Assignment Guide for Chapter 1

How far is sociology a child of the nineteenth century?

This question focuses on continuity and change in the nature of the discipline, hence the metaphor of parent and child. Your task therefore is to decide whether all the disparate ideas and thinkers tackled in chapter 1 (and also in parts of chapter 4 for the more ambitious) can be seen as part of the same family, or whether they are so distinct from one another as to be unrecognizable.

The initial temptation, and one to avoid wherever possible, is to launch into a history of sociological theory, or even of the discipline as a whole. This is unwise because (a) there is too much material in the text to be able to cover it adequately and (b) in any case it is likely to attract the comment ‘over-descriptive’ from the person who marks it. Instead, you need to think thematically and use the material in the text to illustrate your points.

A good strategy would be to speed-read the chapter and write down three key elements of each thinker’s work. This then allows you to cross-reference your keywords and try to associate each ‘big name’ with one or more of the others and investigate their theoretical affinity. One approach to this essay is the ‘family tree’ model. This could either stay within the confines of the introductory chapter, linking each of the ‘founders’ to a twentieth-century perspective from chapter 1, or, for the more ambitious, tracing the influence of Marx, Weber and Durkheim, and other early theorists, on the very contemporary work of the theorists dealt with in chapter 4. Don’t feel you have to be comprehensive in a short essay. Feel free to argue by example. Choose a figure from the nineteenth century and show how their ideas or approach have shaped the discipline. This might be in terms of the concepts they formulated (class, bureaucracy), the methods they deployed (the case study, statistics) or simply the subject matter they studied (religions, social inequality, suicide).

More confident students might want to focus on ideas or debates rather than individuals. In what ways has the discipline changed in terms of its central concerns? This might involve reading more widely around the book to identify topics that seem novel or make few references to the ‘classics’. Another angle would be to approach the question in reverse, by first looking at the present state of the discipline and seeing what, if anything, it owes to the nineteenth century. The section on theoretical dilemmas in chapter 4 might be useful in this regard. The obvious choice here would be ‘the problem of gender’ in so far as it is usually regarded as a ‘newcomer’ in sociological theorizing. It is not too difficult to support that interpretation; a more challenging task would be to look for ways in which gender did feature in nineteenth-century thinking. This could be done in two ways. One way would be to point to the work of writers like Martineau and Wollstonecraft [she’s not mentioned in the book - only Martineau] who foreshadowed later feminist challenges. Another strategy would be to show how many well-established sociological concepts could be applied to the analysis of gender and sexuality. Examples to use might be the division of labour (Durkheim) or Marxian ideas about the reproduction of self-serving ideologies by powerful groups. This might be said to be as applicable to patriarchy as it is to capitalism. 

Finally, it is worth pointing out that the phrase ‘child of the nineteenth century’ can be interpreted in relation not only to the thinkers of that period, but also the rapid social changes which provided the classical sociologists with their subject matter.

