
Sociology and Common Sense 
Andre Beteille 

Besides the empirical grounding in careful observation and description of facts, sociology as a discipline is 
characterised by its rigorous search for interconnections among different domains of society and its systematic use 
of comparisons. These preoccupations make sociology anti-utopian in its claims and anti-fatalistic in its orientation, 
and distinguish its 'generalised' knowledge from localised commonsensical knowledge. 

SOCIOLOGY in contemporary India is a 
loosely-defined field of intellectual activity. 
There are pervasive disagreements about its 
aims, its scope, its approach, its methods, 
its concepts and its very subject matter. 
Many would say that it is at best a subject, 
and not quite - or not yet - a discipline. 
There are professors of sociology who not 
only disapprove of the subject as it exists 
but are doubtful about the very possibility 
of its existence; and there are laymen with 
only a passing acquaintance w i th its 
vocabulary who speak confidently about its 
aims, objectives, methods and procedures. 
If 1 began to give an account of the unsolicited 
advice I have received about what kinds of 
sociological studies I should undertake and 
how I should conduct them from c iv i l 
servants, bank managers, engineers, social 
workers, even society ladies, I would hardly 
have time for anything else. No sensible 
citizen would dream of offering that kind 
of advice to a chemist, a geologist or even 
an economist; sociology seems by contrast 
to be grist to everybody's mi l l . Part of the 
ambiguity and uncertainty characteristic of 
the subject arises from the fact that it touches 
the everyday experience of the ordinary 
person at so many points; and it often appears 
so close to common sense that there is an 
inevitable tendency to use the one in place 
of the other. 

On this occasion I shall confine myself 
largely to academic sociology or the 
discipline that is pursued under that name 
in the universities and institutes of research. 
This is not to suggest that the subject can have 
no place outside of academic institutions. 
Augustc Comte and Herbert Spencer, two 
of the most influential sociologists of the 
19th century, had little to do with universities, 
and Max Weber who came after them did 
much of his work outside the university. At 
the same time, sociology has been a recog
nised academic discipline in India for more 
than 70 years, and there has been a virtual 
explosion of the subject in universities and 
research institutes since independence. It 
may be useful to look at the work being done 
in these centres of study and research before 
enquiring into the relationship of the subject 
to the wider intellectual currents in society. 

I wish to argue that for all its own 
unresolved, and in some cases unresolvable, 
differences, sociology is distinct from 

common sense. It has a body of concepts, 
methods and data, no matter how loosely 
held together, for which common sense of 
even the most acute and well-informed kind 
cannot be a substitute. For one thing, 
sociological knowledge aims to be general 
if not universal, whereas common sense is 
particular and localised. Educated, middle-
class Bengalis, l ike other educated or 
uneducated people any where, tacitly assume 
that their common sense is common sense 
as such or the common sense of mankind. 
An important contribution of sociology has 
been to show that common sense is in fact 
highly variable, subject to the constraints of 
time and place as well as other, more 
specifically social constraints. 

To say that sociology is distinct from 
common sense is not to suggest that it should 
seek deliberately to be arcane or esoteric. 
Because it is so difficult to disengage oneself 
from common sense in the analysis of the 
human condition, and particularly in the 
study of one's own society, professional 
sociologists are frequently tempted to take 
recourse to needless conceptual and verbal 
sleight of hand. This is an occupational 
hazard that must be kept under constant 
scrutiny. N K Bose used to say that there 
are two kinds of scientists, those who make 
complex things simple and those who make 
simple things complex, and that his 
preference was for the former. We must 
surely deplore the mystification of the simple 
through the display of technical virtuosity; 
but we must also recognise that common 
sense is not always successful, by its own 
unaided effort, in making complex things 
simple. Let me make one thing clear: when 
I say that sociology should be pursued as 
a serious intellectual discipline, I do not mean 
at all that it should seek to trump common 
sense by adopting an inflated style. I am only 
too conscious of the fact that sociological 
writing tends to be cluttered with the needless 
use of heavy academic slang. 

Thus, sociology has to steer an uneasy 
course between two equally unfruitful 
alternatives; submergence in the common 
sense of the scholar's own environment, and 
absorption in a narrow and self-satisfied 
technical virtuosity unconnected with the 
substance of social enquiry. I would like to 
emphasise that nothing wi l l be gained by 
abandoning cither common sense or the 

cultivation of technical skills Just as common 
sense is full of snares and pitfalls for the 
unwary sociologist , so too technical 
virtuosity becomes a distraction when 
pursued as an end in itself. In what follows 
I shall have little to say about technical 
virtuosity, my main concern for the present 
being w i t h the inter-penetrat ion of 
sociological knowledge and common sense. 

I 

I would like to illustrate the nature of the 
problem by referring, very briefly, to my 
experience as a teacher of sociology at the 
postgraduate level over the last three decades. 
The question with which 1 wish to start is 
why sociology is such a difficult subject to 
teach. This may appear as an odd question 
since, compared to the natural sciences or 
even economics, sociology is regarded by 
the majority of students as a soft subject 
chosen principally by those for whom other, 
more attractive or more difficult options are 
closed. To be sure, the routine teaching of 
sociology at both undergraduate and 
postgraduate levels goes on throughout the 
country without much apparent exertion from 
either teachers or students. What I have in 
mind, on the other hand, is teaching as a 
serious and unremitting effort to open the 
mind to new facts and new arguments, and 
the unsuspected connections among them. 

Again, I have in mind not only teachers 
who are prepared to make the effort, but also 
students among whom a certain interest in 
the subject may be presumed to exist. The 
most serious obstacle to the concentration 
and deepening of the interest is that the 
better equipped students soon begin to 
wonder what there is to learn in sociology 
except a series of terms and concepts; and, 
in the sociology of India, a variety of obser
vations on village, caste, joint family, class, 
community, urbanisation, industrialisation, 
modernisation, and so on, with which they 
are already familiar to a greater or lesser 
extent. Sociology does not have the kind of 
formal theory that can be readi ly 
communicated by the conscientious teacher 
to an attentive student. It does not confine 
itself to a body of facts delimited by space 
and time, as do geography and history to a 
large extent. It deals with both arguments 
and facts, but the connections among them 
often appear loose, open and slippery. 

Economic and Political Weekly Special Number September 1996 2361 

Reshma
Highlight

Reshma
Highlight

Reshma
Highlight

Reshma
Highlight

Reshma
Highlight

Reshma
Highlight

Reshma
Highlight

Reshma
Highlight

Reshma
Highlight



In the absence of a clear and established 
framework, discussion and argument tend 
to wander in every direction. This may be 
a good thing in a research seminar, but it 
makes both teaching and learning extremely 
difficult in the classroom. In a research 
seminar, the discussion has to be confined 
at least within the boundaries of the topic 
specified. In MA or undergraduate teaching, 
on the other hand, one can expect a change 
of gear from one course to another and, even 
within the same course, from one topic to 
another' Whi l e students might easily 
comprehend, item by item, what is being 
taught or explained, it is often very difficult 
for them to grasp the connections among the 
items. It sometimes appears that every 
argument as well as its opposite is true; and 
facts can be marshalled, without too much 
trouble, to support contrary theories. 

In my experience, students find it hard to 
cope with a subject in which the teacher is 
unable to provide that one correct answer 
to each important question, whether it is 
about class, or kinship, or religion, or politics. 
The laws of physics and, up to a point, the 
facts of history, no matter how complex or 
detailed, can generally be stated in terms that 
can be judged as either right or wrong. In 
sociology, the situation is often different, 
wi th greater room for ambiguity and 
disagreement. Students who can write 
fluently use their common sense and a 
superficial acquaintance with names and 
opinions to cobble together reasonably 
persuasive answers. Others who may have 
struggled w i t h the subject but arc 
handicapped by poverty of expression 
produce answers that are weak, confused 
and meandering. The examiner is often 
unsure whether he is giving credit for a well-
written essay or for a good knowledge of 
the subject. Exactly the same problem arises 
in evaluating manuscripts for journal articles 
orbooks; many atrivial article gets published 
because it is written in good prose, where 
one with a more substantial argument, but 
badly presented, gets rejected. 

Among students, the use of common sense 
(and fluency in language) is most in evidence 
in papers dealing with India. After all , every 
Indian student knows something about caste, 
class, joint family and Hinduism, and if he 
has some mental agility, he can write a 
plausible essay on any of these topics without 
being too far wrong. But such a student soon 
finds himself out of his depth when he has 
to deal with such topics as kinship in Africa, 
or religion in Indonesia, or social mobility 
in France. Hence I am i l l at ease with the 
patriotic zeal of those scholars who seek to 
confine the teaching of sociology to materials 
relating largely to India. No student can 
learn how to construct a proper sociological 
argument unless he is taught to handle 
empirical material relating to every type of 

society, his own society as well as other 
societies. 

The most acute pedagogical problem in 
university departments of sociology in India 
is to integrate what is taught under 
sociological theory with what is taught under 
the sociology of India, So far as I know, there 
are courses devoted to both major areas in 
all postgraduate departments of sociology in 
the cbuntry, and so far as I can judge, they 
are nowhere integrated in even a moderately 
satisfactory way, I point only to the gravity 
of the problem without seeking to propose 
any easy solution to it. The path chosen by 
most Indian sociologists as they move 
towards maturity is to steadily jettison the 
general equipment of sociological knowledge 
in order to give their undivided attention to 
the problems of Indian society. I, on the 
other hand, believe that by turning away 
from the accumulated concepts, methods 
and data of sociology in general, we w i l l in 
the long run only impoverish and not enrich 
the sociology of India. 

In the last 40 years there has been a slow 
but steady displacement of interest away 
from the general concepts, methods and 
theories of sociology towards an enhanced 
concentration of attention on the current 
problems of society and politics in India. 
Again, I would like to draw on my personal 
experience to make a point. Thirty years ago, 
when I went to lecture to students of sociology 
in universities outside Delhi, my hosts were 
quite happy to hear me speak on general 
topics: theories of evolution, types of lineage 
system, relations between status and power, 
and so on. Now they mostly wish to hear 
about reservations, caste politics, commu-
nalism and secularism. 

Vir tual ly the only active intellectual 
contact professional sociologists have with 
new developments in theory and method is 
through their teaching of students at the MA 
and to some extent the BA (Hons) levels; 
those who work in specialised institutes of 
research have largely to do without even 
that. Research seminars are generally, if not 
invariably, on topics dealing with India, and 
there is often a conspicuous absence of a 
broader comparative or theoretical interest. 
Then, there are the large annual conferences: 
these are now devoted almost entirely to 
current affairs, and the less newsworthy 
features of even Indian society and culture, 
and theirunderlying structures, receive scant 
attention, 

I should now disclose the real reason for 
my anxiety. It is not only the civi l servants, 
the bank managers and the engineers 
who present their common sense as 
sociology. Many professional sociologists 
do just the same, although they naturally try 
to give their common sense an air of autho
rity by dressing it up in their own kind of 
jargon. 

Sociology has always and everywhere 
maintained some concern for current affairs, 
but that concern does not necessarily drive 
out other, more academic interests in topics 
that are remote from the obsessions of 
newspaper editors and columnists. N K Bose 
maintained a l i f e long interest in the 
distribution of material traits; G S Ghurye 
wrote on dual organisation, on 'gotra' and 
"charana Von Indian costumes and on ancient 
cities; Irawati Karve wrote a book on kinship 
organisation in India. Such topics have a 
marginal place in the many regional and 
national seminars and conferences organised 
by sociologists today; they have largely been 
driven out by what are believed to be more 
socially relevant subjects. 

There is no doubt that the preoccupation 
among Indian sociologists, regularly 
expressed at seminars and conferences, is 
with the appropriateness of the existing body 
of soc io logica l knowledge to the 
understanding of Indian society and culture. 
These discussions are not so much about 
methods and techniques of investigation as 
about the presuppositions of sociological 
knowledge and about the nature of under
standing and explanation. They tend to be 
presented in highly abstract and speculative 
terms, and rarely lead to any concrete or 
workable proposi t ions . Al te rna t ive 
approaches to the study of Indian society can 
hardly produce results unless they are linked 
to the disciplined practice of a craft; no new 
approach has emerged in science and 
scholarship from the mere desire to have a 
new approach. 

I I 

Today, at the close of the 20th century, 
it is impossible to practice sociology as a 
serious academic discipline without drawing 
on the vast reservoir of sociological concepts, 
methods and theories created by scholars 
over the last hundred years. This has been 
mainly, though not solely, the work of 
western scholars, and like any accumulated 
body of knowledge, it contains much that 
is mistaken, dis torted and obsolete. 
Therefore, in the pursuit of his work, the 
practising sociologist, whether in the west 
or in India, has to maintain an alert and 
critical attitude to it. But that is far from 
saying that he can set it all aside in the hope 
that a completely new framework can be 
created exnihilo by some as yet unrecognised 
genius nourished by the Indian air. Surely, 
there is room for an Indian perspective, or, 
better, several Indian perspectives, but to be 
viable, they have to address themselves to 
society and culture everywhere, and not just 
to Indian society and culture. 

The builders of modern sociology, Emile 
Durkheim, Max Weber and others, took the 
whole of human society in its diverse and 
changing forms as their subject of study, 
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even when their primary attention was 
devoted to their own society. To be sure, 
their observations on other societies were 
limited, one-sided and often misleading. But 
they believed, one and all , that the disciplined 
application of the sociological method would 
contribute much to the understanding of 
their own society; and that this understanding 
could be deepened and broadened by system
atic comparisons between their societies and 
other societies. They were all convinced that 
common sense was not enough to reach the 
understanding they sought, and that they had 
to fashion new tools of enquiry and analysis 
to attain their objective. 

The sociologist who did most to lay bare 
the illusion of understanding created by 
common sense was Emile Durkheim. He 
argued tirelessly that the systematic investi
gation of a subject was not possible unless 
the investigator freed himself from his 
preconceptions of it, These preconceptions, 
shaped by a limited experience, are what 
generally pass for common sense in a given 
society; they are not only often wrong, but 
act as impediments to the examination of the 
available and relevant facts. 

Early in his career Durkheim gave a 
brilliant demonstration of the superiority of 
his approach over that of common sense 
through his study of suicide.1 His argument 
was that suicide was a social fact whose 
forms and patterns could not be explained by 
the known facts of human psychology. Now 
that we have behind us Durkheim's study 
and the many others to which it gave rise, 
this perhaps does not seem a great revelation 
any longer. But when it first appeared, it did 
seem startling to discover that social causes 
werq behind what common sense might 
lead one to believe to be the supremely private 
or individual act. As is well known, Durkheim 
pursued systematically the dist inct ion 
between the incidence and the rate of suicide, 
and brought together a wealth of data to 
show that suicide rates varied systematically 
between societies, and between religious, 
occupational and other groups within the 
same society. Further, while suicide rales 
were on the whole highly stable, they were 
also subject to fluctuations due to the opera
tion of social and economic causes which 
he was able to identify. One of his remarka
ble findings was that suicide rates go up 
significantly not only after an economic 
crash but also after an economic boom. 

Not all of Durkheim's observations on 
suicide have stood the test of time,2 but that 
is not the point. The point is that when he 
had an important insight that appeared to 
go against common sense, he decided, as 
a sociologist, to test that insight by 
systematically assembling a large body of 
data, and applying to the data, concepts and 
methods that may also be applied to other 
domains of life in other parts of the world. 

One of Mex Weber's most fundamental 
ideas by which sociology has been enriched 
everywhere is that the consequences of 
human action are rarely the same as the 
intentions of the actors, and that sometimes 
the two are diametrically opposite. One can 
say again that it is no great discovery that 
our actions often miscarry and end in ways 
that we least expected. But in science and 
scholarship what counts is not just the original 
insight, but the significance of the domain 
to which it is applied, and the methods and 
data by which the insight is tested. Weber's 
application of the insight in exploring the 
relationship between religious values and 
economic action has produced a rich harvest 
of detailed and systematic studies by 
generations of sociologists the world over.3 

Here I would l ike to make a brief 
observation on Weber's approach to religion, 
partly because of its intrinsic importance 
and partly because it has been frequently 
misrepresented. The prevailing view among 
social theorists until Weber's time was that, 
for good or evil, religion had served as a 
source of social stability. This was Marx's 
view, and because he believed change to be 
both necessary and desirable, he assigned a 
negative value to religion. Durkheim, on the 
other hand, assigned a positive value to the 
same phenomenon since he believed that 
stability was essential for social well-being. 
Weber's originality lay in his investigating, 
systematically and with a sharp eye for detail, 
the profound changes brought about in 
economic life by the breakthrough in religion. 
In his view, it was neither the commitment 
to ideal values nor the demands of material 
existence, but the tension between the two 
that was the true source of change in society. 

I l l 
What 1 have tried to stress so far is that 

sociology is a disciplined and specialised 
activity in which the role of originality should 
not be exaggerated. It is a craft that needs 
patience and care, and a long apprenticeship 
to acquire. Its concepts and methods are not 
things that any intelligent person can 
construct on his own in order to satisfy a 
passing intellectual urge. Having drawn 
attention to the empirical grounding of the 
discipline in the careful observation and 
description of facts, I would now like to 
make a few remarks on two of the 
fundamental preoccupations of sociology, 
its rigorous search for interconnections 
among the different domains of society, and 
its systematic use of comparisons. 

Sociology is not about economic life, or 
political life, or religious life, or domestic 
life; it is not about class, or about caste, or 
about community; it is not about the ideal 
of equality or the practice of inequality. It 
is about the interconnections among all these 
and other aspects of social l i fe . This 

constitutes what some have been pleased to 
call the 'functionalist bias' of sociology. 
While freely admitting to that bias in my 
own work, I must point out that it does not 
in any way rest on the presupposition that 
the interrelations in society are harmonious 
rather than inharmonious, or stable rather 
than unstable. It is for this reason that I speak 
simply of the 'search for interconnections' 
and not of a 'holistic approach'; for the latter 
incorporates ideas about a total social 
structure with which I am out of sympathy. 
Sociology in the last few decades has been 
invaded by a kind of mindless Marxism for 
whose adherents the word 'functionalist' 
has acted like a red rag to the bull. On the 
other hand, it is through a long chain of 
sociological arguments that the very fruitful 
distinction has emerged between 'social 
integration' and 'system integration',4 

The search for interconnections is laborious 
and time-consuming, and it has its own 
procedures: survey research, statistical 
analysis, participant-observation and case 
studies. It does not always or even generally 
lead to spectacular results, but meaningful 
and unsuspected connections can be reached 
only by sifting through masses of connections 
that are trivial and easily accessible to 
common sense. It is in this way that the great 
advances in sociological knowledge have 
been made, generally incrementally and only 
occasionally by a dramatic breakthrough. 

The careful and detailed examination of 
interrelations has shown that sometimes 
economic factors were important where they 
were not suspected to be, and at other times 
the ties of kinship and marriage were seen 
to have unforeseen consequences for various 
areas of social life. However, the belief that 
one single factor or set of factors, whether 
economic or religious, holds the key to all 
the interconnections in society has been a 
hindrance rather than a help in sociological 
enquiry. Sociology has never been at peace 
with either the religious interpretation of the 
world or the materialist interpretation of 
history. 

Patient and systematic studies by 
sociologists have brought to light many 
aspects of Indian society where things are 
not what they seem. I can refer here to only 
a few examples, and that too very briefly. 
Shortly after independence a whole range 
of village monographs began to be published 
by trained anthropologists, and these have 
altered our perception of rural India and 
Indian society in general. M N Srinivas 
formulated the important distinction between 
the 'book-view' and the field-view' of Indian 
society,5 emerging us the leading proponent 
of the latter, and repeatcdiy drawing attention 
to the errors of the former 

Srinivas's most seminal contribution was 
his exposure of the misrepresentation of 
caste among educated Indians. He attacked 
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the conception of caste as a r igid and 
inflexible system based on the division of 
Hindu society into the four 'varnas'. He 
maintained, "The varna-model has produced 
a wrong and distorted image of caste"6 He 
was able to show that far from being 
absolutely rigid and inflexible, the caste 
system accommodated distinct forms of 
social mobility. Further, by drawing attention 
away from vama to 'jati', he was able to 
see more clearly than the p o l i t i c a l 
commentators of the day that the role of 
caste was increasing rather than declining 
in Indian politics. 

My own detailed study conducted in 
Tanjore district more than 30 years ago 
addressed itself to the view then widely 
prevalent that the Indian village was a 'little 
republic.'7 had little difficulty in showing 
that the village in which I lived and worked 
for nearly a year was riddled with inequality 
and conflict; and my reading of village 
monographs by other social anthropologists, 
both Indian and foreign, and my general 
training as a sociologist convinced me that 
what I had observed and recorded was general 
rattier than exceptional. 

Similarly, the work of my colleague, A 
M Shah has exposed, through the systematic 
analysis of a wealth of empirical material, 
some common misperceptions about changes 
in the Indian fami ly system," These 
misperceptions arise partly from a confused 
conception of the joint family, and partly 
from insufficient attention to the available 
evidence. Shah's work shows that the 
proportion of 'joint-family households' never 
greatly exceeded that of 4nuclear-family 
households'; that in most sectors of contem
porary Indian society, urban as well as rural, 
there are still many joint-family households; 
and that the average size of the household 
in the Indian population has remained roughly 
the same in the last hundred years. 

Despite the rich harvest of studies on 
practically every aspect of Indian society 
and culture, there is a striking shortage of 
studies by Indian sociologists of other 
societies and cultures. Not only that: in their 
empirical research, most Indian sociologists 
tend to confine their attention to their regions 
of origin; Bengalis to West Bengal, Gujaratis 
to Gujarat, and Tamilians to Tamil Nadu. 
It is unfortunate that Indian sociologists 
have taken so l i t t le advantage of the 
comparative method, because it is in the use 
of that method mainly that sociology scores 
over common sense. 

Since I attach a great deal of importance 
to the comparative method to the discussion 
of which I have devoted time and effort,9 

I cannot pass it by without a few brief 
observations. It is useful to begin with what 
Durkheim said on the subject. "Comparati ve 
sociology", he observed, "is not a special 
branch of sociology; it is sociology itself'.10 

The sociologist acquires the habit of 
comparison so that no matter which activity 
or institution he is examining, he brings to 
it insights from the study of similar activities 
and institutions in other societies and cultures. 
Nor is it merely a matter of habit; rules of 
procedure have been devised, tested and 
refined as an essential part of comparative 
study. There is nothing in the comparative 
method as such that requires every 
investigator to cover the entire range of 
societies, near and distant. As Durkheim put 
i t , comparisons "can include facts borrowed 
either from a single and unique society, from 
several societies of the same species, or from 
several distinct social species"." 

India, with its large and varied population, 
offers rich possibilities for comparisons 
within its own confines. I wi l l conclude this 
section by referring to two examples of 
comparisons from my own work, one very 
restricted and the other very wide in scope. 
The first was a taluk by taluk comparison 
in Tanjore district of the relations between 
the cleavages arising from the ownership, 
control and use of land, and those arising 
from caste;12 i t deepened my own 
understanding of the peculiar combination 
of factors that leads to class formation in 
agriculture. The second is a long-standing 
comparative study of positive discrimination 
in India and affirmative action in the US; 
it has enriched my understanding of the 
distinction between rights and policies, and 
of the relationship between distributive 
justice and institutional well-being,13 

Common sense is not only localised, being 
bound by time, place, class, community, 
gender, and so on; it is also unreflective 
since it does not question its own origins 
and presuppositions, or at least does not do 
so deliberately and methodically. As an 
intellectual discipline, sociology cannot be 
a creature of common sense; but that does 
not mean that it should turn its back on it. 
Our sociology is influenced to a greater or 
lesser extent by the common sense which 
is a part of our social environment: to what 
extent is that common sense in its turn 
influenced by sociology? Sociology wi l l 
count for little as an intellectual discipline 
if its insulation from common sense means 
that it merely reproduces itself, and socio
logists write only for each other. Its success 
wi l l be judged in the long run by its ability 
to act back upon comon sense and contribute 
something to its renewal and enrichment. 

Common sense is based on a limited range 
of experience of particular persons in 
particular places and times. Where it relates 
to such matters as family, marriage, kinship, 
work and worship, people are inclined to 
believe that their way of doing things is the 
right way or the reasonable way. Other ways 
of acting in these regards strike them as 
being not just wrong, but contrary to common 

sense. This is because they observe or 
experience other ways of acting and thinking 
only in bits and pieces, and not in their entire 
context. Seeing alien and unfamiliarpractices 
in their proper context often makes those 
practices appear quite sensible; familiarity 
with a wide range of practices occasionally 
makes one's own ingrained ways of acting 
and thinking appear peculiar if not quixotic. 
An old Chinese poem says: 

When I carefully consider the curious habits 
of dogs, 

I am compelled to conclude that man is 
the superior animal. 

When I consider the curious habits of man, 
I confess, my mend. I am puzzled. 

Comparative sociology is a great help in 
acquiring and ipaintaining a sense of 
proportion. 

1 would like to avoid inviting the charge 
of making invidious distinctions between 
disciplines. At the same time, it is essential 
to draw attention to the peculiar pre
occupation of sociology with the similarities 
as well as the differences among societies, 
with comparison as well as contrast. To be 
sure, historians have recorded diverse beliefs 
and practices among people at different places 
and different times over a longer stretch of 
time than have sociologists. But their 
characteristic tendency has been to study the 
diversity of beliefs, practices and institutions 
severally rather than jointly. It is the rare 
historian who does comparative history, 
whereas one cannot really escape from com
parison and contrast while doing sociology. 

Sociology not only deals with tacts from 
the entire range of human societies, it seeks 
to place those facts on the same plane of 
observation and analysis. The educated 
layman can hardly be expected to master all 
the facts with which the sociologist deals. 
He follows at best the method of apt 
i l lustration, and no consistent rule of 
procedure for the selection and arrangement 
of facts. On the other hand, sociological 
practice develops a characteristic style of 
argument that does tend to filter through to 
wider and wider circles in the course of time. 
Over the long run, the sociological mode of 
reasoning has had some effect on thinking 
about education, about politics, about class 
and about inequality. 

Where sociological reasoning acts upon 
common sense, it tends to moderate both the 
Utopian and the fatalistic elements in it. 
Common sense easily constructs imaginary 
social arrangements in which there is no 
inequality, no oppression, no strife and no 
constraint on individual choice: a world in 
which society makes it possible "for me to 
do one thing today and another tomorrow, 
to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, 
rear cattle in the evening, criticise afterdinner, 
just as I have a mind, without ever becoming 
hunter, fisherman, shepherd or critic".14 
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Sociology is anti-utopian in its central 
preoccupation with the disjunction between 
ideal and reality, between what human beings 
consider right, proper and desirable, and 
their actual conditions of existence, not in 
this or that particular society, but in human 
societies as such. 

Sociology is also anti-fatalistic in its 
orientation. It does not accept the particular 
constraints taken for granted by common 
sense as eternal or immutable. It provides a 
clearer awareness than common sense of the 
range of alternative arrangements that have 
been or may be devised for the attainment 
of broadly the same ends. No social arrange
ment, however attractive in appearance, is 
without some cost. Social costs and benefits 
are far more difficult to weigh and measure 
than the purely economic ones. A finely-
tuned judgment is essential for this, and that 
can be formed only through the disciplined 
and methodical examination of the varieties 
of actual social arrangements created, adopted 
and replaced by successive generations. 

This leads to the question of value-
neutrality or, better, the distinction between 
value-judgments and judgments of reality in 
sociology as against common sense. There 
is now a considerable body of literature, 
some of it abstract and technical, on this 
question, although this is not to say that all 
disagreements on it have been or can be 
settled among sociologists. By and large, 
there is agreement among them that questions 
of fact are distinct from judgments of value, 
and the two ought to be differentiated as 
clearly as possible by all the technical means 
available.15 The disagreement is about the 
extent to which the distinction can be 
consistently maintained in practice, and the 
best means to be adopted in achieving or 
approaching that end. 

There is an influential tradition in socio
logical enquiry that views the methods and 
procedures of the discipline as being, at least 
in principle, the same as those of the natural 
sciences. Not only animals, vegetables and 
minerals, but also men and women and their 
social arrangements can be made subjects 
of science.16 In this tradition, which has 
generated much useful information and some 
fruitful analysis, all descriptions and all 
evaluations are suspect unless they are made 
in accordance with technical procedures that 
systematically exclude or at least minimise 
the investigator's bias; and common sense, 
in this view, is always a source of potential 
bias and error. 

Not all sociologists view their discipline 
as a kind of natural science; today perhaps 
the majority of them view it as a moral 
science rather than a natural science. One 
of the problems is keeping values strictly 
separate from facts in the moral or human 
sciences is that values themselves are an 
important part, some would say the most 

important part, of their subject matter. In 
other words, the sociologist has to treat 
values as facts, as a part of his data, whether 
he is studying his own society or some other 
society, or both. But even here, he has to 
distinguish as clearly as possible the different 
kinds of facts with which he deals, for 
instance, the demographic composition of 
a community as against the religious ideas 
of its members. 

It takes a special kind of discipline - at 
once intellectual and moral - to insulate the 
values being investigated by the sociologist 
from his own personal and social values. In 
a sense, what the sociologist investigates 
and the means by which he investigates it 
are of one piece, more so where the study 
of one's own society is concerned. This 
makes the separation between the two 
particularly urgent on the intellectual plane 
and particularly difficult on the moral plane. 
As Max Weber had observed on this question: 
"Nor need I discuss further whether the 
distinction between empirical statements of 
fact and value-judgments is 'difficult ' to 
make. It is."17 It is here, and particularly in 
India, that the sociologist is most frequently 
tempted to let go of his slippery hold over 
the resources of his discipline and to revert 
to plain common sense. 

There is now an accumulated body of 
experience as well as reasoned discussion 
relating to the choices involved in the study 
of one's own society as well as the study 
of other cultures. The experience shows the 
significance in all cases of the standpoint of 
the investigator; in the human sciences, there 
is no Archimedean point from which the 
investigator can examine his subject matter 
as a completely disengaged observer. The 
same subject reveals different aspects when 
investigated from different standpoints: but 
although different, the results of these 
investigations need not be contradictory. 
Indeed, the advance of sociological 
knowledge becomes possible only when 
invest igations made f rom different 
standpoints make themselves available to 
each other for mutual correction. This is a 
slow, laborious process that does not, by its 
very nature, have any final outcome. 

In conclusion, it is not true that the socio
logist does not or should not express moral 
preferences. But his moral preferences are 
or ought to be formed on a somewhat different 
basis from what is given to each person by 
his common sense. It may not be possible 
- or even desirable - for sociology to acquire 
the intellectual authority to govern the moral 
choices of the individual members of 
society. Those choices are in the end matters 
of individual judgment and individual res-
ponsibility. Sociology can only help a little 
by giving the individual a better sense of the 
alternatives available, and of the likely costs 
and benefits of the available alternatives. 

Notes 

[This is the text of the N K Bose Memorial 
Lecture delivered in Calcutta on June 20, 1996 
under the auspices of the Anthropological Survey 
of India on the occasion of its golden jubilee. I 
am grateful to the Director of the survey, R K 
Bhattacharya for inviting me to deliver the lecture. 
I would also like to thank M N Srinivas for his 
comments on a draft of the lecture.] 
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