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Classical Approaches to Social Theory by Alan Macfarlane
These lectures were given in November 2001 in the Department of Social Anthropology, University of Cambridge. They were part of a course on theory and methods in anthropology designed for second year social anthropology undergraduates. They were filmed by Xiaoxiao Yan. 

The purpose of this course is to look at the foundations of modern social theory through an examination of social thought in its political, economic and ideological context since about 1700 A.D. Each lecture deals with a major theoretical paradigm and is illustrated by a case study of the life, methods and conclusions of one major thinker.

There are the eight lectures of the course and an extra lecture on F.W.Maitland from a parallel course on property and corporations. 

Background reading

The supplementary background reading appearing under ‘Macfarlane’ will be found on www.alanmacfarlane.com


Overviews and general reading
Raymond Aron, Main Currents in Sociological Thought (2 vols: 1965). 

E.E.Evans‑Pritchard, A History of Anthropological Theory (1981)

Anthony Giddens, Capitalism and modern social theory (1971)

Clifford Geertz, Works and Lives (1988)

Jack Goody, The Expansive Moment, (1995), appendix 2. 

Geoffrey Hawthorn, Enlightenment and Despair: A history of Sociology (1976)

Robert Lowie, History of Ethnological Theory (1937)

Alan Macfarlane, The Riddle of the Modern World: Of Liberty, Wealth and Equality (2000)

R.A.Nisbet, The Sociological Tradition (1967)

G.Stocking, Victorian Anthropology (1987)

Fred Voget, A History of Ethnology (1975)

[These books will be referred to below in detailed reading lists by short titles, eg. Aron, Currents or Hawthorn, Enlightenment]

There are useful articles on numerous theoretical topics (e.g. social structure) and individual thinkers (e.g. Montesquieu) in both the first and second edition of Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, a multi‑volume work. It is often worth starting with an overview from an article in this source. There are also helpful overview articles in The Macmillan Student's Guide to Sociology, ed. Michael Mann (1983). 

‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑

Lecture 1. A rough map of social theory: 1000‑2000 A.D.
In order to place modern anthropology in its world context, a general overview of the major paradigms (world views) in social theory will be given: Circular, Enlightenment, Romantic, Evolutionary, Functionalist, Structuralist. Some of the reasons for change in paradigms and the nature of the questions and models behind each paradigm will be discussed. 

E.E.Evans‑Pritchard, The Nuer (1965), chapter on space and time.

Thomas Kuhn, The structure of Scientific Revolutions (1975)

Gellner introduction to Evans‑Pritchard, History.

Macfarlane, Riddle, ch.1

Nisbet, Sociological Tradition, esp. chs. 1,2

Voget, History. 


Lecture 2. Baron de Montesquieu (1689-1755)

The shift from circular to lineal time and concept of progress. The emergence of comparative, holistic and structural analysis. The problem of political liberty.

Macfarlane, Riddle, chs. 2‑4

Montesquieu, Persian Letters (1721: various editions)

Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, (1748: various editions), esp. introduction and vol.I, book XI, XVII‑XX

Robert Shackleton, Montesquieu. A Critical Biography (1961)

Judith Shklar, Montesquieu (1987) ‑ a short book  

Lecture 3. Adam Smith (1723-1790)
The nature, causes and consequences of the Enlightenment and its relation to changes in eighteenth century Europe. The foundations of all the social sciences. 

R.H.Campbell and A.S.Skinner, Adam Smith (1982)

Macfarlane, Riddle, chs.5‑8

Ronald Meek, Social Science and the Ignoble Savage (1976)

Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (1776; various editions), vol 1, Book I (chs 1‑10), Book III.  

Lecture 4. Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-1859)
The impact of the French, American, industrial and urban revolutions on social thought. The break‑down of the ancien regime and emergence of a new social order. 

Macfarlane, Riddle, chs. 9‑12

Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (1835, 1840, two volume edition trans. George Lawrence, Fontana, 1968), especially introduction by Max Lerner, and vol. I author's introduction and chs. 1‑5; vol.2, part IV.  

Alexis de Tocqueville, L'Ancien Regime (1856, various editions).

James Schleifer, The Making of Tocqueville's 'Democracy in America' (1980)

Larry Siedentop, Tocqueville (1994) ‑ a short book

Lecture 5. Karl Marx (1818-1883)
The impact of the industrial revolution,  European imperial expansion and evolutionary biology on theoretical developments. 

John Burrow, Evolution and Society (1974)

Karl Marx, Selected Writings in Sociology and Social Philosophy, ed. T.B.Bottomore and Maximilien Rubel (1961)

Karl Marx, Capital (1867; various editions), esp. vol.1, ch.1

Karl Marx, Pre‑capitalist Economic Formations, (part of 'Grundrisse' written in 1857‑8; 1964 edn.), introduction by Hobsbawm and text. 

David McLellan, Marx (1974) ‑ a short book

Lecture 6. Emile Durkheim (1858-1917)
The proliferation of industrial machinery, growth of cities, growing power of America and Asia and the implications of mass, secular, society.

Emile Durkheim, Suicide(1897; 1952), esp. book 2.

Emile Durkheim, The Rules of Sociological Method (1895: 1938)

E.E.Evans‑Pritchard, Theories of Primitive Religion (1965), ch.3 

Steven Lukes, Emile Durkheim. His Life and Work (1973)

Frank Parkin, Durkheim (1992) ‑ a short book

Lecture 7. Max Weber (1864-1920)
The implications of science, bureaucracy, militarism and nationalism. The role of ethics and ideology in a new, global world order.

Reinhard Bendix, Max Weber. An Intellectual Portrait (1959)

Randall Collins, Weberian Social Theory (1986)

H.H.Gerth and C.Wright Mills, From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology (1948), especially, Part I, Part III. 

Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904‑5; trans. Talcott Parsons, 1930. 

Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization (1924: 1947, ed. Talcott Parsons, part of the great 'Economy and Society' published in full in two volumes in 1968)

Lecture 8. Ernest Gellner (1925-1995)
The continuing themes of liberty, equality, wealth and meaning in a world divided between capitalism, communism and Islam. The escape from predation and the conditions of liberty.

Ernest Gellner, The Conditions of Liberty (1996)

Ernest Gellner, Anthropology and Politics: Revolutions in the Sacred Grove (1995), especially chs. 3,4,9,11

'Ernest Gellner Memorial Issue', Cambridge Anthropology, vol.19, no.2, 1996.7

John Hall and Ian Jarvie (eds), The Social Philosophy of Ernest Gellner, (1996), esp. parts 1‑3, and 'Reply to Critics'.  

Macfarlane, Riddle, chs. 13‑14

Extra Lecture.  F.W.Maitland (1850-1906)

Macfarlane, Alan, The Making of the Modern World (Palgrave, 2002), part one. 




