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This chapter will introduce you to the basic tools used 
to plan studies and gather dependable information on top-
ics of interest. It will also help you understand how sociol-
ogy approaches research questions. To this end, we begin 
this chapter by discussing the development of sociology as 
a discipline and the core principles of sociology’s major 
theoretical perspectives. We then explore sociology as a 
science—core ideas that underlie any science: how to col-
lect data, ethical issues involving research, and practical 
applications and uses of sociological knowledge. We start 
with the beginnings and emergence of sociology as a field 
of study.

THE DEVELOPMENT 
OF SOCIOLOGY
Throughout recorded history, humans have 
been curious about how and why society 
operates as it does. Long before the develop-
ment of science, religion and philosophy 
influenced the way individuals thought about 
the world. Both approaches to understanding 
society had a strong moral tone. For example, 
Plato’s Republic, written around 400 BCE, 
outlines plans for an ideal state—complete 
with government, family, economic systems, 
class structure, and education—designed to 
achieve social justice. These philosophers’ 
opinions were derived from abstract reflec-
tion about how the social world should work, 
but they were not tested scientifically.

The first person on record to suggest a 
systematic approach to explain the social 
world was North African Islamic scholar Ibn 
Khaldun (1332–1406). Khaldun was particu-
larly interested in understanding the feelings 
of solidarity that held tribal groups together 
during his day, a time of great conflict and 
wars (Alatas 2006; Hozien n.d.). With this 
beginning came the rise of modern sociology.

The Rise of  
Modern Sociology
Several conditions from the 1600s to the 
1800s gave rise to sociology. First, European 
nations were imperial powers extending their 
influence and control by establishing colonies 
in other cultures. This exposure to other  

cultures encouraged at least some Europeans to learn 
more about the people in and around their new colonies. 
Second, they sought to understand the rapid changes in 
their own societies brought about by the Industrial 
Revolution (which began around the middle of the 1700s) 
and the French Revolution (1789–1799). Finally, advances 
in the natural sciences demonstrated the value of the sci-
entific method, and some wished to apply this scientific 
method to social sciences and understand the social world.

In the early and mid-1800s, no one had clear, system-
atic explanations for why the old social structure, which 
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The Bastille, a state prison in Paris, France, and a symbol of oppression, was seized 
by the common people during the French Revolution, a social upheaval that forced 
social analysts to think differently about society and social stability. Today, rallying 
points for social movements and revolutions, such as Tahrir Square in Cairo, Egypt, 
illustrate that uprisings of the common people are still changing societies.


