
Supreme Court on Right to
Education
S P Sathe

While the Supreme Court, in its recent judgment in the Mohini
Jain v Karnataka case, may be faulted on both doctrinal and
practical grounds for its use of article 21 of the Constitution for
articulating the right to education, its indictment of the capitation
fee system has not come a day too soon.

THE Supreme Court has recently declared
that right to education was a fundamen-
tal right and that the charging of capita-
tion fee was arbitrary, unfair and therefore
violative of the fundamental right to
equality contained in article 14 of the
Constitution. Since the decision of the
Supreme Court is the law of the land,1

the above decision has created a storm in
the educational world. The immediate
reactions have been hostile to the decision.
Usual comments such as that the court
has gone too far or that the decision is
impractical have already come in. While
we share the court's agony over the im-
moral practice of capitation fee in the new
medical and engineering colleges, some
wider propositions enunciated therein
need careful examination. The purpose of
this article is to examine the three leading
propositions, namely (1) that every per-
son has the right to education as part of
his right to live with dignity included in
article 21 of the Constitution; (2) that the
practice of capitation fee is violative of the
guarantee of equality enshrined in article
14 of the Constitution; and (3) that the
state is under a constitutional mandate to
provide educational institutions at all
levels for the benefit of its citizens.

(1) Is there a right to education in every
person? Is such right a fundamental
right?

The court has obviously made a mistake
in holding that there exists anything like
right to education. There is certainly a
right to equality of opportunities of
education. The right to education may
exist as a human right to the extent of
primary or basic education. Such right is
an essential precondition to the exercise
of other rights of citizenship such as right
to vote or right to freedom of speech and
expression. Such a right could be included
within the fold of article 21 which
guarantees right to life and personal liber-
ty which has been held by the Supreme
Court to include the right to live with
dignity.2 However, until the decision of
the court in Mohini Jain case, article 21
was not held to include the right to
primary education. The fact that there is
a directive principle of state policy which
clearly enjoins upon the state to provide

free and compulsory primary education
for all children below the age of 143

clearly shows that even the right to
primary education was not included as a
fundamental right.

This writer has submitted elsewhere that
right to primary education must become
a fundamental right.4 The fact that the
literacy rate in India even by 1991 census
has not gone beyond 50 per cent shows
clearly that such a right does not exist. If
it exists in law but does not exist in life,
it would be worse. But even if we succeed
in making the right to education up to the
primary level an enforceable right, can
there ever be a right to become a doctor
or an engineer or a lawyer? One can at
the most claim that one has a right to
compete for getting into these professions
and in order that such competition should
be fair, there should be equal oppor-
tunities. One may or may not get admis-
sion to a medical or engineering college.
This will depend upon one's competitive
merit and financial capacity. A person has
no right to be admitted to such an institu-
tion though he has a right not to be denied
admission on the ground of his religion,
race, caste, place of birth and, unless the
institution is exclusively for men or
women, sex.5 Further he has a right not
to be denied admission except on the
ground of merit. The only exception the
Constitution makes is in respect of per-
sons belonging to socially and educa-
tionally backward classes of people for
whom seats are reserved in such educa-
tional institutions.6

The danger of declaring even right to
primary education as a fundamental right
is the same as that involved in declaring
the right to shelter or the right to health
care as fundamental rights. Unless the
state pursues social and economic policies
under which such rights could be secured,
their mere judicial articulation would only
widen the gap between the normative
order and the social reality. This would
cause erosion of the credibility of the
court as an institution and ultimately
adversely affect its social legitimacy.
However, there cannot be any right to
education at all levels. There is no doubt
freedom to obtain education which one
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may do even without going to any educa-
tional institution.

The right to live with dignity has to be
understood in terms of securing irreduci-
ble minimum entitlements which are
essential prerequisites of such living with
dignity. It could be invoked in support of
the right to primary education whereby
one acquires the capacity to learn and
pursue higher education but not with
respect to the right to higher education.
Higher education is a resource which must
be used economically. Everyone may not
need it and may not possess the capacity
for it. It should be available to those who
need it and who have the capacity to take
it. Therefore, equal opportunities are
enough. To say that the right to education
is a fundamental right would make the
right so impracticable that it would lose
all its force.
(2) Capitation fee—is it violative of the

right to equality?
Capitation fees are charged by private

educational institutions. These institu-
tions cannot be called instrumentalities or
agencies of the state within the meaning
of that word as used in article 12 of the
Constitution. They do not get any govern-
ment grants. The government merely gives
them affiliation to a university. Such af-
filiation gives them recognition.

It is true that when such capitation fee
colleges are opened, they provide addi-
tional opportunities to rich students as
against the poor. But such disparity of op-
portunities is not only in respect of
medical and engineering colleges. Our
whole education system is based on
segregation between the rich and the poor.
There are expensive schools in which only
the rich people can afford to send their
children. Since inequality is pervading all
social spheres, education cannot become
an island of equality.

Mohini Jain, the petitioner in this case,
was admitted to the medical college in
Karnataka but she could not take advan-
tage of the admission as she could not pay
Rs 60,000 per year as fee. In fact fees
chargeable in our state-run medical and
engineering colleges are pitifully small and
education of almost every student is sub-
sidised by the state. The fee structure in
our universities must be rationalised. But
if every student were to pay for his educa-
tion, very few would be able to take pro-
fessional education. Although there is a
case for upward revision of the fees in
higher education, it must be understood
that such upward revision has limits and
in spite of it state support or subsidy for
education cannot be dispensed with. The
court objected to Rs 60,000 as fee because
it was rather high. In the court's opinion
it was a colourable device for capitation
fee.

The economics of higher education will
have to be carefully worked out. Those
who wish to start a medical college or an
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engineering college must collect enough
corpus funds before their proposal for
such an institution is considered by the
government or the university. The institu-
tions must also mobilise funds from alum-
ni on a regular basis. If the fees are high,
the government must provide for enough
number of merit scholarships and loan
scholarships to enable the poor but
meritorious students, including those
from the socially and educationally
backward classes, to study these courses.
The fee structure will depend upon the
expenses that are required to be incurred
for the course. They will be higher for
courses in medicine, engineering and other
science or technological disciplines than
for courses in humanities and social
sciences.

The policy of allowing private educa-
tional institutions to charge inordinately
higher fees and even capitation fee means
total abandonment by the state of its
responsibility for higher education. The
opening up of such private educational
institutions which seek to trade in profes-
sional education is harmful to the nation
in many ways. It doubtless aggravates
social and economic inequality because
the rich have greater access to professional
education than the poor. Medicine and
engineering are two professions most
sought after by students in India because
they are believed to offer sizeable earnings
and high social status. If access to such
professions is available on merit, respect
for meritocracy is enhanced. On the other
hand, if one can have access to these pro-
fessions on money power, it would lead
to further denigration of merit as a value.
This would also mar upward social
mobility and perpetuate the hold of the
same elite on social structure. This would
lead to social stagnation and produce
social discontent which could ultimately
jeopardise social stability. The state must
therefore intervene to prevent this. This is
usually the idea behind anti-capitation fee
laws.

The Constitution guarantees equality
before the law and equal protection of the
law. Although it does not forbid dis-
crimination on the ground of wealth, as
it forbids discrimination on the ground of
religion, caste, race, sex, etc, wealth can
be a criterion of discrimination only to
give advantage to the poor. The Income-
lax Act imposes greater tax liability on the
rich. The poor are given concessions in
fees in education. -These are examples of
discrimination on the ground of wealth
or income. But any discrimination in
favour of the rich and against the poor
would not meet the test of reasonable
classification which has to be the basis of
differential treatment. After all, the Con-
stitution clearly says that the state shall
direct its policy towards securing "that the
ownership and control of the material
resources of the community are so
distributed as best to subserve the com-
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mon good" and that "the operation of the
economic system does not result in the
concentration of wealth and means of
production to the common detriment".7

Justice Kuldip Singh was therefore right
jn holding that the capitation fee charged
with the connivance or permission of the
state amounts to violation of the right to
equality.

It is true that there are institutions
which charge high fees even for school
education and they act as a means of
segregation between the rich and the poor
students. Since the state in India has not
brought the system of neighbourhood
schools, such segregation is bound to
prevail. Since such educational institutions
do not receive any state grant, they could
be treated as being outside the purview of
the constitutional guarantee of equality.
But even they should not be allowed to
charge capitation fee. Higher fee has to
be distinguished from capitation fee. But
professional colleges in medicine and
engineering which provide career oppor-
tunities and entrance to professions which
are supposed to render valuable social ser-
vices cannot be left to the commercial lust
of a few educational entrepreneurs. Access
to professional education determines the
future distribution of material resources
of the community.

We must make a distinction between
privatisation and commercialisation.
Private effort in education has been the
mainstay of our educational enterprise. It
has had a long tradition beginning with
Tilak and Agarkar and later followed by
Maharshi Karve, Karmaveer Bhaurao Patil
and B R Ambedkar. They started educa-
tional institutions with the aim of making
education accessible to large number of
people and particularly to those who had
been denied it for generations. The new
entrepreneurs are setting up institutions
to take advantage of the present demand
for professional education in medicine or
engineering which has become a craze
with upper middle class boys and girls.
This has become an industry which re-
quires minimum investment and assures
enormous profits without any risk. It is
bad not only because it further accen-
tuates social inequality but also because
it results in fall of educational standards
and would ultimately lead to decline of
professional standards also.
(3) Must the state provide educational

institutions at all levels?

We are grateful to the court for em-
phasising the duty of the state to provide
educational institutions at all levels. It
does not mean that all such institutions
should be run by the state. The state may
allow private institutions to provide
education but such institutions have to be
subject to control of the state and have
to conform to what the Constitution of
India enjoins. There cannot be laissez-
faire in education. The state must find
resources for education. In fact the Plan

allocation for education has always been
meagre. The state cannot plead that
because it has to provide for primary
education it would now withdraw from
higher education and allow private institu-
tions to trade in it. Education, health and
shelter need to be high priority subjects
for state intervention. If we have not aban-
doned social justice as aim of our polity,
the state cannot say that because it has no
money it will allow education to suffer.

If primary education is required for
enabling people to live with dignity and
therefore must be made a fundamental
right, higher education will provide com-
petent-manpower for performing various
services for society. Society requires able
administrators, efficient professionals like
doctors, engineers, chartered accountants
and lawyers, competent technologists and
scientists and various social scientists and
scholars of humanities who would main-
tain the high cultural level of societal life.
The money spent on higher education is
a good investment in human development.
No civilised state, much less a democratic
state, would excuse itself from playing a
pivotal role in providing excellence in
education.

The proper remedy is to find out how
best its resources could be used for pro-
moting excellence and how to avoid waste
The system of education needs to be made
more accountable. Where education is a
prerequisite for practising a profession
and the society grants monopoly to such
licence-holders to practise that profession,
it must decide how many and who should
be admitted to the profession. The entitle-
ment to practise must go by who deserves
rather than who can afford. In deciding
who deserves, social justice considerations
are bound to come in but in such a way
as not to dilute excellence.

There is criticism in some circles against
the Supreme Court's decision. We have
pointed out that the Court's use of arti-
cle 21 for articulating the right to educa-
tion could be faulted on doctrinal as well
as practical considerations. However, the
court's indictment of the capitation fee
system has not come a day too soon. If
some people think that the court has gone
too far or has indulged in judicial adven-
turism, we could only say that to them the
Constitution of India itself might sound "
strange and irrelevant.

Notes

1 Article 141, Constitution of India.
2 Francis Cora lie Mullin v Administrator,

Union Territory of Delhi AIR 1981 SC 746;
Bandhua Mukti Morchav Bihar, AIR 1984,
SC 802.

3 Article 45.
4 S P Sathe, The Right to Know (1991,

Tripathi) p 4.
5 Article 15(1), 16(2), 29(2).
6 Article 15(4) and Article 16(4).
7 Article 39, clauses (b) and (c).
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Education in Andhra
M Shalrugna

Andhra Pradesh's new admission policy for minority institutions
will result in squeezing the educational opportunities of poor
students.

CLOSE on the heels of the policy of
privatisation of higher education on
commercial lines, the Janardhan Reddy
government has decided to alter the rules
of recognition of minority-run institutions
and has adopted an admission policy shif-
ting the emphasis away from community-
based concessions giving more powers to
managements, defeating the letter and
spirit of Article 30(1) of the Constitution.
Accordingly the earlier government orders
on admission policy are scrapped, favour-
ing easier entry to non-minority com-
munity students who can afford to pay the
high fees.

A brief perusal of the prevailing rules
governing minority community institu-
tions shows the extent to which the new
policy is disadvantageous to the educa-
tional needs of the poorer segments of the
minority communities. According to the
prevailing rules, the aims and objects

(1) of the educational agency (minority-run
institutions) incorporated in its bye-laws
should clearly specify that it is meant to
primarily serve the interests of the minority
community (religious or linguistic) to which
they claim to belong in the letter and spirit
(GOMS 526 Section 4(4)).

Further,
the educational institutions established and
managed by the minorities (religious or
linguistic) shall serve the educational needs
of their community to which they claim to
belong by making substantially high percen-
tage of admissions with the candidates
belonging to the concerned community
(Section 4(6))".
Also,
. . . only educational institutions are entitled
for according recognition as of minority and
not the society/trust/committee and the like,
managing the institution (Section 11(12)).
Additionally the minority community

educational agency shall follow the
following guidelines while making admis-
sion of students especially into profes-
sional colleges. In the field of professional
education the institution shall admit

students belonging to the concerned com-
munity from among the merit list of students
prepared by the competent authority conduc-
ting the common entrance examination on
the basis of the ranking assigned in the
entrance examination (13(0).

Besides, they will admit students
belonging to other than the concerned com-
munity on the basis of the ranking assigned
in the common entrance examination, as
allotted by the competent authority for
making admission. In such a case the rule

of reservation as prescribed by the govern-
ment from time to time shall be followed

On fees to be charged,
.. .the fee structure prescribed by the govern-
ment for all educational institutions is also
applicable to minority educational institu-
tions. However, with the prior approval of
the competent authority, the unaided
minority educational institutions may collect
higher fee from students, if they cannot
maintain the institution with the fee pre-
scribed by the government (Section 17).
All the above mentioned provisions are

now sought to be scrapped on the grounds
that the provisions of the government
orders " . . . have proved detrimental to the
interests of the minority educational in-
stitutions in the state...", according to
a press note circulated by the chief
minister's office on July 8. But no data
was furnished to substantiate the charge.
The government in a most peculiar man-
ner has sought to define the terminology
of the government orders to serve the
interests of the managements. For in-
stance, take the term 'substantial', a crucial
term to indicate the quantum of percen-
tage of seats has been defined to mean 50
per cent. When asked to clarify, a senior
official of the education department con-
fided that the term was never meant to be
50 per cent as interpreted by the chief
minister. It normally meant 80 to 95 per
cent. In any case, the new policy declares
that the minority educational institutions
".. .will also be not required to admit
more than 50 per cent students belonging
to the (concerned) minority community",
giving an entirely misleading interpreta-
tion of the provisions of the impugned
GO to the detriment of the poorer sec-
tions of the concerned minority com-
munity students. As a result of this any
student who can afford the fees can now
get admission irrespective of the com-
munity to which he belongs at the expense
of the so-called unmerited, poor minority
community students.

Also so far mere registration of a
minority institution was not sufficient to
secure government recognition. A Minori-
ty certificate' issued by a competent
authority was necessary to claim the
privilege. This provision was incorporated
to discourage mimic minority institutions
as hundreds of namesake institutes have
sprung up demanding 'minority' status.
Now however, registration of a society
with minority members as management
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committee is sufficient to claim minority
status. Earlier a 'minority certificate was
valid for a period of five years, subject to
renewal. Now this clause has become
redundant, paving the way for the registra-
tion of minority managements of ques-
tionable intent.

The above policy changes are to be seen
in the backdrop of the 'capitation fees'
policy of the government. The govern-
ment has already earmarked 50 per cent
of the seats in the professional courses for
students who can pay the capitation fees.
This provision is fully utilised by the
minority institutions. But past experience
has shown that weaker segments among
the minority community have not been
able to utilise the opportunity fully as they
are too poor to pay the high fees. The
minority managements instead of helping
the indigent and needy have been filling
the seats with prosperous sections of the
non-minority communities. The manage-
ments' contention that the "50 per cent
rule" is financially non-viable is also
untenable as differential fees structure for
minority and non-minority Students as a
possible solution has not been accepted.
Instead, the high fees is retained with
some concessions offered to the poorer
students from charitable trusts floated by
the managements. Yet another aspect of
the admission policy is that no SC, ST or
BC reservations are acceptable/im-
plemented in unaided minority institu-
tions. The situation is worse in the pro-
fessional colleges. Even in the so-called
"50 per cent open merit quota", SC, ST,
BC reservations need not be implemented.
To 'rebut' such legitimate criticisms the
managements have been pressurising the
government to scrap the existing rules of
admission altogether. The Janardhan
Reddy government as part of the privati-
sation policy has complied with the
demand after finalising the new policy
following a meeting of the MIM legi-
slators (who themselves are running
lucrative educational institutions).
Interestingly the team was led by the
export promotion minister Mohd Jani.

It is no wonder that the decision of the
chief minister was welcomed 'heartily' by
known education peddlers like Nawab
Shah Alam Khan, who had been running
one of the richest 'minority' institutions
in the city. Further, the timing of the talks
between the MIM delegation and the chief
minister on such a crucial issue makes one
suspect that the bonanza was granted
keeping in view the presidential poll of
July 13. Interestingly the government note
says that the chief minister's announce-
ment was welcomed by several leaders of
the minorities including Amjad Ali Khan,
retired IAS officer, Shah Alam Khan,
member, board of management, Osmania
University and Vizarat Rasool Khan,
former MLA.
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Social Technology: A New Factor in
Development

Surendra J Patel

In discussions on growth, exclusive attention has been given to the visible physical inputs. The invisible
technological inputs embodied in human skills were disregarded. Contribution of skills to growth was thereby
ignored. Since both physical capital and social inputs embody different forms of technology it is appropriate to
call these two motive forces of technological transformation physical and social technology. This essay is devoted
to a discussion on the role of social technology.

The real source of wealth lies no longer
in raw materials, the labour force or machines,
but in having a scientific, educated,
technological manpower base. Education has
become the real wealth of the new age.
[J D Bernal, Science in History, 1965, p 171

IT has been recognised for nearly 30 years
that inputs of capital and labour are not the
only sources of technological transforma-
tion. Technological inputs, such as skills of
the labour force and social and institutional
inventions and innovations, have indeed con-
tributed even more than capital and labour
to overall economic growth. Development
economics has given them various names:
the residual, neglected factors, human
capital formation and an increase in produc-
tive resources. In contrast to physical, tangi-
ble, visible capital, these factors relate to
invisible social inputs—skills embodied in
human beings and efficiency—promoting in-
stitutional and social factors.

In earlier discussions on growth, exclusive
attention was given to the visible physical in-
puts. The invisible technological inputs em-
bodied in human skills were disregarded.
Contribution of skills to growth was thereby
ignored. But both the physical capital and
social inputs embody different forms of
technology. It is more appropriate therefore
to call these two motive forces of techno-
logical transformation physical and social
technology.

The role of capital formation, or physical
technology, in development has been so
clearly recognised that it is not necessary to
discuss it here in detail. On the other hand,
the contribution of social technology is in
general considered to be important, but it
has not been discussed in detail in develop-
ment literature. This study is therefore
devoted to social technology.

Search for Sources of
Technological Transformation
The search for sources of transformation

is as old as the search for the source of the
Nile. Aristotle was already seized with it at
the dawn of civilisation. Adam Smith had
carefully chosen the title of his masterpiece:
An Enquiry into the Nature and Causes of
the Wealth of Nations published over 2,000
years after Aristotle first wrote on the sub-

ject. In the recent period, growth was for
long mainly attributed to machinery and
equipment, or capital formation, or physical
technology. R F Harrod immortalised this
notion in 1939 in his famous equation for
growth.2

Since then, the capital/output ratio (COR)
has come to be used as a simple short cut
for estimating capital requirements of
development plans. The importance of social
technology was recognised only as an after-
thought when it came to manpower plann-
ing. The COR was used as early as 1951 by
the first .Expert Group convened by the
United Nations to explore the growth possi-
bilities for the underdeveloped countries. In
its report on Measures for the Economic
Development of the Underdeveloped Regions,
it estimated the net COR to be as high as
8:1.3 This was indeed an absurdly high
figure since the historical CORs have
generally been much lower, varying between
2:1 to 4:1.

Then came the historic contribution of
R Solow, placing technological progress at
the centre of economic growth. Solow drama-
tically showed in 1957 that nearly nine-tenths
of the growth of per capita income in the
United States of America over the four
decades to 1949 owed its origin to techno-
logical progress. Inputs of capital and labour
were responsible for only one-tenth of the
growth. Since then, there has been much
discussion on the key role of this input in
relation to others. Studies by M Abramovitz
[1956], E F Dension [1962] and others
substantiated Solow's findings.4

T W Schultz added to this growing body
of knowledge a specific emphasis on human
capital formation, mainly reflected by in-
vestments in education and training of the
workforce. It was asserted that the contribu-
tion of inputs of labour and physical capital
to the total growth of output was rather
small if not altogether marginal. Much the
larger contribution was made by the enlarge-
ment of the skill profile of the labour force,
economies of scale and embodiment of tech-
nological progress in the production
process.5

These new findings were incorporated in
the overall growth analysis by S S Kuznets
[1966].6 Social technology was singled out
as the real source of wealth by J D Bernal
in 1966.7 The strategic significance of these

contributions may be seen in their having
contributed to three awards of Nobel Prizes
in economics [Kuznets, Solow and Schultz].

Examining the factors which have contri-
buted to the economic growth of nations,
Kuznets had summarised already in 1966 the
new historical evidence in these words:

.. .the inescapable conclusion is that the
direct contribution of manhours and capital
accumulation would hardly account for more
than a tenth of the rate of growth in per
capita product—and probably less. The large
remainder must be assigned to an increase
in the productive resources—a rise in output
per unit of input, due either to the improv-
ed quality of the resources, or to the effects
of changing arrangements, or to the impact
of technological change, or to all three...
Since education and economies of scale are
results of additions to and spread of the stock
of useful knowledge, the dominant role of
the latter—compared with the increase in in-
put of resources—in the rise in product per
capita is apparent.8

The emphasis in discussions explaining
economic growth had thus shifted from the
use of physical capital to the dominant role
of technological progress. This was a con-
siderable advance over Harrod's important
but simplistic COR of 1938 vintage. The
central role of technology in promoting
economic development was thus recognised.
Technology was brought into the mainstream
of development. But this recognition has so
far remained mostly formal in nature. It has
been limited to footnote references. Some-
times textual citations too have been made
here and there. But it has not been embodied
in constructing an analytical framework and
devising operational tools for development
planning. Social technology has remained
the stepchild of development economics.

Development economists left this subject
at the point to which Solow, Schultz and
Kuznets had brought it by the 1960s. The
subsequent discussions shifted mainly to the
measurement of costs and benefits of educa-
tion. The old contributions still continue to
be ritually quoted. But little analytical as
well as empirical progress was made in in-
tegrating the relative roles of physical and
social technology in technological trans-
formation.

Technologists and scientists have also not
taken the subject any further. They did begin
a discussion of the interrelationship between
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science and technology. This was followed
by studies of micro-sectors and technology
policies. A few countries prepared the so-
called science and technology plans. All this
ended with the now too-familiar demands
for simply raising the allocation of resources
to science and technology in general, and R
and D in particular. Like economists, science
and technology policy-makers too continued
to quote the old contributions on technology
in support of these demands. But they did
not contribute much of analytical or opera-
tional significance. There was little progress
towards defining the role of technology in
the development process as a whole.

The reasons for such limited progress have
not been properly assessed. One possible
reason may be that despite the path-breaking
contributions of Solow, Schultz and Kuznets,
the notion of technology has in general
continued to be associated with spectacular
results of advances in physical sciences and
innovative engineering. They have not yet
embraced the field of social technology,
which embodies advances in social sciences,
social inventions and innovations, and social
engineering. In consequence, technology has
continued to be associated with break-
throughs in the physical sciences and related
technological innovations in mechanics and
engineering—e g, the steam engine, diesel
motor, electric motor and generator, means
of communications, durable consumer
goods, machinery and equipment, nuclear
energy, space rockets, computers and similar
innovations. Both development economists
and scientists and technologists have con-
tinued to concentrate mainly on technology
embodied in capital equipment, machinery,
instruments and tools.

Taking a historical view, however, we may
note that the Greeks had originally defined
'techne' as an art—even as proficiency in the
art of elocution in the earlier period. Later
on, newly emerging crafts were incorporated
into the word 'techne'. Both the social and
physical streams were then covered by the
same word.

The separation between these two streams
must have, therefore, come about in the later
period limiting the usage of the word 'tech-
nology' to physical products and processes.
Could this have arisen from the simple fact
that technology as such has no physical
form? Like beauty or soul, it always appears
vicariously embodied in visible physical
goods and processes. It is not visible as are
physical products and processes. This in-
visibility could have been responsible for the
latter being taken as the exclusive em-
bodiments of technology. Popularisation of
this usage could have then been strengthened
by the extraordinary successes of physical
sciences, engineering and industrialisation
in the last two centuries.

The usage overlooked the fact that ad-
vances in knowledge were incorporated not
only in machinery, equipment, instruments
and tools used in producing and processing
goods. They were also embodied at the same

time, indeed even before, in the agile minds
and deft fingers of human beings which con-
ceived, designed and constructed the physi-
cal equipment Both these streams of tech-
nology, the visible physical and the invisi-
ble social, need therefore to be taken into
account.

II
Social Technology as a Motive

Force of Technological
Trans formation

Classical economists had already drawn
attention to the role of labour in the pro-
duction of commodities. Marx had indeed
singled out labour as the generator of all
values, though his emphasis was more on
unskilled, undifferentiated simple labour.

The three elements included by Kuznets
as key factors in economic development have
not been properly christened. For termino-
logical clarity, we have summarised them in-
to one concept: social technology. It covers
all advances in skills acquired by people in-
dividually and collectively.

These skills are not only limited to the
process of physical production. They also
cover a wide spectrum of individual and
social skills: for instance, skills for organising
and managing efficient working of indi-
vidual plants as well as the entire economic
and social system; the distribution of new
products and processes; research and develop-
ment and design engineering for future ad-
vances. Social technology thus encompasses
not only the individual's skills employed in
carrying out his or her own economic ac-
tivity. The collective influence of the work-
ing together of all components of society,
including policies pursued by governments,
and economic social and political institu-
tions, must also be included in social
technology. Social technology exercises a
synergistic influence on the process of
technological transformation precisely
because of the multiplicity of these factors.

No indicator reflects the development of
social technology more clearly than educa-
tion at all its levels (primary, secondary and
university). Other streams, including infor-
mal training and learning by doing, are also
important. But they are difficult to measure.
Moreover, their growth path may in general
run parallel—and not counter—to that of
education. Enrolment in education, with all
its known limitations, has therefore been used
as a proxy indicator of social technology.9

Since so much has been made of advances
in physical technology, it may be useful to
balance the picture by listing here a few ex-
amples of the achievements in social tech-
nology in several areas. The listing below is
not in any systematic order of casual signi-
ficance. But it may serve an illustrative
purpose.

1 Production: division of labour, use of
machinery, factory, mass production,
assembly line, time and motion study,

piece rates, systems of incentives;
2 Exchange: market, barter, prices, coins,

currencies, credit, interest, insurance,
cheque, banking, central banks, foreign
exchange, exchange rates;

3 Organisation: partnership, private and
public joint stock company, stock ex-
change, transnational corporations, pub-
lic enterprises, management, marketing;

4 Social innovations: clan, family, tribe,
nation state, democracy, adult franchise,
voting, elections, parliaments, trade
unions, political parties, social philoso-
phies and social systems, equality, free-
dom, human rights;

5 Operations of the state: law and order,
justice, stability, taxes, subsidies, social
transfers, laws, regulations, policies,
development plans, strategies, education,
health, transport, infrastructure, minist-
ries, para-statal organisations;

6 Health care: organisation of clinics,
private and public health care, national
health service, preventive medicine,
primary health care, 'Health for All by
the Year 2000';

7 Education and training: artisans, appren-
tices, religious teaching, universal
primary, extended secondary and wider
third level training, institutes of tech-
nology, vocational schooling, organisa-
tion of resources for R and D, centres
of excellence;

8 Community: religions, ethics, social
norms and standards, customs of beha-
viour, institutions for social cohesion,
scripts, libraries, museums;

9 Multinational initiatives: institutional
structures such as Councils of States,
League of Nations, United Nations and
its specialised agencies, development co-
operation, New International Economic
Order, disarmament, settlement of con-
flicts and several similar inventions.

This is an incomplete list. But it is meant
simply to underline that social interventions
and innovations are no less significant, or
even less awe-inspiring, than the physical in-
novations referred to earlier. But no litanies
of praise, to borrow a formulation used by
Kuznets10 in another context, have been so
far sung for these and other similar ad-
vances, in social technology. All the well
known breakthroughs in physical technology
would probably have not even taken place
if they were not preceded by relevant social
innovations. The latter fostered the birth of
future advances in physical technologies,
and nursed them to maturity when they did
arrive.

HI
Complexities in Measuring the

Contribution of Social
Technology

Long-term data on physical technology,
or capital formation, have been for long
available in considerable detail covering
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country by country and sector by sector in-
formation. In contrast, data on social tech-
nology is rather scanty, except perhaps for
health and education. In the absence of de-
mand for these data, conceptual elaboration
of methodologies and cumulative data
build-up have remained inadequate. Part of
this inadequacy is also explained by the
greater complexity of the impact of social
technology than of physical technology.
Some of them may be briefly touched upon
here.

We may begin with some magnitudes. The
share of health, education and social services
(including transfer payments for social
welfare) in GDP had gone up from only
about 1 per cent up to the late 18th century
to 5-10 per cent in the late 19th, and to some
20 per cent or over now, equalling that of
physical capital in several countries and in
some even surpassing it. It has been higher
in the north and higher still in the welfare
states and socialist economies, but lower in
the south.

By and large, the growth and the size of
resources devoted to social technology in the
south have paralleled and in general equalled
those of physical technology in the north.
But unlike physical capital formation, these
magnitudes (even when large) are not yet
treated as social capital formation. It is
therefore important to estimate the value and
productivity of stock of human capital for-
mation and compare their level and trends
with those of physical capital formation.

With a careful use of data already availa-
ble for several countries, it should now be
possible to initiate comparisons between
contributions of physical and social tech-
nology. Their results would lead to several
questions of both theoretical and opera-
tional significance. For instance, total
resources devoted to social technology both
in developed and developing countries are
not that much lower than those for physical
technology. But the contribution of social
technology to development has been esti-
mated to be significantly larger in both the
north and the south. In consequence, the
social technology/output ratio would be con-
siderably lower than for physical technology.

A question immediately arises whether
these two streams can be taken as alter-
natives. If they are real alternatives, much
greater resources could then be diverted to
social technology, thereby contributing to
the acceleration of technological transfor-
mation. Perhaps there are certain interrela-
tionships between, the two streams so that
one cannot be expanded without the other
if the objective is to achieve the most effi-
cient allocation of resources. Some kind of
a law of joint inputs may be operating here.
But the precise magnitudes, interrelation-
ships and impacts on output of these two
streams remain to be analysed.

The very notion of development returns
need a careful re-examination. Owing to the
concepts developed and the data base built-
up, the returns on capital are now less dif-

ficult to estimate. Many empirical studies
have been devoted to the subject. A much
clearer grasp of returns to capital is now
possible through the use of several techni-
ques, including social cost/benefit analysis.
But a systematic study of returns on social
technology yet remains to be undertaken.

Past studies have not satisfactorily resolv-
ed one major conceptual problem. Social
technology, unlike physical technology,
serves at the same time both as a means as
well as an end of development. Physical
technology, on the other hand, serves only
as a means to development. Plants, factories
and similar productive facilities, embodying
physical technology, are never built as final
ends by themselves. These do not serve even
an artistic purpose, as for example does the
Taj Mahal. They cannot therefore be by
themselves goals of development. They are
established as means only for the sole pur-
pose of expanding output.

In contrast, social technology has a dual
character. It is needed as a means to raise
the level of output of goods and services. But
it is also by itself a goal, an end of develop-
ment. For instance, better education, greater
health, wider spread of social welfare faci-
lities help, not only raise productive capa-
bilities but also satisfy basic needs and urges
of the people. These are therefore also goals
of development. Social technology thus
serves at the same time both as an end and
as a means for forthcoming development.
Like Shakespeare's mercy, it is twice
blessed—as a consumption good and an in-
vestment good. It therefore should appear
on both sides of the growth equation.

This duality in the role of social
technology would tend to complicate the
task of measurement of its contribution to
growth of output. It would seem that this
contribution would in reality turn out to be
even greater both at a point of time and over
a period of time than shown by Solow and
others. Apart from higher incomes earned
in the market by those whose skills reflect
a larger embodiment of social technology,
their possession of learning and good health
also gives them much higher personal satis-
faction. When the welfare effects of such
satisfactions arc taken into account, the yield
from investment in social technology would
prove to be significantly larger.

An important consideration concerns the
very concept of physical technology and
social technology as resources for raising
output. They require clearly separate treat-
ment as growth resources. Apart from serv-
ing merely as means to raising output,
physical technology wears out in the process
of production. It is subject to rapid obsoles-
cence calling for continuous replacement.

In sharp contrast, social technology does
not wear itself out in this fashion. Instead
of depreciating in use, it usually appreciates
over time. It does, of course, face ob-
solescence with rapid changes in the type
and level of skills required, but this is
overcome through training on the job and

retraining. Only senility and death of the in-
dividual detracts from the stock. But then
there are continuous additions to the stock
by the newly trained persons joining the
workforce.

To measure all these parameters would re-
quire breakthroughs in concepts and techni-
ques. But some basis already exists. The
techniques of cost/benefit analysis for
education and of estimation of capital value
of skilled migration (brain drain, or reverse
transfer or technology as it was called in
UNCTAD studies) have already furnished
the basic tools which could, with appropriate
adaptations also be applied to the measure-
ment of social technology.11

There are, moreover, several questions of
immediate operational significance. Indi-
cators of social significance in the south
show a more resilient picture than do parallel
indicators on economic growth. This point
has been forcefully brought out in a recent
study prepared for UNICEF by Mahesh
Patel.l2 For instance, the south's progress in
reducing death rates, infant mortality ratios
and illiteracy, and spreading education has
been considerably greater than in meeting
broader economic targets. Does this then
mean that social technology offers a more
efficient way to all-round development than
physical technology? Or perhaps, it is a wor-
thier objective to pursue? Here is again a
question which merits rigorous exploration.
The incorporation of social technology into
the mainstream of development economics
will thereby add a new analytical tool for the
discipline and increase its relevance and
predictive power.

Particularly striking has been the advance
of the south in health and education. But
that is rarely noticed. The calamities,
disasters faced by the south are daily feed
for news. Spectacular development in health
and education in the south has not received
the attention it merits. Owing to its sheer size
and speed, the health and educational gap
between the north and the south has been
significantly narrowed at least quantitatively.
But this advance too has remained on the
periphery of development economics.13

This advance remains to be incorporated
in the measurement tools used by develop-
ment economics. When this would be done,
the per capita levels of GDP as well as of
the stock of capital (both physical and
social) would be considerably higher than
their current estimates.14

Finally, we should consider one more
aspect of social technology in determining
the distribution of income, wealth, and
economic (and social and political) power.
Current estimates on such distribution do
not take into account the actual increments
that an adequate coverage of social techno-
logy would make to the totals of GDP, and
to the stock and additions to the stock of
reproducible productive wealth. Both these
totals will indeed be higher when account
is taken of the income and the productive
wealth generated by social technology
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A 'back of the envelope' type of quick
calculation suggests that the imputed capital
value of trained workforce in the United
States and Canada would be higher than the
value of the entire stock of reproducible pro-
ductive capital in these countries. Clearly,
social technology is beginning to outstrip
physical technology as a motive force of
economic and social advance. Even in the
third world countries, social technology
must now be regarded as a major factor in
development.

There is another special aspect which
should be stressed here. It concerns the role
of social technology as an instrument of em-
powerment. An adequate coverage of social
technology would tend to raise the current
estimates of GDP and wealth. Such new
estimates would then reflect income and
wealth related not only to property owner-
ship in the conventional sense of the term
but also social technology embodied in in-
dividuals. If it is assumed that the embodi-
ment of social technology in individuals is
spread more evenly than ownership of pro-
ductive assets—a not unreasonable assump-
tion—it would follow that the faster growth
and wider spread of social technology in re-
cent decades would work towards showing
an improvement in the distribution of
income.

Much more significant will be the in-
fluence of such a revised measurement on .
the distribution of productive wealth. The
addition of the estimates of human capital
to national productive assets would raise the
total of the stock. It would also show an im-
provement in its distribution, since the
ownership of human capital can, reflecting
current levels of educational advance, be
assumed to be much more widely and
equitably distributed than that of physical
assets. Moreover, human capital is more
mobile, since it can move with the individual
in which it is embodied.

These hypotheses need to be empirically
tested. If they prove correct, we may find in
social technology a very strong instrument
of economic and social empowerment of the
several disadvantaged sectors of society.
Universalisation of health and education
and their democratisation would thereby act
as the most powerful tool for improving the
distribution of income, wealth, and econo-
mic power. This does not, of course, mean
that ownership of productive assets is not
important. But it does mean that we now
have an additional tool for reforming the
system of inequitable distribution of income,
wealth and economic power.

We have described above several con-
siderations underlining the significance of
social technology. Many of them make its
measurement a very complex task. No ac-
count of technological transformation can
be complete without as a minimum con-
sidering developments in social technology.
It is not possible at present to measure the
precise impacts of these developments. But
we must at least underline that the transfor-

mation of societies cannot be explained by
capital alone, and that the advances in social
technology must also be drawn upon.
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SPECIAL ARTICLES

Religion as a Subject for Sociology
Andre Beteille

The sociological study of religion brings sharply into focus certain interesting questions of approach and method
and a discussion of these is of wider interest in the study of society as a whole, including the study of such sub-
jects as class, gender, nation, and, more generally, politics. There is, in particular, the issue of the comparative
advantages of approaches that favour detachment, objectivity and value-neutrality as against those that favour
commitment, engagement and partisanship.

I
I WOULD like to use the present occasion
to discuss the sociological approach to the
study of religion. My purpose will be not
so much to present the principal findings
established by the sociology of religion as
to examine the subject from the point of
view of method. I believe that the socio-
logical study of religion brings sharply into
focus certain interesting questions of ap-
proach and method, and that a discussion
of these may be of wider interest in the study
of society as a whole, including the study
of such subjects as class, gender, nation, and,
more generally, politics. I have in mind par-
ticularly the comparative advantages of ap-
proaches that favour detachment, objectivity
and value-neutrality as against those that
favour commitment, engagement and parti-
sanship.

We cannot take it for granted that simply
because religion exists, it will be considered
a suitable subject for sociology by all con-
cerned. Some proponents of the materialist
interpretation of history might treat it lightly
on the ground that it can tell us little about
the basic and hard realities of economic and
political life; or, they might take it into ac-
count only insofar as it is implicated in
politics, say, in the form of communalism.
But others might deny a claim on it not
because they consider religion unimportant
but because they consider it too important
a subject for sociology; that is sometimes
the case in societies governed by a strong
religious authority.

I have spoken of the sociological approach
to the study of religion in the singular, but
one can easily point out that there are several
such approaches and not just one approach.
I would not like to narrow the scope of the

| discussion unduly, and would like, moreover,
to take into account the works not only of
sociologists such as Durkheim and Weber
but also of social anthropologists such as
Radcliffe-Brown and Evans-Pritchard.

There are many differences among the
scholars who work within the field of the
sociology of religion. One has only to men-
tion together the names of Durkheim and
Weber, the two most prominent figures in
the field, to be reminded of these differences.
The field has, moreover, expanded enor-
mously since their time, and, with this ex-

pansion, further differentiation has come in-
to being. Some scholars have devoted them-
selves to the study of 'world religions' such
as Christianity, Hinduism and Islam;1

others have studied religion among the
simplest communities of hunter-gatherers,
pastoralists and shifting cultivators,2 There
have been evolutionists, functionalists, struc-
turalists and many others among the socio-
logists who have undertaken the study of
religion. Nevertheless, certain common
elements of approach and method are taken
for granted when religion is made a subject
for sociology. These common elements stand
out when we compare the sociological study
of religion with the study of it in other bran-
ches of learning.

II

Religion has been a subject of study and
reflection for a very long time The sociology
of religion is, by contrast, a very young sub-
ject; or, if one prefers, a young branch of
an old subject It is necessary to stress the
diversity of approaches to the study of
religion in order to highlight the distinctive
features of the sociological approach to it.

The oldest branch of study devoted to
religion, and at least in the Christian tradi-
tion by far the most important one for many
centuries, is theology. Divinity schools oc-
cupied a prominent place in medieval Euro-
pean universities such as Paris, Oxford and
Cambridge, and continued to do so until re-
cent times. Theological studies have oc-
cupied an important place also in the Judaic
and Islamic intellectual traditions. The
theological approach has undergone impor-
tant changes in the present century, parti-
cularly in the west, but it still retains a cer-
tain identity, and, in its pure form, it presents
the sharpest possible contrast to the socio-
logical approach to the study of religion.

Then, there is the philosophy of religion
which now occupies some of the ground held
previously by theology. The philosophy of
religion looks to theology on one side and
the psychology of religion on the other. We
have also the very broad and assorted body
of work that carries the label of the history
of religions.3 We come finally to the an-
thropological and sociological approaches
to the study of the subject; although they
are treated separately by some, I will in what

follows treat the two together.
In drawing attention to the varieties of ap-

proaches to the study of religion, it is not
my intention to argue that there are or
should be rigid boundaries between dis-
ciplines. Such boundaries do not exist, and
are neither necessary nor desirable. David
Hume, who wrote incisively on religion,4

was not only a celebrated philosopher but
also an historian. His contemporary and
friend, Edward Gibbon wrote about religion
mainly as an historian,5 but what he wrote
is permeated by philosophical and, indeed,
sociological insight. The Varieties of
Religious Experience by William James is
a landmark both in the philosophy and in
the psychology of religion.6 Such examples
could be multiplied almost indefinitely.

It is easy enough to arrange the various
approaches on a continuum in such a way
that one can pass from one approach to the
next without any clear or noticeable break.
But it is necessary also to make distinctions.
I would like to begin with the distinction bet-
ween normative and empirical—or, if one
prefers, judgmental and non-judgmental—
approaches to religious phenomena. The
theologian is concerned primarily with ques-
tions of truth and rectitude in religious
beliefs and practices. Questions of truth and
rectitude do not concern the sociologist in
the same way; his primary concern is to
observe, describe, interpret and explain the
manner in which religious beliefs and prac-
tices operate. An important question from
the viewpoint of method, to which I will
return later, is how deeply it is necessary to
be concerned with questions of truth and
rectitude if one is interested in the descrip-
tion and analysis of religious beliefs and
practices. The same question arises with
regard to other systems of belief and prac-
tice, and the answers that we give to it must
be consistent from one domain to another.

The distinction between the normative
and the empirical orientations comes out
most clearly in the contrast between the
theological and the sociological approaches
to the study of religion. It is no accident that,
historically, the sociological approach came
into its own with the decline of the theolo-
gical approach. So long as the study of
religion was governed by religious faith,
there could be little room in it for sociology.
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The sociology of religion may in this sense
be regarded as the offspring of religious
scepticism and agnosticism, if not of
atheism.

In a symposium on sacrifice, conducted
jointly by anthropologists and theologians,
the Jesuit priest M F C Bourdillon put it
thus, "When an anthropologist studies the
moral values of a culture or a society, his
aim is to try to understand them indepen-
dently of the values of his own or any other
culture... It is, on the other hand, extremely
rare to find a Christian theologian who does
not hold that his discipline is concerned with
ideals for living."7 The atmosphere of
religious discussion, particularly in the
Christian world, has altered enormously bet-
ween the end of the last century and the end
of the present, so that theologians and social
theorists are more prepared to learn from,
or at least to listen to, each other. But this
should not lead us to obliterate the distinc-
tion between an orientation to the subject
that is grounded in religious scepticism and
one that is grounded in religious faith. This
distinction was presented sharply from the
viewpoint of religious scepticism by Meyer
Fortes, one of the two editors of the sym-
posium volume.8

There are two important features of the
sociological approach on which I would like
to make a few observations; both features
are common to sociology and social anthro-
pology. The first is the extensive use of the
comparative method; and the second is the
investigation of religious beliefs, practices
and institutions in relation to other aspects
of society and culture.

The comparative method is central to the
discipline of sociology and, as such, to the
sociology of religion. As Emile Durkheim,
one of the key figures in the subject, wrote,
"Comparative sociology is not a special
branch of sociology; it is sociology itself!'9

Radcliffe-Brown, who was a follower of
Durkheim, spoke of social anthropology as
comparative sociology. This of course does
not mean that sociologists devote themselves
only to comparisons between different
religious systems. In fact, most sociologists
and social anthropologists spend most of
their time in making detailed studies of par-
ticular religions, and both Durkheim and
Radcliffe-Brown are best known for their
case studies, of the Australian Aborigines by
the first and the Andaman Islanders by the
second.l0 But the case studies do not stand
by themselves; they derive their significance
from the comparative perspective that is
characteristic of the discipline as a whole.

Both Durkheim and Radcliffe-Brown
believed that the application of the com-
parative method would enable them to
discover general laws about society and its
institutions, including its religious institu-
tions. They believed that sociology and
social anthropology could be developed in
the manner of the natural sciences. Their
strategy was to proceed in a systematic way
through observation, description and com-

parison to generalisation.11 We now have as
a result a large body of data on religious
beliefs and practices from all parts of the
world.

The accumulation of a large body of
systematic data from the different parts of
the world has certainly advanced our know-
ledge and understanding of religion, but it
has not led to the discovery of the kind of
general laws that Durkheim and Radcliffe-
Brown had hoped to discover. What then is
left of the comparative method? The com-
parative method remains of great value
because it forces a certain discipline that
does not come naturally to us when we ex-
amine the varieties of social life. It forces
us to give equal consideration, at least in cer-
tain respects and for certain purposes, to all
societies irrespective of our personal
engagements. In that sense, the comparative
method brings all societies on a level with
each other; it does not admit of any privileg-
ed exceptions. This goes against our ingrain-
ed habits of mind when we are dealing with
human societies, and particularly when our
subject of study is religion. If fair-
mindedness is a virtue in the study of society
and culture, then the comparative method
is an indispensable aid in the cultivation of
that virtue.

We have to distinguish between the aspira-
tions of the comparative method and its
achievements. Where individual or collective
biases were thrown out by the front door,
they sometimes crept in through the back
door. For Durkheim and his generation, the
comparative method went hand in hand with
a belief in the theory of evolution. Hence,
while all religions might be investigated by
the same method, some were regarded as
more evolved or more elevated than others.
Weber too differentiated among religions ac-
cording to their degree of rationalisation,
placing primitive magical practices at one
end and Protestant Christianity at the other.
Evolutionary theories are no longer as
popular as in the past, but this does not
mean that personal or ethnocentric bias has
been completely eliminated from the socio-
logical study of religion.

Theology stands at the opposite end from
sociology in its orientation to the plurality
of religions. At least in its classical form, its
concern was with a particular religion which
it singled out for special attention: there was
thus Christian theology—and within it Pro-
testant theology and Catholic theology—
or Judaic theology or Islamic theology.
Theology will defeat its original purpose if
it places all religions on the same plane, for
that purpose was to establish the truth of
one religion and expose the errors of others.
The theologian writes about religion from
within; it is difficult to think of a Christian
who is an Islamic theologian or a Hindu
who is a Christian theologian. Again, as
Bourdillon has put it, 'Theologians are part
of the tradition they study, and must be con-
vinced that their rituals have the effects that
they want them to have."12 The sociologist,

on the other hand, approaches religions
from the outside even when he seeks to
understand their inner meaning.

A second important feature of the socio-
logical approach is that it studies the facts
of religion in association with other social
facts. The sociological approach, as I
understand it, not only does not privilege
one's own religion as against other religions,
it does not privilege the religious domain
among the various domains of social life.
In the sociological perspective, no matter
how important the religious life may be in
itself, it cannot be made fully intelligible
without being brought into relationship with
domestic life, economic life and political life.
The interconnections among the different
institutional domains is at the centre of
sociological attention.

The position is different for the theo-
logian. For him, the religious domain is pre-
eminent, in a way the only one that has real
significance. He is concerned, above all, with
the inner meaning of religion rather than its
external or institutional manifestation which
is what engages the attention of the socio-
logist. This does not mean that there can be
no collaboration between the theologian and
the sociologist, which there has been, with
very fruitful results as in the case of Ernst
Troeitsch the theologian and Max Weber the
sociologist.13 That collaboration deserves
attention, for it brings to light not only the
differences of perspective, but also the
possibility of a reciprocity of perspectives.

Although their intellectual interests
overlapped, Weber stressed the differences
in orientation between himself and Troeltsch.
Despite his considerable erudition in mat-
ters relating to Christian doctrine, he spoke
of himself as a non-expert working at
second-hand, and of Troeltsch as the expert
best equipped to provide an authoritative
view.14 But he obviously believed that the
'non-expert' had an important part to play
in clarifying the relationship of religion to
economy and society, and in examining that
relationship comparatively. He probably felt
that, as a sociologist, he could deal better
with non-Christian religions than Troeltsch
whose expertise lay in the field of Christian
theology.15

Weber also took an interest in the prac-
tical side of religion through his association
with the Evangelical-Social Congress. He
gave freely of his time and counsel to Pastor
Naumann who believed that in Germany the
reform of religion could not succeed without
the reform of politics, and in particular the
incorporation of the working class to full
citizenship. What these relationships bring
out is that there are not only many kinds of
sociologists but also many kinds of theolo-
gians. Not all sociologists are militant
atheists or ostentatiously irreligious, and
Weber certainly was neither. Nor are all
theologians intransigent dogmatists, con-
cerned only with the letter of the creed, and,
indeed, Troeltsch, who was a liberal from the
beginning, moved in mid-career and on his
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own choice from a chair in theology to one
in philosophy. The point is not that no
sociologist can be a religious believer and no
theologian a religious skeptic, but that there
are characteristic differences of orientation
between sociology and theology as disciplines.

Sociological studies of religious beliefs,
practices and institutions vary enormously
in scope and emphasis. Some are based on
the analysis of literary materials relating to
large populations over long stretches of time;
others are based on direct observation of life
in small communities. Some deal mainly
with religious phenomena; others deal with
them only insofar as they bear upon some
other aspect of life which is the primary ob-
ject of attention. There are studies of the
religious life of natural communities such
as the village or the tribe, and studies of
specifically religious associations such as the
church or the sect.

A good example of the sociological ap-
proach is the study of religion and society
among the Coorgs of South India by M N
Srinivas.16 The principal objective of the
book is to give a coherent account of a
system of religious beliefs and practices in
its social context. As such, it begins with an
outline of social structure and then proceeds
to give an account of the ritual idiom of the
Coorgs. The central part of the book deals
with cults of the various social units, such
as household, village and region, which con-
stitute the principal components of Coorg
social structure. The book concludes with
some general observations on the relation-
ship between religion and society.

Srinivas later elaborated the distinction
between the 'book-view' and the 'field-view'
of society, in terms of that distinction, his
work on the Coorgs gives us a field-view of
Hinduism. There are innumerable accounts
in the ancient, medieval and modern lite-
rature of Hinduism that tell us how religious
institutions ought to work. Srinivas was less
interested in discussing how they ought to
work than in showing how they actually
work. Such an account might be of con-
siderable interest to a theologian, but it is
not one that the typical theologian would
himself write.

In studying religion, the sociologist or
social anthropologist tries to observe and
describe how people act as well as to under-
stand and interpret the meanings they assign
to their acts. There are important differences
of emphasis here. Durkheim, for instance,
believed in attending first and foremost to
the external, observable characteristics of
social facts before attending to their inner
meanings. In much the same vein, Radcliffe-
Brown wrote in his Foreword to the book by
Srinivas, "Social anthropology is behaviouri-
stic in the sense that we seek to observe how
people act as a necessary preliminary to try-
ing to understand how they think and
feel."17

Others have placed their emphasis else-
where. For Weber, it was always important
to enquire into the meaning the actor assign-

ed to his action in every sphere of society:
what did it mean for the priest or the pro-
phet to choose and pursue a particular way
of life? And, beyond that, what meaning did
the world itself have from the viewpoint of
a given religion? At the same time, Weber
never neglected to compare and contrast,
with the maximum possible detachment, the
answers given to this question in different
religious traditions. He also examined
systematically and with the greatest possi-
ble care the material and other external con-
ditions associated with various religious
beliefs and practices.

Collaboration between sociologists and
theologians has never been free from pro-
blems since it is never very easy to reconcile
the committed and the detached points
of view. Among radical social theorists,
Durkheim has been represented as a conser-
vative who assigned too much importance
to religion. It is true that Durkheim assigned
great importance to religion in social life and
rebuked his empiricist colleagues, particular-
ly in the Anglo-Saxon world, for treating it
lightly. But for Durkheim, religion is impor-
tant not because it is true but because it is
useful, whereas for the theologian, the im-
portance of religion lies in its truth and not
in its utility.

The Catholic church in France viewed
Durkheim's work quite differently from the
way in which it has come to be viewed
among sociologists. His book was attacked
in a long review article by Gaston Richard,
entitled 'Dogmatic Atheism in the Sociology
of Religion'. Richard maintained, "In the
end, it is incontrovertible that this sociology
of religion (soaologie neligieuse), as it is call-
ed, is incompatible not only with Christian
faith, but even with philosophical theism,
and indeed with any belief that recognises,
hypothetically at least, a divine personali-
ty!'18 Gaston Richard was not a theologian,
but had begun his career as a member of
Durkheim's Annee sociologique circle. He
was, however, a believing Christian who,
though born in a Catholic family, had con-
verted to the Protestant faith. Many years
later, a similar attack against Durkheim's
sociology of religion was launched by
another former admirer, E E Evans-Prit-
chard. Evans-Pritchard had in his religious
life travelled the same road as Gaston
Richard, but in the opposite directionan;his
father was a minister of the Protestant
church, but he had found his faith by em-
bracing Catholicism.

One of the arguments of both Richard
and Evans-Pritchard was that Durkheim had
overreached himself, that he was claiming
too much for his sociology of religion.
Evans-Pritchard, himself the author of one
of the finest anthropological monographs
on religion, addressed himself to this .very
difficult question at the end of his book.
After describing what the social anthro-
pologist is able to observe and how far he
is able to proceed towards an understand-
ing of the inner meaning of what he observes,
he concluded, "At this point the theologian
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takes over from the anthropologist!"19

But Evans-Pritchard did not rest content
for very long with the division of labour that
he seemed to be proposing between anthro-
pology and theology at the end of his book
on Nuer religion. With the passage of time,
he became increasingly sceptical about the
contribution that social anthropology and
sociology could make to the understanding
of religion. In his Aquinas lecture, delivered
before a Catholic audience, he launched an
attack on anthropological studies of religion,
accusing their authors of bad faith.20 A lit-
tle later, he repeated the same attack on
sociological theories of religion, accusing
Durkheim of having roughly the same pers-
pective on religion as Marx and Engels.21

Evans-Pritchard's later writings on
religion reveal a very great anthropologist in
a very poor light. I allude to them not out
of ill-will, but in order to suggest that there
might be a possible connection between his
increasing attachment to the Catholic faith
and his growing disaffection with the
sociology of religion. His own early essay,
'Zande Theology' of 1936 was a masterly
demonstration of how such a meticulous
observer as the Dominican priest, Mgr
Lagae had arranged his ethnographic facts
to fit a theologically convenient argument,
creating a religious doctrine where none ex-
isted.22 He had begun from the position
that social anthropologists and sociologists
must not claim that they can tell us every-
thing about religion; in course of time, he
found such claims as they were making to
be increasingly intolerable; in the end, he
came very close to the position that they can
tell us nothing about religion in the true
sense of the term, or at least nothing of any
real value.

The sociology of religion always, and
perhaps necessarily, comes to grief when it
moves beyond its proper empirical concerns
under the urge to decide on the truth or
otherwise of a religious doctrine. Whether
or not Ram was the ideal man; whether
Mohammed was a true or a false prophet;
and whether Christ died in vain or for the
redemption of humankind are questions that
are beyond the purview of the sociology of
religion in the sense given to it here. But that
does not mean that it has nothing of interest
to say about the place of religion in man's
social life.

I l l

I now return to Max Weber and, in the
light of his work, make some general obser-
vations on approach and method in social
enquiry. It is Max Weber's sociology of
religion, more than anyone else's, that has
lessons to offer for sociology as a whole
from the viewpoint of method.

There is something paradoxical about the
life and work of Max Weber, his concern
with meaning and understanding on the one
hand, and with objectivity and value-
neutrality on the other. Weber had very little
patience for the kind of natural science of
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society that fascinated Durkheim; he argued
untiringly for an interpretive sociology. He
produced an enormous body of work on
religion; yet he declared that he was "ab-
solutely unmusical religiously*'.23 Surely, it
is not unreasonable to ask of a proponent
of interpretive sociology how far a person
who is religiously unmusical can go in the
interpretation of religion?

No one who declares himself to be reli-
giously unmusical can possibly claim that
he understands the whole of religion. But
is it necessary for the sociologist of religion
to make such a claim? That kind of claim
will be made only by those who maintain
that we must first grasp the whole—or the
totality—if we are to understand any of its
parts. Weber, it seems to me, would be deeply
mistrustful of such a claim. Most persons
in fact understand some bits of life, but few
would claim that they understand the whole
of its inner meaning.

Weber's account of himself as Absolutely
unmusical religiously" has to be seen in the
light of the stand that he took on objectivi-
ty and value-neutrality. Value-neutrality in
the study of religion does not mean of
course that one ignores the part played by
values in social life; that would be quite con-
trary to the spirit of interpretive sociology.
It only means that it should be possible, at
least in principle, to understand religious in-
stitutions, religious beliefs and religious
practices from the outside, without becom-
ing personally committed to the values by
which they are sustained within a given
religious faith. The understanding and inter-
pretation of, for example, Islamic, or Hindu,
or Christian institutions does not require any
moral commitment to the values of Islam
or Hinduism or Christianity. Or, as Weber
might put it, "One need not have been
Caesar in order to understand Caesar".24

Most contemporary social theorists would
probably agree that one does not have to
adhere to the tenets of a particular religion
in order to understand the institutions of
that religion: the work of Max Weber stands
as a living testimony to that. Indeed, they
would probably recommend a healthy dose
of religious scepticism and detachment to
those who would make religion a subject of
sociology. The problem today does not lie
there, but elsewhere. If it is possible to
understand and interpret religious beliefs
and practices while being 'religiously un-
musical*, is it also possible to understand and
interpret political processes and institutions
while being 'politically unmusical'? The
great debates in social theory that divide
those who subscribe to objectivity, detach-
ment and value-neutrality from those who
recommend commitment, engagement and
partisanship are today not about religion but
about politics. At the same time, the lessons
that social theorists learn from the study of
religion cannot be altogether without value
for the study of politics.

No matter what sociologists might agree
to about the study of religion, many of them

would question the advantage to be derived
from objectivity, detachment and value-
neutrality in the study of such secular sub-
jects as class, gender and nation. They would
say that it is only through commitment to
a specific set of moral values—and even a
specific political project—that true insight
into these problems can be attained. Com-
mitment, according to their argument, is
desirable not only from the moral and
political, but also from the intellectual point
of view. The attempt to separate 'methodo-
logy' from 'ideology',25 they would say, is
both disingenuous and self-defeating.

The theoretical foundations of the argu-
ment for commitment in social enquiry are
to be found in the writings of Marx26 and
certain Marxists, such as Lukacs,27 Korsch28

and Gramsci,29 particularly in regard to the
study of class. In all these writings, a kind
of privileged place is assigned to the 'view-
point of the proletariat'. The position
adopted there is that other representations
of bourgeois society are incomplete and,
hence, distorted and false; only the viewpoint
of the proletariat provides access to a com-
plete and, hence, historically true picture of
reality.

In an influential essay designed to demo-
lish the foundations of 'value-free' social
science, Lukacs put forward the case for a
method whose central proposition was the
unity of theory and practice.30 Similar
arguments were put forward at about the
same time by Korsch, Gramsci and others.31

Their approach offered new insights into
class structure, consciousness and ideology,
politics and a host of other subjects. More
than that, they put many of the proponents
of a value-free sociology on the defensive
with their far-reaching claims about what
could be achieved, both theoretically and
practically, by the method they advocated.

Lukacs and others have maintained that
there is no way in which true understanding
of social processes can be reached except
through an insight into the totality, an
insight that comes, moreover, only when
theory is combined with practice. Socio-
logists and social anthropologists have learnt
to be wary of that kind of claim in regard
to the understanding of religion. Why should
they yield to its temptations in regard to the
understanding of politics?

It can of course be said that in the modern
world, politics is altogether different from
religion insofar as no one can remain truly
indifferent to the demands of politics
whereas it is possible, and sometimes even
desirable to distance oneself from religion,
although that point of view will hardly find
favour with the theologian. The attack on
detachment, objectivity and value-neutrality
has often been made on the ground that the
claims of their proponents are disingenuous
since it is impossible in reality to be wholly
neutral on fundamental political questions,
and, therefore, those who profess to be so
are in fact promoting a particular cause or
a particular interest under the cover of

neutrality. At the same time, I remain un-
convinced that it is in principle either easier
or more desirable to seek neutrality on mat-
ters of religious faith than on matters of
political ideology.

It is undoubtedly the case that neutrality
does not come naturally or effortlessly to us
in the understanding and interpretation of
our own beliefs, practices and institutions.
Therefore to require or expect the in-
vestigator to treat social facts as things'
might indeed appear somewhat dis-
ingenuous. But that does not mean that the
effort itself to achieve neutrality is
misconceived. And if my argument is right,
it is here that the sociology of politics of the
nation, class and gender may have
something to learn from the sociology of
religion.

There are two lessons in particular to
which I would like to draw attention in con-
clusion. The first is that value-neutrality, no
matter how desirable in principle, is very dif-
ficult to achieve in practice, what is achiev-
ed being always incomplete. The exponents
of value-neutrality do not all assert that the
separation of fact and value is easy to main-
tain in a consistent way; some do and others
do not. Here there appears to be a funda-
mental difference between what, for want of
better terms, I will call 'scientific' sociology
as against interpretive sociology. The ex-
ponents of the former, among whom we may
include Durkheim, or at least the author of
The Rules of Sociological Method, tend to
treat the problem lightly and to suggest that
anyone can solve it provided he has the right
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'method'. But the exponents of interpretive
sociology do not in general take that view.
They do not suggest that there is any sim-
ple recipe for success in the task which they
rather see as being constantly at risk. Max
Weber raised and answered the general ques-
tion as follows: "Nor need I discuss further
whether the distinction between empirical
statements of fact and value-judgments is
•difficult' to make. It is."32

Not only is the practice of detachment,
objectivity and value-neutrality difficult, but
those who undertake it never achieve com-
plete success in their endeavour. This is true
no less in regard to politics than it is in
regard to religion. It makes the proponents
of value-neutrality permanently vulnerable
to allegations of bad faith and duplicity. But
failure to achieve complete success in prac-
tice cannot be a compelling reason for
discarding a principle. Here I will quote what
Maxime Rodinson, at one time a leading
Marxist intellectual, wrote at the end of
his celebrated biography of the Prophet
Mohammed: "But even if pure objectivity
is unattainable, it would be a sophism to sug-
gest that it was necessary instead to be
deliberately partial!'33 To me it does not
seem accidental that a Marxist chose to be
objective rather than partial when he made
religion the subject of his study; but Rodin-
son was an exception, and not very typical
of his generation of Marxists.

The second lesson that we learn from the
sociology of religion is that sociology can-
not provide a complete picture of the world
as a whole in terms of either fact or value.
Here again, sociology stands at the opposite
end from theology, at least in its classical
form. It is constantly at odds with all those
who represent the world as a unity and
maintain that there is a single key, within
their reach if not in their grasp, to both
understanding and action. As we have seen,
sociology can say something about religious
beliefs, practices and institutions in different
places at different times, but very little, if
anything, as to whether it is better to be a
Hindu, a Muslim or a Christian, a believer
or an unbeliever. Likewise, it can say some-
thing about political processes and institu-
tions, but very little of practical utility as to
whether it is better to be a liberal, a conser-
vative or a radical in politics. These latter
questions may be the most important ones
for a particular individual at a particular
point of time, but there is no social theory
that can tell him which is the best political
ideology just as there is none that can tell
him which is the best religious faith.

I would not like my argument to be con-
strued to mean that a Catholic or a Com-
munist cannot be a sociologist or that he can
at best be a poor one.34 A Catholic may
indeed have certain advantages when he
studies religion and a Communist when he
studies politics, but it is necessary to point
out that these advantages can be easily abus-
ed. It is not unlikely that those who have
direct experience of religion and politics have

a certain advantage, at least initially, in mak-
ing sense of symbols and processes that are
not immediately accessible to the external
observer. But religion, politics and other
aspects of social life are not merely matters
of experience, they are also subjects of doc-
trine. A doctrine is not always the best guide
to experience and may indeed be an obstacle
to it.

Evans-Pritchard had reason to castigate
his predecessors to the extent that they, or
at least some of them, appear to have decid-
ed in advance that all religions are equally
false, for one might say that that too is a
doctrine. But the matter does not rest there,
for it is both complex and delicate. What
really disturbed Evans-Pritchard was the
relativism that followed from the successes
of comparative studies of language, myth
and religion. "This pointed to a relativism
in which Christianity was not the one true
faith but just one religion among others, all
equally false."35 He paid a back-handed
compliment to Max Mueller for treading
warily on that ground, presumably because
he did not wish to fall foul of the Bishop
of Gloucester who had already condemned
attempts to put into competition the sacred
books of India and the Holy Scriptures' " 3 6

It should now be clear why I regard the
matter to be both complex and delicate.
While no one can hope to understand the
meaning and significance of a religious
belief or practice unless he approaches his
subject with concern and sympathy, it is
never very easy to decide how much of the
concern and sympathy is due to the desire
for understanding and how much of it to the
fear of a bishop or some other religious
authority. Parallels will not be difficult to
find from the domain of politics. While
studies of, say, the nation or the working
class undoubtedly benefit from a sympa-
thetic concern for the subject, it sometimes
happens that the concern and the sympathy
are mainly concessions to the demands of
the state and the party.

Being religiously unmusical is not the
same thing as being hostile or even unsym-
pathetic to religion; being sceptical about the
historical mission of the proletariat (or of
oppressed minorities) need not deprive one
of the capacity for concern and sympathy
for their predicament. But sympathy and
concern need not lead to the adoption of any
particular doctrine in either religion or
politics. Again, if one asks if it is easy to
combine sympathy and concern for one's
subject with detachment and objectivity, the
answer is that it is not.

The demand for objectivity in the social
sciences is most typically made in the name
of intellectual rigour. To treat social facts as
things is to place oneself on the same footing
with them that the physicist or the biologist
secures with respect to the facts that he or
she investigates. Here objectivity is viewed
as the separability of the investigator from
the object of investigation, and the clearer
the separation, the greater the presumed gain

for intellectual rigour. But the facts of
religion and politics are different, and have
to be treated differently from the material
facts investigated by the physicist or the
biologist. In dealing with them, as in deal-
ing with human beings generally, we have to
be governed by considerations not merely of
intellectual rigour but also of fairness.

The virtue of defining objectivity as
fairness is most manifest in the comparative
study of religion. The Catholic anthropolo-
gist has a right to demand of a person who
studies Catholicism that he should approach
his subject with respect; but he spoils his case
by being peevish in the face of attempts to
deal even-handedly with the Geeta and the
Bible.

Without any prejudice to what is due to
rigour and precision, I would like to stress
the perennial need in social enquiry for ob-
jectivity as fairness. It is this need for
fairness in presenting, or at least taking into
account, different points of view that gives
to social enquiry its distinctive character. The
hardest part of self-discipline in social en-
quiry is that which is due to the demand for
fairness. For it is not simply that the same
subject appears different when observed
from different points of view, but, further,
that the viewpoint of the observer must be
constantly matched with that of the actor.
The sociologist can at best bring these
various points of view into the open, and
present the case for each one of them to the
best of his ability. He can be candid about
his own values; but he cannot set himself up
as a judge where questions of ultimate value,
those of his subjects as well as of other
observers, are at issues.
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