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Practising Sociology through History
The Indian Experience – II

Part 1 of this paper considered those sociologists who used classical texts, 
i e,   Indological sources, with a view to understanding contemporary social structures, 

institutions, and cultural practices. Part II looks at the work of later sociologists, who 
make up a different category: Those who take into account and narrate the historical 
background of the social reality that constitutes their research. This paper lays stress 
on the necessity of   a “substantive” use of history for sociological purposes. It takes 

particular note of those sociologists who have used history rigorously to arrive 
at broader levels of explanation, generalisation and theoretical abstraction, in the 

process thereby   ensuring   a   “completion” of their sociological mission. It is this process 
that   needs to be further   exploited by present day sociologists.
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approach Desai has neither collected nor sifted primary historical 

tory, of course, there are no agreed norms, standards or rules 

are inclined to use history, tend to use secondary sources that 

India Today

IV
Historical Studies of Social Movements 

I

method of historical materialism1 in understanding processes 

that surfaced in the form of the Indian National Congress did 

struggles in India after independence, Desai extended similar 
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area

2

on systematic use of historical documents in reconstructing 

ments to trace the systemic origins of disaffection or need for 

the sense that they led to formation of politically articulated 

systematically to attempt a sociological analysis of social 
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and nature of the protest, and the grassroots participation in 

social forces that in the ultimate analysis determine the form

(landlords) and the kisans

(i e, princely 

on the other to the dynamics of agrarian 

In this exercise Hira Singh has not only criticised the colonial, 

historiography, for their failure to recognise the historic role 

the streaks of theoretical nihilism in his argument, his study 
is an excellent example of an exercise in historical sociology 

On similar lines Pushpendra Surana has done a study of the 

the authority of Thikanedars no longer commanded any respect 
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tions under Communist leadership from 1957 to 1970 that 

3

(mean

the roots of this popular peasant struggle to the century old 

dimension to the study of agrarian history on the one hand 

has explained the rise of the Chipko struggle in terms of the 

in the agrarian landscape resulting from ecological changes 

Chipko

V
Historical Studies of Agrarian Structure

to analyse changes in agrarian social structure to understand 

the region continued to rely on traditional forms of sharecrop
ping and encouraged the leasing in and leasing out practices 

4

constructed the landlord dominated agrarian structure in the 

5 Quite on similar lines Partha N 



Economic and Political Weekly August 25, 2007 3503

statuses in terms of land control, caste factor, and the critical 

A study of the changing agrarian structure in the face of land 

diagnostic exploratory approach that has yielded fresh insights 

the changing land market, the nature of tenancies, conditions 

of the contrasting agrarian structures in the plantationand the 

arrangements on land during the colonial period, especially 
highlighting the land settlement operations, commercialisation 
of agriculture, and increase in demand for rural credit – and 

land accounts as entered in land records at the time of the 

the lineages and their genealogical charts and the landholdings 

the enormous potential that historical documents, such as land 

VI
History in Studies on Caste 

and Caste Movements
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not only a form of protest against the exploitation of peasantry 

logical leanings are at times expressed in a rhetorical manner; 

that her studies demonstrate systematic use of historical source 

He has then discussed the ideology, leadership, and nature of 

of sanskritisation

and other toiling masses on the one hand and interests of the 

colonial policy of protecting the interests of upper caste Hindus 

lages to use casteism, factionalism and amoral familism as 
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fundamental fact of Indian society and therefore a principal 

VII
Studies of Industrial/Urban Settings

Under the pressure of industrialisation the pols, that Doshi 

more on presenting the ethnology of pols and less on tracing 
although the theme had potential 

to offer explanation of the changing function of a traditional 

resulting from contradictions inherent in the economic structure 

7

export and import of textiles and moneylending to some kind 
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mographic history of the city to depict its changing social 

caste groups – their migration and their shifting occupational 

and ethnographic data as also migration and occupational data 

exercise in sociology of ideas as much as in sociology of a 

and social construction of ideology in itself is a theme that is 

the test in the face of internal strife and ideological confusion 
and crisis on the one hand, and the onslaught of the Islamic 

discourse on man as aprecursor of a contemporary theoreti

Conclusions

highlight the main tendencies among historically oriented soci
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in understanding contemporary social structures, institutions, 

origins to one or more Sanskrit texts and then reinterpreting 

a metaphoric
substantive use of history 

9

sense of commitment and discipline in using history rigor

logists should not depend entirely on historians for historical 

10 It is 

Notes

dominant castes primarily to claim higher status and greater accept

EPW
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commands a generalised insight one gains from sociology and also 
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