saw individual cases fitting these principles as if of the~ 

selves, the history of all nations being only the consequence 

of these principles and every special law bo·und t.o another law, 
B 

or depending on another more general law" • With the formulation 

of this conception he became the first thinker to utilize_con-. 

sistently in social and historical analysis the construct, which 

"\'le today call 11 i<5.eal-types". The notion of 11 ideal-typeU plays 

a very important role in the formulation of method for any 

social science as to be found in the works of Max weber and 

thereafter in the works of AU red scl)utz .. Theory or abstraction 

which is a requisite for any science, is based upon the notion 

o~ tl ide al-type••. This is the intellectual tool application of 

which makes sense out of the multitude of facts, which is 

otherwise incomprehensible or unintelligible for any purpose. 

While employed in the study of social structures Montesquieu•s 

ideal-types are static form's. Again he believed that id~al-types 

are useful too for the study of progress. To illustrate, study 

of a society brings out some elements of the society as inter-

dependent of others and if a number of societies possesses such 

elements in conu110n so that they may be grouped under the same 

kind, 11 then the functioning processes of these societies may also 
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reveal certain similar, characteristic tendencies" • Montesquieu 

was perhaps the most objectivist of all the Philosophes, but surely 

was not a climatic or geographical determinist. He was also 

interested in comparative approach to other societies and cul~ 

tures. Along with the form of state, Montesquieu also gave atten

tion to other factors vi. morality, religion, economic life, the 

family etc. because these are the 11 actual stuff of life", and 

employed the ideal-type method to comprehend them. This made his 

work innovative to a very significant and useful degree. Montes-

qu_ieu vras correct ·in understanding that without classification 

and typologies, science is impossible whether it be about physical 

objects or social phenomena• But this ideal-types have pretentions 

of transcending the limits of space and tin~. This is the evi-

dence of the awareness he carried in mind about the constants 

as well as the variables. According to him, scientific methods 

above mere description and classification, require sorn~thing 

more-interpretation and explanation.. But interpretation is never 

the imposit~ion of a wholly subjective order upon something 't'lhich 

is chaotic and erratic. Interpretation is to be taken in the 

sense of exploration of the constants as well as the variables 

o:E the object;. of study so that an 11 ideal-ty_pe 11 of the object (s) 

concerned may be constructcde Here interpretation does not hamper 

the objectivity of the analysis- at all• 11 Xhis is the basic 

assumption 'tvhich guided J.'.1ontesquieu in his social analysis11 !0 



To sum·up : Montesquieu subordinates deduction to experience 

and observation Aron says that he may be thought to be the initia-

tor of the French school of political sociology, of which 

Tocquevili~ is the second great figure. But from the preceeding 

discussion, it ap:pears that the methodology of Montesquieu 

contains some noticeable positivistic elements which are charac

teristic of scientistic sociology of our time. 

JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU (1712-1778): 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau was an enlightenment thinker and 

perhaps amongst the Philosophes it was he who propounded the 

premises which had much revolutionary sparklings. In The social 

contract and Discourses he declared, "Man is born free; and , 
every-where he is in chains11 • Rousseau• s aim was to find out 

such a social system whose laws would· be in the greatest harmony 

with the fundamental laws of nature. 

There are two postulates which are very crucial for 

Rousseau• s method. Firstly the 11 natural man" ,which means simply 

man, theoretically bereft of what he has acquired by living in 

society - that means the residue as a bare bio-psychological 

human being. The concept of 1 natural man • should be· taken in 

strictly heuristic sense not as historical truth but as a 

hypothetical condition. Again the 11 state of nature11 which is 

Rousseau's anotqer ideal construct is such an utopian or ideal 

"pre-social" condition "which no longer exists, which perhaps 

J9 



never did exist and probably never will exist1 and which is, 

nevertheless necessary to have true ideas in order to form a 
t.2. 

proper judgment of our present state" • These two concepts were 

in the hands of Rousseau as relatively objective, non ideological 

yardsticks to evaluate society, to measure the degree of perfec

tion and freedom. 

In developing such concepts Rousseau is engaged not only 

in a very imaginative thinking process but also depends upon 

some experimental basis. But.as it poses us with a comp~icated 

methodology he himself. asks, "what experiments vrould have to 

be made to discover the natural man?. And how are those experi

ments to be made in a state of societyn 
1 ~ surely such experiments 

would be of utmost difficulty although not an impossible one, 

and .. hence Ro~sseau suggests some alte.rnative procedure for this 

end. Firstly; insight into natural behaviour uninfluenced by 

society. can be obtained by observing animals in their natural 

habitat •. secondly; we may study primitive peoples-aboriginals 

who have not yet a great deal of socio-cultural acquisition. 

Finally, one is required to substract all the factors of socio

cultural genesis, provided that only the "natural foundation•• is 

left. Rousseau in his 11 state of nature" is not depicting a lost 

golden age; instead he is forwarding a methodological device by 

which it will be possible to elicit the components of man's basic 

psychological make up. Rousseau• s notion of "natural man" is 

echoed sometimes remotely and sometimes in a reverted manner in 

the theories of Freud, Marx and Feuerbach. Now from the forerunning 
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discussion on his ~thodological tenets it may be said that there 

is a well conjugation of both rational and elT!Pirical tendencies. 

As a forerunner of sociology Rousseau was not only a 

formulator of a methodological device, but also 11was among the 

first to address himself in a relatively systematic manner to 

the origins, forms, and consequences of inequality in society. 

He saw clearly that the existence of classes and class conflict 

affect all aspects of man's life. Inequality had definite inhuman 

consequences and led to strife and war within and among societies. 

Finally, he _saw the possibilities of change. There should be a 

way~ he believed, to change .or remake ·the society which man• s o-vm 
i+ 

action has produced but in which he ·is not his o\'m master11 
• 

From the ~ove passages we may notice some marks of 

anticipation of the conflict tradition in sociology, of which 

Marx and Engels enjoy the pivotal position. Although the notion 

of "natural man" is said to be a non-ideological yardstick, 

Rousseau's theory of the origin of society and the social con-

tract might have some revolutionizing as well as ideologizing 

effects. The complexity in Rousseau's thought was due to a 

mixture of romance and reality, reason and morality. 

THE ORIGIN" OF .POSITIVIST THINKING BY 

SAINT-SI¥DN (1760-1825) 

The Philosophes during the French revolution gave birth 

to a conse.r:vative philosophical reaction. This reaction in turn 

caused a new interest in social order and various related problems 
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and concepts. The conservative legacy influenced greatly thinkers 

like Saint-Simon, Comte and later on Durkheim. These thinkers 

attempted to pick up conservative ideas and concepts out of 

their theological-reactionary backdrop and to make them components 

of a scientific sociology. So let us start with Saint-simon and 

Comte, who are the founders of modern sociology or positivist 

sociology. 

Like the Philosophes:, Saint Simon had great fa!.th in the 

power of reason to change the world, but only for the negative

critical principles of the Philosophes, the Revolution failed 

simply to go far enough •. so he made the inception of a positive 

philosophy. The philosophy of Saint-simon in which v irtual1y 

all of Comte• s ideas originated was the critique of the status

quo in some limited respects. He admired the social unity of the 

medieval order but denied going back to that order. The new 

social unity must rest on a new unity in the realm of thought, 

of intellectual principles. According to him,. human kno~vledge 

passed through three stages in its development; from the theolo

gical to the metaphysical and finally to the scientific. The study 

of human conduct ·1r1hich Saint-Simon called 11 social physiology11 

must be a positive science in much the same way as the study of 

physical phenomena had become scientific. Scientific knowledge 

was to replace religious dogma in this way. 

Positivism in this sense was evident, if not in name 

but in spirit, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
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Saint-Simon was inspired by the scientific spirit of his pre-

decessors and so modelled his method a£ter theirs. He had an 

aspiration that the human sciences would attain the unity and 

coherence of the natural sciences and was specifically impressed 

by Newton's law of gravitation. Saint-Simon repuditated the idea 

of unifying the sciences, but he held on to his conception of 

science as a body of verified and established beliefs which could 

take the place of religion as the binding force to society. For 

those who are unable to understand scientific truths, knowledge 

will be imparted by means of rituals, cults and mystical processes 

whereas the educated.elite will learn the ideas directly as 

scientific principles. 

Before 1814, ·saint-Simon developed all the major ideas 

vrhich Thierry and Comte later claimed as their ot~m. 'l'hese .ideas 

like positivism, industrialism, internationalism, a 11 new religion" 

and the originality with vrhich Saint-Simon approached, made him 

one of the most important social thinkers of the nineteenth cen-

tury. Again it was Saint-Simon, and not Comte, whom Durkhe.im 

regarded as his intellect.ual master. The "idea, the ~rrord,. and 

even th~ outline of positivist philosophy are all found in Saint-

Simon •••• Therefore, it is to him that one_must, in full justice, 
16 

av-rard the honour currently given to Comte11 
• 

For Saint-simon, knowledge was the underlyi~g and sustain

ing factor of society and a social system is the application of 

a system of ideas. The historical growth of knowledge or science, 

vras a major factor of metamorphosis of European society. Knowledge, 



therefore was a moving force of progress on the one hand and 

the binding force of society on the other. Thus he conceived both 

the dynamic as well as the static nature of knowledge. Saint~ 

Simon was interested to determine which ideas were best suited 

to the condition of European society at the beginning of the 

nineteenth century. What united men was their common mode of 

contemplation and picturing of the world but this way of think

ing among the people as a whole lagged behind the progress of 

scientific l<nowledge, behind positive knowledge. Therefore, by 

systematizing scientific knowledge one could define what the 

consciousness of a people should be at a given time. Inasmuch 

as a social system is the application of ideas, it \'lill be 

impossible to build the new society until positive philosophy, 

which is to be its basis, has ~eveloped~ But despite. the prepon

drance of many sciences, Saint-simon, pointed out the absence of 

a science of man. This was the only science which could reconcile 

the interests of classes and serve as the foundation of a unified 

organic society. This human science should :Oe framed as per other 

natural sciences, because man is, after all, a part of nature. 

Thus Saint-simon threw his insight for a time when 

politics would be science and political questions would be 

settled in the same way the other phenomena were treated by 

science. The main task of science t\'as to discover the laws of 

social development, evolution and progresso Man cannot but sUbmit 

to them. The scientific elite would discover the principles or 

laws most appropriate to the new society and would appeal to the 
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affluent section to cooperate in bringing about that society. 

But if we have some critical reflection on Saint-simon# 

the following remarks can be made. His methodological and epis

temological model owed much to Montesquieu and lacked originality. 

saint-simon's contribution cari be styled as to be 'positive-

conservative• in contrast to the •negative-critical' Philosophes 

of the previous century. In order to understand the development 

of positivism, we are to consider the thought of Auguste Comte. 

AUGUSTE CO~E (1798-1857): 

In the eyes of Auguste Comte human history is a single 

entity and h~ extended this conception of unity to the point 

where his problematic would ultimately be·the opposite of 

Montesquieu's, that of rediscovering_and a9counting for diversity. 

Th~ funct,ton of sociplogy,. for Comte.~ is to. understand the 

necessary, indispensable, and inevitable course of .history in 

such a way as to promote the realization o+ the new order. 

Le~ us ~how examine the positive method for which Comte 

is most famous. ~o~te discarded the eighteenth-century concep

tion in which reasoning and observing were eo-ordinate functions 

'" of the scientific method • on the contrary the distinguishable 

scientific spirit should be a steady subordination of imagina~ 

tion to observation, of reason to "facts". According to Comte, 

prediction or "prevision" as he called it, "tvould facilitate 
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social control, which is a primary and even exclusive aim of his 

positive doctrine. In these terms, "to predict. in order to control'', 

became a totalitarian slogan in his hands. This became distinct 

in his "scientific" conception of society. 

From the combination of the law of three stages of 

intelligence and th~ hierarchy of the sciences comte derived an 

important truth that the simpler the object of study, the easier 

is .it to think positively. According to comte the order in which 

various sciences were ranked revea~ed the order in which.the 

intelligence became positive. The positive method was adopted 

sooner in mathematics, in physics and in chemistry than in biology. 

Positivism was slower to invade in disciplines relating to the 

most complex matters. There were even certain phenomena in which 

observation follov1ed automatically, thereby -t;:.he intelligence 

enjoying a positive commencement. Thus comte arrived at the basic 

f~r;mula that the method which had triumphed in other sciences 

must eventually prevail in politics and culminate in the formation 

of a positive science of society called sociology. But beginning 

with biology there occurred a noticeable reversal in methodology 

which provided a foundation for the sociological concept of 

historical unity, and the sciences were no longer analytic but 

necessarily and essentially synthetic. 

Comte stressed again and again that the scientific method 

required that society should be studied as a whole and not to be 

separated into its component parts. The logical consequence of 

the principle of the priorfty of entity over element is the 
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assertion that the object of sociology is the history of the 

human race. About this tendency in Comtean thought Zeitlin truly 

r·emarks, 11 It is as if he fears that the logical analysis of a 

society's institutions will inevitably lead to its actual 

dissolution; and analytical view of society, in which essential 

relationships are critically scrutinized, will revive the very 

same critical, negative, and revolutionary pQilosophy that posi-
f7 

tivism was to replace once and for all" • 

In course of programming the positive method, C9mte 

emphasized such techniques as observation, experiment, and 

comparison. In spite of so many nGticeable ideological elements 

of his methodology he grasped successfully enough some of the 

principles of scientific method. Observation is an impossibility 

without the aid of theory - first to direct it and then to inter-

pret what is observed. Facts are mute themselves, for "though we 

are steeped to the lips in them, 1.-1e can make no use of them, 

nor even be aware of them, for vtant of speculative guidance in 
18 

examining them" • Facts are to be attached a-t; least by a tentative 

hypothesis to the lmvs of social development. But very clearly 

these laws as well as all his other assumptions and concepts about 

society were in the first instance inspired by their ioeological 

function. As a result science never achieved much of autonomy in 

his doctrinaire and totalitarian system. According to Comte, just 

as there is no free will in mathematics and astronomy, there can 

be none in sociology. But since scientists impose their verdict 

on the uneducated in mathematics and astronomy, they must consis-

tently extend their verdict in the same manner in sociology and 
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politics. The obvious corollary is that sociology can simultaneously 

determine· what is, what will be, and what should be. But what will 

be and should be is justified in conformity with what Comte called 

simply the realization of the human and social order. Thus, he 

clinged to remain unaware to the ideal of freedom though it i~ 

related to science and apparently failed to see so many aspects 

of society. He had dogmatically shut off from the view of science 

by means of his doctrinaire pronouncements. 

From his very youth Comte had ~o ruling ideas, one was 

to reform society and the othe~ to estaplish the synthesis of 

all scie~tific knowledge. TQUs he wanted to be both a reformer 

and a sociologist. ~he only social reform is one which would 

transcend the theological and ~eudal way of thinking and disse

minate the positivist attitude. About synthesis of sciences, 

comte viewed these to culminate in sociology. All the sciences 

tend towards the science of so~iety as their end, in the double 

sense of conclu~ion and goal. sociologists ~ynthesize the findings 

of the sciences, because the sciences can achieve unity only in 

relation to mankind, objectively as well as subjectively. 

This· enables us to propose another formulation~ S9ciology, 

for Comte ~1as the science of human mind. one can understand the 

other's mind only through what activities are observed throughout 

history and in society, rather than through introspection or 

reflexive analysis. Accordingly mind's t"lay of thinking and activity 

are at every moment inseparable from the social context. 

Due to this conjunction of psychologisrn and sociologism 

cornte•s philosophy of social sciences reified the role of 
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subjectivity and his methodological standpoint became more deter

ministic with respect to human mind. A truly scientific sociology 

requires much more than this and especially a perspective where 

a free and disenchanted investigation into the lived reality is 

launched.-

The positivist trend has been further continued by thinkers 

like John Stuart Mill (1~06-1873) and Herbert Spencer (1820-1903). 

Mill's methodology for sciences may be marked by an emphasis on 

induction. He opined for extending this method to all human 

sciences. Spencer was an evolutionist or better to say the father 

of social Darwinism. He also subscribed for adopting the principles 

of biology in the field of sociology. 

E'MILE DURKHEIM (1858-1917) 

Just as Comte was a reaction against the Philosophes, 

Durkheim was also proposing a positive constructive philosophy 

to counteract the negative-critical philosophy of the socialists. 

The positive. spirit within Durkheim goes back to saint-Simon 

through the intermediary of ~omte. Durkheim is often dubbed as 

an 11 uneasy Comteanu. Comte coined the term 11 Sociologyn and 

envisioned this science to be the "Queen o£ the Sciences"; 

Durkheim carried onward some of Comte• s ideas,, and achieved the 

first success in getting sociology as an intellectual discipline. 

Durkheim represents the central sociological tradition not only 

because he formulated its key method but also because he made 
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sociology a distinctive science with its own lawful generaliza-

tions. The most significant feature of his methodology is that 

it applies both to large-scale macro-structure of society as 

well as to the small-scale micro-interactions like rituals~ 

Raymond Aron corrrrnents, 11 
•• • I may venture to say so, Durkheimians 

are the official and licensed sociologists of today ••• It places 

the emphasis on the unity of the social_entity, retains the notion 

of consensus as its fundamental concept, a1d by multiplying 
- . l~ analyses and concepts enaeavours to recons~uct social totality" • 

Durkheim was specifically interested in arriving at laws of all 

societies by the study of tribal and non-western societies. He 

made no distinction between sociology and anthropology. The 

strength of Durkheim and his followers v-1as that they saw modern 

society through the lens of tribal society. 

The Rules of the sociological Method of Purkheim: 

society and the State. assumed the place of God for 

nurkheim thereby laying the ideological basis of his methode-

logical 11 realism". He preferred his methodological approach on 

the ground that it seemed to be less dangerous than any other 

and he was well aware of his bias. 

For Durkheirn the most fundamental principle was • • • "the 

objective reality of social facts". The social fact is "positive" 

and the focus is always on the coercive forces of the society 

acting upon the individuals. Instead of conceiving 11 society11 as 

referring to the interactions and interrelationships of individuals, 

so 



Durkheim forwards a reified conception of society as an indepen

dent, and real living entity - a thi~. One point is obvious 

that by terming the preValent State Of affairS 110bjeC1;,ive 11 and 

"real•1
, the antithetic tendencies at wor~ are either obscured 

or defined as unreal even though perceived. Durkheim1 s first 

rule is : "Consider social facts as things 11
• According to him, 

although social things are actualized only through men, men are 

always the passive objects of this activity, and never active 

subjects. The active, creative side of human conduct disappears 

in Durkheim's scheme. Thus in considering social phenomena as 

things, we merely adjust ·our conceptions in conformity to their 

nature. Then the characteristic of the social fact is that it 

excercises a constraint o~ the individuals. 

The requirements for Durkheimian sociology were two 

fold. First, the subject of trds science must be specific and 

distinguished from the subjects of all other sciences. second, 

this subject must be such as to be observed and explained in the 

manner similar to that of other sciences. 

According to Durkheim we are to rid ourselves of the 

preconceptions and prejudices when we endeavour to know social 

facts scientifically. we are to observe social facts from the 

outside by defining them in terms of easily recognizable external 

features. Durkhe2m feels that historical explanation of social 

phenomena is not a scientific method, because in historical 

method one is to search for the past instead of the concomitant 

· sr 



conditions, 't·lhich are t.o be sought in the social milieu or the. 

structure of society. so, for Durkheim the efficient causality 

of the social milieu is the very condition for the existence of 

scientific sociology. A scientific sociology consists in studying 

facts from the outside, ·in rigorously defining concepts with which 

to isolate the categories of phenomena, in classifying societies 

into genera and species, and finally in explaining a particular 

phenomenon within a given society by the social milieu. The proof 

of the explanation is obtained by the method knovm in logic as 
~0 

the method of concomitant variation. The explanation of an 

ostensibly idiosyncratic phenomena such as suicide by Durlcheim 

through the use of socio-cultural variables, has been regarded 

as ingenious and brilliant and so muc~ chosen by ~uerican 

methodologists. 

Durkheim referred to his sociology as the physics or 

physiology of society. Thus throughout he sought to be a positi-

vist, as scientist and his positivism echoes the same centu~-

old tune that the social facts must be studied in the same way 

natural scientiests do in their disciplines. Hence the scientific 

sociology of Durkheim remains parasitic upon the model of natural 

sciencev While the impersonal cparacter of science itself is 

questioned by many social scientist~s and philosophers of social 

science, Durkheirn• s ascription of a so-ca.lled scientific charac-

ter and objectivity to human social phenomena and social fact is 

based on an one-sided vision of man, society and scientif~c 

activity. The complexities of social phenomena are rather over-



simplified in this model. 

MAX WEBER (1864-1920) 

Max weber's approach to social sciences may be charac

terized by a shift from Durkheim's scientism and collectivism. 

weber's philosophy of social sciences is more an attempt to 

_synthesize the rationalistic, scientific and objective views on 

methodology with the subjective, non-naturalistic meaning

categories in foDming the objective structnme of social under

standing. 

The central concern of Max weber was the constitution of 

sociology as an objective, causal, value-free science. But as 

there is an apparent contradiction in conceiving objectivity 

as the objective of social science, weber based this objective 

on the sul:>ject, the individual.; For him-the state, church, party 

are abstractions denoting interactions and cross expectations 

of individuals. These lead to a reification of the individuality 

of the individuals. These abstractions get prominance over the 

concrete. They are today of scientific interest. social phenomena 

could not be understood without the abstractions of the generali

ties from the individuals - abstractions in terms of armies, 

factories, offices, parties, churches etc. 

weber's notion of 'rationalization' is an important clue 

to the understanding of positivistic and scientistic tendency 

in weber's philosophy of social science. Rationalization for 
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weber was a two-sid~d sword, simultaneously an increase in formal 

procedures and an undermining of substantive human capability for 

consciously achieving one•s goal. The central reality of weber 

was that above all he saw the world as multidimensional. He gave 

all factors their due without clinging to either idealist or 

materialist side. 

According to weber one characteristic of the natural 

sciences consists in considering the general characteristics of 

phenomena and establishing regular or necessary relations between 

them. This elaboration tends towards the construction of a system 

of laws or relations that are increasingly general and of, to 

sone extent, a mathematical nature~ The 'ideal type' of natural 

science is Newtonian or Einsteinian or in accordance to the 

modern nuclear science in-which concepts designate objects 

constructed by mind; the system is deductive,· starting with laws 

or principles which are abstract, simple, and fundamental. sciences 

came into being as a part of the process called rationalization 

in European thought. 

According to weber science in general has universal truth 

as its objective. But another feature of science is its essential 

incompleteness. weber's science is by nature in evolution. It 

has nothing to do regarding the ultimate meaning of things, 

rather it works towards a goal infinitely removed and thereby 

the question addressed to matter is endlessly renewed. weber 

conceives of science of culture or human reality which has two 

distinguishable orientations, one towards history and the other 
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to sociology. These are proposed to understand human productions 

which create values or are defined with reference to values. Now 

the obvious problem is to know how one can formulate judgments 

of facts which are universally valid about works defined as 

creations of values. 

The value towards which the scientific act is oriented 

is that of universally valid truth. But scientific elaboration 

begins with a selection whose justification is purely subjective. 

But it is. problematical to solve how the universal validity of 

the findings of social sciences, beginning with a subjective 

selection, is guaranteed. The major concern of Weber• s methodo

logical work was to explain_this. Broadly weber's reply is that, 

after·the subjective choice~ scientific results must be obtained 

by procedures that are subject to verification by others. Thus 

· he 'tries to prove that histo.rical sciences is ·a rational science 

aiming only at propositions of a subjective'type and subject to 

confirmation. Statements of soqial sciences thus concern observed 

or in any case observable -.facts, and they seek to arrive at or 

recreate a definite reality, human behaviour, in terms of the 

meening assigned to it by the actors themselveso Historical and 

sociological sciences give us not only comprehensive interpreta

tion but causal analysis too, in the ideal typical form of 

.historical causality as well as sociological causality. 

Though the underlying rational inspiration is similar to 

that of the natural sciences the originality of the sciences of 

human reality or culture, lies in that these are historical, 
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these have to deal with reference to culture and these are of 

comprehending or understanding in nature. 

This is what follov1s from the notion of Verstehen. weber's 

idea rendered to its simplest sense is that in the realm of 

natural sciences we can understand only through the intermediary 

of mathematical propositions, observed constants or previously 

observed laws whereas in case of human behaviour comprehension 

can be immediate, because human behaviour presents an intrinsic 

intelligibility wh~ch depends on the fact that men are endowed 

with consciousness. usually one can immediately perceive intelli-

~ible relations between certain acts and certain ends, between 

the acts of one person and that of others; social behaviour is 

characterized by· an intelligible texture which the sciences of 

human reality are capable of comprehending well. 

But the notion of immediate intelligibility is not 

unequivocal. It is questionable that whether it is immediate 

and not without ambiguity. The man does not always know the 

motives for his action; the observer is still less capable of 

guessing them intuitively; he must seek them out if he is to 

distinguish between the probable and the true. The weberian 

idea of comprehension is largely borrowed from Karl Jaspers 
. ~~ 

who made a distinction between explanation and understanding • 

weber made the distinction between 'direct• and •explanatory' 

Verstehen in parallel to Jaspers• distinction between • static 

understanding' and • genetic understanding•. But there are obvious 

differences in their conceptions. Jaspers emphasized the 
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phenomenological aspect of the behaviour and psyche of any man. 

But according to weber direct understanding is quite unproblematic, 

in which understanding the nature of a human expression or activity 

is essentially the same as grasping a logical or mathematical 
~~ 

proposition • But this objectification of meaning, which is 

sUbjective, has invited against him a sort of 'phenomenological 

critique • .• 

Max Weber was precedeq by an idealist and anti-naturalist 

tradition initiated by Dilthey (1933~1911), simmel (1858-1918) . ~ - ' 

and Rickert (1863-1936). 'But weber tried to bring their psycho-

logical or motivational understanding into a closer relationship 

with the positivistic emphasis on causes, empirical verifica

tion, and generalization. Verstehen for him appears as a necessary 

but not a sufficient condition for the development of explanation 
.2.3 

within social sciences • Thus weber continues the same positivis-

tic trend of viewing human action and expression as object of 

interpretation as such though in an ¢rnpathetic manner. 

THE SUBJECT.IVIST-INTERACTIONIST · 

TREND IN SOCIAL SCIENCES 

Alongside the positivistic and scientistic tradition 

in sociological thought there is another trend that concerns the 

human subject and seeks to understand the social world more in 

terms of human consciousness and human agency. Against the deter-

ministic and reductionistic approach of science it upholds a 

humanistic view of social actions and institutions putting more 
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emphasis on their meanings and the flexibility in understanding 

them. According·to this alternative approach social milieu is 

not something static •out there•, which always influences and 

moulds us, rather it essentiall¥ consists o£ interactional p~-

cesses. Thus symbolic interactionism comes as a socio-psychological 

perspective that is particularly relevant to any social science in 

focusing on the nature of interaction, the dynamic patterns of 

social action and social relationship. Interaction itself is taken 

as the. unit of analysis and attitudes are relegated to the back-

ground. The entir~ process of interaction is symbolic with meanings 

constructed by human ingenuity. Herbert Blumer, one of the chief 

architects of symbolic interactionism, writes; "The term • symbolic 

interactionism• refers, 9£ course, to the peculiar and distinctive 

character of interaction as it takes place between human beings. 

The peculiarity consist~ in the fact that human beings interpret 

or •define• each other's action instead of merely reacting to 

each other• s actions. Thus, human inter action is mediated by the 

use of symbols, by interpretation, or by ascertaining the meaning 

o£ one another• s action. This mediation is equivalent to inserting 

a process interpretation between stimulus and response in the case 
2.4t 

of human behaviour" • 

George Simrnel was the first among the European sociologists 

to examine an unexplored region of man's social life, viz., the 

•sociability• or social interaction which must necessarily exist 

among individuals in order that macro-structures in society can 

exist at all. According to Max weber social action 't<'Thich is 
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intentional, meaningful and symbolic, is the central concern for 

sociological investigation. Like Sinnnel and vleber, the first 

generation of American sociologists developed a shift of interest 

from the end of the nineteenth century and began to understand 

that the phenomena of large-scale social structures and processes 

studied so diligently by functional and conflict theorists, viz., 

class, state, religion, social evolution, were essentially 

manifestations of specific interaction among individuals. About 

this tradition, Randall Collins remarks - "Micro~interactionism 

is not the only American tradition in sociology; my own claim is 

that it is our most original contribution to sociological thought. 
2.~ 

It is not American tradition, but only what 1.11e do the best11 
• 

In the development of the perspective kn~~ as •symbolic 

interactionism', contributions have been made by many philosophers 

as James w. Baldwin, William James, John Dewey and sociologists 

like G. Simmel, W.J. Thomas etc. But within the interactionist 

tradition, c. H. cooley and G. H. Mead are most famous ones. 

CHARLES HORTON COOLEY: (1848-1919) 

Cooley was of the view that only in understanding man, 

i.e., human nature, could Y.ve ever hope to understand society 

i.e., the social order, and this is evident from his book Human 

Nature and the Social order. His sociological theory was 

necessarily influenced by his social thought. According to Cooley 

the fundamental task of sociology is to understand the organic 

nature of society as it evolves through the individuals' 
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perceptions of others and themselves. The mental activi~ies of 

the individuals who build the society are required to be analysed 

at the first hand. And in this process t~hen the social institutio~s 

are comprehended as mental creations, the individual is thus not 

merely an • effect• of the social structure, but is a creator and 

sustainer of it as well. But in spite of his emphasis on the 

individuals, cooley is not ready to abstract the individuals from 

his social milieu, and instead views him as a particular psycho

social and historical.instancing of society's constituent ingre-

dients. So his dictum, "Our life is all one human whole and if 

we are to have any real knowledge of it we must see it as such. 
2.Eo 

If we cut it up it dies in the process11 
• Cooley expresses the 

reciprocal relationship of se~ and society by calling them to 

be twin-borns. Accordingly, to be m~are of oneself is to be aware 

of society - social consciousness and self-consciousness are 

inseparable. The difference between natural sciences and social 

sciences is that the data of the latter are located in the human 

mind, in man's imaginative prqp~nsities. 

Regarding the methodology of social sciences in general 

and sociology in particular, Cooley says, 11The imagination which 

people have of one another are the solid facts of society1 and 

that to observe and interpret these must be a chief aim of socio-
2.7 

logy" • Similar to weber• s 'verstehen• and Sorokin' s • logico-

meaningful' methodology, Cooley employed the notion of 'sympathetic 

introspection• as his methodological label. This is the method 

of placing oneself in contact with various other persons with an 
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attempt to imagine hovr the world appears to them, and then 

recollecting and describing them as nearly as his own. Cooley 

opines that the method fits the data under investigation well 

enough because human behaviour is fundamentally sUbjective rather 

than instintive and animal-like. Then, the 1 looking-glass' self 

and the 'primary group' are not only the object of ~alysis but 

are tools as ~~ell. As Cooley puts is, "In general the insights of 

sociology are imaginative reconstructions of life whose truth 

depends upon the competence of the ~ind that makes them to 

embrace the chief factors of the process studied and are produced 
29 

·or anticipate their operation" • Thus it is clear that he was 

not only an optimist and romantic idealist but also thorovghly 

humanitarian in his claim that sociologist must display a sym

pathetic concern in his articulation of the human predicament. 

GEORGE HERBERT MEAD (1863-1931): 

Cooley was much suggestive but superficial to some extent, 

while Mead successfully developed this line of thought in a 

sophisticated theory of the social mind. While the former based 

heavily on the concept of human imagination~ i~e., man's mental 

cognizance of this social world • .Head concentrated on the result-

ing •act• of this consciousness or awareness. Although both the 

thinkers converge in the understanding that the sociological 

endeavour for the study of human social life was the sympathetic 

analysis and understanding of the ninteractional processes11 of 
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individuals in society. Mead held •symbolic interaction• as an 

evolutionarily developed social skill necessary for any kind of 

meaningful encounter of individuals. Like Cooley, Mead also dave-

loped a coherent theory by linking together the emergence of the 

human mind, the social self, and the structures of society as 

these three elements conspire in the initiation and fostering of 

social interaction. such a synthesis led to two implications viz., 

(l) that the bio-physiological frailty of the human organism 

requires cooperation as a deterrent to abolition and (2) that 

those social mechanisms which evolved through cooperation among 

fellow men would persist in time. 

.2.., 
Mead was a thoroughgoing pragmatist, and everywhere this 

pragmatic predisposition was better reflected than his scientific 

methodology. According to Mead there are two sources of socio

logical understanding of man's social world. Firstly, there is 

behaviouristic psychology, non-positivistic yet, which enables 

the social scientist to apprehend intelligence in terms of 

behaviours. secondly, there is the process of scientific research, 

a rigorous and non-doctrinal method which is self-revising and 

consistently critical of its findings, of its hypotheses, and 

of its conclusions. 

Mead's methodological pragmatism comprises of three steps. 

Firstly, the common pragmatic hypotheses that something is true 

if it works. secondly, the basic assumption that within human 

conduct there lies a process of knowing. Finally, it is believed 

that knowledge is a process of acquiring the necessary 'scientific 



apparatus• to accomplish the desired task e.g., social refor.m 

in a democratic way. 

30 
Now, to compare, Cooley's notion of 'looking-glass self' 

31 
and Mead's notion of • self as the generalized other', both are 

fundamentally interpretative and definitional as regards symbolic 

interactionism. Human communication is interpretative for it can 

fix the meaning of other person• s action. Again human communica

tion i~ also definitional since it tries to convey an indication, 

i.e., significant gesture-- verbal or non-verbal. Their theories 

invite attention to the symbolic nature of human interaction which 

necessitates social change by shifting definitions of the situa-

tion in society and culture. 

As a social psychological perspective symbolic interac-

tionism has to presuppose either a collective consciousness in 

Durkheimian sense and treat social events/phenomena as products 

of it or conceive social events/phenomena as based on interac-

tions among different units of individual psyche mediated by a 

common system of_ symbols and signs. In both cases it is not the 

ontology of human relationship as such but the mind of the indivi-

dual or the mass and an objective symbol which determine the 

perspective for a social science. The study of symbols, both 

discursive and non-discursive can be independent of any meta-

physical or psychological presuppositions of Cartesian, Kantian 

or Humean type and may be directly linked with human relationship 

in a primordial sense. A concept of mind can be derived from 

such a study but the latter can not be based on a psychologistic 
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presupposition as that would make it biased and unscientific. 

Hence, the contribution of symbolic interactionisrn to the litera

ture and the methodology of social sciences should be assessed 

critically. 

Symbolic interactionism has been further carried out by 

sociologists like Herbert Blumer, Manford Kuhn and Irving 

Goffrnan. Despite its methodological limitations, the interac

tionist tradition had influences on the phenomenological socio

logy of Alfred Schutz and ethnornethodology of Harold Garfiiikel. 

our following discussion will take up these later trends of 

thought to focus on a thematic continuity of the disjunction of 

s~jectivisrn and objectivism in explicating the concept of 

understanding human social phenomena and actions as well. Our 

principal purpose however, is to find out the possibility to 

overcome this disjunction'and envisage an alternative framework 

for social understanding. 
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