_\
GYAN BOD H ISSN;3\(,):::?;:,12,2

Issue: 2
An International Multidisciplinary March - April: 2026
Peer Reviewed Journal

A Comparative Study: Western Sociological Theories vs. Ancient

Indian Social Thought

Mital kiranbhai Gohel, Research Scholar,

Department of sociology, Anand arts college, Anand

Abstract
The intellectual history of sociology is often narrated as a predominantly Western enterprise that
emerged in nineteenth century Europe in response to industrialization, urbanization, and political
revolution. Yet long before sociology was institutionalized as a discipline, civilizations such as
ancient India had already produced sophisticated reflections on society, morality, social order, and
human relationships. This research paper undertakes a comparative study of major Western
sociological theories and classical Indian social thought. It examines foundational thinkers such as
Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim, and Max Weber alongside key texts and traditions of ancient India
including the Bhagavad Gita, Manusmriti, Arthashastra, and Rigveda.
The paper argues that while Western sociological theories are grounded in empirical analysis and
historical materialism, ancient Indian thought offers a deeply normative and philosophical
framework centered on dharma, cosmic order, and ethical duty. Both traditions attempt to answer
similar questions: What sustains social order? Why does conflict arise? What is the relationship
between individual and society? However, they differ in epistemology, methodology, and ultimate
social goals. By placing these traditions in dialogue, the study seeks to move beyond Eurocentric
boundaries and contribute to a more global sociology rooted in civilizational plurality.
1. Introduction
Sociology, as an academic discipline, took shape in nineteenth century Europe. It emerged in
response to massive transformations brought by industrial capitalism, secularization, and political
upheavals. Thinkers such as Marx, Durkheim, and Weber tried to understand social change using
systematic methods. Over time, their frameworks became foundational to modern sociological

theory.
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Yet social reflection did not begin in Europe. Ancient India produced extensive philosophical and

normative discussions on social structure, law, ethics, governance, and human relationships. Texts

like the Bhagavad Gita, Manusmriti, Arthashastra, and Rigveda reflect sustained engagement with

social organization and moral order.

This study compares Western sociological theories with ancient Indian social thought along five

key dimensions:

1.

2
3.
4
5

Conceptions of social order
Views on social inequality
Religion and morality

State and governance

Individual and society

The aim is not to privilege one tradition over another, but to understand how different civilizational

contexts produced distinct yet overlapping visions of social life.

2. Foundations of Western Sociological Theories

2.1 Karl Marx: Conflict and Material Conditions

Karl Marx viewed society through the lens of economic structure. According to him,
material conditions determine social relations. In capitalist societies, the division between
bourgeoisie and proletariat generates class conflict. For Marx, inequality is not accidental;
it is built into the structure of production.

Social order, in his framework, is maintained through ideology and state power. Religion,
famously described as the “opium of the people,” functions to legitimize exploitation.
Social change occurs through revolutionary transformation of economic structures.

2.2 Emile Durkheim: Social Solidarity and Moral Order

Durkheim approached society as a moral organism. He argued that social facts exist
external to individuals and exert coercive power. In traditional societies, mechanical
solidarity binds people through shared beliefs. In modern societies, organic solidarity arises

from division of labor.
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Unlike Marx, Durkheim did not see religion merely as illusion. He viewed it as a collective
representation of society itself. Religion strengthens social cohesion and reinforces shared
norms.
2.3 Max Weber: Meaning and Rationalization
Weber introduced interpretive sociology. He emphasized verstehen, or understanding
social action from the actor’s perspective. Weber examined how religious ideas, such as
the Protestant ethic, influenced economic behavior.
He also analyzed rationalization and bureaucracy as defining features of modernity. For
Weber, modern society is increasingly governed by calculability and formal rules, often
leading to what he called the “iron cage” of rationality.
3. Foundations of Ancient Indian Social Thought
Ancient Indian social thought is embedded within religious, philosophical, and ethical discourse.
Unlike Western sociology, it was not a separate academic discipline but part of a holistic
worldview.
3.1 Cosmic Order and Dharma
The Rigveda introduces the concept of rta, cosmic order, which later evolves into dharma.
Dharma refers to moral duty, righteousness, and social responsibility. Social harmony
depends on adherence to dharma.
In the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna advises Arjuna to perform his svadharma, or personal duty,
without attachment to outcomes. This connects social responsibility with spiritual growth.
Society is sustained when individuals fulfill their roles ethically.
3.2 Varna and Social Stratification
The Manusmriti elaborates a structured social order based on varna. While later history
associated varna with rigid caste hierarchy, the original formulation was linked to division
of labor and moral responsibility.
Unlike Marx’s class conflict model, the varna system was presented as complementary
rather than antagonistic. However, in practice, stratification hardened and became

hereditary, producing inequality and social exclusion.

45



N
GYAN BOD H ISSN;3\(,):331_:,1-::,2

Issue: 2
An International Multidisciplinary March - April: 2026
Peer Reviewed Journal

3.3 Statecraft and Governance
The Arthashastra, attributed to Kautilya, offers a pragmatic account of governance. It
discusses taxation, espionage, diplomacy, and welfare measures. Unlike the moral
emphasis of the Gita, this text reflects political realism.
Kautilya recognized human self-interest and advised rulers to maintain order through
strategic governance. Here we see a convergence with Western realist traditions, though
embedded in a dharmic framework.

4. Comparative Analysis
4.1 Social Order
Durkheim’s idea of collective conscience resembles the Indian concept of dharma in that
both emphasize shared moral values as the basis of cohesion. However, Durkheim relies
on empirical study, while Indian texts derive authority from sacred tradition.
Marx sees social order as a temporary outcome of domination, whereas Indian thought
views order as part of cosmic design.
4.2 Inequality and Stratification
Marx interprets inequality as structural exploitation. Weber adds status and power
dimensions. Indian thought acknowledges hierarchy but justifies it normatively as
functional differentiation.
The difference lies in moral evaluation. Marx condemns inequality as unjust, while ancient
texts often regard hierarchy as natural and divinely sanctioned.
4.3 Religion
For Marx, religion masks material exploitation. For Durkheim, it sustains solidarity. In
Indian thought, religion is inseparable from social life. Dharma integrates ethics, law, and
spirituality.
Religion in ancient India is not merely belief but a guide to action. It shapes daily conduct,

family life, and governance.
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4.4 Individual and Society
Weber emphasizes individual meaning and agency. Indian thought balances individual
spiritual liberation with social duty. The Gita’s teaching suggests that personal fulfillment
arises through responsible participation in society.
Both traditions recognize tension between autonomy and obligation, though they
conceptualize it differently.
5. Epistemological Differences
Western sociology developed within the framework of scientific rationality. It emphasizes
observation, data, and systematic theory building. Ancient Indian thought relies more on
philosophical reasoning, scriptural authority, and metaphysical assumptions.
This does not mean one is rational and the other irrational. Rather, they operate within different
knowledge systems. Western sociology seeks explanation; Indian thought seeks moral orientation.
6. Relevance in Contemporary India
In modern India, both traditions intersect. Constitutional democracy reflects Western political
theory, while everyday social life continues to be shaped by dharmic values and cultural traditions.
Contemporary sociological debates on caste, gender, and development often draw from Marxist
analysis, yet reform movements also invoke reinterpretations of classical texts. The coexistence of
these frameworks reveals the layered nature of Indian modernity.
7. Toward a Global Sociology
A comparative approach encourages intellectual humility. Western theory offers analytical tools
to critique power and inequality. Ancient Indian thought contributes ethical depth and a holistic
understanding of human life.
Rather than treating non Western traditions as pre sociological or merely religious, global
sociology must recognize them as alternative knowledge systems. Dialogue between traditions
enriches theoretical imagination and broadens methodological horizons.
Conclusion
Western sociological theories and ancient Indian social thought arise from different historical

contexts, yet they share a fundamental concern with understanding and organizing social life. Marx
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highlights conflict and material inequality. Durkheim emphasizes moral cohesion. Weber explores

meaning and rationalization. Ancient Indian texts focus on dharma, cosmic order, and ethical

duty.The contrast is not simply between scientific and spiritual perspectives. It is between two

distinct ways of imagining society. One is analytical and critical, rooted in historical change. The

other is normative and integrative, grounded in cosmic harmony.A meaningful comparative

sociology does not collapse these differences but engages them thoughtfully. By bringing Western

and Indian traditions into conversation, we move closer to a sociology that reflects the diversity of

human civilizations rather than a single intellectual lineage.
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