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Introduction

This book has been written specifically to cover the new AQA specification introduced for first teaching in September 2015. The writers are all experienced authors, teachers and subject specialists who provide comprehensive and up-to-date information that is both accessible and informative. 

As a textbook it has been written to build student understanding through a concept-driven approach to the AQA AS and A-level specifications. Each chapter is self-contained, providing the content to generate knowledge and skills required. It has been carefully written to develop student skills to enable them to evaluate theories and research, as well as build up their knowledge to master sociological topics.

The content of this book covers all topics in the new specification. Each chapter has a range of features designed to give students the confidence that the content of their course is covered in a clear and accessible way as well as supporting them in their studies.

Summary of the specification and its coverage in AQA Sociology for A-level books 1 and 2








	
Content


	
Covered in







	
AS compulsory content





	
3.1.1 Education

3.1.2 Methods in Context

3.2.1 Research Methods


	
AQA Sociology for A-level 1





	
AS optional – one of these topics must be studied:





	
3.2.2.1 Culture and Identity

3.2.2.2 Families and Households

3.2.2.3 Health

3.2.2.4 Work, Poverty and Welfare


	
AQA Sociology for A-level 1





	
A-level compulsory content





	
4.1 Education with Theory and Methods

4.1.1 Education

4.1.2 Methods in Context

4.1.3 Theory and Methods


	
All covered in AQA Sociology for A-level 1 except Theory, which is covered in AQA Sociology for A-level 2





	
4.3 Crime and Deviance with Theory and Methods

4.3.1 Crime and Deviance

4.3.2 Theory and Methods


	
All covered in AQA Sociology for A-level 2 except Methods, which is covered in AQA Sociology for A-level 1





	
A-level optional – one topic from each set of options must be studied:





	
Option 1

4.2.1 Culture and Identity

4.2.2 Families and Households

4.2.3 Health

4.2.4 Work, Poverty and Welfare


	
AQA Sociology for A-level 1





	
Option 2

4.2.5 Beliefs in Society

4.2.6 Global Development

4.2.7 The Media

4.2.8 Stratification and Differentiation


	
AQA Sociology for A-level 2









This title (Book 2) covers the second year of A-level, including all the options. This book includes a full Theory chapter, which expands on the introduction to theory section in Book 1, both of which will help you to understand all the different sociological concepts.

The book has been meticulously designed to strengthen learning through each stage of the course with plenty of practice and extension exercises. As an innovative textbook it offers the following qualities:







	
The AQA specification







	
Each chapter begins with a table illustrating how the content reflects the AQA specification. Every topic in the AS/Year 1 A-level AQA specification has a full chapter in this book. The content of every chapter has been carefully chosen in conjunction with the AQA specification to develop knowledge and understanding of key sociological concepts in a contemporary context.








GETTING YOU STARTED

Each chapter begins with an opening activity involving text or images with questions designed to develop sociological skills with practical activities. A combination of open and closed questions is used to stimulate thinking about key ideas appropriate to the chapter. The questions may be completed individually or used to stimulate discussion and group work.



Key terms

Key terms are written in bold type and defined in a simple way in the glossary towards the end of the book. The terms are mainly sociological but also cover important terms from other disciplines that are relevant but may need explaining.


IN THE NEWS

This section includes articles adapted from contemporary newspapers, websites and journals; it is used to discuss topic events that you may have seen in the news. It is designed to demonstrate the application of sociological ideas to the applied social world around us. 




STUDY TIP

These are designed to give pointers towards improving students’ knowledge of sociology and skills development. They offer careful and balanced advice on concepts, ideas and theories to consider in ways that will add depth and quality to students’ work.




CONTEMPORARY APPLICATION

This section offers a contemporary example of how each section within a chapter can be applied to the social world we live in. The content is designed to provoke thought and possibly offer examples and evidence that can supplement students’ written work.




RESEARCH IN FOCUS

These extracts offer an insight into interesting and relevant contemporary research. The questions that follow them are designed to provoke understanding of the findings as well as consideration of methodological approaches and issues.




Check your understanding

This end of chapter section offers a set of questions designed to test knowledge and understanding of the chapter’s content.

Practice questions

These are designed to offer study practice. A range of questions are asked along with the provision of items as appropriate.







1  Theory









	
Understanding the specification





	
AQA Specification


	
How the specification is covered in this chapter





	
The distinction between primary and secondary data, and between quantitative and qualitative data


	
Section 1: What are the quantitative and qualitative methods of research?

What are the distinctions between primary and secondary data?

What are quantitative and qualitative methods of research? 





	
Consensus, conflict, structural and social action theories


	
Section 2: What are consensus and conflict theories?

What are consensus and conflict theories?

What are social action theories?





	
The concepts of modernity and postmodernity in relation to sociological theory


	
Section 3: How do the concepts of modernity and post-modernity relate to sociological theory?

How do the concepts of modernity and postmodernity relate to sociological theory?





	
The nature of science and the extent to which sociology can be regarded as scientific


	
Section 4: To what extent can sociology be regarded as scientific, objective and value-free?

To what extent can sociology be regarded as a science? 





	
The relationship between theory and methods


	
Section 5: What is the relationship between theory and sociological methods?

What is the relationship between positivism, interpretivism and sociological methods?

What theoretical considerations influence research? 





	
Debates about subjectivity, objectivity and value freedom

The relationship between sociology and social policy


	
Section 6: Debates about subjectivity, objectivity and value freedom

To what extent is sociology value-free? 

What is the relationship between sociology and social policy? 








Section 1: The distinction between primary and secondary data, and between quantitative and qualitative data


This section will explore:


	●  What are the distinctions between primary and secondary data?


	●  What are quantitative and qualitative methods of research?







GETTING YOU STARTED

What makes good research?

What makes good sociological research was covered in Book 1 (pages 7–8). It defined good research as capturing or measuring what was set out to be examined in the first place. The following guidelines are not from a sociological source but a publication from London Borough of Richmond Upon Thames Council. However, the principles outlined as guidance to its Local Government Officers are as relevant as if it had been written by the British Sociological Association for sociologists. It highlights factors that are common to all good pieces of research, irrespective of the fact that each piece of research is different:


	●  There is a clear statement of research aims, which defines the research question. 


	●  There is an information sheet for participants, which sets out clearly what the research is about, what it will involve and consent is obtained in writing on a consent form prior to research beginning. 


	●  The methodology is appropriate to the research question. So, if the research is into people’s perceptions, a more qualitative, unstructured interview may be appropriate. If the research aims to identify the scale of a problem or need, a more quantitative, randomised, statistical sample survey may be more appropriate. Good research can often use a combination of methodologies, which complement one another. 


	●  The research should be carried out in an unbiased fashion. As far as possible the researcher should not influence the results of the research in any way. 


	●  From the beginning, the research should have appropriate and sufficient resources in terms of people, time, transport, money etc. allocated to it. 


	●  All research should be ethical and not harmful in any way to the participants.




[image: ]
Figure 1.1 Collecting data in the field


Adapted from White (2006).




Questions


	1.  Why are research aims important in any piece of research?


	2.  In what situations might it not be appropriate for sociological researchers to give out an information sheet for participants and to get their informed consent?


	3.  Why is it that good research often uses a combination of methodologies?


	4.  Why is it important for the researcher to ensure they have appropriate and sufficient resources? 






1.1 What are the distinctions between primary and secondary data?

When studying the distinction between primary and secondary data, you should have an awareness of the difference between these two types of data.

Theoretical perspectives will inform each sociologists’ choice of data source based on their skills, and factors like practical and ethical considerations. Those adopting a realist approach (see page 33) will seek, as a matter of good practice, both quantitative and qualitative data, which may require them to use both primary and secondary sources.

Primary data

Primary data is collected first-hand by the researcher and is unique. It is collected by the researcher personally, or using a team, through methods such as those described in Section 2. For the researcher, the advantage of collecting primary data is that:


	●  they have control over how the data is collected;


	●  they can adjust their research strategy and research questions to obtain data specific to aims of their research or hypothesis; and,


	●  it is up-to-date data that does not currently exist within the public domain.




[image: ]
Figure 1.2 Primary versus secondary data


Secondary data

Secondary data is data that has been collected by someone else that is used by a sociologist to ask new questions or to pool with other research. Secondary data can include:


	●  literature searches of existing academic published research


	●  historical and personal documents


	●  official statistics


	●  journals and academic papers


	●  novels 


	●  oral histories


	●  media content analysis of newspaper and magazine articles


	●  transcripts of audio/video recordings.




One of the key problems in using secondary data is that sociologists have no control over the research procedures used to collect it. Researchers need to be alert to the fact that secondary data is highly variable in terms of its quality. If a researcher is confident that the data has been produced by a dependable source, it can offer significant benefits saving both time and money. There is little point in replicating data that already exists, unless to check the reliability of the data. Secondary data needs to be used carefully, but can be a useful component in the researcher’s strategy. Meta-studies will rely heavily on published secondary material on a given subject.

When sociologists use any secondary sources they must be aware that the motive behind its construction may reflect bias. Documents may well reflect a desired viewpoint or official statistics may have been constructed to reflect government policies more favourably.

Oral history

Oral history occurs when the researcher spends a significant amount of time with participants listening to the stories they tell about their life. It is a collaborative process of narrative building rather than an in-depth interview. Getting people to reflect on their life experiences is becoming more popular in certain areas of sociological research. Such individuals are seen as an important asset with important stories to tell about the social world while they are still living. By empowering subjects to see their experiences as important, interviews can yield rich qualitative data, high in validity.

Some feel that there is a danger of people exaggerating, selectively remembering or possibly putting a subjective slant on their recollections. Any of these factors would serve to undermine the validity of the data and render it biased. Equally, if individuals give a slightly different version of the past each time they are interviewed, the data becomes low in terms of reliability. An example of using oral histories is Rachel Slater’s (2000) study of how four black South African women experienced urbanisation under apartheid.

Media content analysis

The mass media offers a colossal amount of potential data. This data can be either quantitative or qualitative. Through adopting a systematic content analysis it is possible to produce high-quality and objective data by analysing media content.

It is important to remember that media content is often biased, especially media that is allowed to openly support political parties. The Marxist Glasgow Media Group (GMG) (see page 285) adopted highly sophisticated techniques to ensure that their analysis was scientific and objective. Not all researchers are this thorough in their analysis with the risk that a researcher’s analysis ends up being little more than a subjective (personally biased) interpretation of the content.

Novels

Novels must be used with extreme care in sociological research. The usefulness and validity of novels will depend on the integrity and authenticity of the research the author has undertaken. Sometimes sociologists will use respected novels in order to verify information obtained from more traditional sources. A feminist might use the representation of gender in novels to offer an insight into gender relations and how these might be influenced by age, social class, ethnicity and location.


STUDY TIP

When discussing secondary methods and data, be sure to include official statistics and documents, discussed in Section 2, as well as novels, oral histories and media content analysis discussed in this section.




CONTEMPORARY APPLICATION

It is worth noting how both academics and the public are benefiting from the growing accessibility of secondary sources as more become available as they are published, particularly on the internet. In addition, the government is frequently subject to mandatory publication of information following Freedom of Information requests.




RESEARCH IN FOCUS

Using secondary data in the form of archival sources

Knight et al. (2015) collected secondary data in order to study everyday food and families in periods of low income and poverty. The method they used was to analyse narrative archival sources. They studied the content of three diaries written for the Mass Observation Archive in the 1950s. By examining the everyday food practices expressed in these diaries, they were able to gain an understanding of how people ate in times of austerity.

The researchers were aware of the implications of using secondary data – in this case from narrative archives. For example, they talk of the challenges presented because of the ‘muted, moral and mundane’ aspects of food practices: surrounded as they are by the personal and private as well as the social and public. Also, perceptions of what constitutes ‘the everyday’ vary. However, the researchers state that the data allowed them to gain an understanding of habitual food practices and describe how this was achieved.

They found that that presentation of the diary material varied considerably. Typed entries were mostly still legible, but in some hand-written ones the ink had faded or the writing was difficult to read. The narratives also varied in terms of style, and depth and breadth of content.

The researchers took an epistemological standpoint that emphasised the importance of context in their analysis. They aimed to contextualise the diary entries in a number of ways. They included statements from other accounts of the period as well as photographs and other Mass Observation data from the time. However, they observe that they could never fully understand or make sense of the data, as post-war circumstances were very different to those of 21st century Britain.

Adapted from Knight, Brannen and O’Connell (2015) 




Questions


	1.  Briefly outline some of the problems the researchers found in using secondary data.


	2.  What benefits did they find they gained from using secondary data?


	3.  Using the item and your wider sociological knowledge, what general problems can be associated with using diaries as a source of data?


	4.  What problem is highlighted in the last sentence of the item with regard to using historical documents generally? 






1.2 What are quantitative and qualitative methods of research?

When thinking about quantitative or qualitative methods, you should have an awareness of each of these approaches, the research methods that are associated with them and how they are associated with the respective approaches of positivism and interpretivism.

The quantitative approach

When sociologists accumulate data for their research they can collect either quantitative data or qualitative data (or both). Quantitative data refers to data that is essentially factual and generally takes a numerical form. It is the type of data that is traditionally associated with positivist sociologists.

Most sociologists in the nineteenth century adopted the positivist position. Positivists believe that people’s behaviour is shaped by factors that are directly observable, so they undertake a scientific method of collecting ‘social facts’. As a consequence, quantitative data is often numerical in nature expressed in the form of statistics. Because it is easier to replicate quantitative research the data is said to be higher in reliability.

Some research methods are more appropriate than others for collecting quantitative data. The most common research method is using a social survey, based on a closed question questionnaire or structured interview. When sociologists collect their own data this is known as primary data. However, they can also simply use data that has already been collected by someone else. This is known as secondary data and is comprised of findings from existing research and official statistics. Often secondary data will come in the form of quantitative data, such as official crime statistics, marriage rates, or the percentage of pupils who attain 5 A*–C GCSEs. The quantitative approach is favoured by researchers who are studying trends or statistical truths.

The qualitative approach

In contrast to quantitative data which is usually numerical, qualitative data is made up of words. Those who gather and use qualitative data are known collectively as interpretivist sociologists, adopting an approach modelled on social action theory, originally devised by Max Weber. Researchers can interpret the motives and meanings behind people’s experiences by exploring their behaviour and feelings.


KEY SOCIOLOGIST

Emile Durkheim (1897) sought to collect quantitative data through a positivist approach in his study of suicide. It was a ground breaking analysis of statistical data from which Durkheim concluded that social factors rather than individual personalities caused suicide. Later, interpretivists argued Durkheim’s positivistic approach overlooked the meanings that lay behind not just suicidal behaviour but also how statistics were interpreted by people like coroners.



The most common research methods used to collect qualitative data include unstructured interviews and participant observation. Whereas collecting quantitative data involves the objective accumulation of factual and measurable data, qualitative data is subjective; essentially it is data about how people feel. Qualitative data consequently tends to be viewed as richer in detail than data obtained by quantitative means. Because it gets to the heart of the matter, qualitative data is generally considered higher in validity.

It is important to recognise that while quantitative data is associated particularly with a positivistic approach, all sociologists will inevitably collect some numerical data in the course of their research.


STUDY TIP

As you study this topic, make a note of examples of methodological pluralism as you come across them. Being able to cite them will strengthen your work. 




RESEARCH IN FOCUS

Imitating Casanova

Schuurmans and Monaghan (2015) undertook a qualitative investigation into what they refer to as the ‘seduction community’ (SC). This comprised young heterosexual men who shared a forum and embodied the Casanova-myth by operating as pick-up artists. The qualitative data was derived from life history interviews of a sample of 29 males undertaken during fieldwork in California in 2009 and 2013. Such men, it is claimed, act as an ideal type as judged by other young men. They are deemed to represent adventurous urban male heterosexuality pursuing a fantastic vision of an enviable sex life – an image, the researchers point out, interestingly promoted by the commercialised dating industry.

Most interviewees were recruited via snowball sampling. The interviews conducted in 2009 were fully transcribed and those from 2013 were part-transcribed, with the material analysed using an inductive approach. It became apparent early in the research that these SCs had a pyramid organisational structure: a large body of novices at the bottom, a smaller amount of medium-term members (1–3 years) and a few long-term members (over 3 years). This latter group mainly consisted of pick-up coaches and the forum moderators.

The findings were that while the SC promoted the view that men should become skilled at picking up beautiful women, the reality was that as part of a longer-term quest for emotional intimacy, many decided to abandon their ‘playboy lifestyle’ in favour of heterosexuality with a special, deserving and attractive partner.

Adapted from Schuurmans and Monaghan (2015) 




Questions


	1.  What is a snowball sample?


	2.  What issues are associated with transcribing recorded interviews?


	3.  In what ways will qualitative data offer advantages in this research, compared to the collection of quantitative data?


	4.  What is meant by the term ‘reliable’?







Check your understanding


	  1.  What is primary data?


	  2.  What is secondary data?


	  3.  Make a list of as many sources of secondary data as you can think of.


	  4.  What is meant by the term organic analogy?


	  5.  What is quantitative data?


	  6.  What methods would typically be used to collect quantitative data?


	  7.  What is qualitative data?


	  8.  What methods would typically be used to collect qualitative data?


	  9.  What is a positivist approach?


	10.  What is an interpretivist approach?




Practice questions



	
	1.  Outline and explain two advantages of using official statistics in sociological research.



	[10 marks]


	Read Item A on page 8 and answer the question that follows. 





Item A



	Qualitative data tends to be made up of words, from which researchers can extract meanings, especially to explain the actions of actors. While all researchers can collect qualitative data, it is generally associated with non-positivistic sociologists.




	
Applying material from Item A and your knowledge of research methods, evaluate the strengths and limitations of adopting a qualitative approach to studying aspects of society.

	[20 marks]





Section 2: Consensus, conflict, structural and social action theories



This section will explore the following debates:


	●  What are consensus and conflict theories?


	●  What are social action theories?







GETTING YOU STARTED

Defining ‘pimp’

[image: ]
Figure 1.3 The pimp’s role in prostitution often flies under the radar


Holly Davis (2013) felt that while the topic of prostitution received a lot of coverage, the focus tended to be on the sex workers rather than the pimps. She argues that the word pimp is used in an ambiguous manner, making it difficult to make consistent and clear comparisons within the growing body of literature on prostitution. She states it is important to operationalise the term pimp and offers a more robust definition drawing from history, cultural context, mainstream usage, academic applications and feedback from pimps themselves. Her new definition of pimp is: ‘an individual who financially profits from, and manages the activities and income of, one or more individuals involved in prostitution’.

While prostitution is perennial, pimps are exceptionally under-studied, not least because of the inaccessibility of the population. As a consequence research into this group has been restricted, resulting in very limited, both historical and current. 

Adapted from Davis (2013) 




Questions


	1.  Why is it important to generally have clear-cut and shared definitions of terms?


	2.  Davis calls pimps ‘inaccessible’. What typical problems are researchers faced with when their subject matter is elusive and operate in the underground?


	3.  Using the item and your broader sociological knowledge discuss some of the dangers associated with researching sex work. 






2.1 What are consensus and conflict theories?

Remember that functionalism and the New Right are examples of consensus theories and theories like Marxism, neo-Marxism and feminism are examples of the conflict theories.

Structural consensus theory

‘Consensus’ means a shared view or agreement between people. Consensus theories argue that society works effectively – consequently it benefits both the individual and society. The main source of consensus is the socialisation process whereby norms, values and appropriate behaviour are taught and learnt. This is a lifelong process but occurs particularly in the early years of childhood. Without some form of consensus human society would not be possible. The key consensus theory in sociology is functionalism (originally called ‘structural functionalism’). Functionalism is a structural theory as well as being a macro-theory, concerned with understanding human behaviour through the way in which society operates as a whole.

What is the functionalist perspective?

This theory is centred on how the component parts that make up society operate in a way that is both functional to its members and the maintenance of society as a whole. The origins of functionalism go back to influential thinkers of the nineteenth century, including Herbert Spencer (1820–1903) and Emile Durkheim (1858–1917).

Spencer, heavily influenced by Charles Darwin, emphasised the evolutionary development of society and its component parts. Through his ‘organic analogy’ Spencer compared society to the human body. Just as an organism is made up of organs that are interrelated and interdependent, then so is society made up of social institutions (such as family, education, work) that are interrelated and interdependent.

Durkheim, a contemporary of Spencer, developed a key understanding of the role that consensus values played in reinforcing social order and stability in society. Emile Durkheim is often viewed as the key influence on the development of functionalism. Functionalists share many of Durkheim’s ideas such as value consensus; the role core values play on sustaining consensus. Durkheim emphasised the importance of a socially integrated society, held together by the collective conscience of the people. Durkheim stated that, ‘the individual is the point of arrival, not departure’ which implies that individuals have little control over their own lives let alone the ability to change society. Durkheim also used the organic analogy of comparing society to a body (see page 10).

Such ideas were to prove highly influential to a group of sociologists in the mid twentieth century in the USA who developed ‘structural functionalism’. As a theory, it is heavily influenced by Durkheim’s consensus view of society. As a theory it also reflects Spencer’s ideas though its focus on integration derived from inter-relationships between institutions and their members. 
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Figure 1.4 The organic analogy


The person most credited with the development of structural functionalism is Talcott Parsons (1902–1979). He supported Durkheim’s emphasis on the role of core values in reinforcing social order and stability in society. In addition, Parsons also saw the agencies of socialisation as the key promoter of these core values. Parsons’ biggest contribution to understanding society is probably his social systems theory, which embraces both structure and functioning. Parsons viewed society as a system made up of four sub-systems (economic, political, kinship and cultural) each specifically there to meet essential human needs. These needs are referred to by Parsons as imperatives or prerequisites. Society is in social equilibrium when these needs are met and a balance exists within the system and its sub-systems.

He developed key concepts, such as ‘collective conscience’ to describe the moral values that were core to any society, serving to bind people together. Within this structural consensus theory the importance of unity and social order is seen to come from the sharing of core values held throughout society. Such core values serve to integrate society together, for example by establishing and reinforcing cultural rules and a moral code. The primary and secondary socialising agencies (social institutions like the family, education, religion, mass media, etc.) each help to promote conformity. They do this through reinforcing the core values of society (such as respecting authority, hard work and achievement, valuing the family). Failure to conform is addressed by these agencies through sanctions of disapproval or punishment.

Within the system of society, Parsons argued there were four sub-systems: economic, political, kinship and cultural. Each of these sub-systems functions to meet essential human needs. So important are they that Parsons refers to them as imperatives or prerequisites of society. For society to be healthy and survive, it has to deal with four problems: adaptation, goal attainment, integration and latency (also called pattern maintenance).

Functionalism dominated sociology until the 1960s, when it became increasingly challenged by Marxist and interactionist thinking. Its critics argue that it is a naïve and overly optimistic theory; choosing to over-emphasise consensus while ignoring the widespread conflict that exists in society. As a theory it also struggles to adequately explain social change.

Criticism of functionalism

Functionalism rapidly lost support following its decline in the 1960s. Critics argue that functionalism declined because it failed to account for the growing diversity and conflict in society. The New Right perspective, although rooted in political neo-liberal ideology, shares many ideas with functionalism. Specific criticism of functionalism includes:


	●  There is simply too much emphasis on consensus and not enough recognition of the degree of conflict that exists in society between social classes, ethnic groups and genders. 


	●  The organic analogy, which effectively reifies society (turns it into a living organism), serves to ignore the divisive nature of the class system and the unequal distribution of power.


	●  Unlike Marx’s historical materialism which portrays the development of human society in stages, functionalism fails to see society as an historical system, shaped by the conflicting interests of its participants.




What is New Right theory?

Although New Right theory is, strictly speaking, a political ideology centred on neo-liberal principles, its contribution to the sociological debate simply cannot be ignored. Its neo-liberal support for free-market capitalism offers a polar opposite to the anti-capitalist Marxist perspective. Although it is criticised for being ideologically blinkered, it is by no means the only sociological perspective to be accused of this.

The New Right perspective adopted many, but not all, of the ideas of functionalism. The decline of functionalism’s influence after the 1960s created a vacuum of right-wing political ideas in sociology. In the 1980s writers like Friedrich Hayek (1944) became influential, particularly with the Thatcher government in the UK and the Reagan administration in the USA. The political influence of right-wing neo-liberal politics spread globally and the New Right quickly established a presence in sociology. 


KEY SOCIOLOGIST

Friedrich von Hayek (1899−1992) grew up in early twentieth-century Austria. He was shocked by the totalitarianism of the communist Soviet Union and the fascist regime of the Nazi government in Germany. His book The Road to Serfdom (1944) was a response to the growth of economic planning in the wartime economies of countries like Great Britain. Hayek fiercely supported the free market in allocating resources, claiming that state planning was inevitably ‘coercive’. He argued that strong states damaged society, by restricting personal freedoms. 



New Right thinking has always been something of a controversial perspective. For example, it has received negative criticism for adopting a rather dogmatic approach to things like lone-parent families, the underclass and homosexuality. Nonetheless, its ideas penetrated, and challenged, many of the prevailing ideas of sociology in relation to Year 1 topics: the family, education and poverty, work and wealth. In Year 2 topics it plays a significant role in crime and deviance, and global development. 

The New Right has influenced social policy in contemporary governments globally. For instance, it has almost become a received wisdom of consensus opinion that it is no longer possible, or even desirable, to go back to the social democratic welfare state of post-war Britain. This era of cradle-to-grave government intervention and support is sometimes described as ‘the golden age of the welfare state’. It went hand in hand with Keynesian demand management economic policy. This was implemented by post-war governments in the 1950s and 1960s and is credited with securing full employment for over 20 years. Any shortfall in consumer spending was compensated for by an increase in government spending. Keynesian economics became discredited because of rising inflation in the 1970s. Prime Minister Thatcher, by embracing New Right ideas in the 1980s, set a theme of British politics that argued that the free market, rather than government, was the most efficient allocator of resources. 

After just under 20 years of Thatcherism, Tony Blair effectively carried on the same theme. Although officially he advocated a ‘third way’, midway between neo-liberalist economic efficiency and social democratic compassion, his social and economic policies were fundamentally those of the New Right. For example, as a long-term supporter of blaming crime on structural causes (‘tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime’), once Prime Minister he quickly converted to the familiar New Right concern with the ‘problem family’ as the main cause of crime. Government policies advocated New Right solutions of zero tolerance policing and more prisons. Wider social policy scapegoated lone mothers, teenage pregnancy, dysfunctional families, the work-shy and the substance abuser. Blair’s ‘solution’ to crime was welfare to work policies and cutting benefits. 

The Thatcher legacy of cutting back the state and welfare and embracing neo-liberal socio-economic policies became ever more obvious in the coalition government (2010–2015) and apparently remains so in the 2015–2020 Conservative government.

As a sociological perspective, New Right thinking has been largely isolated and commands limited support other than from its few enthusiastic advocates. Politically, however, New Right thinking has been massively influential in shaping government policies globally since the 1980s. Such influence means that it would be naïve and simplistic for sociologists to simply dismiss it. 

Criticisms of the New Right


	●  Many of their ideas are seen as simplistic and short-sighted, ignoring the complexities of modern society and reinforcing stereotypes that lack evidence.


	●  For example, Charles Murray’s views on lone mothers and the underclass have been denounced by Alan Walker (1990) as reliant on little more than ‘innuendos, assertions and anecdotes’ rather than firm evidence.


	●  Others challenge the naïve assumptions of the New Right that we have equality of opportunity and live in a meritocracy.




Structural conflict theory

An alternative view to consensus theory is conflict theory. Note this is also normally a structural theory so has the same macro-theory characteristics of making sense of human behaviour through trying to understand how society works. As the name implies, its starting criticism of consensus theory is that it ignores the considerable amount of conflict that exists in society. Conflict theory sees society as being comprised of different groups who each possess unequal amounts of power. This power imbalance applies to any inequality in society such as gender, ethnicity and particularly social class. Society, they argue, is characterised by inequality because of the domination of disadvantaged groups by more advantaged ones. The key structural conflict theory in sociology is Marxism, derived from the work and ideas of Karl Marx (1818–1883).

What is the Marxist perspective?

Like functionalism, Marxism is a response to modernism. Karl Marx was able to observe, first-hand, the new industrial society of capitalism. Like functionalism, this theory is structuralist in that it places a lot of emphasis on the structures that make up society. The two theories have also been described as macro-theories, as they are top-down theories that explain the operation of society as a system. Politically, functionalism and Marxism are poles apart, and in contrast to the consensus basis of functionalism, Marxism is based on a conflict analysis of society, especially that centred on class conflict. Marxism is preoccupied with the economic system of capitalism. 

Marx also viewed society as a system, but in his case an economic system he called capitalism. Capitalism is made of two classes, the bourgeoisie (who own the wealth; expressed as the means of production) and the proletariat (who do all the work and therefore generate all the wealth). Crucially, Marx argued, the interests of these two classes will never coincide; therefore conflict is endemic within capitalism. But as with the gender inequality that was accepted until feminism raised women’s consciousness, society gives the impression of a social class consensus, with most of the proletariat accepting and even supporting the blatant inequalities that exist in society.

Despite the fact that society is fundamentally divided and unfair, with life chances very much shaped by the income and wealth of your parents, most people openly support society as it is. Consider how there is little support for any radical political party in elections, and how the major parties, who secure the bulk of the votes, offer ‘more of the same’ with minor adjustments. To explain people’s ‘false consciousness’ (of their true exploited position), Marx recognised that social institutions such as the family, religion and the media act as diversionary institutions. Marx’s famous phrase ‘religion ... is the opiate of the people’ implies that religion has functioned primarily to befuddle people to accept their lot in life in return for the promise of a better afterlife. Workers are too busy becoming slaves to paying the bills and putting food on the family table to bother about their true class position. The media offers escapism, such as the consolation that our lives haven’t got half the problems of the characters in EastEnders, or by generating unsatisfied wants by advertising the next ‘must have’ product. Either way, the fact that the very privileged are born to rule and provided with institutions to facilitate this, such as an exclusive private school system, goes largely unnoticed.

Marx used the phrase ‘bourgeois ideology’ to reflect the fact that dominant ideas in society reflect the interests of the dominant class. An ideology is simply a set of ideas used to shape people’s attitudes and behaviour and inevitably reflecting the interests of dominant groups. Marx used the analogy of the camera obscura to show that ideology is a set of ideas capable of making circumstances ‘appear upside down’ and ‘inverting’ our perception of reality. The workers end up supporting capitalism, the very economic system (or ‘infrastructure’) that exploits them and fills them with a sense of alienation. Ideology that pervades the ‘superstructure’ therefore alters and distorts the individual’s perception of the outer world – their objective social reality.
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Figure 1.5 Infrastructure versus substructure 


Marxism is much better equipped than functionalism to deal with and explain social change, as this is a cornerstone to Marx’s theory. Through his theory of historical materialism, Marx portrayed capitalism as merely a stage or ‘epoch’ in the history of human development. The end of history, he argues, will be a truly equal communist society. The driver of social change, Marx argued, is class conflict. He shows that all societies are class societies with a dominant and a subordinate class. The interests of these two classes can never coincide, and ultimately the subordinate class will seize power and overthrow the dominant class. Under capitalism, the dominant class is the ‘bourgeoisie’ and the subordinate class the ‘proletariat’. However, Marx showed that the subordinate class can be duped and fooled into supporting the society that actually exploits it. He referred to this process as ‘false consciousness’.

Marx was clearly aware of how ideologies can distort reality and prevent workers seeing their true class position – exploited, alienated beings. Institutions like the media, religion, education and the family all divert people’s attention away from revolutionary thought.

Neo-Marxism

Neo-Marxists took Marx’s ideas and interpreted them in light of the changes they saw between the world in which Marx made his observations and the world they saw around them. They also can offer some criticisms of traditional Marxist analysis, particularly its economic determinism. Three broad neo-Marxist traditions evolved in the twentieth century; each is discussed below. 

Gramsci’s concept of hegemony

Antonio Gramsci (1971) argued that ideology was just as important as economic class structure in maintaining the ruling class’s political dominance. This was Gramsci’s concept of hegemony – that dominant groups exercise control over minority groups through ideas. Hegemony is a subtle form of control: winning people’s support for capitalism avoids the need for coercion by agents of control such as the police, courts and prisons. Hegemony is therefore achieved through the legitimation of power within popular culture. Social institutions, such as the media, education and religion, are used to justify, explain and win support for the system that is actually exploiting the working class. Gramsci’s work, because it distances itself from the class structure and is embedded within people’s ideas, is sometime called ‘humanist neo-Marxism’.

Althusser’s ideological state apparatus

Louis Althusser’s (2005) description of the role of ideology is similar to Gramsci’s, but Althusser places greater importance on the structures that support and transmit such ideologies – ideological state apparatuses. These apparatuses are the major social institutions that make up society such as the family, education, religion, media and even things like health organisations like the NHS. Althusser argues that such institutions legitimise inequalities by subconsciously introducing a particular set of ideas (see Book 1, Education page 52 and Health page 225). The ruling class maintains its power by having these apparatuses socialise the norms and values that preserve the status quo.

Should these everyday apparatuses prove inadequate in fulfilling this ideological role then the state will draw upon its repressive state agencies – the coercive power of the riot police and, if policing proves inadequate, the armed forces. Because of its emphasis on the ideological role of social institutions, Althusser’s work is sometimes called ‘structuralist neo-Marxism’. 

The Frankfurt School

The third important neo-Marxist influence has been the Frankfurt School who are credited with the development of conflict theory. The School established itself in the USA in the 1930s after fleeing Nazi persecution. Critical theory attempts to explain the perpetual power of the ruling class as stemming from subtle ideologies of consumerism and individualism which promote false consciousness. One of the best applications of the School’s work has been to the mass media (see Book 1, page 119, and the Media chapter page 256). An important idea is that of culture industry whereby all forms of culture get reduced to mass culture; manufactured and superficial, devoid of artistic merit but produced to entertain and keep the proletariat under control. More widely, critical theory has been credited with encouraging a questioning of everything. Such has been the influence of the Frankfurt School over the post-war decades that the author Michael Walsh (2015) claims they are responsible for being a leading influence in the social justice movement and even the drive for political correctness. 

Criticisms of Marxism


	●  Critics argue that Marxism over-stresses conflict and underestimates the extent of consensus in society.


	●  As a theory it is criticised for being over-negative and crudely deterministic in that all social problems are inevitably blamed on the capitalist system.


	●  Critics argue that people (not the economic system) make their own history and, for that reason, the assumed future of communism cannot be predicted.


	●  Functionalists argue that Marxism places too much emphasis on conflict at the expense of recognising the fair amount of consensus in society.


	●  Feminists argue that the focus solely on class ignores gender relations.


	●  The proletariat show no appetite for a revolution, although Marxists explain this away through false consciousness.












	
	
Structural Consensus Theory Functionalism


	
Structural Conflict Theory Marxism







	
Links to ‘founder’


	
Emile Durkheim


	
Karl Marx





	
Similarities


	
Macro-theory: society is structural (bigger than the individual) and seen as a social system made of component social institutions.


	
Macro-theory: society is structural (bigger than  the individual) based on the economic system of capitalism.





	
Analogy


	
Organic analogy of comparing society to a body with organs (social institutions) made up of cells (people).


	
Building analogy of economic foundation of the infrastructure that supports the superstructure of social institutions, culture and ideas.





	
Role of socialisation


	
Importance of socialisation to instil consensus of shared core values. 


	
Importance of socialisation for the imposition of bourgeois ideology to instil false consciousness.





	
Social change


	
Change is slow and evolutionary because consensus means everyone works together to maintain equilibrium.


	
Society moves through stages or ‘epochs’. Change derives from conflict because the interests of the subordinate class never coincide with those of the dominant class.





	
Fairness


	
Society is fair, with meritocratic principles that reward the talented and hard-working.


	
Society is fundamentally unfair with the class system serving to reproduce inequalities in society.





	
Inequality


	
Seen as a good thing encouraging ambition and hard work.


	
Seen as a bad thing reflecting unequal chances and oppression.





	
Summary


	
Helps us understand how society is integrated to function as a whole.


	
Helps us understand how society reflects the interests of one class and the degree of inequality and exploitation that exists in society.







Table 1.1 


CONTEMPORARY APPLICATION

Parsons’ idea of society as a ‘system’ made up of component parts is a useful idea to this debate. Think of a car engine as basically comprised of pistons, spark plugs and a fuel pump. Each of these component parts does nothing on its own, but when combined together they operate as a system and make the engine work. Society is also like a system, made up of component parts (such as family, education, the state) and together they make society work. However, if one component fails then this stops society operating efficiently.




KEY SOCIOLOGIST

Jürgen Habermas (1929–) is a neo-Marxist who revitalised the Frankfurt School into its second generation. He adopts an optimistic appraisal by predicting that capitalism will undergo a series of crises. In particular, he predicts a legitimation crisis whereby, unable to finance welfare spending, states embark upon a laissez-faire (free-market) approach. This, he predicts, will only serve to disillusion the people not only with politicians and political parties (who increasingly offer the electorate similar policies) but with the capitalist system itself. He therefore promotes an optimistic view of the development of an increasingly class-conscious working class. 



Feminism as a conflict theory

Conflict theory’s central focus is on the conflict they see as inherent in society. Yet this conflict of interest is not always recognised or resented, even by the disadvantaged in society. The reasons for this, conflict theorists argue, is that socialisation operates as a means of sustaining and justifying the inequalities that exist in society. Thus, feminists argue, women put up with oppression from patriarchy in the past because from childhood they had been socialised into accepting the subordination of women as somehow natural and normal. Men, girls learnt, were the logical and appropriate choice to be head of households, breadwinners while women stayed at home, paid more in the workplace, occupiers of all the senior religious positions and dominators of politics and public life. It was not until feminism raised women’s consciousness about the fundamental unfairness of the way society has been gendered in the interests of men, that women began to sit up and question the assumed consensus and ‘normality’ of male domination.


STUDY TIP

Both consensus theory and conflict theory have strengths and weaknesses. While students often favour one theory over another, it is important to retain balance to be able to write critically about each. This is especially so when they are being applied to specific sociological perspectives such as functionalism, Marxism and feminism.



What is the feminist perspective?

Feminism developed as a specific theoretical perspective within sociology because its supporters claimed that especially before the 1960s the subject often rendered women invisible by ignoring them and their experiences. Feminists argued that even if women were considered, sociology frequently marginalised the importance of women’s roles. Feminists argue that this was largely as a result of the systematic biases and inadequacies of what they refer to as ‘malestream’ theories. A feminist theory was necessary as a check to such male domination as illustrated across the chapters in both this volume and Book 1 (see page 318).

Feminism also offers an alternative view and constructs reality by drawing on women’s own interpretations of their own experiences and interests. Feminist theory can be complex. It is a structural theory in the sense that it is centred on how patriarchy shapes the experiences of women (and men) across society. However, it is also interpretive since it seeks to make sense of women’s experiences by portraying the meanings of being a woman in patriarchal society. The evolution of feminism is often described in terms of ‘waves’:


	●  First wave feminism: associated with the campaign for votes before and after the First World War.


	●  Second wave feminism: associated with the women’s liberation movement of 1960s and 1970s.


	●  Third wave feminism: associated with postmodernist ideas of individualism and differentiation (see Table 5.2 in Book 1, page 179). Women were recognised as having a variety of experiences and outcomes associated with income, wealth, ethnicity, age, locality and belief systems (see Religion chapter, page 129).


	●  Fourth wave feminism: activist campaigning to build a strong, popular reactive movement particularly by embracing online technology (see Media chapter, page 256). 




As a perspective it is divided into different types of feminisms, reflecting disagreement on the nature, causes and solutions to patriarchy. 

Liberal feminism

This type of feminism views gender inequality as stemming primarily from the ignorance of men that derives primarily from the strength of socialisation and ‘sex-role conditioning’. The solution to gender inequality is simply the education and reform of men, although they recognise this sometimes needs the ‘stick’ of anti-discrimination legislation. This is therefore the least radical of all the feminisms and is often criticised by other feminists for glossing over the true oppression and exploitation which women experience. Other feminists also claim that men are not simply ignorant, but have a vested interest in maintaining the patriarchal ways of living and thinking that empower them. Liberal feminism is usefully applied to social policy and education in Book 1 (page 80).

Marxist-feminism

As their name implies these are feminists who adopt the Marxist view that the economic dependence women have on men has been created by capitalism. This serves two functions: firstly, to provide cheap female workers who can be exploited even more than men, and secondly to ensure that household chores are done cheaply. When women did enter the workforce; they traditionally worked in low-paid, low-status, mainly part-time jobs (although this can now be viewed as somewhat simplistic and changing). Marxist-feminists argue that the solution to women’s oppression is the abolition of capitalism. This would eradicate the double oppression of patriarchy in the home and economic exploitation in the workplace. The Marxist-feminist perspective is usefully applied in the Global Development chapter in the context of ‘exploitation thesis’ (see pages 241 and 253) which emphasises how the global spread of capitalism involves the systematic exploitation of women.

Radical feminism

This is the most extreme form of feminism. Radical feminists focus their attention on the power relations between men and women, which is referred to as ‘sexual politics’. They argue that all women are oppressed by men, in particular within the home, and need to break this imbalance of power through a collective identification of their interests through a sense of ‘sisterhood’. Radical feminists see gender as a shared class identity. They argue that women share the same sex-class position because they are controlled and sometimes abused by the violence of men. Women’s liberation can only be achieved by actively challenging and eradicating the prevailing systems of patriarchy. An interesting and extreme expression of radical feminism is that of separatism which argues that women can only be free when men are isolated entirely from their lives.

Black feminism

Black feminism derived because black women felt white feminists failed to recognise some women were oppressed not only by feminism but by racism as well. ‘Black feminism’ is the umbrella term used and was coined by women from a variety of minority ethnic groups. Black feminists criticised the ethnocentricity of most feminism, which was blinkered and focused on just white women’s experiences. Therefore, in order to eliminate women’s subordination, the system of racism must be challenged, alongside patriarchy and capitalism. Black feminism plays an important role in differentiating different women’s experiences of family life. Recognising that racism can be a frequent experience for women from minority ethnic groups they are more positive about the institution of the family, seeing it as a potential haven for its members in a racist world. 

Postmodernist feminists

The claim of some that we now live in a postmodern society has led to two polar strands in feminism. Some people, called post-feminists, argue that the shift towards an increasingly gender-equal society has made feminism no longer relevant. The battle has largely been won! Clearly the bulk of feminists would challenge this assertion.

The other strand of postmodernist feminism embraces the essential argument of postmodernism that we are now living in an increasingly fragmented and pluralistic society centred on individuality and multiple identities. While they recognise that gender is clearly a very important determinant of life chances, the experiences of individual women differ. Factors like social class, age, ethnicity, physical appearance and even locality all shape and individualise women’s experiences. Clearly some women are more oppressed by men than others, so a more individualistic approach is necessary, rather than a one size fits all approach. An example of postmodernist feminism being applied to a social context is the discussion and comparison of intersectional feminism’s contribution to our understanding of the family (see Book 1, page 179). Both Linda Nicholson and Cheshire Calhoun are described as intersectional feminists. Intersectional feminism recognises that women’s experiences of family life varies depending on their type of household. They are critical of feminist perspectives that overlook this simple point.


STUDY TIP

In elaborating the differences between consensus and conflict theory, focus on consensus theory’s defence of the status quo and the positive aspects of society. Conflict theory, in contrast, is much more focused on the negative aspects and the ever-changing nature of society.



Criticisms of feminism


	●  The strength of feminism is that it redresses the way in which women have been systematically ignored from malestream sociology. As a perspective it focuses on the issues and meanings of being female, and the oppression of women (possibly as a sex-class) by patriarchal forces.


	●  It is ethnocentric, largely ignoring black women. It ignores the fact that for black women racial oppression may be of equal or greater significance.


	●  It is orientated to Western society and largely ignores Third World women.


	●  It ignores the positive way in which many women view the family and relationships with women.




2.2 What are social action theories?

The origins of action theory lie with Max Weber (1864–1920). It is very different to the structural/macro approaches of functionalism and Marxism. Instead, action theory focuses on the micro-level of social life – the way in which individuals interact with one another. Society is seen to be the end-product of all this, whereas to a structural theorist society is seen as the starting point. So instead of seeing a system into which individuals are born and are socialised into the prevailing norms and values, action theory argues that only by looking at how individual humans are able to interact can we come to understand how social order is created. So just like any sociological theory, the purpose of action theory is to explain human behaviour, but it avoids making assumptions of the determinism of the constraining social structure. Instead it examines the personal meanings that lie behind actions and recognises the importance and influence of other individuals in shaping behaviour. Action theory argues that the nature of society lies not in the fact that it is a system but the extraordinary ability of humans to work out what is going on around them. From this they can then choose to act in a particular way, in the light of this interpretation. Hence action theory is also called interpretive theory.

Since people’s actions stem from their conscious engagement in what are perceived to be meaningful encounters, the result is social order (the shared imagination in people’s minds of a society that seems to work). But this order is not derived from the imposition of cultural rules, as consensus theorists see it. Nor is it the result of the constraints of a world where advantages are unequally distributed as the conflict theorists see it. Instead, society is the result of interactions, carried out by actors interpreting and giving meaning to the social settings they find themselves in, and choosing courses of action accordingly. Action theory has been most closely developed into the sociological perspective of interactionism.

What is the interactionist perspective?

Interactionism, also called symbolic interactionism, derives particularly from Max Weber’s action theory. It was developed by sociologists at the University of Chicago, in particular Herbert Blumer and George Herbert Mead in the mid twentieth century. As a perspective it is fundamentally different to both functionalism and Marxism. It rejects any attempt to make sense of society as a system, choosing instead as its starting point to try and understand the meanings behind individual actions. As a consequence it is described as micro-sociology because its starting point is how individuals make sense of the world, not how society works. It has three key characteristics:


	●  It focuses on the interaction between the individuals (who it calls actors) and the world (effectively the actors’ ‘stage’ on which they perform a variety of roles).


	●  It is interested in the actions of individuals (such as why people choose to behave the way they do as ‘voluntaristic’ behaviour), rather than the structures in which they operate (such as family obligations, compulsory education, speed cameras, etc.).


	●  It stresses the importance of an actor’s ability to interpret the social world, arguing there is no objective reality, instead the world is real inside the head of each individual.




Much of interactionism centres on the concept of self, which is at the very hub of this perspective. As individuals we are very conscious of the people around us and how they think about us and our behaviour. As such, the self can be interpreted in three ways:


	●  how we imagine we appear to others


	●  how we imagine their judgement of that appearance; and


	●  our response to those perceived judgements, such as pride, anger or humiliation.




Erving Goffman (1959) developed the idea of the self. He recognised the discrepancy between our ‘all-too-human selves and our socialised selves’. The tension is between what people expect us to do, and what we spontaneously want to do.

The concept of power relations and labelling theory were introduced by Howard Becker (1963). He noted how powerful groups can impose labels on the less powerful. Such labels often stick and can become self-fulfilling, so a teacher may negatively label a student as ‘stupid’ or ‘troublesome’ which can become a shared meaning and even internalised by the student who may feel an obligation to live up to the label.

To interactionists, there is no such thing as objective reality. Reality is what is inside people’s heads – individual’s interpretations of the world. This is an idea that would be adopted subsequently by postmodernists. Both functionalists and Marxists criticise interactionism for neglecting social structures which they argue impact directly on people’s lives and shape life chances and opportunities. Marxists argue that the structure of social class is particularly important, whether or not actors are consciously aware of it. 










	
	
Positivist/structural approach


	
Interpretive/social action approach







	
Sociology perspective


	
functionalism, New Right


	
Marxism, neo-Marxism, feminism*


	
interactionism, labelling theory, feminism*, phenomenology





	
Emphasis on


	
consensus


	
conflict


	
meanings and motives





	
Views on behaviour 


	
determinism – behaviour is determined by structures that surround individuals


	
voluntarism (agency behaviour) – behaviour reflects free will and derives from within the individual





	
Characteristics


	
scientific, value-free, objective, quantitative data, high in reliability


	
non-scientific, value-laden, subjective, qualitative data, high in validity





	
Giddens’ contribution (see page 362)


	
structuration theory

(structure + agency)







* Feminism can be viewed as both structural (focusing on the structure of patriarchy) and interpretive (focusing on the meanings of gender oppression)

Table 1.2 Comparison between structural and action theories


Check your understanding


	  1.  What is meant by the term organic analogy?


	  2.  What did Durkheim mean by the collective conscience?


	  3.  What ideology underpins New Right theory?


	  4.  What do Marxists mean by diversionary institutions?


	  5.  What point is being made with Marx’s analogy of the camera obscura?


	  6.  What do the terms infrastructure and superstructure mean?


	  7.  What did Gramsci mean by hegemony?


	  8.  Why is feminism seen as both a structuralist and an interpretivist theory?


	  9.  Which sociologist developed social action theory?


	10.  What do the terms macro-sociology and micro-sociology mean?




Practice questions



	
	1.  Outline and explain two advantages of using personal documents in sociological research.



	[10 marks]


	Read Item A below and answer the question that follows.




Item A



	
Feminists have contributed a lot to broadening the knowledge base and using knowledge to change society. Because feminism is a radical and different perspective it effectively ‘deconstructs’ existing knowledge that is ‘malestream’.




	
Applying material from Item A and your knowledge of research methods, evaluate the strengths and limitations of adopting a feminist approach to studying aspects of society.

	[20 marks]






Section 3: How do the concepts of modernity and postmodernity relate to sociological theory?


This section will explore the following debate:


	●  How do the concepts of modernity and postmodernity relate to sociological theory?







GETTING YOU STARTED

What is meant by modernity?

The modern period is generally agreed to have developed following the Enlightenment in the eighteenth century. This was a fertile academic and intellectual movement of rational and scientific thinking. It challenged the religious ideas that had prevailed for centuries replacing faith with reason. At the same time, the modern world was being shaped by three other significant forces. The Industrial Revolution had begun in Britain transforming rural agricultural societies to urban industrial ones. Modernity described the development of early capitalism with an industrial proletariat or waged labour replacing the rural peasants or serfs. 

Politically, modernity also saw the creation of many nation states. Within Europe countries like Germany and Italy evolved from component principalities into nations; and new states were created in Africa, Asia and the Americas in the race to colonise the world. 

The third key area which modernism is associated with is culture. Modernity challenged traditional culture, often shaped by legend, superstition and stories, replacing it with a rationality centred on scientific and technical knowledge.

Sociology itself can be viewed as a legacy of the Enlightenment and a product of modernity. This is reflected in the ideas of positivism together with the grand theories developed by Marx, Durkheim and Weber. Anthony Giddens (1987) saw the development of modernity, and its new intellectual expression through these three ‘founders’ of sociology as serving to challenge the very essence of knowledge and what it was for. Sociology in this period of modernity had a belief in progress and embraced science both as a characteristic of modern thinking, but also as a means to bring about reform and, in the case of Marx, the goal of revolution. Sociological theory was portrayed as the means to understand society in order to improve human lives through the pursuit of progress.

Adapted from ‘Introduction to Social Theory’ (unpublished: Itchen College)




Questions


	1.  Briefly explain the Enlightenment.


	2.  Identify and explain the three significant forces that helped shape the modern period.


	3.  In what ways can sociology itself be viewed as a product of modernity?






3.1 What is modernity?

To understand modernity or postmodernity, you need to understand the characteristics of each in order to make comparisons and contrasts.

Postmodernity literally means ‘after modernity’. This implies it was preceded by a period of modernity and before that there was a period we can call pre-modernity. In sociology modernity reflects the era of industrialisation. It is also associated with positivism, and the ‘grand theories’ developed by classical sociologists like Karl Marx and Emile Durkheim. Indeed sociology itself can be viewed as a product of modernity. Modernity is often discussed in relation to three key areas: economics, politics and culture. Economically, modernity is associated with industrialisation and early capitalism. This came about from market trading, both within countries and globally as colonialism and the slave trade developed. Politically, modernity is associated globally with the development of the nation state and internally with the centralised bureaucratic nation state and class-based political party systems. Culturally, modernity is associated with traditions and the accumulation of rational, scientific and technical knowledge. It is therefore no surprise that sociology itself was a product of modernity. The ‘founders’ of sociology (Durkheim, Marx and Weber) all shared a common intellectual interest in making sense of human behaviour in this period of industrialisation.

Some sociologists, like Anthony Giddens, prefer to use the term ‘high modernity’ to postmodernity in order to stress the continuities with modernity. The implication is that we are in a mature stage of modernity, rather than a distinctly new type of society after modernity. Marxists argue that however society implies it has changed superficially, it is fundamentally the same old economic system of capitalism that underpins it.

3.2 What is postmodernist theory?

As noted above, the period of modernity is associated with industrialisation. Since society today is very different to that of the Industrial Revolution, some argue that we are now living in a postmodern society. It is worthwhile stating here that not everyone supports this view. Marxists, for example, argue that society is fundamentally the same capitalist system, with the same economic relations of class exploitation. Sometimes those who believe we are still in the modern period use the term ‘late modern’ to concede some social and cultural differences to the nineteenth century.

Supporters of postmodernism argue that society is fundamentally different now from what it was during the era of industrialisation. They argue it is now characterised by its preoccupation with consumerism, shopping and style, which is fundamentally different to the old society centred on production and work. Postmodernists argue that society has become considerably fragmented and individualistic – there is so much diversity, allowing people to make personal choices in almost every field of life. Like interactionism, postmodernism does not recognise objective reality. Reality is what is inside people’s heads. Since there are multiple versions of reality, postmodernism rejects the very idea of ‘grand theories’ like the ones discussed above, although it is ironically a theory (of sorts) itself.

At the same time people are increasingly using their choices to construct their identity. Under modernity identity was linked to production: typically the job you did and consequently the social class you belonged to. In postmodernity identity is linked to consumption with surface images and style becoming important defining features. So identity is about wearing labelled clothes which now conveniently have the labels outside so everyone can see them, the brand of car you drive, the neighbourhood you live in, the media you consume, the stylish shopping malls, clubs, pubs and eating places you frequent, even down to the ‘trophy wife’. Icons and signs are therefore increasingly consumed for their appearance rather than
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Section 4: To what extent can sociology be regarded as scientific, objective and value-free?




	
















	

	

	

	

	





4.1 To what extent can sociology be regarded as a science?
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Section 5: The relationship between theory and methods




	

	

















	

	

	

	




5.1 What is the relationship between theory and sociological methods?


Positivism


Interpretivism
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Realism


Application to contemporary society


























	

	

	

	





5.2 What theoretical considerations influence research?



Structural approaches


Social action theory approaches
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Section 6: Debates about subjectivity, objectivity and value freedom




	

	
















	

	

	

	




6.1 To what extent is sociology value-free?
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Is value-free sociology possible?







Is value-free sociology desirable?
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Evaluation












Different perspectives






















	

	

	

	




6.2 What is the relationship between sociology and social policy?
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Different perspectives
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