
Introduction to Western Sociologists

Sociology emerged in 19th century Western Europe, shaped by three major revolutions: the
Enlightenment, the French Revolution, and the Industrial Revolution. These revolutions
transformed societies and laid the foundation for sociological thought. This chapter
discusses the key ideas of three classical sociologists: Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim, and Max
Weber, whose contributions remain relevant today.

The Context of Sociology

The modern era in Europe was shaped by the Enlightenment, the French Revolution, and
the Industrial Revolution. These processes brought about intellectual, political, and
economic changes that influenced the development of sociology as a scientific discipline.
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The Enlightenment, during the 17th and 18th centuries, emphasized reason and placed
humans at the center of knowledge. It promoted secular, scientific, and humanistic
attitudes, displacing religion and divine explanations. Society was seen as understandable
through rational analysis.

Exam Question

Q: What was the significance of the Enlightenment for the development of sociology?
A: The Enlightenment introduced rational and scientific thinking, which allowed society to
be studied as a human-made and comprehensible system, laying the groundwork for
sociology.

The French Revolution

The French Revolution (1789) introduced political sovereignty and equality of citizens,
challenging feudal and religious privileges. It separated the public and private spheres,
redefining the nation-state and emphasizing liberty, equality, and fraternity as ideals of
the modern state.

Exam Question

Q: How did the French Revolution influence modern society?
A: It established political sovereignty, equality before the law, and separated public and
private life, shaping modern democratic states and social structures.

The Industrial Revolution

Beginning in Britain in the late 18th century, the Industrial Revolution introduced new
machines, power sources, and large-scale production. It transformed social life by
urbanizing populations, creating factory work, and generating social inequalities. These
changes prompted the emergence of sociology to study industrial society scientifically.



Exam Question

Q: What social changes did the Industrial Revolution bring about?
A: It caused urbanization, created factory-based labor, increased social inequalities, and
led to new forms of governance and social knowledge.

Karl Marx

Karl Marx (1818–1883) was a German social thinker who analyzed capitalist society
critically. He believed society progressed through stages: primitive communism, slavery,
feudalism, and capitalism. Marx argued capitalism caused alienation and exploitation but
was a necessary stage before socialism, which would be achieved through class struggle
and revolution.

Marx’s Concept of Mode of Production

The mode of production includes the economic base (productive forces and production
relations) and the superstructure (social, cultural, and political institutions). Marx
emphasized that material life shapes ideas, not vice versa.

Exam Question

Q: What is the mode of production according to Marx?
A: It is the economic system of an era, consisting of productive forces (like technology and
labor) and production relations (ownership and labor organization), which shapes
society’s institutions and ideas.

Class Struggle

Marx identified social classes based on their relation to production. The capitalist
bourgeoisie owns the means of production, while the proletariat sells labor. Class struggle



arises from conflicting interests and leads to social change when classes become
conscious of their position.

Exam Question

Q: Why is class struggle important in Marx’s theory?
A: It is the driving force of social change, as oppressed classes become aware of their
interests and challenge the ruling class, potentially leading to revolution.

Emile Durkheim

Emile Durkheim (1858–1917) is considered the founder of sociology as a formal discipline.
He emphasized society as a moral community with social facts that influence individual
behavior. Durkheim sought to establish sociology as a scientific study of social
phenomena.

Durkheim’s Vision of Sociology

Durkheim defined sociology as the study of social facts—collective phenomena that exist
beyond individuals but shape their actions. He advocated empirical methods to observe
social behavior patterns to understand norms, values, and social solidarity.

Exam Question

Q: What are social facts according to Durkheim?
A: Social facts are collective norms, values, and institutions that exist outside individuals
but influence their behavior and can be studied scientifically.

Division of Labour in Society



Durkheim distinguished between mechanical solidarity in primitive societies, based on
similarity and strong collective conscience, and organic solidarity in modern societies,
based on interdependence and individual differences. Laws in modern societies are
restitutive, aiming to restore social order.

Exam Question

Q: How does Durkheim explain social solidarity?
A: He explains that primitive societies have mechanical solidarity based on similarity, while
modern societies have organic solidarity based on interdependence among diverse
individuals.

Max Weber

Max Weber (1864–1920) was a German sociologist who developed interpretive sociology
focusing on understanding social action through subjective meanings. He introduced
concepts like ideal types and analyzed authority and rationalization in modern society.

Interpretive Sociology

Weber emphasized empathetic understanding to grasp the meanings individuals attach
to their actions. He advocated value neutrality, where sociologists objectively describe
social phenomena without personal bias.

Exam Question

Q: What is interpretive sociology according to Weber?
A: It is the study of social action by understanding the subjective meanings and
motivations of individuals through empathetic and objective analysis.

Bureaucracy



Weber described bureaucracy as a modern organizational form characterized by
hierarchical authority, fixed official duties, reliance on written documents, specialized
management, and rule-based conduct. Bureaucracy separates public administration
from private life and ensures accountability.

Exam Question

Q: What are the key features of bureaucracy according to Weber?
A: Hierarchical structure, fixed official duties, rule-based management, reliance on written
records, and separation of public and private conduct.

Solved Examples

Example 1: Explain the difference between mechanical and organic solidarity.
Answer: Mechanical solidarity is social cohesion based on similarity and shared beliefs in
small, traditional societies, with repressive laws. Organic solidarity is social cohesion
based on interdependence and specialization in large, modern societies, with restitutive
laws.

Example 2: What does Marx mean by alienation?
Answer: Alienation refers to the separation of workers from the products of their labor,
from other people, from nature, and from their own human potential under capitalism.

Practice Set

Easy

What were the three revolutions that influenced the emergence of sociology?
Define social facts as per Durkheim.

Moderate



Explain Marx’s concept of class struggle.
Describe Weber’s idea of value neutrality in sociology.

Challenging

Compare and contrast the views of Marx and Durkheim on social solidarity.
Discuss the role of bureaucracy in modern society according to Weber.

Answer Key

Three revolutions: The Enlightenment, the French Revolution, and the Industrial
Revolution.
Social facts are collective norms, values, and institutions that influence individual
behavior and exist outside the individual.
Class struggle is the conflict between classes with opposing interests, especially
between the bourgeoisie and proletariat, driving social change.
Value neutrality is the sociologist’s objective approach to study social phenomena
without personal bias, describing subjective meanings faithfully.
Marx emphasized conflict and exploitation in social solidarity, while Durkheim
emphasized cohesion and interdependence.
Bureaucracy organizes society through hierarchical authority, rules, and
accountability, ensuring efficient administration.

Quick Reference

Enlightenment: Age of reason emphasizing rationality and secularism.
French Revolution: Political revolution promoting liberty, equality, fraternity.
Industrial Revolution: Economic transformation with mechanized production and
urbanization.
Marx: Focus on class struggle, alienation, and modes of production.
Durkheim: Social facts, mechanical and organic solidarity, scientific sociology.
Weber: Interpretive sociology, ideal types, bureaucracy, value neutrality.



Glossary

Alienation: Separation of individuals from their work, others, and self in capitalist
society.
Enlightenment: Intellectual movement emphasizing reason over tradition.
Social Fact: Collective norms and institutions influencing individual behavior.
Mode of Production: Economic system comprising productive forces and relations of
production.
Office: A public position with defined authority and responsibilities in bureaucracy.


