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Disciplinary Histories and Discipline in Making at University Departments 

 

 

Introduction: 

 

It is important to examine the history of sociology in India as it provides its practitioners an 
understanding of the manner in which knowledge is produced and legitimated, the role that 
institutions such as state play in shaping what is recognized as knowledge and what are the 
institutionalised practices. Duncan (2009) argues that the historical study of social sciences is 
important as it helps us to recognize that social sciences stand at the nexus of power and 
knowledge, where on one hand universities and other research institutions- generate and 
incubate ideas and at the other end programmes of the state and non-state institutions design 
and implement social and political action programmes that play a crucial role in shaping the 
world we live in.  

 

According to Duncan (2009), the institutional sites that could be analysed for developing 
disciplinary histories include; universities, research Institutes/laboratories, think tanks, 
government agencies and philanthropic foundations. Thus one crucial way in which to analyse 
the history of the discipline includes writing about disciplinary histories through analysing the 
‘history of the university departments’ that offer degrees, conduct research and are dominant 
institutions that institutionalise what the ‘disciplines’ stand for through their teaching and 
research programmes. Further in the context of India, sociology through the mediation of 
colonialism was started within university departments and later became the main site for 
structuring the ways in which the discipline was shaped (Patel 2011) 

 

 This module is structured in the following manner: initially the conceptual framework for 
analyzing the departments will be examined and then the Bombay university department of 
sociology in India, will be examined: one to locate the larger structures that led to its 
institutionalization, two to examine what kind of perspective was institutionalised through its 
teaching and research interventions and three to know who are the scholars that framed the 
sociological discourse in India.  
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Section: 1 Conceptual Framework 

e. Doing Disciplinary History 

Gieryn (1985) argues that while discussing about disciplinary histories, it is important to ask  
questions such as; who writes such histories?, what diverse functions are served by disciplinary 
histories?, what images of science emerge with regularity?, what are the connections between 
the written history of a discipline and the changing beliefs and practices of its scientist?  These 
are, I believe, very important and critical questions that challenge the sociologist in us. Why, 
because it entails a process where, when critically examining the history it also pushes us to 
challenge ourselves. As Gieryn (1985), states  it is important to recognize that who writes, the 
history is crucial. Why is this important? According to him, the location of oneself either as an 
‘insider’ or ‘outsider’, would have an impact on the manner in which history is written and 
constructed. Why is this? As students of sociology, one recognizes that all human knowledge is 
produced socially and is ‘bounded’ by society itself (Giddens 1971). Thus one’s standpoint 
would shape the way history is incorporated into the analysis and structure the framework. 
Thus as Gieryn argues the ‘insiders’ histories is legitimation, where the past is reinterpreted to 
justify today’s assertion. As Chaudhuri (2011) argues, writing and examining institutional 
histories are problematic and challenging, especially more so if the person writing is an insider, 
who is a part of the history in terms of its everyday life and recollection. For an insider writing 
history the challenge would be in terms of the contentious nature of history and the fact that 
‘others’ will have a different story to the ‘history’.  

 

The question is why should one write institutional histories? There are three important reasons: 
one, disciplinary histories through examination of institutions serve pedagogic functions, 
especially familiarizing students with their own disciplinary trajectories (Gieryn 1985). Such a 
perspective would help students to understand their own disciplines and important institutions 
within the historical context. Such location would facilitate the students to have a better 
understanding of the perspectives and gain insights into the way knowledge gets constructed 
and legitimised. Secondly, Chaudhuri (2011: 139) argues that ‘histories as discourses shape 
institutional directions’. Thus historically analysisng the past institutional history would help in 
constructing identities and provide insights into ways that structure the future of the discipline. 
As Patel (2011: xxvii) argues the ‘specific localized visions structures the distinctive practices of 
scholars, scholarship and learning in this context’. Finally, disciplinary histories completed and 
complicated by the study of the ‘histories of the global’- histories that are of multiple ways in 
which global politics (or aspects of it) has been conceptualized (Duncan 2009).  
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What is this study referred to as? Such an approach is conceptualized as ‘historical ontology’. 
Analysis of knowledge practices and complexes is what the philosopher Ian Hacking (2004) 
referred to as ‘historical ontology’. Such as approach which includes two aspects. One analysis 
of how certain institutional formations and modes of knowledge come into being and two, how 
scholarly identities are created and reproduced. In this context it becomes pertinent to 
question the creation and disseminations of global/national/regional order by the institutional 
development of the modern research university. It is important to understand that knowledge 
is a complex inter-linkage between institutions, networks and organizational structures. 
Through an assemblage of these, knowledge is facilitated, rendered intelligible and 
disseminated. Further it is important to recognize that there are various diverse sites of 
knowledge production and legitimation. Duncan (2009) discusses two main arguments that 
justify the writing of disciplinary histories. One, the endogenous arguments that stress on the 
intellectual benefit of the discipline under discussion would considerably improve the quality of 
contemporary scholarship of the discipline. Two, the exogenous arguments that emphasize a 
variety of political and intellectual purposes; such an endeavour would be a fascinating site for 
analysing the inter-linkages between knowledge, power and institutions.   

 

Specifically within sociology there has been debate with regard to critically examining the 
university departments of sociology. To this end, Patel (2011) argues that within sociology, 
there is critical discussion of the critical intervention of the Chicago department, in the 
development of a new Chicago School, which played an important role in, the ‘reformulation of 
the discipline’. Jayaram (2011) emphasizing the importance of analyzing ‘departments of 
sociology’ argues that they are important, because in the post independence period the Indian 
nation state had pushed the departments to ‘create professional sociologists’, who would be 
able to examine the impact of ‘planned social change’ initiated by the state on the traditional 
social institutions defining the society in India. Thus in the initial years the emphasis of the 
university departments was research, which gradually changed over the years, with more focus 
on teaching. In this context I argue that in the neoliberal education system, the emphasis is 
back on ‘research’, but in the form of pressure on the faculty of the university departments to 
engage in seeking ‘funded research’, thereby generating revenue for the university and 
evaluations based on the ability of the faculty to bring in funding for the department and 
university. Patel (2011) argues, analysis of ‘schools’ and the role of departments has to be 
conducted within the macro context of the policy of higher education of the nation state.  

The examining ‘disciplinary histories’ within the site of university departments are crucial to 
analysing the growth of the discipline of sociology in India. It is understood that through such 
analysis one could trace the development of sociology as a discipline and its institutionalization 
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within the higher education structures of India. Further given the fact that sociology was 
introduced within university departments with other disciplines, such as Anthropology, 
Economics, History, Indology and the initial practitioners were trained in disciplines, other than 
sociology, needs to be analysed for historically locating disciplinary trajectories within 
university departments.  

 

b. Methodological Challenges… 

Chaudhuri (2011) states that as a researcher one has to be sensitive to the complexities 
involved in recollections and memoirs of scholars engaged in teaching and research in the 
departments. In this context the arguments of Duncan (2009), is relevant. He believes that 
analysis of social sciences needs to employ interpretative protocols and techniques that map 
the complex institutional terrain of modern universities/linkages to government and corporate 
actors- which are cognate sites of intellectual production.  Based on his analysis of International 
relations as a discipline, Duncan argues that ‘analysing institutional origins must be located 
within the discursive context rather than assigning them slots in simplistic disciplinary growth’. 
In this context one has to be careful of ‘discipline defining myths’ (myths in this anthropological 
reading are highly simplified narratives ascribing fixed and coherent meanings to selected 
events, people and places), what do the disciplinary mythologies do? The mythologies generally 
perform the various legitimating functions, which includes; classifying some positions – product 
of intellectual progress, help to mark and police boundaries of the discipline and shape the self-
understandings of scholars.  

 

In similar questioning of the process of the endeavour to map the legacy of a 
school/department, Hedge (2011: 49) argues that it is important to ask the question, whether 
and to what extent is it possible to analyse legacies based on certain parts in isolation from the 
rest? Thus the context becomes crucial, where Jayaram (2011), in his analysis of sociology in 
Karnataka, argues that the biography of the discipline can be understood only in its institutional 
context. He argues ‘the institutional context is subject to the vicissitudes of change in its socio-
economic and cultural milieu; so, it can be understood only sociologically’ (Jayaram 2011: 189). 
Thus in order to grasp the historical development of modern social sciences: we have to, one, 
map the history of concepts and arguments, two, analyse institutions and networks, and three, 
examine the complex nexus between institutions, agents and knowledge production. In order 
to understand the discipline it is important to understand the past contributions. A leading 
practitioner of the discipline of sociology once observed: 
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The problem with us is not that the small amount of good work done by 
preceding generations is unjustly criticized by succeeding ones, but that it is 
ignored and then quickly forgotten. In India, each generation of sociologists 
seems eager to start its work on a clean state, with little or no attention to the 
work done before. This amnesia about the work of their predecessors is no less 
distinctive of Indian sociologists than their failure to innovate’ (Beteille 2002: 
224).  

 

For embarking on the critical project of analysing the institutional biography of sociology, we 
need to undertake a ‘sensitive reading of sociology’s own biography’ (Jayaram 2011:189), 
where the institutions of sociology were located, the time period when it was established and 
grew and the scholars that defined the discipline through their research and teaching practices 
need to be examined. Rao (1974) contends that the four departments Bombay, Lucknow, 
Calcutta and Mysore formed the earliest schools of sociology and they reflected different 
trends due to their varied orientation and approach.  

 

Section 2: Disciplinary History and Sociology in India 

 

In this section I will focus on one important department of sociology in India and examine its 
role in institutionalising sociology in India. Beteille (1973: 216) states that it is important for the 
students of sociology to recognise that the first generation of sociologists in India, Radhakamal 
Mukherjee, G.S Ghurye and D.P Mukherji- were all university members in the proper sense of 
term, pioneers, because as far as sociology went, they were mostly self-taught. It includes the 
department of sociology in University of Bombay/Mumbai1, and examines its impact on the 
larger field of practices of sociology in India. The initial question is why the ‘Bombay 
Department’. Focusing on this department is important because of the following interlinking 
reasons: 

1. The Bombay University is one of the first institutions of higher learning to be established 
by the colonial state in 1857 and it was the first teaching department of social 

                                                             
1 Bombay city was renamed as Mumbai officially in 1995, by the state government led by Shiv Sena. It is important 
to recognize that the ‘renaming’ is a process, that has interlinkages with issues of identity, history of colonialism 
and nationalism, regionalism and politics. For greater understanding please refer to Bombay Metaphor for Modern 
India (eds) Sujata Patel and Alice Thorner. Bombay and New Delhi. Oxford University Press. 1995/96/2000.  
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anthropology and sociology. Dhanagare (2011) argues that along with Delhi and 
Lucknow, Bombay had a strong presence as one of leading centres of sociology.  
 

2. The department housed two of the respected and recognized scholars Prof G.S Ghurye 
and Prof. A.R Desai who were seminal in shaping of sociology practiced in India. It is 
interesting to note that Prof. G.S. Ghurye and Prof. A.R Desai had distinct and opposing 
theoretical paradigms, methodological perspective and pedagogical practices and each 
in its own way shaped sociology practiced in the region and in India as a whole. 
Dhanagare (2011) argues that within disciplinary histories, one should be sensitive to 
the ‘personification of department’, as the historical process of development of 
sociology, is linked to academic activities of these scholars. Continuing this line 
Dhanagare states that personification of scholars was a strategy to carve out the 
identity of ‘sociology’ from within the dominant ‘sister’ disciplines such as anthropology 
and sociology. It also helps to fight for funds and helps to create a specialised identity of 
sociology as a ‘scientific discipline’.  
 

3. A number of outstanding scholars of sociology, who through their engagement, research 
and publication have shaped the discipline, were trained in the department. 
Noteworthy among them are, M.N Srinivas (M.A 1938, PhD 1943), Irawati Karve (M.A 
1928), I.P Desai (PhD. 1943) and Y.B Damle (Ph.D 1950).  
 

4. Further, it is the sociology department at the Bombay university, that played a crucial 
role in the professionalization of the discipline of sociology, through the establishment 
of the Indian Sociological Society (ISS), the professional association of sociologists in 
India and the inception of its journal Sociological Bulletin, an outstanding journal 
maintaining the highest standards of academic rigour.  
 

5. The analysis of the Bombay department based upon the analysis of D.N Dhanagare in 
context of its impact on university of Pune2 sociology department was interesting and it 
caught my imagination and curiosity as a sociologist. Studying and teaching at the 
department since 1997 to the present has made me an ‘insider’. Contextualizing my 
insider status while analyzing the institutional history of the discipline interested the 
sociologist in me to engage with the analysis.  
 

6. Lastly, given the context that this is a limited word module and the complexity of the 
debate, it would be logical and practical to focus on one department, so that the 
students would understand, one, why the need to embark on critically examining 

                                                             
2 The University of Pune has been renamed as Savitribai Phule Pune University since July 2014.  



 

10 
 

disciplinary histories, two, through analysis of a specific department understand the 
structuring of the discipline and three, motivate them to reflect on their own 
departments and relate it to the sociology that they practice and engage with. 
 

To analyse the disciplinary history of sociology in India, institutionalized within Bombay 
University sociology department I will examine the works of Manorama Savur and D. N 
Dhanagare. I would like to add that though the focus is on the department, the fact that it 
engages with one of the oldest department, also would throw light on the ‘institutionalising of 
sociology in India’, generally and the indological approaches of G.S Ghurye and Marxist 
perspective of A.R Desai specifically.  

 

f. Institutionalising Sociology in India: The Disciplinary History in Bombay School  
 

Savur focuses on the context, highlighting three issues, one, the role of the state, two, the 
administration especially the powers represented in the office of the senate and three, the 
individuals who direct and shape the vision of sociology through their research and teaching. An 
important aspect of Savur’s analysis was that it was based on archival research, of Bombay 
University Records, that gave her access to much valuable administrative documentation that 
shaped institutionalising sociology in the department. Savur (2011) argues that the nature of 
sociology institutionalised in Bombay University was a ‘conservative’ one, believed to have 
facilitated and continuation of status quoits sociology. The important question then is, how did 
a ‘conservative’ orientation of sociology get institutionalised in Bombay that which then shaped 
the sociology practiced in India? In order to address this question, it is important to focus on 
the role played by the colonial state that institutionalised sociology in the Bombay university 
department.  

Three universities, Bombay, Calcutta and Madras set up in 1857, argues Savur was a defensive 
act to appease the aggravated  middle class who helped the British and wanted the colonial 
state to award them by offering them work in the lower bureaucracy as clerks, especially in low 
administrative positions. By then the colonial state had realized that a number of higher 
administrative posts were taken away from the British by the Indian natives. As Savur argues,  

“If setting up the three universities in India in 1857 (House of Lords, Second 
Report quoted in Basu 1982:8) was a defensive political act, ….. then introducing 
sociology during a wartime crisis cannot but be a panic reaction too (2011: 5) 

What were the areas of concern for the colonial leaders? The colonial state realized that they 
had to have greater control over the university research and teaching, as they were growing 
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concerned about the growing Nationalism, among Indian students in its various forms, 
including: 

1. There were broad based religious revivalist movements, both within Hinduism and Islam 
in the late 19th century, which caught the imagination of the youth.  

2. One could also see the rise of militant nationalism among the youth.  
3. Thirdly, the colonial rulers believed that the Indian students learned about ideas of 

nationalism, civil liberties and constitutional literature, by reading works of British 
philosophers, leaders and social scientists.  

Thus the challenge for the Colonial state was to draw the educated youth away from the new 
tide of Nationalism. One crucial way Savur argues would be to introduce a discipline that would 
help in keeping the students away from the ‘revolutionary ideas’ emerging in the country. Thus 
in 1917, (Report Montagu and Chelmsford of sociology recommending ‘limited rule’ to the 
Indians).  

The interesting question is why sociology? Savur argues that we need to recognize that 
‘academic sociology’ was a strong reaction to a powerful people’s movement, which culminated 
in the French Revolution. The fact that Auguste Comte, was recognized as the ‘father of 
Sociology’, institutionalised and legitimated the conservative perspective of ‘positive 
philosophy’, which was then taken forward by Durkeheim, who followed Comtian philosophy. 
Further, Savur argues that the academic sociology instutionalised in India was the conservative 
British brand of sociology, the larger idea being to instill conservative perspective among 
students that would not challenge the status quo. Peter Geddes was the first chair Professor of 
Sociology at Bombay university department of Sociology. Munshi (2007) argues that Geddes, 
though was a distinguished town planner and geographer, he was not very much interested in 
studying society in India and thus his work did not have much influence on Indian sociology.  

The Legacy of Bombay University Department of Sociology: The Scholarship of G.S Ghurye: 

 

How was this conservative perspective introduced? Savur states that G.S Ghurye, an 
outstanding scholar of Sanskrit was sent to England to train within the intellectual domain of 
Herbert Spencer, so as to develop an ‘apolitical’ sociological perspective. Herbert Spencer, 
believed in the organismic conception of sociology, and perceived society as a self- regulated 
system based on systemic patterns of interdependence. Savur argues that by focusing on 
Spencer, the sociological perspectives of Karl Marx and Max Weber, which was believed to be 
revolutionary and challenging the status quo, was ignored. Once in England, Ghurye trained in 
anthropology, in Cambridge, as it was believed that he was insensitive to Indian social contexts 
and to its history. Thus at the department of sociology at Bombay, Ghurye institutionalised the 
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anthropological approach to sociology, as he believed that there is no need to distinguish 
between social anthropology and sociology (Ghurye 1956). Savur cites Ghurye (1973:45), 
‘anthropological approach to Sociology is the most appropriate’ (Savur 2011: 17).  

 

The question then is what kind of issues was engaged with and what could be referred to as the 
legacy of Ghurye? Savur (2011) and Dhanagre (2011) argue that it included areas of 
anthropological interest, such as narrative and descriptive studies of tribes, especially 
institutions such as marriage, family and rituals. Later Ghurye and his students did initiate 
research on changing urban scenario, especially the process of industrialization. Savur argues 
that it led to the formation of two new specializations, Industrial and Urban sociology in India. 
The students trained by Ghurye, within the indological approach, started teaching in different 
universities in India, teaching more often than not ‘anthropologised sociology’, which she 
argues led to a lack of analysis with the state, inequalities and no engagement with 
development. What was the impact of such an approach to sociology in India? Savur argues 
that the trajectory taken by sociology led to a permanent loss in the planning and development 
process. Dhanagare (2011) specifically argues that Ghurye’s pedagogic practices reveal that he 
never engaged with social realities and institutionalised a descriptive tradition of doing 
sociology in India. Such a history has led to lack of self-criticality among sociologists in India and 
impacted the growth of sociology as a scientific discipline, as sociology in India could never deal 
with social realities analytically.  

 

Legacy of Bombay University Department of Sociology: The Scholarship of A.R Desai: 

 

Savur (2011) argues that it was with the scholarship of A.R Desai, that ‘sociology came into its 
own’. With Desai’s background of Marxism and trade unionism, his work was based on 
historical materialism, engaged with issues such as economic recession and Naxalbari peasant 
movements that questioned India’s agrarian reform, established a liberal left tradition within 
the department. Savur (2011) and Dhanagare (2011) argue that the legacy of Desai includes, 
important practices within research and teaching. According to them, Desai made substantial 
changes in the curriculum, where he incorporated the works of Marxists and neo-marxists, and 
introduced new specializations.  With the introduction of diverse courses, such as Theoretical 
Sociology – Introduction to European and American Theories, Sociology of Development, 
Sociology of Indian Society. Desai’s insistence on theoretical and analytical framework was 
extremely important, where the students were encouraged to analyse inequality by integrating 
theory and practices. Through emphasis on analytically linking the macro structures of state to 
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micro experiences, within historical analysis, Desai was able to slowly disentangle from 
anthropology, thereby strengthening the analytical potential of the discipline.  

 

Further, Desai introduced newer pedagogical practices, where he pushed the students to look 
beyond the classroom, department and library and interlink research, learning, teaching and 
activism. Desai, importantly, through insistence on theoretical and analytical framework pushed 
his students to think and analyse critically. Specifically, Savur argues that, Desai organized 
regular ‘open house meetings’, attended by students, teachers, scholars of various 
departments to discuss new books, concepts and thus ushered in a practice of interdisciplinary. 
Desai, through his emphasis on collaborative departmental research, encouraged research as a 
‘collective activity and training’.  

In this context the analysis of Jodhka (2009: 37) is relevant, where he states that one important 
aspect that gets reflected by analysing the practices of ‘sociology’ in India,- ‘the kind of people 
who came to occupy positions of in the university system and the kind of knowledge they 
produced about Indian society’. The collective legacy of Ghurye and Desai, Dhanagare (2011) 
argues include, a shared commitment to the discipline, meticulousness, methodologically 
rigorousness, intellectual integrity and  importantly academic freedom to pursue studies or 
research according to one’s intellectual orientation. The last aspect is reflected on the fact that 
A.R Desai was the student of G.S Ghurye and they had completely different perspectives 
towards the practice of sociology in India.  

 

g. Influence on Sociology Department at University of Pune (Renamed as Savitribai 
Phule Pune University): 

 

Dhanagare (2011), analysis of the practice of sociology at this university, along with secondary 
analysis was also based on his ‘insider’ status, as he taught in this university. According to 
Dhanagare, it should be contextualized that teaching sociology in Pune, was started in 1949, 
almost two decades after post graduate research and teaching started in Bombay. The 
sociology practiced in Pune, was influenced by the two most eminent scholars Iravati Karve and 
Y.B Damle, students of Ghurye. It is also important to understand that when sociology was 
introduced it was within the already established anthropology department of the university.  
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The manner in which Iravati Karve organized the teaching and research focus of the 
department one could see the presence of G.S Ghurye, especially in terms of focus on ethnic 
complexity, structural institutions and social biology. Dhanagare (2011), argues that for a long 
time, social biology, with its focus on biological basis of human society, races and cultures and 
eugenics and euthenics was taught to the students of sociology. It is important to recognize 
that though Karve was influenced by the  indological perspective of Ghurye, she differed from 
it, by acknowledging the non-brahmanical contributions to the diversities of Indian society.  

 

Damle’s sociological work on the other hand did not see the influence of either Ghurye or 
Karve. Dhanagare argues that, Damle was much influenced by the theoretical perspectives of 
structural functionalism of Talcott Parsons and Robert Merton. Thus by focusing on areas such 
as social stratification, social change and sociological theory, especially systems theory, 
Dhanagare argues that Damle gave a new direction to the practice of sociology in India. Such a 
direction questioned the complacency of Indology, and pushed for a systemic analysis of the 
society.  

 

What Damle carried forward, with the legacy of Ghurye and Desai, is the ‘legacy of intellectual 
freedom’, argues Dhanagare (2011: 144). By encouraging international collaboration, 
development of new courses by young colleagues, policy of non-interference in professional 
engagements, emphasis of rigour and methodology, Dhanagare argues, gave a ‘growth 
orientation to the discipline. Many of his students did exceptionally well, for example T.K 
Oommen, who did pioneering work in the area of sociology of social movements, by 
emphasizing on theoretical rigour and grassroot empirical data. The Bombay school which is 
one of the leading department, has through its theoretical rigourous perspective has created a 
substantive body of knowledge. Thus the important legacy of Bombay Sociology department 
include theoretical and methodological rigour and intellectual freedom, which are the core for 
nurturing critical analytical perspective within the practices of sociology in India.  

 

Conclusion: 

 

We started the module by asking the question ‘why institutional histories’ and argued that 
there are three reasons: one, pedagogic where the history familiarizes the students with their 
own disciplinary trajectories; two, to shape institutional directions, so that it would help in 
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shaping the future trends of the discipline and three, to understand how global nexus of 
knowledge, power and politics construct and shape disciplines. Analysis of the Bombay 
department of sociology, has helped us to understand one, how the colonial history played a 
crucial role shaping and structuring the manner in which sociology was practiced in India, as it 
was the colonial state that introduced the discipline. Analysing the disciplinary trajectory in 
India also facilitated us to reflect on the manner in which the nexus between state power and 
knowledge are constructed and one could identify how and why certain perspectives become 
critical in particular times and particular spaces. Reflecting on the legacy of scholars associated 
with the department also helped us to think critically on the research and pedagogic practices 
institutionalised within the disciplines, that structure our world view and analytical frameworks.  
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Crisis in Sociology in India  
 
What is the debate all about?   
 
Scholars over the years have discussed, analysed and engaged intermittently over 
Sociology as a discipline in India. Debating about the relevance of the discipline, its 
subject matter, its growth and trajectory have  become matter of course. Scholars in India 
have critically reflected one’s own disciplinary trajectories and there has also  been a 
serious engagement with its teaching and pedagogical practices, its research process and 
its growth and its disciplinary margins. Furthermore, formal discussions within workshops, 
meetings, seminars and conferences and informal conversations over teas/coffees, 
generally reflect a sense of despair, anguish and concern over the state of sociology in 
India. Our aim, in this module is to bring together the engagements of scholars in India, 
with their analysis and arguments with regard to the crisis in sociology in India.  
 
In this module, when we discuss about the crisis in sociology in India it will engage with 
four important issues. The first, how does one conceptualise the term crisis?; second who 
are the scholars in India who have engaged with one another with regard to the crisis?; 
third putting together these debates can we build a framework to analyse the crisis and 
fourth, where do we go after anaysing the nature of crisis? A reflection on the analysis will 
address the above concerns.  
 
The Sociology in Crisis Debate:  
 
Scholars who engaged with the issue of crisis in Sociology include Y. B Damle and M.N 
Srinivas and M.N Panini in the 1070s, T.K Oommen in the 1980s, Veena Das, Anantha 
Giri, Satish Deshpande, C B Venkatesh Murthy, Sharmila Rege, Sujata Patel and Ramesh 
Bairy in the 1990s. and 2000s. Their engagements with regard to the issues concerning 
sociological practices in India form a core of the debate with regard to sociology in India.  
 

 Veena Das : Crisis in Sociology 

Veena Das (1993), in her article ‘Sociological Research in India: The state of Crisis’,  
commences her article by pointing out that the crisis in sociological research exists at 
three levels, namely, the University, University Grants Commission and that of the Indian 
Sociological Society, each of whose role is understood in a framework, constructed by the 
practice of politics. Since research is based on patient progress of the respective student’s 
academic standards, the aspect of more significance is competence rather than  of 
brilliance, which is not ascribed but has to be achieved.  Das moves on to cite that her 
personal experience as a professor at the University of Delhi for the past twenty five years, 
as the interviewer  of students from various universities, as a member of the selection 
committee for lecturers, research associates in Universities and UGC, makes her notice a 



                                                                                                                      

 
 

 
 

 

sharp increase in the number of lecturers, doctoral students and research associates 
hailing from State and Central Universities, many of whom have accomplished an M.Phil. 
However, the boom is not substantiated by excellence and competency on the part of the 
researchers, and the reasons that the author cites for such a tragic scenario range from 
lack of systematic reading leading to lack of efficiency, ignorance of elementary facts, 
elaboration on generalities, inability to explicate the basic arguments of the reference lists 
of dissertations, lack of emphasis on library research coupled with incompetent fieldwork 
and surveys, publication of substandard materials through subsidy, and plagiarism. But, 
she does not omit the mention of the existence of competent scholars, carrying out well-
designed research, and contributing to the academics extensively in order to provide 
plurality of perspectives to understand Indian society, the proper utilization of which 
necessitates appropriate institutional framework.  
 
Das (1993), thereafter explains the concept of crisis which, according to her, refers to, for 
the purpose of policy-making, the act of treating all institutions equally without considering 
their respective academic record that is plagued by substandard research. The factors 
amounting to the crisis situation can be traced at all three levels. At the level of 
Universities, incompetence in teaching and research- failing to keep pace with the 
discipline’s growth, coupled with utilization of out-dated reading materials, lack of initiative 
on the part of students to acquire proficiency in the English language- being encouraged 
by sustaining regional languages as the medium of instruction in many universities, 
improper policy for recruitment and promotion, along with the role of political patronage in 
the process,  the evaluation of PhD dissertations by incompetent examiners, and the 
perception of appointment of examiners from abroad as means colonial subjugation of 
one’s mind, evaluation on the basis of reciprocity instead of determining academic 
standard, and lack of examiners for evaluation of PhD dissertations in the regional 
languages comprise a significant bases for the crisis at the University level.   
 
At the next level, the decision-making body of UGC itself perpetuates faulty notions about 
social science research, and there exists a correlation between the students and the 
supervisors, the pressure to obtain a PhD and to gather credits for producing PhD 
students respectively, the situation being difficult to be solved by national evaluation 
schemes. The situation therefore necessitates consolidation of resources to cater to the 
needs of competent students and appointing competent supervisors. Additional 
shortcomings at this level include recruitment of scholars with poor research skills, thereby 
calling for the modification of the process of appointment, which can be practised through 
establishment of search committees and professional help. The professional bodies do not  
fulfill their duty to redress the situation, whose role lies not in increasing the number of 
jobs, but ensuring the practice is in lines with the ethical principles. One can situate the 
role of ISS in this context, whose responsibility is the preparation of a report on the state of 
social research in India that can serve as a foundation for the task of uplifting and 
improving the state of the present scenario.   
 

 Anant Giri: Community of Discourse as answer to the Crisis?  

The first scholar to engage with Veena Das’s questions and concerns was Anant Giri 
(1993). In his article titled ‘Creating a Community of Discourse in Sociology in India’, he 



                                                                                                                      

 
 

 
 

 

strongly argues for indegenisation by critiquing Das for ‘uncritical meteropolitanism’. Giri in 
his article presents four major issues concerning meteropolitanism of Das.  One, Das 
takes for granted the discursive field of sociology. Giri argues that sociologists have not 
questioned the accepted paradigms of sociological research and neither have they created 
a curriculum of sociology and anthropology that takes into consideration our own cultural 
predicament and especially an Indian point of view.   Next, according to Giri, Das has 
depended very much on the English language. According to Giri, one must understand 
that every student of sociology in India may not be well versed with English, so one must 
encourage writing in Indian languages, especially mother tongues. Three, Giri believes 
that one should build a ‘community of discourse’. How does one conceptualise this 
community of discourse’? According to Giri, to build such a community requires ‘egoless’ 
interaction and communication with among the peers.  Before making a critique of the 
Indian Sociological Society as an institution, one should analyse how many of the leading 
practitioners of the discipline are involved with it.  Finally, one should encourage 
publishing, especially efforts at local levels. In its core Giri’s arguments were pushing 
towards an argument where he states emphatically that before critiquing this ‘other’, there 
is a need to reflect on the ‘self’.  
 
What does analysis of Giri’s article convey? In the following section I will deal with the 
critique offered by the scholars who were part of the debate. But for me the arguments, 
especially the conceptualization of creating a community of discourse, were  paradoxical. 
Why? Because while Giri was critiquing Das for her ‘uncritical meteropolitanism’, he 
himself takes an uncritical stand by making sweeping statements such as ‘need to take 
seriously our own cultural predicament' and ‘India culture’, without contextualising what  
‘our’ refers to and when one states ‘Indian culture’, what does it actually imply? In such a 
diverse country like India, the statements such as the one  stated above  are problematic 
unless they are contextualized.  
 

 G B Venkatesha Murthy: Bringing the stalwarts into the debate 

Going further in the debate, one has the response of G B Venkatesha Murthy (1993). This 
short piece titled ‘Crisis in Sociological Research’, is important because Murthy brought 
into the nineties discussion of ‘crisis’; the arguments made by Y.B Damle, M.N Srinivas 
and M.N. Panini and T.K Oommen made in the 70s and 80s. It is important because it 
does reflect the fact that sociology in India, through the works cited above, did have its 
moments of reflexivity, though admittedly, very few. . Based on their works Murthy argues 
that there are three important reasons leading towards building of crisis in sociology, 
mostly based on the fact that the problem lies with the ‘kind of students’ who have taken 
up sociology as their discipline. The first is the perception of sociology as a soft discipline, 
thereby not attracting good intelligent students; second, mediocre students apply for a 
sociology course because they do not get admissions anywhere else, thus sociology 
attracts the residue and third, the admission policy is not rigorous, it is full of gaps so that 
classrooms are filled with uninterested mediocre students.   
 
Murthy in his article, starts with citing Y.B Damle, who stated -  ‘It is well known that in 
India the majority of the brighter students are attracted to science, technology and 
professional courses. Even in the arts, social sciences and humanities, the brighter ones 



                                                                                                                      

 
 

 
 

 

tend to choose either mathematics or economics. Obviously, those who choose sociology 
are not necessarily the best, nor  do they necessarily have any clear notion of why they 
choose the subject, which has definite implications for their interest and performance’ 
(Damle 1974, pp 343-48; cited in Murthy 1993). Based on the above analysis, Murthy 
states that students choose sociology as a subject of last resort, not really interested in the 
development of the discipline. Further, by drawing on Srinivas and Panini (1973), Murthy 
also reflected on the admission process, where he argued that there has been no attempt 
to restrict admissions on the qualification and aptitude of the students, the admission 
process is full of gaps, which in turn has impacted sociological research negatively. 
Further Murthy, citing Srinivas (1973) argued that along with the substandard quality of 
students, the teachers appointed are also not of quality because in recent times, 
appointments are made with regard to considerations of caste, region  and linguistic 
parameters, and not on ‘merit’, which has  accelerated the deplorable condition of 
sociological research and teaching. This point of Srinivas, which is reiterated by Murthy 
was made in relation to the reservation policy of the state and thus needs to be engaged 
with1. If this is the state then how does one deal with it?  
 
To address the problems faced by sociological research, Murthy now refers to the 
arguments made by Oommen (1983), that in order to bring about positive change within 
sociology, three interrelated processes must be followed; one, restructuring of the 
education policy, two, established academics must mentor young scholars and three, a 
need to develop the aptitude, commitment and academic skills of young scholars. 
Evaluating Murthy’s analysis reveals that in his analysis all the problems associated with 
the discipline are related to students and there is no critical analysis of either the system of 
higher education and/or the teachers who are part of the structure.  
 

 Satish Deshpande: Contextualising the Debate 

Satish Deshpande (1993) refers to the disciplinary fatigue of sociology as a discipline. 
According to him Veena Das’s questions and concerns with regard to crisis in Sociology  
are important and need to be engaged with. The fact that there have been few responses 
to her concerns with regard to the crisis plaguing the discipline  needs to be addressed. 
For Deshpande the problem with Das’s analysis was that though it raised important issues, 
the argument lacked conceptual clarity.  A close analysis of the article reveals that we 
need to be aware  that  not only sociology but  all social sciences, the university system 
and the Indian educational system that are suffering from this crisis. So it is important to 
understand then, the specificity of the crisis affecting sociology in order to engage with it. 
In addition, we need to recognize that the issues articulated by Das, such as lack of 
commitment, islands of excellence and lack of competencies among students are issues 
faced by social sciences in general. Therefore to analyse the specificity of sociology, 
Deshpande states that we need to locate it in the genealogy of Sociology in India; 
especially in the process of discipline formation that is within the transition from a colonial 
to a post colonial regime.  
 

                                                      
1 Students are requested to refer to the module titled ‘Quotas and Social Justice’.  



                                                                                                                      

 
 

 
 

 

The argument that emerges from reading Deshpande is that post independence 
disciplines had a clear cut responsibility chalked out. In this context history had taken up 
the responsibility of restructuring the past of the nation in making and Economics had 
become the mainstay of Nehruvian socialism. Compared to them sociology appeared as 
an ambiguous and a disabling identity.  
 
If one takes this argument of Deshpande and reflects on the way the discipline has been 
established then one comes out with feeling that the process of growth and 
institutionalization of sociology as a soft discipline which did not require serious intellectual 
endeavour was slowly but steadily becoming established. The field of sociology was 
perceived to be ambiguous, very vast including every day aspects of our life and society 
so it was believed that sociological analysis was equivalent to having an opinion. This 
feeling was established very strongly in the manner in which it was taught, learnt and 
disseminated. Furthermore, the subject area of the discipline being everyday experience, 
students perceived sociology as equivalent to common sense.  Students and teachers feel 
that they know everything there is to know about society-especially sociology of India – 
caste, village, joint family, because they live and experience it. And further there is a belief 
that by theorizing these simple things facts of living in society, sociology makes them 
unnecessarily complicated. Therefore the major task to be dealt with by sociologists is to 
question the illusion of understanding created by common sense in everyday practices.  
Going back to Deshpande’s arguments with regard to crisis, due to the ambiguity in 
defining itself, sociology as a discipline faced what he refers to as ‘identity crisis’. This 
identity crisis was strengthened, given the fact that sociology in India addressed issues of 
religion, caste, class, custom, manners, culture and issues which was closer to 
ethnography than to the established version of the mainstream discipline in western 
sociology2. A very well known sociologist Andre Beteille stated that ‘when he is in India he 
is referred to as a sociologist, while when he is in the west he is introduced as an 
Anthropologist’.  
 
Thus an analysis of Deshpande’s argument regarding identity crisis of sociology could be 
understood within the very core that makes up the discipline. What does that actually 
mean? What I am driving at is, reading Deshpande gives an idea that at the time when the 
Indian state/nation was trying its best to establish itself as a modern nation state, based on 
Nationalistic fervor, the young state driving ahead and planning for the future, a discipline 
like sociology could be problematic unless trimmed of its radical edge. If sociology was 
engaged in critical enquiry such as engaging with issues of hierarchy and inequality within 
caste, understanding the politics of nationalism, examining customs based on violence and 
difference, analysing culture, then  as a discipline it would be critiquing the nation rather 
than building it.  With few exceptions sociology in India was institutionalized within the 
largely Parsonian model of positivism which was the dominant discourse of the time. What 
became defined as Sociology in India was uncritical, descriptive and fractured 
observations of ‘Indian’ customs, culture, language, religion, family and was celebrated for 
its ‘uniqueness’.  So it is no wonder that students, teachers and in general sociologists in 
India (largely) do not ask any questions, and forget about critical questioning. For me as a 

                                                      
2The	students	are	requested	to	refer	to	the	first	module	of	the	paper	titled	‘Colonialism,	Anthropology	and	
Sociology,	which	deals	extensively	on	this	issue.	 



                                                                                                                      

 
 

 
 

 

teacher of sociology, teaching sociology of India for the past five years, the moment of 
crisis is when in the class I wait futilely for a question to be asked of me by the students. 
 
After establishing a probable analysis as to why sociology is undergoing a crisis, 
Deshpande goes on to explain what can be done to deal with the crisis. He has stated five 
ways through which the crisis within sociology could be dealt with. One, he argues that 
what one needs is self-reflexivity both with the discipline, but also with oneself, that is a 
practicing sociologist.   To explain the reflexivity exercise with oneself, Deshpande used 
the example of the argument of Veena Das with regard to inferior quality of available text 
books within sociology. According to Deshpande rather than lamenting about the quality of 
text books, one should write and develop good text books, which unfortunately is not on 
the agenda of well established good scholars.  
 
Two, there is a need for training, monitoring and encouraging of young teachers by the 
established scholars thereby creating sustainable support structures. Three, rather than 
demanding for more centralization (which was the argument of Veena Das as mentioned 
above), Deshpande calls for decentralization of resources to regional and state universities 
so as to strengthen their base. Fourth, there is a need to develop a sense of accountability 
within the leading centres referred to as ‘National’. According to him without such 
accountability, ‘centralized structures run the risk of breeding narcissist elites accountable 
to no one’. Fifth, is to ask the question as to why sociology did not become ‘the’ discipline 
in the eighties. Deshpande argued that during the 1980s, the Indian state faced critical 
problems that were social in nature, such as secessionist movements, based on ethnic 
and religious identities, caste questions in supposedly casteless middle class society and 
the growth and prevalence of communalism. Except for very few scholars, sociology as a 
discipline did not engage with these concerns. Deshpande writes of this as ‘sociology did 
not rise to the occasion and except  for the few interventions, as discipline sociology 
failed’. In this answer, Deshpande believes lies the reason towards understanding the 
crisis inflicting sociology.  
 

 Sharmila Rege: Relooking at the debate 

Sharmila Rege (1994) joins the debate and argues that the crisis in sociological research 
and teaching has to be located in three interrelated issues; the syllabi, responses of the 
discipline to the challenges to it from within and outside the academia and pedagogical 
practices. Sociology has not dealt with these issues effectively thereby leading to a state of 
crisis. It is important to analyse each of these issues. According to Rege, discussions with 
students reveal that they opt for sociology because it is assumed to be a soft discipline, 
notes are easily available   and it is a preparing ground for civil services. As far as the  
syllabi are concerned, the issue is that the syllabi and the content such as the basic 
concepts and sociological theories and thought taught and discussed in the class have 
hardly any inter-linkages with the lived contexts of the students and the teachers. More 
often than not both the students and teachers feel disconnected with the subject.  
 
Rege argues that women’s studies have posed an important challenge to sociology, 
especially with regard to its content and methodology. Such questioning was very 
important in radically pushing the boundaries of the discipline. Which are the issues within 



                                                                                                                      

 
 

 
 

 

sociology that has been challenged by women’s studies? Women’s studies according to 
Rege (1994), has directed attention to the invisibility of women within sociological research 
and literature. The problem lies with the very structuring of sociological methods. Feminist 
methods which include consciousness raising through research, challenging the dichotomy 
of object and subject of research and raising complex questions of power in writing and 
process of research, have posed questions to sociological methodology on various 
methodological techniques. Rege argues that feminist methodology further demands a 
shift from ‘woman’s standpoint’ to a standpoint that bears in mind the complex collusions 
and contestations between class, castes, gender and communities. Unfortunately, by and 
large, methodology practiced within sociology has not addressed or engaged with feminist 
methodology let alone use it.  
 
The response to the challenge has been extremely bureaucratic by nature. Rege argues 
that that there have been two kinds of responses; one setting the women’s studies centre 
within established mainstream departments and the second,  having optional courses such 
as ‘Women and Society’, which does not bring about structural changes. Such a response 
allows the mainstream foundational courses to remain unchallenged3.  
Rege, while reflecting on the state of pedagogy, draws heavily on the feminist pedagogical 
practices and discourses. According to her, feminist pedagogical practices legitimize 
personal experiences, recognize both teachers and students, they bring ‘texts’ of their own 
to the classroom and that ‘common vocabularies’ are not ‘given’ but have to be developed. 
Thus it is not easy, as it pushes us from positions of authority to vulnerability. Sociology 
has not been able to develop and nurture such pedagogical practices in the classroom 
which pushes students to feel disconnected with the discipline thereby leading to a state of 
crisis. In order to deal effectively with such crisis it is important to ground self reflexivity, 
and critical impulses have to be rooted in conscious praxis in the classroom. Such a 
process will go a long way to tackle issues of crisis affecting the discipline.  
 

 Sujata Patel: Linking the Macro and Micro worlds 
 

Engaging with the debate, Sujata Patel, presented a paper titled ‘Challenges to Indian 
Sociology’ as the theme paper at the All India Sociological Conference at Hyderabad, 
November 23 to 25, 1997. It is an important argument that provides a larger macro 
framework to the issues with regard to crisis in Sociology that one has been discussing in 
this module. In her paper, Patel (1997) raises three interrelated questions.  The first, what 
is this crisis?, Second how do we map its discursive space and finally, how does this 
mapping help us to formulate the challenge that we face in Sociology? Patel, a historical 
sociologist, draws connections between the macro and micro, and states that such 
concerns with the state of the discipline was always part of the legacy of sociology.  
 

                                                      
3  Interested  students  can  read  up  the  module  number  5,  titled  ‘Challenges  to  Sociology  from  Gender  and  Dalit 
Studies’, which discuss in detail the nature of challenges and the responses of Sociology to it.  



                                                                                                                      

 
 

 
 

 

Drawing on the specific critical work of Alvin Gouldner4, ‘Crisis of Western Sociology’ 
1970, Patel argues that if one wants to analyse the crisis in sociology, then one has to 
understand the interlinkages between the macro-micro worlds structuring the discipline. 
What would then be the macro and micro worlds? According to Patel (1997) the macro 
worlds would include areas of enquiry such as: policies of higher education, fiscal policies 
(impact of such policies especially funding for higher education), political agenda for and of 
higher education and changing relationship of particular subjects with career options in the 
context of changing economy. The micro on the other hand includes areas such as the 
classroom, its social morphology, the pedagogic techniques and the ideologies 
determining the process of learning.   
 
According to Patel (1997) the interlinking of the macro and micro processes defines and 
structures the discipline. If one maps out the discipline the picture that emerges is as 
follows, the discipline grew extensively in the post independence period but over the last 
few years there has been a leveling down of it. This leveling down is accompanied by 
changing profiles of students. What does this mean?  According to her, the university and 
colleges see the increasing presence of women and men from deprived communities such 
as tribes and Dalits, who raise questions of language, representation, culture and 
knowledge. Questions such as, what is taught? In which language it is being taught? 
Whether such knowledge is relevant? How do we define sociological literature? Questions, 
Patel argues that shakes the very identity of the discipline itself. But the issue is whether 
the discipline addresses these concerns.  
 
Adding to these questions is the gradual but steady erosion of relevance. Patel (1994) 
argues that initially when sociology was institutionalized in the post independence period it 
had taken up the role of understanding the new society that was being constructed and the 
identity that was been established through works on caste, tradition, modernity, social 
change, development and such. But in recent times one can perceive a much fractured 
discipline that does not seem to have a clear cut agenda for it. Thus for Patel (1997), the 
crisis is not only institutional but also ideological, relating to the structures of higher 
education, the economy, the political as well as that of the paradigm of the discipline.  
Sociology, according to Patel (1997), is posed with an epistemic challenge which includes 
two critical movements, feminist and environmental. How far the discipline has interpolated 
these challenges in research and teaching is subject to scrutiny. For sociology to reach its 
full potential and deal with crisis, what one needs is critical reflexivity, which has to be 
developed in the classrooms. This reflexivity has to be reflected both in our methodological 
as well as pedagogical tools.  
 

 Heutkar Jha: Elitist vs Vernacular Sociology 

                                                      
4 Alvin Gouldner  in his much celebrated book  ‘Crisis of Western Sociology’ 1970 explores the reasons how and why 
academic sociology became associated with conservatism in the period after world war, when it was institutionalized 
in the United States. The overwhelming institutionalization of the Parsonian school of structural functionalism failed 
to  take cognizance and engage with questions  facing society such as  that of  race and  inequality. The criticisms and 
transformation of society became divorced from the analysis and theories about society. Therefore western sociology 
did not engage with the social reality and thus faced  a crisis (Gouldner 1970, cited in Patel 1997).  



                                                                                                                      

 
 

 
 

 

Building on the debate, by theorizing on the need to place the argument of crisis within the 
uneven development and institutionalization of the discipline within regions, is the article 
by Hetuka Jha (2005). In the article titled ‘Indian Sociology in Crisis: the Need for Regional 
Orientation’, Jha argued that the crisis debate needs to be contextualized within the 
‘regional question’. What did it exactly refer to? And how was it different from the earlier 
scholars who argued that we need to understand the crisis in terms of practices of 
sociology within substandard parameters in many sociology departments spread over the 
country? Jha (2005), developed a conceptual framework of ‘elite sociology vis-a vis 
vernacular sociology’, which he believed would help one to understand the crisis facing 
sociology in India. Jha argued that the state in the post independence period followed a 
strategy of expansion of higher education system. Under this strategy a number of 
universities and colleges were established in different states and in most of them sociology 
was introduced as a subject. There has been a massive growth of colleges, universities 
and research institutions where either sociology is taught or researched or both. According 
to Jha, while this may refer to the growing popularity of the discipline, this expansion does 
not really reflect that sociological knowledge and understanding of Indian society has also 
grown in vigour and rigour. The much obvious argument of Jha is that mere expansion and 
growth of professional sociology cannot ensure the generation of valid and reliable 
knowledge and understanding of society.  In fact, it is this unplanned expansion without 
ensuring maintenance of standards, that has landed sociology in crisis.  
 
Historical analysis would reveal that in the pre independence period the chief centres of 
doing sociology included Calcutta, Lucknow and Bombay. This legacy was challenged in 
the post independence period, when Delhi started emerging as a great centre of learning. 
This issue was not so much the emergence of Delhi and other ‘national’ centres’ (refer to 
Veena Das analysis in this module). Thus sociology which was established in the first 
quarter of the 20th Century and by 2001- sociology was taught in more than a hundred 
universities – increasingly research centres and departments of sociology were 
established. The questions asked by Jha (2005) were the following:  Does this mean that 
there is a ‘growing popularity’ of sociology? And the expansion, does it imply that 
sociological knowledge and understanding has become more vigorous and rigorous? Jha 
argues that though the popularity has increased, one needs to realize that mere expansion 
of sociological centres- cannot ensure generation of valid and reliable knowledge and 
understanding. Furthermore, such an expansion has led to a ‘crisis’- regional crisis.  
 
Sociology started flourishing in the elitist centres, where the medium of instruction was 
solely English, which Jha (2005) referred to as the practice of ‘Elitist Sociology’.  In most of 
the other Universities and colleges established in the states, one could see the pursuance 
of ‘vernacular sociology’- where the medium of instruction includes local or regional 
languages referred by Jha (2005) as ‘Vernacular Sociology’.   According to Jha the reason 
for such a discrepancy was the policy of higher education followed by the Indian state. 
Based on the Government of India Act 1919- educational policy was devolved to the 
provincial ministries. The takeover of education by the provincial (state) governments after 
1921 was associated with educational expansion at all levels. The British officials, though 



                                                                                                                      

 
 

 
 

 

they reacted against this expansion, could not stop it 5. According to Jha (2005) two 
important arguments were being stated that in order to maintain and promote the quality of 
education, one must oppose its expansion and at the same time it was asserted that the 
quality of education and learning depended completely on the proficiency in English.  The 
equation that was being emphasized was that quality of education was equivalent to 
proficiency in the English language. The image of education/learning through English 
medium as one of superior quality, and, therefore preferable, was thus institutionalised 
during the colonial rule and carried on post independence.  
 
How did this happen? Jha (2005) argues that after Independence there were two 
strategies with regard to Higher Education. On one hand Central Government established 
many Universities and research centres and on the other hand, higher education policy 
was placed in the purview of the State Governments. Such a policy, according to Jha 
(2005), led to the emergence of two kinds of universities and centres of learning; one, high 
quality equaled with Central Universities and the other, low quality associated with 
‘regional’ State Universities. State governments established Universities and over the 
years one has seen a considerable increase in the number of State Universities all over 
India. In addition, owing to the great variations between states, there were considerable 
differences between state Universities with regard to resources, political will, pressures 
and demands. Further, there is also wide range of differences between the State and 
Central Universities with regard to issues such as excessive political and bureaucratic 
control, mismanagement, and acute shortage of funds and resources. As compared to 
State universities, Central universities are centrally funded, there is a presence of superior 
standards of campus life, high encouragement to research by faculty, great infrastructural 
facility and better life chances for the research and faculty in academic departments.  
The difference is greater when we analyse the issue of language. Jha (2005) refers to the 
first tier Central Universities in which English is the only medium of instruction- emergence 
of these universities seems to have facilitated the growth of elitist sociology. The second 
tier consists of State Universities where local/regional languages are generally used for 
teaching. With the rise in the number of State Universities, vernacular sociology has grown 
in size. Then it is important to contextualize what are the challenges while teaching in 
regional ‘vernacular’ sociology departments. It includes, scarcity of good text books – 
many regional languages books have concepts which are misleading and confusing, 
students dependence on spurious and inauthentic ‘guide books’ –leading to dilution of 
standards, students generally dependent on classroom notes (dictated by the teacher in 
respective languages)- quality of which is dubious adding on to this is the poor and 
inadequate physical facilities in many of departments and colleges.  
 
Deb (1998), while writing about the challenges of teaching in a regional university stated 
that it is difficult to maintain certain academic standards, there is a need for the teachers to 
be creative in their efforts at reading and writing. Additionally, teachers have to make 
immense efforts at making students feel passionately for the subject but the authority 

                                                      
5 In his report of 1929, Philip Hartog wrote ‘‘there has been an appreciable increase in the number of 
Universities, but their standards have been lowered…. Many of the students are unable to follow the lectures 
owing to their defective knowledge of English’ (1929: 107 and 346 cited in Jha 2005: 397-98) 
 



                                                                                                                      

 
 

 
 

 

structure works against the interests of the discipline. Such a feeling was also reiterated by 
N Jayaram (1998), in his article ‘Challenges to Indian Sociology’, he argued that there has 
been lamentable decline in standards of M. Phil dissertations and Ph. D theses. Further, 
according to him, one has to recognize that teaching sociology in Indian languages to 
students is a challenge which needs to be addressed.  
 

 Ramesh Bairy: Rethinking the Debate 

Bairy (2004) argues that now there is a need to rethink the debate with regard to the crisis. 
Rather than addressing the hopelessness and despair plaguing sociology, what one needs 
to be done is to accept the fact that things have gone wrong, and now we need to think 
positively about it. For Bairy, in the whole debate the voice of the students was 
absent,especially the voices of undergraduate students. It is important to remember that 
the students have lot of stake in the discipline, and are therefore crucial to the sociological 
imagination.  Bairy argues in favour of relooking at the idea of ‘instrumentality’, this for him 
has to be analysed. It is important for sociology to be restructured so that it becomes 
relevant to policy and applied research. Such a restructuring could renew vigour among 
the students, and consequently the discipline itself. 
 
The question is not about replacing the ‘pure/fundamental’ research with ‘utilitarian 
sociological research’. It is not about replacing one with another, but bringing together both 
the approaches to work with one another. Utilitarian sociology has great value for a society 
like India that is facing multiple challenges. Bairy argues that the ideal way of re-imaging a 
post-graduate course in sociology will be to, after a sufficient and thorough grounding in 
theory and methodology, offer different specialisations translated into concrete skills. 
Sociologists should explore multiple ways in which sociological skills could be used in 
diverse spheres such as media, civil services, NGO and Industry, especially corporate 
social responsibility. We need to remember that one of the primary needs of education is 
to ensure honourable livelihood options. Thus, a sociologists challenge lies in making 
sociology, that is taught at undergraduate level, translate itself into a specific set of 
concrete skills that are in demand, while of course, keeping the students options open to 
pursue a higher specialised degree in sociology.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



                                                                                                                      

 
 

 
 

 

Conclusion 
 
Here it is important to tie the strings of the debate discussed until now so that one does not 
lose sense of the arguments made so far. Reading and analyzing the arguments 
presented above one can state the following. The crisis in sociology is a concern that 
needs much attention. The issue refers not only to the quality of students and their lack of 
commitment, but also to the lack of critical reflection among academicians themselves. 
Further the issue is not only of lack of resources but also about the distribution of these 
resources. It also has to do with the question of language, the space granted to some 
categories of privileged language, for example English. Additionally the crisis is closely 
related with the manner in which identity discourses are engaged with. It is also important 
to link the crisis with not only the micro processes but also the larger, structural, macro 
processes. The crisis lies not only on relying on western theories, concepts but also in 
uncritical application of framework of the indigenous. It is important to realize that it is not 
only the institutional structures which can contribute to the making of the crisis but also the 
students and academics within them.  
 
A discipline is always dynamic and is in a continuous process of making and unmaking, in 
particular sociology, as it engages with society which is forever in a dynamic mode. Thus 
in contexts when sociology fails to address the challenges, movements in the society, it 
becomes irrelevant to its disciplinary meaning. So it is not surprising that it suffers from 
crisis as it is caught up it in its own irrelevance. The challenge, I believe, for sociology is to 
always push its boundaries because the moment the boundaries become permanent the 
discipline is dead. It is thus a combination of many factors that define the crisis.  
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Sociology in India: Colonialism, Anthropology and Sociology 

 

Introduction: What does ‘doing sociology’ refer to? 

Doing sociology starts with some ideas that strike people, and they seek  an explanation for  why 

people believe them and maybe end up with a complex theory of how people think and act. 

Sociology as a discipline asks oneself to question the way human beings interact, the way they 

behave; so one needs to stand outside commonsense and consider what, why and how people 

actually act within the larger structure of society and therefore it is not to be confused with 

common sense.  

Sociology as a discipline pushes us to question ‘what is given’; so as to recognize that the 

‘natural and givens’ in society are strongly influenced by historical and social forces. Further 

sociology embodies social knowledge and recognizes the fact that social reality is characterised 

by multiplicity of co- existing and contending paradigms in the social sciences. Sociology is 

really a critical awareness of social life. If this is what sociology is all about, then the question is- 

to what extent does the organization of knowledge in the form of disciplines play an important 

role in shaping the perspective of the discipline itself?  

Since the late nineteenth and twentieth century, European and American scholars have theorized 

on the societal changes and evolved frameworks and perspectives to understand the shifts within 

society. One can argue that the theories and methodologies in sociology has crystallized between 

1880 and 1945 in encounters with European experiences of dealing with changes in society 

following the industrial revolution, the development of capitalism, the experience of wars, the 

process of colonialization and the evolution of modern state (Mukherjee 1973). Crudely it could 

be argued that sociology is the reflection of ‘modern’ societies. It was during the intellectual 

revolution, that one refers to as ‘enlightenment’, that change, process and critical thought all 

combined to lead people to the realization that society, like everything else was ‘man-made’ and 

therefore changeable and could be analysed. The study, examination and analysis of the ‘modern 

society’, was then the focus of sociology as an academic discipline (Osborne and Van Loon 

2009). Since then, these frameworks and perspectives have been scrutinized, evaluated and 

interrogated from distinct locations as sociology spread across the world. Patel (2010) argues that 

this inheritance has been assessed to be dominant and Eurocentric, both over theories and 

practices- and examined as being uneven in its spread and distribution within nation- states and 

regions. This module titled Colonialism, Anthropology and Sociology is the first module within 

the larger topic of Origin, Growth and Development of Sociology in India1. This module focuses 

                                                            
1 The other modules in this topic include Disciplinary Histories and the Discipline in Making, Debate on ‘crisis’ in 

Sociology in India, Sociology from the Margins, Challenge to Sociology from Gender, Dalit and studies on Muslims 

and Sociology practiced in professional institutions.  
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on the introduction of sociology mediated through the process of colonialism and how that 

mediation had an impact on the manner in which sociology is practiced in India. Further it has 

been argued that the institutionalisation of sociology into disciplines within academia has been 

done to legitimize the local frameworks of European and American sociology as ‘universal 

hegemonic’ frameworks in order to understand and theorize social reality (Patel 2011). This is 

not to argue that there have been no adaptations of the frameworks to contextual settings or that 

there is no critique of these dominant universal paradigms. What is important is to realize that in 

many ways the process of institutionalization of sociology as an academic discipline can erase 

the critical perspective embedded within sociology.   

Uberoi et al., (2000) argue that while it is true that the practices of anthropology and sociology in 

India have been shaped by the theories and scholars of the west, especially the process of 

colonialism, local influences of theoretical, institutional and nationalism have played an 

important role in producing  these disciplines. Sundaram (2000) reflecting on the way sociology 

was introduced within Indian universities states that the ‘location of sociology was within trans-

disciplinary identities during the first half of this century (2000:115). So it becomes imperative 

to initiate a debate on the various distinct ways in which power has shaped and continues to 

shape the practices of sociological knowledge across the world2. The module will focus on the 

writings of scholars who have intervened to discuss the institutional history of sociology in India. 

It will include an analysis of three interlinked issues: a) Debate on social anthropology and 

sociology, b) The diversity of approaches towards the study of society in India3 and c) What kind 

of sociology should sociologists in India practice? 

The module is structured into four sections followed by a conclusion. Section 1: Colonialism: 

Anthropology and Sociology, the contested debate. Section 2: Similarity between Anthropology 

and Sociology. Section 3: Instutionalisation of Approaches in Sociology and Section 4: 

Sociology in Post- Independence period.  

Section 1: Colonialism: Anthropology and Sociology – the contested debate…  

The major debate structuring the perception towards sociology in India, is the debate of 

relationship between anthropology and sociology, especially in the context of the nature and 

stated goal of the disciplines themselves; especially the question of perceiving anthropology and 

                                                            
2 In this context the ISA Handbook of Diverse Sociological Traditions, edited by Sujata Patel (Sage International 

2010) is a very important reading that initiates the discussion on how to assess all aspects of the discipline organized 

and institutionalized around the globe in terms of ideas and theories, scholars and scholarship, practices and 

traditions, and ruptures and continuities; that examines the relationship between sociological knowledge and power.  

 

3The specific approaches will be dealt with in the third topic of the  approaches to the study of Indian society. In 

this section major issues will be flagged off. 
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‘sociology as twin disciplines’. It is important to recognize that the question of relationship 

between sociology and anthropology is a critical point of discussion within academics that have 

experienced colonialism. Breman (2000) reflecting on practices of sociology within the non-

western world argues that there is a need of meaningful demarcation between sociology and 

anthropology in terms of conceptual apparatus, theoretical frameworks and research 

methodologies because earlier demarcations based on dichotomies of ‘modern-traditional’, 

‘macro-micro’ and ‘quantitative and qualitative’, have become irrelevant and the challenge for 

sociologists and anthropologists is to construct new demarcations that would stimulate 

collaboration.  

Scholars analyzing the disciplinary history of sociology in India, content that the trajectory of 

‘sociology in India’ has to be analysed through the experience of colonialism. It has been argued 

and well established that social sciences that were transmitted through the empires of European 

expansion had the overall effect of colonialism, more significantly on the minds of subject 

people- especially the power and inevitability of western modernity and its value system 

(Mukherjee 1973) Scholars4 such as Andre Beteille, Anant  Giri, Anjan Ghosh, Carol Upadhaya, 

D.N Majumdar, D.N Dhanagare, D. Sundaram, J. Pathy, Manorama Savur, Meenakshi Thapan, 

M.N Panini, M.N Srinivas, M.S.A Rao, Nandini Sundar, Patricia Uberoi P.N Mukherjee R. 

Mukherjee, Ramachandra Guha, Satish Deshpande, Satish Sabbarwal, Sasheej Hedge, Sharmila 

Rege, Sujata Patel, S Jodhka, T.K Oommen, Veena Das, Vinay Srivastava, and many more have 

in different contexts reflected and theorized on the growth, institutionalization, consolidation and 

challenges of teaching and research  of sociology in India. Jodhka (2009) argues that among the 

many social sciences, sociology in India has been most reflexive about its practices. One finds 

vast literature on the emergence of sociology, engagement with colonial encounter, relationship 

with social anthropology and relation with larger social, political and economic macro structures.  

This module draws upon the some of the works of the scholars mentioned above and discusses 

the trajectory of sociology in India, especially the debate of social anthropology and sociology in 

India. Sociologists in India have generally agreed that sociology has been introduced through 

colonialism and one needs to understand it within the larger debate of the social anthropology 

and sociology in India. Among the scholars theorizing on history of sociology in India, there are 

two groups; one group of sociologists have emphasised the similarity of sociology with social 

anthropology and other group of sociologists who have problematised this question within the 

discourse of ‘academic colonialism’ and anthropology as the study of the ‘other’ the East, and 

sociology as the study of ‘own societies’ the west. The reason has been clearly stated in the 

words of Andre Beitelle, who argues that though he perceives himself as a sociologist, he is 

regarded mainly as a anthropologist in the west, as in the west it is assumed and accepted that 

‘study of ‘other’ culture is anthropology and study of ‘ourselves’ is sociology’ …Anyone who 

studies India, Africa or Melanesia is an anthropologist. Whereas to be a sociologist one has to 

                                                            
4 Arranged in alphabetical order 
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be a specialist in western industrial societies (Beteille, 2002: 236 cited in Patel 2010: 281). This 

disciplinary division relates to a discourse of power institutionalized within European modernity 

(Patel 2010).  

Section 2: Similarity between sociology and social anthropology 

The legacy of sociology in India refers to a tradition where it is argued by Indian scholars that 

there is no difference between the practices of sociology and anthropology. As M.S.A. Rao, a 

leading sociologist in his overview of the institutionalization of the discipline stated that, ‘It is 

important to note that a sharp distinction between anthropology and sociology did not emerge’ 

(Rao 1974: xxvi). Srinivas and Panini (1973) stated that Indian sociologists and social 

anthropologists are unable in their empirical work to distinguish between the two disciplines. 

Scholars like G.S Ghurye, Radhakamal Mukherjee, D.N Majumdar, Iravati Karve, N.K Bose, 

J.H Hutton and David Mandelbaum did not make clear distinctions between sociology and social 

anthropology.  

Rao (1974: xxvi) based on his survey of research in sociology and social anthropology, stated 

that sociology practiced in the Bombay department included social anthropology and in Calcutta, 

social anthropology was extended to include sociology. Further Prof G.S Ghurye, according to 

Rao (1974: xxvii) emphasized that in the Indian social context the distinction between 

anthropology and sociology was artificial. In similar arguments Srinivas (1952) states that social 

anthropology is a respected discipline because it gives a very crucial experience of intensive field 

work. Srinivas further believed that the sociology students in India, would find it more 

challenging to study one’s own society, than that of the other, and thus they should undergo 

training in social anthropology for a minimum of two years so as to develop an empirical 

outlook. For Srinivas ‘the union of social anthropology and sociology is desirable and will be of 

advantage to sociology (1952: 36). Thus, Rao (1974: xxvii) states that it is important to note that 

sharp distinctions between anthropology and sociology did not emerge in India. Rao based his 

analysis on the observation that, G.S Ghurye, K.P Chattopadhya and D.N Majumdar, though 

they were trained in anthropology,  did researches both among tribes and castes (subject of 

interest for anthropologists) and on rural and urban settings (subject of interest for sociologists).   

Patel (2011: xiv) argues that the divisions between sociology and anthropology, were part of a 

political project of colonialism imbibed in Europe and the west where social science started. The 

political project, argues Patel, was based on dividing the study of two different societies into two 

different disciplines: - sociology as the study of ‘us’, the modern western society and 

anthropology the study of the ‘other’, the non-western societies. Guha (1989) argues that we 

need to draw a distinction between sociology and anthropology, as sociology is the analysis of 

‘macro’ structures and whereas social anthropology is the analysis of ‘micro’ structures (344-

345). Such an argument is referred to as a ‘simplistic assertion’ by Thapan (1991), and thus one 

needs to critically analyse the institutionalization of the disciplines within the colonial encounter.  
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Patel (2011) states that since the 1960s anthropologists, especially from the North, reflecting on 

the colonial legacy of their discipline are arguing that the discipline, which it organized and 

institutionalised, represented the ‘othering’ of the east- have defined anthropology as 

‘handmaiden of colonialism’ and a daughter to (an) era of violence’ (quoted in Uberoi et al. 

2007: 22). Asad (1973) argues that anthropology is rooted in an unequal power encounter 

between the West and the ‘Third World’, in which ethnographic and historical knowledge of the 

colonized domains not only enabled the colonizers to ‘know’ and administer, but also reinforced 

the inequalities between European and non-European worlds. Thus as Patel (2011: xiv) argues,  

anthropologists studied the discipline’s history in order to understood how anthropological 

knowledge was increasingly used as a civilizing mission of the colonial authorities and 

structured through administrative practices.  Patel cites Dirks (2001:8), who has asserted that the 

‘colonial conquest was sustained not only by superior arms and military organization nor by 

political power and economic wealth, but also through cultural technologies of rule. 

Anthropology and its knowledge, together with its theories and methodologies became part of 

these processes of rule (2011: xvi) and in the words of Levi Strauss (1966:126) colonised people 

were treated as mere objects of study (cited in Pathy 1981: 623).  

In similar vein Pathy (1976, 1981) argues that the origins of the disciplines of anthropology and 

sociology in India, emerged within the colonial milieu to meet political and administrative needs 

and later aided in the expansion and consolidation of colonies. In this context Pathy, cites Evans-

Pritchard, ‘if it is the policy of a colonial government to administer a people through their chiefs 

it is useful to know who the chiefs are and what  their functions and authority and privileges and 

obligations are. Also if it is intended to administer a people according to their own laws and 

customs one has to first discover what they are’. (1951: 109-110 cited in Pathy 1981: 623). In 

this way social sciences  are used to understand the manner in which people could be understood 

and regulated and thus as students of sociology we need to understand that knowledge is socially 

constructed and historically located where macro political economic structures such as 

colonialism plays an important role in structuring of the discipline.  

In this context, Deshpande (2007:8) states ‘to argue that sociology and social anthropology (M.N 

Srinivas) are to be ‘united’, is to erase the historical context that led to the emergence of research 

and teaching of these disciplines in India. While sociology emerged in the Post-Enlightenment 

context of modernity with growing influence of science as a method of knowledge and its 

application to the study of man, social anthropology grew with the expansion of the colonial 

empire, and became a part of the technologies of the west over the non-west’.  

Engaging with this debate, Beteille (1974:9) initially started with arguing that there is no clarity 

in the conception and usage of sociology and social anthropology in India. Further it is not 

possible to have neat definitions, as they have the same approach to the study of social life, that 

their methods of investigation and analysis are similar (cited Thapan 1991: 1229). This is 

because the analytical framework (includes concepts, theories and methods) to  study of the 

society and culture in India was influenced by the west. This is reflected in G.S Ghurye, the first 
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professor of sociology in Bombay and K.P Chattapadhya, the first professor of anthropology in 

Calcutta were trained in Britain. In this context, the arguments of Jodhka (2009:35), are relevant, 

as he argues that if sociology is the study of ‘self’, that is advanced industrial societies and 

anthropology the study of ‘other’, non-western/non-industrial societies, then India for 

‘sociologists’, is both ‘self’ and ‘the other’. What does it imply for a sociologist to study society 

in India?  

Beiteille’s (2006: 27) arguments in the context of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’  are interesting, 

because when one defines oneself as ‘sociologists’, it raises important questions of intellectual 

orientation. One needs to appreciate the validity of a multiplicity of viewpoints, to engage with 

concepts, methods, theories that have their roots in intellectual traditions other than their own, 

and have to reflect from one’s standpoint. This is important in the context, when the 

development of social anthropology and sociology has not been uniform or uneven in some 

centres. And the impact of it is the importance of research on ‘India’ and representation of 

‘India’, particularly Indian society, with all its divisions and sub divisions, currents and counter 

currents, within a single entity, that of India.  

Thus scholars analysing the history of sociology in India have argued for locating sociology 

within the larger colonial encounter. Though sociology as a teaching subject was introduced in 

1919 at University of Bombay, one has to trace its trajectory through analyzing the 

institutionalisation of anthropology within India. Thapan (1991) drawing on Bordieu, argues that 

‘the field of power’, is very closely linked to the creation, and establishment of the contemporary 

intellectual field in India. It is ‘evident in the overall education system that colonial bureaucracy 

sought to impose on India’. It is argued that anthropology was introduced by the British colonial 

government in order to classify, categorize and document the people under its rule. Though one 

perceives sociology as a critical enquiry but its disciplinary location within colonial discourses of 

governmentality has rendered the discipline a bureaucratic enterprise. Thus Srinivas’ (1987) 

argument that British power was conducive to the growth of sociology and social anthropology 

as the Colonial power had organized the entire subcontinent as a single power, needs to be 

analysed within the larger nexus of knowledge construction and institutionalization of disciplines 

within the political project of colonialism.  

Section 3: Institutionalisation of Approaches in Sociology  

If this is the way the discipline of sociology was institutionalised within India, then who were the 

scholars who through their research and teaching consolidated the discipline, what were the 

approaches undertaken by them and how did it impact the way sociology was structured within 

India? The impact was perceived in two ways; one Patel (2011) argues was the usage of 

‘methodological nationalism’ and two, institutionalization of ‘upper caste brahmanical 

patriarchal approach’ to the study of  society in India.  
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Methodological nationalism argues Patel (2011) drawing from works of Urich Beck (2007) is the 

approach that assumes that the nation is the natural and important representation of modern 

society. According to Beck, sociology’s visions of culture and politics, law, justice, and history 

represent that of the nation state (Beck 2007: 287 cited in Patel 2011: xxii). Patel argues that 

sociology practiced in India, was closely associated with the official discourses and methods of 

understanding, that the sociology that was institutionalised was a sociology of India, as ‘Indian 

Sociology’ and equated the ‘Indian society’ with the territory controlled by the Indian state. Thus 

in this way the approach was to study the groups and cultures as being unitary and organically 

linked to territories  thus reproducing the social world as ‘bounded culturally specific spatial 

units’ was institutionalised (Patel 2011).  

Thapan (1991) argues that there was a diversity of approaches5 that got institutionalised in the 

study of society in India, and these include a variety of approaches and methods: one, 

Indological Approach, which dominated the study in India was practiced by G.D Ghurye,         

I.J Karve, Y.B Damle, D.P Mukherjee, L Dumont; two, Interdisciplinary (Sociology and 

Economics) Approach: R.K Mukherjee and D.N Majumdar and three, Structural Functionalism- 

M.N Srinivas.  

In this section, using the scholarship and approach of Prof G.S Ghurye, we would anlyse briefly 

what it implied for doing sociology in India. Further with regard to scholars, who  framed the 

sociological discourse in India, as ‘upper caste Brahmanical and patriarchal’ approach, did not 

problematise the politics of knowledge construction, categories and methods. Analysing the 

works of G.S Ghurye6, Upadhya (2007) argues that the frame used by G.S Ghurye, was 

indological (the study of India through scriptures), which consolidated and hegemonized an 

upper caste view of social categories such as caste, in India. In this context Upadhya goes on to 

state that an indological approach, used analyses of cognitive principles that structured Hindu 

civilization and attempted to describe and collate various customs, practices and rituals 

associated with Hindu society and presented it as ‘Indian society’. Further Ghurye and his 

students documented a number of rituals associated with marriage and kinship, within Hindu 

communities. This documentation, argues Upadhya, was based on ‘naïve empiricism and fact 

collection’ where there was no engagement with any theoretical framework including structural 

functionalism, which was highly regarded during his time. 

As a result of such an approach institutionalized by G.S Ghurye, the father of Indian sociology, 

the sociology in India reflected three dominant trends: Sociology in India identified as 

anthropology, the discipline reflected categories and conceptual frameworks determined by those 

framed in Europe, and three trend of affirmation of values of ‘Hinduism’ as Indian. As Upadhya 

                                                            
5 Approaches are dealt in detail in topic 2 of the paper Sociology of India.  

6 Prof G.S Ghurye’s Indological Approach to the study of society in India, is dealt in a module titled Indological 

Approach: G.S Ghurye’ in this paper Sociology of India.  
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(2007) argues that the above ‘cultural nationalist’ perspective made the discipline- sociology not 

only empiricist, and politically conservative but also brahmanical and savarna (upper caste) in 

its outlook.  

Section 4: Sociology in India: Post Independence period 

In the post-independence period, the focus of research was mostly conditioned by the Indian 

state policy of centralized planning, which needed information for designing policies and in this 

context social sciences especially economics played an important role.  Pathy (1981) using the 

Marxist perspective argues that post-independence analysis of the process of institutionalization 

of anthropology in India, has to be contextualsied within the United States imperialism, where it 

invested in funding projects to gather data in the third world for its capitalist expansion. To quote 

Pathy (1981:624), ‘in fact anthropology is an epiphenomenon of colonialism and its present 

existence is largely due to neo-colonialism….maintenance and conservation of order.  

In the context of sociology, Pathy (1976) argues that it is historically and socially conditioned to 

meet primarily the needs of capitalist expansion. In neo-colonial/post independence times social 

science research was much influenced by American sociology. Pathy using examples of two 

major research trends, the village studies and caste studies argues that these studies are examples 

of ahistorical, mechanistic and positivistic analysis. In particular, ‘village studies, sought to 

maintain order in the Indian rural scene by arguing for community development programme as 

an efficient method of rural transformation and ignoring the class contradiction represented in 

unequal distribution of land (Pathy 1976:27). Thus sociology in the post-independence period 

was dominated initially by structural functionalism and then later by the modernization 

theoretical paradigm, was characterized by a historical analysis- a perspective that does not 

engage with inequalities and do not question power structures (Pathy 1981: 625).  

Why does he argue so? Pathy draws from the arguments of D.N Majumdar, an eminent 

sociologist, who writes, while discussing the role of sociologists in India, that as ‘studying the 

principles that govern social life, common living, common sharing of social heritage and the 

continuity of social structure to guide the course of the country, whose culture is eternal               

(Majumdar 1961:33 cited in Pathy 1976: 27).  Based on such analysis, Pathy (1976) argues that 

what we have as sociology in India is a profession, which is based on dominant structural 

functionalism, and has contributed to the growth of middle-class perspective in the universities 

and academic bodies, with exceptions such as D.P Mukherjee, A.R Desai, D.D Kosambi, 

Ramakrishna Mukherjee, Kathleen Gough, P.C Joshi, and S.A Dange.  

 Echoing similarly Mukherjee (1973), analysing stages in the historical development of 

sociology in India, argues that in the period of the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, it is the stage of 

diagnostic sociology, which is based on identifying vulnerable regions of the social structure 

through which change in the society can be effected. Thus in the 1950s and 1960s the challenge 

was to deal with a historical, non-economic approach of the British and American sociology- an 
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‘imitative of ‘static’ theories of social system and dynamic theories of change drawn  from 

American theories of change. The larger impact of such perspective was a sociology based on 

superficial, irrelevant theorizing and applied research.  

Thapan (1991) argues that sociology in India remained as a ‘soft discipline’, where it did not 

contribute to theoretical developments in the discipline as a whole and thus remains a ‘limited 

sociology’ in both substantive content and methods. In similar lines Jodhka (2009: 37) argues 

that analyzing the practices of sociology in India especially the people who came to occupy 

positions of power in the university system and the kind of knowledge that they produced about 

Indian society’. Jodhka argues that as students of sociology we need to ask ourselves, why there 

was no Muslim, Christian, Dalit or Tribal sociologist  with the ‘exception of one upper caste 

brahmin woman, Iravati karve. The leading sociologists were men belonging to upper caste. So 

what does this reflect on the kind of ‘sociology’ that was being institutionalised. ‘It is important 

to understand that ‘Indian Sociology’ framed by these ‘elite sociologists’, or ‘mainstream 

sociologists’, needs to be located and analysed within this historical/social context (Jodhka 

2009:37) 

Conclusion 

Reading through the arguments dealt in the module reveal that it is important to understand 

disciplinary history. As mentioned in the above analysis, sociology is commonly understood to 

focus on the study of modern industrial societies and anthropology in the study of primitive, 

tribal or pre-modern societies, the ‘other’ culture’s of the Western imaginary (Beattie 1964 cited 

in Uberoi et al., 2008). The students of sociology should recognize that the history of sociology 

is linked to the post-enlightenment period of modernity, to the evolution of modern social and 

political theory and to the development of a scientific approach to the study of man and society.  

As Madan (1994) argues, the pre-requisite for building sound disciplinary tradition is ‘informed 

critique’ and appreciation of the work of the previous generations. Srinivas (1987) argued that 

colonialism played an important role in the growth of sociology. According to him, the British 

power was conducive to the growth of sociology and social anthropology as for the first time the 

entire sub-continent was under the control of a single power. Not only was social sciences used 

as an ‘instrument of social policy’, but also the increased political consciousness among Indians, 

the development of self criticality of the Indian customs and way of life and systematic analysis 

of India’s past, growth of western inspired Indian scholarship and growth of nationalism all 

contributed to the growth of social sciences in India. In this context one could observe that, 

sociology and anthropology in India though introduced by the British, also developed its own 

path. 

We need to recognize that colonial legacy had also  led to the establishment of certain social and 

cultural societies nurturing intellectual legacy, thereby drawing our attention to the ‘public 

culture of sociology in India’. Ghosh (2011) argues that in Bengal, one could observe that 
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intellectual associations played an important role in institutionalising sociology and social 

anthropology. Ghosh refers to associations such as Asiatic Society of Bengal 1784, Academic 

Association 1828 (debating club), Society for the Acquisition of General Knowledge 1838 

(which discussed issues relating to history, geography, language, social conditions) and Tatwa 

Bodhini Sabha 1839, (discussed social conditions), which he believed were critical to nurturing 

the disciplines of sociology and social anthropology particularly in Bengal.  

Thus as a student of sociology one needs to recognize and critically evaluate the diverse 

traditions and intellectual practices that make up disciplines. Thus analysis of the inter-linkages 

of colonialism, social anthropology and sociology gives us a perspective to focus on the 

intersections between knowledge, practices and institutions in specific geographical locale 

context. Such a framework helps us to understand the manner in which sociology was 

institutionalised in India, and reflects on the relationship of sociology and social anthropology as 

practiced today.  



13 
 

 

References 

Asad, Talal (ed) (1973): Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter. Amherst: Humanities Books  

Beck, U (2007): ‘The Cosmopolitan Condition: Why Methodological Nationalism Fails’, 

Theory, Culture and Society, 24(7-8): 286-90 

Beteille, A (1974): Six Essays in Comparative Sociology. Delhi: Oxford University Press.  

__________ (2002): ‘Sociology as Critical Undertaking, an interview by Stefan Molund in 

Sociology: Essays on Approach and Method, Delhi: Oxford University Press, pp 236-49.  

_________ (2006): ‘An Anthropologist in His Own Country’, Keynote address delivered at the 

Diamond Jubilee Conference of the Association of Social Anthropologists. Keele. 

Breman, J (1998): The Sociology of Non-Western Societies at the Amsterdam University in J 

Gouldsblom (eds) In the Seventh Faculty: The First Batch of Professors in the Faculty of 

Political Science and Social Sciences in Amsterdam. Amsterdam Hetspinhuis. pp 168-81.  

Cohn, B.S (1997): Colonialism and its Forms of Knowledge. New Delhi. Oxford University 

Press.  

Das, Veena (1993): ‘Sociological Research in India: The ‘State of Crisis’, Economic and 

Political Weekly, 28 (23): 1159-61.  

Deshpande, S (2007): ‘Fashioning a Post Colonial Discipline: M.N Srinivas and Indian 

Sociology   in P. Uberoi, N. Sundar and S Deshpande (eds), Anthropology in the East: Founders 

of Indian Sociology and Anthropology. Delhi: Permanent Black.  

Dhanagare, D.N (1993): Themes and perspectives in Indian Sociology. Jaipur: Rawat.  

Dirks, N (2001): Castes of Mind: Colonialism and the Making of Modern India: Delhi: 

Permanent Black.  

Dube, S. C (1977): Indian Sociology at the Turning Point. Sociological Bulletin 26 (1): 1-13.  

Ghosh, A (2011): The Public Culture of Sociology in Calcutta in in S Patel (ed.) Doing 

Sociology in India Genealogies, Locations and Practices. New Delhi: Oxford University Press.  

Guha, R (1989): Sociology in India: Some Elective Eocnomic and Political Weekly, Vol 23, No 

2 pp 339-346 

Hedge, S (1989): On Sociology in/of India: Toward a Discursive Deviation. Social Scientist, Vol 

17, No 5/6 (May-June), pp 93-108.  



14 
 

Jodhka, S (2009): Review: The Plural Histories of Sociology and Social Anthropology. 

Economic and Political Weekly Vol 44, No 17 (Apr 25-May 1), pp 35-38.  

Levi-Strauss, C (1966): Anthropology: Its Achievements and its Future. Current Anthropology 7: 

124-7.  

Madan, T N (1994): Pathways to the Study of society in India: Delhi: Oxford University Press 

Mukherji, D.P (1952): Sociology in Independent India. Sociological Bulletin, Vol 1, No 1 pp 13-

27.  

Mukherjee, R (1973): ‘Indian Sociology: Historical Development and present problems;, 

Sociological Bulletin, 22 (1): 29-56.  

Mukherjee, P. N and Oommen, T.K (eds) (1986): Indian Sociology: Assessments and 

Introspections. Bombay: Popular Prakashan 

___________(1986): I.P Desai and Sociology of India. Economic and Political Weekly, Vol 21, 

No 4 (Jan 25) pp 164-168.  

N Sundar S. Deshpande, and Uberoi, P (2000): Indian Anthropology and Sociology: Towards a 

History.  Economic and Political Weekly, Vol 35, No 24 (Jun 10-16) pp 1998-2002.  

 

Osborna R and Van Loon Borin (2009) Introducing Sociology: A Graphic Guide. Totem Books: 

Maryland, USA.  

Panini, M N (2000): M.N Srinivas and Sociology. Economic and Political Weekly Vol 35, No 4 

(Jan 22-28) pp 174-177.  

Patel, S (2010): ‘Diversities of Sociological Traditions’, in S Patel (ed), The ISA Handbook of 

Sociological Traditions. London: Sage, pp. 1-18.  

__________ (2011): Introduction: Ruminating on Sociological Traditions in India in S Patel 

(ed.) Doing Sociology in India Genealogies, Locations and Practices. New Delhi: Oxford 

University Press, pp xi-xxxviii. 

Patel, S (ed.) (2011): Doing Sociology in India Genealogies, Locations and Practices. New 

Delhi: Oxford University Press 

Pathy, J (1976): Underdevelopment of Indian Sociology. Social Scientist, Vol 4, No 11 (Jun)., pp 

20-31. 

______ (1981): Imperialism, Anthropology and the Third World. Economic and Political 

Weekly. Vol 16, No. 14 (Apr 4), pp 623-627.  



15 
 

Rao, MSA (1974): Introduction, Survey of Research in Sociology and Social Anthropology, Vol 

1, Mumbai: Popular Prakashan.  

________ (1979): Sociology in the 1980s. Economic and Political Weekly. Vol 14 (44), (Nov 3), 

pp 1810-1815.  

Srinivas, M.N (1952): Sociology and Social Anthropology’, Sociological Bulletin, 1(1): 28-37 

___________ (1969): Sociology and Sociologists in India Today. Presidential Address to the 9th 

All India Sociological Conference, Delhi November 22, 1969. Sociological Bulletin Vol 19, No 

1, March 1970, pp 1-10.  

________ (1987): Development of Sociology in India: An Overview Economic and Political 

Weekly Vol 22, No 4(Jan 24), pp 135-138.  

Srinivas, M N and M N Panini (1973): ‘The Development of Sociology and Social Anthropology 

in India’, Sociological Bulletin 22(2): 179-215.  

Sundaram, D (2000): Sociology in Post-Independent India- A Self Assessment. Journal of the 

Madras University Vol LXIV pp 114-124.  

Thapan, M (1991): Sociology in India: A View From Within. Economic and Political Weekly. 

Vol 26, No 19 (May 11), pp 1229-1234.  

Uberoi, P S. Deshpande, and N Sundar (2007): Introduction. The Professionalization of Indian 

Anthropology and Sociology’, in P. Uberoi, N. Sundar and S Deshpande (eds), Anthropology in 

the East: Founders of Indian Sociology and Anthropology. Delhi: Permanent Black.  

Uberoi, P, N Sundar and S. Deshpande (2007) (eds): Anthropology in the East: Founders of 

Indian Sociology and Anthropology. Delhi: Permanent Black.  

Upadhya, C (2007): ‘The Idea of Indian Society: G.S Ghurye and the Making of Indian 

Sociology’, in P. Uberoi, N. Sundar and S Deshpande (eds), Anthropology in the East: Founders 

of Indian Sociology and Anthropology. Delhi: Permanent Black.  

.   

 



27

Unit 2

Emergence of the Discipline :
Issues and Themes

Contents

2.1 Introduction

2.2 Historical Roots of Sociology in India

2.3 Growth and Development of Sociology as a Profession

2.4 Sociology in the Post-Independence India

2.5 Expansion of Teaching and Research During the 1950s and 1960s

2.6 Some Major Research Trends During the Seventies

2.7 Theory and Methods Used by Sociologists in India

2.8 Conclusion

2.9 Further Reading

Learning Objectives

After reading this unit you will be able to

recall the historical roots of emergence of sociology in India

explain the different socio-historical, political and cultural circumstances
which led to the growth and development of sociology in India

describe the growth and development of sociology as a profession

explain various issues involved in the growth of sociology in post-
Independence India

discuss the expansion of teaching and research during the 1950s and 1960s

outline some of the major research trends during the seventies, and
finally

describe briefly the theoretical and methodological orientations of
sociologists in India.

2.1 Introduction
In the previous unit on “Social Background and the Emergence of Sociology
in India” you learnt that in India, the emergence and growth of sociology
discipline bears the imprint of Western sociology. Sociology as a science of
society, studies its social institutions, social groups, social processes and
organisations. It emerged in the Western society out of a socio-historical
background which had its origins in the Enlightenment period. This period
embodied the scientific and technological revolution, intellectual revolution
and the commercial revolution in Europe, on the one hand, and the French
revolution in 1789 on the other. The Enlightenment period stretched from
the 14th century to the 18th century and had given rise to forces of  social
change  which rocked the feudal monarchy, as well as, the Church in Europe.
The Industrial revolution in England was the result of the technological
developments which had taken place during the Enlightenment period brought
very deep rooted changes in the nature of society and role of the individual.
It had given rise to mass poverty, social evils and cultural problems. All these
events gave the scholars and thinkers of that period reason to develop a
science of society which could deal with these problems, find solutions, to
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understand the nature of these problems and to ameliorate the condition of
the poor masses who were living a life of abject poverty, crime and
delinquency, and other social evils.

Besides the idea of social progress, these scholars also realised that poverty
and its related social evils were not providential but had its roots in the
forces of social change which the Industrial revolution in England had set in
motion. Thus, the idea that poverty was socially created and could thereby
be removed came to be accepted.

Here in this paper, we are going to focus more on the growth of sociology
in India than its emergence. However, unless you know the social background
of emergence of sociology, both in Europe, as well as, its emergence in
India; the nature and growth of this discipline will not be clear to you.

2.2 Historical Roots of Sociology in India
Sociology is a “humanistic” social science even through it aims at objectivity
in social observations. It has to take care of ideas and ideals, values and
behaviour, aspirations and achievements, problems and predicaments of human
beings in society. It cannot be seen irrespective of time and place, history
and culture of societies being studied unlike the natural sciences. But
sociologists have studied different human groups in particular historical
circumstances and drawn generalisations about human relations from these
studies.

As you learnt earlier in unit 1 of this course, sociology as a humanistic
science found it difficult to fit in the mould of the natural sciences, such
as, physics, chemistry, biology, etc. The debate regarding objectivity in
social sciences has continued for a long time. However, our purpose to
discuss this issue has been to bring to the attention the fact that sociology
has developed in different countries in different manner according to their
culture, tradition and historical circumstances. Its development in different
countries bears the imprint of particular historical experiences and cultural
configurations.

Indian sociologists being often trained in the West, were familiar with the
basic concepts and categories of sociology as it had developed in the West.
They borrowed these concepts and categories and applied them to the
Indian context. Thus, unlike their predecessors in the West, such as, during
the 19th century Europe, they did not’ find the need to struggle hard to
establish the legitimacy of sociology as a serious intellectual discipline. But
this dependence over the Western pioneers of sociology made the Indian
sociologists to forget that sociology in the West was “an intellectual response,
a cognitive response to the problems which that society was facing as a
result of industrialisation and the type of social upheavals and transformations
that were taking place.” (Singh, 1979; 107). Sociology emerged as an attempt
to come to grips with the new situation which had emerged due to the
social changes taking place in Western society; as mentioned earlier.

In India, however, no Industrial bourgeoisie arose when sociology was
introduced. As European expansion increased, knowledge about the non-
European World increased and the idea emerged under the influence of
Darwin’s theory of evolution and the Victorian idea of “progress” that the
non-European societies represented various stages of evolution. The

Emergence of Sociology
in India
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European societies, it was believed, had already reached the higher stages
of evolutionary growth.

Thus, the context in which sociology, and its kindred discipline, anthropology
grew in India was largely a product of the European expansion of the world
in the last three or four centuries. Both sociology and anthropology arose in
India as a colonial attempt to understand Indian society and culture. This
colonial context is very important to the emergence of sociology and
anthropology in India.

Bernard Cohn (1968 : pp. 3-28), says that “with the establishment of British
suzerainty in the later 18th century, the rapid acquisition of knowledge of
the classical languages of India by a few British officials, the need for
administrative purposes of knowledge of the structure of Indian society, and
the intensification of missionary activities, systematic knowledge of Indian
society began to develop very rapidly from 1760 onward. Three major
traditions of approach to Indian society can be seen by the end of the 18th
century; the orientalist, the administrative and the missionary. Each had a
characteristic view, tied to the kinds of roles which foreign observers played
in India and the assumptions which underlay their views of India.” These
have already been explained in the previous unit.

The British administrative officials, along with the missionaries, made earnest
efforts to collect and record information regarding the life and culture of
Indian social groups. Some examples are of Dr. Francis Buchanan who
conducted the ethnographic survey of Bengal in 1807 at the instance of
Government-General-in Council. Cohn (1968 : 13) mentions that ‘consistent
with the relatively haphazard collection and reporting of sociological
information, usually embedded in revenue reports or in historical works, the
Company (i e the East India Company) directly supported surveys part of
whose goal was acquisition of better and more systematic information about
the peoples of India. One of the earliest and most famous endeavors to
collect information was that of Dr. Francis Buchanan.”

Abbe Dubois, a French missionary in Mysore, wrote in 1816, a book entitled,
Hindu Manners, Customs, and Ceremonies which is still valuable to scholars
of India. He was one of the first to study caste and inter-relations between
castes. Francis Buchanan’s work in Bengal and Bihar had set the precedent
in various empirical studies undertaken by the British officials to collect,
collate and publish for official as well as scholarly use detailed information
about all aspects-physical, cultural and sociological of every district in India,
which ultimately took the shape of Imperial Gazetteer of India published in
the early 20th century. (Cohn B. 1968 : 15)

These early studies of Indian society and culture were the forerunners of
more systematic attempts in the later part of the 19th century. In 1871 the
first all-India census was undertaken by the British government. Census, as
an institution, helped collect vast quantity of information which fell outside
the normal purview by the British administrations. In 1901 attempts were
made by Sir Herbert Risely to establish an ethnographic survey of India which
would develop as part of the census.

As you read earlier as well, in the previous unit, the British officials were
convinced about the justification and necessity for collecting this vast
quantity of data about Indian Society and Culture.

Emergence of the
Discipline:

Issues and Themes
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It is the contributions of such officials as Wilson, Risely, Baines, Blunt,
Thurston, O. Malley, Hutton and Guha that the census has become an
invaluable source of information not only for the demographic studies but
for social and cultural analysis as well. The range and quality of data collected
have increased greatly since Independence but for an outstanding exception,
the omission of the data regarding caste (Srinivas & Panini 1986 : 20).

The Census, had however, led to far reaching disturbance in the society. It
had set into motion certain forces of change in Indian society and especially
the caste system which has left strong impact. The attempts to collect data
regarding castes and their hierarchy or social divisions in each Census
sharpened the self-awareness of each caste and gave rise to competition
among them to claim higher positions in the caste. This effort was generally
proceeded by improvement in the economic status of these castes in their
region particularly. Each caste, saw in the Census a ready-made avenue for
obtaining the government’s approval for social mobility. The Census officers
were flooded with applications from caste leaders claiming higher status.

The 1941 Census omitted caste as a category for economic reasons. However,
it was only in 1951 that the recording of data on a caste basis, except for
data on the Scheduled Castes and Tribes, was omitted as a matter of policy.
(Srinivas & Panini 1986 : 21)

Indological studies also simultaneously contributed to as well as received
stimulus from the efforts made by the British scholars and officials in order
to develop an in-depth knowledge of Indian society and culture. K.M. Kapadia
(1954 : XI) mentions that as early as 1776, a treatise on Hindu law in English
was prepared, with the assistance of Pandits, for the use of British Judges.

The contribution of the great British Orientalist, Sir William Jones was also
immense. He began the study of Sanskrit and Indology and is well known for
having established the Asiatic society of Bengal in 1787. One of the main
activities of the society was the publication of a journal devoted to antiquarian
and anthropological interests. The study of Sanskrit provided a powerful
stimulus not only to Indology but to other disciplines as well, such as,
philology, comparative mythology and comparative jurisprudence.

Another major development which led to the study of social institutions in
India was the introduction of British education and its impact. It set several
forces of social change in motion such as, developing a sensitivity amongst
the Indian intellectuals and social reformers like Rajaram Mohan Roy, Ishwar
Chandra Vidyasagar etc. regarding the social evils of sati; child marriages,
illiteracy and poverty, orthodoxy of Hindu religion. Thus, the confrontation
with an alien culture of the British rulers and the interpretation of ancient
Indian literature by scholars like Max Muller, sharpened and redefined the
self-awareness of Indian elites. It resulted in a critical appraisal and
reinterpretation of Indian culture and led to its social reform.

There have been many other studies of Indian society and culture, village
studies, studies of law, which together have sowed the seeds of the
emergence and growth of sociology and anthropology in India. In the next
section, you will learn about the growth of sociology and its professionalisation
in India.

Emergence of Sociology
in India
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Box 2.01:  Sociologists and Anthropologists in Pre-Independence India

Srinivas & Panini (1986 : 16-55) have highlighted a very significant point.
According to them, it will not be an exaggeration to say that during the pre-
Independence period In India, inspite of being very few in numbers, they i.e.
the sociologists and anthropologists had made their presence felt as teachers,
researchers and critics. This the sociologists and anthropologists did when
their disciplines were not so well established and when they did not have
abundance of funds for conducting research. They achieved a lot in terms
of research and data collection at a time when the main task of a university
Professor was lecturing and examining students.

2.3 Growth and Development of Sociology as a
Profession

The discipline of sociology and anthropology has developed in India in broadly
three phases; the first phase is the period between 1773-1900, when, as
described earlier, the foundations for its growth were laid. The second phase
is the period between 1901-1950, when the two disciplines became
professionalised; and finally the third phase is the period after India gained
Independence. During this phase, a complex of forces influenced the
development of the two disciplines. Planned development, introduction of
the Constitution and parliamentary democracy led to far reaching changes in
the Indian society and its structure. During this period the Indian scholars
were exposed to the work of their foreign colleagues which influenced their
own work. Also availability of funds helped conduct research in several areas.
(Srinivas & Panini 1986 : 19).

So it was in the beginning of the twentieth century that the two disciplines
entered the early phase of professionalisation. Srinivas & Panini (1986 : 22)
mention that ‘although the bulk of the ethnographic work continued to be
carried out by the British officials associated with the Census operations,
professional sociologists and anthropologists in Europe began taking interest
in India.’ W.H.R. Rivers’ published his study of The Todas (1906), based on
intensive fieldwork. This was one of the first monographs in the modern
social anthropological tradition. Rivers did his fieldwork among the Todas, a
tribe in the Nilgiri hills in South India, in the winter of 1901-2 and his
interest in India continued almost until his death in 1922. He had also
published papers on India, such as, on the origin of hypergamy; kinship and
marriage in India in the first issue (1921) of the journal, Man in India. His
posthumous work, edited by W.J. Perry, “Social Organisation” (1924) was
intended to be delivered as a course of lectures in Calcutta University.

Two of his students, G.S. Ghurey and K.P. Chattopadhyaya came to play an
important role in the development of sociology and social anthropology (which
is a branch of anthropology) in India. His influence continued to exist in the
works of G.S. Ghurey and K.P. Chattopadhyaya who held important academic
positions in their respective universities of Bombay and Calcutta till the
1940s. Influence of Malinowski and Radcliffe Brown came later and they
remained relatively unknown till the end of World War II. Radcliffe Brown
studied the Andaman Islanders. During this period several European
sociologists such as, C. Bougle, M. Mauss and Max Weber wrote on India
relying on secondary sources.

Emergence of the
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Dhanagare (1998 : 37) says that the institutionalisation and professionalisation
of sociology and social anthropology in India have two clearly identifiable
phases - Before 1950 and after. Moreover, 1950-52 is also a watershed in a
historical sense that it was then that free India embarked on programmes of
planned development.

The pre. 1950 phase was essentially a phase of multi-level syntheses. It was
not without significance that both the disciplines had their beginnings in
the two cities of Bombay and Calcutta which symbolically represented
colonialism. The beginnings were more or less simultaneous in the second
decade of the present century (R. Mukherjee, 1977 : 1-193).

During the first two decades of the 20th century two Indian scholars, L.K.
Ananthakrishna Iyer and S.C. Roy made their mark in anthropology. Both
lacked formal training in the discipline, but their achievements were note
worthy. Anathakrishna Iyer studied the castes and tribes of Cochin and
Mysore and also a study of the Syrian Christians of Kerela. Roy, who was a
lawyer by profession, wrote monographs on some of the tribes in Bihar. He
was also a ‘champion’ of his tribe. In 1921 he founded the journal, Man In
India which is still in circulation. He also wrote a book called Caste, Race and
Religion in India (1934).

The development of anthropology in India saw a new milestone in 1905 when
the British government conceded the demand for establishing the
Ethnographic Survey. The output of these surveys can be seen in the form
of district gazetteers and Imperial Gazetteer of India (26 volumes, Calcutta
1908-1909). These covered details on different tribes and castes of each
province. Many other efforts were made to collect collate and analyse data
regarding different castes, communities and tribes in India. In the previous
chapter you had a brief description of these developments. You had a brief
overview of the growth of sociology and anthropology in Independent India.
The next section will describe the later developments a little more elaborately.

2.4 Sociology in the Post Independence India
As mentioned earlier in the first unit, sociology and anthropology were
gradually introduced in different universities, initially in other departments
of studies, such as, economics, social philosophy, etc. but later several full
fledged departments of sociology developed in different parts of India. During
the years 1910-1950, the two disciplines became professionalised. But during
this phase, too, sociology was not taught in more than half a dozen
universities and Bombay was the only centre of post graduate research in
sociology and social anthropology in the country. There were about a dozen
teaching posts in these two disciplines in different universities. (Srinivas &
Panini 1986 : 33) However, as its popularity increased, its acceptance in
other universities began to take place. Slowly with the expanding demand
for education at all levels, more and more teaching posts in sociology and
anthropology in universities and colleges were introduced.

Sociology, being a discipline at this time which did not draw from the
knowledge of mathematics and statistics, such as, economics did came to be
preferred by a large section of students who found it to be a ‘soft option’.
It is only later that sociology syllabi became more standardized, and some
universities made provision for teaching research methodology and statistics
at the masters level. In due course of time sociology gained a prestige and
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it is at present one of the coveted subjects chosen by students at college
and university levels.

Reflection and Action 2.1

Interview five students who have opted for sociology courses at B.A. or M.A.
level at your study centre. Ask them for the reasons for choosing this
subject. Now compare their reasons with your own and write a note of one
page on “Relevance of Sociology : Nature and Scope.”

You may discuss your note with your Academic Counsellor at your Study
Centre.

2.5 Expansion of Teaching and Research During the
1950’s and 1960’s

In the post-Independence period, with the introduction of planned
development in the country and creation of the National Planning Commission,
significant changes started taking place in the growth and development of
sociology and anthropology in India. Research and training institutes began
to multiply in India to meet the demand for information introduced by the
state, to analyse and evaluate their functioning. Also, qualified, trained
people were needed to man the various institutes, as well as the government
agencies which had cropped up during this period.

A Research Programme Committee for funding the social science research
related to planning and development was created by the Planning Commission.
The creation of a Programme Evaluation Board in the Planning Commission
with branches in each state created jobs for sociologists and anthropologists.
Along with this development another important development took place,
which was an increase in the  awareness of the relevance of the social
sciences to the process of planning amongst the educated. This, was reflected
in the Planning Commissions recommendation in 1966 to found an Indian
Council of Social Science Research (ICSSR). V.K.R.V. Rao, member in-charge
of Education in the Commission, was responsible for this recommendation.
ICSSR came into existence in September, 1969 with the late D.R. Gadgil as
its first Chairman. (Srinivas & Panini, 1986 : 37)

Reflection and Action 2.2

Find out a few details about either, Indian Council of Social Science Research
(ICSSR) or University Grants Commission (UGC). The area of research currently
going on and being funded by these organisations these days. You may visit
their website, if possible, at any Cyber Cafe, near your home. Write a note
including these details and discuss it with other students of sociology at your
Study Centre.

The increase in the awareness of the relevance of sociology and social
anthropology by the educated elites and government officials and policy
makers in Independent India can also be seen reflected in the development
grants for starting new departments or expanding existing university
departments given by the University Grants Commission (UGC). This euphoria
of ‘development’, says Dhanagare (1993 : 46), explains to a large extent the
institutionalisation and expansion of sociology and social anthropology in
Indian universities after 1950. To facilitate this expansion the UGC sanctioned
new posts in different universities all over India through the Five Year Plan
development grants.
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In the pre-1950 period, Indian sociology and social anthropology had followed
the dominant trends in British social and cultural anthropology especially
that of B. Malinowski’s functionalism with its culturalogical strain. After 1950
the influence of American rural sociology started being seen on Indian sociology
and social anthropology in addition to the British. (R Mukherjee, 1977 : 47).
The reasons for this development lay in the increased contacts with America,
particularly the role of Ford Foundation was significant and there was
acceptance of the ideology and programme of Community Development by
the Indian government.

The Ford Foundation in India succeeded in transplanting the idea of community
development into Indian planning between 1951 and 1970. Its indispensability
as a crucial tool of social reconstruction and as an agency of development,
especially in the rural areas, was accepted by the government. It was this
package of community development, Dhanagare (1993 : 47) says, that opened
up job opportunities for Indian social scientists in general and sociologists
and social anthropologists in particular. They could obtain funds for research
projects to study Indian villages, to investigate the impact of the community
development programmes on the villages and their response to the
programme. Large-scale surveys were conducted to assess and evaluate the
effectiveness of the community development programmes for the purpose
of administrators. This required the sociologists and social anthropologists in
India to get acquainted with modern survey research methods and procedures
of empirical social sciences developed in the West, particularly in the United
States. To meet these demands courses on research methodology were
introduced into the teaching curriculum of sociology and social anthropology
in India. (Beteille, 1973 : 224-31)

The community development programmes in many ways helped in the growth
and development of the twin disciplines, sociology and social anthropology
in India but it had its negative side as well. Most of these research studies
were quantitative rather than qualitative. The state controlled directly and
indirectly the nature of these studies. Thus these studies could not come
of age in the true sense of the term. They failed to develop their own
identity even after 1950s.

According to Dhanagare (1980 : 25-26) it was primarily the official patronage
and the Ford Foundation largesse which attracted a number of sociologists
and social anthropologists to this area of study. There was nothing inherently
wrong with this trend of research in the two disciplines but the problem
was that research priorities were practically dictated by the state whose
action as well as policy concerns came to be echoed in social science seminars
and conferences.

Another significant impact of the community development programme on
sociology and social anthropology in India was that its proximity with the
state and government policy formulating bodies became “an index of academic
status and recognition. This new status transformed the earlier interaction
between two or more disciplines into an almost pathological competition for
resources as well as recognition”. (Dhanagare, 1993 : 48)

There was stiff competition among various social science disciplines to get
the best projects and assignments from the establishment. This competition
hampered any inter disciplinary dialogue or cooperation between the different
disciplines in social sciences and as a result their growth and development
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became compartmentalized and narrow. Although, there was at that time
considerable discussion on the desirability of an inter disciplinary approach;
in reality the social sciences remained confined to their rigid boundaries
until 1970. Dhanagare (1993 : 49); says that not only were sociology and
social anthropology estranged from economics, history, political science and
philosophy with which they had either co-existed and often interacted in
pre-1950 period, but also, in this process they themselves became estranged
from each other. In the pre-1950 phase they had maintained a very productive
and symbiotic relationship. In the 1960s and 1970s the trend was clearly in
favour of a separation of sociology and social anthropology in most of the
Indian universities except for Bombay and Saugar. The newly started central
universities, like Jawaharlal Nehru University (New Delhi), NEHU (Shillong)
and Hyderabad favored the older pattern by setting up a joint department
of sociology and social anthropology.

In Delhi, (i e Delhi University) although sociology and anthropology were
separate departments from the beginning, the Sociology department, situated
in Delhi School of Economics, emphasised social anthropology. According to
Dhanagare (1993 : 49) without the interaction with sociology, anthropology
was invariably reduced to ethnology and physical anthropologists and social/
cultural anthropologists had little in common except shared office space and
administrative and financial control. It is due to these reasons that the
relationship between sociology and social anthropology in India have an
ambivalent status. Even ICSSR which was set up by Government of India in
1969, decided to conduct a combined survey (trend reports) on sociology
and social anthropology in India, but for some reason maintained a separate
panel of experts for both the disciplines. UGC also followed the same trend.

The ICSSR contributed immensely to the growth and development of sociology
and social anthropology in India. It more or less replaced the Research
Programmes Committee of the Planning Commission in terms of the functions
that it performed. It is an autonomous body and financially independent
which has supported several university departments through funds for research
projects, seminars and workshops, publication of books and journals, data
analysis and consultancy. It also offers short term or long term fellowships
both for junior or senior members of the profession. Dhanagre (1993 : 50)
writes that ICSSR’s many schemes were sufficiently broad based as well as
egalitarian to inspire confidence among all social scientists including
sociologists and social anthropologists. It has played a positive and
constructive role in the growth of both the disciplines in India since 1969
onwards.

2.6 Some Major Research Trends During the
Seventies

The seventies period saw a further continuation and diversification of
interests and specialisations in substantive areas of research and teaching
since the nineteen sixties M.S.A. Rao (1986 : 168-178) says that while village
community studies dominated researches earlier, interests in such problems
as agrarian relations, land reforms, peasants, agricultural labourers, scheduled
castes and tribes began to attract increasing attention of sociologists and
social anthropologists. The seventies could be reviewed under three heads:
(i) areas of interests and specialisations which get crystallised, (ii) areas of
interest which have developed but not yet got crystallised; and (iii) emergence
of new approaches in the established areas.
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Peasant studies and agrarian social structure emerged as a distinct area of
research interest in the seventies (Beteille 1974, Oomen 1975, 1977, Alexander
1975, Joshi 1975, Joan Mencher 1978). These studies marked a departure
from the earlier village community studies with emphasis on caste and village
solidarity, However, village studies continued to hold the attention of some
sociologists (For example Srinivas 1976).

Closely related with the area of peasant studies is the study of peasant
movements which attracted the attention of some sociologists (Dhanagare
1974, Ranga Rao 1978, PN Mukharjee 1978, Rajendra Singh 1978 and A R Desai
1979). Besides the sociologists, historians have also developed a major interest
in agrarian history. The studies on peasant movements is, however, a part
of the study on social movements in general which became crystallized
during the 1970s. Studies on several types of movements, such as, the
backward classes movements, sectarian movements have been published
(M.S.A. Rao 1978, 1979 a, 1979nb).

Three other areas of interest in sociology which got crystallized during the
seventies were — (1) industrial sociology, (2) urban sociology, and (3) social
stratification.

In industrial sociology there have been works of N.R. Sheth and P.J. Patel
(1979) which trace the trends in the development of industrial sociology.
There have been studies of trade unions and industrial relations (E.A.
Ramaswamy 1977, 1978). A few university departments are teaching industrial
sociology at the M.A. and M. Phil levels. Urban sociology had long been
neglected in India due to the misconception that India was a village society.
But during the 1970s it gained importance. Problems of rural-urban migration,
urban development and slums attracted the attention of the sociologists
and social anthropologists. Different aspects of urban sociology have been
studied, such as, rural-urban migration, demography, and neighbourhoods,
slums, stratification, education, ethnic conflict, etc. (M.S.A. Rao 1970, 1974,
Saberwal 1976, 1978, Sylvia Vatuk 1972 and Richard Fox 1970). Urban slums
also attracted special attention (Desai and Pillai 1970, 1972, Weibe 1975;
Alfred De Souza 1979 and others).

Another major area of interest and specialisation was social stratification in
the seventies. A large number of studies were published in seventies, such
as, the efforts of Andre Beteille (1977), Yogendra Singh (1977), Victor D’Souza
(1977). Several studies of elites appeared in the seventies (Singhi 1974;
Sheokumar Lal 1974). Social stratification is a common course taught in almost
all the universities and colleges teaching sociology.

Several studies in different areas of specialisation appeared during this period,
such as, in the area of sociology of development, sociology of education,
and so on. Many new areas appeared, such as, sociology of profession,
sociology of organisation, medical sociology, studies on women, etc.

Dhanagare (1993 : 51) mentions that inspite of a lot of changes taking place
in the field of sociology and social anthropology since the 1950s, not all the
research concerns were abandoned. Infact, the continuity of research
concerns is striking. New trends have emerged too, but the old ones came
to be consolidated in the 1950s and 1960s. Most important of these themes
were such as caste and stratification, family and kinship, religion and ritual,
and village social organisation. These topics continued to preoccupy
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sociologists and social anthropologists. Above all, caste and stratification
proved to be such a significant structural reality in Indian society that it
continued to hold the attention of Indian sociologists and social
anthropologists. But, here too, one can observe a qualitative difference in
the caste stratification studies conducted in recent years.

Srinivas’s studies of caste and religion (1952, 1959, 1962, 1966) employed not
only the structural-functional nature of caste and religion but also the dynamics
of caste system in Indian villages. He developed the conceptual tools to
study the processual aspects of caste such as, sanskritisation, westernisation;
concept of ‘dominant caste’ to understand the power relations with in the
village society. YB Damle (1968 : 95-102) advocated the use of reference
group theory in explaining caste mobility, Andre Beteill’e (1965) used the
Weberian framework  of class, status and party to study ‘caste, class and
power’ in a Tanjore village.

Box 2.02: Relevance of Sociology : An Opinion

D.N. Dhanagare opines (1993 : 28) about the role and relevance of sociology
in strong words. He says that “vast sections of the under-privileged in the
Indian society, who have failed to make it through the ‘mobility’ route, are
going to resort to the alternative ‘mobilization’ route to social transformation.
What are the prospects of ‘mobilization’, where is it likely to lead, and
would social scientists, including sociologists, like to be just silent, indifferent
spectators of the transformation process or would they like to contribute to
it in some measure? These are some of the questions the sociology profession
as a whole must address itself to, sooner than later.”

Louis Dumont, a French sociologist studied caste in India using the
structuralist method in his famous book Homo Hierarchicus (1970). He revived
the interest in ‘caste’ studies in the 1970’s. He focused on the need to
understand the ideology of caste as given in the Hindu scriptures and classical
texts. He advocated the use of an Indological and strucluralist approach to
the study of caste system and village social structure in India.

Different aspects of caste and stratification system attracted the attention
of sociologists and social anthropologists. Political developments in India,
impact of community development programmes, panchayati raj, democratic
decentralisation and several other developments during the 1950’s had far-
reaching consequences. Indian sociologists and social anthropologists were
concerned about studying the impact of these changes on the Indian social
and rural social structure. (S.C. Dube, 1969, RN Haldipur, 1974). Studies on
caste and power structure in rural society came to occupy a predominant
position. (Dhanagare, 1993 : 52)

A new trend in sociological research developed in the 1960’s and 1970’s in
the area of rural sociology. The new interests focused on the basic changes
in the rural social structure initiated through land reform measures since
Independence. The new trends gave more attention to class formation among
the peasantry, social mobility among different rural strata and the newly
emerging contradictions in the rural areas. This new trend turned from ‘micro’
level inquiries to ‘macro’ level analytical exercises. (Yogendra Singh, 1977 :
22-23)

Closely affiliated to the new trend in agrarian studies in sociology has been
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the trend of studying social movements, particularly among the peasantry.
AR Desai’s (1948) study of the Indian National Movement and its
social background, describing its class character and its inherent
contradictions was a very significant and pioneering contribution from the
pre-1950 era.

During the 1980’s several of the areas of interest from the 1950’s, 1960’s and
1970’s onwards continued to gain strength. Many new areas also emerged,
such as of sociology of deviance, sociology of law, sociology of knowledge,
sociology of science, etc. These and several other areas have been
increasingly been the focus of study of sociologists and social anthropologists
in India.

Along with the areas of interest even the sociological approach to study
these areas have varied. The theoretical underpinnings of the research studies
and the methodology used by different sociologists has been different.

2.7 Theory and Methods Used by Sociologists in
India

According to Dhanagare (1993 : 63) the theoretical orientations of Indian
sociologists and social anthropologists seems to have changed. It may be
said that the appeal of ‘philosophical theoretical orientation’ (a la Radha
Kamal Mukherjee), and ‘structural-functional’ and ‘culturological’ approach
(a la Radcliffe Brown. MN Srinivas. etc.) is declining. Dialectical historical
orientation-often based on Marxist methods and propositions - has, of late,
shown a profound capacity for adaptation and innovation (Singh, Y. 1977 :
25-26). This orientation has now become popular amongst the younger
generation of sociologists.

The ‘structuralist’ approach or theoretical orientation too has been quite
popular and is reflected in the works of such sociologists as J.P.S. Oberoi
(1974, 1978), T.N. Madan (1975) and Veena Das (1977). This trend is likely to
gain more popularity in the coming years. (M.S.A. Rao, 1979 b : 1812) The
systemic theoretic orientation is seen in some of the writings of MS Gore,
Yogendra Singh, Y.B. Damle, Yogesh Atal and a few others. But no significant
advances have been made on this front in recent years. P.N. Rastogi has
been the lone follower of the cybernetic approach (See Rastogi, 1973, 1975).

Briefly described, these are some of the major trends of research in sociology
and social anthropology in India. The theoretical approaches and methods to
conduct research has been very many and some of the important theoretical
approaches used by different sociologists has been mentioned here only as
an example to explain to you the rich literature that exists in the field of
sociology and social anthropology.

2.8 Conclusion
The first paper “Social Background of the Emergence of Sociology in India”
of this block Number 1 Emergence of Sociology in India, and the present
paper on “Emergence of the Discipline : Issues and Themes” are the
introductory papers on the general theme of this course on Sociology in
India. The social background which enabled the discipline of sociology and
social anthropology to take root in the rich soil of India where a classical

Emergence of Sociology
in India



39

literary tradition already existed laid the intellectual moorings of the new
discipline and its institutions.

As described in the beginning of both the papers, sociology and social
anthropology bore a strong imprint of the sociology in the Western society.
It came as a product of an intellectual response of the Indians to the Western
interpretation of Indian society and culture by the Westerners. As the
European invasion and expansion over the non-European territory increased,
the need to understand the new societies and communities developed. For
several reasons, some philanthropic, some pragmatic, the scholars from the
Western societies tried to interpret social reality in India and use this
knowledge for other purposes, of proselytisation, for amelioration of  social
evils and orthodoxy of the traditional Hindu society, welfare of the tribals
etc.

Thus, the colonial impact and the confrontation of the Western outlook with
the Eastern way of life produced a body of literature which became the
foundation for the emergence of the sociology and social anthropology
disciplines.

Later, in the present paper the description of the professionalisation of the
discipline from 1900-1921 onwards has been described. It was not a
coincidence that the disciplines developed professionally first in cities like,
Bombay, Calcutta and Lucknow and slowly spread throughout the country
after the 1950’s. The colonial context, therefore, cannot be denied. It was
during the 1950’s that later professional developments and acceptance of
the discipline in different universities took place. The prestige of sociology
and social anthropology grew, after the Independence period when planned
development was introduced. Trained manpower to staff the Institutes etc.
and to conduct research and training for collecting information about the
impact of the various Community Development Programmes, Panchayati raj,
etc. developed.

ICSSR was founded in 1969 and the University Grants Commission (UGC)
provided funds for research to the social scientists. Relevance of the social
sciences generally and sociology and social anthropology particularly developed.

Finally, we have described some of the research trends in Indian universities
in sociology and social anthropology from the 1950’s, 1960’s, 1970’s till the
1980’s. Briefly the theoretical orientations have been described to explain
the development of the disciplines in India.

2.9 Further Reading
Dhanagare, D.N. 1995 Themes and Perspectives in Indian Sociology; Rawat
Publications, New Delhi

Singh, Y.1986 Indian Sociology : Social Conditioning and Emerging Concerns;
Vikas Publications, New Delhi

Emergence of the
Discipline:

Issues and Themes


