
Historical and Socio-Economic Background of the Emergence of Sociology 

Introduction 

Sociology, as a formal academic discipline, emerged in 19th-century Europe as a response to 

profound social, political, economic, and intellectual transformations. These changes, 

especially during the Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution, and the French Revolution, 

disrupted traditional societies and raised critical questions about social order, progress, and the 

role of the individual in society. The emergence of sociology was an effort to scientifically 

understand and address these disruptions. 

 

Intellectual Ideas that Lead Emergence of Sociology 

 

A. The Enlightenment (17th–18th Century) 

The European Enlightenment was an intellectual movement that emphasized: 

 Reason, rationality, and scientific thinking 

 Questioning of religious and feudal authority 

 Human progress through knowledge 

 

Key Enlightenment thinkers who contributed to the development of sociological thought 

include: 

– John Locke (1632-1704): Emphasized the importance of individual rights and the social 

contract. 

– Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778): Explored the relationship between the individual and 

society, introducing concepts like the “general will.” 

– Immanuel Kant (1724-1804): Developed ideas about the nature of knowledge and ethics that 

influenced later sociological thinking. 

– Montesquieu (1689-1755): Studied the relationship between social institutions and 

government, introducing early comparative methods. 

The Enlightenment’s legacy in sociology includes: 

 The belief that social phenomena can be studied scientifically. 



 The idea that social problems can be solved through the application of reason and 

empirical research. 

 A focus on progress and social improvement. 

 

B. Positivism 

Positivism, a philosophical approach emphasizing empirical observation and scientific methods, 

played a crucial role in establishing sociology as a distinct discipline. Key aspects include: 

1. Auguste Comte (1798-1857): Often considered the father of sociology, Comte: 

 Coined the term “sociology” in 1838. 

 Developed the idea of sociology as the “queen of sciences,” the culmination of human 

knowledge. 

 Proposed the “law of three stages,” suggesting that human thought progresses from 

theological to metaphysical to positive (scientific) stages. 

2. Methodological contributions: 

 Emphasis on empirical data collection and analysis. 

 The belief that social phenomena can be studied objectively, like natural 

phenomena. 

 The idea that sociological knowledge can be used to improve society. 

 

3. Influence on early sociological research: 

 Encouraged the use of statistical methods in social research. 

 Promoted the idea of value-free social science. 

 



C. Social Darwinism 

Social Darwinism played a significant role in early sociological thought: 

1. Herbert Spencer (1820-1903): 

 Popularized the application of evolutionary principles to social development. 

 Coined the phrase “survival of the fittest” and applied it to social competition. 

 

2. Key ideas: 

 Societies evolve through competition and adaptation. 

 Social inequality is a natural result of this evolutionary process. 

 Government intervention in social issues is counterproductive to social progress. 

 

3. Impact on sociology: 

 Highlighted the importance of studying social change and evolution. 

 Influenced early theories of social stratification. 

 Sparked debates about the role of nature versus nurture in social development. 

 

2. The Industrial Revolution (18th–19th Century) 

The Industrial Revolution, beginning in Britain and spreading across Europe, marked a 

dramatic transformation in: 

 Modes of production (from agrarian to industrial) 

 Urbanization and migration 

 Class structure (emergence of bourgeoisie and working class) 

Impact on Society: 

 Breakdown of traditional communities 

 Rise of social problems such as poverty, child labor, crime, and poor working conditions 



 Emergence of new social institutions and economic relations 

Sociological Response: 

 Sociologists sought to understand and analyze the new capitalist society, class 

conflict, and the decline of traditional norms. 

 Thinkers like Karl Marx, Émile Durkheim, and Max Weber addressed the 

consequences of industrialization and capitalism. 

 

3. The French Revolution (1789) 

The French Revolution brought about radical political and social change: 

 Abolition of feudal privileges and monarchy 

 Emergence of ideas of liberty, equality, and fraternity 

 Spread of democratic ideals and secularism 

Sociological Significance: 

 It showed how dramatic social change could lead to disorder and instability. 

 Created the need to understand social order and reconstruction. 

 Influenced early sociologists like Auguste Comte, who desired to rebuild society using 

scientific principles. 

 

4. Urbanization and Social Dislocation 

Rapid urbanization caused by industrialization led to: 

 Disintegration of rural communities 

 Housing problems, overcrowding, and sanitation issues 

 Breakdown of family structures and community bonds 

Need for Sociology: 

 To study the problems of modern urban life 

 To understand the changing dynamics of social relationships and institutions 

 

5. Rise of Capitalism and Class Conflict 

Capitalism transformed economic structures: 

 Widened the gap between rich and poor 

 Created new class divisions (bourgeoisie vs. proletariat) 



 Gave rise to exploitation and alienation, especially among workers 

Marx’s Contribution: 

 Karl Marx provided a materialist interpretation of history. 

 He emphasized class struggle as the driving force of social change. 

 

6. Decline of Religious Authority 

 With the rise of science and secularism, the Church lost its dominant position in 

explaining social life. 

 There was a shift from theological explanations to rational and empirical inquiry. 

Impact: 

 Sociology emerged to fill the intellectual gap, providing scientific explanations of 

society and social behavior. 

 

7. Expansion of Scientific Thought 

 Success of natural sciences (physics, biology, chemistry) in explaining the physical 

world inspired thinkers to apply scientific methods to the study of society. 

 Auguste Comte, the “father of sociology,” proposed positivism, i.e., applying 

observation, comparison, and experimentation to social facts. 
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