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Introduction 

This book is neither a his tory of sociology nor of sociological 
theory but a selective history of sociological thought from its 
origins in eighteenth-century philosophy, history and political 
economy. By sociological thought is meant an awareness of 
society as a distinctive object ofstudy, as a system or structure 
objectively determined by laws and processes. Eighteenth
century social thought was sociological in this sense although it 
failed to develop an adequate sociological concept ofthe social, 
too often assimilating it to political and economic elements. In 
effect eighteenth-century social thought posed many of the 
critical issues of sociology without resolving them sociologi
cally. In contrast, early nineteenth-century sociological 
thought (specifically Comte, Spencer, Marx) sought to define 
the social both in terms ofsociety as a complex structural whole 
and in its relation with specific institutions, notably the division 
of labour, social classes, religion, family and scientific/profes
sional associations. Society was industrial society and the 
broad themes of the early sociologists were those of social 
conflict, alienation, community, social cohesion and the pos
sibilities of evolution and development. The task of social 
science was to identify the forces promoting historical change. 
Early sociological thought was concerned with the separation 
of an autonomous social sphere (or 'civiI society') from 
centralised state institutions (or 'political society'). It is this 
notion of 'finalisation' , that history has a meaning apart from 
the actions of everyday life, which differentiates early sociologi
cal thought from later, classical sociology and the various 
schools of 'sociologised' Marxism. 

Early sociological thought was broadly optimistic: the 
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certainties ofthe natural sciences could be applied to the social 
sciences unproblematically. Classical sociology emerges as a 
reaction to this form of positivist scientistic thought. The broad 
themes of classical sociology were pessimistic: industrialisation 
produces social structures which alienate the individual from 
the community, transform cultural objects into commodities, 
rationalise human life into bureaucratic systems of domination 
and effectively strip the individual of autonomy. Classical 
sociology becomes centred not on large-scale changes but on 
the human subject: 'voluntarism' and action replace the 
historical determinism ofnineteenth-century systems theory. It 
is this distinction which sets the agenda for the later develop
ment of modern sociology. 

Modern sociological thought begins with the breakdown of 
the classical, voluntarist model. The dominant paradigm 
becomes functionalism, its pre-eminence bound up with the 
emergence of American sociology in the years following the 
Second World War. Classical sociology had been almost 
entirely European: the rise ofEuropean Fascism, Communism 
and the Second W orId War shifted the focus of sociological 
thought across the Atlantic. And it was not until the 1960s that 
new schools of sociology - phenomenology, action theory, 
structuralism, Marxist humanism - which drew much oftheir 
inspiration from classical sociology, emerged. 

In this book I have attempted to describe these develop
ments. In particular, there is extended discussion of Marxism 
both as a distinctive theory of society and for its influence on 
classical and modern sociology. It has become fashionable to 
argue that Marxism is a sociology. I suggest that Marxist 
thought is certainly sociological and as such has been absorbed 
into sociology itself and, increasingly, that Marxism assimi
lates sociological concepts and thought in order to offer 
adequate accounts of modern industrial society and historical 
development. Many of the crucial differences between soci
ology and Marxism resolve themselves around the relation of 
centralised state structure to decentred social structures. By 
defining its object of study as civil society sociology developed 
theories which emphasised the differentiated and potentially 
autonomous nature of modern industrial society. In contrast, 
Marxist thought articulated a theory of the social formation 
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built around a deterministic relation of economic 'base' to 
socio-cultural 'superstructure'. It is this decentred, sociological 
concept ofthe social which links together the various schools of 
sociological thought. This does not imply a single sociology. 
Since the rise of dassical sociology there have been many 
different sociologies but they share a common object of study 
and their focus is broadly similar. 

Part lexamines the historical rise ofsociological thought and 
its development into positivism, evolutionism and Marxism. 
Part II describes the complex re action to positivist so ci al 
science and Marxism by dassical sociologists such as Weber, 
Durkheim, Sombart and Simmel. Because Marx's thought 
played such an important role in the formation of dassical 
sociology I have discussed his theory of dass and power in Part 
II contrasting it with Weber's work on social stratification. 
This is not an argument that sociology developed through a 
'debate with Marx's ghost'. Indeed, dassical sociology 
'debated' with Kant as much as Marx. Kant's epistemology 
and moral philosophy played as vital a role in the development 
of dassical sociology as Hegelian dialectics in the development 
of Marxism. Part III explores the development of modern 
sociology, first in the form of sociological functionalism, and 
then in its attempts to rediscover the insights of dassical 
sociology. It is the depth of this rene wal which suggests a 
convergence of sociological thought in the midst of apparent 
fragmentation and diversity. 

The development of sociological thought is the result of 
collaborative, communicative and dialogic interaction involv
ing individuals, social groups and communities. Of all areas of 
the his tory of sociology this is perhaps the most complex and 
neglected although there have been valuable contributions by 
Coser, 1971;Jay, 1973; Clarke, 1973; Schwendinger, 1974 and 
Therborn, 1976. Certain themes - ra ce and gender, for example 
- are not discussed, largely because they have not been in the 
forefront ofsociological thought. This book is, as I have said, a 
selective history. At the end I have listed a number ofworks by 
chapter which refer the reader to further general discussion as 
weIl as more specialised studies. A his tory of sociological 
thought - from Vico to Bakhtin - can easily become a 'shopping 
list' of great names: I have tried to avoid this by concentrating 
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in some detail on major themes of sociological relevance as weH 
as significant thinkers. 

November 1983 ALAN SWINGEWOOD 
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PART I 
FOUNDATIONS 



1 
Origins of Sociology 

There was no sociology before the advent of the nineteenth 
century, if by sociology is meant a systematic corpus of 
knowledge, specific methodology and conceptual framework 
which clearly differentiate it as a distinctive discipline, with its 
own object of study, from the related studies of economics, 
history, philosophy and law. The term sociology was coined by 
Auguste Comte in the early nineteenth century although the 
study ofsociety as an historical and empirical object had begun 
much earlier, especially in eighteenth-century France and 
Scotland, where a commitment to historical and scientific 
modes of thought and inquiry shifted the prevailing discourse 
of political and moral philosophy away from tradition al 
concerns with the universal and the transhistorical to a grasp of 
the specificity of the social. This is not to suggest that 
eighteenth-century social theory constituted a sociology, rather 
it remained a peculiarly invigorating mixture of political 
philosophy, history, political economyand sociology. 

The work ofMontesquieu, Ferguson and MilIar exemplified 
a sociology in the making. In discussing the development of 
sociology it is crucial to distinguish between those writers who 
discussed broad sociological themes within a non-sociological 
discourse (Aristotle, Plato, Hobbes, Locke) and those genuine 
precursors who defined both a method ofinquiry and a concept 
of society as a distinctive object of study, a dynamic structure of 
institutions and processes analytically separate from political 
society. 

7 
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Human nature and socialorder 

Two pre-sociological theories - those of classical Creek thought 
and the Social Contract- are sometimes regarded by historians 
of sociology as laying down the foundation for a science of 
human society. Both Plato (427-347 B.C.) and Aristotle 
(384-322 B.C.) defined society in holistic terms as an organism 
in which the constituent parts were necessarily related to the 
whole. Plato particularly emphasised the unity of the social 
organism, the parts defined in terms of their subordination to 
the whole. In contrast, Aristotle conceived society as a dif
ferentiated structure in which separate elements, while con
tributing to the whole, remained independent ofit. Thus Plato 
analysed society as a unified system, structured around the 
division oflabour and social inequality. Social health, or social 
order, was the product of 'wise legislation' in which the 
interests of the whole exerted priority over those of the 
individual parts. Plato's ideal state has thus been described as a 
form of communism in that the separate elements, such as 
private property and the family, functioned in relation to the 
higher unity of the whole. 

Aristotle's concept ofsociety was equally anti-atomistic: as a 
complex, differentiated structure the social whole consisted of 
groups not individuals. For Aristotle, the origin ofsociety lay in 
human nature; humanity was by nature social and political and 
thus destined to live with others in communities. Social 
structure consisted of social groups based on function and 
social wealth (food-producers, warriors, tradesmen; the rich, 
the poor, the middle dass). Aristotle's Politics is full of 
sociological insights into the nature of human society and 
contains one of the first systematic attempts to analyse and 
dassify social phenomena, such as government, into ideal types 
(tyranny, oligarchy, democracy). Yet Aristotle' s social thought 
remains within the framework of traditional political philo
sophy. As with Plato, there is no dear distinction between the 
state and society. And for Aristotle social institutions are 
derived from basic human instincts such as sexual des ire which 
predispose individuals to form groups and associations which 
then function to further develop essential human nature. 
Society was thus the expression of an inherent sociability with 
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social relationships the culmination of this instinct. Aristotle's 
formulations blocked the possibility of defining society in terms 
of objective laws and historical processes. 

Aristotle's static world view was not challenged until the 
sixteenth century. Medieval social organisation did not gener
ate a philosophy oriented to problems of social change and 
secular political obligation. Social contract theory developed as 
an alternative world view rejecting notions ofDivine Law and 
religious conceptions of sovereignty. Social contract theory 
sought the origins of society in a structure of contractual 
obligations and reciprocal social relationships. Human nature 
was still an important component of the theory but Aristotle's 
essentialist sociability was replaced, in the work of Thomas 
Hobbes (1588-1679), by an asocial, egoistic and individualistic 
humanity. In the pre-social state of nature, Hobbes argued, 
there was an absence of social bonds and a condition of 
permanent warfare. A peaceful and unified civil society was 
made possible only through the renunciation of certain indi
vidual rights: a contractual obligation linked the individual 
with a sovereign state that guaranteed order and harmony 
under the rubric ofpositive law. 

Social contract theory prepared the way for the secular social 
theory ofthe eighteenth century even though it remained tied to 
asocial notions of human nature. Society was conceived as 
partly the product of human and not divine action. Not all 
social contract writers were as pessimistic as Hobbes: John 
Locke (1632-1704) argued that the state of nature was rather a 
state of peace, good will and reciprocal relationships, the 
development ofsocial conflict and diverging interests the result 
ofthe growth ofprivate property and thus ofsocial inequality. 
Both Hobbes and Locke grasped the secular historical nature of 
human society but assimilated this notion of the social to an 
underlying concept of a pre-social, transhistorical human 
nature: egoism for Hobbes, sympathy for Locke. In the 
eighteenth century Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-78) further 
developed Locke's dichotomy of a sociable humanity existing 
in astate of nature and the corrupt, egoistic humanity of 
modern civil society; humanity as the product ofnature versus 
humanity as the product of society and culture. 

In the writings of Aristotle, Plato, Hobbes, Locke and 
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Rousseau there are numerous sociological themes relating to 
problems of social differentiation, inequality, social conflict 
and social cohesion, the development of the division of labour 
and private property - but this does not make these theorists 
sociologists. Locke is more sociological than Aristotle in his 
analysis of property and social differentiation; Rousseau is 
more sociological than Locke in his awareness that society 
creates more complex needs and therefore a more complex 
humanity than that found in the state ofnature. Pre-eighteenth 
century philosophy, however, was largely dominated by a 
weak, not strong concept of the social: society was not defined 
as an objective structure of secular institutions and processes, 
but the product of asocial forces and the voluntary acquies
cence of pre-social individuals in the formation of modern 
states and political obligation. The emphasis on human nature 
as the basis ofhuman society and social order led to the view of 
the social as the expression of an immanent transhistorical 
process. There was no conception of society as a complex 
structure of different levels - the economic, political, cultural
dependent for their functioning on specific, objective laws. In 
this sense the true precursors of sociology are Giambattista 
Vico and Baron de Montesquieu. 

Vico: science and history 

The New Science of Giambattista Vico (1668-1774), first pub
lished in 1725, is one of the most remarkable works of early 
eighteenth-century social thought; a vast comparative analysis 
of the history of human culture which discusses the rise of 
property, religion, and the development of language, art and 
literature. The third edition of 1744 preceded Montesquieu's 
Spirit rif the Laws by four years and together they stand as the 
first major attempts to theorise society as an organic whole and 
relate its varying cultures, values and institutions to a specific 
stage of historical development. 

Vico's New Science sought to make history intelligible by 
defining it as a process characterised by three distinct stages of 
development - the age of the Gods, the age of the Heroes and 
finally the age of Men - and thus invested with immanent 
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meaning. The theory itself is perhaps less significant than 
Vico's attempt to apply scientific concepts to the study of 
human history. His starting point was the affirmation of 
humanism - the creative, active role ofthe human subject. 'In 
the night of thick darkness', he wrote, which envelops the 
remote past 'there shines the eternal and never failing light ofa 
truth beyond all question: that the world of civil society has 
certainly been made by men' (Vico, 1948, Seetion 331). Vico 
thus rejected the fixed concept of human nature which had 
characterised the social thought of Aristotle, Hobbes and 
Locke: the general argument ofthe New Science was that human 
society was historieal, social institutions and human relation
ships defined as the product of action. For Vico, society and 
human nature were dynamic categories: he accepted that 
human nature res ted on certain principles to be unfolded and 
revealed in the historical development of institutions such as 
the family. Vico's dynamic sense of history contrasts sharply 
with the anti-historical rationalism of social contract theory 
which, assuming society as the expression of an unchanging 
human nature, postulated a static notion of the social which 
failed to account for the richness and variety of traditions and 
customs and the ways in which elements of the past survived 
actively into the present. 

Vico's concept ofhistory as an active, creative process made 
by humanity, clearly difTerentiates his social thought from the 
mechanistic materialism of Hobbes and Locke with their 
emphasis on the determining influence of the environment on 
human action. Vi co was also opposed to the scientific rational
ism associated with the natural sciences: the New Science rejects 
many of the assumptions of Newton, Galileo and the philo
sophy of Descartes. Cartesian rationalism, a potent influence 
on philosophy and science at this time, assumed that the only 
certain knowledge was derived from principles and concepts 
drawn from mathematics and physics. Descartes advanced 
what he called the 'geometrical method' as the basis for 
understanding both the natural and the social worlds. True 
knowledge, therefore, was essentially deductive, the applica
tion ofrules that were universal and timeless. But mathematics 
itself, Vico argued, was man-made and the knowledge derived 
from mathematical propositions was true knowledge only 
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because humanity itselfhad created it. Here Vico states one of 
his revolutionary new principles, that humanity can know only 
that which itself has created: the true (verum) and the made 
ifactum) are convertible. It was not, therefore, a question of 
passively recording, classifying and observing an extern al 
reality in the manner of the physical sciences, for 'the world of 
human society has certainly been made by men, and its 
principles are therefore to be found within the modifications of 
our own human mind'. Vico's distinction between 'inner' and 
'outer' knowledge derived from his humanist, anti-mechanical 
and anti-determinist standpoint: factual knowledge of the 
external world was clearly inadequate as the basis for human 
science since it eliminated the active co re of human culture, 
diminishing the making in favour of the made. 

For Vico, then, the subject matter of the natural sciences 
differed from that ofthe human sciences. Social theory must be 
based on the human subject as an active agent, on human 
experiences and mental states. But for all its revolutionary 
implications, perhaps because of this, the New Science found 
little response among the major philosophers and political 
theorists of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. 1t was not 
until the nineteenth century that Vico's work was given its true 
recognition. His concept of society as an organic whole was 
clearly opposed to the atomistic individualism of French 
philosophical materialism. Yet Vico's work was typical of one 
important strand of eighteenth-century thought which culmi
nated in the holistic theories of society and culture advanced by 
Hegel, and later, during the nineteenth century, by Comte and 
Marx. Vico's humanist historicism is important here for the 
argument, central to both Hegel and Marx, that human action 
has meaning only in terms ofthe whole. History is conceived as 
a process which succeeds in binding together the often 
contradictory and chaotic actions ofindividuals in such a way 
that they form a coherent whole. At the end of the New Science 
Vi co restated his 'first incontestable principle' but added that 

this world without doubt has issued from a mind often diverse, at 
times quite contrary, and always superior to the particular ends 
that men had proposed to themselves ... Men mean to gratify their 
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bestial lust and abandon their off spring, and they inaugurate the 
ehastity of marriage from whieh the families arise. The fathers 
mean to exercise without restraint their paternal power over their 
clients, and they subjeet them to the civil powers from whieh the 
eities arise (Vieo, 1948, Seetion 1108). 

This notion of the unintended effects of social action is 
developed by Vi co as part of his general theory of historical 
change. As we shall see it was to exercise a great influence on 
eighteenth-century social theory. 

Montesquieu 

Eighteenth-century philosophy remained unreceptive to Vico's 
humanist historicism. When Montesquieu visited Venice the 
New Science was recommended but there is no evidence that he 
either read or acquired the work. It was Montesquieu, not 
Vico, who influenced the sociological writings of the Scottish 
School of Ferguson, Smith and Millar. Like many other 
eighteenth-century intellectuals, Montesquieu (1689-1755) 
was not a specialist but a man ofletters trained in classics and 
philosophy. His work combined the study ofhistory, political 
science, criticism, political theory and sociology, but he has 
been described as the first, and greatest sociologist of the 
Enlightenment. In the 'Preface' to The Spirit ofthe Laws (1748) 
he emphasised his scientific intent: 'I have not drawn my 
principles from my prejudices but from the nature of things.' 
Such was his reputation that in 1767 adespairing Adam 
Ferguson noted that 'when I recollect what ... Montesquieu 
has written, I am at a loss to tell why I should treat ofhuman 
affairs' . 

Montesquieu, employing a richer and more detailed mode of 
historical analysis, more extensive and systematic than any
thing found in previous social theory, was able to define society 
as a structural whole and, more significantly, attempt to locate 
the specific causes of different social phenomena. The laws of 
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society, although the embodiment of human reason, must 
nevertheless suit the physical context and its social institutions. 
Legal codes and customs are discussed from the perspective of 
their relationship with social structure; the role ofthe legislator 
is one of balancing the requirements of an 'ideal' constitution 
with the situation or 'milieu'. It was this aspect of Montes
quieu's thought that Emile Durkheim regarded as significant 
for the development of sociology: to accept the view that 
legislators alone framed constitutions and social customs was 
tantamount to denying 'any determinate order in human 
societies, far if it were true laws, customs and institutions would 
depend not on the constant nature of the state, but on the 
accident that brought forth one lawmaker rather than another' 
(Durkheim, 1965, pp. 11-12). 

Montesquieu's point of departure is dearly indicated in the 
'Preface' to the Spirit of the Laws: 

I have first of all considered mankind, and the results of my 
thoughts has been, that midst such an infinite diversity oflaws and 
manners, they were not solely conducted by the caprice offancy. 

And in the first book he writes: 

They who assert that a blind fatality produced the various effects 
we behold in this world talk very absurdly; for can anything be 
more unreasonable than to pretend that a blind fatality could be 
productive of intelligent beings? (Montesquieu, 1949, Book 1, 
Section 1). 

Montesquieu is arguing that although society presents itself as 
a chaotic and diverse phenomenon, there exists beneath the 
surface adefinite structure comprising regularities of 
behaviour, institutions and laws. Social institutions and pro
ces ses are thus the product of definite material conditions 
which can be discovered by empirical and historical analysis. 
Regular relationships exist between these objective forces. In 
his study ofthe Roman Empire (1734) Montesquieu wrote: 

It is not chance that rules the world. Ask the Romans who had a 
continuous sequence of successes when they were guided by a 
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certain plan, and an uninterrupted sequence ofreverses when they 
followed another. There are general causes, moral and physical, 
which act in every monarchy, elevating it, maintaining it ... All 
accidents are controlled by these causes (Montesquieu, 1965, 
p.165). 

All social phenomena are interconnected, 'every particular law 
is connected with another law'. Montesquieu's concept of 
society is thus couched in holistic, not atomistic, terms; 
societies are self-contained, integrated wholes. 

Montesquieu's main concern was forms of government. But 
his types of government are effectively types of society. Law 
must accord with social context, but Montesquieu attempts to 
define context more precisely as a structure consisting of soil 
and climate, occupations, religious institutions, 'commerce, 
manners and customs'. His analysis oflaw is far from narrowly 
political, for as laws express the 'spirit' or inner essence of 
society as a whole, the distinction between the political and the 
social is purely formal. Thus although adhering to Aristotle's 
classification of government - rr-publics wh ich include aristoc
racy and democracy, monarchy and despotism - Montesquieu 
concentrates his analysis on the distribution and exercise of 
power within them and the principles or 'spirit' binding them 
together - virtue, honour and fear. 

Montesquieu emphasises that his classification is of ideal 
rather than real types: the fact that a republican government 
exemplifies virtue (through the frugality and equality within its 
city states) does not imply that all republics express virtue only 
that they 'ought'. Montesquieu's forms are effectively ideal 
types, logical constructs, abstracted from the rich and varied 
historical details ofreality to facilitate analysis, a methodologi
cal standpoint which clearly differentiates his thought from the 
classic Aristotelian political tradition. Aristotle's governments 
were essences - timeless, universal abstractions based on a 
limited historical experience. Montesquieu's awareness ofthe 
relation of the social to the political effectively yielded a 
classification of governments and societies. 

But in making this break from political philosophy Montes
quieu failed to develop a theory of social change; he did not 
analyse the ways in which one type of society passed into a 
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different form. His typology was broadly synchronie, con
cerned with describing the typical elements of different forma
tions as they unite in a coherent unity; Montesquieu's sociologi
cal 'formalism' is thus insensitive to the problems of genesis 
and change. The important question of transition is never 
raised and in this sense Montesquieu was not historical 
enough, his formal classification, al though of grea t significance 
for sociological method, blocking the development of a 
dynamic concept of civil society. The writers of the Scottish 
Enlightenment, while indebted to Montesquieu's typology and 
formal historical sense, were more concretely aware of social 
change and the transition from one type of society to another. 
Thus they attempted to identify those elements within society 
which led to social change. 

Montesquieu's synchronie approach led hirn to define 
society as a system in which the various elements had meaning 
only in terms ofthe whole. The basic elements comprising this 
system were climate and geography: other writers had advo
cated physical factors as the basis of social analysis but 
Montesquieu was the first to analyse their contribution to the 
structure of society as a whole. Montesquieu's concept of 
environment, or milieu, implied the concept of a system in 
which the political 'superstructure' and culture express the 
spirit of the whole. Of course, Montesquieu overstates his case: 
suicide, slavery, marriage are all mechanically and causally 
related to specific climatic conditions and peculiarities of 
geography. But there can be no doubting the scientific spirit 
behind these arguments. Also Montesquieu did not suggest a 
totally monistic view: there are moral, as well as physical 
causes, and in Book XIX ofTheSpiritoJthe Laws he argued that 

Mankind are influenced by various causes: by the climate ... 
religion ... laws ... maxims of government . .. morals and 
customs; whence is formed the general spirit of nations. In 
proportion as, in every country, any one of these causes acts with 
more force, the others in the same degree are weakened. Nature and 
climate rule almost alone among the savages; customs govern the 
Chinese. 

The structure of any society thus hinges on the workings, not of 
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one single factor but of many factors; society is the product of 
an equilibrium between a multiplicity of elements. Social 
development gradually weakens the influence ofpurely physi
cal elements and strengthens the moral. The role of the 
legislator is to discover a balance between physical and moral 
forces, the latter by their nature more amenable to human 
manipulation. The milieu is thus the framework in which 
physical and moral factors operate, a structure of multi
causality which allows Montesquieu to adopt a voluntaristic 
position, the legislator mediating between the emerging influ
ence of the moral and the weakening influence of the physical. 
Nevertheless, the broad implications ofMontesquieu's concept 
of society is that the individual is merely the instrument of 
historical change, a passive element within a system conceived 
as the ceaseless interaction of moral and physical forces that 
climaxes in the spirit of the nation. Virtue, honour and fear 
function to create social unity and maintain social order. 

The sociological core of Montesquieu's thought is undoub
tedly the attempt to discover an underlying pattern ofrelation
ships between the different elements of society; beneath the 
apparent diversity and chaos of empirical reality exists a 
structure and system which, once clarified, illuminates the 
cause of diverse phenomena and thus generates meaning. His 
comment on the feudal system is apposite: 

The feudallaws form a very beautiful prospect. A venerable old oak 
raises its lofty head to the skies; the eye sees from afar its spreading 
leaves; upon drawing nearer it perceives the trunk but does not 
discern the root; the ground must be dug up to discover it 
(Montesquieu, 1949, Book XXX, Seetion 1). 

It was this task which fell to Adam Ferguson andJohn Millar. 

The Scottish Enlightenment 

As I have suggested earlier, the atomistic individualism ofthe 
French Enlightenment prevented the further development of 
Montesquieu's sociological conceptions, especially the notion 
of society as an integrated, systemic whole. Thus Diderot's 
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project, the Encyclopedia contains no entry for society; Voltaire, 
like Diderot, remained firmly within the individualistic ration
alism and philosophical scepticism of post-1750 French 
thought. Rousseau is one exception, for as I have noted earlier, 
in the discussion of social contract theory, sociological themes 
saturate his works. In The Social Contract (1762) and the 
Discourse on the Origins of Social Inequality (1755) Rousseau 
analysed the rise ofproperty and its relation with the division of 
labour, inequality and social conflict. And like Montesquieu, 
he grasped both the distinctiveness of the social and society as 
an organic whole in wh ich individual interests were assimilated 
into a common, general will. Society was not a collection of 
atomised individuals. But unlike Montesquieu, Rousseau was 
concerned with origins: for hirn society was the result of a 
contract, an act of association which generated a moral and 
coIlective order greater than the individual wills comprising it. 
Society was thus the product of both the principles of nature 
(the original state of nature and natural man) and those of 
reason. There is here a sharp distinction between the concept of 
society in Montesquieu and Rousseau. For Montesquieu, 
society was a system built around objective structures or 
elements; for Rousseau, society was an organism based on 
individual wills coIlectively organised into a quasi-mystical 
general will. 

In the development of sociology Montesquieu was the more 
potent force. During the second halfofthe eighteenth century a 
group of inteIlectuals working in Glasgow and Edinburgh 
advanced the scientific study of human society in directions 
opposed to social contract theory. Such were the achievements 
of David Hume (1711-76), Adam Smith (1723-90), Adam 
F erguson (1723-1816), J ohn Millar (1735-180 I) as weIl as the 
historian William Robertson (1721-93) that Edinburgh 
became known as the Athens ofthe North, compared only with 
Paris as the major centre oflearning during the latter half ofthe 
eighteenth century. For this group of intellectuals society as a 
distinctive object of study could not be assimilated to a 
contractual relation between individual and government, but 
defined empirically, as a distinctive structure with a natural or 
'theoretical history' . 

While there has been much comment on the intellectual 

18 



Origins of Sociology 

achievements of the Scottish Enlightenment, there has been a 
tendency to concentrate on its contributions to philosophy and 
economics and to underemphasise the sociology. Smith, Fergu
son and Millar raised critical sociological issues and problems 
analysing the social role ofproperty, forms of government, the 
development of the division of labour, the alienation of 
industrial work and the development of language: these were 
not mere themes within their work but constituted a co re of 
sociological thought and theorising within the broad 
framework of economics, philosophy and history. 

Of these intellectuals the least sociologial was David Hume 
but his influence on Smith and Ferguson was crucial. Hume 
was an empiricist: experience, fact, utility constituted the 
backbone of his epistemology and social philosophy. He 
rejected the social contract theory of society arguing that to 
locate the origins of political society in the voluntary acquies
cence of individuals was to ignore the real historical world of 
human experience and facts. Social contract theory was 
effectively dismissed for its lack of sociology. Society could not 
be deduced from universal principles of human nature, for 
although characterised by uniformity it is moulded by the 
social context especiaBy education, custom and habit. Hume 
emphasised the role of social factors which affect human 
character. One of the most important is sympathy which is 
defined socially in that 'the mutual dependence of man is so 
great in aB societies that scarce any human action is entirely 
complete in itself, or is performed without some reference to the 
actions ofothers, which are requisite to make it answer fuBy the 
intention ofthe agent'. Writing ofjustice Hume remarked that 
it is established by common consent 'and where every single act 
is performed in expectation that others are to perform the like'. 
Sympathy is social because 'the propensity to company and 
society is strong in aB rational creatures'. In a similar way he 
argued that custom and habit were not irrational forces but 
elements essential for the proper workings of society. Hume 
failed to develop a conception of society as a structure, and in 
general his model remained atomistic and his method deduc
tive. Thus although human association was the product of 
human nature, Hume's concern lay with the forms of sociabil
ity which human nature takes within society. He continuaBy 

19 



Foundations 

defined human action as social because it is oriented towards 
the actions of others: 'Reduce a person to solitude and he loses 
all enjoyment except either of the sensual or speculative kind; 
and that because the movements ofhis heart are not forwarded 
by correspondent movements in his fellow creatures.' A 
non-social man, like the state of nature, is a mere 'philosophical 
fiction' . 

Hume's essays are full of proto-sociological themes. 
Authority, he notes, is always a 'mixture of force and con
sent' made generally acceptable by its practical utility. 
He argues for the elose relation of property and power, 
advocating a functional balance between them. But the 
existence of sociological themes does not make a philosoph er 
into a sociologist; nor do they necessarily cohere into a theory of 
society as an independent object of study. Unlike Hume, 
Ferguson, Smith and Millar defined the basic unit of analysis as 
groups - Ferguson's 'troops and companies' - which thus 
constituted adefinite patterned structure. Hume followed 
Aristotle in defining society as coeval with the human family, a 
so ci al group which unites and preserves sexual union until 'a 
new tie takes place in their common concern with their 
off spring' . From sexual desire Hume deduced the universality 
of the human family and therefore society. Ferguson, while 
agreeing with Hume on the importance of sexual desire in the 
process offamily formation, and noting the existence ofhuman 
instincts, was more concerned with the institution ofthe family 
and its contribution to socialisation and forging the necessary 
bond between parent and child. This distinction, however, 
between Hume's deductive approach and Ferguson's induc
tive, empirical standpoint is by no means elear-cut, but the 
tendency towards a sociological analysis of the institutional 
and structural basis ofsociety is markedly present in Ferguson, 
Smith and Millar. Ferguson's Essay on the History of Civil Society 
(1767) marks a distinct advance on Hume's more speculative 
essays ofthe 1740s. 

Problems of method 

As I have suggested, there was no sociology that can be 
separated from economics, philosophy and history until the 
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nineteenth century. A distinctive sociological framework, or 
perspective, did not exist in eighteenth-century thought, but 
rather a core of sociological concepts and an empirical 
methodology subsisting within economic, political and his tori
cal perspectives. In the writings of Adam Smith three distinct, 
although related levels of analysis can be identified: the 
economic, the philosophical and the sociological. In The Wealth 
01 Nations the emphasis falls equallyon the economic and social 
consequences of the division of labour. What is significant 
about the contribution of the Scottish Enlightenment to 
sociology is the clear awareness that society constituted a 
process, the product of specific economic, social and historical 
forces that could be identified and analysed through the 
methods of empirical science. Society was a category of 
historical investigation, the result of objective, material causes. 

The Scots rejected both the theory of the 'divine origins' of 
society and the theory of the great legislator. Theoretical, or 
'conjectural history' , as the approach was termed - mislead
ingly since the intention was a science of history and society, 
positive not conjectural knowledge and therefore theoretical in 
the best sense - was superficially similar to Montesquieu's 
broad comparative perspective. But the Scots were concerned 
above everything else with the problem ofsocial change and the 
causes which lead to the transition from one type of society to 
another. As MilIar wrote: 

In searching far the causes of ... systems of law and government 
... we must undoubtedly resort ... to the differences of situation 
. .. the fertility or barrenness of the soil, the nature of its 
productions, the species of labour requisite for procuring subsis
tence, in the number of individuals collected together in one 
community, their proficiency in the arts ... The variety that 
frequently occurs in these and such other particulars must have a 
prodigious influence upon the great body of the people; as, by 
giving a peculiar direction to their inclinations and pursuits, it 
must be productive of corresponding habits, dispositions and ways 
of thinking (Miliar, in Lehmann, 1960). 

Social diversity is thus explicable in terms of an underlying 
structure consisting largely of economic factors. Millar's 
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comparative approach, however, sought to analyse diversity 
and uniformity in terms ofthe change from 'rude' to 'polished' 
society. Similarly, Ferguson related forms of government to 
property, social stratification, division of labour and social 
conflict. Ferguson's standpoint was civil not political society. 
Thus the Scots' typology of societies: savage, barbaric and 
polished (Ferguson), hunting, pastoral, agricultural and com
mercial (Millar, Smith), constituted forms based on the 
dominant mode of production in each. And having defined 
societies in these terms the Scottish writers analysed their 
dominant institutions and mechanisms leading to social 
change. One institution which occupied much oftheir thought 
was so ci al stratification. 

The emergence of dass 

Neither Hume nor Montesquieu discussed social stratification 
in any depth. Montesquieu's concerns lay with societies as 
organic wholes and not with possible sources of conflict and 
differentiation. Montesquieu lacked a theory oftransition, his 
synchronie model of society eliminating the sources of energy 
and thus of structural change. 

For Adam Smith, the development of a commercial society 
produced a social structure divided into three dear dasses, 
landowners, capitalists and labourers, 'the three great and 
constituent orders of every civilised society'. Like Ferguson and 
Millar, Smith did not employ the concept of social dass, but 
there can be no doubt that in his work, and that of Millar 
particularly, a theory of dass as a sociological category is 
articulated. The relation between Smith's three social 'orders' 
and the economic elements is unambiguous: the three groups 
derive their revenue from rent, from stock, and from wages. 
Property forms the basis of social differentiation, 'the natural 
source ofinfluence and authority' dosely bound up with social 
change and pervading 'every corner of society'. Millar argued, 
indeed, that social development necessarily engendered social 
inequality ceaselessly introducing 'corresponding gradation 
and subordination of ranks'. An economic interpretation of 
his tory is suggested: 
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The distribution of property among any people is the principal 
circumstance that contributed to reduce them under civil govern
ment, and to determine the form oftheir political constitution. The 
poor are naturally dependent on the rich, from whom they derive 
subsistence; and, according to the accidental differences of wealth 
possessed by individuals, a subordination of ranks is gradually 
introduced and different degrees of power are assumed without 
opposition, by particular persons (Millar, in Lehmann, 1960). 

In pre-industrial society, Millar argued, social stratification 
was based largcly on function: in fis hing and hunting co m
munities, for example, outstanding personal accomplishments, 
such as courage, strength and military skill, constituted the 
basis of authority. But distinctions hinging on function are 
unstable and 'cannot be productive of any lasting influence and 
authority'. But with the growth of agriculture and settled mode 
of subsistence property became increasingly accumulated in 
private hands and thus a permanent differentiation of ranks 
emerged: authority became stabilised and institutionalised. 

For Millar, commercial society produces damaging effects 
through the division of labour. Both Millar and Ferguson, 
aware of the relation of social stratification to the division of 
labour, treated work specialisation sociologicaIly. Their 
analysis represented a sharp break from previous discussion, 
for although Montesquieu and Hume had noted its economic 
significance they minimised the division of labour's social 
effects and failed to grasp its broad, structural significance. 
Thus Ferguson pointed out that the division of labour was a 
social as weIl as an economic institution separating those whose 
function commanded skill from those for whom work required 
neither thought nor the exercise of 'ingenuity'. Work thus 
becomes more efficient 'under a total suppression of sentiment 
and reason' and where 'ignorance is the mother ofindustry as 
weIl as of superstition'. In a famous passage Ferguson wrote: 

Manufactures ... prosper most where the mi nd is least consulted, 
and where the workshop may, without any great effort ofimagina
tion be considered as an engine, the parts of which are men 
(Ferguson, 1966, pp. 182-3). 
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As mechanicallabour is divided so too are other activities: 'In 
the progress of society, philosophy or speculation becomes, like 
every other employment, the principal or sole trade and 
occupation of a particular dass of citizens ... subdivided into a 
great number of different branches.' Division oflabour is a total 
process; Ferguson has outlined, indeed, the basis ofsociology as 
a distinct and separate field of study. The norms of efficiency 
and dexterity apply equally to philosophy and industry, 'more 
work is done ... and the quantity of science is considerably 
increased by it'. Specialisation, Ferguson suggests, leads to a 
loss of the whole. Manufacturing occupations, unlike the 
occupation of philosopher, stultify the human intellect; the 
more minute the task, the fewer the ideas; the more that men 
work the less time they have for thought and study. Social 
development is indeed double-edged. As Millar wrote: 

As their employments require constant attention to an object which 
can afford no variety of occupations to their minds, they are apt to 
acquire an habitual vacancy of thought, unenlivened by any 
prospects, but such as are derived from the future wages of their 
labour or from the gratcful returns of bodily respose and sleep 
( Miliar, in Lehmann, 1960). 

One of the unintended effects of industrial development, the 
consequence of a 'polished' society, is that humanity increas
ingly resembles machines, stripped of its mental powers and 
'converted to a mere instrument of labour'. 

The dialectics of social change 

The concepts of dass and industrial society are implicit in the 
Scottish analysis although remaining untheorised in compari
son with later nineteenth-century sociology. Ferguson and 
Millar identified industrial change as a source of progress 
in human culture but which, inevitably, brought with it 
dehumanisation and alienation. Social development was con
tradictory. It is the analysis of the transition from one stage of 
social development to another which lies at the he art of the 
Scottish contribution to sociological thought. 
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Social development occurred both through economic forces 
as weIl as the combined efforts of groups and generations. 
Social change was grasped as a colIective not individual 
phenomenon involving physical situation, economic and 
political organisation and the division oflabour. Property was 
the key factor. Such a rigorously deterministic concept ofsocial 
development circumscribes the activity of the human agent, 
and while MilIar introduced accidental causes and per
sonalities into his historical schema, the basic tendency is 
mechanistic. Yet Ferguson continually emphasised the activc 
nature of the human agent, the natural disposition to 'remove 
inconveniences' and improve the situation. Man, he wrote, was 
'not made for repose ... every amiable and respectable quality 
is an active power ... and all the lustre which he casts around 
hirn, to captivate or engage the attention ofhis fellow-creatures 
... shines only while his motion continues'. In opposition to 
the utilitarian concept of humanity as pleasure seeking, 
Ferguson noted that 'the most animating occasions of human 
life, are calls to danger and hardship, not invitations to safety 
and ease', while Robertson argued that 'no small part of that 
fertility which we ascribe to the hand of nature, is the work of , 
man. 

Vico's 'voluntarism' thus finds an echo in these formula
tions, but the dualism implied in the concept of an active agent 
and determining environment was never adequately solved. 
The important point is the way in which social change was 
conceived, as a process with both an objective structure -
especialIy the mode ofproduction - and active subject. Change 
is dialectical in that it emerges as the largely unintended result 
of human action. 'Every step and every movement of thc 
multitude', Ferguson wrote, 'are made with equal blindness to 
the future; and nations stumble on establishments, which are 
indeed the result of human action, but not the execution of 
human design' (Ferguson, 1966, p. 210,45). Vico's 'incontest
able truth' takes on a sociological meaning in Ferguson's 
analysis; while in Smith's The Wealth rif Nations private and 
egoistic interests are converted into the collective social good by 
an 'invisible hand' which advances 'the interest of society' 
without intending or knowing it. Smith's conception is similar 
to Vico's in that the historical process rectifies and corrects 
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human selfishness and failings: there is, in other words, a logic 
to history which es capes its active agents. Smith's theory of 
unanticipated effects of human action is implicitly historicist; 
Ferguson's, by contrast, is empirical and anti-historicist. Thus 
discussing the development of commercial society, Smith 
described initially the structural forces wh ich led to the dedine 
of feudal society and property and the necessary evolution of 
trade and manufacture. The key to understanding this transi
tion, Smith argued, was the actions of two contending social 
groups, the rich barons whose concern with social status and 
ornament led to their gradual impoverishment and the more 
secular, and efficient, merchant dass whose manufactured 
goods brought the ruin of the great landowners. The rising 
merchant dass replaced the landed groups, buying their 
agricultural holdings and making them efficient and profitable. 
Smith's assumption here was that wealth from agriculture was 
more durable than that derived from commerce, but his more 
significant point is that social change was unconsciously 
effected by social groups pursuing their own interests and 
without the slightest regard for the public good: 

To gratify the most childish vanity was the sole motive ofthe great 
proprietors. The merchants and artificers, much less ridiculous, 
acted merely from a view to their own interests, and in pursuit of 
their own pedlar principle of turning a penny wherever a penny was 
to be got. Neither ofthem had knowledge or foresight ofthat great 
revolution which the folly ofthe one, and the industry ofthe other, 
was gradually bringing about (Smith, 1970). 

Smith's 'hidden hand' - an historicist and religious notion 
ultimately- succeeds in regulating the centrifugal tendencies of 
civil society, the complex structure of property ownership, 
division of labour and social dasses, into a harmony of interests 
and equilibrium. Smith's conception is basically optimistic: the 
bad effects of the division of labour can be mitigated by 
education and religion and the collective workings of market 
forces. 

Ferguson, in contrast, developed no link between the social 
actions of individuals, as members of social groups, and the 
wider, collective historical process. Indeed, for Ferguson the 
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individual, as with the state of nature, was merely a fiction. 
Man is a member of a community, 'part of a whole', his actions 
social because they are collective. There is nothing of Smith' s 
individualism in Ferguson's concept of the unanticipated 
effects of social action, or the facile optimism that separated 
historical meaning from the human subjects which themselves 
constituted history. Of course there was harmony but also 
conflict within society, a conflict not to be assimilated to an 
underlying historical process. Without conflict there was no 
society, no structure, no process. Without the 'rivalship of 
nations and the practice ofwar', Ferguson wrote, 'civii society 
itself could scarcely have found an object or a form'. Conflict 
functions to strengthen social bonds and the sense of com
munity. The state itselfwas founded in war becoming institu
tionalised in those 'polished' societies characterised by 'colli
sions of private interest'. It is precisely in these formulations 
that Ferguson, of all the eighteenth-century writers, 
approaches a modern sociological standpoint. 

The atomistic individualism of the post-Montesquieu 
French Enlightenment blocked the development of a genuinely 
sociological concept of society. For Ferguson, society was 
conceived as adefinite structure in which the relation ofpart to 
whole constituted the 'principal object' of social science. Like 
Montesquieu, the writers of the Scottish Enlightenment 
emphasised the structural nature of social phenomena rejecting 
the view of society as the prod uct of a haphazard and accidental 
process. In their notion of the unintended consequences of 
social action Ferguson and Smith went beyond the static 
limitations ofMontesquieu's synchronic, systemic definition of 
society to embrace a concept of society as both structure and 
process. It is this complex relation between human agent and 
structure which lies at the heart ofthe Scottish contribution to 
social theory and not, as some historians of sociology have 
argued, their emphasis on the social aspects of humanity and 
their analysis of the social effects of specific material forces. 
Many ofthe insights developed in the work ofFerguson, MilIar 
and Smith would be lost in the subsequent emergence of 
nineteenth-century sociology. But Vico, Montesquieu and 
Ferguson had laid the foundations and posed the essential 
problems of a science of human society, culture and historical 
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change, of the relationship between human action, objective 
social structures and historical evolution. The concept of 
society as an organised system developing through definite 
laws and stages had been established. The real history of 
sociology begins at this point with the work of Saint-Simon, 
Comte and the positivist tradition. 
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Industrialisation and 

the Rise of Sociological 
Positivism 

The social thought of Vico, Montesquieu and Ferguson is 
characterised by a profound belief in humanist values, the 
application of science to the study ofhuman culture and his tory 
and to humanity's control over the environment. The 
eighteenth-century Enlightenment had produced what David 
Hume termed the moral sciences - psychology, political 
economy and a nascent sociology - all of which argued a 
common theme, that social development brought with it 
increasing sociability: industry, knowledge and humanity, 
Hume wrote in his essay, 'On Refinement in the Arts', were 
linked together by 'an indissoluble chain'. The emergence of 
these separate, but related sciences was in part the product of 
the development of a new reading public wh ich, while remain
ing relatively insignificant in relation to the widespread 
illiteracy ofthe great mass ofthe population, was nevertheless a 
real and an important element in the secularisation of culture 
and the emancipation of the writer from patronage. In 
Diderot's novel, Rameau's Nephew (1779), the first ambition of 
the artist is stated as securing 'the means of life without 
servitude' an attitude widely shared by contemporary com
posers, philosophers and economists. A prosperous, liberal 
middle-class reading public encouraged the growth ofliterary 
institutions, clubs and societies; publishing, as a trade, further 
encouraged the growth of a secular humanism. Man, wrote 
Diderot, is and will always be at the centre of things for his 
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presence makes existence meaningful. Ferguson expressed this 
humanist core of Enlightenment thought in his rejection of all 
biological or organicist metaphors: the proper study ofhuman
ity is man 'and we can learn nothing of his nature from the 
analogy of other animals' (Ferguson, 1966, p. 6). 

The relation of the Enlightenment to the development of 
sociology, however, goes beyond the mere assertion ofhuman
ism: the Enlightenment involved the philosophical emphasis 
on reason, freedom and individualism and emphasised the 
concepts of society and social development as objective, 
collective forces. Three broad streams of thought can be 
identified as contributing to nineteenth and early twentieth
century sociology: first, the humanist historicism ofVico with 
its emphasis on the creative and active human subject and 
rejection of any simple application of natural science methods 
to cultural analysis; secondly, the mechanistic social theory of 
Montesquieu, Millar and, to a lesser extent, Ferguson, con
cerned with objective facts and the relevance ofnatural science 
to the study of society; and finally, the philosophes, Voltaire, 
Diderot and Rousseau, whose critical rationalism was dedi
cated to a scientific understanding of the social world, a 
rationalism that would free the individual from superstitious 
beliefs and intellectual error. Both the Scottish and the French 
Enlightenment were built around the principles of modern 
science, the rejection of metaphysics, the separation of facts 
from values, and a belief in the possibility of objectivity. Science 
was positive based on facts not conjecture: the origins of 
nineteenth-century positivism can thus be traced to the work of 
Montesquieu and Ferguson, a positivism which was critical 
and, given the historical context, revolutionary. 

Empiricism and positivism 

Positivism formed an integral part of the Enlightenment 
tradition: science and facts opposed metaphysics and specula
tion; faith and revelation were no longer acceptable as sources 
ofknowledge. Positivism in this extremely general sense must, 
however, be distinguished from empiricism although both are 
closely connected historically and theoretically. Sociological 
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positivism dates from the early nineteenth century in the work 
of Auguste Comte (1798-1857) whose attack on metaphysics 
was as sharply drawn as that of Hume who had described all 
forms of metaphysical philosophy as containing no 'reasoning 
concerning matters of fact and existence' but pages of mere 
'sophistry and illusion'. Hume's philosophy was essentially 
empiricist committed to the concepts of experience and objec
tive facts astandpoint common to sociological positivism. 

Eighteenth-century empiricist philosophy, deriving from the 
work of Bacon, Locke and Descartes, developed an epistem
ology wh ich located the foundation of human knowledge in 
experience and the basis of science in experiment, induction 
and observation. Empiricism assumed the existence of an 
external world made known through the senses; only that 
knowledge which could be tested against experience was 
genuinely scientific. Knowledge was thus defined as a social 
product, useful and functional, secular and innovating. The 
transformation of the raw data of experience into knowledge, 
however, was not a simple mechanical process; it was the 
function of the human mind to process the data through 
immanent categories such as judgement, measurement and 
comparison. Thus although Descartes had argued for the 
importance of sensory experience in the formation of knowl
edge, he advanced the view that knowledge equally developed 
from principles derived from mathematics and logic. Empiric
ism was in effect an inconsistent doctrine, a materialist 
epistemology which declared that there existed, independent of 
experience, laws ofmind and laws ofthought. It is this dualism 
between the active and passive properties of cognition which 
positivism developed by strengthening the mechanical, passive 
aspects of the subject's relation to experience. As empiricism 
sought the laws of mind, so positivism established the external 
laws of historical change and defined society as an external 
datum, a structure of facts known and verified through 
observation and experiment. 

Positivism, therefore, developed a concept of society while 
empiricism a theory of concepts. Both empiricism and positiv
ism tended to minimise the active element in human con
sciousness: some Enlightenment philosüphers, für example, 
süught tü eradicate the emphasis which Lücke and Descartes 
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had accorded to the in na te activities of the human mind thus 
defining the human subject as the product of an external 
environment. At the heart of Enlightenment philosophy lay a 
contradiction: on the one hand, the concepts of human 
perfectability and progress, the triumph of reason over ignor
an ce and superstition, the belief in the role of ideas in the 
education of humanity; on the other, the theory that ideas 
themselves were largely the necessary results of the extern al 
situation and of experience. Thus the human subject was 
conceived in passive terms: both subject and ideas constituted 
epiphenomenal forces, their existence dependent on the opera
tions of other, different elements. This is not to suggest that 
every Enlightenment philosopher accepted this mechanical 
form ofmaterialism: others argued that knowledge flowed from 
deductions based on apriori categories and that human reason, 
once liberated from mystical and religious thought, would be 
free to develop objective knowledge. 

The philosophes in particular developed an extreme form of 
philosophical dualism arguing that on the one hand material 
conditions determined forms of human consciousness and 
modes of action, and yet, on the other, advancing the volun
taristic view that through notions of freedom and reason 
humanity would be educated out ofignorance and servitude to 
traditional ideologies. The rationalist optimism of Enlighten
ment philosophy was thus built around the free individual who, 
guided by the precepts of science, could reconstruct society 
through the principles of human reason. In effect, reason was 
higher than empirical reality. 

The French Revolution and sociology 

As we have seen, positivism originated In the materialist 
philosophy of the Enlightenment. As a philosophical and 
sociological movement positivism embraced a number of 
different meanings which included a belief in science as the 
foundation of all knowledge (scientism as it has been called), 
the employment of statistical analysis in social theory, the 
search for causal explanations of social phenomena and the 
fundamentallaws ofhistorical change or ofhuman nature. But 

32 



Industrialisation and the Rise of Sociological Positivism 

eighteenth-century Enlightenment positivism was essentially 
critical and revolutionary, its fundamental tenets of 
philosophical individualism and human reason largely 
directed against the irrational powers of the Absolutist state, 
organised religion and residual social institutions. Institutions, 
it was argued, should accord with the principles of reason. 
Knowledge is acquired only through experience and empirical 
inquiry: reality cannot be comprehended through God. 

The transformation of this critical positivism into 
nineteenth-century sociological positivism occurred in post
revolutionary France. From its beginnings it opposed the 
individualistic atomism ofEnlightenment philosophy. It needs 
emphasising that with the exception of Montesquieu and 
Ferguson eighteenth-century social thought had failed to 
develop a theory ofsociety as a system and objective structure. 
A theory of society as a totality is fundamental to sociology as 
an independent empirical science; the relation ofparts to whole 
constitutes the methodological axiom guiding research into the 
social role and functions ofinstitutions such as religion and the 
family. It was precisely this concept which could not develop 
within a rationalist atomistic framework. Enlightenment philo
sophy had effectively minimised the significance ofinstitutions 
which the philosophes had labelIed irrational. In particular the 
problem of continuity within change could not be posed 
adequately given the prevailing emphasis on human perfecta
bility and progress. So-called irrational institutions, such as 
religion, formed in the historical past, could not be conceptual
ised in their active relation with the present: lacking a concept 
ofsociety as a whole, rationalist thought defined religious ideas 
as peripheral and residual exercising no significant and positive 
role in the maintenance of society. 

The French Revolution had the effect of challenging these 
rationalist assumptions. Enlightenment philosophy was 
judged deficient in its analysis of those traditional institutions 
which effectively create the social bonds necessary for a 
functioning society. Edmund Burke (1729-97), Louis de 
Bonald (I 754-1840) andJoseph de Maistre (1754-1821) were 
three influential critics of philosophical rationalism who 
rejected the individualistic concept of society developed by the 
Enlightenment philosophers, identifying its 'negative' and 
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'critical' principles with the collapse of traditional modes of 
authority and the organic nature of social bonds. 

Society was defined as an organic whole in which 'irrational' 
and traditional elements played an active, constitutive role. 
Religion and the family were integral parts of the whole. The 
Enlightenment slogan of the natural rights of man and the 
rational principles enshrined in the social contract theory were 
rejected in favour of a concept of society which emphasised 
hierarchy, duty and the collective good. As Bonald expressed it: 
'The schools of modern philosophy ... have produced the 
philosophy of modern man, the philosophy of I ... I want to 
produce the philosophy of social man, the philosophy of we.' As 
an organism, society was defined in terms ofits inner 'spirit' or 
'soul', an essence fundamentally religious in nature. Bonald 
and Maistre thus developed a concept of expressive whole, the 
various parts manifesting the inner essence and spirit. All 
elements of the organic wh oIe Were integrally linked as 
expressions of an irreducible essence. 

Linked with this organic notion of totality was the rejection 
of empirical science as the means of analysing social forms. For 
Maistre and Bonald society was apprehended through intui
tion, not reason or science. This belief in intuition and feeling is 
linked with attempts to discover a new source of political 
authority in the post-revolutionary world that followed the 
collapse of the old regime. Revolution and industrialism were 
creating a new kind ofsociety, one in which the old traditional 
values no longer held sway. The result was a concept ofsociety 
which emphasised the creative role ofthe family, corporations 
and a hierarchical structure of authority similar to the rigid 
estate system of feudalism. It was through these institutions 
that the individual participated in the social whole, the 'I' 
transformed into a 'We'. The post-revolutionary critique of 
emerging industrial society was thus couched in terms of 
pre-industrial organic values: modern society was conceived as 
a calculating, individualistic system built around pragmatic, 
material values and interests with authority vested in formal 
rules and written contracts. Such a society could eventuate only 
in the collapse of social bonds and render problematic the 
organic relation of the individual to the collective. 

For Maistre and Bonald society did not consist in an 
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aggregate of individuals: society was the expression of a whole 
culture, a collective concept which decisively influenced the 
sociological positivism of Auguste Comte. Equally important 
was the emphasis on the positive role oftraditional institutions 
and the problem ofauthority in the post-revolutionary world of 
the early nineteenth century. Burke, Bonald and Maistre 
mourned the passing of the tradition al legitimacy of the old 
society and in their work posed the question of new modes of 
political obligation. It was in this spirit that Saint-Simon wrote 
of the eighteenth century as critical and negative, while the 
nineteenth would be positive in laying the foundation for social 
reorganisation. Only positivism, wrote Comte, provided the 
necessary basis for the new society pointing the way forward 
from 'the critical condition in which most civilised nations are 
now living'. Ideas were of paramount importance either 
governing the world or throwing it into chaos: 

The great political and moral crisis that societies are now 
undergoing is shown by the rigid analysis to arise out ofintellectual 
anarchy ... whenever the necessary agreement on first principles 
can be obtained, appropriate institutions will issue from them, 
without shock or resistance; for the causes of disorder will have 
been arrested by the mere fact of the agreement. It is in this 
direction that most must look who desire a natural and regular ... 
state ofsociety (Andreski, 1978, pp. 37-8). 

Comte's preoccupation with social order and progress 
developed within a sociological framework that owed much to 
the work ofBonald and Maistre notably their emphasis on the 
nature ofthe social bond. But in the development ofsociologi
cal positivism the irrational and negative view of science 
advocated by these philosophers was rejected. the moral crisis 
of the post-revolutionary age could be resolved only through 
the application of positive science and the principles of 
industrial organisation derived from the empirical study of 
social development. The work of Henri Saint-Simon was 
decisive in this process. 
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The concept of industrial society: Saint-Simon 

Saint-Simon (1760-1825) introduced the term industrial 
society into European social theory. He defined the process of 
industrialism as essentially pacific in contrast to the militaristic 
spirit offeudal society. Saint-Simon was particularly concerned 
with the transition from feudal type societies, structured 
around consumption, to industrial societies centred around 
production. Saint-Simon's status in the history ofsociology has 
always been ambivalent: on the one hand his concept of 
ind us trial society em phasised the cen trali ty of social elasses, the 
importance of property and the structural significance of the 
division of labour in the process of elass formation. His 
collectivist notion of society was broadly socialist and 
materialist; but on the other hand, Saint-Simon's analysis of 
technology and the role of science and intellectual eIites -
mostly composed of scientists and industrialists - combined 
with his theory of moral crisis suggests a conservative stand
point elose to the sociological positivism of Comte. In a very 
general sense Saint-Simon can be elaimed as an influence on 
both nineteenth-century sociology and the development of 
socialism and Marxism. \Vhat is not in doubt, however, is that 
Saint-Simon's work represents a theorisation of the emerging 
separation of state and civil society, the development of a public 
sphere consisting of economic, political and cultural institu
tions independent of centralised, bureaucratic administration. 
More emphatically than Adam Smith, Saint-Simon defined the 
state administration as parasitic and hostile to the needs of 
production and the newly emerging social elasses engendered 
by the process of industrialism. By its nature, he wrote, 
mankind was destined to live in society, first under govern
mental or military regimes and then, with the triumph of the 
positive sciences and industry, under an administrative and 
industrial regime. The administrative institutions ofindustrial 
society would no longer be centralised in the state but rather in 
the institutions of civil society. 

Saint-Simon's basic argument is of the necessary relation 
between property and power. Political constitutions should 
express the state of society itself; they must be structured firmly 
in social reality. In his Industrial System (1821) Saint-Simon 
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argued that society could, and should be organised on scien
tific, positive principles with the economic and political 
systems working in harmony with each other. Thc study of 
politics was transformed from thc conjectural to the positive, 
from metaphysics to physics. For Saint-Simon, science was 
positive, and therefore, through its principles ofprediction and 
verification, formed the basis of practice. Like Adam Smith, 
Saint-Simon's model of society was based on astronomy: 'The 
astronomers only accepted those facts which werc verified by 
observation; they chose the system which linked them bcst, and 
since that time, they have never led science astray' (Ionescu, 
1976, pp. 76-8). 

Saint-Simon coined the terms 'social physiology' and 'social 
physics' and, following Maistre and Bonald, defined society as 
an organic unity. The positive stage of development was 
domina ted by the centrality of science and the growth of 
systematic social knowledge especially in relation to the laws 
which regulated the social whole. Saint-Simon's model of 
society was thus holistic: he defined a 'healthy' socicty as one in 
which the various parts subsisted in astate of functional 
harmony with the whole. Social health was closely identified 
with production and the role of the productive social classes. 
Industrial society, in contrast to all previous forms of social 
organisation, was not based on a centraliscd powcr structure 
but rather built around the institutions of civil society. 
Saint-Simon did not argue for the abolition of political 
institutions only that decision-making must increasingly 
devolve on the institutions associated with scicnce and techno
logy. Politics does not express the 'good will' but an equilib
rium subsisting bctween economic and political structures. 
Saint-Simon described industrial society in terms of collabora
tion and consensus: under the old system force constituted the 
means of social cohesion, but industrial society creates partners 
not subjects and associated modes of co-operation involving 
labourers and the wealthiest property owners. The principles of 
free production generate moral solidarity. Saint-Simon con
trasted the authority structure of feudal society, in which 
corporations symbolised coercion, with the unequal, hierarchi
cal nature of industrial society arguing that industrial institu
tions were, by their nature, both functional and spontaneous. 
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Society would become a vast workshop organised around the 
production ofgoods, and authority transformed from authority 
over individuals to authority over things. 

Saint-Simon's social theory was thus a theory of the rising 
bourgeoisie and he emphasised the dass struggle between the 
industrial dasses and the old feudal dasses. 'The entire history 
of civilised mankind' , he wrote, 'is inevitably divided between 
these two great systems ofsociety.' The French Revolution had 
not completely destroyed ecdesiastical and feudal power but 
merely 'diminished confidence in their basic principles' as the 
basis ofsocial order. Only industry which embraces all forms of 
useful work, theoretical and practical, intellectual and manual, 
can produce the values that will hold modern society together. 
Industry has ushered in 'a new era' signalling the end of 
government by force in favour of consultation and consensus. 
In effect, what Saint-Simon calls 'administrative action' comes 
to replace feudal-military action so that administrative power 
finally dominates military force: 

In the end soldiers and jurists must take orders from those most 
capable ofadministration; for an enlightened society only needs to 
be administered ... The guiding principles of social force should be 
supplied by the men who are most able to administer; now, as the 
most important industrialists are those who have given proof ofthe 
greatest administrative ability, since it is their competence in this 
sphere that they owe what importance they have acquired, in short, 
it is they who should necessarily be given the direction of social 
interests (Ionescu, 1976, p. 188). 

But the nineteenth century was still dominated by the 'critical' 
spirit of the Enlightenment and was failing to adopt the 
organisational character organic to it. A disjunction existed 
between the institutions of industrialism, especially adminis
trative action, and the broader culture. Saint-Simon's writings 
during the 1820s point to a major issue which had largely 
eluded the eighteenth-century philosophers and social theorists 
of progress: in the past, civil society and the state were bound 
together with so ci al regulation flowing from tradition al institu
tions and the structure of traditional values. But with the 
separation of the state from civil society the problem of social 
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regulation was posed in an acute form. Traditional modes of 
authority, and their associated values, had collapsed in the face 
of a triumphant critical philosophy with its beliefs in the rights 
of the individual over that of the collectivity. Traditional 
authority could no longer legitimise political forms: a moral 
vacuum therefore arose within modern society. Saint-Simon 
rejected the view of the political economists that the market 
worked to harmonise different and often conflicting interests 
into a social and therefore moral unity. Social cohesion would 
not flow from the free play of purely economic forces. Industrial 
society required a strong moral centre which he described in his 
last work, The New Christianity (1825), as a secular religion 
opposed to the egoism of philosophical individualism and 
functioning through a priesthood of artists, scientists and 
industrialleaders whose interests were identical with those of 
the masses. 

Social regulation is thus described as a process directed from 
above by an elite of intellectuals. Although Saint-Simon's 
image of industrial society was one of co-operative enterprise, 
he defined industrial society as a system organised around the 
principles of functional hierarchy, rational discipline and 
selective leadership. Saint-Simon, however, was not advocat
ing a new form of centralised authority; authority is returned to 
civil society and vested, not in control over individuals but 
within the institutions of planning, co-operation and produc
tion. Industrial society was not a communist Utopia but a 
hierarchical structure which had produced a new governing 
dass of scientists and industrialists. Scientists were associated 
with the spiritual realm, industrialists with the temporal: 
together they would create the leadership and the values 
necessary for a functioning modern society. 

There is, here, an authoritarian strand to Saint-Simon's 
thought, a dis trust of democracy and representative institu
tions, a lack of confidence in the masses, or the people, to create 
for themselves a culture of self-government. His distinction 
between productive and non-productive, or 'idle' dasses is 
polemical rather than scientific. Saint-Simon failed to develop 
a sociological theory of dass: his main concern was always with 
those who produced and those who consumed, industrial 
proprietors, investors and bankers were productive, the milit-
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ary, nobility, lawyers and those living off profits were the idlers. 
Those producing 'useful' things were the only valuable me m
bers of society and for this reason politics was defined as the 
science ofproduction and the new society, emerging from the 
ruins of post-revolutionary Europe, industrial, technocratic 
and undemocratic. 

Comte and positive science 

Saint-Simon did not develop a distinctive sociology. Auguste 
Comte (1798-1857) who, at one time, acted as Saint-Simon's 
secretary publishing his early works under Saint-Simon's 
name, founded the first comprehensive system ofsociology, one 
that was strongly influenced by the work of Saint-Simon and 
his belief in science and technology (elements found in 
eighteenth-century philosophers of his tory and champions of 
progress such as Turgot, 1727-81 and Condorcet, 1743-94), 
and 'that immortal school' of Bonald and Maistre with their 
concept of society as an organic, harmonious whole composed, 
like medieval society, of different and static social orders. 
Comte attempted to reconcile the anti-atomistic theories of 
Bonald and Maistre with the rationalist concept of progress 
and notion of the perfectability of man. Like Saint-Simon, 
Comte's work was produced at a critical period of French 
history, the period foUowing the revolution in which the old 
regime had disintegrated and a new industrial regime was in 
the process of formation. Comte's sociological positivism was 
forged at the same time as Balzac was describing in fictional 
form the irresistible rise of the industrialists and the bankers 
within a French culture still permeated by the old aristocratic 
values. 

Comte never held a full-time academic position. Sociology 
was not yet institutionalised; Frederic Le Play, who wrote a 
massive study ofthe European family during the 1 850s and the 
leading French sociologist before Durkheim attained an 
academic position but only as a Professor of Mining. Comte 
remained a marginal figure in French intellectual culture, 
ridiculed in academic circles, suffering from periodic bouts of 
madness and suffering the indignity ofbeing listed as deceased 
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in a contemporary bibliography. j.S. MilI, who corresponded 
with Comte, argued that his influence in the development of 
social science was greater than his actual achievements and that 
while not creating sociology as a science Comte's work 
nevertheless made it possible. Thus although Comte's inter
preters note his strong conservative bias and deprecate the 
influence on his sociology ofMaistre and Bonald as well as 'the 
illustrious GalI' (1758-1828), as he described the founder of 
phrenology, his place within the his tory of sociology is guaran
teed by his attempts to explain the origin and growth of 
industrial society and his analysis of the social efTects of the 
division of labour, increasing wealth and development of 
individualism and his rejection of metaphysics in favour of 
positive empirical methods in the study of social facts. Yet these 
elements had already been widely discussed by eighteenth
century writers such as Ferguson, MilIar and Montesquieu: the 
Scots especially had provided a detailed empirical account of 
the emergence of industrial society, social dass, social conflict, 
the division oflabour and the mechanics ofsocial change. Since 
Comte knew the work of Adam Smith and Ferguson, as well as 
minor writers such as Lord Kames, it is obviously important to 
grasp the ways in which his own approach difTers from theirs 
and assess the extent to which Comte's sociological positivism 
assimilated and developed this proto-sociology. 

Comte's attitude to the Enlightenment was, of course, 
negative: although he accepted the theory of progress, espe
cially Condorcet's notion of social evolution developing 
through the workings of specific natural la ws, he rejected the 
critical positivism of eighteenth-century philosophic rational
ism abhoring its 'negative' attacks on the values of traditional 
authority and morality, on religious institutions and the family. 
In particular he rejected the Enlightenment view that pre
industrial society, especially the Middle Ages, constituted the 
dark age of civilisation. For Comte, Condorcet's one-sided 
devaluing of the past, in his Sketchfor a Historical Picture of the 
Progress of the Human Mind (1794), was rounded out by the 
positive approach of Maistre and Bonald: 

Right views upon the subjeet were impossible ... until fulljustiee 
had been rendered to the Middle Ages, whieh form at onee the 
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point ofunion and separation between ancient and modern history. 
Now it was quite impossible to do this as long as the excitement of 
the first years of the revolution lasted. In this respect the 
philosophical reaction organised at the beginning ofthe century by 
the great de Maistre was of material assistance in preparing the 
true theory ofprogress. His school was ofbriefduration, and it was 
no doubt anima ted by a retrograde spirit; but it will always be 
ranked among the necessary antecedents of the positive system 
(Comte, 1875-6, Vol. I, p. 50). 

Comte's Cours de Philosophie Positive (1830-42) is essentially an 
attack on the 'negative' philosophy developed by eighteenth
century individualistic philosophy. He agreed with Saint
Simon that the eighteenth-century had only destroyed rather 
than provided the foundations for a 'new edifice'. This new 
structure was to be directed exdusively in the interests of social 
order and social consensus. The 'essential aim of practical 
politics', he wrote, was 'to avoid the violent revolutions which 
spring from obstades opposed to the progress of civilisation' . 

From the beginning, the Course set itself the task of social 
reorganisation: writing from within a society which appeared 
dose to anarchy it seemed obvious to Comte that 'true science' 
was nothing less than 'the establishment ofintellectual order, 
which is the basis of every other order'. Comte's positivism, a 
science of stability and social reconstruction can thus be seen 
on one level as a response to the negative and critical traditions 
ofEnlightenment philosophy by see king to unite the notions of 
order and progress. The task of social physics would be wholly 
positive: 

U nder the rule of the positive spirit ... all the difficult and delicate 
questions which now keep up a perpetual irritation in the bosom of 
society, and can never be settled while mere political solutions are 
proposed, will be scientifically estimated, to the great furtherance 
of social peace ... the positive spirit tends to consolidate order, by 
the rational development of a wise resignation to incurable political 
evils. A true resignation ... can proceed from a deep sense of the 
connection of all kinds of natural phenomena with invariable 
naturallaws. If there are political evils which ... cannot be 
remedied by science, science at least proves to us that they are 
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incurable, so as to calm our restlessness under pain by the 
conviction that it is by natural laws that they are rendered 
insurmountable (Comte, 1896, Vol. 2, pp. 185-7). 

On this definition, therefare, sociology prescribes a wholly 
passive and fatalistic orientation to the social world and 
contrasts sharply with Vico's injunction that the social world 
was the work ofhumanity. The active relation ofhuman labour 
and thought to the development and transformation of social 
forms is effectively assimilated to a theory of objective, 
determining facts. The polemical thrust ofComte's positivism 
is thus clear: but what of his concept of science? 

Sociology was defined in its relations with other sciences and 
Comte's stated aim was the synthesis of all available knowl
edge, a task facilitated by the law of three stages and 
hierarchical classification of the sciences. Both these concep
tions had been stated by previous writers notably Turgot, 
Condorcet and Saint-Simon: in their beginnings all the sci
ences, wrote Saint-Simon, are conjectural but end by being 
positive, developing from the simple to the complex. Comte 
systematised these arguments tracing the evolution of the 
sciences in great detail. All human thought, he argued, has 
passed through three separate stages, the theological, the 
metaphysical and the positive. In the theological state the 
human mind seeks for origins and final causes analysing all 
phenomena as the result of supernatural forces; feelings and 
imagination predominate and Comte divided the theological 
state into three separate periods of fetishism (nature defined in 
terms of man's feelings), polytheism (a multitude of gods and 
spirits) and finally, monotheism (the existence of one God and 
the gradual awakening ofhuman reason with its constraint on 
the imagination). For Comte, each stage and sub-stage of 
evolution necessarily develops out of the preceding one: the 
final sub-stage of monotheism prepares the way for the 
metaphysical stage in which human thought is domina ted by 
abstract concepts, by essences and ideal farms. In the final 
stage of evolution thought abandons essences and seeks laws 
which link different facts together through the methods of 
observation and experiment; absolute notions of causes are 
abandoned and the emphasis shifts to the study of facts and 
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their invariable relations of succession and resemblance. Each 
science develops in exactly the same way passing through these 
separate stages, but they do so at different rates: knowledge 
reaches the positive stage in proportion to the generality, 
simplicity and independence of other disciplines. As the most 
general and simple ofthe natural sciences astronomy develops 
first, followed by physics, chemistry, biology and sociology. 
Each science devdops only on the basis of its predecessors 
within a hierarchical framework domina ted by the law of 
increasing complexity and decreasing generality. 

Sociology is particularly dependent on its immediate pre
decessor in the hierarchy, biology. The science of biology is 
basically holistie in character beginning not from iso la ted 
elements, as in chemistry and physies, but from organie wholes. 
The distinctive subject matter ofsociology is society as a whole, 
society defined as a social system. Sociology is thus the 
investigation of the action and reaction of the various parts of 
the social system. Individual elements must be analysed in 
their relation to the whole, in their mutual relation and 
combination. As with biological organisms, society forms a 
complex unity irreducible to its component parts: society 
cannot be decomposed into individuals any more than 'a 
geometrie surface can be decomposed into lines, or a line into a 
point'. Knowledge of the parts can flow only from knowledge of 
the whole, not viee versa. 

Society was defined, therefore, as a collective organism 
characterised by a harmony between its individual parts and 
whole. The analogy between biology and sociology is con
stantly reiterated: 

... in biology, we may decompose structure anatomically into 
elements, tissues and organs. We have the same things in the social 
organism ... forms of social power correspond to the tissue ... the 
element . .. is supplied by the family, which is more completely the 
germ of society than the cell or fibre of the body ... organs can only 
be cities the root of the word being the nucleus of the term 
civilization (Comte, 1875-6, Vol. 2, pp. 223-6). 

Although Comte wams against pushing the analogy too far -
cities are organic wholes themselves or aspire to be so - his 
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theory of social order derives almost entirely from biology 
especially his concepts of harmony, equilibrium and social 
pathology. Pathological situations develop within the social 
organism, for example, when the naturallaws governing the 
principles ofharmony or succession are disturbed by elements 
analogous to diseases in the bodily organism. Social evolution 
proceeds in accordance with biologicallaws and the general 
intent of Comte's positivism is to subordinate the study of 
society to biological concepts. The absence of a spontaneous 
harmony between the parts and the whole of the social system 
indicates the existence of social pathology. Harmony is consen
sus; conflict is equated with pathology. While Ferguson had 
rejected the biological analogy, Comte assimilated biological 
terms and models to his sociology arguing that the distinction 
between anatomy and physiology enabled sociology to dif
ferentiate structure from function, dynamics from statics, social 
order from social progress. All living beings exist und er 
dynamic and static relations: statics investigates the laws of 
action and reaction of the different parts of the social system 
which 'normally' produce an equilibrium between parts and 
whole, a functional interrelationship of social institutions. 
Comte's notion of statics is concerned with clarifying the 
interconnection between social facts functional for a social 
system such as the division oflabour, the family, religion and 
government and is clearly synchronic in nature. Dynamics is 
the empirical study ofthese interconnections as they change in 
different types of society and Comte describes this aspect of 
sociology as the historical method. 

Comte describes the historical method as specific to soci
ology. It is clearly important to grasp what Comte meant by this 
term since it suggests a movement from analogical repre
sentations of societies to empirical analysis of social processes. 
'If the historical comparisons of the different periods of 
civilization are to have any scientific character', he wrote, 'they 
must be referred to general social evolution' (Comte, 1896, Vol. 
2, pp. 252-7). The comparative method belongs to statics, the 
historical method to dynamics. He defined the comparative 
method as 

The comparison of different co-existing states ofhuman society on 
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the vanous parts of the world's surface - those states being 
completely independent of each other (Comte, 1896, Vol. 2, 
p.250). 

The historical method links these states of society with 
evolution through the dynamic laws of social development 
which effectively relate to the growing solidarity and unity of 
society structured in the co-operative functions of the division 
oflabour and the universal principles enshrined in religion and 
language. Social evolution, in other words, works through the 
existence of certain invariable laws which synthesise order and 
progress. It is in this sense that Comte repudiates empiricism. 
Sociology is not a science which accumulates mere desultory 
facts but seeks to interpret and connect them with each other 
through theory: facts are not strictly speaking based on 
observation but are constructed by the guiding hand oftheory. 
Real knowledge can never be based on observed facts alone but 
on laws which connect all so ci al phenomena through resem
blance and succession. No real observation is possible, wrote 
Comte, 'except in as far as it is first directed, and finally 
interpreted, by some theory'. Observation and laws are 
'indispensably connected' (Comte, 1896, Vol. 2, p. 243). 

Comte's awareness that facts and theory are mutually 
connected suggests that sociology is an interpretative science, a 
formulation which goes beyond the critical positivism of the 
Enlightenment. Comte was the first theoretical sociologist who 
was thoroughly sceptical that observed facts will, as it were, 
speak for themselves. But the theory which Comte developed 
was essentially a speculative theory of historical change, a 
philosophy of history. The result was a conception of the 
historical method extremely abstract and non-historical: 
specific historical events, and the specifically historical charac
ter of institutions, fell outside the framework of sociological 
positivism. States of development are abstractly conceived, the 
sequences are conceptual and ideal, neither empirical nor 
chronological. One result ofComte's abstract formulations of 
the historical method and the distinction between static and 
dynamics was to separate the study of concrete events, or facts, 
from the study of so ci al change as an historical category. 
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Positivism and determinism 

All social phenomena are subject to invariable laws and once 
these have been scientifically established humanity must, from 
necessity, sub mit to their dictation. Science makes possible 
social control and Comte defined 'true liberty' as the 'rational 
submission' of the individual to the la ws of nature. Positivist 
sociology effectively abolishes 'the absolute liberty of the 
revolutionary school ... and, by establishing social principles, 
will meet the need at once of order and progress'. From science 
comes 'prevision' and from 'prevision comes action', for 'to see 
in order to foresee is the business of science'. Eighteenth
century philosophy had laid the foundations of social science 
through the law ofhuman progress, while the French Revolu
tion had genera ted the need for order. 

What Comte's 'wise resignation' means in practice is a 
submission to the facts of inequality within the emerging 
industrial society. The law ofprogress, as Comte described it, 
dearly affected social groups differently. Thus in his discussion 
ofthe role ofthe working dass Comte described their 'inevitable 
lot' as existing on the 'precarious fruits' oflabour and to suffer 
constant deprivation. Positivist sociology, while recognising 
this as a 'great social problem', would seek to ameliorate the 
workers' condition, but not at the cost of 'destroying its 
dassification and disturbing the general economy' (Comte, 
1896, Vol. 3, pp. 3~7). In his early writings ofthe 1820s Comte 
agreed with Saint-Simon's argument that the aftermath ofthe 
French Revolution had created a spiritual vacuum and absence 
of 'any moral discipline whatsoever'. The result was astate of 
'anomie', astate of normlessness, of deregulation. Saint
Simon's solution was an ethic of universal love - a new 
Christianity - which in Comte's work became the Religion of 
Humanity interposing itself as aremedial agency between the 
working dass and the governing dasses. In this way the 
economic and political 'imperfections' of modern society, the 
products of'intellectual and moral disorder' and the prevailing 
states of consciousness, were solved. What particularly con
cerned Comte was the maldistribution of wealth since it 
provided 'a most dangerous theme to both agitators and 
dreamers'. Only by convincing humanity of the superiority of 
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moralover political solutions would these 'quacks and dream
ers' relinquish their 'dangerous vocation'. The solution to 
inequality and class differences and interests was the organic 
society in which the positive concept of 'duties' replaced the 
negative concept of'rights'. A moral education would inculcate 
an awareness of the individual's rightful social status: the 
subordination ofthe working class to their employers would be 
seen as resting wholly on their less 'extensive actions' and 
responsibilities. And on ce established this gradation would be 
acceptable because of its clear principles and awareness that 
the working class are 'privileged in that freedom from care ... 
which would be a serious fault in the higher classes, but which 
is natural to them'. Following Saint-Simon, Comte conceived 
industrial society as a system dominated by the moral influence 
of a 'Speculative' stratum of scientists and philosophers, in 
which capital is 'useful to society at large' thus rendering the 
distribution of property unimportant to 'popular interests' 
(Comte, 1896, Vol. 3, pp. 313-35). 

Like the socialists of his day, therefore, Comte accepted the 
structural significance of the industrial working dass but 
differed from their analysis by his stress on the inevitable laws 
of social evolution which point to their integration into an 
unequal society. There was no question of class organisation 
and practice: the individual might 'modify' the course of social 
development and assert a freedom of action over 'blind 
fatality', but ultimately the naturallaws of society are higher in 
their practical efficacy than human action. Social evolution, 
which for Comte was the progressive development of the 
human mind as it finds its expression in the three stages, is thus 
a process without a subject, a universal history of humanity 
which claims the importance ofknowledge for the ends ofsocial 
reorganisation, but subordinates the individual to the inevit
able 'realities' of sociallife: the needs of order and progress. 

Sociology, political economy and the division oflabour 

Comte defined the social as the only universal point ofview, the 
only perspective which grasps all scientific conceptions as a 

48 



Industrialisation and the Rise of Sociological Positivism 

whole. The relation of the social to the political is described as 
one of'spontaneous harmony'. Comte separates the social both 
from the political and the economic arguing that in modern 
society social cohesion - social authority - flows essentially 
from moral and intellectual, not political or economic, forces. 
Government fulfils its obligations not by exercising force but 
through moral and intellectualleadership. Comte was particu
larly critical ofprevious social theorists who had minimised the 
crucial, constituting role played by these 'spiritual' elements. 
Only morality provides an adequate regulation of economic 
activity, only morality can sustain social harmony. For Comte, 
the 'essential vice' of political economy was its tendency to 
define social order in natural terms as the expression ofmarket 
forces and thus free of regulation by artificial (positivist) 
institutions. 

Yet although Com te disagreed with the laissez;-faire prin
ciples of classical political economy, he accepted its pessimistic 
and largely negative conclusions on the social consequences of 
an advanced division oflabour. Specialisation of work, while an 
essential element of an advanced society, tends to 'restrict 
human understanding' and promote ignorance and squalor 
among the working classes. Comte cited the example of pin 
manufacture: workers engaged in this tedious and routine 
labour cannot develop their faculties to the full with the result, 
'a miserable indifference about the general course of human 
affairs' and a fundamental 'dispersion' ofideas, sentiments and 
interests. Comte drew a radically different conclusion from the 
political economists, arguing that the division of work neces
sarily entails moral regulation by external institutions. 

Comte's solution to the problem ofthe division oflabourwas 
the institution of 'wise government' with its principles funda
mentally religious and universal thus consecrating and regulat
ing command and obedience. Civil society itself is judged 
incapable of generating from within its own spontaneously 
developed institutions the values necessary for social cohesion. 
Comte's distrust of democratic institutions is explicit; society is 
to be regulated from above. Humanity must learn to accept 
inequality and the natural laws of social subordination. 
Fortunately the masses recognise the intellectual superiority 
of their rulers and thus experience the sheer 'sweetness' of 
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consigning 'burdensome' responsibilities to 'wise and trustwor
thy guidance'. The division of labour creates the intellectual 
and moral skills on which all systems of government and 
stratification rest: 'Thus do individual dispositions show 
themselves to be in harmony with the course of social relations 
as a whole, in teaching us that political subordination is as 
inevitable ... as it is indispensable' (Comte, 1896, Vol. 3, 
pp. 294-8). 

Comte's sociological positivism strips the division oflabour 
of its negative effects and transforms it into an agency of social 
harmony although regulated by an elite ofpositivist intellectu
als. Conflict relations engendered by the division of labour as 
constituting a source of social change was simply unthinkable. 
By emphasising the essentially religious nature of social bonds 
Comte advocated moral solutions that were conformist and 
ideological. Comte's positivism celebrates industrial society in 
its early capitalist form as the end of his tory: humanity must 
accept its pI ace within the natural order ofthings and adapt to 
the necessary equilibrium between parts and wholes. 

The anti-democratic nature ofComte's sociological positiv
ism was a theme taken up later in the nineteenth century by 
Durkheim, while the analysis of the division of labour in the 
process of social development and the relation of civil society to 
economic production and political forms formed part ofMarx's 
contribution to social science. Comte failed to develop the 
notion of society as an empirical and historical totality, 
conceiving it in organismic terms as a system domina ted by 
external natural laws that reduced the efficacy of human 
action. The separation of dynamics from statics was artificial 
and theoretically misleading and in the discussion of the 
division oflabour the dynamic aspect virtually disappeared in 
favour of static moralising. 

Nevertheless, Comte had laid the foundations of a sociologi
cal positivism which was to remain the dominant paradigm 
during the course ofthe nineteenth century. But the positivism 
which developed after Comte increasingly abandoned his 
speculative philosophy of his tory and his theory of social 
evolution as the evolution of consciousness and mind through 
definite stages of social development. 
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Evolutionism and sociological positivism: Mill and 
Spencer 

Comte's positivism conceived the concept of the social as a 
distinct sphere clearly separated from economics, politics and 
history; society was an autonomous object of scientific study, 
conceptualised as a system evolving in the direction of indus
trialisation. The development of sociological positivism after 
Comte took two forms: first, the widely accepted view that the 
methods of the social sciences were no different from those of 
the natural sciences involving the establishing of laws, the 
employment of experiment and observation and the elimina
tion of the subjective element in social analysis - society was 
defined in terms of an organism evolving through the workings 
of specific naturallaws. And secondly, the increasing aware
ness of empirical method and the value of statistics in the 
framing of hypotheses and modes of validation. Both forms of 
sociological positivism emphasised the necessity of eliminating 
philosophical concepts such as free will, intention and indi
vidual motives from social science and establishing sociology as 
an objective science. Two of the most important sociologists 
working within this broad positivist framework werej.S. Mill 
and Herbert Spencer, although both were critical of Comte's 
philosophy of his tory and, in the case of Spencer, sought to 
distance his sociological theories from positivism. 

Mill's most significant contribution to sociology was his 
System rif Logic (1843). Mill (1807-73) claimed that he was 
laying down the foundations of a science of society, a science 
based on 'generailaws', experiment and observation. Unlike 
Comte and Spencer, he never developed an all-encompassing 
system of sociology, one embracing society, history and nature. 
Nevertheless, he accepted Comte's basic sociological prin
ciples, the theory of stages, the distinction between dynamics 
and statics, the historical method of analysis, and the concept of 
consensus. Comte's main conclusions, he wrote, were in all 
essentials 'irrefragable' . He agreed also with Comte's scientism 
arguing that there was no fundamental difference between the 
methods of the natural and the social sciences: science 
depended on its ability to predict, and comparing the social 
sciences with the physical SClences of meteorology, tidology 

51 



F oundations 

(the science oftides) and astronomy, Mill concluded that while 
these sciences established the underlying laws governing the 
weather, the tides and planetary movements, with the excep
tion of astronomy they failed to genera te precise modes of 
prediction. Prediction necessitated knowledge of all the 
antecedent elements within a particular context and only in the 
case of astronomy was this possible. Mill thus concluded that 
social science was quite capable of achieving a comparable 
degree of prediction and thus of scientific status. 

The context examined by the social sciences consisted of 
human beings: unlike Comte, Mill believed in the importance 
of psychology and to this end he advanced the claims of 
ethology as the science ofthe laws ofhuman nature. Psychology 
was not part ofComte's hierarchy ofthe sciences; he believed 
that Gall's 'cerebral physiology' explained the source of 
thought and mind in terms ofits physicallocation in the brain. 
But Mill argued that all social phenomena were structured in 
the laws governing the drives and motives of human nature. 
Describing his approach as the 'inverted-deductive' method, 
Mill argued that social science consisted of the empiricallaws 
of sociology, demonstrated in statistical studies and surveys, 
the laws ofpsychology, derived less from empirical studies than 
philosophical reflection, and finally, linking the sociology and 
the psychology, the laws of ethology, the fundamental laws 
governing human nature: 

The laws of the phenomena of society are, and can be, nothing but 
the laws of actions and pass ions ofhuman beings united together in 
the social state ... obedient to the laws of individual human 
nature. Men are not, when brought together, converted into 
another kind of substance with different properties as hydrogen 
and oxygen are different from water (Mill, 1976). 

Human nature is thus fixed: the socio-historical context 
constantly changes so that the task of positivist social science 
lay in explaining empirical observations and sociologicallaws 
by deductions from the universallaw ofhuman nature. In effect 
Mill proposed a reduction of the specifically social to the 
psychological: 
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All phenomena of society are phenomena of human nature 
generated by the action of outward circumstances upon masses of 
human beings (Mill, 1976). 

Ifhuman thought and action are dependent on fixed laws then 
clearly all social phenomena must conform to similar fixed 
laws. From this standpoint it is not surprising that Mill failed to 
develop either a systemic concept of society or an adequate 
sociological theory of social structure, social institutions and 
social change. 

Mill's positivistic nominalism was ultimately less significant 
for the development of sociology than the positivist organicism 
of Herbert Spencer (1820-1903), who combined, within a 
broad evolutionary model of social development, a notion of 
society as system and as aggregate of individuals. Spencer's 
main focus was on the evolutionary growth of social structures 
and institutions and not mental states. Comte, he wrote, 
accounts for 'the progress ofhuman conceptions ... ideas' and 
seeks to interpret 'our knowledge of nature'; in contrast, 'my 
aim' is to account for 'the progress ofthe external world ... of 
things' and to interpret 'the genesis of the phenomena which 
constitute nature'. Comte is subjective not objective. Neverthe
less, as Comte sought to unify all knowledge in his hierarchy of 
the sciences, so Spencer aimed to unify all knowledge in his 
concept of evolution. The evolution ofhumanity was Spencer's 
theme in which society constituted a special instance of a 
universal law. 'There can be no complete acceptance of 
sociology as a science, so long as the belief in a social order not 
conforming to natural law, survives' (Spencer, 1961, Ch. 
XVI). 

During the latter half of the nineteenth century Spencer's 
writings were enormously popular among the burgeoning 
middle-class reading public. His work attempted to synthesise 
a radical individualism based on laisse;:,-faire political economy 
with a collectivist organicism derived from the natural sciences 
especially biology and physics. Spencer, in effect, offered a 
theory of progress built around the prestige of the natural 
sciences and the individualistic and competitive nature of 
nineteenth-century capitalism. Spencer had already formu
lated the basic constituents of his theory of evolution when 
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Darwin (1809--92) published his Origin of Species in 1859. 
Although he acknowledged the significance of Darwin's con
cept of'natural selection' for the evolutionary process, Spencer 
tended to accept Lamarck's theory of the inheritance of 
acquired characteristics. He thus remained an evolutionary 
optimist arguing that through the transmission ofboth mental 
and physical innate elements humanity must necessarily 
develop to higher and higher levels of intellectual perfection. 

Spencer's model of society was organismic. Societies were 
like living bodies which evolve out of astate of undifferentiated 
unity to highly complex, differentiated structures in which the 
individual parts, while becoming more autonomous and 
specialised, nevertheless come increasingly to depend on each 
other. This interdependence of parts implies integration for 
'unlike parts' are 'so related as to make one another possible' 
and come to form an aggregate 'constituted on the same general 
principle as is an individual organism'. In simple societies the 
lack of differentiation means that the same individuals are both 
hunter and warriors. Society thus develops through progressive 
changes in the structure and functions of its basic institutions; 
social evolution does not depend on individual intentions and 
motives. Thus from astate of homogeneity human society 
naturally develops to astate of complex heterogeneity, a process 
which Spencer saw as characteristic of the inorganic world of 
matter, where evolution begins, the organic world of nature, 
and finally the living organisms in society, the last stage of 
evolution. 

Spencer identified three laws of evolution: the law of 'the 
persistence offorce' or the conservation of energy, from which is 
derived the law ofthe indestructability ofmatter and the law of 
the continuity of motion. The notion of the persistence of force 
forms the basis of Spencer's deductive system: the universe is 
characterised by a continual redistribution of matter and 
motion in terms of the processes of evolution and dissolution. 
Spencer noted four secondary propositions to these three laws: 
that laws are uniform in their workings; that force is trans
formed never lost; that everything moves along the li ne ofleast 
resistence or the greatest attraction; and finally, the principle of 
the rhythm, or alteration, of motion. All these laws and 
propositions are governed by the law of universal evolution 

54 



Industrialisation and the Rise rif Sociological Positivism 

which states that with the integration of matter, motion 1S 

dissipated and as matter becomes differentiated motion is 
absorbed: 'Evolution is an integration of matter and a con
comitant dissipation of motion during which the matter passes 
from a relatively indefinite, incoherent homogeneity to a 
relatively coherent heterogeneity and during which the 
retained motion undergoes a parallel transformation.' 

The evolution of society is defined by Spencer as the gradual 
socialisation ofhumanity, a process occurring independently of 
human practice. The actual origin ofhuman society is located 
as the result of population pressure which compelled indi
viduals to enter the social state and thus develop both social 
organisation and social feelings. But having identified the 
genesis of society Spencer analysed social formations in terms 
of the biological analogy. As with Comte the historical dimen
sion of society disappears; the organismic analogy has the 
effect of emphasising synchronie rather than diachronie 
analysis. 

Spencer's ahistorical and anti-humanist perspective is espe
cially brought out in his frequent defence of the concept of the 
social organism which he sometimes defined as a useful analogy 
and at other times as a reality. Thus in The Principles rif Sociology 
he writes that it is the character ofboth living and social bodies 
'that while they increase in size they increase in structure', that 
as they acquire greater mass their parts multiply and dif
ferentiate. And in his article, 'The Social Organism' (1860), he 
defined society as a 'thing' which grows, evolving from small 
'aggregations' so simple 'in structure as to be considered 
structureless' in which there is 'scarcely any mutual depcn
dence of parts', to complex, differentiated structures in which 
the separate parts acquire mutual and functional dependence: 
society is a structure characterised by co-operation between 
parts and whole. Should anything 'disturb' this consensus, 
Spencer adds, the equilibrium of the whole system is 
endangered (i.e. if government artificially interferes with the 
workings of economic and social life). Although noting the 
differences between the biological organism and society - the 
parts are more dispersed and independent from thc cent re of 
society, individual members may die but the whole persists, in 
the biological organism the elements exist for the good of the 
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whole while in the social organism the whole exists for the good 
of its members - Spencer tended to equate the two: 

While comparison makes definite the obvious contrasts between 
organisms ... and the social organism, it shows that even these 
contrasts are not so decided as was to be expected ... Societies 
slowly augment in mass; they progress in complexity of structure; 
at the same time their parts become more mutually dependent ... 
The principles of organisation are the same, and the differences are 
simply differences of application (Spencer, 1969a, p. 206). 

Spencer distinguished 'militant' from 'industrial' societies in 
terms ofthis holistic approach. Militant societies were defined 
as lacking complex structural differentiation, dominated bya 
centralised state, rigid hierarchies of status and a tendency 
towards conformism; industrial societies, developing through 
the generallaw of evolution, were more complex and structur
ally differentiated and characterised by a multiplicity ofbeliefs, 
independent institutions, decentralisation and a tendency to 
individualisation. The organismic analogy, however, pre
vented Spencer from grasping the contradictions and conflicts 
ofinterest which industrial society actually engendered: unlike 
Ferguson, who rejected the organismic analogy, he failed to 
integrate the dialectical elements of social change into the 
holistic model, that evolution creates both differentiation of 
structure and differentiation of interest, that parts become 
independent through collective social organisation and the 
development of a common awareness by the members of 
different specialised organisations, and that their interests 
differ from the interests of others. Spencer had no conception of 
interest as a collective phenomenon, as dass interest, group 
interest, etc. Rather, interests were conceived strictly in terms 
of Smithian individualism, that although society consisted of 
different, atomistic interests they nevertheless harmonised into 
a unity through the operation of a 'hidden hand' which 
synthesised private interests with the common good. Indi
viduals seek private ends but because such actions take place 
within a complex society built on the interdependence of 
institutions, the human agent unconsciously and unintention
ally serves the higher needs of society as a whole. In this way 
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Spencer attempted to reconcile his sociological individualism 
with his collective concept of the social organism. 

One consequence of this argument was a rejection of social 
regulation as conceived by Comte and the forms of state 
intervention which Spencer saw increasingly dominating 
industrial society. For Spencer, society was regulated 
adequately if individuals were allowed to pursue their own 
interests free of collectivist intervention. Hence his hostility to 
state education, state medicine, the provision of free public 
libraries: institutions which 'artificially' preserve its 'feebIest 
members' lower the moral and intellectual standards ofsociety 
as a whole. Spencer remained rigorously individualistic in his 
conception of human society. In The Principles of Sociology 
(1873), discussing the controversy between nominalists and 
realists, he argued that society was essentially 'a collective 
name for a number of individuals' and that there 'is no way of 
coming at a true theory of society but by inquiring into the 
nature ofits component individuals' (Spencer, 1961, Ch. VI). 
In one important sense, therefore, Spencer's positivistic organ
icism and sociological individua1s failed to develop much 
beyond Mill's psychologica1 reductionism: on the one hand, 
society constituted the sum ofindividual actions and sociologi
cal analysis must focus on the biologica1 and psychological 
characteristics ofindividuals; on the other hand, society was a 
system, a comp1ex, highly differentiated structure consisting of 
phenomena that had evolved at the superorganic level. 
Spencer's sociology cou1d not resolve this dualism, the conflict 
between a bio1ogical and evolutionary determinism and a 
profound belief in individual human action as the source of 
unity and social harmony. As Peel has observed, 'Spencer had 
no real sense of either the historica1 actor, or the sociologist, 
intervening or participating in the flow of events'. The pattern 
ofevolution could not be changed by 'any "extra-evo1utionary" 
action' (Peel, 1971, p. 164). 

Spencer's sociologica1 system, his concept of evolution as a 
cosmic process, his socio1ogica1 individualism and organicist 
holism had no deep, lasting effects: so me ofhis ideas crossed the 
Atlantic and found a congenial reception within early Ameri
can sociology, but European sociology, in the general reaction 
against positivism at the elose of the nineteenth-century, 
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debated with Spencer's theories (especially Simmel and Durk
heim), only to salvage such basic sociological concepts as 
structure, function, system, equilibrium, institution. Neverthe
less, the anti-historical bias of Spencer's sociology influenced 
the later synchronically oriented sociologists and deflected 
attention away from those structural elements in societies 
which, through conflict and differential interests, promote 
social change. Spencer's organicist positivism, however, did 
succeed in grasping society as a structure, a system, and he was 
one of the first social theorists to identify industrialism with a 
new, decentred mode of social organisation. In this respect he 
differed sharply from the centralising notion of society 
developed by Comte. Indeed, Spencer's lasting contribution to 
sociological theory may weH be his notion that an advanced 
society - industrial society - built around increasing dif
ferentiation of structure and differentiation of function and 
reciprocal relations between different institutions as weIl as 
between parts and whole, necessarily lacks a single, dominant 
centre. Comparing the social and the biological organism he 
noted that 'while in the individual organism there is but one 
centre of consciousness ... there are, in the social organism, as 
many centres as there are individuals' (Spencer, 1969, p. 282). 
Spencer expressed the concept of decentred structure in 
atomistic terms but it is, nevertheless, an important insight. 
The implicit focus ofSpencer's sociology is on civil society and 
its separation from the state. Of course, his synchronie, 
individualistic approach prevented a profound theorisation of 
the historieal, systemic and contradictory nature of modern 
industrial society, that as industrialism expands the framework 
and frees the institutions of civil society it simultaneously 
generates centralising trends within the state itself. Spencer's 
concept ofindustrialism and social differentiation could be said 
to be deficient in one important respect: that it failed to grasp 
the historical specificity of industrialism as dass structured, as 
a capitalist process. 
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Marxism: A Positive 
Science of Capitalist 

Development 

Comte's theory of historical change had emphasised the 
concept of determinate laws, that history necessarily moved 
through a succession of stages culminating in the scientific 
epoch of positivism. For Comte, as with Montesquieu, Smith 
and Ferguson social change was not a random process 
dependent on purely subjective and accidental elements, but 
the result of an underlying structure of forces - material and 
moral - that generated both direction and meaning. As was 
argued in the previous chapter, many ofComte's fundamental 
ideas were derived from Saint-Simon, but in Comte's rework
ing of Saint-Simon's theories the concepts of industrialism, 
production, dass formation and dass conflict were stripped of 
their contradictory and negative aspects and integrated into an 
organismic, consensual model of society. But Saint-Simon's 
writings contain both positivistic and socialist elements. The 
development of socialism as both an intellectual current and 
socio-political movement owed much to the influence of 
Saint-Simon's followers. The Saint-Simonian school, in par
ticular the writings of Enfantin and Bazard, argued that 
production must be socially organised, run by the producers 
themselves (not the parasitic 'idlers' and 'unproductive das
ses'), and society develop from rule by government and 
military organisation to administrative and industrial rule. 
During the 1830s this notion ofthe socialisation ofproduction, 
and therefore of private property, became the corner-stone of 

59 



F oundations 

socialist theory: employed for the first time by the Saint
Simonian, Pierre Leroux in 1832, socialism demanded the 
abolition ofprivate property rights, the elimination ofpoverty, 
the assertion of equality and the organisation of production 
through the agency of the state. 

Positivist sociology and socialist theory thus share a common 
source eventhough both socialism and sociology, as theories of 
social and political organisation, existed before they were 
named. But it was only during the crucial period between 1789 
and 1830, in response to rapid political and economic changes, 
that the intellectual and institutional basis of sociology and 
socialism were laid as expressions of a developing opposition to 
the dominant ideas of political liberalism, individualism and 
the market economy. 

Nineteenth-century socialism and sociology emerged after 
the intellectual consolidation of classical political economy 
largely in response to the doctrine of the immanent rationality 
of individual interests: sociologists and socialists both agreed 
that the private pursuit of interests must eventuate in the 
collapse of social and moral solidarity; the anarchy of the 
market place could not lead to social cohesion and stability. 
Comte's solution was authoritarian moralleadership; the 
Saint-Simonians demanded a socialised system ofproduction. 
But socialist ideas made litde impact on the nascent labour 
movement that had developed rapidly after the ending of the 
French revolutionary wars. In England working-class leaders 
worked closely with the bourgeoisie, advocating liberal rather 
than socialist ideas in opposition to the political domination of 
the aristocracy. The success of the 1832 Reform Act had the 
effect of separating the working-class movement from the 
bourgeoisie and instituting a distinct socialist alternative -
Owenism and the Chartists in England, the Saint-Simonian 
school and Fourier in France. Both Robert Owen and Charles 
Fourier insisted on the necessity for co-operation not competi
tion as the means of social organisation advocating the 
development of communities in which the worker would enjoy 
'the fruits of his labour' to the full. 

The early socialists tended to offer a moralising and U topian 
critique ofindustrial capitalism, that as labour constituted the 
only source of value everyone, apart from the 'unproductive' 
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workers, should work together and produce a society based on 
mutuality rather than private gain. The capitalist was efTec
tively depriving the worker ofthat which was his own, an action 
dearly immoral and socially divisive. The solution was thus 
social transformation through moral criticism and action, a 
stand point which led Engels to characterise Owen, Fourier and 
others as 'Utopian' not scientific socialists. In the sense that 
pre-Marxist socialism lacked both a theory of social change and 
a grasp of society in terms of the relations between economic 
organisation and the social and political system then it was 
utopian, basing the necessity for socialism on changes in 
human nature. And, of course, it was precisely the scientific 
grasp of social change that Engels admired in the work of 
Saint-Simon, especially the concept of historical laws, the 
necessary historical conflict between social dasses - feudal and 
bourgeoisie, idlers and producers - and the central argument 
that changes within the political system depended, not on 
moral actions, but on economic institutions. Equally signifi
cant for the development ofMarxist socialism was the assimila
tion of the Saint-Simonian doctrine that socialised production 
was possible only through the organisation of a centralised 
state. The emphasis on the ethical component of socialism, 
which plays such an important role in the work of Owen and 
Fourier, disappears in the socialism of Marx and Engels: the 
moral element is entirely dependent on the structure of the 
economy and polity. 

The development of Marxism is thus organically bound up 
with a burgeoning labour movement - especially in England 
and France - the rapid growth ofindustry and the new social 
relations of capitalist production. Equally important was the 
critique of this new social order by 'dissident' intellectuals 
influenced by dassical political economy, especially the labour 
theory of value, and the revolutionary trends associated with 
democratic republicanism. During the course ofthe 1840s and 
1850s Marxism emerged as the first sociological theory which 
identified scientific analysis with the interests of a specific social 
dass, the industrial proletariat; a theory of historical change 
grounded in the struggle between social dass es and the priority 
of economic factors in the shaping of social and political 
structures. In efTect the scientific study of historical develop-
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ment disclosed the necessity of socialism as the resolution of 
internal conflicts genera ted by capitalist production: U topian 
socialism had disclosed no law-governed process in history, no 
historical necessity, and thus had ended with moral appeals 
in which socialism was defined as an ideal state realisable 
through education and co-operation. 

The development of Marxism 

Marx's first writings (1841-5) were largely philosophical, 
concerned with the problem ofhuman alienation and freedom. 
It was only with The German !deology (1846) that Marx 'settled 
his account' with his 'philosophic conscience' and developed 
the first outlines ofwhat later would be called 'the materialist 
conception of his tory' . Co-written with Engels, The German 
!deology advanced a sociological concept of society as adefinite 
structure built around antagonistic social classes, division of 
labour and forms of private property. Ideas themselves are 
rooted in specific material contexts and have no independent 
existence apart from the social formation. Specific modes of 
production characterise historical development: society 
develops through different stages from slave and feudal, to 
capitalist. In the works which followed The German !deology - The 
Poverty of Philosophy (1847), The Communist Manifesto (1848), 
Wage Labour and Capital (1849) - these themes were further 
developed within Marx's general historical theory, that social 
change occurs through conflict and struggle and more pre
cisely through the contradictions existing between the produc
tive forces of any society and its social relations. There is thus a 
pattern, a meaning to historical development located within 
the necessity for modes of production to develop towards higher 
social formations: socialism is thus given a scientific basis in 
necessary social change. 

During the 1850s Marx produced a number of historical 
studies dealing with the problems of socialism and the 
working-class movement in Europe, especially France. But his 
most important work was the massive study of the economic 
foundations of modern capitalism, the Grundrisse der Kritik 
politischen Okonomie (Outline of a Critique of Political Economy) , 
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which remained unpublished during his lifetime becoming 
widely known only after its publication in East Germany in 
1953. The importance of the Grundrisse in the development of 
Marxism lies in the continuity which it establishes between 
Marx's early writings on the alienation of labour and the 
concept ofthe active human subject, and the later, supposedly 
more scientific work, in which capitalism is defined as a social 
system governed by specific laws of motion and development. 
Nevertheless, while Marx employs the concept of alienation in 
the analysis of economic forms there are significant differences 
between the Grundrisse and the earlier works: the term labour
power replaces the concept of labour (labour power had been 
noted in The Communist Manifesto but only in a general sense); 
production is emphasised at the expense of exchange and the 
basis laid for the theory of surplus value, capital accumulation 
and economic crisis. These are the themes which dominate 
Capital (1867) ofwhich only the first volume was published in 
Marx's lifetime. Yet the theory of alienation and dehumanisa
tion are central issues in these later largely economic analyses 
and Marx remained faithful to the essential principles of 
Hegelian dialectics and humanism to the end of his life: 
capitalism was conceived as a system ofproduction structured 
in contradictions, a social system which transformed human 
values into external things. In analysing Marx's sociology 
therefore, it is important to begin with Marx's own starting 
point. 

Alienation of labour 

In the Eeonomie and Philosophie Manuseripts (1843-4) Marx 
defined labour as 'man's self-confirming essen ce' , the activity 
wh ich political economy had succeeded in transforming into an 
object, an external thing. For classical political economy the 
worker was 'an abstract activity and a beHy ... increasingly 
dependent upon aH the fluctuations in market price, in the 
employment of capital, and in the caprices ofthe rich'. Human 
activity is thus defined in terms of the non-human. 

But the concept of alienation was not part of political 
economy's conceptual structure or language and it was from 
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Hegel's dialectical philosophy that Marx derived the theory of 
alienation. In Hegel'sPhenomenology rijSpirit human cuIture was 
assimilated to the concept of 'Absolute Spirit' which pro
gressively unfolds throughout his tory in aseries of dialectical 
contradictions, eventuating in the expansion of human con
sciousness and increased self-knowledge; the ultimate stage is 
the assimilation of 'Spirit' to the 'ethical world'. History was 
thus defined as enclosing an immanent meaning in that it 
embodied a ceaseless activity and drive towards unlimited, 
total consciousness. 'Spirit' was, of course, humanity and the 
specific historical situations which constitute historical 
development are analysed by Hegel as 'moments' which, in 
their material form, embody the dialectical development of 
'Absolute Spirit' from an unreflective unity to an organic and 
conscious unity with culture (the Renaissance, the Enlighten
ment, the French Revolution). But as 'spirit' unfolds dialecti
cally it is confronted by each specific moment as part of itself, 
something its own activity has created; it thus experiences this 
activity as external and alien. 'Spirit' seeks to recover these 
alienated moments thus creating the movement which drives it 
towards total unity and thus a non-alienated consciousness. 

Marx inverts Hegel's idealist account arguing that such 
speculative history ignores real individuals and real conditions; 
through his grasp ofpolitical economy Marx defined labour as 
the basis ofhuman culture. Culture is no longer the expression 
of a supra-historical force but the product of human activity 
through labour. Alienation be comes a process in which human
ity is progressively turned into astranger in a world created by 
labour. This materialist inversion ofHegel was made possible 
by arguing that religion was merely humanity's essential 
nature refracted through ideas: religion, Ludwig Feuerbach 
(1804-72) wrote, 'is nothing other than the essence of man ... 
the God of man is nothing other than the divinised essen ce of , 
man. 

In the Eeonomie and Philosophie Manuseripts Marx redefines 
religion and philosophy as constituting more than the embodi
ment of humanity's essence, the product of specific economic 
forces. Marx analyses alienation in terms of the division of 
labour arguing that it succeeds in creating vast accumulations 
ofwealth at one pole ofsociety, an increase in the value ofthings 

64 



Marxism: A Positive Science of Capitalist Development 

achieved only at the cost of a progressive devaluing of human 
life itself. Human labour becomes an object: 'This fact implies 
that the object produced by labour, its product, now stands 
opposed to it as an alien being, as a power independent of the 
producer. The product of labour is labour which has been 
embodied in an object and turned into a physical thing; this 
product is an objectification of labour'. Marx distinguishes 
objectification from alienation arguing, against Hegel, whose 
philosophy embraced both as synonymous terms, that objec
tification is a process through wh ich humanity externalises 
itself in nature and society, producing tools for example, and 
thus necessarily entering into social relationships; alienation, 
however, occurs only when humanity, having externalised 
itself, encounters its own activity, its essence, operating as an 
external, alien and oppressive power. For Marx, objectification 
was unavoidable and as such not identical with alienation. By 
assimilating objectification to alienation, Hegel had concluded 
that humanity (the 'Absolute Spirit') must remain forever 
trapped in alienation as its essential and ultimately tragic 
condition. But by locating alienation with economic and 
material elements Marx defined it as an historical not universal 
state. 

Marx identified four main characteristics of alienation: 
man's alienation from nature, from hirnself, from his 'species 
being' (a term taken from Feuerbach) and from others. 
Capitalism alienates humanity from its own activity, from the 
product of its labour ('alienation of things') thus turning 
labour's product into an alien object. The more the individual 
works the more he is dominated by the world of objects that 
labour has created: 'The worker puts his life into the object, and 
his life then belongs no longer to himselfbut to the object. The 
greater his activity ... the less he possesses. What is embodied 
in the product of his labour is no longer his own. The greater 
this product is ... the more he is diminished.' Man's 'self
confirming essence' , his labour, turns increasingly against hirn 
under capitalist industry, becoming a 'forced activity', a denial 
of his being, serving to stunt his faculties, induce misery, 
exhaustion and mental des pair. Work is wholly instrumental; a 
form of activity which is specifically human, becomes an 
oppressive necessity, an alien, external activity in which the 

65 



Foundations 

individual feels free only outside wark in leis ure ar with his 
family. Man feels free as an individual and is thus alienated as a 
species being, for unlike the animals man, through his activity, 
produces not simply for himselfbut for the whole ofnature. He 
has, too, an awareness of this activity and continually repro
duces hirnself in both consciousness and in real life. But 
alienated labour turns the product oflabour from an activity of 
the species into an activity of the individual domina ted by 
purely biological needs. Capitalism effectively defines the 
worker as possessing a saleable object, labour, which is thus 
purchased by 'another' so that his activity is no longer his own. 

Marx's early writings thus propound two basic themes: first, 
that while humanity creates the social world through its own 
activity, the world is experienced as alien and hostile; and 
secondly, that both idealist philosophy and dassical political 
economy, the theories which first disdosed this trend towards 
alienation, depict human relationships not as relations between 
persons but rather as relations between things. This process of 
reification is especially marked in political economy. 

It is self-evident that political economy treats the proletarian ... 
[as] a worker. It can, therefore, propound the thesis that he, like a 
horse, must receive just as much as will enable hirn to work. 
Political economy does not deal with hirn in his free time, as a 
human being ... but ... conceives the worker only as a draught 
animal, as a beast whose needs are strictly limited to bodily needs 
(Marx, 1963, p. 132). 

As the most alienated social dass in capitalist society the 
proletariat exist on the basis of private property, itself the 
source of alienated labour. It is for this reason that Marx 
identifies the working dass as a universal dass 'far all human 
servitude is involved in the relation ofthe worker to production 
and all types of servitude are only modifications or conse
quences ofthis relation'. It thus follows that the whole ofsociety 
is alienated, from capitalists whose life is dominated externally 
by the demands of profit, to writers and artists who seIl their 
creative talents to the highest bidder. A total revolution is thus 
called for and the spearhead is the modern industrial pro
letariat, a dass which constitutes the 'effective dissolution' of 
capitalism, for its demand that private property be abolished is 
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only 'a prineiple for soeiety what society has already made a 
principlefor the proletariat and what the latter already involun
tarily embodies as the negative result of society'. The dehuman
ised relation of capital to labour saturates the entire social 
structure; 'an inhuman power' rules everything. 

Political economy could probe no further into the structure of 
alienated labour and explain the contradiction generated by an 
alienated social world and increasing material affiuence. 
Political economy ended by celebrating bourgeois society and 
bourgeois thought as the dose of his tory and as universal 
activity. The contradictions, the negative elements generated 
by this process, were simply eliminated: 'Political economy 
conceals the alienation in the nature oflabour in so far as it does 
not examine the direct relationship between the worker 
('work') and production.' Alienation is thus a denial of creative 
human potentiality, the dehumanisation ofthe subject and an 
obstade to the building of a truly human community. 

In Marx's early writings alienation is conceived both in 
socio-historical and philosophically abstract terms as, for 
example, the 'fragmentation' oflabour and the 'fragmentation' 
of the human essence. It is important to note that Marx 
develops a concept of the whole man whose human stature is 
diminished by the external power of capital; man thus needs to 
be returned to a non-alienated state, reunited with nature, other 
men and society. As la te as 1846, in The German ldeology, Marx 
could describe Communism in terms ofthese U topian elements 
arguing that the division oflabour would not function merely to 
allocate individuals to specific occupational roles but allow 
them 'to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle 
in the evening, criticise after dinner ... without ever becoming 
a hunter, fisherman, shepherd or critic'. (Marx and Engels, 
1964, Part 1.) Nevertheless, there is, within this particular text 
and those which followed, a shift of emphasis and the argument 
that the concept of alienation in the Grundrisse and Capital is 
identical with that of the Eeonomie and Philosophie Manuseripts 
suggests the untenable view that, while Marx's theory of 
society and social change underwent extensive revision and 
development in the post-1845 works, the theory of alienation 
remained at the conceptual and empirical level of the earlier 
texts. By the 1850s Marx's economic theory, together with his 
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political outlook, had changed considerably. Thus from a 
purely logical stand point those concepts retained in the later 
writings dearly imply radically different meanings from their 
earlier usage. The present appeal ofthe Eeonomie and Philosophie 
Manuseripts undoubtedly lies in their depiction of humanity as 
the ultimate arbiter of the social world and man as an active 
subject duplicating hirnself and his powers through his actions. 
Yet the picture which emerges from these writings does not 
suggest the voluntaristic theory which has often been daimed 
for them, for if alienation dominates the social world to the 
extent of wholly debilitating humanity's creative and natural 
powers, transforming the individual from an active subject into 
a passive object, then how is it possible for change to occur. How 
is praxis possible? Marx's concept of alienation suggests the 
impossibility of radical human action, for consciously planned 
change. It is this contradiction between the notions of active 
subject and total alienation wh ich leads Marx to posit Com
munis m as an ethical ideal which humanity ought to strive for, 
and the proletariat as the universal dass which negates 
capitalist alienation. Marx's humanist concept of alienation, 
although based on the keenly felt empirical structure of 
dassical political economy, is ultimately deterministic, 
philosophical and speculative lacking the sociological and 
economic framework of the later Grundrisse and Capital. 

Between writing the Eeonomie and Philosophie Manuseripts and 
Capital Marx decisively rejected Feuerbach's humanist philo
sophy as the starting point for social theory. His main criticism 
related to Feuerbach's essentialist concept of man: humanity 
constitutes the totality of social relations and thus research 
must investigate not man in general but man in society and 
society as a system structured around laws of change and 
development. But Marx did not abandon humanism. In Capital 
the concept of alienation is sparingly employed but the related 
notions of the 'fetishism of commodities' and reification are 
frequently discussed and form an important part of Marx's 
analysis of capitalist economic structure. In the Grundrisse, for 
example, the emphasis shifts to production; labour is defined as 
labour-power, a unique commodity found only within the 
capitalist mode ofproduction. In the early writings Marx had 
followed Smith and Ricardo in defining labour as 'abstract 
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general and social labour', an approach which succeeded in 
mystifying the precise relation between the creation of value 
(expressed in money, for example) and human activity (ex
pressed in labour). Labour-power constitutes a commodity; 
labour in general does not. The creation of wealth is possible 
only through the exploitation oflabour power, the transforma
tion oflabour from an affirmation to a denial ofhuman values. 
Thus in Capital Marx argues that commodity production 
entails the separation of two specific kinds of value, exchange 
and use value, values which either command a price or satisfy a 
human and social need. All commodities embody both values 
but it is only capitalism as a system of commodity production 
which aims at the expansion of exchange value. 

Human activity increasingly be comes subordinated to the 
external compulsions of exchange value. Money becomes the 
objective bond of society, the real community in a system 
domina ted by exchange values. When in the first volume of 
Capital Marx refers to 'commodity fetishism' he describes a 
process in which human subjects no longer control the objects 
of labour as their own. The worker exists only to satisfy the 
demands of the economic system; material wealth does not 
exist to satisfy the needs of the worker's development. The 
social process of production effectively negates the need for 
community, co-operation becomes alienated and replaced by 
compulsion. Human relations become 'atomised' assuming a 
material character independent of human control and con
scious activity. This process is especially expressed by the fact 
that products take the form of commodities (Marx, 1958, Vol. 
1, eh. XXVI). 

In a society domina ted by exchange value, the real social 
foundations of the unequal relation of capital to labour is 
hidden. In a famous passage Marx writes of the commodity as 
'a mysterious thing' wh ich disguises the social character of 
labour presenting the relations between the producers and the 
totality oftheir labour 'as a social relation, existing not between 
themselves, but between the products of their labour'. Social 
relations within capitalism are wholly inverted, 'every element, 
even the simplest, the commodity for example . .. causes 
relations between people to appear as attributes of things'. The 
social world of modern capitalism is aperverted world, the 
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products of Iabour generating an apparent independence, in 
which objects begin 'to rule the producers instead of being 
ruled by them', while those engaged in production 'live in a 
bewitched world', their own relationships appearing to them 
'as properties ofthings, as properties ofthe material elements of 
production'. Humanity becomes dominated by a world of 
things, by processes its own activity has created but which, 
through the workings of the capitalist economic system, turn 
against them, as objective independent processes (Marx, 1958, 
pp. 72-3). In the Grundrisse Marx writes that 'social wealth 
confronts labour in more powerful portions as an alien and 
dominant power ... a monstrous objective power which, 
created through sociallabour belongs not to the worker, but ... 
to capital'. The emphasis, Marx notes, is 'not on the state of 
being objectified, but ... of being alienated, dispossessed, sold' 
(Marx, 1973, pp. 831-2). And, in almost identicallanguage, 
he writes in Capital: 

We have seen that the growing accumulation ofcapital implies its 
growing concentration. Thus grows the power of capital, the 
alienation of the conditions of social production personified in the 
capitalist from the real producers. Capital ... as a social power ... 
no longer stands in any possible relation to that which the labour of 
a single individual can create. It becomes an alienated, indepen
dent social power, which stands opposed to society as an object, 
and as an object that is the capitalist's source of power (Marx, 
1962, p. 259). 

The extraction ofsurplus-value, the control over labour-power 
invested in the individual capitalist and capital, results in the 
development of a social world which progressively devalues 
human values and exalts the world of objects and things. In the 
Eeonomie and Philosophie Manuseripts Marx had analysed this 
tendency: 'The worker becomes an ever cheaper commodity 
the more goods he creates. The devaluation ofthe human world 
increases in direct relation with the increase in value of the 
world of things.' The relation between the early and later 
writings is thus clearly stated; in a world dominated by 
commodity production and exploitation the worker's labour
power is quantified, measured as precisely as possible, treated 
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entirely as an external thing. The analysis of capitalism as a 
system in the Grundrisse and Capital is based on similar concepts 
employed by Marx in his humanist critique of capitalism ofthe 
early writings. But in both the early and later writings 
reification is depicted as a process which so penetrates human 
and social relations that individuals comprehend the products 
of their labour as autonomous, objective forces unconnected 
with human activity. 

This process of reification manifests itself most sharply ir. 
consciousness: those who comprehend the social world through 
reified categories emphasise the externality and inexorable 
natural determinism of a world apparently governed by blind 
laws beyond the control of human beings, a world in which 
things constitute the only active elements. In pre-industrial 
society, where use value was not dominated by exchange value, 
social relations were dear and unequivocal based on personal
ised ties and obligations, unequal relationships grounded in 
custom and tradition. The social structure of capitalism, 
however, is built around impersonal relationships based on the 
dominion of exchange value. In societies where exchange value 
has replaced direct use value a formal equality masks dass 
relations; the world of capitalist commodity production 
appears as a world of equals bound by freely negotiated 
contracts. The exchange between capital and labour bears the 
ill usion of a free exchange of eq uivalen ts (la bour for wages) and 
it is at this point that the mystification of social relations occurs: 
the worker acts as if labour-power is not exploited, that in 
return for 'a fair day's work' there will be just reward. 
Capitalist inequality is thus defined as natural and therefore 
essential for the adequate functioning of society. The worker 
fails to understand that he has become part of capital itself and 
is but a special mode of its existence: 

Hence the productive power developed by the labourer when 
working in co-operation is the productive power of capital. This 
power is developed gratuitously, whenever the workmen are placed 
under given conditions, and it is capital that places them under 
such conditions. Because this power cost capital nothing, and 
because, on the other hand, the labourer hirnself does not develop it 
before his labour belongs to capital, it appears as apower with 
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which capital is endowed by Nature - a productive power that is 
immanent in capital (Marx, 1958, p. 333). 

Marx's theory of alienation has thus become more empirical, 
historically specific and sociologically grounded in economic 
structures. In his early writings Marx had written of the 
'inhuman power' dominating sociallife, frustrating humanity's 
essential powers and transforming hirn/her into an objecL In 
Capital the concept of alienated subject is retained but within a 
theoretical framewark which defines capitalism as an objective 
system and alienation in terms of the inner and contradictory 
movement of capitalist production, an alienation embodied in 
the transformation of labour power into a commodity. One 
result of this trend is the increasing importance of ideology far 
the development and maintenance of capitalist society. 

The concept of ideology 

Although the term ideology originated at the end of the 
eighteenth century in the wark of the French philosopher 
Destutt de Tracy, Marxism is often credited with defining its 
relation to determine social, political and economic condi
tions and elucidating the process whereby the material 'base' of 
society (its economic infrastructure) necessarily generates a 
'superstructure' (specific forms of thought). Society is 
explained not through ideas but rather ideas through society: 
ideas have no histary other than as elements of society and 
history. In The German Ideology Marx and Engels postulated a 
strict, causal and mechanical relation between thought and the 
social world defining ideas as expressions of dass interests. 
This theory of ideology therefore assurnes a relation of corre
spondence between social structure and thought systems; ideas 
are merely the passive reflections of an extern al economic 
order. Knowledge is epiphenomenal, the product of objective 
social interests and thus incapable of exercising an active role in 
society and social change. 

The concept of ideology as distorted thought, as a false 
consciousness which mystifies real relations in defence of dass 
interests, is developed in great detail in The German !deology. 
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Ideological thought conceives reality 'upside down', an inver
sion of the objectively real, as with religion wh ich defines 
human life as an extension of God in opposition to the 
materialist doctrine of religion as a social product. In this first 
formulation ideology is equivalent to consciousness, the trans
position of'interests' into mere 'reflexes and echoes' ofthe 'life 
process': 

The phantoms formed in the human brain are ... sublimates of. .. 
material life-processes, which is empirically verifiable and bound 
to material premises. Morality, religion, metaphysics, all the rest of 
ideology and their corresponding forms of consciousness, thus no 
longer retain their semblance of independence. They have no 
history, no development; but men, developing their material 
production and their material intercourse, alter, along with this 
real existence, their thinking and the products of their thinking. 
Life is not determined by consciousness but consciousness by life 
(Marx and Engels, 1964, pp. 37-8). 

This thesis of a strict causal relation of economic base and 
ideological superstructure reappears in Marx's 1859 text, A 
Contribution to a Critique of Political Economy, in which it is argued 
that the forces ofproduction 'constitute the economic structure 
of society, the real foundation on which arises a legal and 
political superstructure and to which correspond definite forms 
ofsocial consciousness. The mode ofproduction ofmateriallife 
conditions the general process of social, political and intellec
tual life' (Marx, 1971, pp. 20--1). In many of Engels's discus
sions of ideology it is this deterministic concept which pre
dominates: 

Ideology is a process accomplished by the so-called thinker 
consciously indeed, but with a false consciousness. The real 
motives impelling hirn remain unknown to hirn, otherwise it would 
not be an ideological process at all (Marx and Engels, 1962, Vol. 2, 
p. 497). 

On this basis all thought must q ualify as ideology including 
Marxism itself Engels's argument suggests a thoroughgoing 
relativism, a position not sustained consistently in his work for 
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he clearly believed in the non-ideological advances made in 
nineteenth-century natural science. Engels insists that 
although ideology enjoys no independent existence apart from 
society, no separate history as an autonomous reality, there is, 
nevertheless, a degree of partial autonomy and although an 
inversion of the real world, and thus 'false', ideology is not 
wholly an epiphenomenal and passive reproduction of the 
socio-economic structure. Engels thus emphasises the reciprocal 
not mechanical nexus of ideas and society: 

The economic situation is the basis, but the various elements ofthe 
superstructure, political forms of the dass struggle ... juristic, 
philosophical theories, religious view ... also exercise their 
influence upon the course of the historical struggles and in many 
cases preponderate their form (Marx and Engels, 1962, Vol. 2, 
pp. 488-9). 

Mutual interaction between all elements exists but in the final 
resort 'the economic movement ... asserts itself as necessary'. 

Engels's formulation is full of ambiguity. To argue that the 
economic factor is one among many influences, yet the ultimate 
arbiter ofideology and all forms ofknowledge, does not in itself 
suggest any criteria for judging truth from error or the means of 
validating one social theory over another. For example, are 
some so ci al interests less likely to produce ideological distortion 
than others; and if this is so how is the economic factor 
ultimately decisive? In effect, Engels reverts to pre-Marxist 
concepts of multiple causation and context-bound explana
tions which fail to specify the exact relation ofideas to society, 
the structure of determinations and thus of autonomy. Writing 
ofphilosophy, for example, he argues: 

... through the operation of economic influences (which again 
generally act only under political etc. disguises) upon the existing 
philosophic material handed down by predecessors. Here economy 
creates nothing new, but it determines the way in wh ich the 
thought material found in existence is altered and further 
developed, and that too for the most part indirectly, for it is the 
political, legal and moral reflexes which exercise the greatest 
influence upon philosophy (Marx and Engels, 1962, Vol. 2, 
pp. 495-6). 
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Engels's standpoint is that of eighteenth-century materialism, 
Montesquieu and Ferguson, mutual interaction of different 
elements within a given situation; the notion of partial 
autonomy in this context is merely another way of saying that 
complex situations are characterised by complex modes of 
interaction. 

A second, more dialectical theory of ideology, one grounded 
in the category of mediation is, however, implicit in Engels's 
distinction between what he calls the 'higher' and the 'lower' 
ideologies ('pure' thought as opposed to concrete, economic 
thought). The doser that thought approaches abstract ideol
ogy the more it will be determined 'by accidental elements in its 
evolution ... its curve will trace a zig-zag'. The interconnec
tions 'between concepts and their material conditions of 
existence becomes more and more complicated, more and more 
obscured by intermediate links' (Marx and Engels, 1962, Vol. 
2, p. 397). This is crudely expressed but it does suggest that the 
his tory of ideas is a dialectical and not a mechanically evolutio
nary process. In the Grundrisse Marx had posed the question of 
the relationship between economy and culture, art and social 
structure arguing that 'certain periods of the highest develop
ment of art stand in no direct connection with the general 
development of society, nor with the material basis and the 
skeleton structure of its organisation' (Marx, 1971, 
pp. 215--17). Ancient Greek art surpassed its economically 
undeveloped economic system whi1e the developments in 
eighteenth-century French and German philosophy cannot be 
assimilated easily to the pre-industrial, semi-feudal structure of 
French and German society. 

Marx's most important contribution to the theory of ideol
ogy, however, is his extensive critique of eighteenth and 
nineteenth-century political economy. Here Marx dearly 
distinguished science from ideology and the comp1ex relation of 
dass interests with thought. In the 'Afterword' to the second 
edition of Capital (1873) he argues that dassical political 
economy (Smith and Ricardo) 'belongs to the period in which 
the dass struggle was as yet undeveloped', aperiod character
ised by rapid advances in economic science. But with the 
sharpening of dass conflict at the beginning ofthe nineteenth
century and the eventual conquest of political power by the 
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French and English bourgeoisie 'the class struggle, practically 
as weIl as theoreticaIly, took on a more and more outspoken and 
threatening form. It sounded the knell of scientific bourgeois 
economy ... In place of disinterested inquiries there were hired 
prize-fighters; in place of genuine scientific research the bad 
conscience and the evil intent of apologetic'. From the moment 
when the bourgeoisie assumed the mantle of a dominant class 
then the class struggle between bourgeoisie and aristocracy 
became a conflict between bourgeoisie allied with the aristoc
racy against the burgeoning industrial proletariat (Marx, 1958, 
p. 15). Political economy now becomes entwined with the 
claims ofideologicallegitimation. In the Theories rifSurplus Value 
Marx established two crucial elements of ideology: 

1. All social thought adopts necessarily a position towards it 
object of study which is directly related to the practical 
interests and activity of its leading intellectuals: thus 
Smith and Ricardo expressed the interests of 'a revolu
tionary bourgeoisie' in conflict with the landowners. 

2. Ideological knowledge will subvert scientific knowledge if 
the standpoint is that of an economically declining social 
group, what Marx describes as 'transition classes', such 
as the aristocracy and landowners. 

Thus in his analysis of Smith and Ricardo, Marx frequently 
describes their work as 'honest inquiry' emphasising their 
commitment to a rigorous and objective scientific approach. 
Smith, in his discussion of labour, adopts the standpoint of 
capitalist production and approaches 'the very heart of the 
matter, hit(s) the nail on the head' by distinguishing unproduc
tive from productive labour (unproductive exchanging for 
revenue such as wages and profits, productive producing 
capital). Smith's distinction was never made from the stand
point of the worker, rather from that of the capitalist. In 
contrast, Ricardo describes the necessary conflict engendered 
by the economically unequal relation between capitalist and 
worker and Marx comments that Ricardo 'wants production 
far the sake of production' irrespective of its social effects, 'a 
ruthlessness ... not only scientifically honest but also ... a 
scientific necessity from his point of view'. Ricardo's political 
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eeonomy thus expresses the historie triumph of the industrial 
bourgeoisie over soeiety as a whole and in this sense his work is, 
in Marx's terms, genuinely scientifie although, as with Smith, 
penetrated by ideologieal elements: 

Ricardo's conception is ... in the interests of the industrial 
bourgeoisie, only because, and in so far as, their interests eoincide 
with that of production or the productive development of human 
labour (Marx, 1964-72, Vol. 3, pp. 118-19). 

Marx distinguishes, then, between ideologieal and seientifie 
knowledge: 'The rough eynieal eharaeter of dassieal eeonomy' 
- its honesty - is in effeet 'a eritique of existing conditions', and 
he eites Smith's deseription of the dergy as 'unproduetive 
labourers ... maintained by apart ofthe annual produee ofthe 
industry of other people' braeketing them with 'lawyers, 
physieians and men of letters'. Marx writes: 

This is the language ofthe still revolutionary bourgeoisie which has 
not yet subjected to itself the whole of society, the State etc. All 
these illustrious and time-honoured oecupations ... are from an 
economic standpoint on the same level as the swarm of their own 
lackeys and jesters maintained by the bourgeoisie and by idle 
wealth (Marx, 1964-72, vol. 1, pp. 290-2). 

As an intelleetual expression of a 'rising dass' dassical 
politieal eeonomy penetrated more deeply into the social and 
eeonomie order than previous eeonomie theory, its eoneepts 
organieally bound up with its praetiee as an historieally 
'progressive' dass whose worldly aetivity, in business and 
industry, linked it, not with past soeieties, but with the 
eapitalist and industrial future. The work ofSmith and Rieardo 
thus refleets the praetiee of a social dass whieh had yet to 
establish its hegemony within the burgeoning eapitalist order. 
Rieardo's eeonomie theories justify eapitalist development and 
the historie claims of the bourgeois dass but this in itself does 
not make them ideologieal. Both Rieardo and Smith produeed 
work whieh did not mystify the soeial world and eoneeal 
eontradietions but rather illuminated the very nature of 
eapitalist eeonomie and soeial relations. Rieardo's eon-
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temporary, Malthus, in contrast produced economic analysis 
which justified the 'rents, sinecures, squandering, heartless
ness' of the landed aristocracy, admiring and praising those 
groups within the state which Smith had criticised as unpro
ductive labourers. To legitimise a 'transition' dass dearly leads 
to ideology: 

But when a man seeks to accommodate science to a viewpoint 
which is derived not from science itself (however erroneous it may 
be) but from outside, external interests, then I call hirn 'base' ... It 
is not a base action when Ricardo puts the proletariat on the same 
level as machinery or beasts of burden because (from his point of 
view) their being purely machinery or beasts of burden is 
conducive to 'production'. This is stoic, objective, scientific (Marx, 
1964-72, Vol. 2, pp. 114-19). 

From these texts it is possible to define more precisely Marx's 
concept of ideology. The relation of knowledge to society is 
conceived dialectically, characterised by contradictions, 
uneven in its development; knowledge is not a direct reproduc
tion of dass and economic interests. These formulations are 
dearly anchored in Marx's dictum that social existence, the 
'ensemble of social relations', determines consciousness 
through the 'sensuous activity' of the human subject. Yet it 
might be argued that all Marx has demonstrated is that 
between 1760 and 1830 the English bourgeoisie 'needed' a 
specific mode ofknowledge consonant with its historie role, and 
that political economy emerged as an historically necessary 
intellectual response to the burgeoning capitalist economic 
order. In other words, a functional not dialectical relation 
subsists between forms ofknowledge and forms ofsociety. But 
the fact that specific forms of knowledge are associated with 
specific material interests does not imply that the degree of 
determination automatically dassifies all the knowledge
products as ideological. Marx makes the important distinction 
between the 'ideological component parts of the ruling dass' 
and 'the free spiritual production of this particular social 
formation', arguing against a mechanical reduction ofideas to 
economic interests: economic structure develops unevenly and 
does not constitute a homogeneous unified whole which 
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presents a coherent set ofinterests. Marx's arguments point to 
a concept of knowledge as objective and scientific, a reality 
independent of economic and social forces although necessarily 
linked to these elements for its social existence. 

In contrast, ideology is epiphenomenal tied directly to 
economic and dass interests, its function one of concealing 
contradictions, mystifying social relations and fetishising the 
world of appearances. Ideological knowledge, as distinct from 
scientific knowledge, begins from the alienated nature of 
human relations and is incapable of grasping the socio
historical foundation of alienation and its influence of social 
relations. Marx's theory of ideology is thus inseparable from 
the concept of alienation developed in his early writings: 
ideology cannot develop an adequate methodological stand
point to the study of society as an historical and sociological 
reality. Classical political economy combined both ideological 
analysis and objective scientific study of capitalism and thus 
produced from within its theoretical framework an empirical 
methodology which stressed the objective nature of economic 
facts and processes, while failing to comprehend the contradic
tions its own analysis yielded. 

This complex relation ofscience to ideology, methodology to 
ideology is brought out with great darity in Marx's analysis of 
the famous 'trinity' formula of 'vulgar' economics which 
asserted that production flowed from three factors of capital, 
land and labour, each constituting aseparate source ofvalue. 
In this formulation, writes Marx, the mystification and reifica
tion of social relations is accomplished by separating the 
historically specific forms of social production from the labour 
process, parts isolated from the whole, 'the enchanted, 
perverted, topsy-turvey world in which Monsieur le Capital 
and Madame de Terre do their ghost-walking as social charac
ters and at the same time directly as mere things'. But as with 
many such formulations of classical political economy, the 
'trinity formula' contains elements of truth: the producers are 
separated from the means of production, the revenue forms the 
income ofthree great classes of capitalism. 'These are relations 
or forms of distribution for they express the relations under 
which the newly produced total value is distributed among the 
owners of the various productive agencies'. The trinity for-
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mula, however, is more ideological than scientific based as it is 
on an acceptance of the surface pattern of economic relations 
rather than the 'inner, basic but hidden essential structure, and 
the conception corresponding to it'. If appearance and reality 
always coincided, Marx notes, aIl science would be superflu
ous: the task of social science lies precisely in discovering and 
analysing the underlying forms, the structures of society that 
lead to the 'law ofappearances'. Thus the critical importance in 
Marx's thought ofmethod (Marx, 1958, pp. 500,877,205). 

Marx's method: materialism and dialectics 

Marx's early writings, produced within a culture dominated by 
the idealist philosophy ofHegel, although employing Hegelian 
categories such as alienation, had rejected the metaphysical 
abstractions and methodology ofthe larger philosophy. But by 
1858 Marx's view ofHegel had changed and he now described 
Hegel's Logic as rendering in an accessible form 'what is 
rational in the method which Hegel discovered but at the same 
time enveloped in mysticism'. This is the distinction Engels 
made later between Hegel's method and his .rystem, the necessity 
to extract 'the rational kernel within the mystical sheIl' and 
develop a materialist dialectic. To achieve this Marx adopted 
the category of totality, not as a speculative, philosophical 
principle, but as a methodological instrument which grasps the 
relations of the simple to the complex, the part to the whole. 

Thus Marx begins Capital with the simple form ofvalue, the 
exchange of one commodity for another, arguing that the 
commodity contains the basic contradictions of capitalism. But 
the commodity is also apart which must be related to a whole, a 
totality, capitalism as an economic, political and social system. 
Marx's method, therefore, opposed the atomistic approach of 
methodological individualism (e.g. Utilitarianism, Rational
ism) as weIl as those philosophies which defined the concept of 
whole as the simple sum of its parts: for Marx, totality is 
structured in the interconnectedness of phenomena, facts are 
not isolated and external datums but internally related ele
ments existing in a necessary relation to the whole although 
enjoying independence from it. 'The relations ofproduction of 
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every society', Marx wrote, 'form a whole' and can be 
understood and analysed only in this sense. 

Society is thus constantly developing through internal 
contradictions and disturbances; a totality is never static but in 
astate of tension between the parts and the whole. Marx's 
concept of totality includes social, political and economic 
institutions together with all forms of social consciousness, 
knowledge and ideology. Totality also includes the role of 
practice in social change. But totality has another meaning as a 
purely methodological precept lying at the heart of dialectical 
analysis. Marx's method consists in constantly moving from 
part to whole, and from whole to part, so that a fact is never a 
given datum to be isolated from other facts but related to the 
meaning-endowing structure of a larger whole: 

... a dress becomes really a dress only by being worn, a house 
which is unhabited is indeed not really a house; in other words a 
product as distinct from a simple natural object manifests itself as a 
product, becomes a product, only in consumption ... which, by 
destroying the product, gives it the finishing touch, for the product 
is a product, not because it is materialised activity but only in so far 
as it is an object for an active subject (Marx, 1971, p. 196). 

Facts are meaningful only through a process of mediation, in 
their intrinsic and extrinsic relationships with wholes; facts 
exist only within the totality ofsocial relations and institutions. 
Marx is thus opposed to positivistic objectivism: all facts are 
saturated with meaning since they are media ted through 
human consciousness and practice. Science must assimilate 
this important relation of subject-object, whole and part into 
its analysis of society. 

But does this argument suggest that objectivity is actually 
impossible? Much of the confusion which has surrounded 
Marx's sociology is linked to a misunderstanding of his 
methodology which actively seeks to unify the subjective and 
objective nature of social reality and social analysis. In the 
'Preface' to Capital he writes that 'in the analysis of economic 
forms neither microscopes nor chemical reagents are of use. 
The force of abstraction must replace both', and in the 
Grundrisse he argues that while the correct scientific approach 
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superficially begins from 'real and concrete elements', actual 
preconditions such as population or the world market, such a 
procedure is wrong for the apparently concrete is in reality 
abstract: 

Population is an abstraction if, for instance, one disregards the 
classes ofwhich it is composed. These classes in turn remain empty 
terms if one does not know the factors on which they depend e.g. 
wage, labour, capital and so on. These presuppose exchange, 
division of labour, prices, etc. For example, capital is nothing 
without wages, labour, ... value, money, price, etc. !fone were to 
take population as the point of departure, it would be a very vague 
notion of a complex whole and through closer definition one would 
arrive analytically at increasingly simple concepts; from imaginary 
concrete terms one would move to more and more tenuous 
abstractions until one reached the most simple definitions. From 
he re it would be necessary to make the journey again in the 
opposite direction until one arrived once more at the concept of 
population which is this time not a vague notion of a whole, but a 
totality comprising many determinations and relations (Marx, 
1971, pp. 205-6). 

Scientific method in the study of society is therefore the 
opposite of factual observation which always begins from the 
concrete and works towards the abstract; scientific inquiry does 
not adopt the standpoint ofthe raw material itselfbut seeks the 
'inner structure' of the object by beginning from the general 
categories. Thus classical political economy was correct to start 
with population but wrong to define it as a concrete fact rather 
than as an abstract whole, which necessarily approximates to 
an ideal, general form emptied of complex and chaotic 
empirical material. To advance 'from the abstract to the 
concrete is simply the way in which thinking assimilates the 
concrete and reproduces it as a concrete mental category'. 
Thus the study of capitalism as a system must begin, not from 
particular capitals, competition and other elements which 
constitute its historic reality, but from 'capital as such', 'capital 
in general'. 'The introduction of many capitals must not 
interfere with the investigation here. The relation ofthe many is 
better explained after we have studied what they have in 
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common, the quality ofbeing capital ... Capital in general as 
distinct from particular capitals does indeed appear (1) only as 
an abstraction; not an arbitrary abstraction, but one which 
gras ps the specific differences which distinguish capital from 
other forms of wealth ... (2) however, capital in general, as 
distinct from particular real capitals, is itself areal existence' 
(Marx, 1973, pp. 517, 449). 

Capitalism is thus studied as an abstraction, a pure form, 
leaving out all the complex, historically specific complicating 
features, the 'appearance' as opposed to its 'inner essence or 
structure'. Marx's holistic methodology therefore assurnes an 
ideal capitalism, one which is never actually present in reality, 
a model which is employed throughout his analysis of social 
change, dass formation and social structure. The analysis of 
production, for example, is usually thought of in terms of 
specific persons or historical periods, but all stages ofproduc
tion share common features: 'Production in general is an abstrac
tion, but a sensible abstraction in so far as it actually 
emphasises and defines the common aspects and thus avoids 
repetition.' Marx argues that some features are found in 'the 
most modern as weIl as the most ancient epochs', but the 
'so-called general conditions of all and every production ... are 
nothing but the abstract conceptions which do not define any of 
the actual historical stages of production' (Marx, 1971, 
pp. 189-93). The relation between production, distribution, 
exchange and consumption can be established only by isolating 
the inner nature ofproduction, the determinations common to 
all its forms and grasping the ways in which the historically 
specific elements depart from the general since in this lies the 
secret of their development. 

Marx's method is thus to begin from a pre-given whole, such 
as population, production, the state, etc., and to abstract 
further the elements comprising the whole; then, through a 
process of successive approximations, relate these elements 
organically to the whole itself When he writes that 'the subject, 
society, must always be envisaged ... as the pre-condition of 
comprehension', Marx implies that no category, by itself, can 
constitute an adequate starting point for scientific social 
analysis. Both explanation and comprehension, the historical 
and genetic determinations of an object, together with a grasp 
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of its inner structure and relations with the whole - the 
diachronie and synchronic- are unified within Marx's dialecti
cal methodological framework. Thus, in the first two volumes 
of Capital, Marx abstracts and simplifies capitalist society to 
one basic relation, of capital to labour, its inner structure, 
arguing that if this constitutes the dominant relation then it 
becomes possible to determine the existence oflaws, trends and 
the possibility of prediction. It is for this reason that any 
account ofMarx's sociology of dass, conflict and social change 
must relate to his discussion of methodology. 

Class formation and dass consciousness 

In the Philosophy of History Hegel had argued that scientific 
understanding presupposed the ability of science to distinguish 
the essential from the inessential. For Marx, the 'leading 
thread' of his socio-historical-economic studies during the 
1850s, led hirn to identify and isolate the mode of production as 
the basic determinant of social structure, dass formation, dass 
conflict and ideology. Marx's earlier writings had not accorded 
production a central role in the analysis of dass formation and, 
in general, a simplified two-dass model is postulated which 
derives its force, not from the concept of surplus value, but from 
a speculative, philosophical view of social development. In The 
Communist Manifesto the logic of capitalist economic develop
ment is described in terms of a sharp polarisation of dass forces: 
'Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses ... this 
distinctive feature; it has simplified the dass antagonism. 
Society as a whole is splitting up into two great hostile camps, 
into two great dasses directly facing each other: Bourgeoisie 
and Proletariat' (Marx and Engels, 1962, Vol. 1, pp. 34-5). 

In his polemical writings Marx frequently advanced this 
oversimplified model of capitalist stratification; in his more 
scientific and historical studies, however, this simplistic, 
dichotomie structure is repudiated. In his The Eighteenth 
Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1852), for example, Marx dis
tinguished between the financial, industrial and petty-
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bourgeoisie, proletariat, landlords and free farmers, while in 
other studies ofFrance and Germany he noted the existence of 
bourgeoisie, farmers, peasants, agricultural workers, lumpen
proletariat (the 'dangerous classes') and feudal lords. Marx 
describes some of these categories as 'transition classes' their 
existence contradicted by the necessary historical development 
of capitalism, astandpoint which comes close to asserting that 
only bourgeoisie and proletariat constitute the essential struc
ture of capitalist social formations. But, in general, Marx never 
articulated a simple two-class model as an historical fact 
emphasising rather the complexity of class formation and 
structure within capitalism. 

Marx's second theory of class develops the concept of 
plurality of structure in which the category of middle class is 
especially important. The middle classes are defined as varieg
ated groups comprising sm all producers, petty-bourgeoisie 
(employers of small fractions oflabour), those engaged in the 
'circulation of commodities' (marketing, buying, selling), the 
middle men (wholesalers, shopkeepers, speculators), those 
who 'command in the name of capital' (managers, etc.) and 
their assistants, supervisors, book-keepers, clerks, and finally 
'ideological classes' embracing lawyers, journalists, dergy, 
state officials such as the military and police. In his historical 
studies the simplified model of the earlier philosophical 
writings disappears and Marx argues that the basic tendency of 
capitalism is not necessarily towards class polarisation but 
towards augmenting the middle classes especially those per
forming important 'social functions' such as professional 
groups, since they exercise significant roles in the maintenance 
of bourgeois society. As capitalism develops its productive 
forces, this dass increases in size and influence and Marx 
suggests that 'the constantly growing number of the middle 
dasses which, situated between the workers on the one side and 
the capitalists and landlords on the other side, [livingJ mainly 
and directly on revenue ... press like a heavy burden on the 
labouring dass, enlargening the social security and power of 
the upper ten thousand' (Marx, 1964-72, Vol. 2, p. 573). 

These statements dearly contradict the view that Marx's 
theory of dass is dichotomic for he accepts Thomas Malthus's 
statement, in his work on political economy (1836), that the 
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growth of the middle dass es and a constant decrease in the 
working proletariat is in effect 'the course ofbourgeois society'. 
But to understand these statements it is essential to relate them 
to Marx's methodology. The analysis of capitalism was based 
initially on a 'pure' model purged of all complicating historical 
factors such as foreign trade, monopoly, colonialism, trade 
unions, the role of the state, a model dominated by the 
capital-Iabour relation. In the course of analysis, throughout 
the three volumes ofCapital more and more empirically specific 
and complicating features are reintroduced so that the model 
increasingly approximates to a complex, rich, concrete histori
cally specific capitalism. 

In Capital Marx was mainly concerned with English capital
ism as the most highly developed form in the nineteenth 
century and his comments on dass are particularly significant. 
He identifies three broad social dasses, the owners of labour
power, capital and land, their sources consisting of revenue, 
wages, profit and ground rent, arguing that they constitute the 
'three big dasses of modern society based on the capitalist 
mode of production'. In England, Marx adds, although the 
economic structure is highly developed, 'the stratification of 
dasses does not appear in its pure form. Middle and intermediate 
strata even here obliterate lines of demarcation'. The tendency 
of capitalism in its pure form is to concentrate property in fewer 
hands, force the middle dass es downwards into the proletariat 
and transform all labour into wage labour. But in reality 
capitalist development produces a complex structure of dasses 
and dass relations. Class is never a single homogeneous unity 
but rather a duster of groups, or fractions, sharing a similar 
work function, values, aspirations and interests. This complex 
structure leads to frequent conflicts within the dass itself, 
between the differentiated interests, as in the case of revenue 
derived from ground rent which is common both to land
owners, mine-owners as well as property owners. Thus the 
dominant dass is never a simple homogeneous whole but 
consists offractions representing different economic and politi
cal interests, such as industrial and financial bourgeoisie, 
officials of the state apparatus and the leading 'ideological 
dasses' within civil society, the law, politics, journalism. 
Similarly, the working dass is differentiated through the 

86 



Marxism: A Positive Science of Capitalist Development 

various branches ofindustry, different skills and pay, and the 
weight oftraditions. But Marx was insistent that a dass is a dass 
only when it is conscious of its interests and organised for 
pursuing those interests through its own institutions. This is 
the meaning of his remarks on the French peasantry: 

Their mode ofproduction isolates them from one another instead of 
bringing them in to mutual intereourse ... In so far as millians of 
families live under eeonomie eonditions of existenee that separate 
their mode of life, their interests and their eulture from those of 
other dasses and plaee them in opposition to them, they constitute a 
dass. In so far as there is only a loeal eonneetion between the 
small-holding peasants, and the identity of their interests begets no 
community, and no political organisation, they da not eonstitute a dass 
(Marx and Engels, 1962, Val. 1, p. 334). 

The working dass is thus only a dass when organised for dass 
action: 'There is one element ofsuccess the workers possess: its 
great numbers. But numbers will weigh in the balance only 
when united by organisation and guided by knowledge.' But in 
many ways the actual historical evolution of nineteenth
century capitalism suggested that revolutionary dass con
sciousness would be sapped by 'complicating' elements such as 
Engels noted with the reformist policies pursued by trade 
unions. Marx's abstract, pure model of capitalism exduded 
any possibility of social mobility which would dearly function 
as a stabilising process in a context of dass inequality. In 
volume three of Capital, as the analysis of capitalism approxi
mates more dosely to historical reality, Marx no ted the 
possibility that numbers of propertyless individuals, by their 
own efforts and through their ability, accede to the capitalist 
dass: 'Although this circumstance continually brings an 
unwelcome number ofnew soldiers offortune into the field and 
into competition with the al ready existing capitalists, it also 
reinforces the supremacy of capital itself, expands its base and 
enahles it to recruit ever new forces for itself out of the 
substratum of society ... the more a ruling dass is ahle to 
assimilate the foremost minds ofthe ruled dass, the more stahle 
and dangerous hecomes its rule' (Marx, 1958, p. 587). 

How then is change possihle? The simple dass conflict model 
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postulated an inherent conflict ofinterests between bourgeoisie 
and proletariat leading inevitably to a heightening of dass 
consciousness and the possibility of revolutionary practice. But 
ifthe course of capitalist development negates the development 
of a polarised dass structure does this suggest that revolu
tionary consciousness is impossible, or at least extremely 
unlikely? To answer these questions it is necessary to examine 
Marx's theory of dass in terms of his larger analysis of 
capitalism as a system dominated by objective laws of 
development. 

Laws of development: the problem of historical deter
mini sm 

Marx defined capitalist society as a system, a structured whole 
dominated by the mode of production and the contradictions 
generated between privately owned economic forces and 
collective, social relations of production. This law, which 
attributes so ci al development to internal contradictions within 
the 'base' 'superstructure' model, is expressed in terms ofthe 
dichotomic structure of dass forces in The Communist Manifesto, 
and capitalist society is characterised as splitting into two 
'hostile camps' with irreconcilable interests. In Capital Marx 
discusses dass at the end of the third volume and only then in 
fragmentary, unfinished form. His comments here will appear 
strange if his methodology is misunderstood, for, as I have 
argued, Marx is seeking the 'essential structure', the 'secret' of 
capitalist development, in the first two volumes of Capital. 
Marx's two-dass model, 'the working dass, disposing only of 
its labour-power, and the capitalist dass, which has a mono
poly ofthe social means ofproduction', assumes that the 'laws 
of capitalist production operate in their pure form' and 
therefore: 

1. With the labour-capital relation as the dominant element 
which structures the development and form of the 
capitalist social formation the analysis of change elimi
nates any active influence of the 'superstructure'. 

2. The capital-Iabour relation is reduced to its simplest 
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form, capitalists and workers defined as standard types 
'the personifications of economic categories, embodi
ments of particular dass relations and dass interests'. 
The capitalist is thus portrayed as 'fanatically bent on 
making value expand itself and 'ruthlessly' forcing 
humanity to produce for the sake of production and the 
development of the productive powers of society. 

The first volume of Capital operates at a high level of 
abstraction, the analysis of'capital in general' with its assump
tion of society consisting solely of capitalists and workers; 
volume two deepens the analysis as Marx discusses the 
accumulation of capital, its reproduction and circulation, while 
in volume three 'capital in general' becomes 'many capitals', 
their relationships and thus capitalism as an historical-empiri
cal reality. The abstractions underlying the first volume -
commodities exchanging according to the cost ofproduction in 
standard man-hours, the absence ofmonopoly, the appropria
tion ofthe entire economic surplus by the capitalist dass (the 
state taking nothing) , the two-dass model, etc. - produce laws 
which must not be taken as concrete predictions about the 
future since they may be 'modified' by 'other circumstances' 
that comprise the specifically historical. 

Marx's model of capitalism is a complex totality in which the 
'superstructural' elements exercise an increasing role in mod
ifying the generalisations of the first volume. This is particu
larly the case with Marx's concept of capitalist crisis which has 
frequently been interpreted as the historically inevitable 
consequence of economic laws working with 'iron necessity' 
towards intensified dass conflict and social breakdown. It is 
true that in Capital, volume one, there are many passages 
which support this historicist interpretation, but when the 
concept of crisis is integrated within the context of totality a 
radically different view emerges: 

From time to time the conflict of antagonistic tendencies finds vent 
in crises ... momentary and forcible solutions of the existing 
contradictions ... violent eruptions which for a time res tore the 
disturbed equilibrium. The contradiction ... consists in that the 
capitalist mode of production involves a tendency towards 
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the absolute development of the productive forces regardless of the 
value and the surplus-value it contains, and regardless ofthe social 
conditions under which capitalist production takes place; while on 
the other hand, its aim is to preserve the value ofthe existing capital 
and promote its self-expansion to the highest limit (Marx, 1958, 
pp. 243-4). 

The law of the falling rate of profit can thus co-exist with the 
expansion oftotal profit and clearly Marx does not postulate a 
simple breakdown theory. Indeed, his emphasis on the active 
role of ideology and consciousness point emphatically towards 
practice if a transition from capitalism to socialism is to be 
possible. Marx emphasises that social change is not a mechani
cal process which casts humanity as passive onlooker; human
ity is not simply a medium through which external historical 
laws operate. 

Yet this was Engels's interpretation in his definition of 
historical materialism as historical explanation which seeks the 
'ultimate cause' of the economic development of society in 
changes within the müdes üfproductiün and exchange, division 
oflabour and differentiation of society into antagonistic social 
classes. Engels defined Marxism as economic determinism, the 
ineluctable workings of the infrastructure of society, and the 
abolition of the creative human subject. This is clearly an 
inadequate interpretation in terms both of Marx's methodo
logical standpoint in Capital and his insistence on the active role 
ofthe superstructure, and thus ofideas, on the course ofsocial 
change. Social development is not inevitably mapped out by 
the workings of economic laws since historicallaws exist only 
through individuals, through collective human action. Of 
course, socio-historical laws can be analysed as objective 
results of extra-human forces; but this process ofmystification 
and reification is foreign to Marx's thought. The role of the 
active human subject in social development constitutes the 
most important element in the continuity that characterises the 
early and the later writings of Marx. Marx's concept of 
diachronic historical laws is not positivist for while the 
positivist trend in nineteenth-century natural science exerted a 
powerful influence on socialist thought it was Engels, not 
Marx, whose formulations approximated to scientism. 
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InAnti-Duhring (1877), for example, Engels argued that 'mod
ern materialism is essentially dialectical, and no longer needs 
any philosophy standing above the other sciences. As soon as 
each individual science is bound to make dear its position in 
the great totality of things, a special science dealing with this 
totality is superfluous. That which survives independently of 
all earlier philosophy is the science of thought and its laws -
formallogic and dialectics. Everything else is subsumed in the 
positive science of nature and his tory' . Engels thus dismisses 
philosophy in favour of a 'positive knowledge of the world', a 
'positive science' which effectively eliminates the active role of 
the subject as is evidenced in his conceptions of base and 
superstructure and economic determination in the last 
instance. Other Marxists have followed Engels's positivist 
interpretation of Marxism restricting it to a method and mode 
ofinvestigation, a heuristic device which facilitates analysis of 
the relations between discrete social and historical elements. 

But Marx's theory of social change cannot be assimilated to 
this positivist reading: the active and creative role ofthe subject 
remains at the centre of the theories of dass formation, conflict 
and consciousness. U nlike Comte, Marx did not summarily 
reject philosophy and when, in the writings ofthe early 1840s, 
he discussed the necessary abolition of philosophy he implied 
not its total repudiation but a transition to a self-conscious 
practice which would realise its immanent values socially and 
thus free it from abstract, speculative and alienated forms. In 
his eighth thesis on Feuerbach he postulated the dialectical 
union of human cognition and practical activity, a theoretical 
position he maintained throughout his life's work: 

Social life is essentially practical. All mysteries which mislead 
theory into mysticism find their rational solution in human practice 
and in the comprehension ofthis practice (Marx and Engels, 1964, 
pp. 645-7). 

Practice negates passive contemplation as the basic structure of 
philosophical and thus worldly understanding; the significance 
of Marx's activist epistemology for his sociology cannot be 
exaggerated. Unlike Comte's sociological positivism, Marx 
depicts humanity as the active producer of the social world 
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which transforms the external world as it transforms itself, not 
as isolated individuals, or individual wills, but as members of 
social groups and classes. 

Nevertheless, Marx's sociological analysis of capitalism 
tends to conflict with his liberterian epistemology. He 
describes the underlying tendency of capitalism as a system to 
transform active individuals into passive objects, and produce 
a social world experienced and understood as an external, 
constraining datum eliminating all sense of creative autonomy. 
For the mature Marx humanity was conceived precisely in its 
relations with this social world, and although he argues that the 
course of social development hinges on the objective applica
tion of science and technology to production, it is humanity 
which ultimately changes the world. In the Grundrisse he writes: 

Nature builds no machines, no locomotives, railways ... These are 
the products ofhuman industry; natural material transformed into 
organs ofthe human will over nature, or ofhuman participation in 
nature. They are organs of the human brain, created by human 
hand; the power ofknowledge objectified (Marx, 1973, p. 706). 

In the same humanist spirit he describes the development of 
west European agriculture: 

Not only do the objective conditions change in the act of 
reproduction, e.g. the village becomes a town, the wilderness a 
cleared field, etc. but the producers change too in that they bring 
out new qualities in themselves, develüp themselves in production, 
transfürm themselves, develüp new püwers and ideas, new müdes 
üfintercüurse, new needs and new language (Marx, 1973, p. 494). 

It is impossible to understand the relation ofMarx's 'iron laws' 
of capitalism - the concept of capitalism as a system existing 
independently of the individuals who comprise it - to his 
emphasis on the creative, individual subject - a collective 
subject organised in groups - unless these contradictory 
formulations are analysed in terms ofhis theory of civil society. 
Marx describes capitalism as effectively liberating civil society 
from the domination of the state and fostering the creation of a 
separate and independent spheres in which the new industrial 

92 



Marxism: A Positive Science rif Capitalist Development 

classes, the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, develop their own 
distinctive institutions, political organisations and modes of 
activity. Capitalism as a mode ofproduction made possible an 
enlargement of human practice and the reality of an active 
subject. Although initially 'the development of the capacity of 
the human species takes place at the cost of the majority of 
human individuals and even classes, at the end it breaks 
through this contradiction and coincides with the development 
of the individual; the higher development of individuality is 
thus only achieved by an historical process' (Marx, 1964-72, 
pp. 117-18). 

The fundamental contradiction in Marx's social theory lies 
between the centralising trends of capitalist economic forces his 
work outlined, and the real expansion of human freedom and 
autonomy engendered by these same processes which find their 
expression in the form of social and cultural institutions. 
Capitalism, as a highly centralised system of economic produc
tion, comes into conflict with its potentially democratic culture. 
Marx's sociology of capitalism is structured around this 
contradiction: as with Comte, Marx defines society as a system 
in which objective laws opera te independently of, and fre
quently against, the will of individuals; yet, as Marx empha
sised, capitalism makes possible human practice, control and 
planning, the active intervention of the human subject in 
historical development. Marx's concept of laws, of course, 
differs sharply from Comte's: laws are man-made and not 
natural and thus open to drastic change through human 
intervention. But there is a limit to effective human interven
tion: capitalism as a whole eludes conscious control and Marx, 
following Smith, Ferguson and Hegel suggests again and again 
that social development emerges from the unintended effects of 
economic forces and human action. Marx's sociological model, 
therefore, is one which incorporates human action and practice 
into a systemic structure of collectivist and historically neces
sary forces. 

This is the contradiction which lies at the heart of Marx's 
dialectical social theory illuminating the problems of the 
democratic strands in the theory of civil society - that change 
evolves through the collective, democratic actions of ordinary 
individuals seeking to develop their own social, political and 
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cultural institutions - and the strongly collectivist elements of 
the capitalist social and economic order which suggest the 
edipse of individuality and representative institutions. Marx 
failed to resolve the contradictions in his thought between the 
historieist notion of economic necessity and his humanist 
sociology. 
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4 
Critique of Positivism: 

I Durkheim 

Durkheim and the development of sociology 

Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) has the distinction ofbeing the 
first professional, academic French sociologist to be appointed 
to aChair in Sociology (Paris, 1913). For Durkheim, sociology 
was a vocation. Almost single-handed he forced the academic 
community to accept sociology as a rigorous and scientific 
discipline. In his teaching and in his research Durkheim laid 
down the standards whereby sociology was to be judged. In 
1895 he published the first major methodology study of 
sociology in which he observed that none of the nineteenth
century sociologists - Comte, Mill, Spencer - 'hardly went 
beyond generalities concerning the nature of societies, the 
relationships between the social and the biological realms' and 
were largely 'content ... to make a cursory inquiry into the 
most general resources that sociological research has at its 
command' (Durkheim, 1982, p. 48.) Durkheim set himselfthe 
task of defining the object of sociology and the methods 
appropriate to it. His contributions to the study of industrial
isation, suicide, religion, morality and the methodology of 
social science aroused enormous controversy, but their influ
ence on the development of sociology as weIl as other areas of 
social science, especiaIly anthropology, have been far-teaching. 

Durkheim began his career in sociology at a time when the 
French educational system was being expanded and modern
ised. This was the period which foIlowed the national 
humiliation of defeat in the Franco-Prussian war (187(}-1) and 
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the German annexation of Alsace-Lorraine. The intense 
nationalism of the third French Republic formed the ideologi
cal context for the secular reforms carried out by the state 
throughout the higher educational system. Durkheim's sociol
ogy has been described as contributing to the formation of a 
new civic ethic, a modern republican ideology which rejected 
both traditional French Catholicism and a deeply entrenched 
social conservatism. Thus the educational reforms ofthe l880s 
and 1 890s were mainly designed to free the French university 
system from the grip of traditional ideological influences 
especially those associated with residual, pre-bourgeois social 
groups. 

In 1887 Durkheim took up a teaching appointment at the 
U niversity of Bordeaux, which was the first French university 
to provide organised courses in the field of the social sciences 
especially sociology. The teaching of social science had a 
practical basis in supporting the modernising ideals of educa
tional reform. Durkheim's first courses, for example, were 
specifically addressed to teachers and covered an impressive 
range of topics from ethics, social change, suicide, the family 
and education to socialism and the history of sociology itself. 
Durkheim was particularly concerned to clarify the scientific 
status ofsociology and clearly differentiate it from socialism. In 
late nineteenth-century France sociology was often regarded as 
synonymous with socialism and therefore hostile to bourgeois 
culture and values, to religion and the family and peaceful 
social change. 

In the years between 1887 and 1902, when he became 
Professor ofEducation at the Sorbonne, Durkheim produced a 
series of studies which defined the nature of a scientific 
sociology. The Division of Labour (1893), The Rules of Sociological 
Method (1895), Suicide (1897) together with The Elementary Forms 
of the Religious Life (1912) are works in which Durkheim set out 
his conception of sociology as 'the science of institutions, their 
genesis and their functioning' (Durkheim, 1982, p. 45) in 
opposition to the eclectic, individualistic and often crudely 
journalistic approaches of other contemporary social scientists. 
In particular Durkheim sought to distinguish sociology, as the 
science which studies the objective reality of'social facts', from 
psychology which he defined as the study of individual 
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consciousness. Sociological explanation dealt with collective, 
not individual forces. The concept of social fact became one of 
Durkheim's 'fundamental principles' referring to all objects of 
knowledge which have to be built up, not through mental 
activity, but from observation and experiment. Social 
phenomena were external things reflecting a reality very 
different from the reality conceived by an individual. In the 
genesis of a social fact, Durkheim argued, individuals exercise a 
role but 'in order for a social fact to exist several individuals ... 
must have interacted together' (Durkheim, 1982, p. 45). 

Durkheim's definition ofthe field ofsociology- the study of 
extern al social facts - does not necessarily imply a thorough
going positivism. Social facts were not simple objects, or things, 
existing independently ofhuman consciousness and action and 
therefore objectively 'visible' to the observer. A social fact was a 
collective entity - family, religion, professional organisation
characterised by an underlying order, or structure, hidden from 
ordinary perception. Durkheim's sociology was an attempt to 
establish the pattern which lay behind all observable 
phenomena. Thus Spencer's 'individualism' contrasts sharply 
with Durkheim's 'methodological collectivism'. Social facts 
were thus defined by Durkheim as structures which, through 
their manifest forms, constrain and regulate human actions. 
External to the individual, social facts are 'invested with 
coercive power' which enable them to 'impose' their influence 
on individuals even against their will: 'We can no more choose 
the design of our houses than the cut of our clothes - at least, the 
one is as much obligatory as the other' (Durkheim, 1982, 
p. 58). Thus language is a social fact in Durkheim's sense, a 
system of rules which determine the nature of individual 
utterances although the speaker will have no knowledge ofthe 
rules that govern ordinary speech performance. 

Social facts thus become internalised and rule individuals 
'from within' becoming 'an integral part' ofthe self. In this way 
society enters the individual as a moral force. Sociology was 
therefore not the study of external facts but rather the ways in 
which social facts are saturated with moral elements. In The 
Division oJ Labour Durkheim described morality as the 'least 
indispensable, the strictly necessary, the daily bread without 
which societies cannot exist'. Sociology was concerned essen-

99 



Classical Sociology 

tially with social cohesion and social order, the ways whereby 
individuals are integrated into a function'ing social whole. 

Thus although committed to the ideals of objective, empiri
cal science Durkheim's work, especially in The Division of 
Labour, falls firmly within the Grand Theory Tradition of 
nineteenth-century social thought. His theory of the develop
ment of society from a 'mechanical' to an 'organic' type is 
similar to the philosophy of history which underpins the 
sociology of Comte and Spencer. Beginning from philosophy 
Durkheim was frequently brought back to its central issues in 
his later work; he remained extremely sensitive to the relation 
of sociology to philosophy, his many discussions and analyses 
of concepts such as anomie, social change and the division of 
labour are saturated with philosophical implications. The 
concept of social crisis, for example, is defined largely in moral 
terms and clearly indebted to Saint-Simon and Comte, a point 
emphasised in the 'Preface' to the first edition ofThe Division of 
Labour. It was not a question of extracting ethics from science, 
he argued, but rather of establishing 'the science of ethics', 
treating the facts of morallife according to the methods of the 
positive sciences. Although the study of reality does not 
necessarily imply any reforming commitment 'we shouldjudge 
our researches to have no worth at all ifthey were to have only a 
speculative interest'. Social science must study the 'state of 
moral health' in relation to changes in the environment. The 
result, Durkehim argued, is not intellectual indifference but 
'extreme pmdence'; social science governs practice in that 
science provides 'the mIes of action for the future', and by 
establishing the laws of society distinguishes the 'normal' and 
'healthy' forms of social organisation from the 'pathological' 
and 'abnormal' (Lukes, 1973, pp. 87-8). 

In many important respects, therefore, Durkheim remained 
a faithful disciple of Comte's positivism. He rejected Comte's 
theory ofthe unity ofthe sciences and the law ofthree stages as 
metaphysical speculation, but accepted Comte's notion of 
consensus and the sociologism and scientism that underpinned 
the fatalistic concept of the human subject. Durkheim defined 
society as the sum total of social facts, objective, thing-like 
elements, moulds 'into which we are forced to cast our actions' 
which resist all attempts to change and modify them by 
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individual volition. Humanity is thus determined by things 
which stand outside itself for 'even when we succeed in 
triumphing, the opposition we have encountered suffices to 
alert us that we are faced with something independent of 
ourselves' (Durkheim, 1982, p. 70). But in what sense do social 
facts control human actions? As we have seen, Durkheim 
argued that the individual experiences objective reality subjec
tively acting in co~formity to its constraining nature. But this 
formulation assurnes a passive relation of subject to object, a 
position which Durkheim does not sustain in all his sociological 
studies notably Suicide, where he comes elose to accepting that 
action which follows the constraining influence of social facts 
does so because the individual, the subject, has interpreted the 
external facts in specific ways. Nevertheless, there is a strong, 
mechanical element in Durkheim's sociology as, for example, 
when he argues that 'states of consciousness can and ought to 
be considered from without and not from the point ofview of 
the consciousness experiencing it', astandpoint reiterated in 
his brief discussion of Marxist methodology: 

We consider as fruitful this idea that sociallife must be explained, 
not by the conception of it held by those who participate in it, but 
by the profound causes wh ich escape consciousness; and we also 
think that these causes must be sought chiefly in the way in which 
the associated individuals are grouped. We even think that it is on 
this condition, and on this condition alone, that his tory can become 
a science and sociology in consequence exist (Lukes, 1973, p. 231). 

Durkheim's sympathy towards mechanical materialism was 
elearly related to his attempt to rid sociology of the atomism 
inherent in other contemporary social theorists such as Tarde, 
but the result was a conception of society less the product of 
collective human labour than as a constraining abstraction. 
Durkheim's epistemology has the effect of splitting society into 
two separate structures, 'social milieu as the determining factor 
of social evolution' enabling the sociologist to establish causal 
relations, and the subjective state defined as a passive process 
of socialisation. 

In Durkheim's writings the concept ofmilieu plays a crucial 
role. The term itself characterised virtually all forms of 
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nineteenth-century positivism (Taine, for example) but was 
never adequately theorised. Durkheim's usage derived also 
from the natural scientist, Claude Bernard, who employed 
milieu as the key to analysing the internal system of living 
organisms, the blood system, its various fluids, their functional 
relations in the maintenance of a constant body temperature 
and thus equilibrium. It is not surprising that Durkheim's 
sociology enjoins the methodological principle of externality 
with the concept of society as an inherently equilibrating 
orgamsm. 

But Durkheim did not hold to a rigidly mechanical concep
tion ofsociety. For Durkheim society was a moral reality. Thus 
he was especially critical of Spencer's contractual notion of 
social relations in which the moral element played no part: 
'The division of labour does not present individuals to one 
another', he wrote in opposition to Spencer's exchange theory 
of the division of work, 'but social functions'. Social solidarity 
could never flow from an atomistic concept ofindividuals freely 
pursuing their own private interests: social reality could not be 
defined in terms of individuals who exchange goods and 
services and thus contribute to social cohesion. 

Durkheim firmly rejected utilitarian atomism as an adequate 
perspective for social science. Society was a moral fact and 
science must recognise this. Thus he was equally opposed to 
the influential work produced by the German sociologist 
F erdinand Tönnies (1855-1936), Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft 
(1887) (translated as Community and Association) , which 
advanced the view that modern industrial capitalism, a society 
increasingly dominated by purely economic forces, was losing 
the authentie naturalism of earlier, pre-industrial social forma
tions. Tönnies's depiction ofmodern society was one in which 
the cash nexus penetrated all spheres of sociallife determining 
the basic forms of social relationships. For Durkheim, Ton
nies's concept of society, which largely derived from the 
writings of Marx and the German socialist, Lassalle, repre
sented everything in their darkest colours, a simple dichotomy 
being established between the assumed spontaneous social 
solidarity of pre-industrial village life and the atomised, 
egoistic individualism of modern urban culture (Tönnies, 1973, 
pp. 245-7). Tönnies's analysis suggested that social cohesion 
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and social regulation were possible only through the interven
tion of an external institution, namely the state. 

Durkheim's early sociological writings, while defining 
society externaIly, posed the problem of social cohesion in 
terms which suggest that as social solidarity is moral it can 
never flow from above, that is, be imposed on civil society itself. 
Durkheim agreed with Tönnies in rejecting Spencer's notion of 
an immanent harmony of individual interests that by them
selves promote a spontaneous cohesion, but they disagreed on 
the role which centralised authority must play in a modern 
industrial society. In· this sense Durkheim's sociology was 
opposed both to Comte's authoritarian Positivist Church as the 
means of promoting social solidarity, as weIl as Marxist 
socialism with its central tenet of a centralised state functioning 
as the prime agency for social reorganisation and development 
ofhuman communities. 

It is this latter emphasis which has led some critics to argue 
that Durkheim's sociology was merely an attempt to combat 
'the positions ofthe dass conscious socialist movement' which 
had developed during the latter half of the nineteenth century 
(Therborn, 1976, p. 269). During the 1890s many of Marx's 
important writings appeared in Franch translation and a 
distinctive Marxist intellectual and political culture emerged. 
French university students formed reading groups explicitly to 
study Capital, while many of the leading academic journals 
discussed Marxist ideas, reviewed books on Marxism and 
posed the whole question of the scientific status of Marxist 
theory. Durkheim criticised Marxism for the dass bias of its 
theory noting, in 1899, that the 'malaise' within modern society 
was not something centred on a particular dass 'but is general 
throughout the whole of society', affecting both employers and 
employees although taking different forms in each case, 'an 
anxious and painful restlessness in the case of the capitalist, 
discontent and irritation in that of the worker'. State socialism 
was not the solution, for the crisis of modern society was not one 
of conflicting material interests but essentially a matter of 
'remaking the moral constitution of society' (Lukes, 1973, 
p. 323). 

Durkheim rejected, therefore, the political assumptions and 
theory of revolutionary socialism insisting that dass conflict 
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derived less from any basic structure within capitalism than 
from the necessary transition from traditional to industrial 
society, involving the disintegration ofone set ofvalues without 
their replacement by other cogent values: property ownership 
was secondary to this problem as was the forms of class tension. 
Both Marx's theoretical and revolutionary socialist concep
tions, although widely discussed in French intellectual circles 
especially through the work ofGeorges Sorel (1847-1922) who 
at one time sought to synthesise the work of Marx and 
Durkheim, exerted little influence on the development of 
Durkheim's sociology. Nevertheless, Durkheim was 
acquainted with Marx's writings and followed the debate 
between Marxists and other social scientists with great interest 
although inclining to the view that the value of Capitallay in its 
'suggestive philosophical perspectives' rather than its 'scien
tific' conclusions. Durkheim's understanding of Marxism, 
however, relied almost entirely on secondary sources and these 
tended to be mechanistic and positivist. The Marxist and 
socialist movement which developed both in France and in 
Germany during the latter part of the nineteenth century has 
been described as intellectually shallow, simplifying and 
vulgarising Marx's theories into a crude economic determin
ism. Contemporary Marxism in fact made no lasting contri
bution to the development of sociology being largely defined as 
amistaken, although useful doctrine against which the 
genuinely scientific claims of sociology could be tested. 

Durkheim's main thrust against Marxism was its emphasis 
on centralised authority as the only viable foundation of social 
order and therefore the assimilation of the social and the 
political to the economic. By 1902, in the second edition ofThe 
Division oJ Labour, Durkheim was advocating occupational 
associations centred within civil society as the most effective 
means of regulating the anomic state of modern industry, 
arguing that with 'the establishment of an occupational ethic 
and law in the different economic occupations, the corpora
tions, instead of remaining a confused aggregate, without 
unity, would have to become again a defined, organised group 
... a public institution'. It was only through such collective 
institutions that the individualistic and particular interests of 
modern society might be subordinated harmoniously to the 

104 



Critique 01 Positivism: I Durkheim 

general interest: 'A group is not only a moral authority which 
dominates the life of its members; it is also a source of life sui 
generis. From it comes a warmth which animates its members, 
making them intensely human, destroying their egotisms.' The 
relation of state and corporations, state and individuals is 
'intercalated', mediated by 'a whole series of secondary groups' 
elose to the individual and thus able to integrate hirn/her into 
'the general torrent of social life'. It is the 'density' of these 
occupational groups that enables them to exercise a regulative 
moral role and 611 the void, for without such a system of organs 
'the normal functioning of the common life is found wanting' 
(Durkheim, 1964, pp. 26-9). 

Durkheim's concept of modern society, then, separated the 
state from civil society, identifying the sources of social 
solidarity within the civil institutions. The implication of 
Durkheim's formulations is that without a living, vibrant and 
independent civic culture society as a whole must disintegrate 
into anarchy and anomie. There is, therefore, a contradiction 
between the views expressed in The Division 01 Labour that the 
individual is basically passive, the product of society (the 
stand poin t of nineteen th-cen tury posi tivist sociology) demand
ing an external mode ofsocial regulation, and Durkheim's later 
views which emphasise the concept of society as constructed 
through the mediations of autonomous institutions which, by 
their very nature, are organica11y bound up with the indi
viduals they effectively regulate. This subtle shift of emphasis 
in Durkheim's sociology is related to the whole problematic of 
positivism. 

Positivism and morality 

Durkheim's sociology was initia11y conceived within the 
evolutionary theoretical framework of Comte and Spencer. 
Society constituted an organic wh oie in which the various 
elements functioned to maintain equilibrium. Durkheim 
rejected Spencer's version ofmethodological individualism and 
its utilitarian postulates, as weIl as the prevailing atomism of 
contemporary French social scientists such as Gabriel Tarde. 
Sociological explanation, he argued, must be independent of 
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psychology and subjective consciousness. Writing in the 'Pre
face' of the second volume of L 'Annee Sociologique he advocated 
techniques of social investigation that would establish types 
oflaws and the interconnectedness of facts: 

The principle underlying this method is ... that religion,juridicial, 
moral and economic facts must all be treated in conformance with 
their nature as social facts. Whether describing or explaining them, 
one must relate them to a particular social milieu, to a definite type 
ofsociety (Wolff, 1964, p. 348). 

Wholes cannot be analysed sociologically in terms of indi
viduals: the unit of analysis is 'milieu', the collective forces and 
facts which thus constitute the object of social science. For 
Durkheim, the social was irreducible, a sui generis, and thus the 
psychological element was irrelevant. Durkheim's social real
ism was clearly opposed to those social scientists who adopted a 
voluntaristic, subjective and psychological standpoint. In his 
debate with Durkheim, Tarde wrote: 'I am a nominalist. There 
can only be individual actions and interactions. The rest is 
nothing but a metaphysical entity, and mysticism' (Lukes, 
1973, p. 313). In Suicide Durkheim explicitly took issue with 
Tarde's sociological atomism arguing that social facts were 
objective datums, things which exist independently of indi
viduals, of individual psychology and human interactions: 
social facts can never be reduced to another order. Much of 
Durkheim's analysis in Suicide is aimed precisely at the 
reductionist implications in Tarde's formulation. The suicide 
rate is thus defined as embodying more than the sum total of 
individual acts of suicide; the suicide rate is a social fact, sui 
generis, characterised by its own unity, individuality and 
specific nature. The genuine sociological question is not who 
will commit suicide but the ways in which the suicide rate as an 
external social fact determines the propensity ofindividuals to 
kill themselves. 

One ofthe fundamental problems ofpositivist sociology was 
the question ofmediations: gene rally the individual subject was 
defined in terms of a simple, mechanical, one-to-one relation
ship with society, a relation in which consciousness, so ci al 
action and social institutions constituted the products of a 
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determinate external process of causation. The social and 
historical world was defined as a constraining, external datum, 
as a milieu with its own specific laws. Thus Comte's law of 
human progress, the theory that all societies necessarily pass 
through three stages of evolution from the theological to the 
positive becomes an extern al natural law that relegates the 
most outstanding individuals to the status of mere 'instru
ments' or 'organs of a predestined movement'. Durkheim 
accepted these Comtist formulations arguing that in 'affirming 
the specificity of social facts' he was following the Comtist 
sociological tradition: 'No further progress could be made until 
it was established that the laws of society are no different from 
those governing the rest of nature and that the method by 
which they are discovered is identical with that of the other 
sciences. This was Auguste Comte's contribution.' The social 
constitutes the true object of sociology and must be rigorously 
distinguished from other levels ofhuman existence: the social is 
'a reality suigeneris in society, which exists by itselfand by virtue 
of specific and necessary causes, and which, consequently, 
confound themselves with man's own nature' (Lukes, 1973, 
p.68). 

Durkheim's sociological positivism, however, differed 
sharply from Comte's in its solution to the problem of social 
cohesion: the key element in social solidarity is the autonomy of 
moral action. Durkheim's sociology is permeated by rationalist 
principles that lead away from his dogmatic positivism. In The 
Division if Labour, for example, he argues that 'a mechanistic 
conception of society does not preclude ideals', for demonstrat
ing that 'things happen in accordance with laws, it does not 
follow that we have nothing to do'. Durkheim never satisfactor
ily solved this dualism ofthe autonomy ofthe moral act and the 
determinism of social facts and his later sociological work 
revolves around this problem ofhuman action and a constrain
ing milieu. Comte had remained insensitive to the human 
dimension of social evolution, Vico's injunction that the social 
world was the work of man; Durkheim's positivism grapples 
precisely with this problem. 

Both Comte and Durkheim argued that the social system 
necessitated social regulation and as early as 1886 Durkheim 
wrote that society must be bound together by strong social 
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bonds that were moral in nature. The point he re is that 
although sodety is an organism it does not spontaneously 
produce equilibrium. Its normal, healthy state is one of 
harmony between its various elements, but Durkheim empha
sised that in the absence of a strong moral centre sodety must 
inevitably collapse into anarchy and destruction. Sociological 
positivism defines society as a system, a structure of sodal facts 
in which unity develops only through moral action. It is in this 
sense, therefore, that Durkheim's sodology is rationalistic in 
that social cohesion is less the product ofthe workings ofsodal 
milieu than the moral dimensions of social facts themselves. 
Pessimistic about humanity's possible sociability, with its 
insatiable appetites and egoism, Durkheim argued that there 
was nothing 'within an individual which constrains ... 
appetites'; they can be constrained effectively only by extern al 
forces. If these are absent from the system then the result is 
general 'morbidity' 

What is needed ifsocial order is to reign is that the mass ofmen be 
content with their lot. But what is needed for them to be content, is 
not that they have more or less but they be convinced they have no 
right to more. And for this, it is absolutely essential that there be an 
authority whose superiority they acknowledge and which teIls 
them what is right (Durkheim, 1958, p. 200). 

Sodal solidarity is not spontaneously produced by the internal 
workings of the sodal system. Durkheim's solution was a 
sociology which sought to integrate the subjective factor within 
his general positivist methodology. In effect, Durkheim argued 
that humanity, out of its own nature, creates a mode of 
voluntary social regulation that carries the force of moral 
obligation. It is important to grasp the shift in emphasis which 
occurs within Durkheim's work. In the essays written during 
1897-9 the concept of 'collective representations' is further 
developed, and although closely related to the notion of social 
fact as collective phenomenon it is nevertheless a modification 
ofthe positivistic formulations ofThe Division of Labour and The 
Rules of Sociological Method. Already in the 'Preface' to The 
Division of Labour Durkheim had noted that modern society was 
increasingly losing the collective authority that flowed from 
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'traditional discipline' (Durkheim, 1964). Durkheim's solution 
was to argue that social solidarity res ted in the collective 
representations of a universal system of thought. 

In his essay, 'The Determination ofMoral Facts' (1906) he 
identified morality with the universality of religious belief, 
arguing that sociallife itself can never 'shed all the characteris
tics that it holds in common with religion' (Durkheim, 1953, 
p. 48). Morality and religion are inextricably interwoven: there 
has always been 'morality in religion, and elements of the 
religious in morality'. It thus seemed to follow that moralIife, 
and thus social life, possesses a 'sacred character' which 
inspires respect, awe and obedience. 'In the beginning, all is 
religious', wrote Durkheim, in opposition to the Marxist thesis 
that social and cultural life constituted mere derivatives of 
economic forces, and social change the automatic product of 
material conditions. Social life is more than this, a moral 
structure consisting of universal precepts built around religious 
values and ideas. 

Many of these ideas can be traced to the influence of Kant 
whose rationalist philosophy exerted a powerful impact on 
Durkheim's intellectual contemporaries. Kantian philosophy 
offered an alternative to the scepticism and relativism implicit 
in nineteenth-century empiricism and positivism. Kant's 
rationalism postulated a universal concept of morality. Moral 
actions were defined in terms ofthe 'autonomy ofthe will' and 
the 'categorical imperative' and not as the product of extern al 
situation or experience. For Kant, morality was bound upwith 
a voluntaristic subject rationally acting on the basis of univer
sal axioms which were binding on everyone. The universality of 
morals demanded that subjects acted from duty to the ethical 
principles. Duty and willing were thus the basis of Kant's 
moral philosophy. And it was these elements which find their 
expression - not on an individual but communal level - in 
Durkheim's theory of collective representations and the con
straining power of moral norms. 

Comte's positivism had ended with a relativisation of all 
values: 'There is nothing good and bad absolutely speaking', he 
had written, 'everything is relative. This is the only absolute 
statement'. On this basis the moral anarchy which Durkheim 
identified as characterising nineteenth-century European 
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society could be solved by many solutions including Comte's 
authoritarianism, Spencerian laissez-faire and even revolution
ary socialism since all were equally relative and thus equally 
valid. Durkheim rejected Comte's positivist relativism by 
transforming sociological positivism into a science of moral 
activity in which social facts were related to a subjective, 
human element: there is, within Durkheim's sociology, espe
cially the post-1895 writings, an implicit acceptance that 
humanity itself creates the social institutions that constrain and 
demand moral obligation, that it is humanity which develops 
out of its own nature the basis of social cohesion. 

In the latter part of Suicide Durkheim argued that sociallife 
was made up of what he called 'collective representations', 
collective symbols through which society be comes 'consciousof 
itself. Society can be constituted only by the creation of ideals 
which 'are simply the ideas' through wh ich society sees itself. A 
mechanistic, purely external concept of society he now argued 
tended to eliminate its 'soul which is the composition of 
collective ideals' (Durkheim, 1952, pp. 312-16). Social facts 
are objective entities, Durkheim emphasised, but they also 
contain a significant subjective element which, combining 
within the individual's consciousness, forms representations of 
the social world. Collective life - sociallife - is thus reflected in 
these representations which effectively 'become autonomous 
realities independent of individuals' (Durkheim, 1953, pp. 
23-6). Durkheim emphasised that collective representations 
differ from individual representations: for example, the concep
tion ofreligion is more than individual feelings, rather a system 
which unifies states of mind, 'a characteristic way ofthinking of 
collective existence'. In his essay on 'Pragmatism and Sociol
ogy' (1913) Durkheim no ted democracy and the dass struggle 
as further examples of collective representations, authority 
which imposes itself on the different members of the social 
group. Collective representations thus constitute the source of 
all human action for humanity is never motivated entirely by 
purely physical needs and desires but rather by residues from 
the past, 'habits', 'prejudices' all of which exercise an active 
role in sociallife. 

Durkheim's sociological positivism thus redefined con
sciousness and ideology as more than epiphenomenonal 
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elements of material existence, 'but specifically mental 
phenomenon' which brings to light from time to time the 
collective representations of social life. Collective repre
sentations are 'expressly obligatory', proof of a higher source 
than the individual: collective representations flow from society 
itself. The subjective factor is thus embodied in the very nature 
of the social. 

Durkheim defined authority, then, not in strict religious 
terms but in broad societal categories, for 'in the world of 
experience ... only one being ... possesses a richer and more 
complex reality than our own, and that is the collective being'. 
Only the collectivity - family, church, corporation - enjoys the 
essential attribute of 'sacredness' which Durkheim saw as 
necessary for moral authority. Duty and obligation are the stuff 
of morality commanding compliance because they 'direct our 
actions to ends that transcend us while at the same time 
appearing desirable'. Society transcends the individual, 
absorbs him; and society 'commands us because it is exterior 
and superior to us' and 'the moral distance between it and us 
makes it an authority before which our will defers'. Society is 
'within us', it 'is us' and the 'collective sentiments' constitute 
'the echo within us of the great voice of the collective' 
(Durkheim, 1953, p. 58). 

Durkheim's critique of sociological positivism, however, 
raises serious problems: the reifed concept of social fact in The 
Rules ofSociological Method has been transformed into a collective 
and objective structure which functions in similar ways to facts 
as things. The notion of the great voice of the collective, for 
example, suggests a category of mediation missing from 
Durkheim's early work but it nevertheless remains committed 
to the central postulate of regulation. Humanity must be 
regulated although not by a purely extern al force. In one ofhis 
last writings Durkheim returned to this problem by defining 
human nature as dualistic, comprising both of sensory egoistic 
appetites and, since man is 'a thinking being', the faculty of 
conceptual thought and moral activity. Defining an egoist as 
one who pursues selfish ends, Durkheim argued that egoism 
was largely biological while morality was pre-eminently social. 
He concluded that humanity therefore 'cannot pursue moral 
ends without causing a split within ourselves' and yet at the 
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same time 'we cannot live without representing to ourselves the 
world around us'. And arguing from his earlier standpoint 
which linked religion with morality he concluded that: 

... even to the secular mind, duty, the moral imperative, is 
something august and sacred; and reason, the indispensable ally of 
moral activity, naturally inspires similar feelings. The duality of 
our nature is thus only a particular case of that division of things 
into the sacred and the profane that is the foundation of all religion 
(Wolff, 1964, pp. 325-39). 

Two states of consciousness thus express on an individual level 
man's organic nature (egoism), while on a social and collective 
level they connect him with something that 'surpasses' him 
turning him towards the pursuit of other ends 'that we hold in 
common with other men; it is through them and them alone 
that we can communicate with others' (Wolff, 1964). 

Durkheim's sociological positivism is therefore not as 
mechanistic as some of his early formulations might suggest. 
Consciousness is not the sum of determinate external influ
ences. Rather, Durkheim attempts to show how society, 
necessarily forced to repress appetites, does so through an 
authority whose norms embody and express the other, moraV 
conceptual and rational side of man's being. The division of 
'normal' and 'pathologieal' flows precisely from this stand
point; the normal are those forces promoting social health, 
social integration with the collectivity, while the pathological 
reflect the breakdown of social solidarity. Durkheim's concept 
of sociology as a science of morals, his concern with social 
regulation and the possibility of community is central to his 
studies of the division of labour and suicide. 

Division of labour, sodal cohesion and conflict 

The Division rif Labour develops a theory ofhistorical evolution in 
which societies pass from astate of mechanical to organic 
solidarity, a process necessarily determined by the structure of 
the division of labour. In the 'Preface' to the first edition 
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Durkheim noted that the origins of the division of labour were 
bound up with the relation ofthe individual to social solidarity: 
'Why does the individual, while becoming more autonomous, 
depend more upon society? How can he be at once more 
individual and more solidarity? Certainly these twomovements, 
contradictory as they appear, develop in parallel fashion ... 
what resolves this apparent antinomy is a transformation of 
social solidarity due to the steadily growing development ofthe 
division of labour'. The relation of the division of labour to 
social solidarity is conceived in moral terms, for although 
fulfilling specific material needs, its existence is bound up with 
relations of friendship and community: Dukheim writes that 
the 'true' function ofthe division ofl;:tbour is 'to create in two or 
more persons a feeling of solidarity'. Mechanical forms of social 
solidarity are defined as essentially pre-industrial; social 
organisation is highly undifferentiated, characterised by simi
larity offunctions, resemblances and a common consciousness. 
Its morphological structure is segmental consisting ofdifferent 
organs co-ordinated and subordinated to a central authority, a 
low level of interdependence and weak social bonds, a low 
volume ofpopulation and material and moral density. Collec
tive sentiments and beliefs predominate and the individual 
consciousness is scarcely identifiable; the social and religious 
are unified so that religious ideas saturate the whole society. 
Law is repressive, expiatory and diffuse, functioning not 
through specialised institutions but the whole society: 'In 
primitive societies ... law is wholly penal, it is the assembly of 
the people wh ich renders justice' (Durkheim, 1964, pp. 37-8, 
56, 76). The essence of Durkheim's concept of mechanical 
solidarity is weIl summed up in a passage employing the 
collective pronoun to good effect: 'When we desire the repres
sion of crime, it is not we that we desire to a venge personally, but 
to avenge something sacred which we feel more or less 
confusedly outside and above us' (Durkheim, 1964, p. 100). 

Mechanical solidarity is defined as a structure of resem
blances linking the individual directly and harmoniously with 
society so much so that individual action is always spontane
ous, unreflective and collective. In contrast, the basis of organic 
solidarity is the division oflabour and social differentiation; the 
social structure is characterised by a high level of interdepen-
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dence, industrial development and a high volume ofpopulation 
and moral and material density. Solidarity through social 
likeness is replaced by solidarity through difference and a 
strengthening of social bonds. The individual is no longer 
wholly enveloped by the collective conscience but develops 
greater individuality and personality. In this situation it is 
necessary that 'the collective leave open apart ofthe individual 
conscience in order that special functions may be established 
there, functions which it cannot regulate. The more this region 
is extended, the stronger is the cohesion which results from this 
solidarity ... each one depends as much more strictly on 
society as labour is more divided; and, on the other, the activity 
of each is as much more personal as it is more specialised'. 

Initiative and individuality create a society 'capable of 
collective movement', one in which 'each of its elements has 
more freedom ofmovement'. Durkheim compares this form of 
solidarity with that ofthe 'higher animals' in which each organ 
'has its special physiognomy, its autonomy ... the unity ofthe 
organism is as great as the individuation of the parts is more 
marked' (Durkheim, 1964, p. 131). Thus the term organic 
solidarity refers to a system of differentiated and specialised 
functions unified by the relations between its various parts; the 
individual depends on society through a dependence on the 
parts which comprise it. Law is restitutive and co-operative; 
social norms create the legal rules which permeate civillaw, 
commercial law, administrative and constitutionallaw, all of 
which operate through specialised organs such as administra
tive tribunals and an autonomous magistracy. While repressive 
law 'corresponds to the heart, the centre of the common 
conscience', restitutive law is less central and more diffuse 
(Durkheim, 1964, p. 112). 

Durkheim's main focus in The Division of Labour was on the 
social problems engendered by the transition from one social 
order to another, and the problematic nature of the social 
bonds which united individuals with each other and with 
society as a whole. He praised Comte for recognising that the 
division of labour was more than an economic institution but 
was sociological and moral in its necessary relation with social 
solidarity, even though its practical workings had the effect of 
creating social disintegration and moral deregulation. Durk-
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heim was particularly critical of Herbert Spencer's indi
vidualistic concept of the division of labour and his argument 
that ifleft to itselfthe mechanism of specialisation would lead to 
the unity of the whole. Durkheim rejected Spencer's contrac
tual theory of society since its atomistic individualism failed to 
grasp that every contractual relations hip involved both third 
parties and antecedent social norms which regulated the 
relationship. For Durkheim, the advance of science and 
industry, in the absence of universalising moral norms, must 
eventuate in anomie, a moral vacuum. The evolution of 
societies from mechanical to organic forms of solidarity would 
not result in the harmonious social differentiation envisaged by 
Spencer, but rather 'extreme moral disorder' and 'egoism' ifthe 
process remained unregulated by a consensus ofmoral beliefs. 

Durkheim argued, against Comte, that this 'moral vacuum' 
was not the result ofthe inherent nature ofthe division oflabour 
but rat her the absence of a moral consensus regulating the 
division of labour: normally the division of work produces 
social solidarity, social reciprocity and shared moral values 
which then regulate the various branches ofindustry and social 
life generally. It is only through what Durkheim called its 
'abnormal forms' with its dispersion of interests that organic 
solidarity is undermined. Durkheim's concept ofthe abnormal 
refers essentially to modern industry, capitalist forms of the 
division of labour exemplified in economic crisis and dass 
conflict. Durkheim identified social inequality as the major 
source ofthe abnormal form arguing that 'external inequality' 
has the effect of threatening organic solidarity by no longer 
enabling natural ability to correspond with social status. For 
Durkheim, a normal mode ofproduction was one in which the 
work of each employee of an organisation was functionally 
co-ordinated and unity achieved. The point here is Durkheim's 
assumption that given 'normal' circumstances organic solidar
ity is self-regulating; but if abnormal forms predominate social 
order is dearly threatened. 

There is, however, more than structural instability within 
the system: although agreeing with Saint-Simon that the social 
crisis was essentially moral in nature, Durkheim accepted 
Comte's one-sided view of human nature, that humanity is 
basically in need of control because of'insatiable appetites'. In 
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The Division of Labour and Suicide Durkheim couched his theory 
of anomie, 'normlessness', in Hobbesian terms although with 
one crucial difference. In the course of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries the function of egoism in social theory 
changes from its polemical stand point in Hobbes, as a criticism 
of residual feudal elements and ideology in favour of capitalist 
enterprise and values, to a moral-evaluative and negative 
standpoint in Comte and Durkheim. The glorification of 
capitalist values embodied in the concept of egoism demanded 
a one-sided characterisation of human nature which, in the 
writings of late eighteenth-century thinkers, became increas
ingly problematical. Adam Smith, for example, conceived 
egoism and altruism as two distinct components of human 
nature which he treated separately, egoism in The Wealth of 
Nations, altruism or sympathy in the Theory of Moral Sentiments 
(1759), a division which prompted the so-called 'Adam Smith 
problem' in academic scholarship based on the failure to 
integrate these polarities into a unified whole. 

But egoism as a conservative and universal precept develops 
only at the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the 
nineteenth century in the work ofBurke and Comte in which it 
is identified as the source of the disintegration of social bonds. 
Durkheim's description ofmodern society in terms ofa 'malady 
of infinite aspirations', 'a thirst [for] novelties, unfamiliar 
pleasures, nameless sensations' and an absence of 'a healthy 
discipline' is moral-evaluative and not scientific, a philosophi
cal and conservative analysis which identifies egoism with 
conflict and normlessness. The problem of reconciling a 
biological concept ofhuman nature with a sociological concept 
of regulation persists throughout Durkheim's work and is 
particularly acute in his studies of dass conflict and suicide. 

In The Division 01 Labour the anomic and normless condition 
ofmodern society is linked with trade and industry, a sphere of 
life in which deregulation is most pronounced. Yet to describe 
nineteenth-century industry as 'normless' seems hardly cred
ible: the evidence adduced by Durkheim, that an anomic 
division of labour was responsible for dass conflict and 
industrial crises replacing organic solidarity, can easily be 
interpreted as evidence of working-dass solidarity and co
hesion mediated through specific working-dass institutions 
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(trade unions) expressing opposition to capitalist regimenta
tion and inequality. A strike of nineteenth-century industrial 
workers constituted a 'healthy' and normal rather than 'mor
bid' and 'abnormal' form of social activity. That Durkheim 
interprets industrialisation in these terms is somewhat surpris
ing since the basic thrust of his argument of an increasing 
organic solidarity in modern society suggests that co-operation 
and mutuality are precisely the characteristic effects of the 
'true' functioning of the division of labour. Indeed, he argues 
that the values of individualism ('the culture of the indi
vidual'), generated by the French Revolution and Enlighten
ment philosophy, constitute part of the movement towards 
organic solidarity: the progressive emancipation of the indi
vidual from a centralised authority and culture implied a 
strengthening, not a weakening, of the social bonds. Thus 
individualism progresses in proportion to the diversification of 
labour and is not necessarily to be identified as egoism since the 
breakdown of the social bond flows only from one form of 
individualism. The nineteenth-century labour movement 
clearly represented individualism in the form ofwage-labour, 
labour wh ich was free and dependent on market forces; it was 
necessarily combined with collectivism and mutuality and the 
strengthening of social bonds within the working-class com
munities. 

Anomie 

What, then, does Durkheim mean by anomie? Anomie is 
identified with the goals sought by the individual and their 
possible realisation; these goals, desires, are partlY'biological, 
partly social. In general Durkheim analysed nineteenth
century industrial society as one in which norms regulating the 
'getting' were either weakly institutionalised or absent. It is this 
absence of norms which Durkheim analysed as anomie, a 
situation occurring when 'society is disturbed by some painful 
crisis or by ... abrupt transitions ... In the case of economic 
disasters, indeed, something like a declassification occurs 
which suddenly casts certain individuals into a lower state than 
their previous one'. For Durkheim, anomie is clearly centred in 
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the economic structure: in the sphere of trade and industry 
sociallife is in 'a chronic state' since economic development has 
severed industrial relations 'from all regulation', from the 
discipline exerted by religion, and occupational associations. 
Appetites have thus been freed 'and from top to bottom of the 
ladder, greed is aroused', aspirations are no longer effectively 
contained, no one recognises 'the limits proper to them'. With 
the growth ofindustrialisation desires multiply and 'at the very 
moment when traditional rules have lost their authority, the 
richer prize offered these appetites stimulates them and makes 
them more exigent and impatient of control. The state of 
deregulation or anomie is thus further heightened by passions 
being less disciplined, precisely when they need more disci
pline' (Durkheim, 1952, pp. 252-4). 

For individual pass ions can be checked only by an authority 
which everyone 'respects' and to wh ich they yield spontane
ously. Only society itself possesses the power 'to stipulate law 
and set the point beyond which the passions must not go ... It 
alone can estimate the reward to be prospectively offered to 
every dass offunctionary, in the name of common interest'. In 
the 'moral consciousness' of society the limits are vaguely fixed 
and generally accepted: the worker usually knows his position 
and 'realises the extreme limit set by his ambitions and aspires 
to nothing beyond. At least ifhe respects regulations and is docile 
to collective authority, that is has a wholesome social constitution 
... Thus an end and a goal are set to the passions' . Not that 
these goals are rigidly defined for some improvement is always 
possible but the point remains 'to make men contented with 
their lot while stimulating them modestly to improve it' 
(Durkheim, 1952, pp. 249--58). 

Durkheim's discussion of anomie, organic solidarity and 
individualism suggest a theory of compliance with the existing 
society in terms ofits basic institutional structure. At the same 
time he was critical ofthe failure ofindustrial society to achieve 
a 'normal' division oflabour which might adequately regulate 
human pass ions and establish a 'normal' relation between 
natural and social inequality. Durkheim's idealised concept of 
the division oflabour has the effect of eliminating all relations of 
conflict from analysis and assimilating contradictions to an 
underlying unity. To conceptualise social development in 
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terms of ahistorical abstractions - mechanical and organic 
solidarity - is to empty sociology of historical specificity and 
define society less as an empirical whole but as the expression of 
an inner essen ce - the 'normal' state from which modern 
industrial societies deviate in terms of their lack of regulation. 
Thus Durkheim's sociology of industrial society oscillates 
between two distinct poles: on the one hand it outlined 
theoretically the development of complex, multi-Iayered social 
structures in which the collective forces enabled individuals to 
become increasingly autonomous; and on the other it failed to 
grasp that this process ofstructural differentiation is effectively 
a democratisation of culture, an expansion of civil society and 
its institutions which enabled individuals, collectively organ
ised into unions, political parties and professional associations, 
to articulate specific interests which bring them into conflict 
with other groups, classes and the state itself. Structural 
differentiation in effect allows for greater participation, demo
cratisation and activity within the institutions of civil society: 
anomie is thus an expression ofthe increasing autonomy ofthe 
human subject struggling against social forces which seek to 
control and repudiate his/her interests. 

Durkheim had no adequate theory of the subject. He 
conceived evolution from one type of society to another largely 
as the product ofimpersonal naturallaws; equally, he failed to 
understand that structural differentiation itself flows from 
human action, the press ures exerted continuously from 'below' 
the major, 'official' institutions of society, from within the 
culture of the broad masses. But like Comte, Saint-Simon, 
Marx and his contemporaries, Pareto, Michels, Weber and 
Mosca, Durkheim mistrusted popular democracy and feared 
the consequences of that process of democratisation which 
industrialism and the division oflabour had set in motion, and 
which his own analysis had disclosed. 

Suicide and socia! solidarity 

Durkheim never analysed social stratification in ways which 
would have filled out or modified his general social theory. 
Instead the concept of anomle is illustrated, statistically, 
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through his study of suicide. He intended this analysis not 
simply as a closely argued monograph on a specific sociological 
problem but as a general contribution to the analysis of the 
culture of industrial society. 

Suicide, one of the most private and personal acts, was 
studied by Durkheim because although superficially a phenome
non more suited to psychological, not sociological explanation, 
the act itself clearly related to the problem of social cohesion 
and the social bonds holding society together. There was, too, 
the practical issue of a falling birth rate and the possibility that 
the family might decline in significance. 'A high suicide rate', 
Durkheim wrote in 1888, could· indicate a regression of 
'domestic solidarity' in which the 'cold wind of egoism freezes 
... hearts and weakens ... spirits' (Lukes, 1973, p. 195). 
Suicide had been widely studied in France, Belgium and 
Germany, first as a moral and then as a social problem with 
correlations established between the suicide rate and numerous 
social factors which included rapid social change, economic 
depression, socio-economic status, and urbanism. But the 
originality ofDurkheim's discussion, as Anthony Giddens has 
pointed out, was to develop a systematic and coherent socio
logical theory of differential suicide rates within a sociological 
framework that assimilated the existing empirical findings 
(Giddens, 1977, p. 324). The language which Durkheim 
employed in his study reflects this sociological concern: the 
causes of suicide are linked to the state of society, currents of 
opinion, excessive individualism, and pessimistic currents 
within the culture - an emphasis on notions such as 'forces' and 
'currents' which tend to disguise his concern with the socio
psychological conditions for social health. This aggressive 
sociological language, Steven Lukes has suggested 'was 
altogether less suited to what he wished to say than the 
language of "social bonds", attaching individuals to social 
goals and regulating their desires' (Lukes, 1973, p. 216). 

Durkheim identified four types of suicide - egoistic, anomic, 
altruistic and fatalistic (this latter type is not discussed in any 
detail and is noted simply as resulting from 'an excess of 
regulations'). The types are closely bound up with Durkheim's 
theory of morality and social solidarity, that the degree of 
cohesion present in a society will genera te a tendency to certain 
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forms of suicide. Suicide is social and collective; suicide 
proneness exists only in relation to specific social conditions. 
Thus thc suicide current is defined externally, a social fact 
related to certain types ofsocial structure. Egoistic and anomic 
suicide, for example, are mainly found in modern industrial 
societies, in social structures characterised by an absence of 
strong regulative norms and lack of integration. It is the 
currents which determine the suicide rate and in this sense 
Durkheim's sociological explanation was not designed to 
account for individual suicides. This has led many critics to 
point out that both the rate of suicide and the specific 
individual act must flow from the same cause and therefore 
Durkheim's account is, and must be, both an explanation ofthe 
coIlective as weIl as individual acts of suicide. Yet he insisted 
that the causes of suicide must be determined 'without 
concerning ourselves with the forms they can assurne in 
particular individuals'. It is psychology which studies the 
question, who commits suicide; sociology studies the broad 
social concomitants, the social currents that determine suicide 
as a collective force. Durkheim was surely right to argue that to 
explain suicide as a social phenomena, as a unified structure 
with permanent and variable features, analysis could not begin 
from the individual suicide since such a procedure would never 
account for the specific statistical distribution of suicide as a 
whole. The individual only exists as an individual within the 
framework of a social whole: 'We start from the exterior 
because it alone is immediately given, but only to reach the 
interior' (Durkheim, 1952, p. 315). But while establishing 
suicide as an external structure, Suicide is, in effect, a complex 
and subtle study of the relation between individuals and the 
social whole and the mediations involved in this process, ofthe 
institutions which function to integrate individuals by attach
ing them to certain social ends and values, thus moderating 
their biological desires and appetites through social and moral 
regulation. 

In Suicide Durkheim established a number of correlations 
between the suicide rate and specific socio-cultural elements 
and values. Catholic countries enjoy a lower suicide rate than 
Protestant countries although both religions condemn the act 
itself. The suicide rate decreases during wartime and in periods 
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of political turmoil (an example of what Durkheim termed, 
'acute anomie'). Married women have a lower suicide rate than 
single women of the same age although married women 
without children are more likely to kill themselves than 
unmarried women (an example of'chronic anomie'). A high er 
'co-efficient ofpreservation' characterises married women with 
children than childless marriages. Thus the suicide rate varies 
inversely with the degree of religious, political and family 
density. Durkheim concluded that the suicide rate was closely 
connected with the presence of society within individuals: 
anomic forms ofsuicide result from the failure ofsocial norms to 
restrain individual passions. 

He argued, then, that 'suicide varies inversely with the 
degree of integration of the social groups to which the 
individual forms apart', and that Protestants have a much 
higher suicide rate than Catholics for the following reasons: 

I. Catholic communities possess the stronger traditions and 
shared beliefs conducive to an integrated 'state of society' 
and 'a collective life' which restrains the suicidal tenden
eies endemie in industrial society. 

2. The causes of suicide lie in the weakening of the power of 
'collective representations' through the collapse of'tradi
tional beliefs' and cohesive communities in the face of 
industrial development and social fragmentation. 

Durkheim established a positive statistical relationship be
tween the suicide rate and educational and religious institu
tions. The influence of education is particularly important 
because the more educated a social group the more it is prone to 
question tradition and authority. Durkheim also provided an 
explanation of differential suicide rates in terms of the con
sciousness of those committing suicide, that is, by reference to 
'collective representations'. 

Superficially his argument is simple: the state of society 
produces either strong or weak suicidal currents and the extent 
to which a particular individual is affected depends entirely on 
the nature ofthe social bonds and degree ofhis/her integration 
in the social group. Discussing egoistic suicide, for example, 
Durkheim cited evidence showing that education and suicide 
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were closely connected in that the more educated Protestants 
kill themselves more frequently than the less educated Cathol
ics. Education fosters a spirit of free inquiry and develops a 
critical attitude towards traditional authorities. ButJews, who 
are more educated than Catholics, have a markedly lower 
suicide rate. Now this could mean that thoseJews with a higher 
education kill themselves more frequently than those with a 
poor education. Durkheim, however, did not differentiate the 
different layers within a social group. By so doing he might 
have preserved the correlation between education and the 
suicide rate: but this would have meant cutting across his main 
argument that it is the lack of integration within a religious 
group which constitutes the fundamental cause of suicide, and 
more particularly, the break with tradition engendered by 
education and individualism. 

Durkheim argued that 'free inquiry' - 'the relentless spirit of 
criticism' - is especially marked among Protestants but this in 
itself is not the cause of suicide. The need for 'free inquiry', he 
suggested, has a cause ofits own- 'the overthrow oftraditional 
beliefs', the questioning and criticism of established authority: 

... far ideas shared by an entire society draw from this consensus 
an authority which makes them sacrosanct and raises them above 
dispute (Durkheim, 1952, eh. 2). 

High suicide rates flow from a weak social morality. And 
morality, for Durkheim, was closely bound up with religion. 
With this in mind his account of the low suicide rate among 
English Protestants is particularly illuminating for the statis
tics clearly threatened the whole thrust ofDurkheim's analysis 
of suicide. As with the example of Jewish suicide statistics, 
Protestant English statistics are simply assimilated to another 
explanatory structure and interpreted as buttressing, not 
invalidating, Durkheim's argument. For the statistics are not 
what they seem: in England there exist laws sanctioning 
'religious requirements', the power ofSunday observance and 
the prohibition of religious representation on the stage, respect 
for tradition is 'general and powerful' so much so that 'religious 
society ... is much more strongly constituted and to this extent 
resembles the Catholic Church' (Durkheim, 1952, p. 161). 
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Durkheim offers no evidence for this assertion, but the 
significance ofhis remarks lies in the shift of emphasis from the 
concept of the suicide rate as a social fact, a sui generis, 
correlated closely with specific forms of social structure to a 
view of society that depends for its validity on the interpretation 
by the subject. For to argue that in England society is cohesive 
and regulated, that social bonds are strong notwithstanding the 
pervasive influence of Protestant ideology, is to postulate that 
this is how individuals actually perceive the social structure. 

Similar problems confronted Durkheim in his analysis of 
Jewish suicide statistics, for having claimed an extern al link 
between the decline oftraditional authority and education (the 
Protestants in France) he was forced to analyse these as an 
exception. Religious minorities, Durkheim suggested, suffering 
from continuous persecution, use knowledge 'not ... to replace 
[their] collective prejudices by reflective thought, but merely to 
be better armed for the struggle'. In other words, education has 
a different meaning for Jews than it has for Protestants, and 
therefore Durkheim concluded that a high degree of education 
does not necessarily imply a weakening oftraditional authority 
among the Jews. In effect, Durkheim has imported meanings 
into his sociological analysis to explain away statistics which 
cannot be adequately analysed in terms of external social facts 
and social forces. 

The construction ofmeaning on the part ofthe acting subject 
is as significant for the analysis of suicide as the external 
determinations. Durkheim claimed, on the one hand, that 
suicide was a collective phenomenon characterised by a 
definite external structure and laws; and, on the other hand, he 
stressed the internal nature of such facts thus implying some 
notion of meaning. As was argued above, Durkheim never 
solved satisfactorily the dualism ofinternal consciousness and 
meaning and external socio-moral determinations. Thus in 
Suicide he failed to discuss attempted suicide which is far more 
common than successful suicide: attempted suicide, as a 'cry 
for help' constitutes a communicative act involving the con
struction of meaning on the part of the actor and its assumed 
effects on those for whom the act is intended. But Durkheim 
was less concerned with the subject as creator of meaning than 
the reactions of subjects to collective social forces; Suicide was a 
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paradigmatic study of the dislocations within modern sodety, 
the implications far the human community of the collapse of 
social bonds. There is a strong ideological thrust to Durkheim's 
theory of suidde exemplified in his uncritical acceptance of 
official statistics, his reliance on coroners reports and their 
commonsense definition of suicide. The collection of suicide 
statistics is itselfhighly problematical: many social groups, for 
religious and sodal reasons, tend to under-report suicide. The 
statistics on which Durkheim relied were inherently biased by 
offidal definitions and method of classification, but neverthe
less unproblematically integrated into his general theory. 

Functionalism, hoIism and political theory 

Although Durkheim rejected Comte's philosophy ofhistory he 
accepted his attempted synthesis of science and reform. 
Comte's sociological positivism was based on the naturallaws 
of social evolution governing human society and the strict 
application of natural science to the study of social institutions. 
Durkheim defined society as a so ci al fact but also as a moral 
reality. As a moral structure society dominated the individual, 
its various parts functioning in relation, not to the individual, 
but to the whole. Durkheim's debt to Comte is thus clear: the 
holistic concept of society suggests that the basic tendency ofits 
institutions - its parts - is the promotion of social 'health', 
social solidarity, stability, equilibrium. As with Comte, Durk
heim defined the normal state of society as one of social 
harmony in which social forces work to produce conformity to 
the dominant narms. 

By defining society as an organic whole Durkheim analysed 
social processes and institutions in terms of their relevant 
functions for the needs of the system. To explain a sodal 
phenomenon, he argued in The Rules of Sociological Method 
(eh. 5), it is necessary to separate the 'efficient cause' wh ich 
produces it from the 'functions it fulfils'. Thus in The Elementary 
F orms of the Religious Life Durkheim analysed religion in terms of 
its functions far strengthening sodal bonds and integrating the 
individual into sodety. Religious beliefs express the collective 
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nature of society through representations, while religious rites 
organise and regulate its functioning. Religion expresses 
universal values, a role wh ich is indispensable for the adequate 
functioning of all human societies. Similarly, the division of 
labour normally contributes to the promotion of social solidar
ity while both the 'forced' (specialisation being no longer based 
on the natural talents ofindividuals) and the anomic forms are 
abnormal in that they fail to contribute to the development of 
social co-operation and cohesion. Durkheim's central argu
ment, in his studies of the division of labour, suicide and 
religion, was the necessity for a moral order that adequately 
regulated social institutions thus facilitating the promotion of 
social solidarity. Functions are thus explicated in terms of the 
'needs' of the social system. 

One result of Durkheim's holistic functionalism was a 
somewhat paradoxical argument of the social function of 
'deviant' behaviour such as crime and suicide. Crime, far 
example, was 'normal' in those SOCletles not domi
nated by a conscience collective, in which individualism has 
developed a sense of moral responsibility, and where some 
individuals will diverge from the collective norms; only in this 
way was moral change itself possible. Durkheim was opposed 
to the assimilation of the individual into the collectivity, 
advocating the development of personal autonomy and indi
vidual differences as the only viable basis of genuine indi
vidualism. The relation of the individual to the collectivity 
preoccupied his later writings as he sought to define the 
mediating institutions between the individual and the state. A 
social function cannot exist without moral discipline: economic 
functions, for example, are only a means to an end which is the 
harmonious community. Durkheim thus advocated occupa
tional groups, ar corporations, which would morally regulate 
economic activity and provide the basis of genuine social 
solidarity. In the 'Preface' to the second edition ofThe Division 
rif Labour he described these secondary institutions as profes
sional groupings consisting of lawyers, judges, soldiers and 
priests; the various industries would be governed by an elected 
administrative council exercising broadly similar functions to 
those of the old guilds such as labour relations, regulation of 
wages, conditions of work, promotion, etc. These groupings 
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would also exercise a more general function, that of developing 
and encouraging intellectual and moral solidarity. 

These proposals formed part of Durkheim's general theory 
that organic solidarity gradually dissolves coercive power in 
society so that a co-operative social order emerges regulated 
not by state institutions but increasingly by professional 
associations and their ethic of service to the community. In his 
Professional Ethics and Civic Morals (1957) he argued that these 
institutions were essential if the state was not to oppress the 
individual. The state must be subordinated to civil society 
although the institutions are elosely related to it; state interven
tion is not abandoned but Durkheim's essential point was that 
the state could never constitute the source of moral unity for a 
modern complex society. It was for these reasons that he 
rejected Tönnies's form of state socialism, for while the 
intermediary institutions were largely autonomous they 
nevertheless were supervised by the state. 

Durkheim's arguments are important because they focus on 
one of the central problems of sociology, that of maximising 
individual freedom and personal autonomy with the increasing 
collectivist trends of modern industrial society. A democratic 
society was one in which the source of moral obligation flowed 
out of the institutions of civil society, the source of social 
solidarity was immanent and not something imposed exter
nally from above. Nevertheless, Durkheim remained within the 
positivist paradigm in that the mediating institutions were 
never defined in ways which maximised human activity and 
reflected popular democratic forms: Durkheim's professional 
associations are elose to a bureaucratic structure whose 
function is the maintenance of social harmony; they are not 
institutions through which popular dissent and the conflict of 
interests can find expression, but the means of assimilating 
such elements to an underlying concern with social order. 
Their function is quasi-religious in the sense of expressing a 
system of collective beliefs and practices which command 
obedience, the symbols and sentiments which transform 
society into a community in which individual differences, while 
significant, are merged ultimately into a higher unity. 

For Durkheim social cohesion remained the highest prin
ciple to such an extent that his notion ofmediating institutions 

127 



Classical Sociology 

is itself collectivist, its bureaucratic implications clearly 
detracting from its democratic potential. There is a sense in 
which Durkheim's reifed concept of society finds its expression 
in a reifed notion of mediation. Durkheim's holistic functional
ism defines society in static terms, minimising the historical 
basis ofinstitutions as the products ofhuman action in favour of 
institutions as things which regulate human action. Society was 
an organism and thus Durkheim writes of the 'pathological 
state' of modern society, its 'morbidity', 'pessimism' and 
'abnormal', 'anomic' division of labour: the social organism 
has 'reached a degree of abnormal intensity'. Thus anarchists, 
mystics and socialist revolutionaries share a profound hatred of 
the present and 'disgust for the existing order' developing only 
'a single craving to destroy and escape from reality'. Life is 
often harsh, Durkheim writes, 'treacherous or empty' and the 
task of sociology is to identify the means of establishing a 
collective authority which will regulate the degree of'collective 
sadness' in society and prevent it from reaching 'morbid' 
heights' (Durkheim, 1952, pp. 360ft). Yet, as one of Durk
heim's students, Maurice Halbwachs observed, ifhigh suicide 
rates are found in all advanced societies in what sense can they 
be categorised as 'morbid?': 'Are all European societies 
unhealthy? Can a single society remain in a pathological state 
for three-quarters ofa century?' (Lukes, 1973, p. 225). 
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11 Social Action 

Understanding and the social sciences: Dilthey 

The dominant methodological orientation of nineteenth
century sociology was positivism: society was defined in 
holistic, organicist terms as a system determined by the 
existence ofspecific laws which worked to promote change and 
cohesion through different stages of evolution. It was assumed 
that a fundamental continuity subsisted between the realms of 
nature and society. The methods appropriate to the study ofthe 
natural sciences were thus appropriate to the study of human 
society and culture. 

In Germany the emergence of sociology as a distinctive 
discipline owed much to this positivist tradition, but in striving 
to define its own specific methodology and concept of society 
many of the central assumptions of positivist orthodoxy were 
abandoned. The major influences on the development of 
German sociology were philosophers - Wilhe1m Dilthey 
( 1833-1911), Heinrich Rickert ( 1863-1936) and Wilhe1m 
Windelband (1848-1915) - concerned with epistemological 
issues and problems of methodology in the social and cultural 
sciences. Towards the end ofthe nineteenth century positivism 
had become an increasingly significant current of thought 
within German intellectual culture. For these philosophers, the 
Comtist not ion of sociology as the queen of the sciences 
represented a serious threat to the study of human action and 
human culture. It was argued that positivism foundered first 
because human society constituted arealm of unique, not 
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recurrent, law-like processes in which human autonomy and 
freedom were decisive elements; and secondly, because society 
itself did not exist in any meaningful sense apart from the 
individuals who comprised it together with their unique human 
actions. Thus the methods of the natural sciences were 
considered inappropriate for social and cultural study. Effec
tively, therefore, the possibility of sociology as a seien ce was 
rendered extremely problematic. 

One of the fundamental assumptions in this critique of 
positivism was that the socio-historical realm could be under
stood only because it had been created by humanity. 'Mind can 
only understand what it has created', wrote Dilthey. 'Nature, 
the subject-matter ofthe physical sciences, embraces the reality 
wh ich has arisen independently of the activity of mind. 
Everything on which man has actively impressed his stamp 
forms the su~ject-matter ofthe human studies' (Dilthey, 1976, 
p. 192). Dilthey made an important distinction between 
explanation and understanding: to explain an event, or an 
institution, assumed an external, mechanical relation between 
the human subject and the world of reality; explanation was 
conceived in terms of mechanical causation which effectively 
eliminated the subjective aspects of human life from the 
analysis. But human culture consisted also of the category of 
understanding, the interpretation ofreality by human subjects 
which saturates everyday life and without which society would 
be impossible. Because positivism treated human subjects 
externally, as objective datums, it failed to integrate this 
element of understanding into its methodological framework. 

For Dilthey, understanding and interpreting constituted the 
true methods of the human sciences: 'All functions are uni ted 
through them. They contain all the truths ofthe human studies. 
At every stage the understanding reveals a world.' The 
understanding of others develops through experience 'and on 
our understanding of it, and on the continuous interplay of 
experience and understanding'. The task of the cultural 
sciences, Dilthey argued, was to systematise this simple form of 
understanding, which exists at the everyday level, into a 
coherent, conceptual tool that embraces the higher, complex 
forms of understanding. 
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Dilthey's distinction between the simple and complex forms 
of understanding is not easy to grasp: he seems to suggest that 
as everyday life is shaped by momentary interests everyday 
understanding is so determined, while complex understanding 
seeks to link human activity with definite goals within a broad, 
historical and human context. Elementary understanding, he 
argues, contains 'no return to the life-complex as a whole'. The 
simple form of understanding is that through which the 
individual grasps the meaning of the actions of others, a 
pragmatic form ofunderstanding that differs from hermeneuti
calor historical understanding which seeks to interpret the 
meaning of culture as a whole. Understanding in this latter 
sense reveals a whole, not simply the isolated individual act. 
For Dilthey, understanding relates to the historical context 
seeking to link together circumstances, ends and means with 
the 'life-structure'. The emphasis is therefore on both explana
tion and understanding, although explanation is not defined in 
positivist terms. To explain is to in corpora te those subjective 
elements in human action which orientates the individual to 
ends and means. 

Methodologically, understanding is not simply the re
experiencing of the actions of others, the re-enactment of an 
individual experience. Understanding is always connected 
with the concept of cultural whole: 

Life consists of parts, of experiences which are inwardly related to 
each other. Every particular experience refers to a self of which it is 
part ... structurally interrelated to other parts: interconnectedness 
is, therefore, a category originating from life (Dilthey, 1976, 
p. 211). 

The historical world, out of which understanding develops, is 
thus defined both in terms of its constituent parts, individual 
experiences and interactions that constitute the source of 
values and purposes, and as a 'comprehensive, structural 
whole'. Dilthey's holism is methodological in that a totality, or 
a cultural artefact, can be understood only through its indi
vidual elements and their relations with the whole itself; a 
complete understanding of each element necessarily presup
poses an understanding of the whole. Meaning, therefore, is 
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determined by the relations of parts to whole for every 
experience is significantly connected with a whole as words in a 
sentence. Individual events in the external world have a 
relation to something they signify. 

From these arguments it is fairly clear that Dilthey's concept 
of understanding is historicist: the meaning of any human act 
flows from the task of inserting it into an objective world of 
culture and in so doing elucidating its inner structure. Dilthey 
opposed the reduction of understanding to psychological 
categories and the reliving of the experience of others. Her
meneutic understanding seeks to produce historical knowledge -
not psychologial knowledge- ofthe part to whole. Understand
ing is, therefore, not a form of empathic penetration and 
reconstruction of individual action and consciousness, but an 
interpretation of cultural forms that have been created and 
experienced by individuals. In this sense humanity only 
becomes the su~ject-matter of the cultural sciences 'when we 
experience human states, give expressions to them and under
stand these expressions' . The natural sciences had defined 
humanity as a physical fact apprehended through the senses; 
the cultural sciences - the moral sciences, Geisteswissenschaften -
mould their subject-matter by seeking to penetrate the subjec
tivity of humanity (Dilthey, 1976, p. 175). Dilthey includes 
history , economics, politics, literature, music, aesthetics in the 
category of the cultural sciences, but not, significantly, sociol
ogy. The study of contemporary society is subsumed under 
history: sociology is identified with the naturalistic positivism 
of Comte and Spencer, the reduction of historical reality and 
culture to rriechanistic laws and materialist concepts which 
excluded the category ofunderstanding. It must be emphasised 
that Dilthey was not opposed to empirical method and his 
critique of positivism was directed against its assimilation of 
complex human experience to deterministic external processes. 
It is impossible, he argued, to integrate the category of meaning 
into a methodology that emphasised the externality of the 
social and cultural world. Human actions and experiences were 
not external datums but idiosyncratically subjective and 
formed part of a humanly created historical whole. 

Dilthey's separation ofthe natural from the cultural sciences 
was a distinction between what Windel band called the nomo-
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thetic sciences, concerned with establishing generalIaws, and 
general phenomena, and the idiographic sciences which were 
concerned with unique and unrepeatable events. Rickert 
further developed this distinction by equating the scientific 
with the nomothetic methodology and the cultural with the 
idiographic methodology. The essential difference between the 
sciences was defined not so much in terms of subject-matter or 
content, but rather in terms of their distinctive method: as an 
individualising method, the cultural sciences were concerned 
with the analysis ofreality in terms ofvalues not laws. Rickert 
emphasised that the cultural sciences explored questions of 
meaning in relation to the concept of culture as something 
produced through human action and thereby saturated with 
human values. The methodology of the cultural sciences was 
individualising and related to values (what Rickert termed, 
'value-relevance'). In contrast, the natural sciences investi
gated objects separated from values. The cultural sciences 
should, however, avoid value-judgements seeking merely to 
relate objects to values. It was this concept ofvalue relevance
or value-relatedness - which played an important role in the 
development of Weber's interpretative sociology. Rickert did 
not imply the necessity to make apriori judgements on the value 
of cultural elements or actions, only that cultural forms can be 
analysed in terms ofthe values ofthe culture ofwhich theyform 
part. 

In general Rickert was concerned with method. To interpret 
socio-cultural phenomena in terms of value and meaning did 
not mean abandoning causal analysis: 

History, too, with its individualising method and its orientation to 
values, has to investigate the causal relations subsisting among the 
unique and individual events with which it is concerned. These 
causal relations do not coincide with the universallaws of nature, 
no matter how far general concepts may be required as constructive 
elements ofhistorical concepts in order to represent individual causal 
relations. The only thing that matters is that the methodological 
principle governing the selection of what is essential in history 
involves reference to values even in the inquiry into cause (Rickert, 
1962, p. 93). 
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Rickert's OpposItion to universal laws of nature, and the 
teleology this implied, was shared by Dilthey. But Rickert 
differed sharply from Dilthey over the question of causality 
within the historical and social realm. Yet if understanding is to 
be linked with explanation, as Dilthey seems to suggest, then it 
clearly demands the kind of causal analysis that was to be 
proposed in the sociology of Weber. 

Formal sociology: Simmel and sociation 

Rickert had argued that the object of study in the cultural 
sciences must be constructed by the researcher through 
methodology; he rigorously opposed the 'naive realism' of 
historians by postulating a concept of reality as formless and 
chaotic unless ordered through theoretical categories. One 
result ofthis standpoint was to empty the concept ofsociety of 
all substance other than unique individuals who comprised it. 
Society was no objective datum governed by laws of develop
ment, no whole exercising ontological priority over its parts. 
Society was defined in nominalist terms and in the sociology 
which emerged out ofthe methodological debate over the status 
ofthe cultural sciences the categories ofunderstanding and the 
human subject lay at its centre. 

Although important difTerences distinguish the sociology of 
Ferdinand Tönnies (1855-1936) and Georg Simmel 
(1858-1918), they shared a common humanist notion of 
sociology defining its subject-matter as forms of social interac
tion between active human subjects .and arguing that the 
structure of such action always involves complex cultural 
meanings. It was not, therefore, a question of individuals as 
such, but of the ways in which individuals act socially: thus 
Simmel rejected the positivist argument that society consti
tuted an objective system dominating its members; Simmel 
defined society as an intricate web ofmultiple interactions and 
relations between individuals which embody the principle of 
sociation. Society consisted of individuals connected by 
interaction; institutions such as the family, religion, economic 
organisations and bureaucracy constituted the forms taken by 
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the social content of such interaction. The object of sociology 
was thus sociation. 

Tönnies equally rejected the organismic holistic concept of 
society and sought to differentiate sociology from other disci
plines especially biology and psychology. The sociological 
perspective, he argued, was concerned primarily with the facts 
of'reciprocal affirmation', of social relations as mutual relation
ships in which each individual 'makes and asserts a claim to a 
certain - regular or occasional, more or less permanent -
cond uct of the other person or persons' . Tönnies argued tha t all 
apparent non-rational thought and action implied a meaning 
'reducible to human volition'. The social, he concluded, flows 
from human action, from the intentions of human subjects to 
relate to one another. Social reality, therefore, exists only in the 
sense of being perceived, experienced, known and willed by 
individuals (Tönnies, 1971, p. 89). 

Both Tönnies and Simmel attempted, on the basis of this 
humanist stand point, to develop a 'pure' sociology in which 
concepts such as Tönnies' Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft provided 
the necessary order to the variety and complexity of empirical 
reality. Tönnies' concepts clearly do not refer to existing 
societies; they do not describe objective facts, but constitute 
abstractions from 'real situations', from the facts of social 
interaction. All societies are characterised by elements from 
both Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft but as concepts they are 
purely formal, ideal types essential for the sociological analysis 
of historical reality. This is one of the fundamental themes of 
Simmel's sociology through which he opposed the positivist 
assumption of laws of social development and thus concepts 
which reflected this necessary process. 

Simmel's work covered an enormous range of topics and 
issues, including problems of methodology in the social sci
ences: Problems oJ the Philosophy of History (1892) which influ
enced Weber's work on methodology, 'The Problem ofSociol
ogy' (1894), 'How is society possiblet (1908) 'The Field of 
Sociology' (1917); contributions to cultural theory - The 
Philosophy oJ M oney (1910), Philosophical Culture (1911); and 
essays and studies in philosophy, music, literature, fashion and 
general problems of aesthetics. 

His first important sociological work, On Social Differentiation 
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(1890), was written under the influence of Spencer and 
positivism, although the central argument that society pro
gresses from astate of undifferentiated group existence to a 
condition in which human autonomy and individualism are 
possible, because of differentiated social structures, remained a 
significant element in the later anti-positivist and anti
evolutionary sociology. Yet even in Simmel's early writings the 
influence ofDilthey was marked. Dilthey had defined society in 
terms of interactions and the individual as an element in the 
various systems of interaction. Simmel criticised Dilthey, 
however, for dismissing the claims of sociology on this basis, 
that society was merely individuals interacting with each other. 
Simmel sought to define this principle ofinteraction sociologi
cally by conceptualising society in terms of forms. In the 
Problems of the Philosophy of History he defended the notion of man 
as the cognitive subject whose actions produce the historical 
world. Historical knowledge is possible, not as a simple 
reflection of an extern al reality, but as a form of human 
experience. The world itself becomes an object of knowledge 
through the analysis of forms (Simmel, 1977, pp. 16-18, 
60--1). What Simmel meant by form was a category, or 
number of categories, through which the world of experience 
becomes transmuted into a taxonomy, a conceptual scheme 
with both epistemologcal and ontological status. Law, sexual
ity, society are thus forms in this sense. Forms provide 
coherence to the world of diverse and incoherent objects: 
Simmel suggests that the concept ofform is immanent and can 
never be deduced from the context or from the artefact 
(Simmel, 1980, p. 6). 

Thus for Simmel the problem of social reality was solved by 
recourse to Kantian philosophy. Kant had argued that knowl
edge was possible only through the immanent categories ofthe 
mi nd and not by reference to experience and context. Similarly, 
Simmel argued that social reality becomes meaningful only 
through the organising principles associated with specific, 
universal forms. It followed that science did not develop out of 
content, wh ich was merely random, objective facts pertaining to 
experience; rather, science always implied interpretation and 
ordering according to concepts which remain apriori for the 
different sciences. In the elaboration of science, concepts have 
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priority. There are no objective laws, no totality. Simmel 
rejects the hypostatised notion of society found in Comte and 
Spencer in favour of an active, ceaseless interaction of many 
elements that constitute a complex structure. Simmel was 
opposed to those modes of sociology which reifed society, 
defining it as a reality external to the individual and existing as 
if it had a life of its own separate from human action. The 
concept of form enabled Simmel to analyse institutions and 
social processes objectively while retaining the notion of the 
active human subject. Sociation did not imply isolated indi
viduals who lack development and therefore interaction. 
Without forms there is no society; forms inhere in reality itself 
although reality in its empirical immediacy is structureless. It 
is only through what Simmel calls the 'great forms' that the 
complex reality of human society is rendered intelligible. 

There is, therefore, a structure, or order, which expresses 
itself in sociation. Form is rigorously separated from content. 
Simmel writes: 

I designate as the content, as the material, as it were, of sociation. In 
themselves, these materials with which life is filled, the motivations 
by which it is propelled, are not social. Strictly speaking, neither 
hunger nor love, neither work nor religiosity ... are social. They 
are factors in sociation only when they transform the mere 
aggregation of isolated individuals into specific forms ... sub
sumed under the general concept of interaction. Sociation is the 
form ... in which individuals grow together into units that satisfy 
their interests (Simmel, 1950, p. 41). 

It is these reciprocal forms of sociation which constitute the 
object of sociology, not individual actions or isolated elements 
which Simmel identifies as the content or material ofsociation. 
Through the forms of sociation individuals develop into a 
unity; love, purposes and inclinations become transposed from 
individual properties into the social through their realisation in 
forms. Forms of sociation include hierarchies, corporations, 
marriage, friendship; forms do not produce society, forms are 
society. If all interaction ceased then society itself would no 
longer exist. Simmel's distinction between form and content 
enables hirn to argue that although the content ofinstitutions 
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and actions may vary, the forms remain. Thus the form of 
sociation among a band of robbers may be the same as that 
characterising an industrial enterprise; economic in te rests may 
be realised in forms of competition as weH as co-operation. 
Power becomes a sociological form through a structure of 
interaction which links the dominator and the dominated: 
absolute power, for example, always involves an interaction, an 
exchange between the action of the superordinate and the 
subordinate. 

Perhaps the best known ofSimmel's forms is the dyad which 
he defines as a relation of two individuals involved in immedi
ate reciprocity. The dyadic form can comprise different 
contents such as teacher/student, doctor/patient, husband/ 
wife, etc., but its essential character hinges on the dependence 
of the whole on each individual: the withdrawal of one destroys 
both the relation and the whole itself But should another 
individual join the group creating a triad a qualitative change 
occurs in which there is no longer immediate reciprocity but 
mediation. The dyad is not experienced as a supra-individual 
element, a coHectivity; in contrast the triad is experienced as a 
social structure standing outside and independent of the 
individual. 

In these formulations Simmel opposed the reductionism of 
psychology which failed to grasp the sociological fact that a 
change in the forms of sociation, a change in numbers, 
necessarily engendered the development of new properties which 
cannot be derived from studying the individuals alone. Simi
larly, in his discussion ofsecrecy, which he describes as 'one of 
man's greatest achievements', Simmel analysed it as a form 
which enhances, not diminishes, human life in that it produces 
an intimate, private world alongside the public world, a world 
in which the exclusion of outsiders leads to a heightened sense 
ofmoral solidarity on the part ofthose who share the secret. But 
as secrecy is surrounded by the permanent possibility of 
detection it therefore generates tension between the indi
vidual's capacity to keep the secret or a weakness to reveal 
it: 'Out of the counterplay of these two interests, in concealing 
and revealing, spring nuances and fates of human interaction 
that permeate it in its entirety ... every human relation 
is characterised, among other things, by the amount of 
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secrecy that is in and around it' (Simmel, 1950, pp. 118--20, 
330-4). 

The task of sociology, as Simmel formulated it, was thus to 
identify the 'pure forms' of sociation and engage both with the 
uniqueness of historical phenomena and the underlying 
uniformities. Society is the product of human activity in the 
sense that society is sociation, and sociation itself exists at the 
level of ordinary everyday life as forms which bind individuals 
together. Forms have no separate reality apart from content in 
the same way as the individual has no separate reality from 
society. Individuals create society and forms; and simultane
ously exist externally to both. The individual's relation with 
society is dualistic, both within and outside it, 'both sociallink 
and being for hirnself, both product of society and life from an 
autonomous centre' (Simmel, 1956, pp. 22-3). Without socia
tion the human subject could hardly exist; but the forms of 
sociation restrict his autonomy. Simmel's concept of society is 
one built around the dualisms of human existence: sociation 
entails conflict and harmony, attraction and repulsion, ha te 
and love, independence and dependence. Clearly this is a 
different sociological stand point from the nominalism ofTarde: 
society is not conceived in atomistic terms but is structured 
through forms that realise both the individuality and regularity 
ofhuman action. 

Nevertheless, Simmel emphasised that human existence is 
real only in individuals and that to confine sociology to the 
study of 'large social formations resembles the older science of 
anatomy with its limitation to the major, definitely circum
scribed organs such as heart, liver, lungs, and stornach, and 
with its neglect of the innumerable ... tissues'. The study of 
major social formations constitutes the traditional subject
matter of social science, and by accepting this approach 'the 
reallife of society as we encounter it in our experience' would 
play no role in sociological analysis (Simmel, 1965, 
pp. 312-32). The object ofsociology is interactions 'among the 
atoms ofsociety', and in his essay, 'The Problem ofSociology', 
Simmel rejected the notion that sociology was defined by its 
contents. Sociology was neither a dumping pot for the other 
human sciences, history, psychology, jurisprudence, nor a 
summation of other disciplines. Sociology was defined as a 
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distinctive method, an instrument ofinvestigation: 'In so far as 
sociology is based on the facts that man must be understood as 
a social being and that society is the medium of the historical 
process, it contains no subject matter not already treated in one 
of the existing sciences.' The study ofform clearly distinguishes 
sociology from the other sciences: thus sociation constitutes a 
form stripped of all psychological, biological and historical 
elements and although these latter disciplines are useful in the 
description offacts they always 'remain outside the purpose of 
sociological investigation'. As forms are not reducible to, or 
defined by, their content so sociology is conceived in terms of 
the categories of its analysis and perspective. Sociology abs
tracts from the complexity of social life that which is 'purely 
society', that is, sociation. The sociological approach is there
fore its mode of abstraction, the means whereby the essential 
features of concrete phenomena are extracted from reality and 
exaggerated so that the underlying configurations and rela
tions, which are not actually realised in reality itself, are 
clarified. In this way it becomes possible to compare social 
phenomena that have radically different contents but share a 
similarity ofform (Simmel, 1965, pp. 312-32). 

The purpose ofthese 'ideal types' is to facilitate the analysis 
of meaning. In his discussions of forms such as the dyad, 
secrecy and fashion, Simmel's main concern is always with the 
meanings of the actions that comprise the structure, under
standing the modes of sociation from the stand point ofboth the 
subject and the whole. Social interaction is always more than 
the sum of the actions, involving both the form or structure as 
weIl as the relations within the form itself. Society is not 
analysed from a holistic standpoint but from the perspective of 
social interaction conceived as a network of hidden relation
ships. 

Simmel's sociological approach has been characterised as a 
form of sociological impressionism, the network of interrelation
ships constituting a labyrinth rather than system, his sociology 
dismissed for its failure to develop a constructive view of society 
as a whole. But the significance of Simmel's sociology lies 
precisely in the fact that it opposed the anti-humanist, 
scientistic approaches of positivism and vulgar Marxism and 
sought to recover the concept of society as the product of 
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socially media ted human action. Thus forms explain the 
resilience ofhuman society, its toughness, elasticity, colourful
ness, 'so striking and yet so mysterious', the interactions that 
constitute sociation producing the social bonds which 'makes 
for the wonderful indissolubility of society, the fluctuations of 
its life, which constantly attains, loses and shifts the equilib
rium of its elements' (Simmel, 1965, p. 328). The point is, of 
course, that Simmel was concerned with so~ty as a whole, 
with large-scale social formations, but not as external struc
tures stripped oftheir human determinations. Simmel's sociol
ogy rejected all modes of reifying social institutions and 
processes for while forms are external to individuals they only 
appear as autonomous entities. 'The deepest problems of 
modern life', he wrote, 'derive from the claim ofthe individual 
to preserve the autonomy and individuality of his existence in 
the face of overwhelming social forces, ofhistorical heritage, of 
external culture, and ofthe technique oflife' (1950, p. 409). 

Simmel had developed a sociological perspective which 
exerted a great influence on subsequent German sociology 
especially that ofMax Weber. Although Durkheim's The Rules 
oJSociological Method was translated into German and published 
in 1904, it had little impact and it was Simmel's notions of 
understanding, social action and methodology which 
triumphed. Durkheim's positive sociology contrasts sharply 
with Simmel's ambiguous sociology. In a review of Simmel's 
work written in 1900 Durkheim had drawn attention to what he 
considered an entirely arbitrary distinction between form and 
content: but Simmel constantly emphasised the impossibility of 
rigorously distinguishing form and content. It is 'impossible to 
avoid ambiguity', he wrote, 'the treatment of a particular 
problem will appear to belong now in one category, now in 
another'. Ambiguity even extended to methodology and Sim
mel argued that there existed no clear technique for the 
application ofhis fundamental sociological concept of sociation 
(Simmel, 1965, p. 324). It was the implication he re of the 
arbitrary nature of sociological method, as weIl as the 
ambiguity over form and content, which clearly differentiated 
Simmel's humanist sociology from the nineteenth-century 
positivist tradition and it was these themes which were further 
developed in Weber's sociology. 
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Understanding and the problem of method: Weber 

The sociology of Max Weber (1864-1920) sought to synthesise 
the positivist emphasis on causal analysis with the hermeneutic 
concept of understanding. Although Weber shared with Sim
mel a concern with integrating the human subject into the 
cultural sciences within a social action framework, he differed 
from Simmel in his emphasis on macrosociological studies of 
institutions and processes conceived from a broad historical 
perspective. Both were concerned with the fate ofthe individual 
within modern culture, but whereas Simmel focused his 
analysis on the atoms of society Weber dealt with such holistic 
categories as the Protestant ethic, pre-industrial social struc
tures, bureaucracy and the nation state. The range ofWeber's 
empirical and historical studies is truly encydopaedic covering 
economic history, political economy, the comparative study of 
religions, and the methodology of the social sciences. 

Originally trained in jurisprudence and the his tory of law, 
Weber's first studies examined the structure of East German 
agriculture and the recruitment ofPolish workers; in 1896-7 he 
published studies of the dedine of the ancient world and the 
stock exchange. At the outset of his intellectual career Weber 
was not a sociologist and rarely used the term in his first 
writings. At university he lectured on law and political 
economy and at the age of thirty-one became Professor of 
Political Economy at Freiburg before moving to Heidelberg in 
1896. Weber thus came to sociology from economics and 
history; his early sociological writings reflect a concern with the 
methodological and epistemological issues raised by the positiv
ist intrusions into German historical scholarship during the 
latter part of the nineteenth-century. German social science 
had been strongly influenced both by the evolutionary theory of 
society conceived by Comte and Spencer, as weIl as the 
burgeoning Marxist intellectual culture that emerged in the 
1890s. Under the leaders hip of Karl Kautsky and Eduard 
Bernstein, the German Social Democrats became the single 
most important Marxist political party in Europe commanding 
widespread support from the German working dass. The rise 
and institutionalisation of German sociology effectively co
incided with the development of a political mass movement 
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committed to Marxism and an intellectual culture which 
attempted to systematise Marxist materialism into a coherent 
science of society. Weber's sociology developed both as a 
response to evolutionary positivism on the one hand and to 
dogmatic Marxism on the other. 

Weber defined Marxism as a form of economic determinism, 
a theory postulating astriet functional relation between modes 
of thought and economic interests: ideas, whether they were 
religious or political, were merely epiphenomena lacking any 
vestige ofautonomy. For Weber, Marxism defined knowledge 
as ideology, as the reflection in consciousness of class and 
economic interests: concepts were scientific in so far as they 
reproduced this objective reality while pointing the way 
forward to the historical inevitability ofsocialism and commun
ism. Society was thus a system domina ted entirely by its mode 
of production and laws of development. Human subjects 
exercised no constituting role but were the passive objects of an 
historically evolving whole. 

Weber's opposition to the concept of objective determining 
laws was based on the argument that such laws - whether 
Marxist or positivist - eliminated the active and conscious 
elements of a culture transforming all ideas to the status of 
automatie reflexes of external, material forces. Like Simmel, 
Weber adopted a nominalist standpoint arguing that holistic 
and collectivist concepts such as the state, corporation, and 
bureaucracy could be analysed only as the results and modes of 
organisation embodied in human action. Bureaucracies do not 
act. The burden of his early methodological essays is to 
demonstrate that the fundamental task of social science lies in 
analysing society as a structure of meaning-endowing actions 
centred on the human subject. 

In his essay, 'Objectivity in Social Science' (1904), Weber 
outlined his approach in terms of understanding 'the charac
teristic uniqueness of the reality in which we move', a reality 
which consists in 'an infinite multiplicity of successively and 
co-existing emerging and disappearing events, both "within" 
and "outside" ourselves'. The study of so-called objective laws, 
or the relations between the various external elements that 
constitute a social system, does not, by itself, generate meaning. 
Weber insisted that the category ofmeaning is produced only 
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through social action when the acting subject attaches a 
subjective meaning to behaviour. For Weber, history possessed 
no immanent meaning as historicists had suggested: his tory is 
simply the human context in which individuals and groups 
struggle to define and achieve certain values and goals. Weber 
followed Nietzsche's stoic refusal to accept the existence of 
universal values: there is no meaning apart from the concrete 
actions ofhuman subjects (Weber, 1949, p. 72). 

Weber defined society in terms of sociation, 'social relation
ships' which 'denote the behaviour of a plurality of actors in so 
far as, in its meaningful content, the action of each takes 
account of that of others and is oriented in these terms' . Social 
action is oriented towards human subjects not things, the 
acting individual saturating the social context with meanings. 
This concept of social action assumes intentional behaviour 
involving motives and feelings; sociology as a cultural science is 
thus concerned with meaningful action rather than with purely 
reactive or mechanical behaviour. Sociology is defined as a 
science 'which attempts the interpretative understanding of 
social action in order ... to arrive at a causal explanation ofits 
course and effects' (Weber, 1964, p. 118). Explanation is 
interpretative in the sense of seeking to understand the 
meanings ofthe actor through empathy, and causal in the sense 
ofseeking to relate the action to means and ends. Weber did not 
define sociology as a subjective, intuitive mode ofinvestigation: 
because human action is subjective it does not follow that it is 
unpredictable. Social action hinges on the subject selecting 
means to realise specific ends and it is this rational component 
which separates human action from natural processes. Action 
which is social is thus governed by norms relating to the 
means-ends continuum and it is this patterned aspect ofsocial 
action that Weber identifies as the element enabling the 
sociologist to undertake causal analysis (Weber, 1964, p. 88). 

Objective knowledge, then, is possible within the cultural 
sciences; the fact that the object of study is cultural values does 
not imply a subjectivist sociology. Weber distinguishes evalua
tion (wertung) from value-relatedness or value-relevance (wert
beziehung) to emphasise the point that social phenomena have 
significance only through their relation with a specific value 
system which will dearly influence the ways in which the 
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scientist selects the object of study but not the analysis of it. 
Ethical neutrality forms an essential element of a valid social 
science, and Weber stresses that the social scientist must never 
impose his own values on the mode of investigation and 
interpretation of empirical material. Cultural science cannot 
evaluate ends only render explicit those ideas which underpin 
the ends themselves. 'It is self-evident that one of the most 
important tasks of every science of culturallife is to arrive at a 
rational understanding of these "ideas" for which men either 
really or allegedly struggle' (Weber, 1949, pp. 53-4). The task 
of social science is not to pass judgments but to isolate the 
structure of values within a given social context and demon
strate the relevance ofthese values for an objective und erstand
ing of social action. Interpretative understanding (verstehen) 
and causal explanation are essential modes of analysis for the 
attainment of scientific, objective knowledge. The subjective 
meaning of social action is grasped through empathy and 
reliving, but unlike Dilthey, Weber's interpretative under
standing becomes scientific through its integration into objec
tive, causal explanation. Thus Weber criticises Simmel for his 
failure to distinguish between subjectively intended and objec
tively 'valid' meanings which are often treated 'as belonging 
together' (Weber, 1964, p. 88). 

Culture is the realm of values but 'empirical reality only 
becomes "culture" to us because and in so far as we relate it to 
value ideas'. Culture in this sense includes those elements 
which are significant because of their value relevance and it is 
impossible to discover 'what is meaningful to us by means of a 
"presuppositionless" investigation ofempirical data'. Weber's 
argument is that not everything within culture is worth 
investigating for 'only a small portion of existing concrete 
reality is coloured by our value-conditioned interest and it 
alone is significant to us' (Weber, 1949, p. 76). The positivist 
separation of facts and values is he re clearly articulated, the 
choice between values regarded as a matter of faith not of 
science. But to accept the existence of certain values which 
predispose the researcher to the selection of the essential from 
the non-essential segments ofreality and on this basis develop a 
methodology is to ignore the problem of ideology. Weber's 
stand point is agnostic positivism, the acceptance of differing 

145 



Classical Sociology 

and possibly antagonistic cultural values (although this aspect 
is never adequately discussed). Thus he argues that in order to 
make sense out of the flux wh ich is reality, a concept must be 
'highly selective' and valid only 'within the scope of its own 
postulates'. Weber writes: 

Life with its irrational reality and its store of possible meanings is 
inexhaustible. The concrete form in which value relevance occurs 
remains perceptually in flux, ever subject to change in the dimly 
seen future ofhuman culture. The light which emanates from these 
highest evaluative ideas always falls on an ever changing finite 
segment of the vast chaotic stream of events, which flows away 
through time (Weber, 1949, p. 111). 

Totality has been eliminated from social theory; there is no 
whole, no 'essence' to history and society, but a constantly 
fluctuating culture of meaning-endowing social actions; social 
relationships are conceived in inter-su~jective terms as 
embodying purposive activity. Social structure is therefore the 
product ofaction and social coIIectivities such as bureaucracy, 
corporations, and states treated as resuits of su~jectively 
understandable action. Weber thus rejects the methodology 
'which proceeds from the whole to the parts' arguing that this 
can accomplish only a preliminary analysis of reality: as there is 
no external, o~jective social world determined in its structure 
by laws of development so there is no correspondence between 
scientific, sociological concepts and an objectively 'real' datum. 

Sociological concepts are pure types which do not reflect 
reality but, through the processes of abstraction and selection 
governed by value-relevance and significance, embody the 
essential elements of different phenomena. Weber's ideal types 
are in effect Simmel's pure forms, analytical constructs enabl
ing the researcher to make comparisons with many different 
phenomena which, although characterised by different content 
or material, belong to the same form. These forms are 
constituted through action. As there are no objective laws 
governing society so action must be defined in terms of 
'probability' rather than 'necessity' and the structure of 
sociological concepts built around this probabilistic perspec
tive. 
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Ideal types and social action 

Weber's sociology sought to combine explanation with und er
standing; social action was both subjective and objective; but 
subjective understanding was the specific characteristic of 
sociological knowledge. Weber did not advocate intuitive 
understanding, for human relations.hips enjoy regular and 
consistent patterns so that causality c~m be defined but only in 
terms of probability. Probability refers to the chances that in 
specific contexts human subjects will orient their behaviour to 
certain norms so that a given observable event will be followed, 
or accompanied, by another event. Social action is always 
probable rather than certain because the unique nature of 
social relationships generates the possibility of deviation from 
the expected course of action. The ideal type is the means of 
analysing the probability that actors will follow one course of 
action rather than another. 

Ideal types are concerned with the subjective elements in 
sociallife, those unique and unrepeatable elements of culture 
disregarded by positivist social theory. Ideal types involve 
selection, 

... the one-sided accentuation ofone or more points ofview and by 
the synthesis ofa great many diffuse, discrete;more-or-less present 
and occasionally absent concrete individual phenomena which are 
arranged according to those one-sidedly emphasised viewpoints 
into a unified analytical construct (Weber, 1949, p. 90). 

The ideal type is no description of reality but amental 
construction which incorporates the essential, not the average, 
properties of a particular phenomenon. The term ideal type 
implies no moral stand point; it is a methodological concept 
which facilitates the understanding and explanation of social 
phenomena. It neither corresponds with an external objective 
reality nor constitutes 'essence' in the manner of an Hegelian 
'spirit'. Ideal types are pure forms; some of its features will 
therefore be absent from its concrete forms. For Weber, ideal 
types were tools of analysis, their value purely heuristic, a mode 
of 'revealing concrete cultural phenomena in their interdepen
dence, their causal conditions and their significance' (Weber, 
1949, p. 92). 
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Weber's method is thus to construct unreal relations in order 
to analyse real historical relations; reality is known through 
concepts and abstractions. He identified three distinct ideal 
types: historical formations such as modern capitalism and the 
Protestant ethic characterised by their specificity; abstract 
ideal types such as bureaucracy and feudalism which charac
terise different historical and cultural periods; and finally, 
types of action. The level of abstraction varies with each of 
these ideal types although Weber argues, as we have seen 
above, that social formations and large-scale institutions 
always designate categories ofhuman interaction and that the 
role of sociology is to reduce these concepts to understandable 
action, to the actions of participating individuals. He identifies 
four types of social action: 

1. Rational action (wertrational) ariented to the attainment of 
an absolute value which may be aesthetic, religious, 
ethical; the goal is pursued far its own sake and not 
because of the possibility of success. 

2. Rational goal-oriented <;lction (zweckrational) in which 
goal and means are rationally chosen. 

3. Affectual action determined by the emotional effects on 
the actor. 

4. Traditional action which is guided by custom and habit. 

These four types of social action are defined in termsof their 
distance from the borderline of meaningfully oriented action: 
thus wertrational and zweckrational action both involve some 
measure of conscious choice in ends and me ans while affectual 
and tradition al action approaches the borderline of purely 
reactive behaviour. Weber was especially concerned with 
rational action, rationality being defined exclusively in terms of 
the means not the ends, the latter being outside the province of 
SClence. 

For Weber, action governed by rational norms is always 
more predictable in its possible effects than so-called irrational 
action. The more a value is absolute so the action carrespond
ing to its achievement be comes irrational for 'the more 
unconditionally the actor devotes hirns elf to this value far its 

148 



Critique 01 Positivism: II Social Action 

own sake, to pure sentiment or beauty ... the less is he 
influenced by considerations of the consequences of his 
actions'. The norm ofrationality against which all social action 
is measured is the ends-means relationship, the goals defined 
by the acting subject as weIl as the choice of means necessary to 
attain them. Rational action is social action in so far as the 
subject must take account of others in his course of action. 
Rationality and irrationality - irrationality being deviations 
from the rational norm - are structured, therefore, in the 
concrete, eXIstmg situation, the world as it is, the world of 
human experience. Weber, here, approaches a positivistic 
standpoint. The ideal type, which does not exhaust all the 
possibilities of a particular phenomenon is the conceptually 
pure form to which actual action closely approximates, the 
classification being useful only in terms of its results (Weber, 
1964, pp. 117-18). 

Weber is arguing, then, that sociology seeks to formulate 
type concepts and generalisable uniformities: human be
haviour, whether external or internal, displays relations and 
regularities which are understandable in terms of the cultural 
significance attached to them by the acting subject. Sociology is 
both interpretative understanding ofthe complex structures of 
meaning of typical social actions and causal explanation based 
on the probability that one event will be followed by another. 
Ideal types must therefore be constructed both in terms oftheir 
'adequacy on the level of meaning' and causal adequacy. 

The sociologist must interpret the meaning of social action as 
rigorously as those explanations which are offered in the 
natural sciences. Weber's distinction between the methods of 
the natural and the social sciences does not imply that the social 
sciences are less scientific, less objective and do not offer 
grounds for verifying hypotheses. Objective knowledge and 
certainty constitute the aims of sociology even though the 
nature of reality as defined by Weber makes it virtually 
impossible to achieve these ends. In analysing social action it is 
not necessary to invoke any mode ofintuitive understanding or 
seek to grasp the whole of a person's experience: one does not 
have to be Caesar in order to understand Caesar. Weber's 
concept of understanding differentiates behaviour from action, 
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the former lacking su~jective meaning being simply habit or 
reactive behaviour, and he postulates two distinct modes of 
understanding: direct, observation al understanding and 
explanatory or motivational understanding. By direct under
standing Weber means explanation in terms of observable, 
o~jective properties within a given context and which are 
immediately understandable, such as the action of someone 
chopping wood, or the writing down of the formula 2 X 2 = 4; 
explanatory understanding, in contrast, involves knowledge of 
motives, the subjective meanings attributed to the action by the 
actor. 

This distinction is not particularly helpful however. To take 
the example of the woodcutter: the action involved in cutting 
wood contains a referential meaning in that the act always 
assumes an end to wh ich the product ofthe act- wood- is to be 
used, for making toys, for building, for fire; this meaning is built 
into every act of chopping wood even in those cases where the 
individual is merely engaged in physical exercise. Both direct 
and explanatory understanding imply a context of meaning 
and it is virtually impossible to differentiate them in Weber's 
terms. Weber's ambivalent attitude to positivism is evident 
here: the context of meaning and its norms are given datums. 
The ends ofhuman action, too, are defined as falling outside the 
domain of science. But in criticising positivism Weber argues 
that before explaining why an individual followed a specific 
course of action it is essential to understand the meaning of the 
action itself. Sociological analysis must be adequate both in 
terms ofmeaning and causality. Ideal type categories ofaction, 
therefore, are constructions in which ac tors are related both to 
other actors, or subjects, and to the historical context; ideal 
type analysis is interpretative-causallinking meanings to ends. 

For Weber, sociological positivism and Marxism lacked the 
categories of meaning and motivation al understanding other 
than as derivations from externallaws and inevitable historical 
development; the human subject was determined by the 
workings oflaws to the extent that historical events automati
cally occurred irrespective of the subjective intentions of the 
actors. In contrast, Weber emphasised that meaning is inter
subjective and not, as with Marx, systemic, the social whole 
conferring historical meaning on individual actions. But one 
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such whole, capitalism, is defined by Weber as a structure of 
social actions and seeking an explanation of its specific and 
unique historical development involves the sociologist in 
asking the question: what motivated individuals to save and 
invest rather than to spend and consume. 

Religion and sodal action: capitalism and the Protestant 
ethic 

Weber's first major sociological study was The Protestant Ethic 
and the Spirit of Capitalism (first published in article form, 
1904-5) in which he raised the problem of the sociological 
analysis of a unique social formation, modern European 
capitalism and sought to explain its historical development 
through the method of the ideal type. By 1904 Weber was 
turning increasingly away from historical studies towards 
sociology, although he continued to employ the concept of 
culture rather than the concept of society in his writings. The 
influence of Rickert is clearly evident in Weber's concept of 
cultural significance which linked the uniqueness of the 
historical phenomenon with its interpretation in terms of 
specific cultural values. Ideal types bring out the cultural 
significance of that particular segment of reality defined as 
significant; and they function, too, as heuristic tools investigat
ing questions of cultural values. Weber emphasised particu
lady the historical dimension ofsocial phenomena arguing that 
cultural significance can be judged only on this basis. The 
study of the relation of Protestant theology and capitalism is 
both a study in historical sociology and a methodological 
exercise in systematic sociology through the application of 
typical constructs to complex empirical material. 

For Weber, capitalism was the product ofa unique historical 
phenomenon, ascetic Protestantism, and its cultural signifi
cance was bound up in these 'ideal' origins and resulting 
motivational structure which efTectively predisposed certain 
individuals to a particular orientation to work and rational 
social action. The relation of religion to economic activity had 
been widely discussed by many scholars before Weber, 
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although it was not until the turn of the century that detailed 
statistical analysis which linked religious affiliation with occu
pation became available. A negative correlation was estab
lished, for example, between Catholicism and successful 
business activity. Weber was particularly concerned to demon
strate that ideal elements, such as religious ideas, were not 
mechanically linked to the economic structure but actively 
shaped the ways in which individuals carried out their ordinary 
day-to-day activities. 

Weber's study was initially intended as a preliminary 
analysis, although subsequent criticism has often assumed it as 
a final statement. During the years following the publication of 
the articles, Weber replied to his many German critics and in 
particular began work on a vast comparative study of world 
religions. In 1920 he published a new introduction to the 
Protestant ethic study and shortly after his death further 
important material was published in his General Economic 
History. In these writings Weber rejected the commonly held 
view that his study merely reversed the Marxist argument of 
the priority of economic forces in social change making 
religious ideas the causal factor in social development. In the 
1920 introduction he emphasised that his analysis was treating 
'only one side ofthe causal chain', while in the early articles he 
pointed out that he was not substituting for the 'one-sided' 
materialist approach of Marxism 'an equally one-sided 
spiritualistic causal interpretation of history and culture' 
(Weber, 1930, p. 183). His comparative studies of world 
religions sought to analyse the plurality of factors wbich 
influenced the course of economic development and explored in 
greater detail the broad cultural implications of religious ideas 
on the formation of capitalism as a system. Only if Marxism is 
defined as a one factor theory of social change can Weber's 
study be regarded as its opposite and its refutation. 

The question Weber posed in his preliminary analysis of 
Protestantism, and in his later studies of Chinese, Indian and 
Palestinian religions, was why did capitalism, defined as a 
highly rationalised system, develop only in Western Europe. In 
India, Palestine and China the material infrastructure of 
capitalism also existed - markets, division of labour, money 
economy, trade routes - yet only in Western Europe did 
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capitalism fuHy emerge out ofsuch conditions. Weber notes, for 
example, that Indian geometry, natural sciences, medicine, 
political and historical thought, while all highly developed, 
lacked systematic concepts and methodology. In China science 
remained unorganised; there was no 'rational, systematic and 
specialised pursuit of science'. The existence of specific 
material conditions is insufficient to form a basis for capitalist 
development and in particular capitalist economic action 
'which rests on the expectation of profit by the utilisation of 
opportunities for exchange, that is on [formally] peaceful 
chances of profit'. One of the most important points Weber 
makes is that if capitalism is defined loosely as a mode of 
money-making then it is characteristic of all civilised societies, 
China, India and Mediterranean antiquity: 

The impulse to acquisition, pursuit of gain, of money, of the 
greatest possible amount ofmoney, has in itselfnothing to do with 
capitalism. This impulse exists and has existed among waiters, 
physicians, coachmen, artists, prostitutes ... gambIers and beg-
gars ... it has been common to all sorts and conditions of men at all 
times ... whatever the objective possibility ofit is or has been given 
... Unlimited greed for ga in is not in the least identical with 
capitalism, and stillless its spirit (Weber, 1930, p. 17). 

By capitalism Weber meant a system characterised by a 
rational organisation of formaHy free labour, the separation of 
business from the household, the development of rational 
book-keeping and rational systems oflaw and administration. 
Weber was careful to distinguish his concept of capitalism from 
contemporary sociologists such as Simmel and Sombart: 
Simmel, in hisPhilosophy 01 Money, assimilated capitalism to the 
concept of 'money economy', while Sombart, in his Modern 
Capitalism, identified capitalism with economic 'adventurers' 
(entrepreneurs see king to maximise their profits through 
courage and excessive risk taking) and high consumption 
particularly in luxury goods. Neither consumption nor the 
money economy was unique to the West: but a world viewwhich 
abjures consumption and luxury demanding of those who 
accept its tenets that they work and invest, not to expiate sin as 
with Catholicism, but for the promise of salvation, is unique to 
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Western Europe. The unique, economic structure of Western 
capitalism is thus homologous with the unique Protestant 
theology, especially Calvinism, which developed during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Weber adds that by the 
eighteenth century capitalism had become effectively indepen
dent of its religious foundations. 

For Weber, then, sociological explanation of the capitalist 
social formation, while recognising the importance of purely 
economic factors, identifies the modes of rationalism which are 
unique to it with forms of social conduct and action. The 
fundamental issue between Marxism and Weber's sociology 
lies ultimately in Weber's rejection ofthe Marxist philosophy of 
history, the view that capitalism necessarily develops through 
the workings of objective, economic laws determined by 
material forces which effectively render the subjective co m
ponent - human action - irrelevant. This interpretation of 
Marxism assimilates meaning to historicism: human actions 
have meaning only in terms of the developing whole and the 
ultimate end of the historical process, the reconciliation of 
contradictions in Communist society. For Weber, Marxism 
lacked a concept of motivation: change occurs through the 
workings of external, impersonal forces in which human action 
is reduced to the status oftotal passivity. But change is always 
change through the actions ofhuman agents: human subjects 
are motivated to act in specific ways, to accept or reject the 
prevailing system of ideas, to reject luxury and immediate 
consumption, to postpone their worldly gratification and avoid 
'all spontaneous enjoyment of life' in favour of a rigorous 
ascetism. It is the motivational structure of action which 
constitutes the spirit of capitalism, a spirit not found in India or 
China, but bound up with Protestant ideology. 

The term, spirit, suggests some notion of essence outside 
his tory and society, a metaphysical concept rather than 
sociological category. Although there is ambiguity in Weber's 
formulation the weight of his argument nevertheless suggests 
that spirit is the active element of a world view which, in its 
everyday forms, structures human action. In his 1905 essay he 
defines spirit as 'a complex of elements associated in historical 
reality which we unite into a conceptual whole from the 
standpoint of their cultural significance'. The spirit of capital-
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ism is thus a methodological concept, an abstraction 'put 
together out of the individual parts which are taken from 
historical reality ... a conceptual formulation ... that is the 
best from the point of view which interests us'. As such the 
spirit of capitalism is expressed in a rationalising attitude to 
life, in such maxims of conduct as be prudent, diligent, 
punctilious in repayment of debts and loans, avoid idleness 
since time is money, be frugal in consumption and so on. The 
spirit of capitalism is a social ethic, a structure of attitudes and 
behaviour closely identified with ascetic Protestantism and its 
associated religious sects such as the Puritans and the Calvin
ists (Weber, 1930, pp. 47-53). 

Although Puritanism, Pietism, Methodism and the Anabap
tist sects exemplified the capitalist spirit, Weber particularly 
emphasised the significance ofCalvinism. For Weber, Calvin
ism constituted a form ofinner worldly asceticism built around 
the notion of worldly vocation or calling. It was Luther, 
however, who originally emphasised that the fulfilment of 
worldly duties 'is under all circumstances the only way to live 
acceptably to God ... it alone is the will of God, and hence 
every legitimate calling has exactly the same worth in the sight 
of God'. But Luther's attitude to capitalism, argued Weber, 
was broadly traditional identifying 'absolute obedience to 
God's will with absolute acceptance of things as they were'. 
The individual was encouraged to remain in the station and 
calling which God had determined and 'restrain his worldly 
activity within the limits imposed by his established station in 
life'. Thus Lutheranism could never establish any new connec
tion between worldly activity and religious principles (Weber, 
1930, pp. 81-5). 

Of all the Protestant sects it was the Calvinists who 
successfully combined the notion of calling with values appro
priate to capitalist development. Calvinism advocated the 
concept ofpredestination which superficially suggests a fatalis
tic rather than positive approach to the world on the part ofthe 
believer. Weber's argument is that it was precisely because the 
Calvinists had to prove their election through good works that 
their religious beliefs acted as adynamie and not passive 
element in social change: the Calvinist, he writes, 'creates his 
own salvation, or, as would be more correct, the conviction of 
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it'. Hard work and the moral pursuit of a calling, while not 
constituting infallible evidence of salvation, nevertheless func
tions to assuage the fear of damnation. The Calvinists effec
tively required so me sign, some criteria 'by which membership 
of the electi could be known'. It was not a question of 
accumulating good works, as with Catholicism 'but rather (of) 
systematic self-control' in relation to material pleasures and 
'the constructive use of time'. Idleness, gambling, excessive 
sleep are proof only ofimperfect grace. The faithful must attend 
not simply to their ordinary spiritual obligations, such as 
prayer, but strive hard in their worldly callings. Weber stresses 
that there was nothing especially original in the maxims of 
Protestantism: many religions had condemned idleness and 
hedonism but the Calvinists went much further in demanding 
adherence to their maxims of everyday conduct, not as proof of 
salvation, but as evidence that one may not be among the 
damned. Religious grace 'could not be guaranteed by any 
magical sacraments, by relief in the confession' but the 
individual must methodically supervise 'his own state of grace 
in his own conduct, and thus to penetrate it with asceticism ... 
a rational planning of the whole of one' s life in accordance with 
God's will ... something which could be required of everyone 
who would be certain ofsalvation' (Weber, 1930, p. 153). 

Weber concludes by arguing that only as long as the 
psychological sanctions which develop from the notion of 
predestination and the concept of proof remain efficacious 
'does such an ethic gain an independent influence on the 
conduct of life and thus on the economic order'. It is not, 
therefore, Weber's argument that the ideas of specific 
theologians exercised a decisive role in the genesis of capital
ism, but of the influence 'of those psychological sanctions 
which, originating in religious belief ... gave a direction to 
practical conduct and held the individual to it' (Weber, 1930, 
p. 197). Religious leaders did not set out consciously to produce 
an ethic for capitalism; the unintended consequences of social 
action effectively led to that situation. The human subject, 
non-consciously but actively, transforms humanity, ideas and 
society. 

Weber has, therefore, linked action with the social system 
and social development, although his stated methodological 

156 



Critique of Positivism: II Social Action 

approach rejects collective concepts in favour of methodologi
cal individualism. The 'elective affinity' between the norms of 
ascetic Protestantism and the psychological-motivational 
structure of capitalist values eliminates any notion of a 
deterministic relation of economic 'base' and cultural 'super
structure'. It must be emphasised that Weber is not arguing that 
the existence of ascetic Protestant values automatically led to 
capitalist development- the most frequent criticism ofWeber's 
thesis is to identify different countries, and different areas 
within a country, where Protestant asceticism existed but 
capitalism failed to develop, such as Calvin's own homeland of 
Switzerland and seventeenth-century Scotland - rather that 
the social ethic constitutes one of many elements which, 
through a process of mutual interaction, leads to social change. 

This is not to suggest that there are no problems with 
Weber's formulation of a necessary link between religious ideas 
and economic forms. The evidence which he selects to defend 
his thesis is largely derived from writers who lived after Calvin 
such as Richard Baxter ( 1615-91), J ohn Wesley (1703-91) and 
particularly, Benjamin Franklin (170~90) and his analysis 
assumes a direct relation between the ideas expressed in their 
literary works and social action. He offers no independent 
evidence that prominent Protestant businessmen subscribed 
significantly to ascetic Protestant ideas, or that Protestant 
business communities adhered to the theological maxims 
regulating everyday conduct. What is more striking is Weber's 
failure to elucidate the precise ways in which businessmen 
interpreted Protestant maxims, to grasp the meanings of 
theological concepts for the subject. Meanings are in effect 
imputed to the subject on the basis ofan interpretation oftexts by 
the sociologist. As many critics have pointed out, Weber offers 
no other evidence in support of his thesis. Finally it has been 
suggested that Weber's exemplary figure ofFranklin, far from 
embodying ascetic norms of conduct, enjoyed a private life 
dominated by hedonistic principles, engaging in extra-marital 
affairs, cultivating a taste for good food and wine, theatre and 
sports. Franklin was a far more complex figure than the 
single-minded Puritan portrayed by Weber (Kolko, 1960). 

In a similar way, critics have emphasised that many 
Protestant businessmen were involved in 'traditional' eco-
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nomic activity such as war-profiteering, colonial expeditions, 
land and currency speculation. But no evidence is advanced 
which relates to such individuals and groups. Weber's thesis is 
at its weakest here: the evidence ofTered in support ofhis thesis 
is largely derived from the social teaching of the Protestant 
sects (itself culled from Ernst Troeltsch's work on the Christian 
Churches and their social values) and never from the actors 
themselves (Marshall, 1982, pp. 116-19). 

Weber's basic argument is, however, clearly against reduc
tionist, mono-causal explanation. There is scope within 
Weber's general approach to account for the ways in which 
capitalism itself afTects Protestant values: 

For those to whom no causal explanation is adequate without an 
economic (or materialistic as it is still unfortunately called) 
interpretation, it may be remarked that I consider the influence of 
economic development on the fate of religious ideas to be very 
important ... religious ideas themselves simply cannot be deduced 
from economic circumstances. They are in themselves ... the most 
powerful plastic elements ofnational character, and contain a law 
of development and a compelling force entirely their own (Weber, 
1930, pp. 277-8). 

In rejecting one-factor theories of social development Weber 
approaches an agnostic, pluralistic perspective: the causal 
chain, he argues, can run from the technical to the economic, at 
other times from the political to the religious. It is impossible to 
bring this process of pluralistic causation to a single resting
point. Yet as he shows in the study ofthe Protestant ethic, there 
exists immanent properties within certain religious ideologies 
which successfully efTect a transformation of the culture: thus 
although rejecting evolutionary theory, Weber seems to adopt 
a similar standpoint with his argument on rationalisation. The 
rationalising process is immanent within the Protestant 
religion, and as the major characteristic of Western culture 
rationalisation constitutes a law ofdevelopment. Yet Weber's 
study of religion stresses the active role of the subject: social 
development is not inevitable, the fate of humanity has not 
been decided in advance. Weber's sociology thus moves 
ambiguously between the poles of certitude and agnosticism, 
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between the subject as active agent and society as external 
determining process. 

Capitalism and culture: Sombart and Simmel 

The sociology of culture, as it developed in the work ofWeber, 
Tönnies, Simmel and Sombart identified culture as a unique 
realm of values which expressed an immanent historical 
process. As we have seen with Weber's study ofProtestantism, 
culture exercised an active role in social action and the 
development of social formations: it could not be reduced to a 
reflection of economic forces. Comparing the specific and 
unique development of Western rationalised capitalism with 
the failure of capitalism to emerge as a system in India, China 
and the Near East, Weber argued that it was the absence of a 
cultural orientation to the world, a motivational structure built 
around rational values, which accounted for the difference. The 
whole of Western architecture, mathematics, science and 
music, he suggested, could be identified as products and as 
active elements of a rationalising culture. In his unfinished 
study of music - The Social and Rational Foundations rif Music, 
written in 1912 but not published until1921 as an appendix to 
Economy and Society - Weber attempted to show how Western 
music, once it became an autonomous art-form based on 
tonality, polyphony and the study of counterpoint, and modern 
musical notation which facilitated structural composition 
leaving litde scope for improvisation, became highly rational
ised: sonatas, symphonies, operas, together with instruments 
such as the organ, piano and violin were unknown in non
Western cultures. Thus although polyphonie music was known 
in other cultures the absence of rational harmony was the 
decisive element (Weber, 1958b). 

Weber's theme of the rationalisation of culture informs 
much of Simmel's work notably his Philosophy rif Money (1900) 
which, in many ways, constitutes a pioneering study of the 
cultural foundations and crisis of the modern capitalist eco
nomic system. Before discussing Simmel's work, however, it is 
instructive to analyse the contribution of one other con
temporary German sociologist, Werner Sombart (1863-1938) 
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who, like Weber, investigated in massive detail the cultural 
foundations of modern capitalism. As with Weber, Sombart 
argued that capitalism constituted a unique social formation. 
Although influenced by Marxism, Sombert rejected the view 
that capitalism must inevitably decline as the new socialist 
society develops within the womb of the old society; such an 
historicist argument presupposed a rigidly deterministic rela
tion of culture to economic forms. Culture, Sombart argued, 
generated its own values: it was not a mere prelude to the 
'higher' social order of socialism. In aseries of works, The Jews 
and Modern Capitalism, Modern Capitalism, Luxury and Capitalism 
Sombart outlined the cultural prerequisites of capitalist eco
nomic development. 

In Luxury and Capitalism (1913) Sombart argued that during 
the period 1200-1800 a highly secularised culture developed in 
Italy, France, Germany and England based almost entirely on 
the principles of ostentatious consumption: the rising, urban 
bourgeoisie, in order to achieve social esteern, followed the 
consumption patterns of the nobility so that 'luxury expendi
tures' assumed 'gigantic proportions almost overnight' as 'the 
great need far luxuries on the part of the nouveaux riches ... 
initiated a craving for enjoyment and a striving for pleasure and 
vain ostentation which swept Europe like a plague'. Lavish 
displays and extraordinary expenditure on finery, furniture, 
food, buildings, the support of expensive art-forms such as 
opera combined with drastic changes in sexual mores to 
produce a city-based hedonistic culture. Sombart particularly 
emphasised the important role women played in this process: 
the courtesan emerges as a significant figure in the extraordi
nary splendour of court life, her role the result of a new 
hedonistic conception of love freed from the taboos of feudal 
ideology. This secularisation of love and sexuality gradually 
saturated other social strata with the result a domestication of 
luxury itself: 'Artything that charms the eye, the ear, the nose, 
the palate, or the touch, tends to find an ever more perfect 
expression in objects of daily use. And it is precisely the outlay 
for such objects that constitutes luxury. In the last analysis, it is 
our sexual life that lies at the root of the desire to refine and 
multiply the means of stimulating our senses, for sensuous ... 
and erotic pleasure are essentially the same.' The growth of 
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luxury springs from the sex impulse: the accumulation of 
wealth develops only in those societies in which human 
sexuality can find free expression. 

Capitalism is thus the product ofa combination offactors but 
especially the process of the secularisation of sexuality and the 
status-striving of rising social groups. Large-scale industry 
originated initially in luxury trades, especially in the manu
facture of silk, lace, porcelain, glass and, with changes in 
culinary habits, sugar refining. Luxury was therefore a signify
ing system of social action whether located in the courts, with 
their large retinue of servants and extravagant expenditures, or 
in its domesticated form, the accumulation of objects within the 
horne. Sombart concluded by correlating the rise of rococo art 
and decline of baroque art at the beginning of the eighteenth 
century with 'the final and complete triumph of the female who 
deliberately uses her sex to secure a dominant role'. The 
essentially feminine nature of rococo art, he adds, dominates all 
domains of culture: art comes to reflect and glorify the 
'triumphant female' . Thus Sombart concludes that luxury, 
'itself a legitimate child of illicit love ... gave birth to 
capitalism' (Sombart, 1967, pp. 61-96, 171). 

Sombart's thesis contrasts sharply with Weber's argument 
on the creative role of ascetic culture in the genesis of 
capitalism. And whereas Weber developed a distinctive 
method of analysis Sombart exhibits a cavalier attitude 
towards empirical evidence with an overreliance on literary 
sources and a too-generalising approach to different societies 
and time-scales. Sombart's work on culture lacks the rigour of 
Weber and Durkheim. Yet it is a bold thesis identifying culture 
as an autonomous realm of human activity and linking 
capitalism, as a system, with the everyday world of objective 
and domesticated culture, fashion, food and art. Many of 
Sombart's major themes, the social significance of innate 
sexuality for example, although exaggerated and reducing the 
complexity of capitalist culture to a psychological universal, 
illuminate the active element in everyday sociation. 

Unlike Sombart, Simmel was not concerned with investigat
ing the historica1 genesis of 1arge-sca1e socia1 formations; 
Simmel's concept of sociation predisposed hirn to the study of 
the small-sca1e, the mo1ecular processes involved in such 
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significant social relationships as the dyad and secret society. 
His range of interests was far greater than any other con
temporary sociologist: he wrote extensivelyon aesthetic prob
lems, on art and literature (essays and reviews of Rembrandt, 
Dante, Michelangelo, Stefan George, Rodin, Goethe), 
architecture, the structure of the human face, the cultural 
significance offashion, the relation ofthought to urban life (in his 
1903 essay 'The Metropolis and Mentaliife'). But his major 
contribution to the sociology of culture was The Philosophy qf 
.,\,lonry, a work which influenced the later studies of reification 
and culture carried out by Lukacs and the Frankfurt School. 

On one level The Philosophy qf Monry is an abstract, non
historical, non-genetic, 'phenomenological' analysis of the 
social and cultural significance of money in modern industrial 
society. Simmel knew Marx's work and clearly regarded his 
own contribution as supplementing Capital, constructing 'a 
new story beneath historical materialism such that the 
explanatory value of the incorporation of economic life into the 
causes ofintellectual culture is preserved, while these economic 
forms themselves are recognised as the result of more profound 
valuations and currents of psychological, even metaphysical 
preconditions' (Simmel, 1978, p. 56). Clearly, cultural analysis 
required the methods of the cultural sciences. Like Sombart, 
Simmel regarded culture as irreducible to the economic 
structure but went beyond Sombart's broad historical analysis 
to define culture as a 'form' in which purposive social action 
finds expression. Simmel's sociology assumes the world as a 
structureless mass unless organised into forms, for while 
experience constitutes the content of the form, ultimately the 
world is apprehended through what Simmel calls the 'great 
forms'. Forms shape the raw, unmediated reality into a 
coherent order. The world is thus a totality of forms - art, 
science, religion - which bring together diversity and unity: 
without forms there would be only 'an indifferent simultaneous 
juxtaposition of contents'. In his essay, 'The Aesthetic Signifi
cance of the Face', Simmel argued that unity has significance 
and meaning only to the extent that it contrasts with the 
multiplicity ofthose elements, the different shapes and surfaces 
wh ich merge into a whole. Simmel's concept of society is 
aesthetic: the 'spirit' of society lies in the content of its diverse 
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interactions, but the unity, ofwhich the spirit is an expression, 
goes beyond the sum of interactions. Form, Simmel insists, 
must embrace its parts fusing them into an 'absolute unity of 
meaning' (Simmel, 1959, pp. 279-93). 

The Philosophy rif Money examines the ways in which the 
money economy transfarms cultural forms into external objects 
and breaks up the unity ofindividual and society. For Simmel, 
culture is a specifically human and meaning-endowing activity 
of the subject, far 'by cultivating objects, that is, by increasing 
their value beyond the performance of their natural constitu
tion, we cultivate ourselves ... In refining objects, man creates 
them in his own image'. Culture, as 'the supra-natural growth 
ofthe energies ofthings, is ... the embodiment ofthe identical 
growth of our energies'. What Simmel terms the 'tragedy of 
modern culture' is the simultaneous development of science, 
technology and art, the availability of knowledge, and the 
decline ofindividual culture. 'Every day and from all sides', he 
writes, 'the wealth of objective culture increases, but the 
individual mind can enrich the forms and contents of its own 
development only by distancing itself still further from that 
culture ... ' The result is the domination of objective culture 
over subjective culture (Simmel, 1978, pp. 446-8). 

Thus culture, the realm of human purposes and meanings, 
becomes externalised. In his essay on urbanism he no ted the 
'frightful disproportion' between the immense culture 
embodied in material things and the subject's understanding 
and knowledge of this process. Like Ferguson and Smith, 
Simmel identified the division of labour as the factor respon
sible for reducing the individual to a 'negligible quantity' able 
to cope less and less with the growth of objective culture, 
becoming a 'mere cog in an enormous organisation of things 
and powers which te ar from his hands all progress, spirituality, 
and value in order to transform them from their subjective form 
into the form of purely objective life' (Simmel, 1950, p. 422). 
Thus, although the culture of modern society enables the 
individual to participate in more groups and circles than the 
culture of pre-industrial society - the individual is no longer 
immersed wholly in kinship groups or guilds to the detriment of 
individuality - this shift from cultural homogeneity to cultural 
differentiation is wrought at great cost. Simmel develops a 
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dialectical concept ofsocial development structured around the 
not ion of sociation as dualistic, the simultaneous embodiment 
of harmony and conflict, attraction and repulsion, love and 
hatred. 

On one level, therefore, Simmel advanced the view that 
social development leads to adecentred culture in which there 
is no dominant structure which wholly absorbs the individual: 
modern culture is essentially characterised by multiple partici
pation in a complex of social circles which, for Simmel 
constituted the most impartant criterion of human develop
ment. But as modern society becomes institutionally 
decentred, culture becomes increasingly rationalised and 
money, with its 'colourless and indifference' the common 
denominator of all values: the modern mind is calculating, 
quantitative va lues replace qualitative values, the world is 
fixed by mathematical formulas, dehumanised by 'stable and 
impersonal' time schedules; punctuality, calculability and 
exactness pervade all spheres of culture. The tension between 
objective culture and subjective culture becomes increasingly 
marked with the development of the division of labour and a 
money economy. In The Philosophy 01 Money Simmel depicts this 
fragmentation and alienation as the result of a specific his tori
cal process which transforms cultural objects, created by 
human subjects far human subjects, into autonomous things 
which have the appearance of'autonomous mobility'. Modern 
man, he writes, 'is so surrounded by nothing but impersonal 
objects that he becomes more and more conditioned into 
accepting the idea of anti-individualistic social order (i.e. 
socialist ideas) ... cultural objects increasingly evolve into an 
interconnected encIosed world that has increasingly fewer 
points at which the subjective soul can interpose its will and 
feelings'. The real tragedy of culture is thus the tendency to 
turn the creative subject into an o~ject, to reify the products of 
human culture and effectively eliminate purposive human 
action (Simmel, 1978, pp. 296-7,448-61). 

For Simmel cultural development necessarily entails both 
the objectification of social relationships brought about by the 
money economy (social relationships in modern urban society 
are media ted by pecuniary considerations which have the effect 
of creating a functional distance between different individuals), 
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and the increasing separation of individuals from the products 
of their labour (the relation of the subject with the object is 
mediated through money, and thus commodity values, leading 
to an increasing mental distancing from the objects them
selves). Simmel's concept of 'distance' is important for his 
general theory of cu lt ure for it is only by standing back from the 
cultural o~jects that the human subject can grasp reality at all. 
A money economy, especially advanced capitalist forms, 
develops this sense of distance (for example, credit transactions 
which effectively reduce the personal and therefore the 
psychological immediacy of monetary exchange). F or Simmel, 
the whole concept of the aesthetic and its role in social life 
hinges on distance and perspective. It is precisely this process 
of objectification which ensures that cultural objects possess 
aesthetic value. Thus cultural development is structured 
around irreconcilable contradictions: the source of Simmel's 
cultural pessimism lay in his awareness that the realisation of 
human potential depends in part on the expansion of o~jective 
culture, that the growth of subjective culture with its rich inner 
life flows from the reification of culture itself 

In Simmel's later writings, especially the essay, 'The 
Concept and Tragedy of Culture' wh ich formed part of his 
Philosophical Culture (I 911), the contradictions between objec
tive and subjective culture are increasingly analysed not in 
terms of social formations, historical processes or social 
structures, but rather as the necessary fate ofhumanity which is 
merely the agent, not the active subject, of the immanent logic 
of culture. This is a different standpoint from the sociological 
perspective ofThe Philosophy rif Money which, while defining the 
sphere of culture in terms of autonomous forms, analysed their 
necessary, active relations with economic and social structures. 

Social action and social system: Pareto 

Weber and Simmel rediscovered the active human subject 
through their critique of the holistic, systemic approach es of 
positivism and determinism of sociological evolutionism. As we 
have seen, both thinkers were concerned with the sociology of 
everyday activity, with sociation and the meaning-structures 
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of culture. Although Simmel's sociology can be criticised for its 
tendency to adopt an excessively abstract and atomistic 
concept of so ci al structure, Weber was more rigorously his tori
cal in his approach to the relation ofsul:~ject to society. Weber's 
theory of social action is not, strictly speaking, separable from a 
theory ofsocial system. In his study ofProtestantism the role of 
the subject is conceived in terms ofits relation with capitalism 
as an economic system, an o~jective structure both historical 
and sociological. The social action and social system perspec
tives co-exist within Weber's sociology in astate of fruitful 
tension. Sociological positivism had conceptualised the social 
system, often in organicist terms, as an external constraining 
datum built around an inherent need for order and equilib
rium: social action theory, more optimistic through its concept 
of human agency, strove to integrate the meaning-endowing 
role of the subject with the larger, external socio-cultural 
whole. The sociology of Weber and Simmel is therefore 
opposed to the holistic determinism which was later developed 
by American Functionalists who absorbed the notion of system 
at the expense of action. 

Although the concept of system is implicit in much of the 
empirical and historical work oft he founding fathers ofmodern 
sociology - Tönnies, Simmel, Durkheim, Weber - it was the 
Italian sociologist, Vilfredo Pareto (1848-1923) who, in the 
course of criticising nineteenth-century positivism, evolution
ism, Social Darwinism and especially Marxism, defined society 
explicitly as a social system. Pareto's sociology constitutes a 
complex mixt ure of voluntarism and determinism, a rejection 
of the humanist tradition in social theory (especially Vico) in 
favour of a pessimistic and fatalistic notion of a fixed human 
nature, while simultaneously advancing the concept of society 
as the product of non-logical social action. 

A controversial figure in the history of sociology (Mussolini 
offered hirn a seat in the Italian Senate which he refused), 
Pareto began his intellectual career in engineering, mathema
tics and the natural sciences, gravitating towards economics 
and sociology later in life. His early work reflected the 
influences of positivism and Social Darwinism elements of 
which can be found in his later writings. Like Durkheim he was 
concerned withfacts not metaphysical theories or speculative 
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doctrines wh ich mixed fact with values. Les Systemes Socialistes 
(1902) is a sustained and hostile critique of Marxism which 
praised Marx's sociological theory of dass and dass conflict, 
while rejecting his daim to have established a scientific 
socialism and scientific theory of society as a whole. In 1916 
Pareto published his monumental study, A Treatise on General 
Sociology, which, in striking contrast to the contemporary 
sociology ofDurkheim and Weber, is less concerned with the 
specific historical development of industrial society than with 
the history ofhuman society and culture from the earliest times. 
For Pareto, history was to be ransacked to provide examples 
and proofs for broad, general theorems. Throughout the 
Treatise Pareto exhibits a cavalier disdain for the 'rules of 
sociological method', with arbitrary illustration, wrenched from 
its historical context, employed as the basis ofverification. The 
Treatise is characterised by a poverty of empirical research, 
absence of specific socio-historical data carefully collected and 
systematically ordered, combined with a withering contempt for 
previous sociology. Pareto rejected nineteenth-century theories 
of progress, condemned Enlightenment philosophical rational
ism, debunked humanitarian philosophy and modern mass 
democracy. Political theories such as Marxism and Liberalism 
were of interest only because they were popular and therefore 
required psychological explanation. Pareto's hostility towards 
humanism and collectivist democracy flowed from his beliefthat 
historical development was the work of 'active minorities' 
invested with attributes enabling them to dominate the passive 
masses. 

Pareto's sociology is built around two fundamental prin
ciples: first, the concept of science as logico-experimental 
employing the method of induction and based on experience 
and observation. The purpose of sociology, he wrote, was 'to 
discover theories that picture facts of experience and observa
tion' (Pareto, 1963, p. 1511). Thus although one of the first 
social scientists to discuss the sociological phenomenon of 
social mobility, Pareto presented, as evidence for his arguments 
on the rise and fall of social groups and societies, largely 
anecdotal evidence drawn from speculative observations (the 
Treatise examines, among other things, the dedine ofRome, the 
development of the Reformation, thirteenth-century Venice 
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and nineteenth-century Germany, the 1789 French Revolution 
and the English suffragette movement). In this respect Pareto 
is closer to Comte than to either Weber or Durkheim. 

It should be noted that although critical ofpositivism, Pareto 
differed from Weber in accepting natural science as a basis of 
sociology: the emphasis on an objective world of experience as 
the basic datum ofsociological study eliminated the problem of 
interpretation and meaning from sociological analysis. The 
social sciences, in Pareto's view, have not yet achieved the 
precision of the logico-experimental method of the natural 
sciences. Pareto's second principle is the concept ofsociety as a 
system: he emphasised continually the necessity to analyse 
human society as whole not, however, in terms of objective 
social structures and institutions, but rather as the synthesis of 
a plurality ofnon-Iogical action: there is nothing in the Treatise 
that approaches the empirical-historical analysis of cultural 
institutions and their relation with economic structures which 
characterises Weber's sociology; nor is Pareto interested in 
identifying the specific processes of change which occur 
between different elements of the social whole. Perhaps 
Pareto's most extraordinary achievement is to define society as 
a system in abstract, ahistorical and ultimately non
sociological terms. For Pareto, society is a unity, never perfectly 
integrated 'because the requirement of uniformity is very 
strong in some individuals, moderately strong in others, very 
feeble in still others, and almost entirely absent in a few'. 
Society, in other words, is the product of psychological forces, 
the result of the workings out of human nature (Pareto, 1963, 
p. 1727). 

Pareto defined sociology as the study ofnon-Iogical action, a 
category he believed had been largely neglected by sociologists. 
Non-Iogical action refers to the realm of values, beliefs, 
sentiments. In his analysis of the social system Pareto was 
especially concerned with these elements, or parts, which 
determine the nature of society. Individuals or ac tors were the 
molecules ofthe system, their actions influenced by non-human 
forces within the environment, but more significantly by the 
immanent properties of the system itself, by interest, knowl
edge, 'residues' and 'derivations' . Pareto's Treatise is largely 
concerned with the latter two categories. The social system 
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achieves astate of equilibrium according to the distribution of 
residues and derivations within the population as a whole. 

What does Pareto me an by these terms? Residues, he argues, 
'correspond to certain instincts in human beings' although they 
must not be confused with them: residues are manifestations of 
sentiments and instincts which work to maintain society; 
derivations, much more variable, approximate to subjective 
explanation of events, the rationalisations employed by indi
viduals to explain their conduct and beliefs. Pareto defined six 
dasses ofresidues: the instinct for combinations; group persis
tences or persistences of aggregates; the manifestation of 
sentiments through external acts such as religious ecstasies; 
residues of sociality such as social ranking, self-sacrifice, 
asceticism; the residue of personal integrity that produces 
action wh ich seeks to restore lost integrity; and finally, a sixth 
dass, the sex residue. The six dasses are further subdivided 
into other elements but the essential point is that Pareto's 
dassification is both arbitrary and intellectually sterile. For 
example, no explanation is offered for the choice of six groups as 
opposed to twelve or more. Nor does Pareto attempt to validate 
his concepts through detailed empirical and factual analysis: 
discussing Class IV residues, for example, he observes: 

Sentiments of ranking on the part of inferiors as weIl as superiors 
are observable in animals. They are very widespread in human 
soeieties ... no human soeiety at all eomplex eould survive without 
them. Relationships of superiority and inferiority are ehanged in 
forms, but none the less kept, in soeieties that ostensibly proclaim 
equality for all individuals. A sort of temporary feudalism is the 
rule in such societies, with a progressive descent in rankings from 
the politicians at the top to the politicians at the bottom. Anyone 
doubting this need only try to obtain something, in Italy and 
France ... without the support of the loeal 'boss' ... the 'powers 
that be' in art, science and public service (Pareto, 1963, p. 686). 

Pareto's Treatise is fuH of such commonplaces: propositions 
stating the distribution of residues within a particular society, 
or social dass, are illustrated from journalistic, literary and 
dassical sources. Although residues are observable they are 
never analysed historicaHy: Pareto assumes that residues are 
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fixed and that historical change is one of endless repetition. 
Rejecting evolutionary theory Pareto advocated a theory of 
historical cydes pessimistically conduding that while histori
cal and social forms change the inner forces remain the same. 
These latter are the residues. The distribution of Class I 
residues of combination and Class II residues of the persis
tence of aggregates within a population effectively determines 
the nature of the social equilibrium. For Pareto, dass circula
tion depends on the proportion ofClass land Class II residues 
within the elite especially its 'governing dass' (those involved 
in some branch of government). 

History is thus 'the graveyard of aristocracies' since aB elites 
necessarily decay, not only in numbers, but also in 'quality in 
the sense that they lose their vigour' by the dedine 'in the 
proportions of the residues which enabled them to win their 
power and hold it'. Elites become incompetent through the 
concentration of inherited wealth and power, processes which 
prevent the free circulation of ability. The governing dass is 
restored through the rise from below of 'superior elements' 
within the lower dasses 'possessing residues suitable for 
exercising the functions of government and willing enough to 
use force'. Pareto describes this process as historicaBy inevit
able and natural: 

In virtue of class-circulation, the governing elite is always in astate 
of slow and continuous transformation. It flows on like a river, 
never being today what it was yesterday. From time to time sudden 
and violent disturbances occur. There is a flood - the river 
overflows its banks. Afterwards, the new governing elite again 
resume its slow transformation. The flood has subsided, the river is 
again flowing normally (Pareto, 1963, pp. 1430-1). 

Revolutions thus res tore society to its former equilibrium and 
prevent its total disintegration. The role of conflict and force is 
crucial in those situations in which dass mobility has slowed 
down or ceased altogether. Normally the distribution of 
residues work to produce adynamie equilibrium. Pareto's 
conception of system and change is thus superficially similar to 
Marx's notion that social stability is augmented to the degree 
that the dominant dass assimilates the best brains from the 
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lower dasses. 'It is far more difficult to overthrow a governing 
dass when it successfully assimilates most ofthe individuals in 
the subject dass who show those same talents, are adept in 
those same arts, and might therefore become the leaders of(the 
subject dass)', for 'left without leadership, without talent, 
disorganised the subject dass is almost always powerless to set 
up any lasting regime' (Pareto, 1963, pp. 1516-17). Domination 
is thus defined in terms of the ability of the ruling dass 
judiciously to employ a mixture of force and fraud, a 
Machiavellian conception which ignores the subjective, con
sensual component that is so important for Weber. 

In general, the most enduring ruling dass would combine 
Class land Class II residues. Pareto distinguishes two dasses 
of individuals, the lions and the foxes whose actions dominate 
the political sphere. Lions, as the term suggests, are prepared to 
employ force in pursuit oftheir interests and are strong in Class 
II residues, of loyalty to family and group, solidarity and 
patriotism; foxes are less direct in their methods, employ 
innovation and scheming, attaining their ends through dever
ness and the manipulation and contral of economic and 
political institutions. Foxes are more likely to maintain power 
through ideology and propaganda, by combining and recom
bining different ideas. Class II residues, however, are dearly 
more important and Pareto emphasises that they 'constitute 
the foundations of society and stimulate the belligerent spirit 
that preserves it'. Thus the preponderance ofClass II residues 
will support the pretensions of the lower dasses who will 
inevitably replace the governing dass of foxes in which Class I 
residues have grown stronger while Class II have grown 
weaker. In this situation the ruling dass becomes less and less 
capable of resorting to force and an unstable equilibrium 
results. Modern mass democracy is identified by Pareto as a 
form of society in which the governing dass is 'overrich in Class 
I residues' but 'woefully lacking in Class II'. The result is 
widespread corruption, 'spineless humanitarianism', de
generation of character and the creation of 'an opening for 
those who have both the will and the power to use violence in 
shaking offthe yoke ofthe ruling dass' (Pareto, 1963, pp. 1824, 
1556, 1797). 

Class circulation is thus the master key for understanding the 
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his tory of civilisation. The residues and derivations, because 
they embody action, provide the 'energy' which produces 
change within the social system. Society is thus determined by 
the ways in wh ich the various elements act on each other; and 
society as a system, as a whole, acts on the elements themselves. 
Social structures are never randomly produced but flow from 
the immanent, structured properties of the system. Thus 
change is not extern al but emerges from within the elements 
that constitute the social system. Whereas positivism conceived 
society as the product of external relations between different 
elements acting mechanically on each other, Pareto grasped 
the immanent active properties of the constituent elements of 
the social system. Nevertheless, Pareto's sociology is ultimately 
a dead-end. For although the residues are unevenly distributed 
throughout a population, their universal and static qualities 
obfuscates rather than clarifies the complex structures of 
modern industrial societies. Typical of Pareto's method is his 
attempt to explain the economic development ofGermany and 
France during the late nineteenth century as the result of the 
weakness or the intensity ofClass land Class II residues: whole 
peoples, whole social classes, are analysed in terms 01' the 
abstract category of residues, the inner, structural complexity 
of social classes and social groups, which Simmel's sociology 
brings out so vividly, reduced to essentialist socio
psychological forces. Pareto's social theory is less a sociological 
explanation ofhuman society and its historically specific modes 
of development, than an all-embracing speculative philosophy 
of history. The richness and diversity of human culture are 
assimilated to a psychological theory of the human subject, in 
which action is stripped of its social and communicative 
properties and yoked to a pessimistic and deterministic notion 
of the social system. 
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The Sociology of Class 

and Domination 

The foundations of sociological theory were laid down in the 
work ofDurkheim, Weber and Simmel. For these sociologists 
the object of study was industrial society and particularly the 
problems of social cohesion, legitimacy and democracy. They 
were concerned with the conflicts and tensions genera ted 
within civil society by bureaucratisation, rationalisation, alien
ation and rapid social change in the transition from pre
industrial to large-scale industrial, urban communities and 
cultures. Social development was analysed in implicit dialecti
cal terms: increasing social complexity, autonomous indi
viduality and richness of culture on the one hand, collectivism, 
conformity and sterile, calculative culture on the other. Society 
was theorised both synchronically and diachronically; society 
was a structure loosely integrated around values and human 
action. Weber, Simmel, and to a lesser extent, Durkheim, in 
examining society as a structure and as a process involving 
active human subjects, were led to explore the objective, 
institutional, basis of authority and domination in its bearing 
on human action. 

Although the concept of domination and its relation with 
economic and social institutions had been analysed by Saint
Simon and Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-59) from the stand
point of the political after-effects of the French revolution, it 
was Marx who provided the first systematic theorisation and 
sociological account of domination in capitalist industrial 
society. Comte and Spencer contributed few insights into the 
sociological study of social conflict, class structure and the 
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distribution ofpower: organicist evolutionism, with its concern 
for social order, consensus and equilibrium deflected attention 
away from the role of force, conflict and ideology in sociallife 
(other than as the struggle for existence), assuming social order 
to be unproblematical (the result of individual interests 
synthesised into a universal good by the operation ofthe hidden 
hand of the market economy) or imposed autocratically from 
above (Comte's Positivist Church). The shift of emphasis from 
the concept of social differentiation to the concept of the 
division of labour in Marx, Durkheim, Weber and Simmel 
focused attention on the deavages ofinterest within industrial 
society and the conflicts engendered by dass division. 

Marx's theory of domination 

Marx was not the first writer to emphasise the dass nature of 
industrial society or the conflicts genera ted between dominant 
and subordinate dasses. 'What I did that was new', he wrote, 
'was to prove, (1) that the existence of dasses is only bound up 
with particular historical phases in the development ofproduc
tion, (2) that the dass struggle necessarily leads to the 
dictatorship of the proletariat, (3) that this dictatorship itself 
only constitutes the transition to the abolition of all dasses and 
to a dassless society' (Marx and Engels, n.d. p. 86). In this 
formulation (itself made during private correspondence and 
therefore never intended for publication) Marx advanced a 
dogmatic notion of the centralising role of the state in the 
transition to socialism. And in The Communist Manifesto Marx 
and Engels described the modern state as a 'committee for 
managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie', 
defining political power as 'the organised power of one dass for 
oppressing another'. The implication in this formulation is that 
power flows from the ownership of economic resources and is 
simply a reflection of dass interests. Class domination is thus 
the prod uct of dass an tagonisms based on economic ineq uali ty, 
and while Marx emphasises that economic inequality and 
exploitation were characteristic of all modes of production 
beyond simple tribai communism, it was only capitalism which 
transformed all social relations into economic relations. In 
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pre-capitalist society the social relations ofserfand landowner, 
for example, functioned through a personal as weIl as an 
economic nexus: the dass domination of the landowner was 
based on feudal ties of bondage and vassallage, personal 
elements which capitalism destroys, 'the motley feudal ties that 
bound man to his "natural superiors" " leaving only naked 
self-interest as the bond between individuals. It is in this sense 
that Marx wrote of dass relations under capitalism becoming 
'simplified' and 'universalised' with the result that power was 
increasingly concentrated in the major economic and political 
institutions. 

Marx distinguished between three modes of domination: 
economic, social and political. Economic and social domina
tion refers to the ways in which capital determines the function
ing ofinstitutions generally, while political domination refers to 
the ways in which the state creates and maintains the legal 
framework for bourgeois rule. Although Marx never used the 
term 'ideological domination', it is implicit in his analysis of 
ideology, referring essentially to the need for legitimation 
within capitalism with the rise of democratic institutions. 

In Capital Marx depicted capitalist society as a system in 
which capital acts as an independent force, the capitalist dass 
directly appropriating the whole surplus labour and surplus 
product in ways which augment the 'domination of capital over 
labour'. Like Saint-Simon, Marx argued that political institu
tions expressed basic economic interests; a relation of strict 
functional correspondence characterised economic and politi
cal institutions. Thus in The Communist Manifesto a simple, 
reciprocal base-superstructure model of political power is 
advanced in which the state - 'political society' - is conceptual
ised as an ideological institution which supports and defends 
the rights ofprivate property. The state is a dass state. But, in 
his later, historical writings, especially those analysing con
temporary British and French his tory, Marx developed a more 
complex model of power, distinguishing between the different 
fractions within a dominant dass and suggesting that the state 
apparatus was often controlled, not by the bourgeoisie, but by 
what he called 'a governing dass'. 

Thus in his analysis of the British political system Marx 
argued that although the Tory party remained the party ofthe 
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nobility, it nevertheless carried out the policies of the 
bourgeoisie: 'The whole aristocracy is convinced of the need to 
govern in the interests ofthe bourgeoisie; but at the same time it 
is determined not to allow the latter to take charge ofthe matter 
itself (Marx and Engels, 1962, pp. 351-8). The dominant dass 
consists of its ruling and non-ruling fractions: the ruling dass
the governing dass - exercises power through the state on 
behalf of an economically dominant dass such as the 
nineteenth-century English bourgeoisie. In a similar way 
Engels describes the Germanjunkers as the governing dass of 
a Germany which was industrialising and transforming itself 
into a modern bourgeois society: the conflict of interests 
between the rising bourgeoisie and the emerging proletariat 
were overcome by raising the state apparatus over the whole 
society. 

In the Grundrisse Marx noted that this internal complexity of 
dass existed at the economic level also: as profit consisted of 
two separate forms of revenue, the existence of financial and 
industrial capitalists 'express nothing other than this fact' 
(Marx, 1973). The dominant dass is therefore never a 
homogeneous whole but a structure of different and potentially 
conflicting interests. There is no simple mechanical relation, 
therefore, between dass power and economic dominance: 
power is mediated through political institutions which, 
developing at a different tempo from the economic forces 
succeed in exercising an autonomy in respect of dass interests. 

The state and dass domination 

From certain of Marx's writings the theory of domination 
appears as unproblematic: power is the reflection within 
political society of economic structure. But in analysing the 
theory of domination as it developed within Marx's work, it 
becomes dearly essential to distinguish Marx's polemical 
writings from his historical and scientific works; and further, 
to distinguish Marx's works from those of Engels. 

In general, Engels held to a crude, reductionist theory of 
domination and his popular summaries ofMarxism such as the 
Anti-Duhring and Socialism: Scientijic and Utopian, together with 
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his historical studies such as The Origin 01 the Family, Private 
Property and the State te nd to restate the position outlined in The 
Communist Manifesto. It should also be emphasised that Marx's 
concept of the state outlined in his early writings (1841-5) 
differs from the standpoint of The Communist Manifesto: in the 
former the state is identified with the realm of alienation, 
founded on the contradiction between public and private life, 
general and particular interests. In 1844 Marx argued that the 
unsocial nature oflife in civil society, the egoism engendered by 
the forces of private property, trade and industry constituted 
the 'natural foundations' of the modern state. The state is not 
simply the form of organisation that the bourgeois dass 
necessarily adopts to guarantee its property and interests, but 
an institution which develops out of the alienated social 
relations of civil society. 

Marx's most important works on the state, however, are the 
historical studies: The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte 
(1852), The Class Struggles in France (1850) and his analyses of 
the Paris Commune (1871-2). He originally intended to 
complete his study of capitalism with a final volume devoted to 
the state but died before finishing the economic analysis. In this 
sense, therefore, there exists no theory of the state in Marx's 
work or any analysis ofthe state system comparable to Marx's 
economic analysis. Perhaps for this reason it is a relatively 
simple task to find a number of different concepts of the state 
ranging from the notion of state as dass power to the state as 
autonomous institution. Bearing in mind, therefore, that Marx 
failed to develop a coherent theory of capitalist domination the 
theory of the state can best be approached by focusing on two 
related, although contradictory themes: that human emancipa
tion depends on civil society being independent of state 
domination; and the argument that the abolition of capitalism 
necessarily involves centralised authority. 

In Marx's early writings the state is separated from civil 
society: the state expresses the condition of civil society and is 
indeed described as its 'official expression'. In his essay, 'On 
the Jewish Question' , Marx accepts Hegel's concept of civil 
society describing its creation as 'the achievement of the 
modern world' but he criticised Hegel for defining the state as 
the institution, together with bureaucracy, which produces 
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social cohesion. Although Hegel's notion of civil society had 
been largely derived from the writings of the eighteenth
century historians and political economists, he was particularly 
critical of Adam Smith's depiction of civil society as a 
harmonious sphere in which conflicting individual interests 
were synthesised into a unity by the workings of a 'hidden 
hand'. Hegel defined civil society rather differently as compris
ing institutions which, by themselves, were incapable of 
producing social order and unity. Some of these ideas passed 
into Marx's theory ofthe state and civil society; Marx's early 
writings depict the working dass as whoIly alienated, outside 
society, their integration possible only through a total revolu
tion and, by implication, the workings of a beneficial state. In 
Capital Marx drew a different picture: the industrial working 
dasses succeed in developing their own characteristic ins ti tu
tions which mediate the relation of dass and state, institutions 
centred in civil society and democraticaIly organised. Marx's 
analysis of the social relations of capitalism thus suggest the 
possibility that the working dass, through its democratic 
institutions, can lay the basis for socialist transformation. 

It is this latter theme that indicates an anarchist element in 
Marx's thought and his writings on the Paris Commune are 
particularly eloquent in defending this standpoint. Neverthe
less, the influential Marxist theory of the state, the bourgeois 
state as embodiment of dass power which can be changed only 
by the centralised socialist state - Marxist-Leninism that is -
derives more from Engel's writings than from Marx. Engels 
dedared unequivocaIly that in 'the last instance' the economic 
is decisive, a reductionist argument which leads hirn to 
characterise the state as the embodiment, in a highly concen
trated form, of 'the economic needs of the dass controlling 
production', its historie al development the automatie product 
of economic forces. The modern state, he argued, is the 
organisation which 'bourgeois society takes on in order to 
support the external conditions of the capitalist mode of 
production against encroachments of workers as weIl as 
individual capitalists'. For Engels, the state was simply 'a 
capitalist machine, the State of the capitalists, the ideal 
personification ofthe total national capital' (Marx and Engels, 
1962, Vol. 2, pp. 148-9). In the 'last instance' the state reflects 
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the economic needs ofthe dass which controls production, an 
external, coercive apparatus for maintaining dass domination. 

Engels's formulation suggests that in capitalist society the 
state is fully and consciously controlled by the economically 
dominant dass. The political structure, therefore, enjoys no 
autonomy but is simply an ephiphenomenal form of the 
economic order. Similar arguments inform Marx's own writ
ings, especially The German !deology, wh ich describes the 
historical evolution ofthe modern state in terms ofthe division 
of labour and mode of production, the separate spheres of 
administration (law, army, police, civil service) which emerge 
from the increasingly specialist division of work creating a 
sense ofnational unity, an 'illusory community' which seeks to 
conceal the facts of dass struggle and conflicting material 
interests: 'The state is the form in which the individuals of a 
ruling dass assert their common interests ... [it] acts as an 
intermediary in the formation of all communal institutions and 
gives them political form' (Marx and Engels, 1964). 

By the end of the 1840s Marx had yet to work out his theory 
of social change, surplus value and exploitation: the analysis of 
capitalism turned on a polarised model of conflict between two 
dasses. This dichotomic model of dass structure and social 
formation underwent profound change in his work ofthe 1850s 
and 1860s. One of the most significant historical developments 
which occurred du ring the course of the nineteenth century, 
especially in the advanced capitalist countries, was the increas
ing centralised nature of capitalism as a system. Marx inte
grated these developments into his theoretical model of capital
ism. He argued that although previous revolutions, such as the 
French Revolution, had embraced the ideals of freedom and 
democracy against authoritarian power, the actual results were 
always 'a perfecting' ofthe state. The centralised state machine 
had originally been forged during the period of Absolute 
Monarchy 'as a weapon of nascent modern society in its 
struggle of emancipation from feudalism', and although the 
French Revolution had sought to create national unity ne ces
sary for the growth ofbourgeois society, this development could 
be effected only by enlarging the powers ofthe institution which 
the ideals of 1 789, liberalism and freedom, opposed (Marx and 
Engels, 1971, p. 149). In the years between the publication of 
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The Communist Manifesto and the analysis of the failure of the 
Paris Commune Marx gradually abandoned the reductionist 
standpoint adopted in the Manifesto, with its implication that in 
socialist revolution the working dass would simply take over 
the existing state machine and use it for the task of reconstruc
tion. In the 'Preface' to the 1872 German edition of the 
Manifesto two crucial changes are apparent: 

1. The rapid development ofthe labour movement resulting 
from the growth of capitalism had created the potential for 
democratic change from within civil society itself, through the 
institutions of the working dass. 

2. Because of the increasing centralisation of capitalism as 
an economic system, the state itself becomes more centralised 
so that the task of socialist transformation is not the reform of 
the state but its abolition: 'The working dass cannot simply lay 
hold of a ready-made State machinery (as different factions had 
done in their ascendence to power) and wield it for its own 
purposes' (Marx and Engels, 1971, p. 270). 

Marx's hostility to the state now becomes total: in his 
writings on the Paris Commune he describes the centra1ised 
state machine of modern society as enmeshing 'living civi1 
society like a boa constrictor', functioning as 'a parasitic 
excrescence on civi1 society', 'unproductive and mischievous', 
an 'incubus' which must be 'smashed' (Marx and Engels, 1971, 
pp. 149-70, 202-3). Whereas in The Communist Manifesto and 
the Address to the Communist League (1850) Marx had argued that 
socialism would necessarily produce further centralisation now 
he advocated a decentralising transition to socialism. 

These political themes are dosely bound up with Marx's 
theoretical analyses of the state as aseparate sphere from civil 
society, partially autonomous from the dominant dass yet 
necessarily linked with it. The bourgeoisie must develop a 
centralised state structure to facilitate capitalist progress (the 
state being responsible for communications, education, taxa
tion, foreign trade and law) but because 'the real life' of the 
bourgeoisie lay in the sphere of civil, rather than political 
society, the state is always more than a mere agent ofthis dass. 
This aspect of Marx's theory of domination is especially 
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brought out in his analysis of Bonapartism: in 1851 Louis 
Bonaparte abolished the Parliamentary institutions of the 
French bourgeoisie, arrested deputies, deporting socialists and 
republicans, and outlawed free speech and a free press, all in 
order to safeguard bourgeois interests from socialism. The 
bourgeois dass consisted of two large factions, the big landed 
proprietors and the financial and industrial bourgeoisie; the 
internal divisions of this dass, however, obstructed the develop
ment of an autonomous, united dass-conscious ruling 
bourgeoisie. Marx attempts to show that the state was not a 
simple reflection of social forces but rather an example of the 
separation ofthe state from society: under the rule ofthe second 
Bonaparte, Marx wrote, the state seems 'to have made itself 
completely independent' so that all dasses 'fall on their knees 
before the rifle butt'. Executive power embraced a broad strata, 
state officials numbering as many as half a million, and Marx 
depicts this bureaucratic state machine as an 'appalling 
parasitic body which enmeshes the body ofFrench society like a 
net and chokes its pores'. State power soars 'high above 
society'. This mode of domination emerges historically 'when 
the proletariat is not ready (or able) and the bourgeoisie has 
lost the facility of ruling the nation' (Marx and Engels, 1962, 
Vol. 2, pp. 331-2). Marx is arguing that when no single dass 
enjoys social and political dominance, the state emerges to act 
as mediator: 

The bourgeoisie confesses that its own interests dicta te that it 
should be delivered from the consequences ofits own rule; that, in 
order to restore tranquility in the country, its bourgeois parliament 
must, first of all be given its quietus; that, in order to preserve its 
own social power intact, its political power must be broken; that the 
individual bourgeois can continue to exploit the other classes and 
to enjoy undisturbed property, family, religion and order only on 
condition that their classes be condemned along with the other 
classes to like political nullity; that in order to save its purse it must 
forfeit its crown (Marx and Engels, 1962, Vol. 2, p. 288). 

In sharp contrast, Marx analysed the events surrounding the 
Paris Commune to argue that the institutions thrown up 
spontaneously by the working dass organising themselves 
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against the bourgeoisie represented the only authentie alterna
tive to the centralising trends of the modern state. The Paris 
Commune was essentially the political form of proletarian 
emancipation, direct democracy characterised by the recall of 
political representatives, a peoples' army and militia, 'the 
reabsorption of the State power by society as its own living 
forces instead of as forces controlling and subduing it, by the 
popular masses'. The Commune was the 'glorious harbinger' of 
a new type of society, 'the people acting for itselfby itself. And 
only the industrial working dass could invent and put into 
practice the concept of Commune, of workers councils (Marx 
and Engels, 1971, p. 153). 

Nevertheless, Marx was sharply critical of the policies 
pursued by the Commune describing its lack of socialist 
leadership and coherent socialist ideology: it was not socialist 
'nor could it be'. Subsequent generations of Marxists drew the 
condusion that a successful proletarian revolution required 
more than self-governing working-dass institutions, but a 
disciplined revolutionary political party, Marxist theory and a 
centralised socialist administration. A dose analysis of Marx's 
writings on the Commune, however, suggests that although he 
saw the events of 1871 as doomed to failure by muddled and 
incoherent leadership, he nevertheless regarded the Commune 
as embodying a struggle against the state and the centralising 
trends of modern society, areassertion of the independence of 
civil society. 

But Marx's work as a whole, from the philosophical critique 
of Hegel's authoritarian theory of the state to his hostile 
criticism of Bakunin's anarchist concept of the state as the 
source of all problems in capitalist society, is characterised by a 
sharp tension between a libertarian and democratic temper: 
the state is as an 'alienated social power' dominating civil 
society, an authoritarian, centralised structure constituting an 
essential element ofsociety as a whole. The Commune's policy 
of democratisation - election to administrative posts, the power 
of recall and eq uali ty of pa y - was defined by Marx as part of a 
process which sought to reverse the historical trend, set in 
motion by revolutions ofthe past, which invests the state and its 
apparatuses with control over civil society. But in works such as 
The German Ideology, The Communist Manifesto and the Address to 
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the Communist League Marx emphasised that the state, founded 
historically on the division of labour, dass interests and dass 
conflict, was effectively the 'official form of social antagonisms 
in civil society': thus in the transition from capitalism to 
socialism greater rather than less centralisation would be 
necessary. A broadly similar standpoint emerges from his 
criticism of the Marxist programme of the German Social 
Democratic Party - the Gotha Programme of 1875 - in which 
he scornfully rejected the concept of 'free state', arguing that 
the issue was rather one of elaborating the social functions of 
the state in socialist society analogous to their functions in 
capitalism. In writings such as these the state is dearly defined 
as the instrument of dass forces, as an integral structure of 
society: in socialism, therefore, the state, as the dictatorship 
of the proletariat will dominate civil society disappearing 
only with the advent of Communism. The state and its 
organs of repression remain firmly anchored within society. It 
was only after the experience of the Paris Commune that 
Marx began to shift his position and hesitantly advance the 
standpoint of state versus society and emphasise the necessity 
for civil society to absorb and abolish the distinct organs of 
political society and reverse the historical trend of increasing 
centralisation. 

But this radical, libertarian strand remained muted: in their 
published writings both Marx and Engels tended to identify the 
domination and centralisation ofcapital as the critical issue, the 
'despotism of capital' rather than the despotism of the state. 
This is particularly brought out in Engels's artide, 'On 
Authority' (1872), written polemically against anarchist social
ism, in which he explicitly rejected democratic, decentralising 
forms ofauthority. 'Wanting to abolish authority in large-scale 
industry', he wrote, 'is tantamount to wanting to abolish 
industry itself, to destroy the power 100m in order to return to 
the spinning wheel'. Large-scale industry and social develop
ment are impossible without authority: Engels argued that 
authority was neither good nor bad but relative to the specific 
social situation. Socialism will effectively transform the politi
cal functions of the state 'into the simple administrative 
functions of watching over the true interests of society'. 
Engels's formulation asserts the centralising trend of industri-
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alism: authority is imposed from above over civil society and 
not 'reabsorbed' into its institutional framework (Marx and 
Engels, 1962, Vol. 2, pp. 636-9). 

The theory of dass: Weber 

Neither Marx nor Weber produced a complete theory ofsocial 
stratification. N evertheless, Weber's brief discussion of stratifi
cation as a 'multi-dimensional structure' embracing social 
dass, status and party has become a fundamental source of 
modern social theory. 

Weber's interpretation of Marx was based on the con
temporary view of Marxism as a form of economic determin
ism. In general, Weber accepted this interpretation, widely 
propounded by Marxists such as Kautsky, in which the 
political was assimilated to the economic. In contrast Weber 
insisted that the political was not a secondary and derivative 
phenomenon but an active, autonomous element exercising a 
critical role in the formation of modern society. He rejected 
Marx's analysis of capitalism as a system structured in dass 
struggle and internal contradictions, defining capitalism as a 
rational mode of organisation and thus dearly distinguished 
from previous social formations. This emphasis on the au ton
omy of the political and the pervasiveness of rationality within 
capitalism led Weber to reject the Marxist theory ofthe state as 
the instrument of dass domination. Before examining Weber's 
theory of domination, however, it is essential to outline his 
general perspective on dass and power. 

Superficially, Weber seems to follow Marx: property, or the 
lack ofit, constitutes 'the basic categories ofall dass situations' 
and the factor which produces dass 'is unambiguously eco
nomic interest'. However, the 'dass situation' is differentiated 
'according to the kind of services that can be offered in the 
market'. Here Weber departs from Marx in stressing that skill 
may constitute a form of property productive of internal dass 
differentiation: those offering services are differentiated 'just as 
much according to their kinds of services as according to the 
way in which they make use of these services'. It is 'chance' 
within the structure of the market which Weber identifies as 
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'the decisive moment which presents a common condition for 
the individual's fate'. In this sense dass situation is ultimately 
'market situation'. Writing ofMarx's fragment on dass, Weber 
noted that 'it was intended to deal with the issue of dass unity 
in the face of skill differen tials'. Th us Weber dis tinguished 
between 'ownership dasses' (those who receive rents from the 
ownership of land, mines, factories) and 'acquisition dasses' 
('typical entrepreneurs' offering services on the market such as 
bankers and financiers, as well as members of the 'liberal 
professions' who enjoy a privileged position through their 
ability or training). Weber described these groups as 'positively 
privileged' comparing their market position with 'negatively 
privileged' groups such as wage-Iabourers who have neither 
disposable property nor specialised skills. For Weber, dasses 
never constituted homogeneous wholes but were highly dif
ferentiated internally embracing a number of different 
interests. He argued that the basic tendency of capitalism was 
the expansion ofthe 'acquisition dasses' with the result a more 
pluralistic social structure, one increasingly built around 
educational qualifications. 

A pluralistic stratification system thus develops involving 
complex differentiation within dominant, middle and working 
dasses. Weber described the stratification system within 
modern capitalism as consisting of working dasses, petty 
bourgeoisie, 'intelligentsia' (a category lacking independent 
property but whose social position hinges on technical training, 
such as engineers, bureaucratic officials and other white-collar 
workers), and finally, a dass which occupies a 'privileged 
position through property and education' (entrepreneurs, 
etc.). Given this complex stratification system there is dearly 
no simple relations hip between dass situation and dass 
consciousness as conceived by Marx. Class constitutes a crucial 
objective factor in the formation of consciousness, affecting the 
'life-chances' ofindividuals in a variety ofways, but there exists 
no automatie transposition of so-called economic and dass 
interests into solidaristic dass consciousness. Weber rejected 
the historical relation of dass to social change, the concept of 
historically necessary objective laws of social development. 
Consciousness, therefore, is structured firmly within the 
present, within the empirical market situation, and quite 
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dearly Weber's sociology has eliminated such notions as 
'dass-for-itself (fully conscious ofits historical interests). 

Social stratification is further complicated by the existence of 
'status groups'. Weber distinguished dasses from status groups 
by arguing that dass situation differs from status situation by 
virtue of 'a specific, positive or negative, social estimation of 
honour'. Class situation depends on the market; status situa
tion hinges on the judgements which others pass on his, or her 
social position, thus attributing positive or negative esteern. 
Because a status group is characterised by a 'specific style of 
life', comprising social distance and exdusiveness, a repudia
tion of economic factors as the basis of membership and a 
commitment to patterns of non-utilitarian consumption, it 
approximates to a unified social dass: 'With some oversimplifi
cation, one might thus say that "dasses" are stratified 
according to their relations to the production and acquisition of 
goods; whereas "status groups" are stratified according to the 
principles oftheir consumption of goods as represented by special 
"styles of life".' There is, of course, a dose relation between 
status groups and property and in this respect dass and status 
are linked: an economically ascendent dass will, through 
subsequent generations, achieve the position of a status group. 
Both propertied and propertyless individuals may belong to the 
same status group while economically dedining groups exer
cise considerable social influence. Weber's point was that dass 
and status constituted two distinct forms of group formation 
and organisation: thus although interrelated, dass and status 
are competing structures of stratification relating specifically to 
the distribution ofpower. Power is not a separate dimension of 
stratification; dasses, status groups and political parties are all 
phenomena 'ofthe distribution ofpower within a community' 
(Weber, 1964, pp. 424-9; Gerth and Mills, 1948, pp. 180-95). 

Weber's pluralistic model of stratification is theoretically one 
which assurnes the existence of a strong civil society. Power, for 
example, constitutes an expression of the distribution of 
interests within civil society; but at the same time power and 
dass cannot be assimilated to economic elements, or political 
parties be considered solely as the expression of dass interests. 
The principle of autonomy is important for defining the 
separation from the state and bureaucracy of institutions 
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bound up with dass, status and power. For Weber, civil society 
was a living force: thus theoretically parties can constitute dass 
or status parties but because ofthe complex nature ofindustrial 
society they are more likely to be 'mixed types'. Weber's 
pluralistic approach to social stratification assumes conflict 
over interests and a fluid, mobile and open social formation. 
But, as with Marx, there are tensions between these formula
tions and Weber's awareness of the centralising trends of 
modern industrial society. 

Capitalism, bureaucracy and democracy: Weber's theory 
of domination . 

Throughout his life Weber accepted the necessity for a strong, 
nation state, its primacy in all social and political spheres. His 
early studies into the agricultural conditions of Eastern Ger
many had pointed to the problems caused by an incursion of 
Polish workers into German territory and their potential threat 
to German culture. Germany at the end of the nineteenth 
century had developed into a strong, centralised nation state 
with its own distinctive national culture. Political unification 
was achieved during the first stirrings of industrial develop
ment and Weber emphasised that ifGermany was to become a 
truly modern industrial nation then it could do so only under 
the guidance of new politicalleaders. TheJunker landowning 
dass still controlled large sections ofGerman politicallife, yet 
in Weber's terms they constituted a dedining dass incapable of 
gene rating the necessary dynamic leadership. As for the 
industrial bourgeoisie Weber depicted this dass as cautious 
and unpolitical, wholly dominated by theJunkers. The indus
trial working dass was equally incapable ofleadership being an 
immature dass politically, its leaders in the Social Democratic 
Party contemptuously dismissed as mere journalistic dilet
tantes. Weber defined a politically mature dass as one which 
repudiated sectional interests in favour of the political power 
interests of the German nation. 

Weber's attitude to questions of power was uncompromis
ing: all modern states, he argued, demanded a structure of 
domination through which some individuals ruled others. 
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Weber rejected what he regarded as utopian political concepts 
such as direct democracy (he discussed the example of Soviets 
in his essay, 'Parliament and Government in a Reconstructed 
Germany', written in 1918) on the grounds that in large, 
complex modern societies such institutions were technically 
impossible. He accepted the extension of democratic rights in 
modern societies but argued that the process of democratising 
society entailed an increasing bureaucratisation and central
isation ofpower structured in the rational norms of a bureau
cratic state apparatus. In modern society the administrative 
function is determined by size: the administration of mass 
structures is radically different from the personalised relation
ships of administration in small associations; administration 
expands with the result that those with training and experience 
exercise technical superiority in the carrying out of complex 
tasks. The classic democratic doctrine, based on the 
sovereignty ofthe people, formed no part ofWeber's theory of 
democracy. Writing to Robert Michels, whose book onPolitical 
Parties (1911) advanced similar arguments on the nature of 
organisation, Weber asked: 'How much resignation will you 
still have to put up with? Such concepts as "will of the people", 
genuine will of the people, have long since ceased to exist for 
me; they are fictitious. All ideas aiming at abolishing the 
dominance of men over men are "Utopian'" (Mommsen, 
1974, p. 87). 

One ofWeber's fundamental arguments was that the rise of 
modern political parties - itself a democratic development -
entailed increasing bureaucratisation and the weakening of 
human initiative and action. His ideological support for a 
strong German state and his general distrust of'mass' democ
racy was closely bound up with his sociological studies of 
bureaucracy, a legal-rational form of domination described as 
eliminating all personal, irrational and emotional elements 
from administration. Bureaucratic administration subordi
na ted the individual to the rational, specialised division of 
labour and an increasing rationalisation of all spheres of social 
life. Pessimistically Weber described this process in terms ofa 
'new iron cage of serfdom' and a dehumanised, 'disenchanted 
world'. 

For Weber, Parliamentary Democracy was largely passive in 
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its effects; the mass of the people were uneducated, politically 
ignorant and incapable of forming reasoned political judge
ments. The real objective of democracy was the creation of 
charismatic leaders who succeed in establishing leadership 
over the masses not through policies but by their personal 
qualities. In this way the inherent trends towards bureaucrat
isation might be checked by the emergence of a powerful 
personality with extra-mundane gifts who succeeds in integrat
ing the propertyless masses into modern society. Modern mass 
political parties, however, are based on bureaucratic principles 
of organisation and the basic trend of modern society is for 
parties to select their leaders and offer them far election to 
Parliament: democracy becomes increasingly a mode of selec
tion of leadership. 

Weber insisted throughout his writings that the struggle far 
power was an inherent feature of all sociallife pervading every 
sphere of social action. Parties exist to achieve power. It is 
important to understand Weber's concept of power in this 
context: he did not accept the crude Marxist position which 
defined power in terms of economic interests and dass 
structure. Power is defined in social action terms as 'the chance 
ofa man, or ofa number ofmen, to realise their own will in a 
communal action even against the resistance of others who are 
participating in their action' (Gerth and MillS, 1948, p. 180). 
Individuals do not necessarily strive for power merely because 
of possible economic rewards: power, induding economic 
power, may be valued for itself, or for the social honour it 
confers. There is thus no single source of power and one of the 
consequences of Weber's argument is that changes in the 
economic organisation of society do not automatically result in 
changes in the distribution of power. Historically the major 
sociological challenge to this Marxist thesis had originally 
occurred in the work of the Italian political scientist, Gaetano 
Mosca (1859-1941). Many ofMosca's themes were developed 
by Robert Michels (1876--1936) and Max Weber. For Mosca 
and Michels power flowed from its source in political and 
bureaucratic organisations; Weber's theary of bureaucratic 
domination emerged as a more complex development of this 
theme. 

In his Elementi di Scienza Politica (translated into English as 
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The Ruling Class) , first published in 1896, Mosca appears 
superficially to follow Marx in his argument that 'in all societies 
... two dasses ofpeople appear- a dass that rules and a dass 
that is ruled'. Political power has always been exercised by 
organised minorities who impose their rule on the unorganised 
masses. His 'political', (or ruling) dass, enjoys legal and factual 
authority and in democratic societies the selection of candi
dates by political parties is always the product of organised 
minorities. Mosca emphasised that the political dass does not 
represent economic interests but constitutes an autonomous 
social stratum, a natural elite 'whose economic position is 
virtually independent of those who hold supreme power and 
who have sufficient means to be able to devote a portion oftheir 
time to perfecting their culture and acquiring their interest in 
the public weal'. For Mosca, this elite constituted the best 
elements ofthe ruling dass. Thus he argued that the stability of 
nineteenth-century England had less to do with its Parlia
mentary institutions than with the continuity of its political 
dass. The implication is that the state is not an expression of 
dass interests but an institution resting on moral and material 
forces and seeking to achieve unity of all social groups within 
the nation (Mosca, 1939, pp. 144-5, 284-92). 

Bureaucratic organisation is the key to understanding 
political power. Mosca's argument is often couched positivisti
cally in terms oflaws - the law of organised minorities - which 
have the force of natural la ws: thus he departs radically from 
Marx's theory of socialism by postulating that 'no social 
organisation can be based exdusively on the sentiment of 
justice' for human nature is irrational and egoistic, a constant 
striving after wealth, power, worldly vanity. Mosca's critique 
of socialist collectivism was based partlyon his theory of 
organisation and an ahistorical notion of human nature. 
Democracy thus be comes the rule of organised minorities 
which 'in spite of appearances to the contrary, and for all the 
legal principles on which government rests ... still retain the 
actual and effective control of the state'. History teaches the 
lesson that social progress occurs only if those with power are 
controlled and balanced by others who enjoy positions of 
absolute independence and no common interest with those who 
wield power. It is this mediation of power, Mosca argues, 
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which tends to disappear with the development of collectivism: 
a blind belief in the masses can lead only to the destruction of 
multiple centres ofpolitical power (Mosca, 1939, pp. 50--87). 

Mosca's pessimistic sociology is thus a critique of so-called 
mass democracies and the threat posed to governing elites by 
the rise ofbureaucratically organised political parties claiming 
to represent the interests ofthe 'irrational' masses. This is one 
of the themes also of Michels's Political Parties (1911) which 
adumbrates the sociologicallaw of oligarchical inevitability: all 
organisations, however democratic their ideology, become 
necessarily oligarchic and bureaucratic. 'As a result of organ
isation, every party or professional union becomes divided into 
a minority of directors and a majority of directed'. Basing his 
arguments on the bureaucratic tendencies of the German 
Social Democratic Party (the major Marxist political party in 
Europe at the time of Michels's study, with a nationwide 
political organisation and deputies in Parliament) Michels 
sought to show, like Mosca, the inevitable trend to bureau
cratic control ofthe state and the ways this process flowed directly 
from the organisational requirements of modern, 'mass' 
society. Michels' s 'iron law of oligarchy', working through 
social institutions, means the rule of the bureaucratic official 
over democratically elected parliamentary representatives, the 
growth of authority based on position within a hierarchy of 
salaried officialdom. Bureaucratic organisation is a naturallaw 
which determines the structure ofmodern political parties and 
trade unions. Within capitalism administrators increasingly 
acquire an authority 'at least equal to that possessed by the 
private owner of capital', while under socialism the ideals of a 
classless society 'would perish in the moment ofits adherents' 
triumph'. The necessity for bureaucracy gives 'birth to the 
domination of the elected over the electors, of the mandatories 
over the mandators, of the delegates over the delegators. Who 
says organisation, says oligarchy' (Michels, 1962, pp. 333-56). 

As we have seen, Weber shared Mosca's and Michels's 
rejection of the 'utopian' ideals of socialism. He argued that 
the highly specialised division of labour, which forms the 
backbone of a modern economy, must inevitably lead to greater 
bureaucratisation: bureaucratic modes of organisation, techni
cally superior to other modes, are essential for large-scale 
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planning and the mobilising of resources. Only through 
bureaucratic organisation has it been possible to develop the 
modern polity, economy and technology. The fully developed 
bureaucratic structure compares with other organisations as 
the modern machine compares with non-mechanical modes 
of production. Bureaucracy is characterised by the following 
characteristics: precision, speed, unambiguity, knowledge of 
the files, continuity, discretion, unity, strict subordination; the 
bureaucratic office has a clearly defined sphere of competence, 
its officials organised in a clearly defined hierarchy ofpositions, 
and appointed, not elected, on the basis oftechnical qualifica
tions. Officials are personally free and subject only to authority 
in terms of their impersonal bureaucratic obligations. The 
development of modern society demands this mode of admini
stration for the larger the association, the more complicated its 
tasks and the more it depends on rational organisation. In this 
sense the future belongs to bureaucratisation. 

For Weber, the increasing bureaucratisation of social life 
formed the major structural form of modern capitalism: 
rationalised efficiency which results from bureaucratic organ
isation enables humanity to develop economically, technologi
cally and politically, but this progress is achieved at some cost, 
'a parcelling out of the human soul', a dehumanisation of the 
subject. As for socialism, rather than decentralising power, it 
will lead inevitably to a further centralising ofinstitutions and 
the dicta tors hip of the bureaucratic official. Weber's pessimism 
is complete: modern society cannot es cape from bureaucratic 
organisation. 

Thus a contradiction is generated between the democratic 
trends of bourgeois society and the anti-democratic ethos of 
bureaucratic organisation. In Weber's analysis bureaucracy 
becomes the major source of authority in the modern world: 
'Every domination expresses itself and functions through 
administration. Every administration, on the other hand, 
needs domination, because it is always necessary that some 
powers of command be in the hands of somebody' (Weber, 
1954, p.330). This is what Weber called 'imperative co
ordination', the probability that commands will be obeyed 
irrespective of their specific content or degree of supervision. 
Domination is distinguished from power in that domination 
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carries the weight of legitimacy, that individuals obey not 
because of physical compliance, but through a belief in the 
validity ofnorms regulating the command. For Weber, domi
nation was not the simply external fact of an order being 
obeyed, but involved a subjective component, as if those who 
are ruled had made the content of the command the basic 
maxim of their own activity. In this respect Weber differs 
sharply from Mosca in seeking a voluntaristic basis for power; 
'It is an induction from experience', he writes, 'that no system 
of domination voluntarily limits itself to the appeal to material 
or affectual or ideal motives as a basis for guaranteeing its 
continuance. In addition every such system attempts to 
establish and to cultivate the belief in its "legitimacy'" 
(Weber, 1964, p. 325). 

Weber identified three ideal types oflegitimacy: traditional, 
resting on a belief in the authority of 'im memorial traditions'; 
charismatic, based on the prophetie pronouncements of oracles 
and great leaders invested with 'magieal' qualities; and finally, 
rational, based on a belief in the legality of enacted rules and 
the right of those in authority to issue commands that have 
their basis in law. Commands, then, always carry a minimum 
of voluntary compliance; they are obeyed because of a belief in 
the legitimacy ofthe authority. It is, therefore, not a question of 
an 'organised minority', or elite, imposing its rule on an 
unorganised mass, but rather of the process of institutionalising 
the 'inner support' of su~jects for the different modes of 
authority. Weber's sociology of domination is ultimately less 
concerned with the sources of power in material forces, such as 
property ownership, than in the ideologies which legitimate 
different forms of rule. 

Modern society is characterised by rational-legal domina
tion centred in bureaucracy. Weber argued that capitalist 
production created 'an urgent need for stable, strict, intensive 
and calculable administration'; in the field of administration 
the choice lay simply 'between bureaucracy and dilettantism' . 
In his lecture on Socialism, given in 1918, he argued that 
modern democracy was increasingly a bureaucratised democ
racy, the administrative staff completely separated from the 
ownership of property; all bureaucratic enterprises, from 
factories to armies to schools, based on purely technical norms 
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of efficiency and grounded in rational-legal authority, increas
ingly separate the individual from the means ofwork. Socialism 
would accelerate these trends and prepare the ground for 'a 
new bondage', a bureaucratic mode of domination stifling all 
freedom and independent human activity. 

Weber's reflections are prescient in the light of later 
developments within capitalism and state socialist societies, all 
of which have witnessed an enormous growth in bureaucratic 
administration. There can be no doubt that Weber was right to 
emphasise the growing autonomy ofthe state and the legitima
tion needs of modern industrial societies: thus while Weber's 
typology of domination can be criticised for constituting a 
taxonomy, a formal structure of concepts, rather than a theory 
which investigates the actual functioning of different modes of 
domination, including the repressive apparatuses ofthe state
police, army, etc. - it nevertheless illuminated the necessary 
subjective element present in structures of authority. In his 
lecture, 'Politics as a Vocation' (1918), he guotes Trotsky's 
remark that 'every state is founded on force', but adds that the 
modern state is never simply a repressive apparatus but a 
community that successfully claims 'the monopoly of legiti
mate violen ce' (Gerth and Mills, 1948, pp. 78-83). 

Yet while domination implies a subjective component and a 
consenting subject, Weber maintained a resolutely pessimistic 
view of modern democracy. The masses confer legitimacy 
purely passively: there is little sense of an active relationship 
between the various groups and classes of civil society and the 
state apparatus. Weber accepted Michels's theory of mass 
democracy and the inevitable rule offunctionaries. The whole 
guestion of popular democratic control is eliminated on the 
basis that a modern industrial society necessitates bureaucratic 
administrationfrom above. But, as was noted earlier in relation 
to Weber's theory of stratification, and indeed his theory of 
bureaucracy, the concept of domination is structured around 
the existence of an independent civil society. Only from within 
a strong civil society can the subject actively consent to 
domination, that is, confer legitimacy through political and 
social institutions. Weber depicts the technical necessity of 
rational-legal domination, and thus the emergence of func
tionaries within the state apparatus controlling modern 
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society; and this, in itself, constitutes a democratic process 
facilitating mobility and promotion by merit. But this process 
of rationalisation that seems to lead inevitably to increasing 
centralisation and the rule ofthe few over the many, and thus 
the eclipse of ci viI society as an independent and living 
structure, is contradicted by Weber's insistence that social 
change and thus society itself is the product of human action. 
Weber failed to reconcile his pessimistic political sociology with 
his optimistic sociology of social action, for ultimately his 
sociology of bureaucracy and democracy lacks an adequate 
theory of civil society. 
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Marxism after Marx 

When Marx died in 1883 Marxism as a distinctive body of 
knowledge, theory of society and scientific methodology had 
exercised little influence in the field of the social sciences. 
Discussion of Marxism was largely confined to the workers' 
movement and it was not until the 1890s that a wider debate 
was initiated involving scholars from different areas of the 
social sciences - economics, history and sociology. The main 
academic critics of Marxism - Weber, Durkheim, Pareto, 
Mosca, Croce, Stammler, Sorel - did not set out simply to 
refute historical materialism but were mainly concerned with 
the problems wh ich Marx had identified within the social 
seien ces and modern society. This growing interest in Marxism 
was partly the result of its increasing popularisation in the 
socialist movement, as weIl as the importance ofsocialism itself 
as an organised political trend based on the principles of dass 
struggle, dass consciousness and dass solidarity. 

Marxism was developed outside the academy by socialist 
inteIlectuals who defined it as a natural science of society 
emphasising the existence of specific laws of social develop
ment, the inevitability of dass conflict, the polarisation of 
dasses, growing economic crises and eventual collapse of 
capitalism. At Marx's graveside Engels had dedared that as 
Darwin had discovered 'the law of development of organic 
nature, so Marx discovered the law of development of human 
his tory' . Engels's reference to Darwin and natural his tory is 
significant, for the Marxism which developed during the l880s 
and 1890s made no distinction between the methods of the 
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natural sciences and those of Marxism. The Marxism of the 
Second International was particularly positivistic in its early 
phases. During the l890s the major political party advocating 
Marxist theory was the German Social Democratic Party 
whose leaders, Karl Kautsky (1854-1938) and Eduard Bern
stein (1850-1932) enjoyed elose ties with Engels; the Social 
Democrats were responsible for the publication of many of 
Marx's early and later writings such as the Theories of Surplus 
Value, part of The German Ideology and the final volumes of 
Capital. The party, having been legalised in 1890, polled one 
and a half million votes at the first General Election. 

Kautsky, who wrote voluminously on the history ofreligion, 
socialism, ethics and economic and political theory - he was 
described as the 'Pope ofMarxism' - represented the orthodox 
wing of Marxist theory; many of his ideas were shared by the 
Russian George Plekhanov (185~19l8). More than any other 
writers Kautsky and Plekhanov transformed Marxism into an 
integrated world view, defining its basic concepts in positivis
tic, evolutionary terms arguing that the task ofintellectuals was 
merely to defend Marxist thought from bourgeois theory thus 
preserving its theoretical purity. Following the inspiration of 
Engels, in his Anti-Duhring, Marxism became codified in to a set 
of mIes and general materialist principles applicable to all 
social and historical phenomena. 

During the 1890s the major Marxist works were largely 
polemical dogmatically defending Marx's method of analysis, 
his general theory of laws of development and the nature of 
capitalism as an exploitive system of production. In 1899 
Bernstein published his Evolutionary Socialism in which he 
subjected these dogmatic concepts to the test of empirical 
reality. Contrary to Kautsky and Plekhanov, he argued that the 
historical development of capitalism did not support Marx's 
theory of crisis, the notion ofinevitable polarisation of elasses or 
the law of the centralisation of capitaI. The working elass was 
not becoming impoverished, the middle elasses were not 
disappearing, small businesses were developing and there was 
no evidence that capitalism as a system was doomed to 
historically inevitable collapse. Bernstein coneluded that his
tory demonstrated no 'iron laws', no 'historie necessity'; 
socialism must be validated, not by appeals to an historically 
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inevitable future, but rat her through the ethic of socialism, the 
apriori categories of Kantian moral philosophy in which 
individuals are regarded, not as means or instruments, but as 
ends in themselves. For Bernstein the movement was every
thing; there was no 'ultimate goal'. The political conclusions 
which Bernstein drew from his analysis ca me to be known as 
'Revisionism', that as capitalism was gradually and peacefully 
evolving towards a more complex social structure than existed 
at the time Marx wrote Capital, so it was possible to extend 
democracy, citizenship and equality from within the system 
itself The struggle for socialism was thus conceived as a 
piecemeal, evolutionary process and not as the violent conquest 
of state power by a disciplined party apparatus. 

Bernstein's critique ofMarxism was immediately rejected by 
Kautsky who merely repeated that Marx's analysis of capital
ism was correct in virtually every detail: Bernstein had 
misinterpreted the statistics. The Revisionist controversy is 
important, however, because it highlighted the weaknesses of 
Marxism in the light of modern social science. In particular it 
focused attention on the changes within capitalism since the 
1860s that could not be accommodated to the dogmatic 
prescriptions of orthodox Marxism. For all its claims as a 
science, Marxism had become ossified into a quasi-religious 
system which admitted the existence of no facts or historical 
evidence which might render it untenable. The Revisionist 
debate reflected many of the criticisms which academic 
scholars were increasingly levelling at Marxism. 

The first significant discussion between Marxists and 
representatives of'bourgeois' social science had taken place in 
1894 at the first International Congress of Sociology; further 
debates took place in the 1890s and early years ofthe twentieth 
century. The Marxist theory of inevitable social change was 
particularly criticised, as was the concept of laws of natural 
necessity and the reduction of the human agent to a product of 
external conditions. Marxism, it was argued, postulated a 
rigid, mechanical notion of the relation between the economic 
'base' of society and its ideological 'superstructure', a corre
spondence theory ofknowledge which transformed ideas into a 
passive reflection of class interests. Kautsky developed this 
model to account for the necessary development of socialist 
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theory itself as occurring outside the workers' movement, the 
product ofintellectuals whose privileged position enabled them 
to escape from the socio-economic determinism which affected 
all other groups. The workers attained only a limited con
sciousness, broadly economic and oriented to trade union 
matters. As capitalism intensified the objective dass struggle 
through heightened contradictions and tensions, the working 
dass became increasingly receptive to Marxist theory. One 
important consequence ofthis elitist position was that the state 
was defined as an instrument of social transformation, the 
result of socialist leadership from above. This passive concept 
of consciousness is central to orthodox Marxism and was 
further developed by V. I. Lenin (1870-1923) in his theory of 
the 'vanguard' party discussed below. 

Weber, Durkheim and Simmel rejected the Marxist concept 
of economic laws in favour of a voluntaristic sociology which 
also took account ofthe growing complexity, not homogeneity, 
ofmodern capitalist society. Criticism ofthe positivist elements 
in Marxism, however, did emerge from the Marxist movement 
itself and was not confined to those intellectuals outside the 
socialist movement. The Italian Marxist Antonio Labriola 
(1843-1904) and the French theorist ofrevolutionary syndical
ism Georges Sorel (1847-1922) sought to combat the concept of 
Marxism as a self-contained system based on natural laws of 
development by invoking Vico's dictum that humanity knows 
only that which it has created. Sorel, who wrote extensivelyon 
Marxism during the 1890s and contributing an important 
essay on Vico, introduced Labriola's work into France espe
cially the Essays on the Materialist Conception of History (1896). 
Sorel, however, was much more concerned with Marxism as a 
theory of action than Marxism as a theory of totality and it is 
interesting to see how these two elements were combined in 
Labriola's work. 

Labriola accepted the concept of society as a whole, analys
ing social dasses and individuals as parts developing in relation 
to the whole; he assimilated, too, the model of base and 
superstructure in which ideas correspond to specific social 
conditions. But he went beyond naturalistic Marxism by 
emphasising the uniqueness of historical formations and 
rejecting the simple triadic schema of social change -
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thesis-antithesis-synthesis - in favour of a theory of change 
centred on human activity, consciousness and thus praxis. Like 
Sorel, Labriola attacked the whole notion of economic deter
minism and the theory that historical change can be explained 
entirely in terms of the economic factor. He defined the 
historical process as an historical totality in which intellectual 
and material culture are organically bound together. Unique 
historical events cannot be explained away by reference to 
simple, reciprocal economic causation. Labriola emphasised 
the economic structure of a society as the basis of its organic 
unity; it was not, therefore, a question of assimilating cultural 
forces to the economic and defining society in terms of one 
singlefactor. For Labriola, all elements of material life and 
intellectual culture were an expression of the historical epoch
an expressive totality - and could not be analysed in positivist 
terms, as extern al facts, because of their organic unity in an 
all-enveloping process ofhistorical development. There was no 
'dominant' element as such within this concept of totality: 
historical events and sociological processes existed in relation 
to economic forces but could never be reduced to them as mere 
passive expressions (Labriola, 1967). 

Reality is not a given datum but created through human 
activity; the goal ofsocialism is not lying in wait in some distant 
future but result from praxis. There is no truth waiting 
to be discovered only a truth which must be made. Sorel praised 
Labriola's rejection of'vulgar Marxism' and its crude theory of 
economic determinism. As the editor oftwo influential socialist 
journals, Sorel proposed to examine Marxism in depth and 
during the la te 1 890s contributed a number of critical essays on 
such topical issues as the Revisionist debate, Marxism as a 
science and the role of ethics in socialist theory. After 1903, 
however, he became increasingly disillusioned with orthodox 
Marxism and turned towards revolutionary syndicalism and 
his theory of the myth developed especially in his Reflections on 
Violence (1908). 

Orthodox Marxism, Sorel argued, had degenerated into a 
species ofhistorical fatalism built around the notion ofperiodic 
and catastrophic economic crises which supposedly culminate 
in a general crisis ofthe whole capitalist system and subsequent 
political transformation. The reductionist formulas ofKautsky 
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et al. ignore the real 'authors' and 'actors' ofhistory and the fact 
that social relationships are made by men as much as by the 
development of the productive forces. Sorel was a perceptive 
critic of vulgar Marxism: his work was influenced by wh at he 
called 'the treasures contained in the work of Vico', especially 
the notion ofthe social world as the work ofhumanity and that 
humanity understands only that which it has created. Thus for 
Sorel there was no natural history of society, no scientific 
socialism. In the debate on Revisionism he sided with Bern
stein arguing that 'the problem for socialism is to develop in the 
working dasses a superior culture, which would allow them to 
administer the productive forces ... Today, the proletariat is 
far from possessing this culture' (Sorel, 1976, pp. 126, 157-64). 
Socialism is vindicated, not through appeals to the 'final end' of 
historical development but by the ethical superiority of pro
letarian institutions and culture. 

Sorel's anti-scientism and his general distrust of theories of 
social change which minimised or eliminated the active human 
subject, led hirn to argue against the holistic approach of 
Marxist methodology and advocate an atomistic concept of 
society structured in the voluntaristic practice of actors. His 
fundamental point was that change occurs through will, 
collectively organised within the working dass, but expressing 
the contradictions of the present system and a longing for an 
alternative society. The myth of the general strike functions 
precisely in this way as a system of images, which invokes 
through intuition the sentiments oriented towards socialism 
that form an integral part of working-dass experience. 

As we shall see below, Sorel's work influenced the Marxism 
of the Italian Gramsci, especially the critique of scientistic 
anti-humanist materialism, although in general Sorel's writ
ings exerted little significance for the development of early 
twentieth-century Marxism. 

Marxism as revolutionary consciousness: Lukacs and the 
concept of totality 

One ofthe most important Marxist theorists in the immediate 
post-1917 period was Georg Lukacs (188~1971). His work 

201 



Classical Sociolog) 

includes studies of aesthetics, literature, philosophy, politics 
and sociology. Lukacs turned to Marxism during the First 
World War: his pre-war writings were informed by a strong 
anti-positivist outlook influenced by the work of Rickert, 
Simmel, Weber and Dilthey. In 1915 he belonged to a circle of 
Hungarian intellectuals which included Karl Mannheim, 
Arnold Hauser, Bela Bartok, Zoltan Kodaly and Michael 
Polanyi, all of whom were concerned with the problems of 
democracy and culture. Joining the Hungarian Communist 
Party shortly after its founding in 1918, Lukacs began writing a 
se ries of essays dealing with the question of Marxism and 
modern bourgeois thought. In 1923 he published History and 
Class Consciousness, subtitled, 'Studies in Marxist Dialectics', a 
book which has the remarkable distinction ofbeing banned by 
the Third International as non-Marxist and heretical, and yet a 
potent influence on the thought of such diverse thinkers as 
Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Sartre, Herbert Marcuse and 
Lucien Goldmann. History and Class Consciousness was directed 
against the evolutionary positivism that dominated the Marx
ism ofthe Second International and was particularly critical of 
the contribution of Engels to Marxism: Lukacs argued that 
Engels had transformed Marxism from a dialectical into a 
mechanical social theory in which consciousness became the 
passive product of external forces, a reflection of objective 
conditions. 

History and Class Consciousness is an attempt to relate Marx's 
social theory to its Hegelian origins in the concept of totality 
and dialectical method. Facts do not speak for themselves but 
have meaning only when integrated into a whole; the funda
mental axiom of dialectical method is that the whole is prior to 
the parts and that the parts themselves must be interpreted in 
their relation with the whole. For Lukacs, the whole has 
primacy over its parts; the meaning of facts lies in their 
mediation with the whole. Thus the 'ultimate goal' of the 
socialist movement is the 'relation to the totality (to the whole of 
society seen as a process) through which every aspect of the 
struggle acquires its revolutionary significance'. The meaning 
of history, or truth, lies not in the study of the empirical, 
objective structure of capitalism but in grasping that the 
working-class movement constitutes the expression of a neces-
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sary historical progress. The proletariat simultaneously is both 
the subject and object of history, the knowing subject which 
approaches truth through 'knowledge of the real, objective 
nature of a phenomenon ... of its historical character and the 
knowledge of its actual function in the totality of sodety'. The 
'self-knowledge of the proletariat', its awareness of its position 
in the social structure as an exploited dass, 'coincides with 
knowledge of the whole', its awareness that its dass situation 
can be understood only from the stand point of the whole 
sodety, its system of production and sodal relations. Thus 
knowledge ofreality is inseparable from the dass position ofthe 
proletariat (Lukacs, 1971, pp. 12-23). 

In these formulations Lukacs defined Marxism as an 
ideology but an ideology more advanced theoretically than any 
other 'style of thought'. Marxism is, therefore, not a systematic 
body ofknowledge based on historically objective laws and the 
application of natural scientific methodology, but a revolu
tionary praxis in which the individual becomes a subject not an 
object ofthe historical process. Marxism is wholly distinct from 
bourgeois thought, and while bourgeoisie and proletariat share 
the same sodal reality, capitalism, they comprehend it dif
ferently. Bourgeois thought is profoundly unhistorical accept
ing the given, empirically immediate forms, thus conceiving 
change as catastrophe rather than as mediated by the struc
tural principles ofthe whole. In contrast, proletarian thought is 
self-knowledge of the real historical situation, comprising a 
rejection of the immediately given forms of society in favour 
of the 'immanent meanings' of the historical process as a 
whole. Lukacs condudes that proletarian thought stands 'on a 
higher scientific plane objectively' than bourgeois thought 
since it refuses to consider objects in isolation from the total 
process. 

Thus the proletariat comprehends society as a coherent 
whole and, unlike the bourgeoisie 'aspires towards the truth 
even in its false consciousness ... and substantive errors'. 
Ontologically privileged, the worker is nevertheless trans
formed into a commodity, into an object by the nature of 
capitalist production so that his empirical condition corre
sponds to the capitalist transformation of sodal relations into 
relations between objects and things. The fact that labour-
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power is appropriated as a thing means only that the pro
letariat, as a dass, can achieve a consciousness of its real 
position. In the act ofknowing, subject and object coincide: the 
cognitive and practical components of knowledge are thus 
fused within proletarian thought. The proletariat's self
knowledge of society is identical with the revolutionary trans
formation of capitalism: the movement towards socialism and 
the consciousness ofthis movement are one and the same thing. 
Knowledge is no me re epiphenomena, no simple reflection of 
external objects but is bound up with the revolutionary practice 
of the proletariat (Lukacs, 1971, eh. 2). 

Lukacs's discussion of bourgeois and proletarian thought and 
his general critique of positivism is linked to his analysis of 
reification and alienation as critical elements in the formation 
of consciousness and social theory. Although Marx had 
discussed alienation in his early writings, the Marxism of the 
Second International had failed to notice its significance, partly 
as a result of the unavailability of the texts (many remained 
unpublished until the 1920s and 1930s), as weIl as the 
unreceptive nature of positivist Marxism to non-scientistic 
concepts as alienation and reification. With his Hegelian and 
hermeneutic philosophical background, Lukacs was able to 
analyse Capital through the categories he discovered in the few 
texts ofMarx's early years wh ich had been published, notably 
The Holy Family. He argues that reification dominates capitalist 
culture stamping its 'imprint upon the whole consciousness of 
man', a process wh ich is total: 

Reification is ... the necessary, immediate reality of every person 
living in capitalist society. It can be overcome only by constant and 
constantly renewed efforts to disrupt the reified structure of existence by 
concretely relating to the concretely manifested contradictions of the total 
development, by becoming conscious oj these contradictions for the total 
development [Lukacs's emphasis] (Lukacs, 1971, p. 197). 

Yet how is it possible far the proletariat to aspire to truth given 
the total penetration of reification within the culture? Lukacs 
argues that as a commodity, the proletariat embodies the whole 
process of reification, but because it is an object its dass 
situation drives it towards conSClOusness, 'the self-
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consciousness ofthe object', which enables it to cut through the 
fetishised nature of capitalism. 

In these formulations Lukics comes dose to abandoning 
Marxist materialism altogether. HistoricaBy, the worker is not 
transformed into a thing, or mere object, for while the social 
world of commodities penetrates consciousness, disposing the 
worker to grasp society as a natural, objective datum, there is 
always within every situation forces which work against 
reification. If Lukacs's theory was historicaBy accurate, it 
would be impossible to und erstand the development of specific 
working-dass institutions such as trade unions or the struggle 
of the English proletariat against the nineteenth-century 
Factory Acts: in the most advanced industrial society of the 
nineteenth century the English working dass should have been 
whoBy domina ted by reification, yet they created the most 
powerful trade union movement in the industrialising world 
and struggled, successfuBy in many cases, to improve their 
economic, social and political status. Lukacs's conception of 
reification as a total process flows from his theory of totality, 
that the whole is prior to its parts which are organicaBy bound 
together and express the inner core ofthe whole itself. It should 
be dear that this conception oftotality is neither empirical nor 
historical but an historieist category in which the whole is 
directly expressive of the historical process. The relation of 
parts and whole is thus symmetrical rather than uneven and 
contradictory. 

Similarly, in his discussion of dass and dass consciousness 
Lukacs postulates an abstract and non-historical conception of 
the relation between social structure and ideology. Class 
consciousness is equivalent to totality: 'For a dass to be ripe for 
hegemony means that its interests and consciousness enable it 
to organise the whole of society in accordance with those 
interests' (Lukacs, 1971, p. 52). For Lukacs, bourgeois thought 
fails to grasp society 'from the centre, as a coherent whole', 
while proletarian thought strives towards a historical under
standing of its historical mission as a universal dass whose 
actions will transform the whole. Lukacs thus distinguishes 
'psychological' from 'imputed' dass consciousness, the former 
consisting of the empirical, day-to-day consciousness of work
ers which is false and incapable of grasping the whole. 'True' 
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dass consciousness is the 'potential' consciousness of a dass 
that corresponds with the Marxist theory of the historical 
process. Potential consciousness is the 'appropriate and 
rational reaction' of a dass to its historical situation if it 
possessed the necessary knowledge of its relation to the social 
whole. Employing one ofWeber's concepts, Lukics thus writes 
that 'the objective theory of dass consciousness is the theory of 
its objective possibility' (Lukacs, 1971, p. 79). 

But what is 'imputed' or 'potential' consciousness? It is 
obviously more real than everyday consciousness and cannot 
be reduced to elements of the latter. Yet how is it to be 
constituted theoreticaBy if not from the empirical forms of 
consciousness? The answer is the privileged position ofintellec
tuals who genuinely understand the historical process and 
therefore impute to the proletariat its true consciousness. For 
Lukics, history is invested with a meaning outside its empiri
cal, concrete determinations, its different phases expressing an 
essence wh ich is the historical process conceived as a totality. 
Lukacs's critique of positivism thus ends in idealism, the 
rejection of all principles of verification and empirical evidence 
as the basis ofMarxist theory: totality cannot be reconstructed 
through its empirical parts, the facts cannot simply be accumu
lated before the whole emerges. Ifwholes cannot be structured 
in terms of the empirical but only in terms of the future, the 
maturation of the historical process, then all social science 
would seem superfluous. 

Lukacs's standpoint is Hegelian, for like Hegel's philosopher 
who could genuinely interpret the ruses ofhistory, so Lukacs's 
historicism allows scope for the socialist, revolutionary intellec
tuals to impute consciousness and grasp the meaning of the 
whole. But the whole must be known before facts can be 
integrated within it, and the only way that the whole is known is 
not by empirical method but by accepting the privileged 
historical stand point of the proletariat. And, of course, this 
itself cannot be proved, only accepted as the truth of history. 
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Culture and domination: Gramsei and the concept of 
hegemony 

Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) has been described as the most 
original Marxist theorist of the first half of the twentieth 
century. Gramsci's work is characterised by a concern with 
problems of culture and the relation of cultural formations to 
political domination; the central concept of hegemony has 
become widely used in the social sciences, as popular a term as 
that of alienation. Like Lukacs, Gramsci defined Marxism in 
opposition to positivism and all forms of economic determinism 
emphasising the role of consciousness and the human subject in 
the making of historical change. 

One ofthe leaders ofthe Italian Communist Party, Gramsei 
spent the last years ofhis short life incarcerated in Mussolini's 
jails producing, often in elliptical form to avoid prison censor
ship, reflections and reviews ofMarxist theory and the relation 
between Marxism and political science, sociology, philosophy 
and his tory. Arrested in 1926 Gramsei wrote 3000 pages of 
analysis as well as hundreds of letters: his activity firmly 
negated the intention of the prosecutor at his trial that 'this 
brain must be put out of action for twenty years'. 

In the years following the Second World War, the Italian 
Communist Party pub1ished much of this material frequently 
in an abridged form to avoid embarrassing the party's rigid 
Stalinist standpoint. Not that Gramsei deviated widely from 
orthodox Leninism: he accepted the necessity for a revolu
tionary party and rejected his youthful advocacy of workers 
councils as constituting the basis for a total reorganisation of 
society. His writings during the great strike wave and factory 
occupations in Turin during 1919-21 parallel Lenin's reflec
tions on the relation of state and soviets in The State and 
Revolution; influenced especially by the work of Sorel, Gramsci 
suggested that the working dass, through its own independent 
institutions, can transform social relations from within ci viI 
society, and that social change will not be imposed from above 
through centralised authority. But as Lenin abandoned his 
concept of Commune state so Gramsei modified his views on 
working-dass spontaneity. In 1924 he wrote that Bolshevism 
was the first movement to develop the conception ofproletarian 
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hegemony; in thePrison Notebooks he is more explicit noting that 
the concept ofhegemony represented Lenin's 'greatest theoret
ical contribution to the philosophy of praxis' (Gramsci, 1971, 
p. 365). Yet there are significant differences between Lenin's 
notion ofthe dictatorship ofthe proletariat, with its assumption 
of a strong, coercive state apparatus (and which remained 
central to Lenin's Marxism apart from the single exception of 
The State and Revolution), and Gramsci's theory ofhegemony. For 
Gramsci, hegemony is predicated on a resilient and indepen
dent civil society allowing autonomy to 'private institutions' 
such as education, church, political parties, trade unions, and 
so on, which form the source of consent. Equally, Gramsci's 
concept of Marxism differs sharply from Leninism being 
influenced less by Engels, Plekhanov and Kautsky than the 
anti-positivist elements in Labriola, Sorel and the Italian 
Hegelian, Benedetto Croce. 

For Gramsci, Marxism constituted a form of 'absolute 
historicism'. All forms of thought and action express aglobai 
historical process. Thus philosophy and science are true in the 
sense that they express the 'real' development of his tory . 
Marxism is defined as a world view (a Weltanschauung) contain
ing 'in itselfall the fundamental elements needed to construct a 
total and integral conception of the world, a total philosophy 
and theory of natural science ... everything that is needed to 
give life to an integral practical organisation of society, that is, 
to become a total integral civilization' (Gramsci, 1971, p. 462). 
Reality is thus always historical, made by active human 
subjects: science, philosophy, Marxism, are not objective 
modes of intellectual activity existing in an external relation 
with the subject but created through the sum of actions which 
constitutes praxis. All elements have meaning in relation to the 
whole and they are 'true' in that they express the immanent 
tendencies of the whole itself. U nlike Lukacs, Gramsei rejects 
the dualism of nature and society arguing that the category 
nature is itself social and historical. Marxism, or as Gramsci 
phrases it in the Prison Notebooks, the philosophy of praxis, 
constitutes the expression of the collective will of the subordi
nate working dass striving to educate and liberate themselves 
from exploitation and dass domination. The historical process 
is characterised, not simply by economic forces, but by human 
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will, organised into collective forms and becoming 'the driving 
force of the economy,' moulding 'objective reality' (Gramsci, 
1977, p. 35). 

Gramsci's emphasis on will, on voluntarism is brought out 
vividly in one ofhis first significant artides, his response to the 
1917 revolution, called prophetically, 'The Revolution against 
Das Kapital'. Written shortly after the successful October 
revolution, Gramsci's artide argued that the Bolshevik acces
sion to power vindicated Marxism as a non-fatalistic, activist 
theory built around the concept of 'collective will' rather than 
objective, 'iron laws'. Throughout his early writings Gramsci 
continually emphasised the self-activity of the working dass, 
arguing that fatalistic acceptance of the inevitability of social
ism condemns the proletariat to passivity and defensive 
political action. For Gramsci, revolution was not the automatie 
product of external economic forces but the result of one dass 
establishing a cultural domination over all other dasses. A 
'rising dass', he wrote, will strive to establish its authority over 
other social strata both through economic, political and 
military power and 'intellectual and moralleadership' . All 
revolutions are preceded 'by an intense work of cultural 
penetration' as the rising dass aims to su~jugate allied and 
subordinate strata to its ideas. A dominant dass is thus defined 
as one which saturates civil society with the spirit of its 
morality, customs, religious and political practices: 'The 
founding of a ruling dass is equivalent to the creation of a 
Weltanschauung.' If the working dass are to constitute a dominant 
dass they must establish a culture that commands the support 
of other strata; its world view, Marxism, is thus not a dass 
ideology as such, but the expression ofthe immanent structural 
trends of history. Cultural hege mo ny is prior to the act of 
revolution and must be created through collective action. 
Gramsei thus distinguishes hegemony - associated with con
sent and equilibrium between social dasses - and domination, 
associated with coercion and the state. Hegemony is created 
within civil society and the private institutions which mediate 
the individual and the state; direct domination flows from the 
state apparatus, coercion through public institutions 
(Gramsci, 1971, pp. 77-84). 

Gramsei first employed the term hegemony in his Some 
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Aspects of the Southern Question (1926), where he said that the 
proletariat 'can become the leading (dirigente) and the domin
ant dass to the extent that it succeeds in creating a system of 
alliances that allow it to mobilise the majority of the working 
population against capitalism and the bourgeois state' 
(Gramsci, 1978, p. 443). Hegemony is effectively a synthesis of 
political, intellectual and moralleadership in which a dass 
passes from defending its own 'corporate' interests to unifying 
and directing all other social groups. Two examples from 
Gramsci's work will illustrate his general argument. He 
suggests that only the bourgeoisie and proletariat strive to 
establish hegemony. Feudal society, in contrast to capitalism, 
is domina ted by a dosed caste, the dominant dasses do not 
develop an organic passage from the other dasses to their own 
but remain 'technically' and 'ideologically' separate. In con
trast, the Jacobins, a specific social group, developed into a 
hegemonie dass by representing all the popular forces ranged 
against the old regime and organising anational, popular 
collective will. Thus although possessing certain economic 
functions related to the developing bourgeois means ofproduc-. 
tion, the Jacobins passed from a merely economic phase of 
development to an ethical-political stage with their own 
political party and Weltanschauung. 

Gramsci, of course, was concerned with the possibility of 
revolution in the advanced capitalist countries. His analysis of 
hegemony suggests that the working dass are not simply the 
passive victims of an overpowering structure of bourgeois 
ideology, but actively acquiesce in the persistence ofbourgeois 
society. In Western Europe civil society is relatively strong thus 
enabling the bourgeoisie to rule through consent. Gramsei 
emphasises that hegemony is not wholly consensual but 
consists of a synthesis of consent and coercion, an equilibrium 
in which force does not prevail. The distinction between civil 
and political society is therefore not absolute since the capitalist 
social formation cannot be broken down into wholly separate 
and independent institutions. Thus he notes that education, 
while belonging, as an institution to civil society, is dependent 
on the state both economically and ideologically. In Hegelian 
terms, Gramsei argues for the ethical role of the state, that 
although defending the economic and political interests of the 
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dominant dass, the state is nevertheless instrumental in 
building up the institutions which contribute to the strength of 
civil society. This is Gramsci's way of expressing the problem of 
relative autonomy, that the state is not simply the organ one 
dass uses to oppress another but the means whereby a modern 
complex society is created and legitimised, not through a dass 
ideology, but a bourgeois Weltanschauung. 

The whole tenor of Gramsci's Marxism was against reduc
tionism of any kind: culture was not simply dass culture, the 
state was not merely a dass state, consent was not false 
consciousness. Hegemony implied a democratic relation be
tween ruled and ruler, the existence of institutions which 
enable the subordinate groups to articulate their own interests 
and defend them, to build their own distinctive culture. Thus 
revolution is not simply the seizure of the state apparatus and 
the transference of economic forces to a new dass: proletarian 
revolution is a process of mass participation, the exercise of 
collective will by a dass whose culture enables it to become an 
active subject and hegemonie force thus enlarging ci viI society 
and its democratic structures. 

Marxism and the sociology of intellectuals: Gramsci 

One ofGramsci's most significant contributions to a sociology 
of modern society and the processes ofhegemon y was his theory 
of intellectuals. For Gramsci, intellectuals exercised a critical 
role in the formation both of ideologies and consent. Social 
cohesion was as much the function of intellectuals as of social 
structure. The failure of Marxism in the advanced capitalist 
societies posed questions both on the role ofleadership as weIl 
as the function of intellectuals in society as a whole. 

Gramsei defined intellectuals sociologically rejecting the 
conception of intellectual activity as intrinsic to a special social 
stratum. Such properties, he argued, were characteristic of 
everyone in society: 

What are the 'maximum' limits of acceptance of the term 
'intellectuals'? Can one find a unitary criterion to characterise 
equally all the diverse and disparate activities of intellectuals and 
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to distinguish these at the same time and in an essential way from 
the activities of other social groupings? The most widespread error 
of method seems to me that of having looked for this criterion of 
distinction in the intrinsic nature of intellectual activities, rather 
than in the ensemble of the system of relations in wh ich these 
activities ... have their place within the general complex of social 
relations ... All men are intellectuals ... but not all men have in 
society the function ofintellectuals (Gramsci, 1971, pp. 8-9). 

Gramsci thus rejected the idealist notion of'great intellectuals': 
intellectuals were defined in terms of knowledge production 
and work function. Discussing the Italian philosopher, Croce, 
Gramsci described hirn as a 'constructor' of ideologies in the 
interests of the governing dass, although 'interests' and 
'ideologies' cannot be assimilated mechanistically to dass 
position. Intellectuals produce knowledge and ideologies 
which are always more than a simple reflection of dass 
interests. As a social stratum intellectuals develop more slowly 
than other social groups and although giving expression to the 
interests of a dominant dass they equally articulate the cultural 
traditions of a whole people. The development of capitalism, 
however, introduces a new type of intellectual, the teehnieal 
organiser, the specialist who gradually replaees the older, 
traditional type organising soeiety through the institutions of 
the state. 

Gramsei defined intelleetuals, therefore, as those who per
form funetions oforganisation within the realm ofproduetion, 
culture, publie administration, a eoneept wholly opposed to the 
eIitist notion exemplified in Pareto's circulation of eIites or 
Mosca's governing dass which effectively divided society into a 
superior stratum of governors and inferior stratum of the 
governed. Underpinning Gramsci's theory ofintellectuals was 
his awareness of the specific historical development of 
bourgeois society towards increasing centralisation - anational 
educational system, local and national civil service administra
tion, the growth of the church and the professions and 
especially the rapid development of the state apparatus. In 
Gramsci's view certain economie 'eorporate' dass es - dasses 
whose own narrow interests were wholly dass conditioned -
must necessarily pass into hegemonie dasses if they are to 
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become a dominant dass. In this process intellectuals playa 
critical role linking the basic economic structure and basis of a 
dass with the wider cultural institutions: 

Every social group, coming into existence on the original terrain of 
an essential function in the world of economic production, creates 
together with itself, organically, one or more strata ofintellectuals 
which give it homogeneity and an awareness ofits own function not 
only in the economic but also in the social and political fields 
(Gramsci, 1971, p. 5). 

Gramsci argues that social dasses do not develop their own 
intellectuals; a social dass, striving for hegemony, must 
transform itself from its original amorphous structure into a 
homogeneous, ideologically unified group capable of generat
ing, through its allied intellectuals, universal concepts. Intel
lectuals are defined both in terms of structure and function as 
weIl as consciousness. 

Gramsci distinguished two types ofintellectual: organic and 
tradition al. Organic intellectuals belong to social groups 
aiming to direct the whole of society, 'experts in legitimation', 
who emerge as the result ofchanges in the mode ofproduction; 
organic intellectuals express the aspirations of a dass without 
themselves constituting a dass. In contrast, traditional intel
lee tu als evolve through a process of 'uninterrupted historieal 
eontinuity' and unlike organie intelleetuals are not so dosely 
bound up with the mode ofproduetion. Traditional intelleetu
als are eharaeterised by a easte-like strueture; they define 
themselves independently of the dominant dass. Traditional 
intelleetuals are inter-dass, existing within the intereises of 
soeiety, linking the past with the present as an historieally 
eontinuous proeess. Organie intelleetuals produee ideas whieh 
mark a sharp break with the past. Traditional intelleetuals 
indude eedesiastieal intelleetuals, lawyers, teaehers, doetors, 
their funetion one of maintaining eontinuity between one social 
formation and another. Gramsei eited the eighteenth-eentury 
Freneh dergy who, through their funetion in edueation and 
monopoly of religious ideology transformed themselves from 
traditional intelleetuals into the organie intelleetuals of the 
landed aristoeraey. Gramsei's point is that any soeial group 
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striving to establish hegemony must conquer and assimilate the 
traditional intellectuals. In Italy, the bourgeoisie failed to 
create a 'hegemonie phase' remaining at the corporate level 
and thus used Piedmont, the northern monarchical state, as the 
me ans ofdomination. In Germany, theJunkers constituted the 
traditional intellectuals of the bourgeoisie retaining an inde
pendent economic and political base. 

Gramsci's examples are hypotheses. He could not conduct 
empirical research into the complex relation of intellectuals 
and social structure. His purpose was largely theoretical to 
show that while all social groups necessarily forge links with 
different types ofintellectuals, only the political party can carry 
ou t the task of welding together the organic in tellectuals and 
the traditional intellectuals: 'The party carries out this function 
in strict dependence on its basic function, which is that of 
elaborating its own component parts - those elements of a 
social group which has been born and developed as an 
"economic" group- and ofturning them into qualified political 
intellectuals, leaders and organisers of all the activities and 
functions inherent in the organic development of an integral 
society, both civil and political' (Gramsci, 1971, pp. 16--17). An 
economic social group - the landed interest, the industrialists, 
the proletariat- can only develop beyond the specific 'moment 
of their historical development' and become the agency of 
national and international activity through the fusion of the 
two types ofintellectual within the structure ofa political party. 

As 'functionaries of the superstructure', intellectuals medi
ate the worlds of culture and production producing the ideas 
which the masses 'spontaneously' accept as legitimate because 
such ideas express more than the sum of the dass interests of 
the dominant group. In this sense intellectuals are 'organisers' 
of social hegemony and Gramsci emphasises their critical role 
in the hegemonic structures ofWestern European civil societies 
in which direct forms of domination have been the exception. 
Gramsci's is not a pessimistic sociology of the intellectual: his 
concept of modern capitalism was not that of a mass society, 
although he noted the tendency towards bureaucratisation and 
centralisation, but a complex structure of independent, 'pri
vate' institutions (political parties, trade unions, church, 
professional associations, etc.) which formed the basis of 
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consent and social hegemony. The vitality of civil society and 
the persistence of hegemony enabled intellectuals in the 
advanced capitalist countries to exercise their function as 
organisers of, and experts in, legitimation without forming a 
special elite dominating society from above. It thus follows that 
the proletariat, as a rising dass striving for hegemony, must 
saturate civil society with its own distinct values and culture, 
not as simple working-dass ideas or interests, but universalised 
as socialism - a world view - which compels the whole society 
and in particular the traditional intellectuals to accept actively 
the validity and historical necessity of its fundamental prin
ciples. 

For Gramsci, then, intellectuals are structured in a hierarchy 
offunctions relating to hegemony. At the apex are the creative 
intellectuals who produce the world views, ideologies and 
theoretical systems; at the base are administrative intellectuals 
whose function is one of diffusing the values and culture of the 
existing hegemony; and finally, in the middle ranges are the 
organisational intellectuals without which no dominant group 
could survive. The role of creative intellectuals is more 
significant in strong civil societies where they work to bring 
together a number of strata or groups into an 'historical bloc' 
(i.e. the English industrialists and the aristocracy, the German 
Junkers and ind us trialis ts). Gramsci em phasises tha t the 
withdrawal of their allegiance to hegemony will produce an 
'organic' crisis, a crisis ofauthority and the possibility ofsocial 
disintegration. Creative intellectuals are structurally and 
ideologically more crucial than the second order intellectuals, 
although these subaltern groups are functionally necessary if 
social hegemony is to work adequately and therefore they must 
be assimilated into the dominant intellectual bloc. In the 
transition to socialism it thus follows that intellectuals must 
articulate the consciousness of the working dasses and allied 
groups: Gramsci formulated the concept of the political party 
as the 'collective intellectual', the institution which synthes
ises the creative vitality of the masses with the organisational, 
directing function of the organic intellectuals. Intellectuals are 
crucial for socialist transformation: it is not a question of the 
Party dominating the masses from above but rather of a 
dialectical and democratic relation of party to people. Yet 
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although this formulation opposes authoritarianism and eIit
ism it nevertheless leaves unanswered the question of how a 
socialist society, based on centralisation and collectivist ideol
ogy, can retain an independent civil society and thus autonom
ous intellectuals. In this sense the collective intellectual 
suggests an element of totalitarianism within Gramsci's 
general framework of a democratic socialism structured in the 
activity and culture of the masses. 

Lukacs and Gramsci on sociology 

Both Lukacs and Gramsci defined Marxism as a world view 
organically bound up with the 'rising' industrial working dass. 
As a science of proletarian revolution Marxism expressed the 
active elements ofhuman culture,praxis, through which human 
subjects created necessary historical change. Both writers were 
aware of developments in the field of sociology: Lukacs knew 
the work of Simmel, Weber, Sombart; Gramsci was particu
larly interested in sociological studies of political parties and 
problems of methodology and was familiar with the writings of 
Mosca, Michels, Pareto, Weber, not to mention the 
nineteenth-century positivist tradition. 

Both Gramsci and Lukacs tended to identify sociology with 
positivism: sociology was thus criticised for the elimination of 
the active subject in favour of external, objective laws which 
dominate society and the individual. For Lukacs, sociology 
defined the object as given, transforming historical processes 
into eternal and natural forces; the social world was thus reifed 
with consciousness reduced to a passive reflection of economic 
structure. The reification of the historical and social world 
within bourgeois thought makes it impossible to grasp the 
connections between the various elements that comprise 
society and the whole: society as a totality in a constant process 
of change is absent from bourgeois sociology. Indeed, 
bourgeois thought splits up social knowledge into separate 
spheres of inquiry - political economy, history, jurisprudence 
and sociology. Thus bourgeois thought cannot go beyond the 
surface of observable facts to determine their relation with the 
whole: the monographic method, Lukacs condudes, the inten-
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sive, quantitative study of one element within the whole, 
constitutes the limit of sociology and confirms its status as 
ideology. All facts must be interpreted in terms ofthe historical 
process as a whole, its objective possibility. 

Similarly, Gramsci criticised positivistic sociology for reduc
ing social relations to the status of inviolable natural la ws. He 
was particularly hostile to sociologists such as Michels, for 
postulating 'iron laws' of organisation that assumed incompe
tence and passivity on the part of the masses. Hegemony 
constitutes rather the triumph of consciousness, social 
action and will over external conditions: 'Structure ceases to be 
an external force', Gramsci wrote, 'which crushes man, 
assimilates hirn to itself and makes hirn passive [but] is 
transformed into a means offreedom, an instrument to create a 
new ethico-political form and a source of new initiatives' 
(Gramsci, 1971, p. 367). Gramsci followed Labriola in reject
ing sociology on the basis of its inability to grasp the whole 
historical process: Labriola had coined the term, the philo
sophy of praxis as the 'essence' of historical materialism, 
defining it as the 'immanent philosophy' which pervades the 
entire historical and social individual. As a philosophy of 
praxis, Marxism cannot be reduced to sociology which for 
Gramsci was a science which sought to discover social facts, the 
causal relations between them and the general laws of social 
systems through the methods ofthe natural sciences. Marxism, 
as a world view, cannot be schematized into an external body of 
knowledge structured around the discovery of regular and 
o~jective laws since such astandpoint assurnes the passivity of 
the historical subject. Gramsci admitted, however, that statis
tics were valuable, especially from the point of view of social 
planning, but his main thrust against sociology, as he con
ceived it, was that all statistical laws, and predictions based on 
these laws, defined as natural phenomena, ignored the essential 
component of all social situations, that of collective will. Reality 
is constantly changing through praxis; it is impossible to 
predict scientifically the effects of actions or the workings of 
elements on elements: one can foresee only in the sense that one 
acts and therefore contributes to the 'prcdicted' result. 

As there were no sociologicallaws which facilitated predic
tion as in the natural SClences, so there was no 'Marxist 
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socio1ogy', since rea1ity was a1ways a created rea1ity and the 
historical process an act of self-knowledge by the proletariat. 
For Lukacs and Gramsci, sociology separated theory from 
practice: objective laws and objective facts exist only in a 
process of active mediation involving an historica1 subject. 
Ultimately both Lukacs and Gramsci argue that historical 
knowledge is not possible merely as the product of empirical 
social science: empirical inquiry must be guided by historicism 
and humanism. 

There were attempts from within Marxism to transform 
Marxism into a sociological system or theory, by the Austro
Marxist school (a term coined by the American socialist, Louis 
Boudin to describe a group of young Marxists active in the 
Austrian socialist movement prior to the First World War, the 
most prominent being Max Adler, Otto Bauer, RudolfHilferd
ing and Karl Renner) and the leading Bolshevik theorist, 
Nikolai Bukharin whose textbook, Hitorical Materialism, sub
titled A System qf Sociology, originally published in Russia in 1921, 
exercised an influential role in the education of leading 
Marxists inside and outside the Soviet Union. Both Lukacs and 
Gramsci polemicised against Bukharin (1888-1938) precisely 
because Historical Materialism had a greater intellectual impact 
among Marxists than the more academically oriented work of 
the Austro-Marxists who, in any case, did not belong to the 
Third International. 

Both Lukacs and Gramsci criticised Historical Materialism for 
dividing Marxism into a naturalist scientific sociology, combin
ing his tory and politics, and a philosophical materialism 
embracing the theory ofknowledge. One ofthe first Marxists to 
interpret historical materialism as a form of sociology, Bukha
rin sought to assimilate the burgeoning sociology of Weber, 
Simmel, Michels and others, to accommodate twentieth
century Marxism to twentieth-century sociology. He dis
tinguished between 'proletarian science' and 'bourgeois sci
ence', the former assimilating the scientific insights of the 
latter. Yet as Lukacs and Gramsci emphasised in their 
critiques, Bukharin's conception of Marxism is dose to 
'bourgeois natural scientific materialism' in its attempt to 
reduce the dialectic to generallaws of motion working objec
tively and independent of human consciousness. In his criti-
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cism, Lukacs argued that Bukharin's conception eliminated 
the category of totality from social science, the historical 
process was no longer grasped as a unifying whole; the relation 
of parts to whole is conceived mechanically and positivistically. 
In particular Bukharin's concept of society as a system with its 
law of equilibrium is elose to the formulations of Comte and 
Pareto in assimilating human activity and human relationships 
to an underlying and dominating extern al structure. Lukacs 
was especially critical of Bukharin's scientism, his uncritical 
acceptance of prediction in social science: only practice, not 
unmediated facts based on statistics, constitutes proof of 
empirical propositions, the transformation ofreality by human 
activity and human consciousness. Bukharin's sociologised 
Marxism, coneluded Lukacs, was merely a form of 'passive' 
materialism' that divorces the active subject from the totality of 
the historical process (Lukacs, 1972, pp. 135-42). 

Gramsci, too, criticised Bukharin's scientism, for his failure 
to grasp that aB objective economic and sociological 
phenomena derived from social relationships, human activity, 
values, culture and consciousness. Bukharin's concept of 
system, Gramsei argued, fetishised and hypostatised society. 
For Bukharin, society was defined as a system greater than the 
sum of its parts; it is not ideology (LuHcs) or hegemony 
(Gramsci) which transforms the different parts into a whole, 
but a system of mutual interactions between the different 
members. In this way the subject plays a role but one severely 
circumscribed by external forces. For Bukharin 'each indi
vidual in his development ... is filled with the influences ofhis 
environment, as the skin of a sausage is filled with sau sage
meat ... Like a sponge he constantly absorbs new impressions 
... Each individual at bottom is filled with a social content. 
The individual hirnself is a collection of concentrated so ci al 
influences, united in a small unit' (Bukharin, 1969, p. 98). The 
parallel between nineteenth-century positivist sociology and 
Bukharin's Marxist sociology is brought out quite sharply in 
this formulation. Society is an organism consisting of different 
structures; the system dominates the individual who is linked to 
others through mechanical modes ofinteraction. An homolog
ous relationship subsists between the material and economic 
'base', and the culture of society; cultural institutions, 
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ideologies and consciousness are epiphenomenal forces lacking 
all autonomy. The system normally exists in astate of 
equilibrium, a situation facilitated by morality and customs 
which co-ordinate human action to prevent social disintegra
tion. But the existence of dass interests and sources of conflict 
necessarily lead to adjustments and change and, in extreme 
situations, to revolution. 

The important point about Bukharin's mechanistic and 
abstract concept of society is that it fails totally to develop a 
theory of civil society and the institutions through which social 
action occurs, values produced, culture transformed and with it 
the social individual, social groups and social dasses. In 
Bukharin's formulation the human su~ject is passive, the 
product of external forces; social change is the result of a 
breakdown of equilibrium within the system, of necessary 
adjustments and thus the development of a new systemic 
equilibrium. Such ahistorical, excessively abstract and 
mechanical conceptions of society are strikingly similar to 
Pareto's Treatise, and its concern with developing a general 
theory of society to the exdusion of any detailed, empirical 
analysis of any one society and its constituent structures. 
Abstractly conceived, Bukharin's work fails to grasp, in Marx's 
and Engels's words, that 'civii society is the true source and 
theatre ofall history' (Marx and Engels, 1964, p. 48). 

Marxism and sociology: the Austro-Marxists 

It is interesting to compare Bukharin's work with the explicit 
sociological Marxism of Austro-Marxism. Unlike Bukharin, 
the Austro-Marxists were mainly concerned with the specific 
development of capitalism, its dass structure, and state 
institutions: they argued, rather like Weber, that civil society 
was changing, the dass and occupational structure leading to 
the emergence of a broad middle dass induding what Renner 
called 'the service dass' (managers and salaried em ployees) , 
and a shift in authority relations from those based on private 
property to bureaucracy. Perhaps the most significant empiri
cal study ofthe school was Hilferding's Finance Capital, which 
influenced Lenin's Imperialism in its depiction of modern 
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capitalism as a fusion ofbanking and industrial capital within a 
structure domina ted by cartels, trusts and monopolies. Hilferd
ing emphasised the role of an increasingly interventionist state 
which prevented capitalist economic laws working out towards 
crisis and collapse: his concept of 'organised capitalism' 
emphasises the dose relation between the nation state and 
private capitaL The relation between state and ci viI society was 
thus dose to the formulations of orthodox Marxism: although 
aware of the changing nature of capitalism as a social 
formation, the Austro-Marxists failed to grasp the significance 
of centralised state power defining the state, not as parasitic on 
civil society, but rather as an integral element of society. 

Their failure to theorise civil society as the object of sociology 
finds its practical expression in the Austro-Marxists's analysis 
ofWorkers Councils. These institutions had developed rapidly 
in Austria after the end of the First World War, elemental 
working-dass structures challenging the dominance ofthe state 
over civil society. But they were conceived by the School as 
administrative institutions, democratically organised to run 
production; the council movement was theorised in terms of 
industrial democracy 'a way of effecting a complete revolution 
in the relation of the masses to the state, of awakening the 
initiative and encouraging the most fruitful kinds of spontane
ous activity among the workers' (Bottomore and Goode, 1978, 
pp. 165-7). Thus the socialist programme advocated by the 
Austro-Marxists was broadly evolutionary, taking over the 
state apparatus and wielding it for the public good: there was 
no conception ofthe state being absorbed and abolished by the 
democratic institutions of civil society. 

Thus although focusing empirically on changes within 
capitalism, the Austro-Marxists reached similarly elitist con
dusions to those of Bukharin and orthodox Marxism. The 
masses were largely passive; the human subject exercised no 
decisive role in change other than as determined by external 
forces. Thus their methodological orientation explicitly 
rejected the verstehen approach of Weber and Simmel arguing 
for the unity ofthe natural and cultural sciences: 'Nature and 
society ... comprise the causal regularity of events as a whole 
... a social scientific standpoint ... is logically on the same 
footing as natural science'. As a 'natural science of social beings 
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and events' Marxism studied the law-governed interconnec
tedness of phenomena: the link between the Austro-Marxist 
methodology of scientific inquiry and their social reformism is 
brought out in Adler's concept of Marxism as 'a system of 
sociological knowledge' which grounds socialism 'upon causal 
knowledge ofthe events ofsociallife'. Marxism and sociology 
'are one and the same thing', the science 'of the laws of social 
life and its causal development', striving 'to deduce the 
development of socialism from capitalism as a matter of causal 
necessity' (Bottomore and Goode, 1978, pp. 6(}-4). Defining 
society as 'socialised humanity', the Austro-Marxists concep
tualised this category as an apriori, as a given datum, an essence 
which manifests itself through human consciousness. In this 
way the active, human element in social development became 
assimilated to an underlying fixed structure. 

Conclusion 

The various attempts to synthesise Marxism with sociology, or 
to transform Marxism into a sociological system or theory, 
foundered over the failure of Marxism to develop from within 
its own framework an adequate sociological concept of civil 
society. The institutions of dvil society together with the role of 
the human subject wete yoked to an immanent, historical 
economic determinism. The object of study for Marxism was 
not that of classical sociology. For although many of its 
fundament~l principles were anti-democratic, eIitist and 
deterministiOf classical sociology sought to define and articu
late the complex, many-sided structures of civil society as they 
developed through the transition from pre-industrial to indus
trial society. Marxism, by emphasising the centralising and 
collectivist nature of the emerging industrial, capitalist, social 
order tended to assimilate the concept of civil society to 
historicism (Lukacs, Gramsci) or the economic infrastructure 
and the causallaws ofthe social system (Bukharin). Gramsci's 
theorisation of civil society gives his work a sociological 
dimension but his historicism pulls it back towards orthodox 
Marxism. Early twentieth-century Marxist thought could not 
account for the complexity of industrial capitalism: Marxist 
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theorists increasingly turned to sociology for concepts and 
theories of social structure and social change absent from 
Marxist discourse. 

One result was the problematic nature of Marxism itself: to 
what extent could Marxist thought assimilate sociological 
concepts and yet remain distinctively Marxist? And ifMarxism 
was turned into a sociological system what happened to its 
status as a revolutionary science? Many ofthese issues were to 
be raised in the subsequent development ofMarxism: but with 
the consolidation of the Soviet state in the 1920s and, following 
the Second World War, the formation of similar totalitarian 
systems in Eastern Europe, the paths ofMarxism and sociology 
diverged. Marxism be ca me synonymous with Stalinism, 
sociology with pluralism and democracy. Part BI will 
explore these issues. 
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MODERN SOCIOLOGY 



8 
Functionalism 

Functionalism as a distinct methodology and theory of society 
originated first in the work ofComte, Spencer and Durkheim, 
and secondly, in late nineteenth-century and early twentieth
century anthropology especially the writings of A. R. 
Radcliffe-Brown ( 1881-1955) and Bronislaw Malinowski 
(1884-1942). Durkheim is often cited as the dominant influ
ence on the development of sociological functionalism for his 
argument that social institutions exist solely to fulfil specific 
social needs. 'All moral systems', he argued, constitute 'a 
function of the social organisation', and apart from 'abnormal 
cases' every society develops a morality necessary for its 
adequate functioning (Durkheim, 1953, p. 56). In The Rules rif 
Sociological Method he explicitly argued that the function of a 
social fact is social in that it necessarily produces socially useful 
effects. Thus: 

. . . to explain a social phenomenon the efficient cause which 
produces it and the function it fuHills must be investigated 
separately (Durkheim, 1982, p. 123). 

For Durkheim, cause and function related to specific ends, 
especially those concerned with social solidarity and the 
maintenance of society as an organic whole. Durkheim's 
holistic functionalism sought to explain social facts not solely 
by focusing on the cause on which they depended but by 
showing their function 'in the establishment of ... general 
harmony' (Durkheim, 1982, p. 125). Thus in analysing the 
division of labour Durkheim established its efficient cause as 
increasing moral and material density, and its function as the 
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social need it fulfilled, that is, to integrate the social struture of 
modern industrial society. 

Durkheim was particularly concerned to show that the 
function of social facts was moral: social institutions 'normally' 
worked to promote the goals of social solidarity. Morality thus 
constituted a structure of social functions which embodied the 
collective conscience of society as a whole. Education and 
religion functioned in this way promoting moral values which 
integrated different individuals into the social collectivity. 
Similarly, crime, as a 'normal' and 'healthy' feature of all 
societies functions both to reinforce collective sentiments 
and to facilitate 'the normal evolution of morality and 
law'. Durkheim argued that the existence of criminal behaviour 
constituted an index of the flexibility of the conscience collective. A 
normal level of crime indicates that the collective conscience 
lacks the total authority to 'suppress' all 'divergencies' within 
society. Crime itself reflects the existence of social conditions 
which enables individuals to express themselves as individuals: 
'If there were no crimes, this condition would not be fulfilled 
. . . collective sentiments would have attained a degree of 
intensity unparalleled in history ... The authority which the 
moral conscience enjoys must not be excessive for otherwise no 
one would dare to attack it, and it would petrify too easily into 
an immutable form'. The existence of crime, therefore, shows 
that the collective sentiments are not too strang as to crush all 
sense ofindividuality and originality (Durkheim, 1982, p. 101). 

Durkheim's functional approach to the study ofinstitutions, 
while remammg tenuously within the framework of 
nineteenth-century evolutionism, tended to emphasise the 
synchronie, structural dimensions of society at the expense of 
the diachronie, the genetic and historieal: the concept of society 
as a differentiated and integrated whole, in which the various 
elements exercise interdependent functions to sustain a co m
plex unity, has the effect of separating 'function' from 
'development' gene rating abstract, ahistorical social typologies 
such as mechanical and organic solidarity. In a braadly similar 
vein Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown, in their studies of 
Pacific tribai communities (Trobriand and Andaman Islan
ders), rejected the evolutionary and diffusionist approach and 
argued for structural and systemic analysis. Rather than pose 
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the question, how did this particular institution or custom 
originate, they asked how does it fit into the broader contex,t, 
how does the part relate to the whole. In contrast to American 
cultural anthropology and German ethnology, early 
twentieth-century British anthropology developed a distinctive 
sociological approach to the analysis of social structure, 
defining society as an integrated system. 

Radcliffe-Brown specifically abandoned the search for 
origins, the historical past of institutions and customs, arguing 
that each culture constitutes 'a functionally interrelated 
system' in which 'general laws or functions' operate 
(Radcliffe-Brown, 1952, p. 180). Anthropo10gy, declared 
Ma1inowski, should deal with the totality ofsocial, cultural and 
psychological elements of communal life 'for they are so 
interwoven that not one can be understood without taking into 
consideration all the others' (Malinowski, 1922, p. xvi). In this 
way magie was analysed as fulfilling 'an indispensable func
tion' in primitive societies through satisfying a social need 
'which cannot be satisfied by any other factors of primitive 
civilisation', while the function of the funeral ceremony 'is the 
part it plays in the social life as a whole and therefore the 
contribution it makes to the maintenance of the structural 
continuity'. For Radcliffe-Brown, a social system, that is, 'the 
total social structure of a society together with the totality of 
social usages', constituted 'a functional unity', a candition in 
which all parts 'work together with a sufficient degree of 
harmony or internal consistency, i.e. without producing persis
tent conflicts which can neither be resolved nor regulated'. 
Culture was thus an integrated whole: to explain any belief, 
rule, custom or institution demanded an analysis which linked 
the element functionally with the structure of the culture as a 
system (Radcliffe-Brown, 1952, eh. 9). 

This model of society stresses the elements of harmony and 
consistency not those of conflict and contradiction. The 
functional unity of a system is defined in terms of social order. 
In defining society in holistic terms functionalism implies that 
as everything within the system is necessarily functional for the 
whole then change, based on conflict, must be conceived as a 
threat to the basis of the system itself The tendency to regard 
functionalism as a conservative sociological theory largely 
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sterns from its central concern with integration and the analogy 
of society as a human organism in which social 'health' is 
identified with social order and 'disease' with social conflict. 
Thus the major problem in The Division 01 Labour lay in 
reconciling the increasing social differentiation ofthe advanced 
societies with the need for social integration, a means of 
regulating 'insatiable desires and appetites'. The function of 
the division of labour, Durkheim argued, as with elements of 
the human organism, was normally one ofpromoting unity, but 
its 'abnormal' form functioned to create dissension and conflict 
eventuating in a widespread state of anomie. Durkheim's 
holistic functionalism, concerned particularly with problems of 
social order, can be seen, however, as one attempt to develop an 
objective science of society which rejected the nominalist 
conception ofsociety as constituted in individuals and explana
tion of social phenomena in psychological terms. 

Given its early development in Durkheim's sociology func
tionalism was barely a significant presence in the mainstream 
of European sociology during the first years of the twentieth 
century. The early American sociologists - Albion Small, 
Robert Park, Charles Cooley and W. I.' Thomas - were 
attracted to the individualistic, psychological approach of 
Tarde, and Simmel's theory of sociation, both, of course, 
criticised by Durkheim for a failure to grasp society as a 
collective phenomenon. American individualism, combined 
with empiricism and social psychology, effectively precluded 
the development of a theory of society in the manner of the 
European sociologists: a collectivist conception of society did, 
however, emerge in America during the 1930s in the form of a 
dogmatic Marxism although it failed to strike deep roots in 
American intellectual culture. Sociological functionalism 
developed as the major sociological paradigm after the Second 
World War, the first significant holistic conception of society 
developed by American sociology. In Kingsley Davis's Human 
Society (1949) society was defined in macrosociological terms 
with the main focus on integration and survival and the relation 
of parts to whole; and in the work ofTalcott Parsons (1902-79) 
functionalism became codified into a form of systems analysis. 

Talcott Parsons is the major figure in the transition from the 
predominantly individualistic social psychological theory of 
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early American sociology to its post-war holistic, anti
psychological standpoint. Parsons was the first American 
sociologist to develop a coherent theory of society conceived as 
a whole in opposition to the dominant mode of anti-theoretical 
sociological empiricism. Yet Parsons's work during the 1930s, 
culminating in his The Structure of Social Action (1937), was not 
strictly speaking functionalist at all but a development of the 
anti-utilitarian, voluntaristic theory ofaction in wh ich Weber 
and Durkheim were singled out for their insight that social 
integration is centred around a core of common norms and 
values accepted as legitimate by the members of society. 

Parsons's theory of action, which explicitly relegated Marx 
to a minor position in the history of social theory, emphasised 
the need for central values at a time in American history - the 
Depression years of the 1930s - when American values 
appeared to be under strain. Parsons's voluntarism dearly 
opposed what he regarded as deterministic Marxist theories of 
inevitable dass conflict, dass ideologies and dass struggle. For 
Parsons, the ans wer to social disorganisation lay in the 
furtheringofmoral values which would bind society together as 
a cohesive unity; and by emphasising the voluntaristic aspects 
of action, Parsons focused on the need for individ uals to act and 
thus create the conditions necessary for social regeneration. 

During the period following the end of the Second W orld 
War, however, beginning with his artide, 'The Present Posi
tion and Prospects of Systematic Theory in Sociology' (1945), 
Parsons's action approach became a systems approach which 
diminished the voluntaristic element. Whereas in The Structure 
of Social Action Parsons's starting point was the 'unit' act, in 
books such as The Social System (1951), the starting point was 
that of 'the empirical system' and social structure focusing 
particularlyon 'the integration of the motivation of actors with 
the normative cultural standards which integrate the action 
system'. In his later work Parsons attempted increasingly to 
link the actor with the social structure within the framework of 
system defined in anti-voluntaristic functionalist terms. 

By the 1950s sociological functionalism was increasingly 
regarded not simply as one of many sociological approaches 
but the sociological method. In his 1959 paper, 'The Myth of 
Functional Analysis as a Special Method in Sociology and 
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Anthropology', Kingsley Davis proclaimed that functionalism 
was simply the method employed by all social sdentists 
irrespective of whether they called themselves functionalists or 
not. Functionalism, he noted, was a method which related 
parts to whole and one part to another, a method characteristic 
of any sdence and if 'there is a functional method, it is simply 
the method of sodological analysis'. Critics of functionalism, 
however, have suggested that far from constituting an objec
tively neutral methodology for the sodal sciences, functional
ism is simply an expression of conservative ideology. In seeking 
to explain the need for social stability and sodalorder, 
sodological functionalism fails to provide an adequate analysis 
of sodal change and sodal conflict; the historical basis of 
sodety as a process and structure is assimilated to a static 
concept of sodal solidarity and social consensus. Functional
ism, wrote Alvin Gouldner, in his extended critique ofParsons, 
'resonates sentiments that favour the preservation of privilege 
... A sodal theory that takes as its central problem the 
maintenance of sodalorder' and is thus 'more ideologically 
congenial to those who have more to lose' (Gouldner, 1971, 
pp. 253-4). 

Gou1dner's critique of functionalism, espedally the work of 
Parsons, is broadly similar to C. Wright Mills's critidsm 
during the 1950s which defined functionalism as an example of 
'grand theory' reflecting the dominant va1ues of American 
capitalism and wh ich failed to account for the reality ofpower 
in sodety. In his analysis of Parsons in The Sociological 
Imagination (1959), for example, Mills argued that the 'norma
tive order' which Parsons identified as the basis of every social 
system ultimately fails to explain the simple fact that in all 
societies some individuals make decisions while others obey 
them: Parsons's theory suggests that individuals virtually 
govern themselves through a sodal consensus which pre-empts 
any consideration that consent might be manipulated (Mills, 
1959, ch. 2). 

In general these criticisms miss the point: it is one thing to 
argue against the later Parsons that the human subject has 
disappeared within the· framework of the sodal theory, and 
another to charge functionalism with a lack of substantive 
concern with power. Functionalism cannot be dismissed for 
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ignoring power in society and the problems of social conflict 
and of'vested interests'; Parsons's work includes many discus
sions of the sources of conflict and power, while his argument 
that in explaining social order he simultaneously focuses on 
those elements likely to produce social instability, a lack of 
cohesion and thus the possibilities of social change, is clearly 
persuasive in the sense that any sociological theory must 
incorporate analysis of both dynamics and statics. It is in this 
spirit that R. K. Merton has argued that far from embodying a 
conservative ideology, sociological functionalism can be radi
cal and critical by pointing to the failures and weaknesses, the 
'malfunctioning' ofspecific institutions for satisfying the collec
tive needs of society. The introduction of concepts such as 
'functional alternatives', 'dysfunctions' and 'moving equilib
rium', and the identification, in some functionalist writings, of 
'the postitive functions of social conflict', its creative role in 
systemic change, have tended to weaken the general criticism of 
functionalism as a theory of system maintenance and cohesion. 
Thus, for Merton, functionalism is methodologically neutral 
given an ideological colouring only by the politically moti
vated. Functional analysis, he writes, does not entail any 
specific ideological commitment wh ich 'is not to say that such 
commitments are not often implicit in the works of functional 
analysts' but thatthey remain 'extraneous rather than intrinsic 
to functional theory' (Merton, 1957, pp. 38-43). 

What, then, is sociological functionalism? 

Sociological functionalism: general features 

The basic characteristics of sociological functionalism can be 
briefly summarised: 

1. Societies are wholes, systems of interrelated parts. Each 
part has meaning only in terms of its relation with the whole 
performing a specific function within the system; society is thus 
a system ofinterdependent elements all ofwhich contribute to 
the integration and adaptation ofthe system as a whole. Social 
causation is thus multiple and reciprocal. 

2. The concept of system, derived as a sociological concept 
from Pareto, is central to all forms of sociological functionalism. 
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It is the functional relation of parts to whole which dis
tinguishes functionalism from other holistic approaches. 
Society is thus defined as a structure of elements possessing a 
patterned form; the point of departure is the system as a whole 
and those factors essential far its survival, evolution and 
adequate functioning. Systemic functionalism can be dis
tinguished from general functionalism: systemic functionalism 
begins from the assumption that all elements contribute to 
maintaining the whole, while general functionalism is con
cerned only with the empirical functions of different items 
which may or may not contribute to maintaining the whole. 
Both types offunctionalism, however, are concerned with wh at 
Merton describes as 'observable objective consequences', not 
'subjective dispositions' (i.e. motives and purposes), which 
effectively constitute the basis of function. 

3. All elements which make up the social system are 
indispensable to the extent that they perform special functions 
related to the 'needs' of the system as a system. Parsonian 
functionalism has developed the notion of functional pre
requisites of social systems which 'refer broadly to the things 
that must get done in any society if it is to continue as a going 
concern, i.e. the generalised conditions necessary for the main
tenance ofthe system concerned'. The functional prerequisites 
have included provision for an adequate relationship of the 
individual to the environment, role differentiation and role 
assignment, communication, shared cognitive orientations and 
articulated goals, normative regulation of means, the regula
tion of affective expression, socialisation and social control of 
deviant behaviour. Many of these functional prerequisites are 
implied in any concept of society and are therefore tautologous: 
all societies must have modes of socialisation and means of 
communication since without these society as a concept would 
be impossible, irrespective of whether the theoretical stand
point is functionalism, social action, sociological nominalism ar 
Marxism. Parsons, however, has regrouped the prerequisites 
under four headings: Adaptation, Goal Attainment, Integra
tion, and Latency (AGIL for shart). Adaptation refers to 
activities by which the system adapts to its environment 
modifying, controlling it in terms of the needs of the system; 
Goal Attainment refers to the mobilising of resources to attain 
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specific goals and seeking such goals methodologically; Inte
gration refers to the solidarity of the system, its survival as a 
cohesive whole; and finally, Latency, which refers to the 
accumulations and distribution of energy which takes the form 
of motivation (Parsons, 1967). In his later writings Parsons 
refers to the fourth variable as pattern maintenance or tension 
management. Although the emphasis is clearly on social cohesion 
and stability, change is present in the form of structural 
differentiation wh ich enables a social system to respond to its 
needs; with increasing complexity societies evolve new modes 
of integration. 

4. Nevertheless, integration of all parts of the system - the 
sub-systems - is never 'perfect'. Merton describes the postulate 
of universal functionalism as an ideal never found in reality: 
Durkheim's work, for example, stressed the instability, the 
extremely fragile nature of social solidarity within the 
advanced societies and the consequent problems ofthe integra
tion ofthe individual into the social whole. The basic tendency 
of social systems is towards equilibrium and a harmonious 
balance between its various institutions. Elements of 'mal
integration' will, however, always be present hence the impor
tance of social control mechanisms. 

5. Deviance, tension and strains exist as 'dysfunctional' 
elements wh ich te nd to become institutionalised or resolved in 
the direction of social integration and equilibrium. 

6. Social change is adaptive and gradual. If there is rapid 
social change it occurs within the cultural rather than within 
the economic institutions. Even rapid social change has a 
tendency to leave the basic institutional framework intact. 

7. Social integration is achieved essentially through value 
consensus, 'shared cognitive orientations', that is, through a 
pervasive set ofprinciples which legitimise the existing social, 
economic and political structure. 

A distinction has sometimes been made between general and 
normative functionalism. The lauer, associated especially with 
the work of Parsons, postulates 'shared value elements' as 
constituting the basis of social cohesion and consensus; society 
is defined as a system of interdependent parts. Normative 
functionalism emphasises the contribution ofvalue consensus 
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to the maintenance ofan integrated, equilibrated social system. 
Normative functionalism attempts to synthesise Durkheim's 
concept of society as 'normally' integrated through shared 
values with Weber's action theory, the individual and the 
collectivity, emphasising the centrality to functionalist analysis 
ofsocial roles, social processes, social norms and institutions all 
contributing to social control. Both types offunctionalism are 
concerned with defining society as a system in which socialisa
tion is the key element thus giving rise to the criticism that 
functionalism, in minimising individuality and 'eccentricity' 
(or defining the latter as deviant behaviour) works with an 
oversocialised conception of humanity. It is true that general 
functionalism minimises the functional integration ofparts and 
postulates the dysfunctional consequences of differing and 
sometimes opposing values. But this distinction seems exag
gerated: the work of so-called general functionalists - Davis 
and Merton for example - differs only in degree, not in kind, 
from normative functionalism. As will be argued below, both 
types offunctionalism postulate the view that social integration 
is a consequence of both normative and structural forces and 
cannot be reduced to one or the other. 

The concept of system 

The concept of society as a system is most elaborately 
developed in Parsonian functionalism. Repudiating the 
atomistic, individualistic theorising of early American sociol
ogy, Parsons consistently argued that a theory of society cannot 
be built up from facts; the data of social science itself must begin 
from theory, derive from theory: a fact is always a statement of 
experience couched in terms of a conceptual scheme. Facts 
never reproduce an external objectivity; theory is essential and 
it is theory on a grand scale clearly different from Merton's 
more modest 'theories of the middle range'. Parsons's concept 
of system differentiates his functionalist approach from Mer
ton's general functionalism. In The Social System the concept of 
system is linked with two analytically distinct systems, person
ality and culture. The social system consists of actors interact
ing in a socio-cultural situation, a process mediated by 'a 
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system of culturally structured and shared symbols'. Parsons 
notes that every social system consists of four major sub
systems, kinship, social stratification, power and religion. The 
kinship system is the main socialising agency, stratification the 
means of distributing rewards within a differentiated social 
structure, and these two sub-systems effectively reinforce the 
pattern of inequality in society: 

The consequence ofthis is that the combination ofan occupation
ally differentiated industrial system and a significantly solidary 
kinship system must be a system of stratification in which the 
children of the more highly placed come to have differential 
advantages, by virtue oftheir ascribed kinship status, not shared by 
those lower down (Parsons, 1951, p. 161). 

These internal sub-systems, the economy, the polity, socialisa
tion and societal community (stratification, power, kinship, 
religion) are further sub-divided into the sub-systems of action 
(AGIL). Parsons, of course, is not defining society in terms of 
the interactions of individuals, or the totality of such interac
tions structurally patterned: society is defined in terms of the 
structure which links individuals with the whole, a systemic 
approach that emphasises the factor of motivation, that actors 
pursue goals within the framework of voluntaristic elements 
that is neither reducible to individuals or atomistic interaction. 

For Parsons, system is an indispensable master concept, its 
meaning directly bound up with its relation to the concept 
'environment'. The concept of sub-system enables Parsons to 
treat the individual in relation to this environment while still 
remaining part of a system of action. The system is thus highly 
centralised and organised around values as distinct from 
interests: there is little awareness of possible conflicting social 
worlds, with their own distinctive culture and values, within a 
social system, that a social system, while retaining its wholeness, 
may lack a coherent, unifyingcentre. The biological organism or 
system necessarily adapts to its environment. But the social 
system is made by humanity, social groups and social classes 
each seeking to establish their own identity within the social 
whole and striving to remain autonomous in terms of their 
institutions and values. In Parsonian functionalism there is no 
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sense ofsociety as adecentred, polyphonic structure built upon 
the basis of different interests and values. Rather, the system 
tends to total coherence possessing an inbuilt equilibrium 
which Parsons emphasises is constantly undergoing change -
the 'moving equilibrium': 

The social system's own equilibrium is itself made up of many 
subequilibriums within and cutting across one another, with 
numerous personality systems more or less in internal equilibrium, 
making up different equilibrated systems such as kinship groups, 
social strata, churches, sects, economic enterprises, and govern
ment bodies. All enter into a huge moving equilibrium in wh ich 
instabilities in one sub-system in the personality or social sphere 
are communicated simultaneously to both levels, either disequilib
rating the larger system or part ofit, until either a re-equilibrium 
takes place or the total equilibrium changes its form (Parsons and 
Shils, 1962, pp. 226-7). 

Parsons's imagery does present problems when related to his 
cancern with 'valuntarism' and social action. When he writes of 
the 'in-puts' and 'out-puts' of sub-systems and systems, far 
example, he seems to be rejecting normative functianalism in 
favour of what might be termed 'cybernetic functionalism' in 
which society has become a self-cantained and self
equilibrating system. Parsans's work is dominated by a reified 
and dehumanised theary af society in which the process of 
equilibrium takes place outside human action and indepen
dently of consciousness, interests and struggle. Nevertheless, 
even here, Parsons is careful to qualify the usage of his 
concepts: equilibrium is not an empirical fact or reality for no 
society is equilibrated in the sense that its parts 'fit' together in 
complete harmony. Equilibrium is a heuristic device which is 
emplayed in conjunction with the concept of inertia: the 
absence of change within a system of action results in stasis, but 
in reality systems of action are constantly modified and 
changed by processes involving communication, decision
making and differentiation. This aspect is especially marked in 
Parsons's analysis of integration: since no system can be 
perfectly integrated it becomes essential to create institutions 
that mediate the possible conflict of interests, the 'internal 
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conflict and other failures of co-ordination'; the integrative 
sub-system thus functions to adapt individuals to the 'goals of 
the social system' by generating legitimate values, 'the institu
tionalisation of value-patterns which define the main structural 
outline of society' bringing' "into line" the behaviour of system 
units in accordance with the integrative needs ofthe system, to 
check or reverse disruptive tendencies to deviant behaviour 
and to promote the condition of harmonious co-operation' 
(parsons and Smelser, 1959, pp. 16-23). 

Equilibrium of alt parts if the social system comprises the 
normal condition of human society, with conflict, although 
present, an essentially residual and abnormal element. Society 
is thus characterised by the existence of 'value orientations' 
held by certain 'solidary groupings' (professionaloccupations 
such as scientists) which, over time, pass into the 'value system' 
ofthe whole society. Parsons defines value system as 'the set of 
normativejudgements held by the members ofthe society who 
define, ... what to them is a good society' (Parsons, 1951, pp. 
36-7). But not all members ofa society would necessarily agree 
on what constitutes the 'good society'. In any case, Parsons's 
own approach seems to give individuals little choice in the 
matter: norms, values and collective goals govern and control 
individual behaviour and he follows Durkheim in emphasising 
the need to control the individual; collective and social, not 
personal goals motivate and orientate the individual to the 
social system. Internalising the collective goals the individual is 
thus socialised and social order augmented, astandpoint which 
suggests a passive not active relation of the individual actor to 
values, the internalisation of norms approaching simple habit 
formation and thus conformism to the status quo. Through 
explicit socialising agencies such as family, school and com
munity the actor successfully internalises societal goals so that 
social order, far from being problematical is 'normal'. Like 
Durkheim, Parsons emphasises that constraint is not forced on 
the individual but develops organically from the collective 
conscience, that is, from society. 'In this way', he writes, 'the 
moral component ofthe conscience coltective is social' comprising 
common, shared values internalised through the agencies of 
socialisation (Parsons, 1967, pp. 27-9). 

Culture is a critical element in this process. Writing on 
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Marx, Parsons argues that an inadequate theory ofpersonality 
led Marx to misunderstand that action 'is a function of the 
organisation of behaviour ... in terms of generalised codes that 
permit the programming of widely varying particulars'; it is 
these 'cultural codes' which underlie the 'normative com
ponents of societies'. For, contrary to Marx's materialist 
theory, society is not dominated by social and dass conflict; 
Durkheim's concept of organic solidarity is recommended as a 
more fruitful way ofunderstanding modern society. For lacking 
adequate concepts of order and personality Marxist 
materialism must fail to explain what Parsons calls 'direction
ality of orientations to work and enterprise' - this being 
accomplished in Weber's study of Protestantism and capital
ism. Thus remaining 'psychologically naIve' Marx's social 
theory failed to account for the significance of cultural factors in 
the maintenance of social order, social integration and equilib
rium (Parsons, 1967, pp. 123-35). 

Parsons's critique ofMarx undoubtedly focuses on one ofthe 
major weaknesses of historical materialism as it developed in 
the analysis of modern capitalism (Capital) and became 
codified into a world view by later generations ofMarxists. The 
voluntaristic element is assimilated to underlying laws and 
external structures: yet this is precisely Parsons's own theoreti
cal position. For example, although dismissing Marxism for its 
notion of dass conflict and structural contradiction, Parsons 
advances concepts such as 'strains', 'tensions' and notes that in 
modern society there is 'widespread' anomie all of which 
suggests the possibility of structural conflict. It is, nevertheless, 
the system which produces strains and tensions, the failure of 
its regulative, socialising institutions: within the dosed field of 
the system there is virtually no scope for autonomous social 
action because there are no sources oflegitimate opposition to 
the all-embracing central values, no institutional means for 
expressing the possibilities of social alternatives other than in 
the form of 'deviance'. Parsonian functionalism has success
fully effaced the human subject from social theory other than as 
supports of the system. 
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Functionalism and the dialectic of sociallife: Merton 

Writing on the functional necessity of religion for modern 
industrial society, Parsons accepted Durkheim's correlation of 
morality with the sacred noting his 'important insight' into the 
'exceedingly dose in tegra tion of the system of religious symbols 
of a society and the patterns sanctioned by the common moral 
sentiments ofthe members ofthe community' (Parsons, 1954, 
p. 206). In a similar vein two representatives of general 
functionalism write: 

The reason why religion is necessary is apparently to be found in 
the fact that human society achieves its unity primarily through the 
possession by its members of certain ultimate values and ends in 
common. Although these values and ends are subjective, they 
influence behaviour, and their integration enables this society to 
opera te as a system ... Even in a secularised society some system 
must exist for the integration ofultimate values, for their ritualistic 
expression, and for the emotional adjustments required by dis
appointment, death and disaster (Davis and Moore, 1969, p. 499). 

Criticising this extreme functional interpretation of religion, 
R. K. Merton (1910-- ') has argued that although some kind 
of moral agency is functionally indispensable for society, 
religion can be both functionally unifying and dysfunctional. 
He points out that the Durkheimian orientation offunctionalist 
analysis is one rooted in the function ofreligion in non-literate 
societies and thus the effective absence of several religions. In 
modern society the tendency is for a plurality of religions and 
an increasing secularisation of values and beliefs, processes 
which raise serious questions on the function of religion as such 
to promote or produce structural unity. 'In what sense does 
religion make for integration ofthe larger society, ifthe content 
of its doctrine and values is at odds with the content of other, 
non-religious values held by many people in the same society?' 
In non-literate societies there is usually a single religion which 
can thus be taken as a model offunctional unity. Merton goes 
on to suggest that in modern societies the concept of'functional 
alternative', or 'functional substitute', may be of more value in 
analysing the relation of values to social cohesion. Although 
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this still assumes the centrality of religious values for the 
concept of social unity it raises the question of the degree of 
unity found in the social and historical world. 

Merton argues that the postulate of total functional unity is 
clearly contrary to social reality and an obstacle to social 
analysis, diverting attention from 'possible disparate conse
quences of a given social or cultural item' for the various social 
groups and individual members of groups. All human societies 
are integrated but few societies are characterised by that 'high 
degree of integration in which every culturally standardised 
activity or belief is functional far the society as a whole'. 
Rejecting the whole notion of functional unity, or functional 
indispensability of elements, Merton advances the argument of 
a net balance qf functional consequences which 'avoids the tendency 
offunctional analysis to concentrate on positive functions' and 
focus on possible dysfunctional consequences. A major 
theorem offunctional analysis, Merton concludes, is 'just as the 
same item may have multiple functions, so may the same function be 
diversely fulfilled by alternative items'. 

Merton defines function objectively as the 'observed conse
quences' which 'make for the adaptation or adjustment of a 
given system', while dysfunction is defined as the consequences 
which reduce the possibility of adjusiment and adaptation. 
Further modifying the functional theory of coherence of 
systems, Merton distinguishes manifest from latent functions, 
the former consisting of the objective consequences facilitating 
adjustment and adaptation of the system and which are 
'intended and recognised' by individuals, while latent func
tions are unintended or unrecognised. As an example he cites 
Thorstein Veblen's analysis of 'conspicuous consumption', 
human activity, which functions both to satisfy the needs ofthe 
individual consumers (manifest function) and to enhance 
social status since goods are bought not because oftheir utility 
but for their expensiveness (latent function). In this way what 
may appear to be irrational behaviour by members of different 
social groups to outsiders is actually functional for the group 
itself. For Merton latent functions constitute a significant 
development of sociological theary since they challenge all 
commonsense knowledge and focus on the 'hidden' com
ponents ofprocesses (Merton, 1957, pp. 27-33, 51-8, 65--71). 
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Merton has sought to introduce a more flexible form of 
functionalist analysis, but in doing so has confused the 
distinction between ac tor and system: the concept of manifest 
function assurnes some awareness on the part ofthe actor ofthe 
ac tu al consequences of action. But does this imply that the 
actor is equally aware ofthe consequences for the system as a 
whole? U nanticipated consequences of action defined as latent 
functions are clearly systemic in nature linking the individual 
social actions collectively with society as a whole. Thus 
although he avoids employing the concept of system arguing 
that sociological analysis must begin from the 'units' or 'items' 
rather than from the system as a whole, Merton's notion of 
social structure, with its interdependence of parts, implies a 
systemic and deterministic approach. This is particularly 
brought out in his analysis of the latent functions of the 
phenomenon of 'Bossism' or 'political racketeering' in Ameri
can society. 

Superficially the illegitimate political machine violates all 
accepted legal and moral norms yet it succeeds in carrying out 
'positive functions' inadequately fulfilled by other legitimate 
structures. Merton argues that the political machine functions 
first as a means of centralising the scattered bases of political 
power (officially devolved by the democratic ethos of the 
American Constitution), and secondly, to provide assistance far 
certain deprived sub-groups whose access to legitimate chan
nels is restricted. The 'corrupt political machine' effectively 
'fulfils the basic function ofproviding avenues ofsocial mobility 
for the otherwise disadvantaged ... in a society which places a 
high premium on economic affiuence and social ascent for all its 
members'. 'Bossism' is therefore not merely the means 'of 
self-aggrandizement for profit-hungry and power-hungry indi
viduals, but ... an organised provision for subgroups other
wise excluded from or handicapped in the race for "getting 
ahead" '. Moral disapproval is irrelevant for an understanding 
of the structural and functional role of the political machine 
(Merton, 1957). 

Bossism as a structure persists, therefore, not through 
fulfilling a vital need for the system as a whole, but for the 
reciprocal relationship it generates with smaller units. It is this 
'norm of reciprocity' which enables the element to enjoy 
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autonomy; the relation of part to whole is uneven rather than 
symmetrical. Nevertheless, the part, or sub-system, can be 
understood ultimately only in terms ofthe wider system. In this 
way unintended consequences are assimilated to an underlying 
structure similar to Smith's 'hidden hand' and Marx's dialectic 
of history. 'Bossism' is more than simple corruption but a 
process which functions at both the micro and macrolevel ofthe 
social system, its latent functions dependent on the failure of 
other institutions within the social whole. Merton's concept of 
latent function is therefore predicated on systemic analysis; it 
also minimises the role ofthe subject since it is the system itself 
which determines the functions, and thus the ends, unintended 
or not, of institutions at the microlevel. 

The conservative implications ofMerton's functionalism are 
thus clear: 'Bossism' is explained away by focusing on its effects 
on those individuals immediately involved in its workings: but 
the existence of widespread political corruption constitutes a 
threat to the legitimacy of the democratic political order and its 
persistence must ultimately weaken belief in democratic pro
cesses in society as a whole. Merton's functionalism fails to 
incorporate a genetic dimension so that social structures are 
never concretely related to interests and ideology. Historically, 
political 'Bossism' develops out of the weaknesses of civil 
society and a failure to thoroughly democratise society as a 
whole. Merton's analysis accepts as given what should be 
explained: that elitism, in whatever form, functions to promote 
specific interests against other opposed interests by organising 
society from above. The analysis assumes a passive population, 
subjects who can be manipulated by elites towards ends neither 
acknowledge. 

Similar criticisms can be brought against one of Merton's 
most significant contributions to functionalism, the study of 
anomie and social structure. Here he presents a typology of 
individual adaptations to the disjunction 'between culturally 
induced high aspirations and socially structured obstacles to 
realisation of these aspirations', between the ofIicially sanc
tioned cultural goal of monetary success (although Merton 
emphasises that American culture defines other success goals) 
and the legitimate institutional means of achieving such goals. 
Culture generates motivation; social structure constitutes the 
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means of satisfying aspirations. But not everyone can be 
successful: anomie is likely to result when an acute disjunction 
exists between the cultural norms and goals and 'the socially 
structured capacities of members of the group to act in accord 
with them'. Merton thus considers five modes ofadaptation:* 
(1) conformity to the goals and the institutional means, the 
most common form without which no society could survive; (2) 
innovation, in which the goals are accepted but non
institution al means employed for their realisation, such as 
white-collar crime, or the Robber Barons; (3) ritualistic 
adaptation in wh ich the goals are 'scaled down' but the me ans 
accepted as legitimate thus allaying status anxiety - the 
ritualist is one who continues to follow compulsively institu
tional norms, e.g. the conformist bureauerat; (4) retreatism is 
the rejection of both goals and means so while individuals 
may have assimilated both as norms, failure or frustration can 
lead to defeatism, quietism and resignation, the individual 
escaping into the private world of drug addiction, chronic 
alcoholism or vagabondage; and finally, (5) rebellion, a 
combination of accepting and rejecting the goals and the 
means, as with revolutionaries who seek to set up an entirely 
new society, or those who have become resentful and discon
tented with their failure to achieve the goals (Merton, 1957, 
eh. 4). 

Merton argues that every society generates norms governing 
conduct but they difTer 'in the degree to which the folkways, 
mores and institution al controls are efTectively integrated with 
the goals which stand high in the hierarchy of cultural values'. 
Not everyone can be upwardly mobile or follow a middle-class 
life-style. Within Merton's model there are similar assump
tions to those made by Durkheim on the nature ofhumanity-

* A typology of modes of individual adaptation 
+ signifies acceptance, - signifies rejection 

Modes of Cultural 
Adaptation Goals 

Conformity + 
Innovation + 
Ritualism 
Retreatism 
Rebellion ± 
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striving competitively for success rather than co-operating with 
others - and the function of institutions to maintain so ci al 
stability and thus the status quo. Merton's analysis is effec
tively couched at the level of system: it assumes the necessity for 
a systemic ideology which is accepted uncriticaIly and pas
sively as the norm by the population; institutions function not 
to mediate ideology but to serve as neutral means for the 
realisation of ideological goals. But individuals are not pas
sively socialised into the dominant cultural norms: social dass, 
family, trade unions, and other institutions function as 
mediators of 'official culture', generating co-operative values 
which may weIl indude a rejection of the dominant goals and 
institutionalised me ans as defined by Merton. But this activity 
cannot be accommodated easily to Merton's typology which 
assumes that social stability, or equilibrium of the social 
system, to rest on an 'oversocialised' notion of humanity 
(Merton, 1957, pp. 77-8). 

Functionalism, socia} conflict and social change 

One of the most persistent criticisms of sociological functional
ism, as it developed into the dominant paradigm of American 
sociology during the 1940s and 1950s, was its failure to explain 
social change and the persistence of social conflict within the 
advanced societies. Yet Parsons has not shirked from analysing 
the problem of social change, revolution and anomie. In his 
discussion of German fascism, written during the 1940s, he 
described Nazism as 'one ofthe most critical ... social events of 
our times' (Parsons, 1954, ch. 6) while in The Social System a 
substantial part ofthe chapter on social change was devoted to 
analysing Russian communism and the 1917 revolution. In 
every social system, Parsons has argued, equilibrium is always 
precarious and its breakdown as 'scientifically important a 
phenomenon as its preservation' (Parsons, 1951, p. 338). 

Parsons's analysis of German fascism is based on the 
assumption that in modern society the common value-system is 
always likely to break down and produce the 'strains' which 
result in disequilibrium and anomie. A revolutionary move
ment is one consequence of such strains, strains which gain 
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ascendancy only ifa number ofspecific conditions exist such as 
'the presence in the population of sufficiently intense, widely 
spread and properly distributed alienative motivation al ele
ments'. Nazism succeeded because the rapid industrial and 
technological development of Germany created strains within 
the cultural sub-system leading to 'widespread insecurity' and 
'a good deal offree floating aggression, a tendency to unstable 
emotionalism and susceptibility to emotionalised propaganda'. 
In short, a process of rationalisation, a 'secularisation of 
religious values', undermined 'traditional and conservative 
systems of symbols', producing 'imperfectly integrated ins ti tu
tional structures, ideological definitions ofthe situation and the 
psychological reaction patterns typical of anomie'. Parsons 
analyses fascism and communism as movements exemplifying 
a 'romantic' revolt against 'the whole tendency of rationalisa
tion in the Western World'. Rapid social change produces a 
state of instability in which norms no longer regulate society; 
anomie results with fascism and communism emerging as mass 
movements able to canalise the 'free floating aggression' engen
dered by technology, urbanism and industry (Parsons, 1954, 
pp. 104-41). 

Parsons is thus proposing a theory of cultural determinism. 
Although critical of Marx for failing to develop a theory of 
motivation, Parsons effectively proposes that a conjunction of 
certain cultural elements determined that Germany deviated 
from the 'normal' Western path of industrial evolution. His 
analysis of Bolshevism is couched similarly in terms of an 
equilibrium model leaving no room for human praxis: the 
events in Russia, as with those in Germany, were inescapable. 
Revolutionary movements are notably 'ambivalent in struc
ture' fusing together utopian and realist elements, and 
although beginning from a perspective of total, uncompromis
ing criticism of the existing so ci al system, are increasingly 
forced to accommodate themselves to 'reality' after the revolu
tion. No society, Parsons writes, can 'become stabilised on the 
basis that a fundamentally ambivalent motivational structure 
towards its central values and ideology became the norm'. The 
central values of the old society reassert themselves. Differen
tial payments in industry and a rigid system of stratification 
emerge as 'the need for adaptive structures in the light of 
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fundamental functional requirements and the re
emergence of conformity needs associated with the old society 
as such'. There is thus continuity in change and Parsons 
condudes his analysis with the hope that industrialisation will 
bring with it 'a universalistic-achievement pattern' of motiva
tion to transform Soviet Russia into a broadly similar social 
system as America (Parsons, 1951, pp. 523-33). 

Similarly, Parsons has never denied the factual existence of 
conflict in modern society: 'Class conflict certainly exists ... 
dass conflict is endemic in our modern industrial type of 
society.' The point, however, is that dass conflict for Parsons 
and other functionalists does not constitute the dominant 
structural element in a system ofsocial stratification (Parsons, 
1954, pp. 329--33). Conflict is not conceived as a source of 
change but rather as an indication of a breakdown of social 
control, a deviant response to inequalities ofincome, status and 
power. Parsons's equilibrium model minimises the importance 
ofpower and conflict; it does not deny the factual significance of 
these elements. Similarly, sociological conflict theory makes 
frequent reference to consensus and equilibrium. Both Parsons 
and Merton repudiate the argument that sociology can thus be 
divided into those theories which emphasise conflict and those 
which stress consensus. U sing the analogy of biology Parsons 
notes that there are not two distinct theories referring to the 
health of the organism on the one hand, and its pathology on 
the other (Parsons, 1975). Nevertheless, a tradition has 
developed within sociology which accepts this dichotomy. 

Sociological conflict theory developed originally during the 
late nineteenth century largely in response to Marxist dass 
conflict theory: the major figures such as Gumplowicz, Rat
zenhofer and Novicow were conservative theorists working 
within the organicist and Social Darwinist tradition. Early 
twentieth-century conflict theorists, such as the Americans, 
Veblen, Ross and Small, rejected the organicist model and 
emphasised the constitutive role played by social conflict for 
sociallife generally . In contrast, sociological functionalism has 
tended to categorise conflict as dysfunctional, or as a 'disease', 
thereby shifting attention away from its important constitutive 
role in the formation and maintenance of social structures. 

Thus Lewis Coser in his The Functions 01 Social Conflict (1954), 
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working within the formal sociological tradition of Georg 
Simmel far whom conflict constituted the 'essence' of sociallife, 
argued that social conflict functioned positively in terms of 
social structure. Criticising Parson's 'static' equilibrium model 
he suggests that 'conflict, rather than being disruptive and 
dissociating, may indeed be a means of balancing and hence 
maintaining a society as going concern'. Rather than tearing 
society apart, conflict performs 'group maintaining functions in 
so far as it regulates systems of relationships', functioning as 
'safety valve' mechanism producing an 'equilibrating and 
stabilising impact'. Conflict creates new narms and values, 
re-establishes unity between different groups and the bound
aries between them, and redresses potentially disruptive 
inequalities in power and authority. A society lacking conflict 
ossifies and stagnates; societies in which conflict has become 
institutionalised are correspondingly more stable and inte
grated than those with rigid structures: 

By permitting immediate and direct expression of riyal claims, 
such social systems are able to readjust their structures by 
eliminating the sources of dissatisfaction. The multiple conflicts 
which they experience may serve to eliminate the causes far 
dissociation and to re-establish unity. These systems avail them
selves, through the toleration and institutionalisation of conflict, of 
an important stabilising mechanism (Coser, 1956, pp. 153-5). 

Coser's functional approach to conflict is primarily based on 
the assumption that institutionalised conflict will make a 
positive contribution to the adaptive capacity of the social 
system always providing that the social structure is sufficiently 
elastic. Social change occurs only when the conflict relations 
within a society co-operate with the unifYing forces: 

What threatens the equilibrium of such a structure is not conflict as 
such, but the rigidity itselfwhich permits hostilities to accumulate 
and to be channelled along one major line of cleavage once they 
break out in conflict (Coser, 1956, p. 157). 

Pluralistic, democratic and open societies thus allow for 
underlying social change to develop through a process of 
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institutionalising conflict: conflict establishes social unity and 
maintains a balance within the social structure. Coser's 
concern is not with systemic conflict, with basic contradictions 
within the system itself and thus the possibility of revolutionary 
change, but conflict as antagonisms between different parts of 
the system, such as social groups, communities, political 
parties. Nevertheless, Coser's general condusion is of great 
significance: change 01 or within a system is dosely bound up 
with the degree of cohesion that the system has attained. 
Capitalist democracies, with their strong institutional struc
tures based in civil society, 'tolerate' and 'creatively utilise' 
group conflict; totalitarian societies are incapable of respond
ing to conflict in this limited sense since the me ans of expressing 
diverging interests and values are virtually absent in a situation 
of an ideologically dosed 'consensus'. 

In its historical development sociological functionalism 
failed to confront the problem of social conflict, its social bases 
and relation with social change. This is not to suggest, however, 
that functionalism cannot account for social change: the 
difficulty is that functionalism defines change from within the 
dosed field of the system, as the product of disjunctions 
between culture and social structure, or of strains and tensions 
which develop independently of groups or dass interests, 
culture and ideology. Talcott Parsons's belated rediscovery of 
evolutionism in his 1964 paper, 'Evolutionary Universals in 
Society', does not advance much beyond the systemic formal
ism of his earlier work. The terms remain as before - 'adaptive 
capa city' , 'system-needs' - but now combined with an 
evolutionary framework which emphasises the significance of 
cultural diffusion and two critical universal evolutionary 
universals, 'a well-marked system of social stratification' and a 
system of 'cultural legitimation'. Parsons's evolutionary 
schema, which culminates in the modern democratic polity, 
characteristically underemphasises the structural significance 
of conflict and power, ideology and culture of the lower social 
strata. 

In general, functionalism assimilates conflict to an underly
ing process which effectively strips it of all active human 
components. In particular, functionalist theories of social 
change minimise the important reciprocal relationship be-
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tween the institutions, or structures, and the human agents 
who comprise them; change is thus conceptualised as the 
disintegration ofstructural equilibrium and not as the result of 
a crisis in reciprocity and the corresponding changes in 
consciousness and values ofthe human subjects. At least on this 
level the frequent comparison between Marxism and function
alism is valid for both tend to reify society as an external system 
structured in equilibrium and hegemony, a whole superior to 
its parts; and both seek to eliminate the active human subject as 
the source of social relationships and social change. 

Functionalism and stratification 

In 1945 Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore published their 
paper, 'Some Principles ofStratification', in which they sought 
to elaborate a functionalist theory of social stratification. Their 
work proved to be one of the most widely discussed contri
butions to sociology; any debate on the nature of social 
stratification in modern industrial society would include so me 
discussion of Davis and Moore. 

Their starting point, unexceptionable in itself, was the 
proposition that no known society was classless. All human 
societies, they argued, were characterised by structures of 
inequality which comprised universal and variable features. 
All social systems must develop some means of allocating 
individuals to specific occupational positions some of which are 
more functionally important than others. If societies are to 
survive, then a functionally efficient means of fitting talented 
individuals to occupations must develop. Stratification is a 
system which determines that individuals are trained to the 
limit of their inherent ability to fill functionally essential 
positions which reward them with high remuneration and 
status. Stratification constitutes the mechanism 'by which 
societies ensure that the most important positions are conscien
tiously filled by the most qualified persons'. In this way 
individuals are motivated and placed in the social structure 
with the inevitable result of structured social inequality. 
Stratification effectively means inequality: 
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Social inequality is thus an unconsciously evolved device by which 
societies ... differentiate persons in terms of both prestige and 
esteem (Davis and Moore, 1969, p. 497). 

Although stratification and inequality are universal, their 
forms vary from one society to another depending on the level of 
social development, scarcity ofresources and thus the need for 
special skills and talent (teachers are less functionally 
important in non-literate cultures than advanced industrial 
societies for example). 

Davis and Moore's thesis hinges on two basic propositions: 
(I) the factual existence offunctionally important occupations, 
and (2) the need for an adequate reward system which will 
motivate the most talented individuals to seek essential train
ing. In his Human Society Davis modified the argument that 
stratification functions as the sole mechanism allocating 
talented individuals to social position by noting the important 
role played by birth and inheritance as elements in determining 
role position. But in general this is not seen as a great problem 
since the development of industrial society weakens the 
influence ofinherited wealth and status. But it leaves open the 
problem of defining functionally important position. It could 
be argued, for example, that doctors are functionally more 
important than nurses in that their training and expertise 
enables them to fulfil the work tasks of nurses, but that nurses 
could not work as doctors. Comparable examples could be 
cited although in the long run the profession of doctors could 
not survive without the profession of nurses. They are both 
functionally necessary to each other because they involve a 
reciprocal relationship. To argue that doctors and other 
comparable high er professions require a high level of material 
rewards because of long, 'expensive' and 'burdensome' train
ing ignores the equally 'burdensome' training undergone by 
nurses and others. 

Historically, the higher professions have been associated 
with the upper strata of society: remuneration and status are 
less connected withfunction than with socio-culturalantecedents. 
The anti-historical, non-genetic nature of functionalism leads 
to explanations of social phenomenon which assume that their 
present form is their natural form. Can one really argue that 
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plumbers are less functionally significant for industrial society 
than Professors of Divinity? Or electricians, or train drivers? 
How is talent to be measured? Many critics of functionalism 
have noted that social structures function to limit the inherent 
potential of individuals through various mechanisms associ
ated with social dass, education and the dominant culture. 
And what of motivation? Is this not also determined by the 
ways in which individuals define themselves in relation to 
others and to society as a whole? Motivation is not a neutral 
element but influenced by the dass structure, culture and 
ideology. 

The concept offunctionally important position relates to the 
general functionalist argument that stratification works to 
integrate the social system around a core of values which 
legitimate existing inequality. This is the essence of the 
functionalist theory of stratification. Its undoubted truth, that 
a complex division of labour demands an efficient means of 
allocating individuals to necessary occupations which results in 
some degree of unequal reward, is common to all theories of 
dass from Smith to Marx to Weber. Functionalism departs 
fundamentally from these writers by eliminating power and 
dass interests as important and enduring structural principles 
in the formation ofinequality. There is a great deal of evidence, 
much ofit historical in character, which points to the divisive 
nature ofstratification and the unequal distribution ofpower in 
modern industrial societies. It is over these issues that func
tionalism founders as a sociological explanation, attributing 
'needs' to society as if society constituted an active subject 
rather than an historical system, a structure and a process 
wh ich changes through the 'needs' and interests of actors or 
subjects. 
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Sociology of Everyday 
Life 

Action theory and the concept of seIf: the earIy and Iater 
Parsons 

A major problem of classical sociology was the contradiction 
between its emphasis on the concept of society as a system or 
structure governed by objective laws, and the role of the 
subject, or actor, in the making of social structure and social 
change. A tension was generated within classical sociology 
between the concepts ofsubject and structure, voluntarism and 
determinism. Marxism, Functionalism and Sociological 
Positivism tended to assimilate the active role ofthe subject to 
an underlying economic, socio-cultural system. Social action 
theory, as it developed in the work of Simmel and Weber, 
sought to redefine the object of sociology as the study ofhuman 
interaction. Talcott Parsons's The Structure ofSocial Action (1937) 
advanced the argument that a voluntaristic theory of action 
constituted the major preoccupation ofWeber, Durkheim and 
Pareto, and although there were important differences between 
these sociologists, working apart from each other in their own 
distinctive national cultures, areal convergence of sociological 
theory was nevertheless taking place. For Parsons, the history 
of sociology was not a history of competing and opposing 
schools, 'that there are as many systems of sociological theory 
as there are sociologists, that there is no common basis, that all 
is arbitrary and subjective', but rather the development of 'a 
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substantial common basis of theory' and 'sound theoretical 
foundations on which to build' (Parsons, 1961a, pp. 774-5). 
This convergence of sociological theory is towards a 
'generalised theory of action'. 

Parsons's broad argument was that a sociological theory of 
action could not develop on the basis of nineteenth-century 
positivism with its belief in the methods ofthe natural sciences. 
The stability ofsociety, the existence ofsocial order, cannot be 
explained solely in terms of natural la ws. Social order has its 
basis both in the objective structure of society and in the 
subjective actions ofindividuals as they internalise the values of 
the culture. Thus utilitarian philosophy, with its conception of 
individuals seeking their own interests, embodied a strong 
action element. But utilitarian philosophy could not account 
for the persistence ofsocial order through its central precepts of 
the randomness of ends, the rational orientation of individuals 
to such ends based on knowledge of the situation, and an 
atomistic conception of society. It was not sufficient for 
Bentham and the classical political economists to cite the 
'hidden hand' which fused individual interests and ends with 
the interests ofsociety as a whole and collective ends or, as with 
Spencer, to postulate a social contract existing between 
individuals as forming the basis of social order. Utilitarian 
rationality assumed that social order was possible through (1) 
the rational recognition of a natural identity of interests thus 
neatly solving the problem of a possible conflict of ends; and (2) 
the voluntarist postulate of a social contract which assumed 
that humanity consciously recognise the utility of government 
and social stability. Parsons argued that the whole utilitarian 
doctrine, built around an atomistic conception of society and 
rational norms which govern the means-ends relationship, was 
inherently unstable since it assumed that ends were both 
random and atomistic. All departures from the rational norms 
were regarded as irrational. 

In contrast, Durkheim, Weber, Pareto and to a lesser extent 
Tönnies and Simmel, were concerned, not with 'interests' 
defined atomistically, but with the norms regulating human 
action which, internalised by the actor, were regarded as 
putatively desirable and therefore worthy to be realised. The 
voluntaristic theory of action thus refers to a process whereby 
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the subject actively consents to the legitimacy ofspecific values. 
The norms regulating human action are therefore not external 
forces or constraints (as was the case with nineteenth-century 
positivism and Durkheim's early work) but elements organi
cally bound up with the human actor. There is, in other words, 
an active not passive or adaptive relation between individuals 
and norms: the relation is both creative and voluntaristic. 

For Parsons, however, human action is characterised by its 
systemic nature. The notion of human action as a system is 
central to Parsons's argument that late nineteenth-century 
sociological theory exhibited a movement towards con
vergence: thus although human action assurnes motives, goals 
and wishes it can be studied scientifically only through 
objective, systemic analysis. The influence of Pareto on Par
sons's thought is clearly in evidence here since neither Durk
heim nor Weber developed a notion of system in this sense. 
Action constitutes a system: society is a system of action. And in 
the same way as the particle relates to classical physics so does 
the 'unit act' relate to the social system: as particles 'can be 
defined only in terms of their properties, mass, velocity, 
location in space, direction ofmotion, etc., so the units ofaction 
systems ... have certain basic properties without which it is 
not possible to conceive of the unit as "existing" '. All action 
constitutes a structure of unit-acts involving actors. An act, 
therefore, involves an agent, an end to which the process of 
action is oriented and a situation (the 'conditions of action') 
involving elements some of which the actor may control and 
others over which he/she has no control. Within the situation 
there is always a choice of alternative means to ends, a 
'normative orientation ofaction' (Parsons, 1961a, pp. 43-4). 

A system of action can thus be broken down into parts or 
smaller 'sub-systems'. The unit-act is the smallest unit of an 
action system. A system of action constitutes an organisation of 
the interactions between actor and situation. Social action is 
built around rules, norms and patterns. It was Durkheim who 
particularly stressed the processes whereby collective repre
sentations become internalised by individuals to promote 
social order and a personality structure adequate to the social 
structure. Parsons argues that Durkheim's critique ofpositiv
ism led hirn to define the sodal milieu in terms ofan integrated 
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system of norms which involve 'the existence of a common 
system of ultimate-value attitudes'. A common value system is 
one which is institutionalised. Action is thus objectively and 
subjectively institutionalised: 

The most fundamental theorem ofthe theory ofaction seems to me 
to be that thestructure ofsystems ofactionconsists in institutionalised 
(in social and cultural systems) and/or internalised (in per
sonalities and organisms) patterns of cultural meaning (Parsons, 
1961d, p. 342). 

Thus ritual is a system of action involving sacred things 
performed without any utilitarian calculation of advantage and 
related to a symbolic means-ends relationship. Thus although 
the source of the sacred is the supernatural 'our symbolic 
representations of it are sacred things' and 'the attitude of 
respect to them is, along with respect for moral obligations, a 
manifestation of our ultimate-value attitudes which are social 
in so far as they are common' (Parsons, 1961a, pp. 709-13). 

As an action theorist Parsons was concerned with the 
universality of action, the relation of the human agent or 
personality to the social system. The Structure oJ Social Action 
examined the possibilities of action in the social world by 
rejecting the extreme voluntarism of utilitarianism, with its 
focus on the freely choosing ac tor , and the determinism of 
positivism, with its emphasis on causes and efTects. In short, 
Parsons attempted to analyse the subjective element ofhuman 
society as an objective structure: ends, means and conditions 
were all theorised from the point ofview ofthe actor and also as 
external datums. As I have already noted (pp. 230-1), in his 
later writings - Toward a General Theory oJ Action (1951) and The 
Social System (1951), for example, - action is redefined in 
systemic terms. The motivation of the actor in terms of goal 
attainment is determined by the 'needs' of the socio-cultural 
system. The voluntaristic component is thus diminished: the 
meaning of action is located within the system and not from the 
standpoint of the actor. Action is organised as a necessary 
function of the actor's relation to the situation. The social 
system is thus defined as 
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... a plurality of individual ac tors interacting with each other in a 
situation which has at least a physical or environmental aspect, 
ac tors who are motivated in terms of a tendency to the 'optimiza
tion of gratification' and whose relation to their situations, 
including each other, is defined and media ted in terms of culturally 
structured and shared symbols (Parsons, 1951, pp. 5-6). 

In his explicitly functionalist writings Parsons describes 
action systems in terms of roles, stable patterns of behaviour 
bearing a specific status such as 'father', 'businessman', 
'professional', etc. Although in his functionalist works, action 
and system are combined, as was noted in Chapter 8, Parsons 
tends to emphasise the predominant role ofthe system over the 
subject and propose a concept of closed rather than open 
system. Although the theory of action can be seen as a critique 
of nineteenth-century positivist reductionism, an attempt to 
bring back the human subject into sociological theory and 
define society in terms of everyday human actions saturated 
with meaning, it has led, in Parsons's work, to a reified notionof 
society and a conservative concept of personality. As a system 
ofaction the human personality is media ted and stabilised by a 
common culture involving language and socialisation: moral 
standards and 'all the components of the common culture are 
internalised as part of the personality structure'. Thus moral 
standards constitute the co re of 'the stabilising mechanisms of 
the system of social interaction' (Parsons, 1964, pp. 20--2). 
There is thus a 'fit' between the type ofpersonality and the type 
of social structure, astandpoint difIicult to reconcile with the 
voluntaristic and creative theory of social action outlined in 
Parsons's early work. The Structure rif Social Action made no 
reference to Freud or Mead, but in his later writings Parsons 
has stressed both the importance ofMead's 'symbolic interac
tionist' sociology and, more significantly, the convergence of 
thought in Freud and Durkheim. 

It is Freud, however, who has exercised the greatest 
influence on Parsons's concept ofpersonality and its relation to 
the social system. Freud's great discovery 'ofthe internalisation 
of moral values as an essential part of the structure of the 
personality itself converged with Durkheim's theory of the 
socially integrative roIe of moral norms. 'This convergence, 
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from two quite distinct and independent starting points, 
deserves to be ranked as one of the truly fundamental 
land marks of the development of modern social science' 
(Parsons, 1964, pp. 18--19). Nevertheless, Freud is criticised for 
an excessive emphasis on the individual and for failing to 
analyse personality as it interacts with others to form a system. 
The personality system is defined by Parsons as a system of 
action which functions in a relatively autonomous way in 
relation to its dynamic structure and needs. For Parsons, the 
personality does not internalise social objects individually, but 
rather assimilates systems ofinteraction between social objects. 
Many ofFreud's basic psycho-analytical concepts - id, super
ego, ego, the Oedipus complex - are redefined sociologically by 
Parsons: the function of the super-ego, for example, is limited 
almost entirely to internalising patterns of social interaction 
and social roles, an integrative mechanism wh ich exercises 
control over the personality. SimiIarly, the Oedipal phase of 
human development is linked specifically with industrial 
society and the nuclear family: in Freud's work the Oedipal 
phase was defined as a fixed, universal phenomenon of all 
human societies. 

Freud's contribution to social theory will be discussed in the 
next section ofthis chapter. In relation to Parsons's attempt to 
sociologise psycho-analytic theory it is worth noting, however, 
that many ofFreud's basic concepts are made to conform with a 
model of social integration that eliminates negative and 
contradictory elements. The concept of self, for exampIe, is 
stripped of Freud's emphasis on the repression of instinctual 
drives; human sexuality is reduced to a matter of social role and 
social order. A fundamental harmony is assumed to subsist 
between the personality and the social system. Thus the 
development ofpersonality, the stages through wh ich it passes, 
is separated from Freud's notion ofinstincts or drives and from 
the repressive nature of culture. For Freud, socialisation was 
deeply problematical, but far Parsons it constituted an inte
grating and harmonious process of learning experiences and 
internalisation of dominant values. 
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Psycho-analysis and self: Freud 

The science of psycho-analysis was officially inaugurated in 
1908 with the formation of the Vienna Psycho-Analytical 
Society; in the same year the first international Psycho
Analytical Congress was held. Of those participating in the 
Vienna society the most important figure was Sigmund Freud 
(1856--1939). A contemporary of Durkheim, Weber and 
Pareto, Freud drew attention to the significant role played by 
non-rational elements in human action and culture. Like 
Weber and Pareto, Freud was deeply sceptical ofsuch notions 
as the perfectability of humanity, nineteenth-century theories 
of progress and the claims of mass, popular democracy. 

Freud's first interests had been in the general area of the 
physiology of the nervous system. He studied hysteria and its 
treatment through hypnosis. In the course of the 1890s he 
developed the technique of 'free association' in which patients 
were encouraged to say whatever ca me into their thoughts no 
matter how ludicrous or obscene. Many of Freud's patients 
mentioned sexual experiences and sexual problems and this led 
him to conclude that hysteria was not simply a biological 
malfunctioning of the organism but the result of sexual 
repression. Freud's emphasis on the role of sexuality in the 
aetiology of the neuroses differentiated his approach from 
orthodox psychology: through free association the patient 
recalled early childhood sexual experiences which had been 
subsequently censored by the mind. Freud thus advanced the 
argument that hysteria was the result of childhood sexual 
seduction carried out either by an adult or older child. But from 
1900 onwards, especially with the pub1ication of The Interpreta
tion of Dreams (1900), The Psychopathology of Everyday Life (1901) 
and Three Essays in the Theory of Sexuality (1905), he argued that 
neuroses invo1ved both the who1e human personality and 
unconscious elements. 

Freud rejected both the rationalist and mechanistic concepts 
of personality: no mental phenomenon was accidenta1 or 
irrational but the effect of a complex process of causation. 
Symptoms were meaningful in relation to the patient's uncon
scious. Similarly, the apparently random actions of everyday 
1ife such as slips of the tongue, jokes, and forgetting of names 
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together with dreams, equally involved unconscious elements 
in their causation: dreams and jokes be ca me meaningful only 
when they were integrated into another structure which in 
Freud's theory was the structure of the unconscious mind. 
Freud also argued against a simple cause and effect model: 
mental phenomena were 'overdetermined', the combination of 
many elements and not the products of a straightforward 
process ofreciprocal causation. Thus dreams may have several 
meanings and fulfil a number of different wishes; an element 
within a dream will combine a number of quite different 
features of many elements. And because a dream condenses a 
number of experiences into single composite figures and 
censors, those elements which might disturb sleep itself, the 
manifest content of the dream (what the individual remem
bers) is less significant than its latent content (the underlying 
structure which gives the dream its meaning or meanings). 
Freud regarded The Interpretation 01 Dreams as forming the basis 
ofthe psycho-analytical method and his most important work: 
the analysis of dreams, he argued, provided evidence of the 
deeper structure of the human mind: 

It was discovered one day that the pathological symptoms of 
certain neurotic patients have a sense. On this discovery the 
psycho-analytic method oftreatment was founded. It happened in 
the course of this treatment that patients, instead of bringing 
forward their symptoms, brought forward dreams. A suspicion 
thus arose that the dreams too had sense (Freud, 1953, Vol. XV, 
p.83). 

Dream interpretation was thus 'the royal road to a knowledge 
ofthe unconscious activities ofthe mind'. The true meaning, or 
meanings, of a dream emerge only by analysing the complex 
ways whereby the dream wishes are distorted by 'dream-work'. 
Sleep relaxes control over the unconscious: dream-work func
tions to disguise the 'forbidden' and repressed elements of the 
unconscious as they surface within the dream. Thus dreams are 
censored by the processes of condensation and displacement (that is, 
by fusing a number of different traits into a composite figure, 
and by making emotionally significant elements insignificant). 

Freud's theory ofthe selfwas built around the necessity for 
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society to repress specific instinctual drives which then found 
their expression in dreams, symbols and fantasies. For Freud, 
the human organism was characterised by a tension between 
the 'pleasure principle' (the sexual instincts) and the 'reality 
principle' (the drive for self-preservation). The pleasure prin
ciple was related to sexual energy (or libido) which is 
constantly seeking release and gratification. Libido was dif
fused throughout the whole of human organism and sexuality 
embraced pleasurable bodily sensation as weIl as the 'sublima
tion' offeelings such as tenderness and friendship. The process 
of becoming social - the reality principle - involved the 
repression of instinctual sexuality. In Civilisation and its Discon
tents (1930) Freud drew attention to the inevitable conflict 
between civilised culture (industry, technology, education and. 
art) and the irrational drives ofEros - sexuality - and Thanatos 
- the instincts of destruction and death. The nature of modern 
society demanded the renunciation of both instincts in the 
interests of social order. The result was widespread guilt and 
mental illness. 

Freud's psychological theory of personality assumes a 
sociological dimension in terms of the mechanism whereby 
individuals internalise cultural values and norms, thus becom
ing social beings. In 1922 he published The Ego and the ld in 
which the human personality was described as a system 
comprising three autonomous and conflicting levels - id, ego 
and super-ego. The id is essentially amoral, instinctual and 
dominated by the pleasure principle. Reality is defined narcis
sistically as the extension ofitself. In the process ofadjusting to 
reality, however, the personality becomes differentiated into 
ego and super-ego. The ego, or self, develops first its primary 
function to protect and maintain the individual through 
adaption to the environment. But the ego as such cannot co pe 
with the demands of a complex culture and thus the super-ego 
emerges as the moral conscience of the personality or the 
'ego-ideal', remaining partly unconscious although controlling 
the actions of the individualfrom within. 

Freud's main concern was with the super-ego and its relation 
with family structure. Initially the child takes both parents, but 
especially one, as the object of its erotic wishes. 'As a rule a 
father prefers his daughter and a mother her son; the child 
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reacts to this by wishing, ifhe is a son, to take his father's place, 
and if she is a daughter, her mother's.' The resolution of these 
incestuous desires takes the form of the Oedipus complex in 
boys and the Electra complex in girls. But Freud was mostly 
concerned with the Oedipus complex, a term derived from 
Sophocles's play Oedipus Rex in which the king kills his father 
and marries his mother in ignorance of both identities. Sexual 
identity is not a given datum; human nature is basically 
bisexual. It is the object-choice and its resolution which for 
Freud determines the sexual character of individuals. Libido 
passes through a number of different stages in its maturation: 
the phallic phase for males, for example, begins roughly at the 
age ofthree years with awareness of, and interest in, the penis: 
this leads to an infantile desire for the mother and jealousy of 
the father. But the erotic feelings for the mother (pleasure 
principle) comes into conflict with the authority and fear ofthe 
father (reality principle, the fear being that ofcastration). The 
child abandons his desire far the mother by assimilating the 
father's male authority. In this way the super-ego develops out 
ofthe Oedipus complex: a strong parental influence and notion 
ofselfhas been integrated into the structure ofthe personality. 
The female attachment to the father, which in Freud's 
interpretation is loosely based on the Greek myth of Electra 
who sought the death ofher mother, Clytemnestra, is resolved 
by an acceptance of castration (in Freud's view girls develop 
penis envy) and a turning towards the father. 

The development of the super-ego is thus closely bound up 
with the sense of guilt which the child experiences as the result 
ofhis or her erotic desire for the mother or father. The Oedipus 
complex exerts a more powerful influence on the process of 
assimilating parental values: thus Freud concludes that males 
develop astronger super-ego than females. This is, perhaps, 
one of Freud's more speculative notions comparable to the 
'primal horde' thesis ofTotem and Taboo (1913) and his theory of 
religion as 'the universal obsessional neurosis of humanity' in 
The Future oJan Illusion (1927). For Freud, the Oedipus complex 
is a universal phenomenon found in all human societies and 
social groups. Anthropologists, such as Malinowski in his study 
of the Trobriand Islanders in Sex and Repression in Savage Sociery 
(1937) concluded that family structure differed sharply from 
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that implied in the theory ofthe Oedipus complex: social status 
and property is inherited not from the child's father but from 
the maternal unde, and in general the father plays a far less 
significant role in the socialisation of the child than is the case 
with the middle-dass European family. 

Freud's significance for sociological theory, however, does 
not depend on the validity of his quasi-mystical notions of 
cultural development - the struggle between the life and death 
instincts, for example - and ahistorical categories such as the 
Oedipus complex, but in his attempt to develop an action 
concept of personality, with its emphasis on energy, and a 
notion of a creative self. The role of irrational, unconscious 
forces in the formation of self and society further suggests the 
potential absence of harmony between the individual and 
society. Ultimately, however, the relation of self to the social 
system and to everyday life, induding ideological influences, 
remains absent from Freud's theory. 

The social self: Mead and symbolic interactionism 

Although the dominant trend of late nineteenth-century and 
early twentieth-century social theory was towards developing a 
concept of action, none of the major sociologists discussed by 
Parsons in The Structure of Social Action constructed an adequate 
notion of self. The self was defined anonymously as a disem
bodied actor assimilating norms and producing meanings in 
relation to the wider, macrosociological system. The self as a 
distinctive social being, as the source of action and energy, 
existed implicitly as the necessary voluntaristic component of 
an anti-positivist sociology. The self was defined in terms of 
institutions, ideologies, culture: but its rich complexity, its 
many-sided aspects, its forms of action and consciousness were 
largely absent. Only Simmel's sociology with its basis in 
sociation and interaction approached an adequate theory ofthe 
living, active social subject. And it was Simmel, not Durkheim, 
Weber or Pareto, who exerted the greatest influence on the 
theory ofthe selfwhich developed in the social psychology, or 
social behaviourism; ofG. H. Mead (1863-1931). 

For much ofhis academic life Mead taught at the University 
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of Chicago. The first major school of American sociology 
developed at the University ofChicago in the work ofRobert 
Park, who had studied with Simmel in Germany, W. I. 
Thomas, Florian Znaneicki and many others aB ofwhom were 
largely concerned with micro rather than macrosociological 
issues especiaBy the study of social interaction in the city, the 
process of urbanism and the ways in which individuals 
construct reality. Thus Thomas and Znaniecki argued that 
since the personal element is a constitutive factor of every social 
occurrence, 'social science cannot remain on the surface ... but 
must reach the actual human experiences and attitudes which 
constitute the fuB, live and actual reality beneath the formal 
organisation of social institutions' (Thomas and Znaniecki, 
1927, Vol. 2, p. 1834). The Chicago based AmericanJournal of 
Sociology had published a number of Simmel's essays before 
1914 while the first major textbook in American sociology, 
Introduction to the Science of Sociology (1921) written by Park 
together with E. W. Burgess, contained more references to 
Simmel than to any other European sociologist. Simmel's 
emphasis on the importance ofsubjectivity in sociallife and the 
deeply alienating nature of modern urban society found a ready 
response in the Chicago school's focus on the rootlessness of 
American culture, the increasing isolation of individuals from 
community and primary groups. 'It is plausible', writes Rock, 
'that the greatly accelerated processes of capitalism in early 
twentieth-century America gave ontological primacy to the 
individual above aB other categories. Theories which centred 
... on the European forms of dass, could be discounted as 
irrelevant. The self became chiefly problematic' (Rock, 1979, 
pp. 95-6). But although problematic the self was not integrated 
within a sociological theory of society as a system: the Chicago 
school tended to define society atomisticaBy. Indeed, the only 
available theory of the subject which conceived the self 
anti-atomisticaBy, as a structure, derived from the social 
psychological approach of Mead. 

Mead published very little during his lifetime; his influence 
on his contemporaries flowed from his lecture courses and 
scattered artides. After his death the lectures were published in 
book form, Mind, Selj and Sociery (1934), Movements ofThought in 
the Nineteenth Century (1936), The Philosophy of the Act (1938) and 
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his work reached a wider audience. Mead is important because 
he broke from the mechanical and passive notions of self and 
consciousness which had dominated early twentieth-century 
American psychology and sociology. Mead attempted to 
examine the genesis of the self both in terms of its practical 
social experience (its external aspects), as weIl as its experience 
as consciousness (its inner aspects). The intellectual influences 
on Mead's thought were numerous and varied: the philosophy 
of pragmatism Oohn Dewey, William James), Darwinian 
evolutionism, German idealism, nineteenth-century Roman
ticism and the sociology ofCharles Cooley. Thus although the 
self was partly biological in that its development was depen
dent on the central nervous system it was only by adapting to its 
environment, and struggling continually to control it, that the 
human organism comes to identify itself as a subject. German 
idealism (Hegel, Fichte) and Romanticism had both empha
sised the significance of a constituting subject in the formation 
and development of culture, but failed to ground it 
materiaiistically in the day-to-day experience of ordinary 
humanity. Mead criticised Cooley, for example, for a similar 
failure, a too-subjectivist notion of the self. 

Charles Cooley (1864-1929) rejected the dualism of indi
vidual and society arguing that they both constituted 'coIlec
tive' and 'distributive' aspects ofthe same phenomena. The self 
arises out of a process of communication with others and 
society as a whole: the 'I' is impossible without the 'you', the 
'he', without the 'they'. In his most famous formulation Cooley 
described the genesis of a 'looking-glass self which consisted of 
'the imagination of our appearance to the other person, the 
imagination ofhisjudgment ofthat appearance, and some sort 
ofself-feeling, such as pride or mortification'. Society, however, 
and its 'solid facts' were ultimately constituted in 'the imagina
tions which people have ofone another' (Cooley, 1902, pp. 184, 
121). By defining the selfalmost entirely in terms ofthose ideas 
which others entertain of it, Cooley slipped into mentalism, 
society defined psychologically as a psychical whole. Mead, in 
his assessment of Cooley's contribution to American social 
theory wrote: 

His method was that of an introspection which recognised the mind 
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as the [oeus of the selves that act upon each other, but the 
methodological problem of the objectification of this mind he 
pushed aside as metaphysical ... [But] in the process of communi
cation there appears a social world of selves standing on the same 
level of immediate r_eality as that of the physical world that 
surround uso It is out ofthis social world that the inner experience 
arises which we term psychical ... the [oeus of society is not in the 
mind ... though what goes on in the inner forum of our experience 
is essential to meaningful communication (Mead, 1964, 
pp. 304-5). 

For Mead, both mind and self were the social creations of 
everyday life: 'Human society as we know it could not exist 
without minds and selves, since all of its most characteristic 
features presuppose the possession of minds and selves by its 
individual members' (Mead, 1934, p. 227). Humanity, 
through mind and self, had the capacity to reason and to reflect. 
Two elements of the self which Mead analysed in great detail 
were its reflexive nature and ability to develop symbolic forms 
of communication. Moreover, the self exists only in relation to 
social groups 'because the individual himselfbelongs to a social 
structure, a social order' (Mead, 1934, pp. 1-7). Mind and self, 
consciousness and action, were thus collaborative not indi
vidual phenomena involving social roles, social relations and 
social institutions. 

Mead was concerned with analysing the patterns of interac
tion, the social acts which constituted the basis of human 
society. Reality was not a fixed datum but constantly shifting as 
actors - selves - create new roles and new meanings, defining 
their situation in a variety of different ways all of which were 
'real' to them. Communication is effected through 'significant 
gestures' , self-conscious acts which distinguish human from 
non-human behaviour. The acts of dogs, about to fight each 
other, consist ofwhat Mead called 'a conversation ofgestures' 
but not of significant gestures: the animals instinctively react 
and adjust to the situation. Significant gestures are full of 
meaning because they involve ideas communicated through a 
system of universal symbols such as language. In this way 
human beings interpret the actions of others. Mead empha
sised that the capacity ofindividuals to communicate through 
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vocal gestures was closely linked to the evolution of society in 
which co-operative activity increasingly became the norm. 
Social acts were defined as acts involving the co-operation of 
more than one person within a framework of the group. 

The self is thus individual only through its reciprocal 
relations with others and with the community. The selfis both a 
subject and an object, the 'I' as the subject which thinks and 
acts, the 'Me' as the individual's awareness of self as an object 
in the world existing for others. Mead's notion ofthe 'I' is both 
biological and social, a synthesis of organic drives and social 
experience; it is not, therefore, easily separated from the 'Me'. 
Mead's emphasis on the role oflanguage in the formation ofthe 
self, however, suggests that the 'Me' aspect of self arises out of 
dialogic speech acts, out of discourse, 'the inner flow of speech'. 
There is no 'I' or 'Me' in a conversation of gestures: it is only 
through dialogic communication that self-consciousness 
develops: 

The'l' is the response ofthe organism to the attitudes ofthe others; 
the 'me' is the organised set of attitudes of others which one himself 
assumes. The attitudes ofthe others constitute the organised 'me', 
and then one reacts towards that as an 'I' (Mead, 1934). 

A self exists, only then, when it interacts with itself and the 
other selves ofthe community: the self arises 'through its ability 
to take the attitude of the group to which he belongs' and 
assimilate the group's social habits, the common attitudes of 
the community (Mead, 1964, pp. 33-4). The individual takes 
not simply the attitudes of others towards hirn/her but seeks to 
integrate the 'whoie social process' into individual experience. 
The self is finally organised into a unity by this 'generalised 
other'. 

Thus the young girl who takes the role ofmother, conversing 
with herself and acting towards herself as she believes mothers 
do, has succeeded in getting outside herselfby adopting the role 
of a 'significant other'. For Mead, as for Freud, childhood 
constituted the first stage in the formation ofthe self: the second 
stage Mead described as the 'game' (as distinct from the 'play' 
of the first stage where individual roles are internalised) in 
which the child takes a collective role, the 'generalised other', 
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the organised group. Mead illustrated this process in terms of a 
baseball team: the individual player must take account of the 
role of the whole team, its structure as a team, as a whole, 
which is always involved in his individual action. (Other 
examples were the family, education, political parties, trade 
unions, etc.) 

Mead's theory of the self represented a marked advance on 
previous sociologies of the ac tor: the act and the self were 
structures bound up with social structure yet creative and 
reflexive. But as Mead's work became widely known during the 
1940s and 1950s it was increasingly appropriated by social 
theorists who tended to stress the passive nature of roles and 
diminish the active properties ofself. The 'Me' domina ted the 
'I' in the interests of the social system and social order. Yet 
there is a sense in which Mead's work indines in this direction: 
through his emphasis on the collective community as a unity, a 
structure of commonly shared values, Mead's theory of self 
approaches a conservative standpoint. There is, for example, 
no awareness in his writings of the repressive character of 
culture - the generalised other - and the potential conflict 
between the creative, voluntaristic aspect of the self and the 
collective, conformist nature of modern industrial society. 
Mead's fundamental concepts assurne a common core ofvalues 
which arise spontaneously from within the common culture 
and community. It is the strong sense of community which 
effectively overrides the possibility of conflicting and alterna
tive values. 

Nevertheless, Mead's emphasis on the potential creativity of 
the subject constitutes a significant corrective to mechanistic 
and reified notions of self and society. In particular, the category 
of meaning is located within the common symbols of social 
groups and their modes ofinteraction. Other symbolic interac
tionists (the term was coined by Herbert Blumer in 1937) 
developed many ofMead's ideas concerning the role of gestures 
and speech in the formation and structure of human society. 
Mead's voluntarism and concern with the dialogic nature of 
everyday life stand opposed to the dominant assumptions of 
structural functionalism which one critic has conveniently 
summarised as 'the oversocialised conception of man' (W rong, 
1976). Thus for Herbert Blumer meaning is not a property 
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intrinsic to an object but constructed through the interactions 
of group members. It is this notion of meaning as inter
subjective which links symbolic interactionism, in its Meadian 
and post-Meadian phases, with sociological phenomenology. 

Sociological phenomenology: Schutz and the reality of 
everyday life 

In the historical development of a voluntaristic sociological 
theory of action the work of Alfred Schutz (1899-1959) 
occupies as important a place as that ofFreud and Mead. Like 
Mead, Schutz emphasised the creative and active role of the 
subject; social reality is a process constantly reconstructed 
through the everyday action of individuals. Schutz follows 
Weber in rejecting positivist methods for the exploration of 
social and culturallife, arguing that the object of sociology is 
the meaning-endowing actions of human agents. 

Schutz's first significant work, The Phenomenology if the Social 
World, published in Germany in 1932 (and translated into 
English in 1967), set out to establish a distinctive 
phenomenological approach to the study of society. Schutz was 
influenced by the phenomenological philosophy of Edmund 
Husserl (1859-1938) whose work was primarily concerned 
with the structure of consciousness and the relation between 
subjectivity and scientific method. In his various writings 
Husserl advanced the argument that all the sciences had their 
basis in the pre-scientific world (Lebenswelt) of a common 
humanity. For Husserl, reality was 'intentional' in the sense 
that the human subject directed his/her consciousness to 
objects. Experience was always intentional and all modes of 
consciousness involved consciousness of objects: it was through 
the activity of consciousness that the objects acquired a 
structure and a meaning. Thus the meaning of an object was 
not inherent in the object itselfbut located in the inner life ofthe 
subject. But the subjective life-world, the consciousness, con
sisted of numerous accumulated experiences and pre
suppositions which hinder the process of understanding. 
Husserl thus advocated the method of 'phenomenological 
reduction' whereby consciousness abandons all ideas about the 
external world and its objects. Consciousness would become a 
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pure consciousness. In this way society, culture, history are 
'bracketed away', put on one side as it were, so that knowledge 
is the product ofthe 'intentionality' ofthe 'pure consciousness'. 

H usserl called this proced ure the epoche, a suspension ofbelief 
in the objects of experience: what is left afterwards is the 
'transcendent ego', the pure consciousness free to discover its 
'true' meaning, its essence. As Schutz described it: Husserl's 
'transcendental phenomenological reduction ... must deprive 
the world which formerly, within the natural attitude, was 
simply posited as being, of just this posited being ... what is 
grasped in the epoche is the pure life of consciousness in which 
and through which the whole objective world exists for me ... I 
abstain from belief in the being of this world, and I direct my 
view exclusively to my consciousness of the world' (Schutz, 
1978, p. 124). Schutz's sociological version of this 
phenomenological reduction was to bracket away all scientific 
presuppositions about the socio-historical world: sociology 
must begin its task of analysis and understanding not from a 
conception of a world 'out there', but from the actions and 
consciousness of subjects who strive to construct and make 
sense of reality. Meaning is thus not waiting passively to be 
discovered but requires active construction. 

Schutz defined the 'life-world' as a continuous flow of 
experience and action; the actor rarely reflects on this process. 
Now whereas Husserl had sought to purify consciousness ofall 
empirical elements, Schutz starts from these experiences, from 
everyday life, common sense, the social actions of ordinary 
individuals. Social science begins from the 'taken-for-granted' 
self-evident nature of the social world that is the marked 
characteristic of those individuals who remain 'within the 
natural attitude'. The natural attitude is one which accepts the 
reality ofthe everyday world suspending all doubt that it can be 
other than it iso To understand this ordinary world the social 
scientist must account for the ways in which individuals define 
and reflect upon their situation and action (the actor's 
intentions and purposes), as weIl as examining its structure. 

Schutz defines the everyday world as inter-subjective: the 
world is not private but shared with others, a plurality of 
interacting actors whose presence influences the development 
of ourselves. Social reality is thus the sum total of all the objects 
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and occurrences within the sodal world. But this world has a 
structure - it is not an atomistic world - built around sodal 
relationships which involve various modes of communication. 
An actor has to make sense of the actions of others by learning 
to interpret what the action is about. To do this requires a stock 
of commonsense knowledge, commonsense understanding, 
which enables the individual to structure the sodal world in 
terms of 'meaningful configurations' such as ideal types or 
typifications. Schutz distinguishes between first order typifica
tions (e.g. the act of posting a letter which assumes knowledge 
of specific types involved in the action, postmen, sorters, etc.) 
from second order typifications which the sociologist employs 
to analyse and reconstitute reality. 

The stock of knowledge is based on individual experience 
which has, over time, become 'sedimented', congealed within 
the culture of the life-world and communicated through 
language since only a sm all fraction of the totality of such 
knowledge can exist in the consciousness of a single individual. 
The actor's stock of knowledge is simply taken for granted, 
practical, relating to how the world works. Thus the everyday 
world has its own distinctive structure which to a great extent 
coheres around the notions of 'cookery book' knowledge or 
redpe knowledge in which action becomes 'reduced to auto
matic habits of unquestioned platitudes' (Schutz, 1972, 
pp. 142-3). For Schutz, knowledge is defined by 'interests', 
usually practical in nature, which are bound up with an 
individual's 'project'. The life-world) is, therefore, further 
structured into domains or 'zones ofrelevance' which relate to 
certain group associations (marriage, business enterprises, 
clubs). The life-process is made up ofthese changing systems of 
relevance for individuals. In undertaking a project the ac tor is 
necessarily bound to a system of relevances intrinsic to the 
project. It is this process which enables the individual to select 
and interpret: 'All facts are from the outset, facts selected from 
a universal context by the activities of our mind. They are 
therefore always interpreted facts.' The individual thus struc
tures the life-world through consciousness: the stock of know
ledge, typifications and relevance constitute the categories 
through which the consdousness organises reality. Schutz's 
formulation is thus similar to Kant's analysis of causality, time 
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and space as immanent categories ofthe mind wh ich organise 
external matter rather than as elements intrinsic to the object. 

Schutz's description of the life-world emphasises the impor
tance of shared meanings, the notion of the world as 'ours' 
rather than 'mine', a linguistic community existing through 
mutual symbols: 

Our everyday world is, from the outset, an intersubjective world of 
culture. It is intersubjective because we live in it as men among 
other men, bound to them through common influence and work, 
understanding others and being an object of understanding for 
others. It is a world of culture because, from the outset, the 
life-world is a universe of significations to us, i.e. a framework of 
meaning which we have to interpret, and of interrelations of 
meaning which we institute only through our action in this 
life-world. It is a world of culture also because we are always 
conscious of its historicity, which we encounter in tradition and 
habituality ... the men to whom I stand in relationships are my 
kind, my friends, or strangers. Language is not a substratum of 
philosophical or grammatical considerations for me, but a means 
for expressing my intentions or understanding the intentions of 
Others. Only in reference to me does that relation to Others obtain 
its specific meaning which I designate with the ward 'We' (Schutz, 
1978, pp. 134-5). 

It is this 'We' relations hip which constitutes the basic structure 
of everyday life; all other relationships depend on and relate to 
it. Schutz argues that the social world, centred around the 
individual, consists of a web of relationships ranging from the 
immediate, personal and unique (relations with consociates such 
as family and friends) to the indirect and more anonymous 
'They' relations (with contemporaries, predecessors and successors). 
Knowledge of contemporaries is largely inferential and dis
cursive based on typical not unique features. The pure 'We' 
relation, in contrast, 'involves our awareness of each other's 
presence and also the knowledge of each that the other is aware 
ofhim' (Schutz, 1972, pp. 142-3, 168). 

For Schutz, then, society constitutes a structure of'multiple 
realities' cohering around different 'zones of relevance', 
interests, consociates, etc. It is not strictly speaking a world of 
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objects but one constructed by the active subject. Schutz's 
sodal world lacks a fixed centre other than the vague notion of 
sodalorder. It is a sodal world made meaningful through 
language, rules, roles, statuses. But it is a stable and conformist 
world: 

In order to find my bearings within the social group, I have to know 
the different ways of dressing and behaving, the manifold insignia, 
emblems, tools etc. which are considered by the group as indicating 
social status and are therefore socially approved as relevant 
(Schutz, 1962-6, Vol. I, p. 350). 

The sodal world is not therefore an objective system or 
structure; the sodal world flows from the shared stock of 
knowledge and common assumptions of different sodal groups 
and communities. Nevertheless, Schutz maintains that mean
ing forms an integral part ofthe interaction process and to this 
extent his sodology is objective: consdousness and action are 
meaningful in their relation with social structure and institu
tions. 

Objectivity, however, increasingly becomes problematical in 
the further development of phenomenology and interaction
ism. This is espedally the case with ethnomethodology which 
shares with phenomenology a concern with ordinary routine 
existence as the object of study and the inter-subjective nature 
of meaning. Developed initially by Harold Garfinkel during the 
1960s, ethnomethodology (ethno - referring to the stock of 
commonsense knowledge available to individuals; method -
referring to the strategies whereby the acting subject makes 
sense of the sodal world and seeks to communicate meaning) 
focused on 'practical actions as contingent ongoing accom
plishments of organised artful practices of everyday life' 
(Garfinkel, 1967, p. 11). In effect, ethnomethodology sought to 
reveal the implidt rules and pianful nature of everyday life. 
The everyday world consists of reflexive sodal acts which 
embody a variety of meanings depending on the spedfic 
context. Garfinkel uses the term 'indexicality' to refer to the 
context-bound nature of meaning: there is no objective mean
ing. By constructing meaning ordinary individuals are effec
tively 'doing sociology' and in this sense there is little to choose 
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between the sociology of the professional and the lay public. 
Social science itselfis a practical accomplishment. 

This is to abandon aB hope for a sociology grounded in the 
complex relation of self to society, subject to structure. 
Ethnomethodology is the final trivialisation of voluntarist 
sociology: social structure, culture and ideology are dissolved 
into the atomised relations of individuals freely constructing 
meanings. The everyday world is a system comprising com
munity, culture and action: meaning is both constructed and 
given, related both to the specific situation and the wider social 
whole. In the next chapter the holistic social theory of 
structuralism is examined as one example of a modern 
sociological theory which rejects the notion of subject and 
constituting self. 
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The last chapter examined the development of a humanist 
sociology centred on the notion of a creative human subject. 
Symbolic interactionism and sociological phenomenology are 
sociologies which reject the large-scale systemic objectivism of 
positivism and functionalism. One of the major weaknesses, 
however, of this subject-centred sociology lies in its failure to 
explicate, both theoretically and historically, the relation of 
objective structure - society as a system - to human action and 
human agency. In Parsons's work, for example, the voluntaris
tic component of the theory of action is ultimately assimilated 
to the underlying needs of the social system. Similarly, some 
forms of Marxism focus on the structural determinations of 
social systems and objective laws of social development to the 
detriment of the active subject and a voluntaristic theory of 
action. Both functionalism and Marxism are characterised by 
an insistence on the objectivity of social structure: societies are 
not simple aggregates but structures consisting of elements 
which have their meaning only in relation to the whole. 

Since the 1950s a new sociological theory has emerged which 
shares many of the holistic assumptions of functionalism and 
Marxism. Originating in the study oflanguages, structuralism 
has exerted an enormous influence in the social sciences 
especially in the work ofLevi-Strauss (anthropology), Roland 
Barthes, J ulia Krestiva (semiotics and literary theory), Althus
ser, Poulantzas (Marxism and sociology) Godelier (eco
nomics), Foucault (philosophy and the history ofscience), and 
Lacan (psycho-analysis). Although these theorists disagree 
about the exact nature of structuralism there is, nevertheless, a 
broad consensus that a structuralist approach to the study of 
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human society and culture involves the notion of wholes (a 
structure is not a simple aggregate of elements), the idea of 
transformation (structures are dynamic, not static, governed 
by laws which determine the ways that new elements are 
introduced into the structure and changed) and the concept of 
self-regulation (the meaning of a structure is self-contained in 
relation to its internal laws and rules). Where structuralism 
differs from functionalism and positivist Marxism is in its 
rejection of objective social facts and a concept of society as an 
objective, non-problematic external datum. Social facts have to 
be reconstituted in a theoretical discourse if they are to have 
any meaning at all. In short, structuralism defines reality in 
terms of the relations between elements, not in terms of things 
and social facts. Its basic principle is that the observable is 
meaningful only in so far as it can be related to an underlying 
structure or order. 

The development of structuralism: Saussure 

The founder of modern structuralism was Ferdinand de 
Saussure (1857-1913), a Swiss linguist who taught in Paris 
between 1881 and 1891 and whose most significant work, Course 
in General Linguistics (based on lectures given at the University 
of Geneva between 1906 and 1911), was published after his 
death. An expert in Indo-European languages, Saussure 
worked on a general theory oflanguages during the 1890s and 
he followed Durkheim in regarding language as an example of a 
social fact. Durkheim, of course, did not regard social facts as 
simple, naturalistic datums but rather as elements related to 
morality and collective representations. 

The contemporary French linguist, Antoine Meillet, who 
studied with Saussure and Durkheim, noted the significance of 
Durkheim's sociology for Saussure's theory of language. And 
Saussure himself followed the debate between Durkheim and 
Tarde (which we discussed in Chapter 4) on the nature of 
sociological method. Saussure accepted Durkheim's 
methodological collectivism not Tarde's methodological indi
vidualism: thus he distinguished between language (langue) 
and speech (parole) in terms of the collectivist character oflangue 
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and the individualistic speech - utterances ofparole. For Saus
sure, language constituted a collective representation, an 
abstract system of linguistic rules which governed concrete 
language use, a formal and coherent structure, the product 'of 
the collective mind and linguistic groups' (Saussure, 1974, 
p.5). Saussure rejected nineteenth-century reductionist 
accounts oflanguage arguing against historieal, psychological 
and causal explanations. Language was not reducible to the 
psychology of speakers or the historical evolution of society. As 
a social fact, exercising constraint on individuals, language 
constituted a definite system, or structure, which existed 
independently of individual speakers whose utterances were 
merely an imperfect reflection ofthe whole. No one could retain 
the whole of a language system just as no one could know the 
legal system as a whole: language, like law, exists in everyday 
life within the consciousness of individuals constraining their 
actions, its concrete forms meaningful only in relation to its 
structure as a whole, as a collective representation. 

Saussure drew an important distinction between the study of 
language conceived synchronically (its existence at a specific 
moment in terms ofits functioning as a system) and diachroni
cally (its development through time, that is, historically). 'The 
opposition between the two viewpoints', he argued, 'is absolute 
and allows no compromise.' Synchronie linguistics 'will be 
concerned with the logical and psychological relations that 
bind together co-existing terms and form a system in the 
collective mind ofspeakers' while diachronie linguistics studies 
'relations that bind together successive terms not perceived by 
the collective mind but substituted for each other without 
forming a system' (Saussure, 1974, pp. 99-100). By psychology 
Saussure meant collective, not individual psychology although 
he remained uncertain of the exact nature of a psychology of 
language. His main focus was on synchronie linguistics the 
study ofwhich he frequently compared with the game of chess. 
Chess is meaningful only in terms of its internal rules, its 
grammar, its network of relationships in which the value of a 
single piece depends on its relation with the whole; and to move 
a single piece is to alter the relation ofthe other elements to the 
whole. To und erstand chess, in other words, it is necessary to 
account for it as a system: 'The respective value of the pieces 
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depends on their position on the chessboard just as each 
linguistic term derives its value from its opposition to all the 
other terms.' The synchronic facts of a language, like the 
synchronie facts of chess, are charaeterised by their systemic 
nature. To adopt a diachronic perspective is not to observe 
language as a system but rather as 'a series of events that 
modify it' (Saussure, 1974, pp. 88-91). The facts of diachronic, 
historicallinguistics lack a systematic character and are thus of 
secondary importance in the study of language. Language is a 
system where all parts can, and must, be considered in their 
synchronic solidity. 

For Saussure language formed part of the science of semiol
ogy - defined as a branch of social psychology concerned with 
analysing the 'Iife of signs' in society - which he conceived as a 
dynamic and transformative science. As a sign-system lan
guage did not 'mirror' an external reality (as the positivists 
believed) but constituted a 'field' ofsignification which sought 
to organise the world and define reality. Language comprised 
two components, the signifier (or signifiant in French) and the 
signified (or signifie) , that is, the sound image and the concept or 
meaning. The linguistic sign was thus the unity of signifier and 
signified. One of Saussure's most important insights was that 
the linguistic sign was purely arbitrary; there was no natural 
only a conventional link between the signifier and the thing 
signified: 

The idea of 'sister' is not linked by any inner relationship to the 
succession of sounds s-ö-r which serves as its signifier in French; 
that it could be represented equally by just any other sequence is 
proved by differences among languages and by the very existence of 
different languages: the signified 'ox' has as its signifier b-o-f on 
one side of the border and o-k-s (Ochs) on the other (Saussure, 
1974, pp. 67-8). 

Saussure drew an important conclusion from his argument that 
it was linguistic convention which determined the arbitrary 
nature ofthe sign: there was no necessary relation between the 
sign and the reality to which it alluded. Language thus 
articulates human experience rather than simply reflecting it. 
It is through the linguistic sign that differences between objects 
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are made and the world of reality organised into a meaningful 
structure. Language was not, therefore, a fixed and eternal 
essence but grounded in arbitrariness and difference. 'A 
linguistic system is a serie~ of differences of sound combined 
with aseries of differences of ideas.' The sound image 'chair', 
for example, is identified by differentiating it from 'pair', 
'spare', etc.; and the meaning of'chair' hinges on its difference 
from 'table', 'bed', etc. Without difference there is no meaning. 
The units that comprise a system of language acquire their 
meaning from their formal position, location and function 
within the whole. Saussure's central argument, therefore, was 
that language was produced socially as a collective phenome
non, independent of human will and intentions, a system 
irreducible to individual utterances. Speech and communica
tion were thus made possible because of an underlying 
linguistic code, a system of collective norms which give 
meaning to specific verbal acts. Although Saussure did not 
employ the concept of structure, his theory of language is 
structural: to explain and und erstand an individual utterance it 
must be related to the 'hidden' system offunctions, norms and 
categories. Thus Sassure abandoned causal explanation in 
favour of synchronic analysis of the position and function of 
elements within a system. The rules of language thus explain 
how language itself is simultaneously unknown and present, 
hidden from consciousness yet structuring human action. 

Post-Saussurian structuralism: language and culture 

Saussure's Course in General Linguistics was not published until 
1916. His concept of language as a self-contained system and 
advocacy of synchronic over diachronic analysis influenced the 
development of language studies and more particularly of 
literary and cultural theory. In Russia between 1916 and 1930 a 
number of scholars, specialists in linguistics, philology and 
cultural his tory attempted to develop wh at they called a science 
of literature based on the concept of the immanent laws of 
literary form. Literature was defined as the transformation of 
practical, everyday speech into poetic language through the use 
of specific literary devices and constructions. The result was an 
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autonomous, artistic object, an organised whole. Describing 
themselves as 'formalists' these Russian scholars defined the 
task of criticism as the discovery of the laws of poetic language. 
Like Saussure they rejected genetic, diachronic modes of 
explanation focusing instead on the ahistorical, synchronic 
nature of literary forms. 

By the end ofthe 1920s, however, Russian Formalism was no 
longer an acceptable academic activity; the Soviet authorities, 
increasingly dogmatic in their Marxism, branded the move
ment as a form of alien bourgeois ideology. The leading 
Formalists (Roman Jakobson, Victor Shklovsky, Yuri 
Tynyanov, Mikhail Bakhtin, Vladimer Propp) were forced 
either into an accommodation with Soviet ideology (although 
the work of Bakhtin had already suggested a synthesis of 
Formalism and Marxism) or exile to Western Europe. The 
majority remained in Russia: Jakobson moved to Czecho
slovakia where he joined the Prague Linguistic Circle. During 
the 1930s the Prague School, creatively assimilating Formalism 
into their theory of semiology, developed the structuralist 
approach to the study oflanguage, culture and aesthetics. One 
of the major figures of the Prague School was the sociologist, 
Jan Mukarovsky (1891-1975) whose work in the sociology of 
culture exemplified a distinctive structuralist approach. Defin
ing art as a 'semiological fact' Mukarovsky advocated the 
concept of structure, rather than form, totality or wholeness, to 
describe the inner unification of a cultural object through the 
mutual relations of its parts in which harmony as weIl as 
conflict and contradiction played a role. 

In the development of structuralism two distinct trends are 
apparent. The first follows Saussure's separation ofsynchronic 
from diachronic analysis; while the other seeks a more his tori
cally grounded approach. An example ofthe former is Propp's 
study offairy tales (The Morphology of the Fairy Tale, 1928) which 
later influenced the structural anthropology of Claude Levi
Strauss. In his research, Propp advocated the primacy of the 
synchronic over the genetic arguing that in the analysis offairy 
tales it was possible to identify a limited number of functions 
(thirty-one) which could then be organised into an underlying 
system or structure. In this way fairy stories, which originated 
in widely differing cultures, could be classified since the 
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multiplicity of characters is in direct contrast to the limited 
number offunctions which the characters exercise in the course 
of the action. 

In contrast to Propp's synchronic analysis, Bakhtin 
(1895-1975) developed an historical structuralism. Bakhtin 
began from a critique of Saussure which was published in 
Russia during the 1920s. Language was not an abstract, 
linguistic system, as Saussure had argued, but essentially 
historical acquiring its living forms 'in concrete verbal com
munication'. Saussure's separation of utterance (parole) from 
language (langue) postulated the view oflanguage as a product 
passively assimilated by individuals and not 'a function of the 
speaker:. Saussure's dualism was rejected. Indeed, orthodox 
linguistics was criticised for a failure to examine dialogic 
relations, the linguistic interaction of different speakers. 
Saussure's binary opposition of a 'pure' language and an 
'impure' , historically specific, utterance was overcome through 
defining the word as dialogic. This is one of Bakhtin's most 
significant contributions to structuralist thought. He wrote: 
'Language is alive only in the dialogic intercourse ofthose who 
make use ofit. Dialogic intercourse is the genuine sphere ofthe 
life of language [which] is permeated by dialogic relation
ships' (Bakhtin/Volosinov, 1973, pp. 102-3). Semantic and 
logical relations of language lack the dialogic aspect until 
they become utterances and embody the positions of various 
speakers. 

Bakhtin applied these concepts to the study of the novel 
which he defined as a literary genre that sought to represent the 
multiplicity of the languages of a specific era and thus all the 
social and ideological 'voices' claiming to be significant. He 
was particularly concerned with analysing the relation between 
cultural forms and the broader structure of popular culture. In 
one ofhis most significant sociological studies, Rabe/ais and His 
World (1940) he argued that writers such as Boccaccio, 
Cervantes, Shakespeare and Rabelais developed their artistic 
techniques and vision historically from the depths of a folk 
culture which 'shaped during many centuries ... had defended 
the people's creativity in non-official forms, in verbal expres
sion or spectacle'. Bakhtin shows in rich detail the organic 
relation of the 'popular-festive images' associated with the 
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'unofficial culture' of popular festivals and carnivals with 
Rabelais's 'grotesque realist' literary form: 

Thanks to this proeess, popular-festive images beeame a powerful 
means of grasping reality; they served as a basis for an authentie 
and deep realism. Popular imagery did not refleet the naturalistie, 
fleeting, meaningless, and seattered aspeet of reality but the very 
proeess of beeoming, its meaning and direetion (Bakhtin, 1968, 
p.72). 

Bakhtin's extraordinary detailed analysis of Rabelais's novel, 
Gargantua and Pantagruel, its verbal imagery and the relation of 
its different parts to the whole is structured around the key 
element of carnival. As an archaie element in the process of 
cultural continuity with its origins in pre-industrial folk
culture, carnival cannot be assimilated to the economic system 
or defined as arefleetion or reproduction of an historieally 
given reality: earnivalesque literature does not signify ideology 
but the universal elements within popular, demoeratie eulture. 
Carnival is an inherent element in human eulture although its 
forms vary historieally: it eonstitutes an alternative reality to 
official eulture with its panoply of eeclesiastieal and politieal 
eults and eeremonies: 

A boundless world ofhumorous forms and manifestations opposed 
the offieial and serious tone ... of feudal culture. In spite of their 
variety, folk festivities ofthe earnival type, the eomie rites and eults, 
the clowns and fools, giants, dwarfs and jugglers, the vast and 
manifold literature of parody - all ... belong to one culture offolk 
earnival humour (Bakhtin, 1968, p. 4-). 

Carnival funetioned to li berate humanity from the established 
order; it was 'the suspension of all hierarehieal rank, privilege, 
norms and prohibitions ... hostile to all that was immortalised 
and eompleted'. The unoffieial popular eulture emphasised 
equality of human relationships and defined humanity in 
dynamie, not fixed, seeular terms. Folk laughter is identified as 
the laughter ofthe whole eommunity, simultaneously moeking, 
triumphant, derisory, assertive, denying, burying, reviving. As 
part of the carnival crowd the individual 'is aware of being a 
member of a eontinually growing and renewed people' in whieh 
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folk laughter represents an element of victory 'over super
naturallaws ... the sacred ... death', over everything wh ich is 
oppressive and restrictive. 

In Bakhtin's analysis popular culture is a living and open 
structure which liberates the individual from dogmatism and 
fanaticism. Perhaps the most striking feature of Bakhtin's 
analysis is the emphasis he places on the ambivalence of 
laughter and its role in culture. Laughter, he argues, refuses to 
allow seriousness to atrophy but seeks to maintain its unfinal
ised and open form. Thus the unity which characterises the 
human community is not imposed from above but flows 
organically from the depths of a popular and democratic 
culture. The development of capitalism, the growth ofbureauc
racy and the trend to rationalisation in culture tend to separate 
popular culture from the human community, although the 
implication ofBakhtin's work - the wider study of culture and 
languages - suggests the persistence of an open-ended, 
polyphonie culture within modern societies. 

Bakhtin's theory of the dialogic, unfinalised nature of the 
human community and the complex ways in which this 
structure informs the work of specific writers represents one 
of the most important contributions to the development 
of a diachronically grounded structuralism. Similarly, 
Mukarovsky in his sociological studies of culture - especially 
Aesthetic Function, Norm and Value (1934) - advanced a concept of 
art as semiotic fact based on the social and historical relation of 
speakers to the human collectivity. Like Bakhtin, Mukarovsky 
defined art as a system of autonomous signs regulated by a set 
of norms valid for a particular community which the art-work 
actively implements. A sign-system, such as literature, was 
both a mode of communication and an aesthetic structure 
characterised by a hierarchy of elements which cohered around 
a 'dominant'. (The concept of the 'dominant' was advanced by 
Jakobson and bears a strong similarity with the notion of a 
'structure in dominance' which Althusser developed later: see 
below pp. 289-91.) Mukarovsky's concept of structure 
embraces all the relations within a system. He argued that an 
aesthetic work was one in which the aesthetic function was 
dominant so that the message communicated by the art-object 
was 'literary' and 'artistic'. 
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Thus for Mukarovsky, an aesthetic attitude was not a given 
fact but always oriented to the sign; and the sign referred to 
things other than itself. These were the codes through which 
the sign-system worked, essentially social and thus changing as 
society itself changed. More precisely, the aesthetic constituted 
a function and not an inherent property of the art-work. The 
aesthetic was thus connected both with the internal organisa
tion of art, in which it exercised a dominant influence, and 
sociallife in which it played a secondary function. Mukarovsky 
concluded that it was impossible to distinguish art clearly from 
non-art: in architecture, music and literature, for example, the 
practical and aesthetic functions co-existed in a mutually 
dynamic relationship; and in literature the practical-com
municative function frequently dominated the aesthetic func
tion. 

Mukarovsky's structuralism dispensed with the notion ofthe 
subject. The genesis of art-forms depended on supra-individual 
structures rooted in collective sociallife; the individual writer 
or artist was merely the passive vehicle for these forces. The 
genetic structuralism of Lucien Goldmann (1913-70) follows 
Mukarovsky's emphasis on the collective nature of art and 
Bakhtin's broad, humanist perspective. Goldmann was largely 
influenced by the early writings ofLukacs, especially History and 
Class Consciousness, from which he derived the concepts ofworld 
vision, totality, consciousness, and the Swiss psychologist,jean 
Piaget from whose work he adapted the notions of significant 
structure, function and structuration/ destructuration. As we 
have seen, structuralism developed first in the areas of 
linguistics, literary and aesthetic studies, and Goldmann 
followed this tradition in his sociology ofliterature. (His major 
work was a study ofthe philosophy ofPascal and the dramas of 
Racine, The Hidden God published in 1956; he also wrote on 
Malraux, Genet, Heidegger, Enlightenment philosophy and 
was highly critical ofother, contemporary forms ofnon-genetic 
structuralism. ) 

Basic to Goldmann's sociology was a conception of structure 
created and transformed by human activity. Structures were 
made through thepraxis ofthe human subject. But the subjectis 
not an individual but a collective category, a social group which 
constitutes the true source of cultural creation. This collective 
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subject is, like cultural creation, a significant structure. All 
major cultural forms embody a significant structure, a world 
view which expresses the 'collective consciousness' of a signifi
cant social group. The world view unites the various elements 
and levels of a cultural form into unity and coherence. Thus 
Goldmann's sociology of literature begins by analysing the 
immanent structure of an art-work - the work as a whole - and 
then relates it to a social group. Since the art-work expresses 
the tendencies, actions and values of the collective subject it 
bears a functional relation with it. Thus to understand the 
totality of a literary work it is necessary to explain its historical 
genesis in the sociallife of the group. The cultural objects are 
analysed both synchronically (the work as a whole) and 
diachronically (the products ofhuman action). Structures are 
meaningful only in relation to human action and communica
tion. Purely diachronic study, Goldmann argues, 'which 
forgoes systems and structures, is scientifically impossible and 
inadequate', for reality is constantly undergoing a process of 
structuration and destructuration: 

History is the object of structuring processes and these cannot be 
studied if one has not first established models. Inversely, however, 
structures are only provisional, the result of men's behaviour in 
precise and concrete situations which they themselves transform 
within given structures. In this way they create new structures 
(Goldmann, 1980, p. 50). 

Goldmann's emphasis on the creative, human dimension of 
structure distinguishes his approach from that of his con
temporary, Roland Barthes (1915-80). Goldmann's genetic 
structuralism owed little to linguistic theory: defining structur
alism in 1967, Barthes stressed its origin in the methods of 
linguistics. 

Structuralism had been introduced into France by Levi
Strauss whose structural anthropology was deeply influenced 
by Jakobson and Saussure. In his analysis ofkinship relation
ships, for example, Levi-Strauss argued that they form a system 
and are structured like a language: each item has meaning only 
in terms of its relation with the whole. But it was not until the 
1960s that structuralism became a major presence within 
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French intellectual life. Barthes became associated with this 
development through his studies of mass culture and general 
semiotic theory. He defined semiology as the scientific study of 
human actions and objects in relation to an underlying system 
of rules and differences that enable a signifying process to take 
place. Culture consists of signifying phenomena and Barthes 
describes two such signifying systems, fashion and food. In his 
Systeme de la mode (1967) Barthes described fashion as a system 
which has the effect of naturalising the conventions on which 
the system itself rests. U nderlying the parole offashiön and food 
is a distinctive code, or langue, defining wh ich garment suits a 
particular event and the items offood that together constitute a 
'course'. The cultural code is the system of distinctions and 
conventions which generate meaning for the members of 
different social groups. 

One ofBarthes early works in semiotic analysis was his study 
ofmass culture, Mythologies (1957), in which he discussed the 
signifying systems of striptease, cars, margarine, detergents 
and toys. Describing these products of mass culture as 
'collective representations', sign-systems, Barthes suggested 
that their function was to 'mystify' the true nature of modern 
capitalist society. On one level ofsignification soup was simply 
soup and French wine merely good wine; but as signs they 
communicate secondary meanings so that wine is not one drink 
among others but a sign ofthe superior French way oflife, the 
drinking itself constituting a ritual, collective act producing a 
sense of social solidarity. Similarly, Barthes analysed the cover 
ofthe magazine Paris-Match in which a black soldier, in French 
uniform salutes the French flag: the first level of signification is 
a French soldier saluting the national flag, but the second level 
ofmeaning is the French Empire, lacking racial discrimination 
with its virtues exemplified by the zeal of the black soldier 
serving his alleged colonial oppressors: 'I am therefore ... 
faced with a greater semiological system: there is a signifier, 
itself already formed with a previous system (a black soldier is 
giving the French salute); there is a signified (it is here a purposeful 
mixture of Frenchness and militariness); finally, there is a 
presence of the signified through the signifier' (Barthes, 1973, 
p. 116). It is at the second level ofsignification that the object or 
event becomes myth seeking to present its conventions (in 
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photography, food, fashion, for ex am pie ) as natural datums. As 
such, fashion signifies the cultural importance of the insignifi
cant, the slight differences in dress; but as a signifying system 
fashion communicates secondary and ideological meanings. 

For Barthes, bourgeois culture is built around these mythi
cal, ideological meanings, generating norms which appear as 
facts of nature: 

The whole of France is steeped in this anonymous ideology: our 
press ... films ... theatre ... the garments we wear, everything in 
everyday life, is dependent on the representation which the 
bourgeoisie has and makes us have of the relations between man and 
the world. These 'normalised' forms attract little attention, by the 
very fact of their extension, in which their origin is easily lost ... 
bourgeois norms are experienced as the evident laws of a natural 
order (Barthes, 1973, p. 140). 

As a means of communication myth is thus a language which 
generates its own meanings. Meaning is not determined by the 
voluntaristic actions and intentions of the subject or speaker 
but produced by the system itself. Barthes's semiotics is thus 
broadly anti-historical, anti-genetic and anti-humanist, the 
triumph of the system over the subject. 

Marxism and structuralism 

During the course of the 1960s a distinctive form of Marxist 
structuralism, resolutely anti-humanist, developed in France. 
Its leading theoretician was the Communist Party philosopher, 
Louis Althusser. In aseries of essays and analyses Althusser 
proposed a radically new, scientific 'reading' of Marx. Influ
enced by structurallinguistics and the scientific rationalism of 
Gaston Bachelard, Althusser criticised all forms of positivist/ 
empiricist Marxism as weIl as tht; idealist, humanist-centred 
approach of Lukacs, the Frankfurt School and those con
temporary Marxists, such as Sartre, for whom Marxism was 
the philosophy of praxis. 

For Althusser, Marxism was the science ofsocial formations, 
the study of the inner logic, the relations between its various 
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levels, or structures. The specific nature of a social formation
capitalism, socialism, etc. - cannot be analysed in terms of 
subjects or social action but only from the stand point of a 
complex totality which consists of economic, political-legal 
and ideological structures or 'practices'. Althusser rejected the 
base-superstructure model of orthodox Marxism because it 
suggested an essentialist notion of society, that the social 
totalityexpresses a single dominant element, the labour-capital 
relation or the alienation ofhumanity. This 'expressive totality' 
is ultimately Hegelian since it conveys the notion of unity 
produced through a single essence. Althusser's concept of 
totality, in contrast, emphasises the multiplicity of economic, 
political and ideological structures, their relative autonomy 
and, employing a concept derived from Freud, overdetermination. 
Thus the most basic contradiction, the capital-labour contra
diction, 'is never simple, but always specified by the historically 
concrete forms and circumstances in which it is exercised ... 
specified by forms of the superstructure (the State, dominant 
ideology, religion ... ); specified by the internal and external 
historical situation'. Contradictions are not pure but are 
overdetermined, that is, determined and determining 'in one 
and the same movement'. Hegelian philosophy and humanist 
Marxism tended only to assimilate the complex diversity of'a 
historically given society' to a single substance, or element, 
which functioned to determine all other elements of as weIl as 
the social whole itself (Althusser, 1969, pp. 106-13). 

There is thus uneven development between the various levels 
of a social formation; the structure and its effects determine 
each other with totality defined in terms of its effects. Social 
formations are asymmetrical in their structure. But what ofthe 
relation between the economy and the superstructure? Is the 
economic merely one structure among many or is it, as Marx, 
Engels and other Marxists have held, dominant? Althusser 
suggests that although the social formation comprises rela
tively autonomous levels or structures, 'in the last instance' the 
economic determines which specific structure is dominant. 
This notion of a 'structure in dominance' allows Althusser to 
maintain the traditional Marxist emphasis on the primacy of 
the economic while at the same time advancing a pluralist 
conception of the social formation. 
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One result of Althusser's work has been an increasing 
emphasis in Marxist theory on the concept of mode of 
production and its relation with the superstructure, and the 
theory of ideology. For Althusser, the mode of production 
constitutes a number of different structures including the 
economic. It is the way in which these structures are combined 
wh ich differentiates one mode ofproduction from another. For 
example, the capitalist mode ofproduction consists ofa specific 
economic structure (the labourer, means of production, etc.) 
and a rational, legal system which forms part of the super
structure. The economic structure determines the specificity of 
the various laws wh ich relate to property and contract. A 
different combination of economy and law subsists within a 
socialist mode of production, the socialised economic relations 
determining a different set of legal principles and rights. 
Nevertheless, the legal system, as a structure of ideology, is 
relatively autonomous constituting a distinct level ofthe social 
formation. But as E. P. Thompson, in his extended critique of 
Althusser, has pointed out, such a formal, synchronic approach 
fails to grasp that law, as an historical phenomenon, was not 
part ofa separate level but always 'imbricated within the mode 
ofproduction and productive relations themselves ... [intrud
ing] ... with religion ... an arm of politics ... [and] it was an 
academic discipline, subjected to the rigour of its own au ton
omous logic' (Thompson, 1978, p. 288). Because Althusser's 
structuralism has separated the human subject and human 
action from the structures themselves, one consequence is the 
reification ofthe social formation and its levels, the dominance 
ofthe system over the individual, and a tendency for the system 
itself to remain closed, emptied of all dialogic communicative 
relations. Structures, after all, do not make laws or change 
them. 

The rigidity of Althusser's Marxism is particularly brought 
out in his analysis of ideology. The traditional Marxist 
definition ofideology as a 'false consciousness' (adumbrated in 
Marx's early work, especially The German Ideology) , a distorted 
picture ofthe extern al world, illusory and unreal, is rejected by 
Althusser for its non-scientific humanism. Such a theory of 
ideology is centred on the notion of a 'constituting subject' and 
the assumption that knowledge, formed and reflected in human 
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consciousness, develops only through the experiences of this 
subject. The true source of ideology is neither experience nor 
the subject, but objective, material reality; as an objective 
structure ideology cannot be reduced to the actions and 
consciousness of the subject. Ideology is thus defined as 'a 
system of representations', 'images and concepts' which 'im
pose' themselves as structures on social classes and individuals. 
Making a distinction between 'real objects' and 'objects of 
knowledge', Althusser located ideology as areal object forming 
an 'instance' of the social totality, a partly autonomous 
structure irreducible to the economic or political levels. 
Ideology is thus a system through which the individual exists as 
a social being, a 'lived' relation between the individual and the 
world, a relation which 

... only appears as 'conscious' on condition that it is unconscious ... 
not a simple relation but a relation between relations, a second 
degree relation. In ideology men do indeed express, not the relation 
between them and their conditions of existence, butthe way they live 
the relation between them and their conditions of existence: this 
presupposes both a real relation and 'an imaginary, lived' relation 
(Althusser, 1969, p. 233). 

Representing the 'imaginary' relations of individuals to the 
'real' conditions of their existence, ideology forms an essential 
element of all social formations (including Socialism and 
Communism) since social cohesion is only possible through the 
'practico-social' functions of ideology. Althusser here dis
tinguishes science from ideology: science is 'theoretical knowl
edge', a system of concepts, a discourse which produces the 
objects ofknowledge and which leads ultimately to the framing 
of scientific generalities. There is thus an important difTerence 
between theoretical knowledge and knowledge of the external 
world: the former does not depend on external proofs for its 
validity since it is purely theoretical; the latter is involved with 
ideology and thus the practico-social function dominates the 
theoretical function. 

Ideology is produced, therefore, not by the intentions of 
subjects but by institutions, specific apparatuses which, in 
modern capitalism, are increasingly state organs. Ideology is 
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anchored within institutions which themselves are the products 
of ideology. In his essay, 'Ideology and Ideological State 
Apparatuses' (1971), Althusser, responding to criticisms that 
his Marxist theory of ideology underemphasised the role of 
class struggle, argued that ideology constituted the 'site' of 
class conflict. Distinguishing between the Ideological State 
Apparatus (consisting of religious, educational, cultural insti
tutions as weH as political parties) and the Repressive State 
Apparatus (consisting of the institutions of coercion such as the 
army, police, judiciary) Althusser argued that the Ideological 
Statc Apparatuses 'largely secure the reproduction specificaHy 
of thc relations of production, behind a "shield" provided by 
the repressive State apparatus'. In pre-capitalist societies the 
Church functioned as the dominant ideological apparatus. In 
modern capitalism the educational institutions have become 
the dominant ideological apparatus: 

It takes children from every dass at infant school age, and then for 
years, the years in which the child is most vulnerable; squeezed 
between the family State apparatus and the educational State 
apparatus, it drums into them, whether it uses new or old methods, 
a certain amount of 'know-how' wrapped in the ruling ideology 
(French, arithmetic, natural his tory , the sciences, literature) or 
simply the ruling ideology in its pure state (ethics, civic instruction, 
philosophy) (Althusser, 1971). 

For Althusser, the ideological state apparatuses perpetuate 
submission to the established order reproducing the relations of 
production. But the model ofsociety which Althusser proposes 
in this formulation comes elose to a totalitarian system in which 
a process of complete ideological indoctrination into a domin
ant ideology is secured both by the passivity of an atomised 
population and the absence of alternative structures. Althus
ser's structuralist concept of ideology is historicaHy and 
sociologicaHy inadequate: the 'private' institutions which form 
part of the ideological state apparatus are centred in civil 
society and cannot be assimilated to state practices in the way 
that Althusser suggests. In capitalist society education is 
governed both by ideological assumptions and practices as weH 
as by its own specific laws and values, that is, education is both 
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dependent on the mode of production and dass structure, and 
yet partly autonomous in terms of its immanent properties. 

Ultimately, however, Althusser's structuralism constitutes 
the most strenuous rejection of the social-humanist and 
dialogic tradition of sociological theory. The social world was 
not, and is not, made by humanity: men and women are the 
supports of external structures and there is no room in 
Althusser's system for 'voluntarism'. Yet without the active 
subject how can the development of the concept of workers' 
council or soviet be explained sociologically? The concept of 
council was not produced simply by intellectuals but arose 
simultaneously with the institution itself in Paris in 1871, and 
Russia in 1905 and 1917. The decentralising, plebeian democ
racy enshrined in workers' councils was the product of 
working-dass activity and culture. Both the concept and the 
institution can be grasped sociologically only by positing an 
acting subject. In Althusser's formulations, however, concepts 
are elaborated independently of human experience and praxis. 
Knowledge is produced through a process of 'theoretical 
practice' in which the raw materials of science - 'the abstract, 
part-ideological, part-scientific generalities' - become trans~ 
formed into genuine concepts. But theoretical practice, defined 
in this excessively abstract form, cannot possiblyaccommodate 
the specific genesis of concepts such as workers' councils. There 
is a dialogic relation between concepts and culture, theory and 
society which escapes the formalist rigidity of Althusserian 
s tructuralism. 

The absence of a genetic, historical dimension is particularly 
brought out in the sociological studies of dass, power and the 
state by Nicos Poulantzas (Poulantzas, 1973, 1975). Unlike 
Althusser, Poulantzas is wholly concerned with empirical 
processes, institutions and the specific functioning of a social 
formation. Yet his work remains excessively abstract and 
ahistorical. In general his formulations do not advance much 
beyond Marx's notions ofthe partial autonomy ofthe state and 
culture and his general argument that as a system capitalism 
develops through the operations of an underlying structure. 
But Marx's voluntarism, the emphasis on the making of social 
institutions, is flatly rejected as humanist ideology. 
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The Sociology of 

Knowledge and Culture 

The sociology of knowledge and sociological theory 

It was the German socio1ogist, Max Sche1er (1874-1928) who 
coined the term, the socio1ogy of know1edge (Wissenssoziologie ) 
in 1924. Its basic e1emen ts were defined as the collective, socia1 
nature ofknow1edge, the socio1ogica1 distribution ofknow1edge 
through specific social institutions such as schools and news
papers, and the rea1ity of so ci a1 interests in the formation of 
different kinds of knowledge. All mental acts, wrote Scheler, 
were 'necessarily sociologically co-conditioned ... by the 
structure of society' (Scheler, in Curtis and Petras, 1970, 
pp. 1 7{}-5). The sociology of knowledge was, therefore, not 
merely a sociological version of the his tory of ideas, but rather 
an attempt to trace, as systematically as possible, the social 
location of different forms ofknowledge examining their genesis 
in relation to specific social structural elements: strictly 
speaking it is not concerned with the truth of ideas but with 
their social function and relation with social groups and 
interests. The sociology of knowledge studies both truth and 
error as forms of thought which are both socially conditioned. 
As R. K. Merton has argued, 'as long as attention was focussed 
on the social determinants of ideology, illusion, myth, and 
moral norms, the sociology ofknowledge could not emerge ... 
The sociology of knowledge came into being with the signal 
hypothesis that even truths were to be held socially account
able, were to be related to the historical society in which they 
emerged' (Merton, 1957, pp. 459--60). 
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In general, nineteenth-century sociological positivism, with 
its central beliefthat science constituted the secure foundations 
of true knowledge, failed to develop an adequate concept of 
ideology or to theorise the relation of thought itself to social 
structure. Within the framework of evolutionary theory error 
and illusion were elements which the law of development itself 
would ultimately eradicate. Marx was the first major social 
theorist to suggest a systematic approach to the analysis ofthe 
production of thought, of the relation between forms of 
knowledge (ideology) and different types of society. In The 
German !deology he proposed a mechanical model of the social 
production of ideas in which class interest and mode of 
production determined the structure ofthought within different 
epochs. Economic theory, religion, political and social ideas, 
and law were classified as forms ofideology reflecting the values 
of specific groups: thus eighteenth-century French materialist 
philosophy corresponded directly with the secular interests of 
the rising bourgeoisie; nineteenth-century political economy 
was the expression of the economic needs of a dominant 
bourgeoisie. Although as I have suggested in Chapter 3, Marx 
modified many of his early, mechanistic formulations, espe
cially those related to his model of' base' and 'superstructure', 
his basic proposition that knowledge or ideology, a collective 
and not individual product, necessarily bound up in its genesis 
and structure with definite social groups, classes and interests, 
stimulated a later generation ofsociologists to study thought as 
a social, not apriori category. 

Durkheim, like Marx, defined thought in social terms as a 
collective phenomenon expressed in collective representations 
such as religion, corporations, etc. In his analysis of primitive 
social organisation - the studies of Primitive Classification (with 
Marcel Mauss, 1899) and The Elementary Forms of the Religious 
Life (1912) - based on anthropological evidence from studies of 
the Zuni and Sioux Indians as weIl as the Australian 
aborigines, Durkheim argued that the principle of classification 
derived from the division of society into clans. The basic 
structure of society determined the structure of human 
thought: the categories oftime, space, number were social and 
not immanent properties of the mind. Thus the division of the 
year into months, weeks, days corresponded directly to the 
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periodical recurrence of certain rites, feasts, public ceremonies; 
the calendar was the expression of this rhythm in collective 
social life, 'made in the image of social phenomena'. The 
categories oflogical thought were thus traced to the existence of 
hierarchies of superiors and inferiors in social life. Forms of 
knowledge were functional for society in the sense that 
communication between individuals was possible only because 
they shared in the collective representations: 'Thus society 
could not abandon the categories to the free choice of the 
individual without abandoning itself. Ifit is to live there is not 
merely need ofa satisfactory moral conformity, but also there is 
a minimum oflogical conformity beyond which it cannot safely 
go' (Durkheim, 1961, pp. ~17). For Durkheim, knowledge 
was bound up with the requirements ofsocial order in that the 
mental categories wh ich comprised the structure ofthe collec
tive representations derived from the fundamental principle of 
social cohesion. Durkheim went on to suggest that with the 
development of more complex societies, thought itselfbecomes 
detached from its social origins striving towards autonomy and 
objectivity. Thus Durkheim and Mauss assumed that the 
system of classification, characteristic of primitive social organ
isation, cannot form the basis of a sociological explanation of 
modern thought. 

Durkheim's assimilation of knowledge and its categories to 
an underlying system based on the collectivity tends to negate 
the active role of ideas themselves and to diminish the practical 
involvement of human subjects in the formation of thought
products. In contrast, Weber's sociology of religion empha
sised the action element in forms of ideology: Pietism, Calvin
ism, Catholicism, Taoism, Confucianism were religious 
ideologies, or world views, dosely linked with specific types of 
social group which provide the necessary psychological moti
vation either for individuals to advance the values of capital 
accumulation or turn to other-worldly activity. Religious 
ideologies were not, therefore, illusions, false consciousness, or 
me re epiphenomenal forms reflecting simple group interests, 
but complex structures of thought through wh ich the indi
vidual oriented him/herselfto reality and defined the nature of 
that reality. 

Thus the foundations of a sociology of knowledge were laid 
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by Marx, Weber and Durkheim. The theory ofideology was, of 
course, central to this development. But a sociological theory of 
ideology could not emerge until the nineteenth-century positiv
ist 'world view' was challenged - in the fields of social theory, 
philosophy, linguistics, psychology - by conflicting discourses 
or perspectives. 'With increasing social conflict, differences in 
the values, attitudes and modes of thought of groups develop to 
the point where the orientation which these groups previously 
had in common is overshadowed by incompatible differences' 
(Merton, 1957, p. 457). 

For Scheler, the sociological analysis offorms ofknowledge 
served to illuminate what he, and other contemporary sociolog
ists, defined as a crisis of values in a world domina ted by such 
diverse philosophies, sociologies and psychologies as neo
Kantianism, phenomenology, Marxism, psycho-analysis, vit
alism and formalism. In the realm ofsocial theory, relativism in 
epistemology and agnosticism in methodology predominated; 
while a plurality of world views, socialism, Marxism, liberal
ism, fascism emerged, each with its particular claim to truth. In 
opposition to the relativism implicit in Durkheim and Weber 
and Marx, Scheler argued idealistically for a distinct realm of 
timeless essences, universal values which transcend specific 
historical and social reality. 'There are many different truths', 
he wrote, 'but they all spring from the perception of the one 
ultimate realm of ideas and value orderings.' The task of the 
sociology of knowledge was defined as the selection of the 
truthful, universal elements in each world view and their 
integration into a total conception (Scheler, 1970). Many of 
Scheler's metaphysical notions passed into the subsequent 
development of the sociology of knowledge especially his 
concern with absolute knowledge, lrulh. Scheler's anti
positivism, Dilthey's conception of'world view', Marx's theory 
of ideology were brought together in the sociology of Karl 
Mannheim (1893-1947) who produced the major European 
contribution to the sociology of knowledge. 
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Mannheim: general elements of the sociology of 
knowledge 

Mannheim belonged to a generation ofHungarian intellectuals 
who were concerned above all with culture and human values: 
he was a member of a group consisting of Lukacs, the art 
historian, Arnold Hauser, the composer, Bela Bartok and the 
philosopher, Michael Polyani. Mannheim was particularly 
influenced by the work ofWeber and Simmel on the problems 
of culture and epistemology. He shared their criticisms of 
natural science as an inadequate basis for social science, and 
during the 1920s sought to define an interpretative sociological 
approach in the analysis of different forms of knowledge. 
During the period, 1921-9 he wrote aseries ofessays exploring 
the possibility of a sociology ofknowledge. The most important 
of these works were 'On the Interpretation of Weltanschauung' 
(1921), 'Historicism' (1924), 'The Problem of a Sociology of 
Knowledge' (1925), 'Conservative Thought' (1926) and !deol
ogy and Utopia (a book ofthree essays published in 1929). 

The broad theme of these works is the collective nature of 
knowledge (Mannheim employed the concept of collective 
subject to indicate that a particular thinker does not express an 
individual but a group or collective standpoint, his/her work 
expressing external social currents), its elassification into 
distinctive 'styles of thought' (a term derived from art his tory 
and encompassing 'bourgeois', 'proletarian' and 'conservative' 
thought), and its elose relation with distinctive social groups. 
For Mannheim, styles of thought were bound up with the 
interests of particular groups and the task of analysis involved 
both an external historical-contextual analysis linking the 
group's social structure with the thought-product, and an 
immanent analysis of the inner unity, the 'fundamental 
impulse' of the whole itself. Styles of thought were totalities 
which could not be understood sociologically through quan
titative means: one of Mannheim's important methodological 
principles was the impossibility of analysing the complex, the 
whole, in terms of the simple, the part. Reviewing Lukacs's 
Theory of the Novel (in 1920) he argued that the interpretation of 
cultural objects must work 'from above' since the form of art 'is 
only an abstract component ofthe full spiritual content ... an 
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interpretation of the abstract part is justified and possible only 
by proceeding from the whole' (Wolff, 1971, p. 3). It is this 
methodological principle which separates Mannheim's sodol
ogy from positivism: interpretation does not render causal 
explanation superfluous, however, for both are essential com
ponents in the analysis ofthe 'conditions for the actualisation or 
realisation of a given meaning' (Mannheim, 1952, p. 81). 

In his early writings, roughly up to the publication of 
'Conservative Thought', Mannheim adopted an interpreta
tive, hermeneutic standpoint. He was concerned primarily 
with the immanent structure of a cultural form. Thus he wrote 
that 'the analysis of meanings will be the co re of our technique' 
and advocated both phenomenological (the basic intention 
underpinning each style of thought) and structural methodol
ogy (the relation ofknowledge to external elements) . A cultural 
object has three distinct although related levels of meaning 
which Mannheim identified as objective, expressive and 
documentary. Thus music has a melodie and harmonie content 
which can be o~jectively understood by an observer without 
any knowledge of the intentions of the composer; and the 
expressive meaning ofmusic lies in its emotional content which 
is closely linked to the intentions of the composer. In contrast, 
documentary meaning relates the whole musical form to the 
style of thought of a particular epoch seeking to integrate 
particular cultural phenomena in the larger structure of a 
world view (Mannheim, 1952, pp. 42-5). Documentary mean
ing, in short, refers to the global outlook of a world view. 

But an immanent approach can easily lead to circularity: 
'We und erstand the whole from the part, and the part from the 
whole. We derive the "spirit ofthe epoch" from its individual 
documentary manifestations - and we interpret the individual 
documentary manifestations on the basis of what we know 
about the spirit of the epoch' (Mannheim, 1952, p. 62). To 
escape from the relativism implicit in these formulations 
Mannheim advanced a method of analysis which linked the 
documentary meaning of culturalJorms with both the his tori
cal and sodal context and the inner unity ofthe whole itself. It 
is this emphasis on the larger meanings of cultural elements, 
such as different types of knowledge, which dominate Mann
heim's later work. For Mannheim, the rapidly changing and 
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dynamic nature ofthe historical and sodal context constituted 
the major problem for the sodology of knowledge. Were all 
styles of thought relative in terms of their truth content? 'The 
sodology of knowledge', he wrote, 'is ... the systematisation of 
the doubt which is to be found in sodallife as a vague insecurity 
and uncertainty.' The modern world is to blame for this 
situation with sodal life increasingly alienated, disorganised 
and anarchical. Mannheim wrote gloomily of 'the intellectual 
twilight which dominates our epoch', the 'appalling trend of 
modern thought' and the confusion into wh ich sodal and 
intellectuallife has fallen (Mannheim, 1960, p. 94). 

These pessimistic comments are from one of Mannheim's 
most significant works, !deology and Utopia (1929), in which he 
confronted the problems of objectivity and perspective that 
Weber and Lukacs had raised in their sharply differing ways. If 
there is no objective reality but merely the sum of divergent 
perspectives then how is historical knowledge possible? In 
opposition to Weber's cultural relativism and sceptical sociol
ogy, Mannheim proposed an historidst solution, 'a dynamic 
conception of the truth', an absolute standard by which to 
judge the validity of different perspectives. Mannheim adopted 
the concept of totality arguing that although different types of 
knowledge are related to different sodal locations each new 
perspective which emerges in the course of historical develop
ment actually contains new and valuable insights into the 
nature of historical reality - Marxism emphasised the dass 
struggle, Fascism the element of action in sodallife, Liberalism 
the importance of the autonomous individual. Each new 
perspective synthesises previous perspectives: different 'styles 
of thought' continually und ergo uninterrupted fusion and 
interpenetration. Thus modern society, although characterised 
by intense fragmentation and polarisation, nevertheless lays 
the foundation for 'an ever-widening drive towards a total 
conception', in that each new perspective uncovers 'an 
approximate truth' that forms part of a 'larger body of 
meaning' within the structure ofhistorical reality. All perspec
tives are necessarily partial 'because historical totality is 
always too comprehensive to be grasped by any one of the 
individual points ofview wh ich emerge out ofit' (Mannheim, 
1960, pp. 94-6, 134--5). This is the meaning of Mannheim's 
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'dynamic conception of truth' . In the essay on 'Historicism', for 
example, he argued that no single dass, or group, could con
stitute itselfas the bearer ofthe totalising movement ofhistory. 
The whole can only be grasped by taking all perspectives into 
account, 'the whole contrapuntal pattern of all the voices'. 

Mannheim thus adopts aversion of Hegel's 'cunning of 
reason' in wh ich the historical process immanently transforms 
ideological and interest-bound thought into objective truth. In 
!deology and Utopia Marx's theory of ideology is praised for 
identifying the link between dass interests and forms of 
knowledge. But Marx failed to apply his theory to his own 
thought and conceived ideology as a 'privileged concept of 
socialists'. Although an advance on previous theories, the 
Marxist concept fused two distinct meanings of ideology: the 
simple (or particular) concept, referring to individual disguises 
and rationalisations of actions operating on a psychological 
level; and the total concept which refers to the thought of a 
social dass, or epoch, to styles ofthought. The latter meaning is 
sociological and therefore approximates to the truth. The total 
concept of ideology is non-evaluative seeking only to elucidate 
the relation of'mental structures' to specific 'life-situations'; it 
enables the sociology of knowledge to explore the social 
determinants of thought and raise the question of truth and 
falsity (Mannheim, 1960, pp. 66--72). 

All thought is socially determined. However, Mannheim 
exempts mathematics and the natural sciences from a depen
dence on social causation. In contrast to 'existentially deter
mined thought' mathematics and the natural sciences are 
governed by immanent factors so that in the formulation 2 + 2 
= 4 'there is no indication as to who did the thinking and 
where'. Many critics have pointed out the weakness of this 
distinction between formal and historical knowledge: if 
thought is socially determined then science, the product of 
human action and culture, is equaHy determined. In general, 
Mannheim failed to distinguish dearly between different types 
of knowledge assuming that political, ethical, historical and 
religious beliefs were the same as everyday values and ideas. 
For ifknowledge is determined by extra-theoretic factors then 
logic and science, as weH as political philosophy and epistemol
ogy, are relative in terms ofthe truth content. 
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In his early writings Mannheim had identified the problem 
of relativism as the basic problem of the sociology ofknowledge 
since it dearly suggested the limits of the sociology of knowl
edge itself. His solution in !deolog) and Utopia was to distinguish 
relativism (that all ideas are relative to a situation) from 
relationism (that knowledge, although related to specific con
texts, is not thereby invalidated as truthful or not). But as we 
have seen, ultimately Mannheim adopted an Hegelian his tori
cist standpoint so that although the sociologist of knowledge 
relates specific farms ofthought to specific sociallocations, the 
truth content of different perspectives lies in their relation with 
'supra-historical' reality. And the task of distilling truth from 
error in different perspectives was not carried out by history but 
by intellectuals. 

The sociology of intellectuals 

In History and Class Consciousness Lukacs had proposed the 
radical historicist solution to the problem of historical relativ
ism: the optimum oftruth lay with the ontologically privileged 
proletariat whose world view of Marxism embodied the 
principle of totality and thus of historical meaning. Like 
Lukacs, Mannheim argued that so me sociallocations enable a 
social group to und erstand historical reality at a deeper level 
than others; not all perspectives are equally valid. Mannheim 
rejected Lukacs's assimilation of truth to dass and advanced 
the view that the task of synthesising different perspectives lay 
with a privileged social stratum, the 'free-floating intelligent
sia' ifreischwebende Intelligenz), a group unattached to specific 
social interests and thus intellectually autonomous. Marx's 
theory of ideology could develop into the sociology of knowl
edge only through the actions of these independent intellectu
als who occupied a sociallocation outside the main institutions 
of capitalist society. 

It seems inherent in the historical process itselfthat the narrowness 
and the limitations which restriet one point of view tend to be 
corrected by clashing with the opposite points ofview. The task of 
the study of ideology ... is to understand the narrowness of each 
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individual point of view and the interplay between these distinctive 
attitudes in the total social process (Mannheim, 1960, p. 72). 

Only the intellectuals can achieve a total perspective and in 
!deology and Utopia Mannheim adopted Alfred Weber's term 
describing the intelligentsia as a 'relatively classless stratum' 
(Mannheim's emphasis), highly differentiated and unified by 
the bond of education. Mannheim distinguished between the 
'socially unattached intelligentsia' (clergymen, engineers, 
writers, academics) and the 'socially attached intelligentsia' 
(the Church in the Middle Ages is mentioned as constituting a 
closed social stratum, highly unified internally) in an attempt 
to differentiate those intellectuals capable of autonomous 
cognitive activity from those whose function was directly 
interest bound and thus ideological. 

The development ofthe modern intelligentsia is the result of 
a broad process of democratisation embracing the professions, 
education, communications and the cultural institutions of 
industrial society which effectively liberate the intellectual 
from patronage and total dependence on state institutions; the 
modern intelligentsia is thus an open stratum, lacking a unified 
world view, democratic and sceptical in outlook. Their margi
nal social position makes the modern intelligentsia highly 
sensitive to the political and cultural fragmentation of the 
modern world: 

These unattached intellectuals are the typical advocate
philosophers, ideologues who can find arguments in favour of any 
political cause they may happen to serve. Their own social position 
does not bind them to any cause, but they have an extraordinarily 
refined sense for all the political and social currents (Mannheim, 
1953, pp. 126--7). 

As examples Mannheim cites both Enlightenment philosophy 
and Romanticism as currents ofthought developed by intellec
tuals acting as the spokesmen for specific social groups. 
Intellectuals effectively give theoretical expression to the 
material interests of social groups and classes and in so doing 
become the allies ofsuch groups and classes without belonging 
to them. Thus Mannheim describes Kant's critical philosophy 
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as expressing the 'inner nature' of the French Revolution, not 
because Kant identified with its political aims, but 'because the 
form ofhis thought ... (was) ofthe same brand as that which 
was the dynamic force behind the French revolutionaries' 
(Mannheim, 1953, p. 84). 

Mannheim's sociological writings tended to emphasise the 
essentially passive role played by the intellectual in the 
formation of styles of thought: at times Mannheim's work 
approximates to vulgar Marxism especially the formulation of 
intellectuals as merely expressing the 'appropriate' thought of a 
specific social group or dass. This is especially the case with 
one ofhis major studies, 'Conservative Thought' (1925). Here 
Mannheim distinguished 'Conservative' thought from 'Tradi
tional' thought in terms of the former's reflective structure, 
arguing that in the wake ofthe French Revolution and the rise 
of more open, socially mobile societies, new secular 
philosophies and the disintegration of the static pre-industrial 
world view, 'Conservative' thought emerged as a self-conscious 
mode of opposition both to individualistic capitalism and the 
collective philosophy of nascent socialism. In particular 'Con
servative' thought stressed the organic nature of society, the 
importance of family and corporations in opposition to the 
atomistic philosophy of Social Contract philosophy with its 
stress on the inalienable rights of the individual and values of 
popular sovereignty. Human life was fundamentally irrational 
and historical development conceived as an organic not 
mechanical process. In this way 'Conservative' thought 
legitimised opposition to industrial capitalism, individualism, 
liberalism and socialism. 

The new industrial society of the early nineteenth century 
could no longer be legitimised through appeals to traditional 
values as such: thus the 'unattached intelligentsia', unable to 
articulate its own distinctive interests and secure an autonom
ous social position, identified with the conservative reaction 
against the values of Enlightenment (Mannheim's analysis 
focuses mainly on Germany with its weak industrial base and 
fragmented political system). It is precisely because intellectu
als are relatively unattached to specific material interests that 
they lack their own ideology but remain highly sensitive to 
existing social and political currents: 'By themselves they know 
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nothing. But let them take up and identify themselves with 
someone else's interests - they will know them better, really 
better, than those for whom these interests are laid down by the 
nature of things, by their social condition' (Mannheim, 1953, 
p. 127). 

In Mannheim's later work, intellectuals constitute more 
than a passive instrument of a specific dass. In !deology and 
Utopia intellectuals have the task of elucidating the category of 
totality through synthesising different perspectives, a process 
not bound up with dass interests (as with Lukacs's proletarian 
and bourgeois thought concepts for example). Later, in the 
essay on the intelligentsia, written during the 1930s, although 
not published until after his death, this emphasis on totality is 
replaced by empathy. As an open stratum the relatively free 
intelligentsia participates in historical experience from a 
variety of different perspectives; reality is multiple and not 
single centred, the product of increasing social mobility and 
complexity of modern society. Thus intellectuals empathise 
with other standpoints and enter a critical dialogue developing 
an attitude of 'fruitful scepticism'. It is the structural and 
cognitive openness of the intelligentsia which Mannheim 
identified as the means of making sense of the many conflicting 
ideologies that characterise the modern age. 

Ideology and Utopia 

These arguments find their first formulation in !deology and 
Utopia. In this work Mannheim distinguished ideology from 
Utopia by defining ideology as the process whereby the thought 
of a ruling group becomes so interest bound that it no longer 
comprehends the existence offacts which might undermine its 
claim to domination. Ideology implies 'that in certain situa
tions the collective unconscious of certain groups obscures the 
real condition of society both to itself and to others and thereby 
stabilises it'. In contrast, U topian thought reflects the struggles 
of oppressed groups to seek change thus seeing only 'those 
elements in the situation which tend to negate it'. U topian 
thought is thus incapable of a valid analysis of an existing 
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situation only of grasping the possible negative elements in 
situations: as examples ofUtopian thought Mannheim cites the 
orgiastic chiliasm of the Anabaptists, Liberal humanitarian
ism, Communist socialism, all ofwhich are structured around 
concepts 'incongruous' with the existing state ofreality. Only 
intellectuals, from their privileged vantage point, can provide 
historically objective knowledge through their ability to syn
thesise the valid elements from different perspectives. Truth is 
historical and holistic: neither Utopian nor ideological thought 
can grasp the historical whole. 

In !deology and Utopia Mannheim sketched an evolutionary 
development of utopian thought beginning with chiliasm and 
ending with Socialist-Humanism. He noted the difficulties in 
distinguishing the utopian and ideological modes of action 
suggesting that the utopias 'of ascendent classes are often ... 
permeated with ideological elements'. Thus the world view of 
the ascendant bourgeoisie embraced the Utopian ideal of 
human freedom (in opposition to the static corporatist ideal of 
feudal society) which was ideological in that it was actually 
realised historically: Mannheim described bourgeois freedom 
as 'a relative utopia' (Mannheim, 1960, pp. 183-4). His basic 
argument remained resolutely historicist: 'our ideas and exis
tence are components of a comprehensive evolutionary process 
(in which) conservative and progressive ideas appear as 
derivatives of this process' (Mannheim, 1952, p. 146). The 
result is that the distinction between Utopia and ideology is 
made ex postfacto since it was clearly impossible at the time to 
know if bourgeois freedom could be realised in bourgeois 
society. Many ofMannheim's arguments have this ex postfacto 
character and his sociological theorems on the relation of 
knowledge and society are couched in such terms as 'appro
priate to the situation', 'in accord with the needs of the time', 
'never by accident that' (Merton, 1957, pp. 498-9). In effect, 
the criterion of truth becomes the adequacy of thought to an 
existing reality, a functionalist rather than an historicist 
stand point. 

Mannheim's sociology of knowledge thus embraced two 
distinct theoretical positions: first, a correspondence theory of 
knowledge in which styles of thought were related to definite 
social groups and sociallocations, and secondly, an historicist 
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conception oftruth and validity in tension with the functional
ist notion of 'appropriateness' and 'needs'. 

Knowledge and mass society: Mannheim and the 
Frankfurt School 

Mannheim's historicism led hirn to develop a sociology of 
knowledge which lacked a distinctive sociological theory of 
society. Thus although he discussed the production ofknowl
edge in its relation to social groups, social elasses and social 
location, the links between these components of social structure 
and forms of thought are untheorised. In his later writings, 
following exile from Germany in the 1930s, Mannheim 
developed a theory of mass society which is elose to that 
articulated by the Marxist Frankfurt School. 

The school took its name from the Frankfurt Institute for 
Social Research established in Germany in 1923. Its leading 
members were Theodore Adorno (1903-70), Max Horkheimer 
(1895-1973), and Herbert Marcuse (1898-1978). Like Mann
heim, they were deeply influenced by German idealism, the 
pessimistic cultural sociology of Simmel and Weber, and the 
philosophically oriented Marxism ofLukacs and Kar! Korsch 
(1886-1961). U nlike Mannheim, the Frankfurt theorists 
accepted the broad arguments ofMarxism but followed Lukacs 
and Korsch in criticising its tendency towards positivism, 
evolutionism and scientism. Marxism was predominantly a 
critique of capitalist society and its forms of knowledge; thus 
the emphasis was placed on consciousness, praxis and human 
values. But unlike Lukacs and Korsch, the Frankfurt School 
remained alooffrom politics believing that the proletariat had 
become integrated into what they called 'organised capitalism' 
and thereby lost its revolutionary historical role. 

The Frankfurt School's theory of society is profoundly 
pessimistic. Mannheim, too, adopted a pessimistic standpoint. 
The rise oftotalitarian governments - Communist and Fascist 
- led hirn to argue that the historical trend of modern society 
was one of increasing centralisation and atomism: the social 
and political institutions, essential for a democratic society, 
were increasingly losing their autonomy. An inevitable escala-
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tion of bureaucratisation, a burgeoning army of technical 
'experts', a transformation of knowledge into a commodity to 
be manipulated in the interests of social order, all these 
effectively undermined the autonomous role ofthe intellectual. 
The relatively free intelligentsia becomes problematic as 
intellectuals are assimilated by centralised, bureaucratic state 
institutions. In 'The Problem of the Intelligentsia' Mannheim 
wrote: 

Free inquiry is ... losing its social basis through the decline of the 
independent middle classes from which ... an older type of the 
relatively unattached intelligentsia used to recruit itself. No other 
stratum or alternative plan has arisen to assure the continued 
existence of independent and uncommitted critics (Mannheim, 
1956, p. 169). 

There is thus a sharp, unresolved tension in Mannheim's work 
between his pessimistic theory of the social role of the modern 
intelligentsia and his optimistic sociological-historical theory 
ofintellectuals, as a relatively [ree social stratum developed by 
the processes of industrialisation with its tendency towards 
secularisation, bureaucratisation and multi-polarity of views. 
Mannheim's thesis of the necessary rise of modern 'mass 
society' and the edipse of a strong, independent civil society led 
hirn towards a concept of intellectuals as standing above all 
dass interests and the dehumanising trends of modern society, 
an elite whose 'proper' function was as moral guardians of 
society as a whole. 

The Frankfurt School, too, advanced a theory ofmass society 
and mass culture: capitalism, they argued, had become 
increasingly centralised and its social structure progressively 
'atomised'. In the nineteenth century the bourgeoisie had 
enlarged the 'public sphere', institutions separate from the 
state through which they conducted their business and organ
ised their culture. But with the development of a centralised 
economy and polity, collectivist ideologies emerge which 
emphasise conformity to the social system. The public sphere 
shrivels: the social structure no longer contains strong, inde
pendent institutions that guarantee individual values. The 
autonomous individual disappears. In this process science 
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played an important 'instrumentalist' role: the scientlstlc, 
anti-humanist principles ofbourgeois science permeate society 
as a whole and lead inevitably to a new mode of domination 
centred in technology and bureaucracy. Consciousness and 
culture become alienated from the realm of human action, 
values and praxis. The relation between individuals increas
ingly becomes a relation between things. 

To combat the threat ofscientistic positivism, the Frankfurt 
School, whose leading theorists worked within an academic 
context, proposed the concept of 'critical theory'. Like 
Gramsci's notion of the philosophy of praxis, the term critical 
theory largely implied Marxism. It was a Marxism which 
emphasised the active role of cognition and rejected the 'copy', 
or reflection theory of knowledge: theory was defined as an 
autonomous practice, a critical element in the transformation 
of society and culture. The leading figures of the Frankfurt 
School rejected Lukacs's historicist identification of the pro
letariat with historical truth, but followed many of his other 
arguments such as the universality of reification within capital
ism, and the methodological importance of categories such as 
totality, negativity, dialectics and mediation in the analysis of 
ideological and cultural forms. The school concentrated on 
cultural analysis and their substantive studies included prob
lems of aesthetics, literature, art and music ('high' or intellec
tu al culture), the operas of Wagner, the twelve-note music of 
Berg and Schoenberg and modernist fiction (Proust, Kafka, 
Beckett). Culture was the realm ofhumanity's essential being, 
not economics or politics; humanity defined its goals and 
purposes and affirmed itself through cultural forms which 
resisted incorporation into the alienated structure ofindustrial 
society. Mass culture was the ultimate denial of affirmative 
culture, the means whereby the individual is stripped of 
individuality, creativity and autonomy. 

Critical theory concerned itselfwith truth, with universality 
and emancipation. Mannheim's argument that knowledge was 
socially related to specific historical locations was rejected 
because it undermined the crucial distinction between 'true' 
and 'false' knowledge. The Frankfurt School were sceptical of 
the whole notion of the sociology of knowledge since they 
identified sociology with positivism, agnosticism and relativ-

309 



Modern Sociology 

ism. Marxism was not a sociology in this sense, concerned as it 
was with humanpraxis, meaning and emancipation. To suggest 
that the partial perspectives opened up by the historical process 
might be synthesised into truth by free-floating intellectuals 
was to advance a mechanical Gestalt theory of truth and a 
metaphysical notion of totality. Mannheim's sociology of 
knowledge assumed the existence of an objective historical 
reality which was reflected imperfectly in human conscious
ness: for the Frankfurt School, reality was created through 
praxis in which subject and object were dialectically unified. 
Underlying the Frankfurt School's epistemology was the 
Hegelian concept of totality and its expression in the laws of 
society and history. Critical theory did not relate different 
forms ofthought to particular social groups, but rather sought 
to 'decipher the general social tendencies which are expressed 
in these phenomena' and thus bring to consciousness contra
dictions, negativity and the lack of harmony of individual to 
society (Adorno, 1967, p. 32). 

In his essay, 'Critical and Traditional Theory' (1937), 
Horkheimer had argued that the goal of bourgeois, positivist 
science was 'pure' knowledge, not action. Whereas critical 
theory was based in praxis, tradition al theory (that is, positiv
ism) separated thought and action, establishing the authority 
of observation over imagination, and advocating the methods 
of the natural sciences, especially biology, in the analysis of 
socio-cultural phenomena. Knowledge was thus 'fetishised' as 
something standing apart from, and superior to, human action. 
But this kind of disinterested research was impossible within 
the framework of capitalist, mass society for it assumed an 
autonomous individual researcher. In reality, however, the 
researcher's perception was always mediated through social 
categories which in the context of modern society meant 
reification. Bourgeois science, including social science, was 
linked organically to technical control, technological domina
tion and instrumental rationality. For Horkheimer, only in a 
non-reified, rational world was prediction - of of the principles 
of positivist science - possible. The basic distinction, therefore, 
between critical and traditional theory, was that the former 
rejected the bourgeois illusion ofthe autonomous scientist and 
the goal of a politically neutral objective knowledge. Critical 
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theory pos tu la ted an inseparable relation between knowledge 
and interests. But knowledge was not produced automatically; 
it req uired the active intervention of intellectuals. Thus 
although rejecting Mannheim's sociology of knowledge, the 
Frankfurt School advanced a modified version ofthe concept of 
the free floating intellectual. For only intellectuals can con
sciously reveal the negative and contradictory forces at work 
within society through their commitment to critical thought 
and 'emancipatory interests'. 

Methodologically, the Frankfurt School developed a notion 
of immanent criticism: they argued that the methods of social 
science should be 'adequate' to its o~jects. Since objects are 
neither static nor external but made through human action and 
media ted by human values and subjectivity, social scientific 
method must start from the concepts and principles of the 
object itself and not from its appearances and surface reality. 
The concepts, however, were not identical with the object 
because they sought to uncover both the object's immanent 
tendencies as well as its relation with the wider whole. The 
objects of social science become known only through practice, 
through the subject transforming reality. Thus truth consti
tuted a 'moment' of 'correct' practice. But what was correct 
practice? For Horkheimer, correct action meant action linked 
with emancipatory interests which were distinguished from 
dass or group interests by their universality and authenticity 
(Horkheimer, 1976). 

In an important sense, therefore, the Frankfurt School's 
critique ofpositivism and bourgeois science was less dependent 
on Marx's dass theory than on Lukacs's idealist, anti-sociologi
cal treatment of alienation and reification in History and Class 
Consciousness, with its assumption of a universal human essence 
manifestly corrupted by the workings of capitalism and 
technology. The concept of emancipatory interests is dearlya 
priori, speculative historicism and such phrases as the 'further
ing of human emancipation' or the striving of humanity 
towards the possibilities of utopia (Marcuse, Adorno) sociolog
ically meaningless. Whereas Marx had developed beyond his 
early phiIosophicai works towards a positive science, the 
Frankfurt School abandoned empirical sociology in favour of 
abstract, pessimistic speculation. 
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Democracy, 

Industrialisation and 
Sociological Theory 

In this book I have argued that sociology originated in 
eighteenth-century philosophy, political economy and cultural 
history. Eighteenth-century social theory embraced both a 
voluntaristic pole - Vi co far example - as weIl as a determinis
tic, systemic perspective - Montesquieu. The tension between 
these two approaches to the study ofhuman society dominated 
the subsequent development of sociological positivism and 
Marxism. It needs emphasising that although Vico, Montes
quieu, Ferguson and MilIar laid the foundations far sociologi
cal theory their work was not sociology: the complex socio
historical relation between action and structure remained 
untheorised. Ferguson's concept of the unintended conse
quences ofhuman action was never integrated with the notion 
of society as a system: it was Hegelian philosophy which 
transposed Ferguson's voluntaristic element into an organic 
part of totality. Later Marx developed these negative and 
contradictory notions into the dichotomy of the capitalist 
system, structured in objective laws of change, and dass 
agency, structured in collective consciousness and political 
organisation. Marx's contemporaries, Comte and Spencer, 
equally conceived society as an organic whole, its structure 
determined by specific laws of evolution, but the action element 
was ultimately subardinated to the system and the whole. 

Comte, Marx and Spencer grasped the concept ofsociety as a 
dynamic system evolving historically and inevitably towards 
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complex industrial structures. Although these writers differed 
sharply in their analysis of modern capitalist society they 
shared one common theme: that industrial society constituted a 
new form of social organisation built around the separation of 
state and civil society. Industrialism expanded the institutions 
of industrial society and thus produced the institutional 
framework that enabled individuals, as members of different 
social collectivities (associated with education, communica
tions, political organisation, trade unions, etc.), to change 
society. Nevertheless, the early sociologists were deeply scepti
cal of bourgeois society: but it was classical sociology, with its 
themes of alienation, urbanism, anomie, rationalisation, 
bureaucratisation, reification, mechanisation which advanced 
a pessimistic theory of bourgeois culture. Durkheim, Tönnies, 
"Veber and Simmel were as concerned with the collapse and 
disintegration of old, traditional social orders as they were with 
the rise of a fluid, dynamic industrial and egalitarian demo
cratic society. Industrialisation seemed to lead to a culture 
hostile to human values. These tensions are nowhere more 
evident than in Weber's sociology which succeeds in analysing 
social change both in terms of objective structure and subjec
tive human action, yet concludes pessimistically that the fate of 
humanity is necessarily on!.' of incrcasing bur!.'aucratisation 
and the domination, from above, of specialised etites. 

Marxism, industrialism and democracy 

The his tory of sociology and the his tory ofMarxism are directly 
linked to these developments. At the turn of the century, 
European sociology engaged in a debate with Marxisrri which 
raised precisely the problems of democratic structures within 
the framework of advancing industrialism. The pessimism of 
classical sociology largely flowed from its failure to grasp the 
enormous democratic energies which capitalism in its his tori
cal development had, and would continue, to release. One 
might say that classical sociology 1acked a dialectical sense of 
historical change. The structura1 complexity of the social 
formation was frequently assimi1ated to an abstractly con-
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ceived universal process, or universal history - the rationalisa
tion of culture, total reification, functional consensus, mass 
society and mass culture. 

As with sociology so with Marxism. In so me of his writings 
Marx had emphasised the crucially significant and creative 
role played by the active human subject (praxis) in the 
formation of an open, decentralised, socialist society. Yet the 
basic trend ofMarxist thought was away from such libertarian 
conceptions towards a deterministic, economic theory of 
historical change in which human action is meaningful only in 
terms of the emergent social order lying within the womb of 
the old society: thus social institutions, social change, culture, 
could all be assimilated to the dominant underlying economic 
system. Human agents were effectively transformed into passive 
objects. The inherent collectivism ofMarxism, both its concep
tual framework and political ideology, led to the evolutionary, 
undemocratic, Clitist collectivism ofGerman Social Democracy 
(so perceptively analysed by Michels), the centralised party of 
Leninist theory and the totalitarian ideology ofStalinism. The 
co re ofMarxist theory lay in its ideology offinalisation (history 
has a definite, single meaning) and collectivist political pre
scriptions (the rising dass must organise society as a whole 
from the centre in terms of its specific interests). But the 
problem is that Marxist political and social finalisation con
tradicts the historicallogic of capitalist industrialism. Modern 
industrial societies, far from being structured around a single 
dominant centre - contradiction or dass force - increasingly 
developed open-ended, decentred social structures. Politically, 
Marxism leads to the annihilation of civil society as a living and 
active force built around democratic institutions. In general, 
the main trends oftwentieth-century Marxism, the 'humanist' 
form that sterns from a concern with alienation and dehuman
isation of the subject, the so-called 'scientific' form associated 
with structuralism, have both denigrated the capacity of the 
human subject to democratise, humanise and understand the 
necessity for collectivist, democratic changefrom below. Implicit 
in both forms is a conception of Marxism as finalised ideology 
of both subject and structure. 

Yet there is a crucial difference between Marxist finalisation 
and the pessimism of dassical sociology. Tönnies, Weber and 
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Simmel described modern industrial society in negative terms 
but they also grasped the possibilities latent within industrial 
development. Classical sociology, unlike Marxism, stressed the 
complex ambiguity of modern society, its open structures -
mobility, dass relationships, democratisation, increasing 
dialogic modes of communication - as weIl as its tendency 
towards dosure - rationalisation of culture, reification, lack of 
community. Both were present simultaneously. In America, 
Charles Cooley drew attention precisely to the structural 
significance of primary groups in industrial society, and 
although noting that societies built around primary groups 
were often tyrannical in their assimilation of the individual to 
collective norms, industrialisation and democratisation 
nevertheless create the conditions for 'a higher and freer 
consciousness' enabling the individual to become a rational 
member and not 'blind agent' ofthe social whole (Cooley, 1956, 
p. 116). 

For Cooley, modern society was essentially decentred, 
consisting of a network of strong primary groups within 
distinctive communities. This structure enabled individuals to 
create for themselves differing loyalties and ideologies. 
Cooley's optimism is in sharp contrast to the later, post
classical sociology of the Chicago School of urban studies. 
Robert Park and his associated, influenced especially by 
Simmel, interpreted the development of industrialism some
what negatively: society was depicted in astate of ecological 
disorder, the modern city described as the locus of human 
isolation in which community has collapsed under population 
pressure and the 'ma~sness' of the culture. Later American 
sociologists - a major exception was Talcott Parsons -
subscribed uncritically to this gloomy perspective on modern 
industrial culture. Perhaps one ofthe major American sociolog
ists to sympathise with this pessimistic theoretical standpoint 
was C. Wright Mills (1916-62) who, in aseries of influential 
studies - notably, White Collar (1952) and The Power Elite (1956) 
- described post-Second World War America as a society 
lacking an independent middle dass, resilient community ties 
and a strong civil society. For Mills, modern American 
constituted an atomised mass society, its institutions and 
culture dominated by a pervaslve commercial ideology and 
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values and a military-industrial complex which functioned to 
integrate individuals passively into a bureaucratised system. 
Far from expanding popular democratic institutions, capitalist 
industrialism had produced a society dominated by elites 
active in industry, culture and politics: as power was concen
trated in different elite groups so the mass of the population 
exercised no influence on the conduct ofpublic life (Mills, 1956, 
pp. 301-20). 

Mills's conclusions, on the inevitable drift towards 
totalitarianism within American society is broadly similar to 
Herbert Marcuse's argument, advanced in his One Dimensional 
Man, that modern industrial societies are converging towards 
systems of total administration. But such pessimism is both 
historically inaccurate and sociologically naIve. Mills and 
Marcuse, like the Frankfurt School, abstract one tendency from 
within the social formation and assurne that it constitutes the 
dominant principle- the cent re or essence of the system - in the 
logic of social development. But as I have argued, the logic of 
industrialism is both to augment state power through increas
ing bureaucratic centralisation, and strengthen the autonom
ous institutions of civil society. Classical sociology laid down 
the foundations for understanding this highly complex process 
- in particular the problem ofthe subject, ideology, conscious
ness - but both Marxism and Marxist-influenced sociology 
failed to develop such insights. 

Contemporary American critics of the mass society thesis, 
such as Daniel Bell and Edward Shils, have emphasised the 
complexity of industrial culture and society, that despite the 
continued existence of income inequality, status and power, 
there remains a strong sense of attachment to society as a 
whole. Industrial society is not a mass society but one 
structured in pluralistic institutions and democratic processes. 
Community has survived into the industrial age. Of the three 
macrosociological theories which have dominated the 
development of sociology since the 1920s - Marxism, Func
tionalism, Mass Society - only the mass society argument 
glances backwards to a mythical past when community and 
individual autonomy were 'genuinely' resilient, active forces. 
In opposition to mass society Shils has argued for a consensual 
society based upon centralised government and administration 
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and independent pressure groups which represent different and 
often conflicting interests: 

These institutions ... can exist because a widespread consensus, 
particularlya consensus ofthe most active members ofthe society, 
legitimises them, and, more fundamentally, because a more 
general and more amorphous consensus of the less active imposes 
restraint on the more active ... The consensus grows in part from 
an attachment to the centre, to the central institutional system and 
value order ofsociety (Shils, 1972). 

Thus although acknowledging the importance of civil society 
and the possibility of popular democratic forms, Shils's 
sociological pluralism follows Functionalism and Marxism in 
minimising the importance, both to society as a system and the 
subject as agent, of active, oppositional values and culture. 
Society is conceived around a central core of values and 
democratic processes defined in terms of centralised decision 
making. 

As I noted at the end of Chapter 8, Functionalism became 
the dominant paradigm within Western sociology immediately 
after the end of the Second World War. At the same time 
Marxism was widely held to be an ideology, intellectually 
exhausted and of dubious sociological value. Mass society 
theory was thus the alternative to Marxism and Functionalism. 
Although influential during the 1950s and early 1960s, the 
theory has become increasingly marginal to sociology. New 
theories of industrial society and culture have emerged. The 
most significant is the theory of the post-industrial society. 

The theory of post-industrial society 

During the 1950s a number of eminent sociologists, such as 
Daniel Bell, S. M. Lipset, Raymond Aron and Ralf Dahren
dorf, argued against what they saw as the static, ahistorical bias 
of Functionalism and the worn-out ideological historicism of 
Marxism by advancing a concept of post-industrialism 
(although the term varied from one sociologist to another -
'post-capitalist', 'post-bourgeois society', the 'technological 
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society', the 'knowledge society' - in essentials it suggested the 
priority of teehnology, scienee and eulture over private 
property and dass divisions). Post-industrial society was 
eontrasted with nineteenth-eentury eapitalist soeiety and 
twentieth-eentury industrial soeiety in terms ofthe transforma
tion of social strueture: post-industrial society eonstituted a 
social formation in whieh private property, dass interests and 
dass eonfliet had lost their eentrality as 'axial principles'. The 
social strueture of eapitalist and industrial society was largely 
organised around the axis ofprivate property; post-industrial 
society is organised around the axis of'theoretical knowledge'. 
In The Coming ofPost-Industrial Society (1973) Bell argues that the 
'energising principle' of modern societies will inereasingly be 
eentred within the edueational, seientifie and governmental 
institutions. The tradition al business firm and the entre
preneur are in the proeess of being replaeed by scientists, 
eeonomists and engineers. The souree of innovation and 
policy-making is no longer the business enterprise but the 
university. 

Bell's general thesis rests on his argument that modern 
society is organised into three separate although related 
realms: the eeonomy, the polity and the eulture. The polity 
regulates the distribution of power and the different interests in 
society; the eulture, as the realm ofself-realisation, establishes 
meaning through the expressiveness of art and ritual: the 
eeonomie realm relates to the social strueture. Eaeh is ruled by 
different a:cial principles: self-realisation in eulture, equality in 
polities, efficieney in eeonomies. Thus soeiety as a whole is not 
organised around one dominant element or integrated into a 
single system. There is always a disjunetion between the 
different realms so that eulture, for example, may repudiate the 
axial principle of eeonomie efficieney and rationality in favour 
of irrational, hedonistie modernism with its rejeetion of tradi
tion and established institutions. Similarly, the axial problem 
of the polity 'is the relation between the desire for popular 
participation and bureaueraey' (Bell, 1976, p. 115). Eaeh of 
these spheres has its own inner logie and eontradietory nature. 
Predietion and foreeasting generally in the eultural and 
politieal realms is thus hazardous and Bell's main emphasis is 
on the eeonomie sphere. Thus: 
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The concept of a post-industrial society is not a picture of a 
complete social order; it is an attempt to describe and explain an 
axial change in the social structure (defined as the economy, the 
technology and the stratification system) ofthe society. But such a 
change implies no specific determinism between a 'base' and a 
'superstructure' ... it is likely that the various societies that are 
entering a post-industrial phase will have different political and 
cultural configurations (Bell, 1976, p. 119). 

As with other post-capitalist theses, Bell's concept of post
industrial society assumes the dedine ofmanuallabour and the 
rapid growth of white collar work, service industries, profes
sional groups and greater expenditure on higher education, 
research and development. As society is transformed from one 
largely domina ted by the production of goods to one dominated 
by the production of theoretical knowledge a new so ci al 
structure will emerge. In modern societies, theory dominates 
empiricism in the areas of science, economics and computer 
studies. The scientist, the mathematicians, the computer
technologist and the economic theorist rise to prominence to 
form what Bell calls a distinct 'knowledge dass'. At the heart of 
post-industrial society is a professional dass embodying norms 
of social responsiveness derived from an ethics of service to the 
community. The profit motive has no place within the burgeon
ing research institutes and universities. This professional
scientific dass will eventually saturate society with its profes
sional values: Bell distinguishes his position from earlier writers 
such as Saint-Simon by defining the new dass as those who 
apply their knowledge to the organisation ofsociety as a whole. 
It is not a question oftechnocrats exercising power, but rather 
the production of new values and principles of organisation. 

Bell's work describes many of the basic changes which are 
occurring within modern industrial societies, although he 
exaggerates the significance of the autonomy of theoretical 
knowledge. In many modern industrial societies, for example, 
the proportion of Gross National Product devoted to pure 
science is significantly smaller than that channelled into 
practical research and research in already established areas. 
Research and development is not yet domina ted by theoretical 
knowledge. More pertinently, the argument that the new 

319 



Modern Sociology 

science-based professions generate their own immanent val
ues (universal rather than particular, opposed to profit and for 
the community) is difficult to sustain in view of the frequent 
involvement of academic intellectuals in government defence 
projects and foreign policy objectives. The post-industrial 
thesis assumes, further, that market forces will eventually 
disappear as the axis of organisation and change: yet one ofthe 
most significant contributions to the development of pure 
economic theory in the last twenty years, monetarism, has 
focused both on the centrality ofmarket forces in the formation 
of a democratic system and the irrelevance of government and 
centralised authority and bureaucracy to involve itself in 
economic management. 

Many critics of the post-industrial thesis have emphasised 
the persistence of dass inequalities, dass conflict, the concen
tration of economic resources in a few hands, the unskilled 
nature of white collar work and the tendency towards the 
professionalisation of all occupations, thus diluting the norm of 
professionalism itself But the most important aspect of Bell's 
theory is its advocacy, as historically inevitable, of a planned, 
centralised, rationalised and bureaucratised social system. The 
post-industrial theory thus maintains a continuity with dassi
cal sociology. But the logic ofindustrialism was not, as Bell and 
others have argued, to separate the economic from the political 
and cultural spheres and thus enable authority to be central
ised and autonomous within the polity: the logic ofindustrial
ism was both to centralise society and produce the possibilities 
of democratic decentralisation. It is this dialectic which Bell 
assimilates to an elitist and finalised notion of post
industrialism. In Bell's theory the human agent plays no role in 
the shaping of the culture, the polity or the economy. The 
planners and the technocrats, basing their policy decisions on 
theoretical knowledge and a professional ethos, efTectively 
neutralise popular democratic forms and active political insti
tutions. A bureaucratic, administrative relation subsists be
tween rulers and ruled: the logic of post-industrial society is 
thus to eliminate dialogic modes of communication and the 
ambiguity ofhuman discourse and action. There is a deep vein 
of pessimism running through Bell's thesis, a distrust of the 
institutions of civil society: 
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His political world is still pluralist, but aillicted by 'populism' and 
ressentiment. The tranquillity of the 1950s elite pluralism seems to 
have been rudely upset by the political claims of all sorts of 
non-elite groups (blacks, students, women, workers, etc) ... No 
longer vaunting the virtues of America as democracy embodied, 
Bell clearly prefers rule by the elites (Ross, 1974, p. 346). 

The post-industrial thesis shares the eIitist standpoint of the 
Frankfurt School and fits neatly into the general drift of much 
modern sociology which increasingly neglects the possibilities 
for democratisationJrom below. 

Problems of legitimation 

Ifpost-industrial society is to be organised politicallyJrom above 
then the problem of democracy is clearly posed. Post-industrial 
society would remain a democratic system based on consensual 
values. The disjunction between the economic, cultural and 
political realms creates contradictions notably those related to 
cultural values and economic goals. A culture based on 
hedonistic rather than the values ofthe Protestant ethic cannot 
generate the necessary pattern of motivation for sustained 
economic growth. Bell describes this as perhaps the major crisis 
in the transition from industrial to post-industrial society. 
There is, in short, a problem of accumulation (of capital) and a 
potential crisis oflegitimacy (of values). The state must provide 
both 'a unified direction for the economy' in relation to a notion 
of the common good, and adjudicate between the differing 
claims of various competing groups. Bell writes: 

The economic dilemmas confronting Western societies derive from 
the fact that we have sought to combine bourgeois appetites which 
resist curbs on acquisitiveness, either morally or by taxation; a 
democratic polity which, increasingly and understandably, 
demands more and more social services as entitlements; and an 
individualist ethos which, at best defends the idea of personal 
liberty, and at worst evades the necessary social responsibilities 
and so ci al sacrifices which a communal society demands (Bell, 
1979, pp. 248--9). 
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In the long run the solution lies in the communal ethos of 
post-industrial culture. And Bell notes ironically that the term 
post-industrial was employed initially by the utopian-minded 
followers ofWilliam Morris to describe the alternative society 
to undemocratic individualistic, profit-geared capitalism. 
Bell's vision, however, is a tough-minded realism: human 
society must be regulated and ordered by values which 
originate, not in 'the people' but from the elite of scientists and 
technologists. 

Bell shares with the Frankfurt School the view of modern 
society as essentially collectivist. The state increasingly acts 
independently of the economic and cultural spheres. The 
separation of the economy from the polity and the culture 
constitutes the basic problem oflegitimation in that politics is 
no longer simply one element of the superstructure of society 
but is actively involved in securing mass loyalty to the social 
system and continued economic reproduction. Much of mod
ern sociology and Marxism has become preoccupied with the 
problem of the state and its relation with other elements of the 
social formation. To what extent is the state a specific and 
autonomous structure characterised by its own immanent laws 
and processes? In the analysis of the state (or the political 
order) is it necessary to elaborate concepts specific to the 
political structure? In general, Marxist theory has tended to 
analyse the state structure in terms of concepts derived from the 
economic system, that is, the state reproduces the social 
conditions necessary for capital accumulation and functions in 
the long-run interests ofthe dominant dass. Bell's work is one 
example of avoiding such reductionism. Similarly, Jurgen 
Habermas (1929) has developed a Marxist-inspired sociol
ogy addressed to the problems of legitimation and social 
cohesion within modern industrial society. 

Habermas's work owes a great deal to the Frankfurt School 
iheory of state-regulated capitalism. His analysis of modern 
society incorporates many of the concepts of critical theory -
knowledge is interest-bound; the goal of social theory is 
emancipation not technical control; positivism has long ceased 
as an emancipatory method as it was during the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth century when it advanced a critique of 
metaphysics; science and technology have become increasingly 
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enmeshed with production and administration; social con
sciousness has become technocratic and structured in instru
mental reason. 

For Habermas, capitalist society has become a state-capital
ist system, highly centralised and regulated. The public sphere, 
which functioned to mediate society and the state in 
nineteenth-century capitalism, has been eclipsed with the 
growth of technology and bureaucracy. Institutions which 
normally function to articulate and communicate public 
opinion have become commercialised and depoliticised. An 
atomised, mass society is the result. 

Habermas focuses on the crises tendencies and the legitima
tion problems of state or 'late' capitalism. In his analysis 
Habermas employs categories derived from a variety of 
intellectual sources ranging from modern system theory to 
Marx, Freud, Mead, Piaget and Parsons. Sociological theory, 
he argues, must combine an emphasis on both action and 
system, subject and structure. The study of legitimation 
involves objective structures such as the state and economy, as 
weil as motivation and patterns of communication. 'From 
Hegel through Freud to Piaget the idea has developed that 
subject and object are reciprocally constituted, that the subject 
can grasp hold of itself only in relation to and by way of the 
construction of an objective world.' Thus social systems are 
'networks of communicative actions' involving socialised per
sonalities and speaking subjects (Habermas, 1979, 
pp. 98-100). Crisis is defined at the level of the social system 
and the socialised actor: 

A social-scientifically appropriate crisis concept must grasp thc 
connection between system integration and social integration. The 
two expressions 'social integration' and 'system integration' derive 
from different theoretical traditions. We speak of social integration 
in relation to the systems of institutions in which speaking and 
acting subjects are socially related. Social systems are seen here as 
life-worlds that are symbolically structured. We speak of system 
integration with a view to the specific steering performances of a 
self-regulated.rystem . .. Both paradigms, life-world and system, are 
important. The problem is to demonstrate their interconnection 
(Habermas, 1976, p. 4). 
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Social system and life-world combines both objective, struc
tural forces with subjective, voluntaristic, psychological moti
vation. Nevertheless, the general tendency is for Habermas to 
analyse social institutions and development from the stand
point of system integration. 

He identifies three sub-systems - economic, politi
cal-administrative, socio-cultural. Crisis tendencies within 
late capitalism can arise at different points within the social 
system and they are not simply economic in character. 
Habermas suggests a typology offour possible crisis tendencies 
(Habermas, 1976, p. 45): 

Point of Origin 

Economic System 
PoliticaI System 
Socio-CuIturaI System 

System Crisis 

Economic Crisis 
Rationality Crisis 

Identity Crisis 

Legitimation Crisis 
Motivation Crisis 

Late capitalism has produced a shift in the pattern of motiva
tion that characterised thc historical development of capitalist 
society. A crisis of motivation occurs when the socio-cultural 
system (values oriented to labour, etc.) no longer functions to 
socialise individuals into roles, occupations and cultural insti
tutions. A rationality crisis occurs when the administrative 
system can no longer reconcile and fulfil the 'imperatives 
received from the economic system', that is, the allocation of 
adequate rewards for labour (consumerism) and the necessity 
for capital accumulation. It is at this stage that a crisis of 
legitimacy may occur. The social system depends on a 
widespread acceptance of rules and laws, on patterns of 
normative integration and social identity thus enabling agents 
to recognise the 'worthincss' ofthe political order. But if culture 
becomes 'privatised' through consumerist ideology, an object 
ofprivate enjoyment, it runs the danger ofbecoming separated 
from the socialisation process and therefore no longer function
ing to integrate the personality system with the social system: 
'The less the cultural system is capable ofproducing adequate 
motivations for politics, the educational system, and the 
occupational system, the more must scarce meaning be 
replaced by consumable values.' Legitimation becomes prob
lematical with the development of 'inflexible normative struc
tures that no longer provide the economic-political system with 
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ideological resources, but instead confront it with exorbitant 
demands' (Habermas, 1976, pp. 91-3). 

Habermas's crisis theorems are advanced as tentative 
hypotheses. Nevertheless, he seeks to describe the broad 
tendencies of advanced, late capitalist societies and his general 
theory rests on the Frankfurt School argument of a deelining 
public sphere and a depoliticised public world. Historically 
bourgeois society was able to generate adequate motivational 
structures from its socio-cultural system. But with the 
development of a centralised state system institutions increas
ingly function to control and plan from the centre. If culture is 
privatised - or atomised - it leaves the administrative-political 
system with the task ofproducing motivational values; and this 
it cannot do. The state system produces ideological values 
which justify the existing structures. Thus the problem: the 
state apparatuses of late capitalism will inevitably encounter 
'long-term insoluble problems', for ifthe state itselfis identified 
as the producer of ideological values - as the source of social 
integration - a legitimation crisis develops: 'A legitimation 
crisis . . . must be based on a motivation crisis - that is, a 
discrepancy between the need for motives deelared by the state, 
the educational system and the occupational system on the one 
hand, and the motivation supplied by the socio-cultural system 
on the other' (Habermas, 1976 pp. 74-5). 

Ultimately democrary itself is threatened. Industrialisation, 
far from enriching human society, expanding the realm ofthe 
possible, inevitably transforms individuals into passive, private 
objects whose actions are entirely dependent on the functioning 
ofthe social system. Legitimation problems develop because of 
disjunctions between the various sub-systems, the inability of 
the socio-cultural sphere to provide adequately for the 'needs' 
of the economic sphere. Thus Habermas's position is remark
ably elose to Parsonian functionalism in his assumption that 
the source of action and change and contradiction and crisis 
within advanced industrial society is the system and not the 
subject. 
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Theory and industrial society: convergence or diversity? 

Since the collapse of sociological functionalism as the major 
paradigm of Western sociology only Marxism, in its various 
forms, and the mass society thesis have attempted to develop a 
total theory of industrial society. The theory of post-industrial 
society constitutes the single exception but it has yet to be 
developed as a general sociological theory comparable with 
Parsonian functionalism or Marxism. As I have suggested, 
Habermas's work advances a totalising conception of social 
science and is, in many ways, areturn to 'grand theory'. Like 
Parsons, Habermas seeks to assimilate the systemic, holistic 
approach (drawing on Marxism and Parsonian systems 
theory) and a dynamic, voluntaristic theory of communicative 
human action (drawing on the work of Mead, Freud, Piaget, 
Goldmann and Chomsky). Thus like Parsons in the 1930s, 
Habermas is arguing for a convergence of sociological theory. 
But unlike Parsons, Habermas emphasises the 'emancipatory' 
role of social theory rejecting the scientistic objectivism and 
acceptance of the status q uo characteristic of sociological 
functionalism and nineteenth-century grand theory. Stressing 
his continuity with the ideas of the Frankfurt School, Haber
mas attempts to synthesise systemic structural analysis with 
praxis. 

As I have argued throughout this book, socio1ogica1 theory is 
concerned both with society as a structure and system, and 
with the human subject as constituting a theory of action or 
practice. Much of nineteenth-century sociology diminished the 
action element in favour of an ongoing evolutionary process. 
Yet even here the dualism of action and structure was evident 
constituting an important contradiction within sociology itself. 
It was the failure ofnineteenth-century positivism and Marx
ism to resolve this contradiction which led to the development 
of'voluntaristic' action theory, in its various forms, during the 
years 1880 to 1920. The human subject was rediscovered: in 
Weber's theory of social change, Simmel's concept of culture, 
Gramsci's notion of hegemony, Lukacs's theory of conscious
ness and ideology. During the 1960s many of these ideas 
became the basis of what was called 'radical' sociology: 
rejecting functionalism and holistic Marxism, 'new' sociologies 
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were discovered centred on the constituting subject 
phenomenology, ethnomethodology, humanist Marxism, 
'reflexive sociology'. An artificial distinction emerged between 
system and action: Comte, Marx and Parsons versus Weber, 
Mead, Freud and Schutz. A characteristic work was Berger 
and Luckmann's The Social Construction of Reality (1966) which 
argued for the 'young Marx' and the theory of alienation and 
dehumanisation, and against the 'old Marx' and the theory of 
laws of development and large-scale systemic change. A theory 
which postulated the concept of system and laws, objective 
structures and processes was deemed anti-humanist. But it was 
Alvin Gouldner, in his The Coming Crisis 01 Western Sociology 
(I 971), who captured the prevailing mood in his concept of 
reflexive sociology. 

For Gouldner, all social theory 'has both political and 
personal relevance' and is never simply the product oflogic and 
empirical evidence but of the sociologists' 'whoie social exis
tence' (Gouldner, 1973 pp. 148-9). It is this lack of self
awareness on the part of the sociologists which constitutes the 
fundamental weakness of academic sociology. Gouldner's 
argument is that sociology, in its historical development, was 
both radicalor critical, and conservative. But with the rise of 
the modern welfare state and highly centralised industrial 
systems, sociological theory has become predominantly con
servative: sociologists are directly implicated 'as consultants, 
contractors, and client-recipients' with sociology 'saturated by 
theories stressing the importance of social order'. Thus: 

One of the central contradictions of modern sociology ... derives 
from its role as market researcher for the Welfare State. This role 
exposes the sociologists to two contradictory ... experiences: on 
the one side it limits the sociologist to the reformist solutions of the 
Welfare State; but, on the other, it exposes hirn to the failure ofthis 
state and of the society with whose problems it seeks to co pe 
(Gouldner, 1971, p. 439). 

Increasingly both functionalist and orthodox Marxist theory 
converge to promote a reified, dehumanised model ofthesocial 
system which removes all value commitment and emancipa
tory potential. There is thus a need for both a new sociology and 
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a new society: knowledge of society has to be constructed not 
discovered and this is possible only within a common co m
munity whose members are eommitted to a common, creative 
language and eulture. The task of radical, reflexive, eman
cipatory sociology is thus the creation of a new intellectual 
vanguard whose aim is the reeonstruction of society. 'In short' , 
eoncludes Gouldner, 'it is social organisation, that today 
provides the key mediation between social theory and social 
praxis. It is in this sense that what sociology needs today is not 
so much its first Newton and another Karl Marx but, rather, a 
V. I. Lenin who can formulate its organisation al requirements' 
(Gouldner, 1973, p. 97). In this way sociology contributes to 
the reconstruction of soeiety and furtherance of human eman
cipation; and soeiological theory is no longer dominated by 
instrumental values and a spurious scientistic objectivism. 

There is, in these formulations, a dangerous subjectivism: it 
is difficult to understand how an emaneipatory social science 
can wed itself to the totalitarian assumptions of Leninist 
organisational theory. Truth and objectivity become bound up 
with organisation and an elite of radical sociologists whose 
claims to scientific exaetitude flow from apriori emancipatory 
values. None of this is genuinely part of the sociological 
tradition as I have sketched it in this book. The basic 
assumptions of Marxist thought te nd towards eentralisation 
and finalisation, towards a closed, ideological discourse. 
Emancipatory interests assurne a similarly ideological dis
course. Thus both Gouldner and Habermas conclude their 
analyses of academic sociology and industrial soeiety with an 
appeal (reminiscent of Saint-Simon on the one hand and 
Lukacs on the other) to an intellectual elite of organised so ci al 
scientists who, through their intuitive grasp of authentie 
values, offer the only viable, scientific solution to the major 
social, eeonomic and political problems. This standpoint seems 
implieit in Habermas's theory of crisis in that it assurnes that 
ordinary persons, passively integrated into modern organised 
welf are capitalism, can never actively constitute the source of 
legitimaey: rather, the crises oflegitimacy flow from the values 
of the system itself and the eomplex structural relations 
between the different sub-systems. Such a closed, ideological 
notion of social system and the passivity of the 'masses' who 
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comprise it, clearly belongs to the eIitist traditions ofFrankfurt 
School Marxism and reflect its failure to theorise the dialogic, 
contradictory nature of modern industrial society. 

As the object of study for sociology, society is both structure 
and action: and if sociology is emancipatory it is so because it 
has adequately theorised cl real historical development. Gould
ner is right to emphasise the contradictory nature of classical 
sociology, but such contradictions relate to the ability of 
sociology to theorise areal objective historical movement as 
society develops from pre-industrial, highly centralised 
systems to decentred, complex industrial systems, character
ised by the growth of autonomous institutions that enable 
social groups and communities to define and articulate their 
specific interests in relation to others and enlarge society as a 
whole. 

Sociology is both a humanism and a science conceiving 
society as an objective structure created through human action. 
It can never entirely escape the influence ofthe socio-historical 
context. But this should not imply subjectivism. Because it 
deals with the results of social action which, although struc
tured, can never be predicted accurately, sociological theory 
must remain provision al in its attempts to explain and 
comprehend the structure and development ofhuman society. 
But its future as a human science lies with the fate ofindustrial 
society, whether Western societies become more centralised 
and civil society weaker, whether Soviet societies maintain 
control from their centre or ifideological finalisation collapses 
and a revitalised civil society emerges. There is, as Gouldner 
emphasises, a possible convergence between deterministic 
system theories, such as functionalism and Marxism, which 
relate to questions of organisation and control; and a con
vergence, too, between humanist systems theory and so ci al 
action (such as Habermas, Goldmann). The existence of 
different sociologies attests to the failure ofsociology to theorise 
its relation to democracy and industrialism and to assimilate 
the dialogic openness implicit in the notions of active subject 
and human structure. 
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lOrigins of Sociology 

One of the most thorough works on the history of sociology (Szacki, 1979) 
traces the development ofsociological thought from its intellectual origins in 
the philosophy of P1ato and Aristotle, Renaissance thought and Vico, to 
modern socia1 theorists such as Mead, Mannheim, Parsons. Mauss (1962), 
Nisbet (1967), Fletcher (1972, 1973), Hawthorn (1976) offer general histories 
and idiosyncratic interpretations, while Aron (1965, 1968) examines the 
major sociological figures from Montesquieu to Weber. Coser (1971) is 
especially valuable for relating sociological theory to social context and 
biography. 

Shils (1980) offers a wide-ranging interpretation ofthe main traditions in 
sociology while a valuable collection of essays on the his tory of sociology is 
Bottomore and Nisbet (1979). 

The most comprehensive study of Enlightenment philosophy and its 
relation with social thought and early sociologists such as Montesquieu and 
Ferguson is Gay (1967,1970). 

Vico's major work has been translated into English (Vico, 1948). A good 
discussion is Berlin (1976) while Cahnman (1981) examines the relation 
between Vico, Hobbes and Tönnies. 

Montesquieu (1949) includes a penetrating introduction by F. Neumann. 
A general overview ofthe Scottish Enlightenment is Chitnis (1977) while 

Swingewood (1970) and Therborn (1976) analyse the specifically sociological 
aspects. Ferguson's Essay has been republished (1966) while MilIar's Origin 
and Distinction of Ranks is included in Lehmann (1960). For good discussion of 
Ferguson's contribution to sociology see Kettler (1965), MacRae (1969) 
while a useful collection ofwritings, including Ferguson, Kames, Robertson, 
Miliar, is Schneider (1967). 

2 Industrialisation and the Rise of Sociological Positivism 

Useful histories ofpositivism include Simon (1963), Giddens (1977, Ch. 1), 
Halfpenny (1982). The relation ofthe French Revolution to the development 

330 



Further Reading 

of sociology is discussed by Nisbet (1967) and Gouldner (1971). A critique of 
Nisbet's thesis identifying sociology with conservative thought is advanced 
by Giddens (1977, Ch. 6). 

Saint-Simon's writings relating to social theory have been translated in two 
collections (Ionescu, 1976; Taylor, 1975). Saint-Simon's importance to both 
nineteenth-century sociology and socialism is examined by Durkheim (1958) 
and his relation with the Enlightenment by Manuel (1962). Hayek (1955) has 
interpreted the works ofSaint-Simon and Comte as laying the foundations for 
modern totalitarianism and methodological collectivism, while Bell (1976) 
explores the sources of the concept of industrial society in relation to 
Saint-Simon. 

Comte's work was translated into English during the nineteenth century 
(Comte, 1896, 1877). His early essays have been recently republished 
(Fletcher, 1974). Two useful selections of Comte's sociological and 
philosophical writings are Andreski (1978) and Thompson (1976). Fletcher 
(1972) advances a sympathetic view while Marcuse (1954) develops a critical 
Marxist perspective of Comte's sociology . .1. S. MilI's study is still worth 
reading (MilI, 1961). A short, lucid account of Comte's relation with 
nineteenth-century statistics and social surveys is Halfpenny (1982). 

For.J. S. Mill see Fletcher (1972), Feuer (1976). Mill'sSystem qfLogic is 
widely available: a good, recent edition is edited by Fletcher (MilI, 1976). 

The most succinct introduction to Spencer's voluminous works is the 
popular Study 01 Sociology (Spencer, 1965). Spencer's opposition to collecti
vism, his advocacy of the organismic analogy in social science is best 
approached through the essays (Spencer, 1969a). Selections from Spencer's 
works include Carneiro (1967), Andreski (1971), Peel (1972). The most 
thorough discussion of Spencer's work which places it within the context of 
English nonconformity is Peel (1971). The wider debate on evolutionism is 
examined by Burrow (1966) and critically evaluated by Hirst (1976). 

3 Marxism: A Positive Science of CapitaI Development 

Marx and Engels's collected works are currently being published 
(Marx-Engels, 1975) but there is a useful two-volume edition which includes 
many oftheir most important writings including The Communist ManiJesto, The 
Civil War in France, The Eighteenth Brumaire 01 Louis Bonaparte (Marx and Engels, 
1962). The Penguin editions of Capital (Marx, 1976-80), Grundrisse (Marx, 
1973) and the political writings (Marx, 1974-6) are highly recommended. 

Selections from Marx's and Engels's writings include Bottomore (1964a) 
for the early works, Bottomore and Rubel (1961), McLellan (I 980a) . 

The most exhaustive and stimulating study of Marxism is Kolakowski 
(1981) while a more sympathetic series of essays is McLellan (1983). One of 
the best defences ofthe Hegelian, humanist Marx is Avineri (1968). Cohen 
(1978) rejects the humanist core of Marxism arguing that concepts such as 
mode of production, rather than alienation, are more central to Marx's 
scientific project. He emphasises the role of technology in social development 
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minimising the role ofideas and the subject. Other anti-humanist interpreta
tions include Althusser (1969, 1971), Hindess and Hirst (1975). These works 
should be read in conjunction with Rosdolsky (1977) which contains a 
thorough analysis of the Grundrisse and its relation with the eariy and later 
works. 

For Marx's relation with sociology see Gouldner (1980), Bottomore and 
Nisbet (1979), Therborn (1976). Still worth reading is Schumpeter (1961). 

4 Critique of Positivism: I Durkheim 

The general social and intellectual background to the development of 
Durkheim's sociology is examined by Lukes (1973) and Clark (1973). Wolff 
(1964) includes a number of essays dealing with the social and political 
context that shaped Durkheim's sociology. 

Durkheim's most important works have all been translated into English. 
There is a new edition of The Rules of Sociological Method (Durkheim, 1982) 
which includes some of Durkheim's articles relating to methodology and 
sociological theory. Other works include the study of suicide (Durkheim, 
1952), studies in philosophy and social theory (Durkheim, 1953, 1964, 1965), 
the study of economic organisation (Durkheim, 1964, new translation 
forthcoming 1984), professions (Durkheim, 1957), religion (Durkheim, 1961) 
precursors of sociology (Durkheim, 1958, 1965). 

Selections from Durkheim's work include Giddens (l972b), Bellah (1973), 
Traugott (1978). 

The most thorough analysis of Durkheim's relation with nineteenth
century positivism remains Parsons (1961 a). Other valuable discussions 
include Coser (1971), Giddens (1971), Aron (1968). The relation of 
Durkheim' s theory of society to con tem porary science has been discussed by 
Hirst (1975), to contemporary French Marxism by Llobera (1981) and his 
theory of politics analysed perceptively by Giddens (1977). 

Douglas (1967) has advanced a phenomenological critique ofDurkheim's 
use of official French suicide statistics. This argument should be read in 
conjunction with Pope (1978) and Taylor (1982). 

5 Critique of Positivism: 11 SociaI Action 

For a good, general survey of the verstehen tradition in social theory see 
Rickman (1967) and the stimulating historical and critical account of the 
reaction to positivism in late nineteenth-century and eariy twentieth-century 
social thought by Hughes (1959). Outhwaite (1975) is short, lucid and 
critical. 

Dilthey (1976) is a useful selection and an important essay is included in 
Gardiner (1959). Rickert's major work is available (1962). For German 
sociology see Aron (1964). Baumann (1978) surveys the hermeneutic 
tradition from Dilthey to Parsons. 

The development offormal sociology is discussed by Aron (1964), Szacki 
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(1979, Ch. 12). Tönnies's major work is available (Tönnies, 1963) and there 
are two good selections from his work (Tönnies, 1971, 1974). 

Many ofSimmel's works are now available in English translation: the early 
study ofhistory (Simmel, 1977), studies in interpretative sociology (Simmel, 
1980), conflict (Simmel, 1956), the role of money in the development of 
culture (Simmel, 1978), the theory ofmodern culture (Simmel, 1957) as weil 
as selections from his essays (Wolff, 1950, 1965). The most recent study of 
Simmel is Frisby (1981). A negative view is argued by Sorokin (1928), 
pp. 501-5. Durkheim's assessment is reprinted in Coser (1965). 

Weber's majorworks are all available in English translation: on interpreta
tive sociology (Weber, 1968), the methodological essays (Weber, 1949, 1975, 
1977), the specialised histories (Weber, 1923, 1976), the studies ofreligion 
(Weber, 1968, 1951, 1952, 1958a). Useful selections from his work indude 
Runciman (1978), Gerth and Mills (1948). General discussions ofhis work 
indude Bendix (1963), Giddens (1971), MacRae (1974), Stammler (1971), 
Wrong (1970). 

The critical literature on the Protestant ethic is enormous but a good, 
recent survey is Marshall (1982). A negative argument is advanced by 
Samuelson (1961). 

Pareto's major work has been translated into English in four volumes 
(Pareto, 1963). The dassic account ofhis relation with Durkheim and Weber 
is Parsons (196Ia), which strives to force Pareto's sociology into a con
vergence with action theory and voluntarism. Other sympathetic accounts 
indude Sorokin (1928), Lopreato (1975, 1981). 

6 The Sociology of Class and Domination 

Marx's writings on domination are contained in Marx and Engels (1962, 
1971). For Marx's early writing on the state and his critique ofHegel see 
Bottomore (1964). Marx's comments on Bakunin's Statism and AnarckJ are 
included in the Penguin edition ofhisPolitical Writings (Marx, 1974-6). 

There is a good, critical analysis of Marx's concept of centralisation in 
Kolakowski (1981), Volume I. Also of interest are Therborn (1976) and 
McLellan (1983). 

Weber's writings on dass and domination are widely available: Weber 
(1968) consists of three volumes which indudes the important essay, 
'Parliament and Government in a Reconstructed Germany'. The essays on 
'Socialism' and 'Politics as a Vocation' are in Gerth and Mills (1948). 

Weber's politics and concept of domination are ably discussed by 
Mommsen (1974), Beetharn (1974), Giddens (1972). A Marxist critique is 
presented by Therborn (1976). Weber's relation with Marxism has been 
widely discussed but see especially Lowith (1982), Aron (1968), Giddens 
(1971, 1977). 

On eIites see Mosca (1939) and Michels (1962). 

333 



Further Reading 

7 Marxism and Sociology 

A lucid, critical account of the deve!opment of Marxism after Marx is offered 
by McLellan (1983). Kolakowski (1981) Volume I is indispensable. Ander
son (1976) is a short, idiosyncratic account. 

Bernstein (1963) is the main text for the revisionist debate. Sorel's major 
theoretical writings are available in English translation (Sore!, 1950, 1969). 
The important essay on the disintegration of Marxism is included in 
Horowitz (1961). There is a good selection ofhis essays on Marxism and the 
revisionist debate (Sore!, 1976). Labriola's essays have been translated 
(1967,1980) and there is a good discussion in Kolakowski (1981) Volume 2, 
Ch. VIII. 

Many of Gramsci's writings have now been translated into English and 
published in three volumes (Gramsci, 1971, 1977, 1978). The important 
critique ofBukharin and sociology is in 1971, while the essay on the Southern 
Question, in which the first formulation ofhegemony is advanced, is in 1978. 

Lukics's early political writings, including the critique of Bukharin, are 
available (Lukics, 1972) as weil as the difficult essays on dialectics and 
his tory (Lukacs, 1971). 

Gouldner (1973) has discussed the importance of Lukacs's concepts for 
modern sociology although somewhat uncritically. Kilminster (1979) discus
ses the relation ofGramsci, Lukacs and the Frankfurt School to Marx's social 
thought. 

There is a useful selection of writings of the Austro-Marxists (Bottomore 
and Goode, 1978) and Hilferding's major work is now available in translation 
(Hilferding, 1980). There is a short, lucid account of the relation between 
Marxism and sociology, with reference to Lukacs, Gramsci and the 
Austro-Marxists in Bottomore (1975). 

8 Functionalism 

Functionalist anthropological formulations are represented by Malinowski 
(1922) and Radcliffe-Brown (1952) while Merton (1957) advances a 
sociological approach. Gouldner (1973) includes the indispensable essay on 
reciprocity and autonomy in functionalist theory. Other useful discussions 
include Cohen (1968), Mulkay (1975), Rex (1961), Strasser (1976), 
Sztompka (1974). 

Parsons's writings are widely available: the difficult study of the social 
system (1951) is in sharp contrast to the more readable and stimulating 
essays (Parsons, 1954, 1961b, 1964, 1967). The key article on pattern 
variables, first published in 1960, is included in Parsons (1967) while a 
succinct theoretical view of the social system is in Parsons (1961 b). Difficult 
texts which seek to reconcile action with systems theory include Parsons and 
Shils (1962) and Parsons and Smelser (1956). Parsons and Bales (1955) 
discusses the relation of the nuclear family to industrialism. 

During the 1960s Parsons deve!oped an evolutionary perspective: an early 
statement on 'evolutionary universals' is reprinted in Parsons (1967) and 
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furt her argument is in Parsons (1966, 1971). One ofhis last statements sums 
up his attempt to develop a systematic and voluntarist social theory and 
brings out the importance both ofDurkheim and Freud (the latter's concept 
of'overdetermination') for his thought (Parsons, 1981). 

Critical discussions of Parsons's work include Black (1961), Gouldner 
(1971), Part Two; Menzies (1977), Mills (1959), Rocher (1974). 

A valuable collection of essays which discuss functionalism and conflict is 
Demerath and Peterson (1967). Coser (1956, 1967) attempts to synthesise 
conflict sociology with functionalism while Lockwood (1964) distinguishes 
system from social integration in a difficult but rewarding essay. 

A classic statement by Aberle et al. on the functionalist theory of 
stratification is reprinted in Demerath and Peterson (1967). Davis's early 
statement is still available (Davis, 1949). The whole debate is critically 
discussed by Wrong (1976) and Tumin (1968). 

9 Self, Society and the Sociology of Everyday Life 

The major statement of action theory is Parsons (I 96Ia): a shorter statement 
is Parsons (l96Ib). A more general view is Parsons (1978). For Parsons's 
attempt to integrate psychology into action theory see his essay on Freud 
(Parsons, 1971 b) and the essays on psychological and social structure 
(Parsons, 1964). Useful discussions of Parsons's theory of personality 
includes Rocher (1974), Dawe (1979). 

Freud's works are widely available both in the standard edition 
(1953-) and Penguin edition (1977-). The best introduction to Freud's 
theories is probably the introductory lectures (Freud, 1977, Vol. I) and the 
three essays on sexuality (Freud, 1977, Vol. 7). A sociological discussion is 
Bocock (1983). A ludd introduction is Brown (1961) and other useful 
discussions include Wollheim (1971) and Rieff (1965). Marxist interpreta
tion is provided by Marcuse (1962) and the relation between Freud's theories 
and the Frankfurt school is discussed by Jay (1973) and Held (1980). 

Cooley's writings are an important source of social interactionism (Cooley, 
1902, 1956) and are ably discussed by Coser (1971). The major study of the 
polish peasant contains much of value for sociological theory (Thomas and 
Znaneicki, 1927). Mead's works are widely available (Mead, 1934, 1936, 
1938) and a useful selection from them is Mead (1964) which includes an 
essay on Cooley. 

A valuable study which explores the complex relation between Simmel, 
German Idealism, American Pragmatism and the formation of symbolic 
interactionism is Rock (1979). Gouldner (1973) Ch. II argues that Chicago 
sociology was largely romantic, intuitive, anti-rationalist. Arecent analysis of 
Mead in relation to Marx is Goff (1980). Blumer (1981) is a succinct 
summary. 

Schutz's major work is available in English (Schutz, 1972). There are three 
volumes of essays (Schutz, 1962-6) and two studies of the life-world and 
meaning structures (Schutz, 1974, 1982). A wide-ranging collection of essays 
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includes two by Schutz (Luckmann, 1978). Discussions ofphenomenology 
include Garfinkel (1967), Outhwaite (1975), Heeran (1971). 

10 Structuralism 

A short, lucid introduction to structuralism is Piaget (1971). Saussure's 
lectures are widely available (Saussure, 1974). A good account ofSaussure's 
work and its importance for social theory is Culler (1976). 

There are English translations of the most significant early structuralist 
works: Propp (1968), Bakhtin (1968,1973), Mukarovsky (1970). 

Barthes's writings are widely available and include the early analysis of 
mass culture (Barthes, 1973) and semiology (1967). There is an informative 
study ofBarthes's thought (Culler, 1983). Goldmann's approach to structur
alism is best approached through his early study ofmethodology and theory 
(Goldmann, 1969) and his substantive study of Racine and Pascal (Gold
mann, 1964). 

For Althusser see especially his early essays on Marx (Althusser, 1969), the 
painstaking reading of Capital (Althusser, 1970) and the essays on ideology 
and state apparatuses (Althusser, 1971, 1972, 1976). The most extensive 
critique of Althusserianism is Thompson (1978) and other analyses include 
Kolakowski (1981) Vol. 3, Lorraine (1979). Other structuralist works which 
examine class structure include Poulantzas (1973,1975), Hindess and Hirst 
(1975). 

The structuralist movement in anthropology is best exemplified by the 
various writings ofClaude Levi-Strauss especially his essays on Durkheim, 
Mauss, Saussure and Propp (Levi-Strauss, 1968, 1977). 

11 The Sociology of Knowledge and Culture 

For the development ofthe sociology ofknowledge the most lucid account is 
Merton (1957). A selection of essays, somewhat dated, include important 
works by Scheler and Speier (Curtis and Petras, 1970). 

Durkheim's contribution to the sociology ofknowledge is best approached 
through his analysis ofprimitive classification (Durkheim and Mauss, 1967) 
and his study of religion (Durkheim, 1961). A good discussion is Lukes 
(1973). 

For Mannheim the most accessible· of his works is the study of ideology 
(Mannheim, 1960) followed by his essay on conservative thought (Mann
heim, 1953). His early essays are available (Mannheim, 1952) and there is a 
good selection from his work, including his review of Lukacs' s Theory of the 
Novel in wour (1971). The most readable account of his work is Merton 
(1957) which nevertheless tends to debunk Mannheim's approach as too 
philosophical and speculative. More subtle critics have emphasised the 
significance of Mannheim's critique of epistemology (Simmonds, 1978). A 
hostile view is advanced by Popper (1963) Vol. 2. 
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Some ofScheler's writings are available in English translation (Curtis and 
Petras, 1970). A general statement is Scheler (1980). 

General accounts of intellectuals include Coser (1970), Shils (1972). A 
good account of Mannheim's theory of intellectuals is Heeran (1971) and 
there are useful comments in Simmonds (1978) and Coser (1971). One of 
Mannheim's first statements on intellectuals (1960) should be read in 
conjunction with the later essay of 1933 (Mannheim, 1956). 

For the Frankfurt School see the accounts inJay (1973), Slater (1977), 
Held (1980). A good selection of essays is Connerton (1976). The critique of 
positivism is developed in Horkheimer (1972, 1976). Mannheim's study of 
democratisation is worth reading (1956) in conjunction with the mass society 
theory of the Frankfurt School. A hostile view of the Frankfurt School is 
advanced by Shils (1972). 

12 Democracy, IndustriaIisation and Sociological Theory 

The theory of post-industrial society is developed by Bell (1976) in relation to 
economic and political structures, technology and science. Bell's book 
contains a valuable analysis ofthe concept ofindustrial society as it emerged 
in the work ofSaint-Simon, Marx, Weber and Sombart. The discussion of 
culture in post-industrial and industrial society is developed in a later, 
stimulating volume (Bell, 1979). For criticism see Ross (1974) and Kumar 
(1978) which includes an excellent bibliography. Other studies of post
industrial society include Touraine (1971) and Dahrendorf(1959). 

Habermas's writings are widely available in English translation: they 
include philosophicai and theoretical studies (Habermas, 1971), studies in the 
theory ofthe modern state and public sphere (Habermas, 1976, 1974, 1979a), 
studies in language, communication and historical materialism (Habermas, 
1979b). An excellent introduction to Habermas's thought is Held (1980), 
while Wellmer (1974) discusses the philosophical and epistemological 
problems ofHabermas's reworking ofFrankfurt School critical theory. There 
is a volume of essays discussing all the aspects of Habermas's thought 
(Thompson and Held, 1982). 
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