
The Origins of Sociology 

Sociologists believe that our social surroundings influence thought and 
action.  For example, the rise of the social sciences developed in 
response to social changes.  In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
Europeans were exploring the world and voyagers returned from Asia, 
the Americas, Africa, and the South Seas with amazing stories of other 
societies and civilizations.  Widely different social practices challenged 
the view that European life reflected the natural order of God. 

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Western Europe was rocked 
by technical, economic, and social changes that forever changed the 
social order.  Science and technology were developing rapidly.  James 
Watt invented the steam engine in 1769, and in 1865 Joseph Lister 
discovered that an antiseptic barrier could be placed between a wound 
and germs in the atmosphere to inhibit infection.  These and other 
scientific developments spurred social changes and offered hope that 
scientific methods might help explain the social as well as the natural 
world.  This trend was part of a more general growth in rationalism.  

 
 


