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SCLG2601 – Sociological Theory  

Contemporary Debates and Classical Arguments  

Summaries: Week 1 

26/02/2019 

Key Ideas and Questions:  
- Classical and contemporary sociological are connected and understanding of one is 

related to understanding of the other  
- Sociology emerged in the enlightenment period with the purpose of questioning what we 

know or don’t yet know 
- Sociological theory is a method for explaining why these things happen 
- Practice informs political theory and action 

UoS Outline and Introduction: 
Lectures 

- Will cover key sociologists and ideas in each lecture 
Tutorials 

- Assessed participation: involvement, attendance, engagement 
- Start considering which topic would like to do a presentation  

Readings 
- Available via Canvas electronically if any readers are not from the textbook  
- Ask tutor what their expectations are relating to readers  

Assessments 
- Presentation for Tutorials – 20% 

➔ Tutorial presentation in group of two -> summarise one of the concepts from the 
week’s topics and readings, find a current media source that relates to this concept 

➔ Can use a cultural example e.g Artwork  
➔ In essence - to be about social relationships 
➔ Can think more broadly beyond sociological evidence – is it a broader cultural 

phenomenon to be understood? 
- Participation marks – 10% 
- 2000-word Essay due early May – 40% 
- Quiz run during 2-hour lecture period of Week 13 – 30% (format not known yet but 

potentially short answer questions or multiple choice)  
➔ About relationship/connection between readings and lecture material  
➔ Tutorial discussion questions are relevant for preparation for the quiz  
➔ Will most likely to be open-book and to be done wherever (at home) 
➔ Demanding to do well in the quiz! Preparation and consistent work on other 

assessments will assist with the quiz  
Expectations 

- Readings might be slow in order to understand – concepts can be challenging  
- Concepts in sociological theory not necessarily empirically founded, but can be abstract – 

a way to explain something (a broader and general pattern or idea)  
- Sociological theory is a new language and set of concepts and terms to engage with 

Introduction 
Purpose of sociological theory  

- To question what we know 
- Considering possibilities: what might be as opposed to what is  
- Concepts can clarify ideas and arguments  



Meanings and ideas around theory (what is theory about!) 
- Theory as method for explaining why things happen  

➔ Example: Durkheim’s theory of suicide gives an explanation and reasoning for 
peoples’ mental conditions, to explain social conflicts  

- Used to explain sources of problem and the solution to a problem  
- Conceptualisation of concepts: ways of understanding things, interpretation of knowledge 

related to knowledge  
- Bringing meaning to knowledge  
- Only understanding phenomena through concept  

➔ Example: is there class without a concept of class? Or at least less clarity  
- Theory as about perspectives: being taught about perspectives  

➔ Marxist v Zimmel’s perspectives on sociology: different ways of seeing things  
- These perspectives used as a way to conceptualise trends/phenomenon’s  

➔ Using a Weberian perspective to look at fast food 
- What do these perspectives enable you to see or not to see (moral/conscious/scientific...) 
- Reflexivity -> to think about what we know, how we know it, what are the ways we know: 

giving us the ability to stand back and observe  
- About world views: how people look at the world  
- Horizon: where things appear within a certain context  

➔ Pre-interpretation in the situation, adaptable based on others’ understanding 
➔ A theory is shaping your horizon of understanding – a wider understanding  
➔ Reveal something about the reality 

- Theory as going beyond the factual or empirical but not necessarily denying it 

Some key ideas and questions in Social Theory: 
Abduction  

- Speculation  
- Are we abducting when theorising? 
- Bringing things together by speculating about them  
- Different ways of going about theorising as opposed to what theory is (theory is active) 

Double Hermeneutic 
- Existing level of understanding between people  
- That understanding is changing based on interactions  
- Everyday understanding discourse v Sociological discourse (built on everyday 

understanding but goes beyond this) 
“Social theory must also concern itself with what are called ‘general pre-suppositions’. Theoretical issues thus range 
from empirical generalization to comprehensive interpretive systems which link basic philosophical, metaphysical, 
political and moral attitudes to the world (Joas and Knöbl 2009, 17-18).” 

Values and Politics  
- Is Social theory about being objective and not taking a position?  
- As opposed to value-laden perspectives what values inspire sociological theories  
- Practice as informant of political action; practice as informant of theory  

Traditional Theory 
- Doesn’t recognise social origins and tries to be value free 
- Doesn’t recognise practical applications of theory 

Critical Theory  
- Has purpose to critique 
- Contest injustice  
- Theory as grounded in a particular social location  
- Has a particular consequence beyond the focus itself – looking at issues intersectionally  
- Critiquing traditional theory itself  
- Have to question if it’s enough to just question theory – theory is a product of social 

circumstances  



The Origins around Sociology and Sociological Theory 
Origins of Sociology 

- Emerges and develops at end of 19th century: concept associated with Kant  
- Concerned with the nature of the ‘social’  
- People did have ideas about societies but no concept of the ‘social’ 
- Post enlightenment thinking with reflection on social as broader than before  
- Historically divides between public and private but the social emerges as something new  
- Cornelius Castoriadis: a ‘project of autonomy’ excludes the extra-social (religious 

explanations, essentialism) and looks at the social as an institution produced by people 
within it  

- Different phenomena are products of social reactions, understandings etc 
Why Sociology Emerged and What does it Focus on: 

- Social Constructions 
- Durkheim: understanding social constructions; suicide, class, education, family etc and 

explaining these in context of the ‘social’ 
➔ Discovery of social regularities that can be studied through statistical knowledge, 

patterns and probabilities  
➔ Regularities not a product of the will of people a broader social trend e.g people living 

in single families is a social regularity – looking at why this happens and patterns 
surrounding by looking beyond the individual perspective  

- The Social Problem 
▪ Awareness of social problems in 19th century modernity (society’s driven by change) 
▪ Problems of modern industrial society: immigration, work, crime 
▪ Social theory emerges from desire to understand and solve these problems  
▪ Sociology emerges as an attempt to understand modern society  

- Antinomy’s 
▪ A focus on oppositions and tensions  
▪ Critique of modern society based on these juxtapositions and divisions Habermas 

2001 (between how a society wants to talk about itself, and the actual social reality, 
for example) 

➔ Idea that people will live with freedom in modernity is only an ideal – do rights 
actually translate into reality and do we actually live in a free and equality society?? 

➔ Uncovering the real conditions of people’s living and unpacking why this is the case 
➔ Questioning if people really are self-determining  

- Modernity 
- The New and Vision of Immanent Transformation: Sociology needs the optic perspective 

that can capture constantly changing societies 
- Emerged from two key historical events of change: 

▪ The French Revolution (liberty, equality, justice, fraternity) – Recognising society had 
collective agency and could be restructured 

▪ The Industrial Revolution (industrial, technological, rapid change)  
- Revolutions show that society can change – demonstrate how theory is useful in 

explaining what is and what might happen  
- Sociology emerged from the French Revolution in that policy and government had failed 

in providing its promises (equality, freedom) (Wagner 2001) 
Perennial Problem 

- Definition: A problem that is always there  
- Joas & Knobl argue there are always 3 principal questions guiding sociology’s analysis: 

1. What is action: what does it mean to be a social agent -> sociology needs to explain 
this is any given context (are actions motivated by morality, reward, strategy…?) 



2. What is order: what makes society hang together -> agreement, shared values, 
unintended regularities? What is the nature of social order in any context? Are we 
conscious or unconscious actors in reinforcing or rejecting this order? 

3. What determines social change: cultural, change in meaning, economic and 
production, the law 

Ordering and Underlying Questions 
- The answer to these perennial questions leads to other answers and observations relating 

to other issues completely!  
- How you answer these questions has a number of consequences that reveal other things 

about the world  
- Conflict v Consensus theorists will have different outcomes  

➔ If you view educational outcomes as a result of agency, focus might be on the 
classroom specifically 

➔ Conflict theory would look at broader social dynamics such as the division of labour 
and unemployment and how they interact with educational outcomes 

➔ These ideas are not mutually exclusive though. Marx idealises consensus as an 
outcome of communism (in reaction to his conflict theorisation) 

- Bryan Turner proposes there are 2 central questions in sociology 
1. Scarcity: how does society solve the problem of production and allocation? Feudal 

production, slavery, capitalism, labour market? 
2. Solidarity: collective membership – how do we all agree we are apart of one society? 

- Ian Craib’s 4 social theory dualisms: -> which of these comes first? 
1. Individual/Society  
2. Action/Structure 
3. Social/system integration 
➔ Are social systems existent on the basis of norms and values OR is it existing 

regardless of these norms and values  
➔ Does education occur purely within the classroom e.g teacher/student relationship 

OR how does the whole system influence education 
➔ The two are perhaps connected 
4. Modernity/Capitalism-socialism 

Classical Foundations of Sociology: why study it and what connections can we make with it? 
- Demonstration of ‘good’ sociology: exemplars  
- Epistemological foundations, principles, guidelines established by classical sociologists  
- Has established the difference between different disciplines outside sociology 
- Gives a framework of study – an ‘extension’ position e.g using the following frameworks;  

▪ Marxist 
▪ Foucauldian 
▪ Feminist 

- Or a ‘synthetic’ positioning – using a combination of any frameworks of study 
- Has given us the purpose of sociology 
- Laid down rules which can be accepted or not 
- Have offered diagnoses and assessments with what’s wrong with modern society 

▪ Alienation 
▪ Anomie 
▪ Loss of meaning 
▪ Tragedy of culture 

- Some argue that we need a ‘rupture’ positioning from these perspectives, that we need to 
move beyond the classics 

- The past 50 years have revealed that different themes have emerged at different points of 
society, reflecting that given period of study 



- Rework  
- Reconstruct 

 

SCLG2601 – Sociological Theory 

Summaries: Week 2 

Karl Marx – The Contradictions of Capitalist Modernity  

5/3/2019 

Key Ideas: 

• Sociological theory’s purpose is to explain where society is going  

• To understand systems of society must understand relationship of production 

• The object owns the subject in a capitalist society (inversion) 

• Ideology of capitalism naturalises inequality  

• Workers are paid based on reproductive values whilst objects are sold for labour value to 
surplus goes to the capitalists (bourgeoise)   

• Inequality is inherent to capitalism  

• For the conditions of living to change, the conditions of production must change 

Tutorial Presentation 
- Pick week/topic of interest so that you are prepared to be placed with a partner  
- It is a group task (pairs) 

Marx’s theory 

• 1818-1883 (Marx is a product of 19th century) 

• Responding to limitations of bourgeoise and failure to develop autonomy 

• Product of secularisation (as an atheist)  

• Wants to understand where modern society will evolve to and what position people will 
have on these changing dynamics  

Context 
- Framed by Enlightenment thinking -> reworked in a Sociological framework 
- Values of freedom and equality  
- Contradiction of human existence is that we are creators of society but not aware of this 

contribution -> thus Marx questions what it would take for us to be truly free 
- Modern society’s have developed a form of political emancipation (citizenship rights) but 

that political freedom hadn’t reached deeply into people’s everyday existence 
- True freedom would involve freedom in material practices  
- In order to reach this freedom, we must examine our social conditions (founded upon 

human labour and production)  
- Recent resurgence of interest in Marx due to:  

• current crisis of capitalism  

• exponential inequality and wealth division 

• exploitative labour   

• globalisation  
- Marx urges to look at contradictions of capitalism in order to understand and solve these 

crises  
Key Works 

- Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 (but not published until 1930’s) 
➔ Focus on alienation 
➔ Brought complexity to his ideologies 

- The German Ideology (Engels-1845) 



➔ Critique of German philosophies and German ideologies 
➔ Emphasis not on ideas and material foundations of society  
➔ A social analysis of production  
➔ Not enough to just change consciousness but must change material circumstances 

- The Poverty of Philosophy (1847) 
- Manifesto of the Community Party (Engels-1848) 

➔ Looking not for another change of minority power 
➔ Dominance of majority (the working class-common interest through lack of owned 

property) 
- Grundrisse (1857) 

➔ Critique of a political economy 
- Capital, vol. 1(1867) 

Marx’s thought 
- Developed theory through 3 sources: 

1. German philosophy – emphasis on freedom, autonomy, subjective realisation through 
own labour/creativity  

2. French Socialism – response to limitations of liberalism of French revolution, need for 
equality, emphasis on workers 

3. British Political Economy – idea that societies are shaped by economic order BUT 
Marx argues political economy doesn’t understand the contradictions of capitalism 

Praxis 
Praxis: action that is neither completely free nor completely determined: the simultaneous 
transformation of subjectivity and the transformation of objectivity of institutions, structures 

- Revolution requires collective praxis  
➔ Climate change will only be reversed through collective action not personal praxis 

- Emphasis on praxis (practice) not theory – theory should aim to change not just accept 
them as the status quo 

“The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to change it” 
(Marx) 

- Unity of theory and practice (thinking and doing need to be united) 
- Certain practices should be evaluated in their own right – practices have own value in 

creating subjectivity  
➔ Autonomy overcomes the means and ends of existing 

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

- Subjectivity and objectivity: it’s not just enough to believe you’re free, your social 
conditions must reflect that freedom  

Understanding of historical development to understand social opportunity 

Hegel: The Young Hegelians 
Dialectical methodology 

- Dialectic method – seeing something in relation  
- Process, relational, contradiction, two-way process, antithesis  
- Marx influenced by but also critique of this theoretical movement – Hegelians  
- Marx’s perspective on class is dialectical: class is relational (dominance and subordinance) 
- Contradictions of society can create a new kind of society – reaching a new kind of 

synthesis – treats this change as a social process  
- Capitalist society is contradictory, but this will result in change ‘producing its own 

gravedigger: the more capitalism evolves, the more the working class evolves 
➢ principles that it doesn’t live up to 
➢ social dynamic is based on exploitation 


