SOCIOLOGY 15: FOUNDATIONS OF SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY

FALL 2008
HANDOUT ONE

WHO ARE WE READING AND WHY?

The Theorists
The period from the Industrial and French Revolutions to World War I was a time of immense social changes that created a kind of society in the West that still exists in many ways today. (Let's call it simply "modern western society.") Among other things, these changes involved the development of industrial capitalism, the nation state, the modern family, and an individualist culture.  

This set of changes had enormous implications for the non-western world as well.    To mention just two: Capitalism quickly became a global economic system (as Marx pointed out) and the powerful nation states that developed in the West were able to project their power throughout the whole world.   

It was a time too when thinkers began to examine the nature of not only of this new society but also of societies generally.  Certainly, inquiry into the nature of society was not born in the 19th century, but it became a great deal more systematic.

Of the many persons who took part in this inquiry and provided the foundations of sociological thought, I have chosen to examine five of the most important: Marx, Tocqueville, Weber, Durkheim, and Freud.

MARX is simply impossible to ignore.  For the last century, he has been a major voice in intellectual conversations on virtually every topic all over the world; and he will continue to be long after the societies that once ruled in his name have become but a bad memory.  Even those who reject him for one reason or another feel compelled to argue with him.  And rightly so: Based on his broad reading in philosophy, politics, economics, and literature, Marx developed a compelling vision of human nature, of how societies develop, and of the nature of modern western society.  Few have ranged so broadly or aspired to so much.  His notion of capitalism sought to make sense of a set of inter​related but distinct changes: industrialization, the rise of the market, and the emergence of urban (and rural) proletariat.

TOCQUEVILLE was the great theorist of democracy as a form of society, not just a kind of government.  His famous reflections on the U.S. in the 1830s were but one part of a lifelong attempt to understand both how democracy might work and how it might not.  More than any other, he also paid attention to the growth of the centralized state as a feature of modern western society.  At a time when building democracy and sustaining civil society has become an important enterprise around the globe, Tocqueville continues to speak with special relevance.

WEBER was the student of both power and ideas.  In a complex argument with Marx, he tried to draw out the complex relationship between ideas and social structure.   He popularized both "bureaucracy" and "Protestant Ethic" as sociological terms.  He focused attention on the growth of formal, large-scale organizations in modern western society and of the rational forms of thought that go with it.  To the extent that we live in a society dominated by large organizations and the kind of power they represent, Weber has much to tell us.

DURKHEIM was the sociologist of community.  Rejecting a simple opposition between individual and society, he asked forthrightly how individual freedom might be reconciled with communal life.  To the extent that in society today community remains problematic, Durkheim remains important.

Finally, FREUD is simply Freud.  Like Marx, his voice is central to intellectual conversations of diverse kinds, and even those who reject him, again, feel compelled to argue with him.  His general notions of the unconscious, repression, and psychic conflict are likely to remain central to thinking about the mind, whatever the fate of his specific theories of human development or the psychoanalytic therapy based on them.

Sociological Theory and Modern Western Society
All these theorists directly or indirectly are concerned with explaining social change, especially the changes that led to the emergence of modern western societies.  Each has a complicated analysis of these changes and their consequences, but each analysis pivots on one or two basic concepts.  In other words, each of these thinkers has a metanarrative about modern western societies and the changes that led to them.  These metanarratives are not always ones of simple progress (or simple decline), however: They do not have simple morals.

It may be helpful if we begin with a summary of the kinds of changes that these thinkers dealt with.  Keep in mind that the terms below simplify complex changes that occurred in some instances over centuries.

1.
Industrialization involves the expansion of manufacturing and other non-agricultural forms of production through the application of machinery and inanimate power to the production process.

2.
Rise of the Market.  A market implies production for exchange (rather than immediate use) and profit.

3.       Proletarianization involves the transformation of the immediate producers in society into workers who sell their labor time for a wage or salary.  This implies, on the one hand, the separation of producers from direct control over productive property and on the other hand, the decline of slavery and other conditions that prevent individuals from "freely" selling their labor.

4.     Consolidation of the state.  We take for granted a particular kind of government (the state) that is centralized, exercises sovereignty over a substantial territory, and penetrates deeply into everyday life.  However, the state is not an invariant feature of all societies.  In the West, states developed over several centuries, becoming fully consolidated only in the late 18th and the 19th centuries.

5.  Development of an Individualist Culture.  An individualist culture is one in which the individual, not any collective, is regarded as the primary reality; in which individuals have rights and/or responsibilities quite apart from the groups of which they happen to be a member; and in which individual goals (success, fulfillment, etc) are of paramount importance.

6.   Separation of Domestic and Public Spheres.  Most of the changes above involve the movement of important economic and political activities outside family and kinship relations.  The family becomes increasingly focused on "reproduction" in the largest sense: not just creating and raising children, but feeding, clothing, and taking care of people.

7.   New Forms of Collective Action.   In the pre-industrial world collective action by the have-nots of society tended to be reactive efforts to reassert control over something of which people had been deprived.   Examples include land occupations and food riots.   In the world emerging in the 19th century, collective action increasingly involved proactive efforts to assert new rights or claims.  Examples include strikes to get higher wages or better working conditions or demonstrations for the right to vote.

Roads Not Taken
Pay attention not only to what these theorists discuss but also to what they either don't discuss or discuss dismissively.

While they talk a lot about the first five changes listed above.  Only Marx and Engels can be said to have focused closely on the last two.

Most of these theorists have little to say about gender.

In addition, these theorists by and large agree that there is not much room in modern western societies for distinctions of race and ethnicity.  That is, they don't simply ignore race and ethnicity, they believe that such distinctions will be of declining significance.

From quite another perspective, these theorists leave little room for 
religion.  They tend to believe that religion will disappear or be transformed fundamentally in an increasingly secular society.

Ask yourselves how what they don't discuss affects the way they discuss the things they do.
Some Basic Questions
Keep in mind the following questions, to which we will refer throughout the course:


1.  What are the important features of modern western society, according to each thinker?  To what extent are they still relevant today, 75-150 years after these guys wrote?   Contemporary intellectuals use words like post-industrial, post-modern, and globalization to describe ways the world has changed in the past half century.  Do these changes render our authors obsolete?

  2.   How do human beings manage to cooperate with each other?   Such cooperation may seem obvious to us, but it isn’t.   Rational, self-interested individuals may find strong reasons never to cooperate with everyone else, even though the long run impact on the group or society is negative.   This is sometimes called the “problem of order.”

  3.   Societies are not just social orders; they are also fields of conflict.  What are the primary bases of conflict between groups in modern western societies?

[One important sociological idea relevant to points 2 and 3 is that people who share common positions and interests tend to associate and act together and may come in conflict with people who share other positions and interests.]

4.    How can we explain immense social changes like the ones Marx, et al. confronted?   Is there some logic to how societies change?   Most of our authors see some overall pattern of change; they do not believe that social change is haphazard.   

5.    How are individual human beings shaped by the societies in which they live?   Most of our writers accept some variant of the following idea:  What we do (e.g., work) and with whom we affiliate shapes who we are. 

Thinking Sociologically

These questions lead us to a general sociological sensibility or outlook.   To oversimplify grossly, three ideas are central to this sensibility.


1.   Human beings are actors who create society and make history, but they always act in a specific social and historical context that affects what opportunities and ideas they have.


2.   Society is created by individuals but at the same time it is more than the individuals that make it up.  It has a structure and logic of its own.  As Durkheim said, society is a “reality sui generis.”


3.   Sociology takes a “critical” approach to society.   Sociology attempts to render the familiar strange as much as it seeks to render the strange familiar.  It requires us to become aware of social arrangements that we might take for granted.   It asks how these arrangements developed, how they work, and how they might change. 

This is a text-centered course that requires close reading


There are two kinds of courses, which require different kinds of reading.   The first kind focuses on a topic and uses the assigned readings to elucidate that topic.   In this kind of course, it makes sense to skim the reading and read selectively to get the basic ideas.


In the second kind of course, the readings are the topic.   The point is to read these works closely and think at length about their ideas.


Consequently, this course has to be a first or second priority among your courses.


After the first three classes, emphasis will be squarely on discussion.

Pay Attention to the Handouts

The ideas we encounter are often complex and difficult.  This handout is the first of eight.   Read them; you might find them helpful.   


(See below for some ideas for approaching the readings in Hobsbawm).

Reading Tips
1.   Immerse yourself in the reading.  You can't read Marx, et al., haphazardly or casually.  You have to linger, take them seriously, discuss them with other people (and yourself), savor them.  They're good wines, not cheap beer.

2.   It is always a good idea to “preview” the reading:  Look at the Table of Contents and Index, if these are present.  Flip through each section or chapter, looking at headings.   Read any prefaces or conclusions.

3.   Read actively.  That is, approach each work with a few basic questions:  What questions is the author asking or what problems is he identifying?   What answers and/or solutions does he propose?  How does he address (or not) the “basic questions” listed above?  Who or what is the author arguing against?  If you don’t read actively, you may get lost, overwhelmed by the sheer mass of ideas and information.  The handouts also will supply you with some interesting questions.

4.  Figure how out to assess the reading critically.   Pay attention to where the analysis is illogical or incomplete, where it makes factual errors or leaves out important information (perhaps because that information was not available to the author).  If you have a gut feeling that the arguments are right or wrong, try to figure out why.

5.  When you are stuck, keep going.  Sometimes you may find Marx, et al., simply impossible to follow.  If so, do something that may seem counter-intuitive: Rather than slowing down to figure out every tortuous sentence and word, speed up.  Keep moving along even if you don’t understand everything (or indeed, understand hardly anything).  Skip or skim if you have to, but get through the reading.  Sometimes ideas become clearer after 40 pages of difficult prose than just 10. If you still find a theorist impossible to understand, at least try to organize your confusion: Keep a running list of what seem to be basic ideas.  We can use these as a basis for class discussion.

The next two classes: The Industrial and French Revolutions
In The Age of Revolution, Hobsbawm conveys the immensity of the social changes that occurred in western societies in the late l8th and early 19th centuries.  He organizes these changes under two rubrics, the Industrial Revolution and the French Revolution.  In each case, our goals are first to grasp the sheer immensity of change and second to move beyond the obvious features of these changes.  

The Industrial Revolution involves the rise of industry, technology, etc.; however, it also involves immense social changes as well.  To get at some of these changes, keep in mind the following questions: 

How did the nature of work change?  How did the property-owning and working classes (and the relations between them) change?  Why did the Industrial Revolution occur in Britain?  Hobsbawm links industrialization to the solution of the "agrarian problem." What exactly is the agrarian problem?

The French Revolution overthrew a king and put in his place a government that was at once more representative and more centralized; however, it also involved much broader societal changes.  

At the beginning of Chapter 10, Hobsbawm says tersely, "The chief result of the Revolution in France was to put an end to aristocratic society." This statement is deceptively simple.  What exactly was an "aristocratic society"?  How and why did it end?  What took its place?

Some Interesting Quotes on Social Change, the Industrial Revolution and the French Revolution

“Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past.” 

Marx, 1852

***

“…some time in the 1780s, and for the first time in human history, the shackles were taken off the productive power of human societies, which henceforth became capable of the constant, rapid, and up to the present limitless multiplication of men, goods, and services.”

Hobsbawm, p. 28

The Industrial Revolution “has been the first to show what man’s activity can bring about.  It has accomplished wonders far surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts, and Gothic cathedrals; it has conducted expeditions that put in the shade all former Exoduses of nations and crusades……..What earlier century had even the presentiment that such productive forces slumbered in the lap of social labour.”

????

“…the inhabitants of modern London have had to sacrifice so much that is best in human nature in order to create those wonders of civilization with which their city teems.”

Engels, 1844

“From this foul drain the greatest stream of human industry flows out to fertilize the whole world.  From the filthy sewer pure gold flows.  Here humanity attains its most complete development and its most brutish, here civilization works its miracles and civilized man is turned almost into savage.”

Tocqueville on Manchester, 1835

“All circumstances taken together, the French Revolution is the most astonishing that has hitherto happened in the world.”  

Edmund Burke, 1791

“No great historical event is better calculated than the French Revolution to teach political writers and statesmen to be cautious in their speculations; for never was any such event, stemming from factors so far back in the past, so inevitable yet so completely unforeseen.”  

Tocqueville, 1853 (or thereabouts)

“The chief result of the Revolution in France was to put an end to aristocratic society.” 

Hobsbawm

“A specter is haunting Europe, the specter of communism.”  Marx and Engels, 1848.
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