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THE USnESSNESS OF DURKHEIM I N  THE HISTORICAL STUDY OF SOCIAL CHANGE* 

The Annual Regis ter ,  Gentleman's Magazine and The South Carolina - 

Gazette a r e  much more fun t o  read than most se r ious  h i s t o r i c a l  sources.  

The run-of-the-mill a rch iva l  assignment c o n s i s t s  of plodding through 2,132 

p o l i c e  repor t s  of a r r e s t s  f o r  vagrancy, publ ic  drunkeness o r  p r o s t i t u t i o n  

t o  f i n d  t h e  t h r e e  s c a t t e r e d  records of "sedi t ious  crimes". I n t e r e s t i n g  

i n  p r inc ip le ,  dreary i n  p rac t i ce .  O r  i t  c o n s i s t s  of combing 655 b i r t h  re- 

g i s t r a t i o n s ,  puzzling out  t h e  handwriting, then taking from each en t ry  four  

p ieces  of information, i f  they a r e  the re :  da ta ,  sex ,  name, parents .  

Drear ier  still. Small wonder t h a t  h i s t o r i a n s  prefer~tarchives  with coffee- 

shops c lose  a t  hand. Most a rch iva l  work i s  a bore. 

That is  why reading such sources a s  Annual Register-gives me a 

f e e l i n g  of joy, and f a i n t  p u r i t a n i c a l  g u i l t :  i f  i t ' s  t h i s  d ive r t ing ,  can 

it be good f o r  you? The Regis ter ,  Gentleman's and - The .- South Carolina 

Gazette correspond t o  one common, but  genera l ly  mistaken, image of h i s -  

t o r i c a l  sources;  they a r e  composed l a r g e l y  of r epor t s  and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  

of events t h a t  people of t i m e  found i n t e r e s t i n g .  A l l  t h ree  began publi- 

ca t ion  i n  the  e ighteenth  century,  and continued i n t o  t h e  nineteenth.  The 

Annual Regis ter ,  a s  i ts  t i t l e  implies,  summarizes t h e  notable events of 

t h e  year  i n  t h e  form of chronic les ,  t a b l e s  and essays. The Gentleman's 

Magazine, a s  i ts  t i t l e  doesenot imply, contains miscellaneous items snip- 

ped from o ther  publ ica t ions ,  essays and l e t t e r s  volunteered by t h e  jour- 

n a l ' s  correspondents, book reviews, l ists  of such memorable e l i t e  happen- 

* i 
Text of  keynote address t o  t h e  Spring I n s t i t u t e ,  Society f o r  Socia l  Re- 
search,  Universi ty of Chicago. The National  Science Foundation support- 
ed t h e  research l y i n g  behind t h e  paper. 



ings a s  knightings,  presenta t ions  t o  l i v i n g s ,  marriages o r  royal  appoint- 

ments, and a monthly chronic le  of newsworthy events.  The South Carolina 

Gazette d i f f e r s  from t h e  o thers  i n  being a weekly published i n  North 

America r a t h e r  than England, i n  devotirig a major p a r t  of i t s  space t o  paid 

advertisements of s l a v e  s a l e s ,  of a r r i v a l s  of sh ips  and merchants, o r  of 

e s tab l i shed  r e t a i l  bus inesses ,  and, unsurprisingly,  i n  giving extensive 

sympathetic a t t e n t i o n  t o  American a f f a i r s .  

Actually,  the  two B r i t i s h  publ ica t ions  d isplay  a l i v e l y  concern f o r  

American a f f a i r s  i n  t h e  period I have been reading, which runs from 1755 

.to 1785. For example, one of t h e  f i r s t  a r t i c l e s  i n  Gentleman's January 

1755 i s s u e  deals  wi th  "A General V i e w  of t h e  Conduct of t h e  French i n  

America, and of our Sett lements there."  I n  re t rospec t ,  we f ind  the  t o p i c  

a n a t u r a l  one; a f t e r  a l l ,  England went t o  war with France t h e  next year ,  

and wrested Canada away from France i n  t h e  seven-year s t r u g g l e  t h a t  f o l -  

lowed. The a r t i c l e  begins with a geographic survey including such items 

a s  t h i s  : 

South Carolina l ies i n  32 deg.,  is  very ho t ,  and has but  very l i t t l e  
winter .  Its produce is t h e  same with t h a t  of North Carolina; but  
i ts  p r i n c i p a l  product i s  r i c e ,  with which it supp l ies  a l l  Europe; 
and i f  t h e  a r t i c l e  of indigo,  which they have l a t e l y  f a l l e n  on, w i l l  
succeed, t h i s  w i l l  soon become one of t h e  r i c h e s t  colonies w e  have; 
and w e  s h a l l  save vas t  sums which w e  pay France annually f o r  t h a t  
a r t i c l e .  

Charles Town is t h e  c a p i t a l  of t h i s  province, and is about a s  b i g  
a s  t h e  c i t y  of Gloucester. The inhab i t an t s  a r e  very gen tee l  and 
p o l i t e .  A l l  t h i s  country has  every necessary, and most of the  con- 
veniences of l i f e .  Many f i n e  r i v e r s ,  and good harbours. A l l  t h e  
goods they consume, they have from England, and pay f o r  them i n  r i c e  
p i t ch ,  t a r ,  deer sk ins ,  and f u r  (GM 1755: 17). 

Other news from t h e  American colonies i n  t h e  t h i r t y  ensuing years  contain- 

ed many such surveys. The news emphasized the  English, French and Spanish 

competition f o r  p o l i t i c a l  and mercanti le  power on the  cont inent ,  the  con- 

s t a n t  play of a l l i a n c e s  and h o s t i l i t i e s  with d i f f e r e n t  groups of Indians,  

t h e  res i s t ance  of t h e  co lon i s t s  t o  t h e  t axa t ion  and m i l i t a r y  force  imposed 



d i r e c t l y  from England a f t e r  the  Seven years!  War and, of course, the  events 

which ( a f t e r  t h e  f a c t )  we s t r i n g  together  a s  t h e  American Revolution. 

I confess t h a t  an unexpected f i t  of  b icen tenn ia l  p i e t y  l ed  me t o  

s t a r t  looking sys temat ica l ly  a t  such publ ica t ions  a s  The Annual Register .  - 

It has a l s o  taken m e  t o  archives l i k e  t h e  Public Record Office,  the  South 

Carolina s t a t e  archives ,  and Michigan's own Clements c o l l e c t i o n  of eigh- 

teenth-century manuscripts. The point  of these  peregr inat ions  i s  t o  com- 

pare  t h e  evolution of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  i n  England and i ts  American colonies 

during t h e  e ighteenth  century. 

I n  r e a l i t y ,  t h e  problem i s  both broader and narrower. Broader, i n  

t h a t  t h e  i m p l i c i t  comparisons set off.America a g a i n s t  western Europe a s  a 

whole and i n  t h a t  I hope t o  stagger toward explanations of t h e  changes and 

d i f fe rences .  Narrower, i n  t h a t  the  work concentrates on contentious public 

gather ings  r a t h e r  than on a l l  forms of c o l l e c t i v e  ac t ion .  Meetings, pe t i -  

t i o n  marches, land occupations, se izures  of food, movements aga ins t  con- 

s c r i p t i o n  and o the r  contentious public gather ings  comprised an  important 

p a r t  of the  eighteenth-century r e p e r t o i r e  of popular c o l l e c t i v e  ac t ion  i n  

Europe and America, but  by no means a l l  of it. 

The comparison of England and America is  a busman's holiday. (The 

holiday is, of course, t h e  Fourth of Ju ly . )  The people who usual ly  r i d e  

t h e  bus inc lude a number of graduate s tuden t s  a t  Michigan, a smaller number 

of f a c u l t y  members a t  Michigan and elsewhere, and a v a r i a b l e  number of 

a s s i s t a n t s  who a c t u a l l y  ge t  paid f o r  r i d i n g  with us. Our f u l l  program of 

research concerns t h e  evolution of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  i n  Europe under the  

inf luence  of i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n ,  urbanizat ion,  statemaking and t h e  growth 

of capi ta l i sm.  That program takes us  back t o  t h e  seventeenth century and 

up t o  t h e  present .  We have concentrated on I t a l y ,  France, Germany and 

Great Br i t a in .  



The bus travels in two directions. The first direction takes us 

from general arguments concerning the determinants of different forms of 

collective action through problems of conceptualization and measurement 

to the analysis of specific streams or instances of collective action. 

Thus different members of the research group have tried out general 

arguments about the determinants of strike activity on long, large blocks 

of evidence from France, Italy, the U.S. , Great Britain, and Sweden. The 

second direction starts from some particular set of groups, settings, or 

events andsattempts to formulate and test alternative explanations of their 

complexities. Thus we have attempted to deal with the June insurrection 

of 1848 in Paris, the May insurrection of 1898 in Milan, the patterns of 

repression and working-class collective action in nineteenth-century 

Lancashire, and the mobilization of different groups of workers in 

nineteenth-century Marseille and Toulouse. 

Our largest single current enterprise treats collective action in 

Great Britain from 1828 through 1833. Those six years are the shrunken 

remnant of the entire century we thought we might examine, before we had 

a clear idea of how much evidence an average year would yield. 1828 to 

1833 is a promising period for several reasons. 1t.contains extensive 

agitation over Catholic Emancipation, many workers' movements, the 

important agrarian rebellion (the so-called Swing Riots) of 1830, and the 

grand maneuvers surrounding the Reform Bill of 1832. The political 

potentialities of those years have excited historians to extensive debate, 

ranging from the view that Great Britain narrowly averted revolution to 

the view that English pragmatism once again prevailed over a decidedly 

un-English clash of interests. And there are some signs that the years 

around 1830 produced in Great Britain the same sort of rapid, durable 



t ransformat ion  of t h e  main forms of popular  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  t h a t  t h e  

y e a r s  around 1848 produced i n  Germany and France. 

While i n  our s t u d i e s  of Germany and France we have concent ra ted  our  

a t t e n t i o n  on v i o l e n t  events  and on s t r i k e s ,  i n  Great  B r i t a i n  we a r e  being 

more ambit ious.  The agenda inc ludes  meet ings ,  demonstrat ions,  parades,  

assembl ies ,  r a l l i e s ,  de l ega t ions ,  s t r i k e s ,  t u rnou t s ,  combinations, e l e c t i o n s ,  

and a l l  s o r t s  of v i o l e n t  encounters  involv ing  t e n  people o r  more. They 

a r e  a l l  occasions on which people o u t s i d e  t h e  government assemble t o  nake 

a p u b l i c l y  v i s i b l e  claim,  demand, o r  complaint .  These con ten t ious  

ga the r ings  f a l l  s h o r t  of t h e  f u l l  r ange  of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  a v a i l a b l e  t o  

o rd ina ry  people i n  n ine teenth-century  B r i t a i n .  But they  come c l o s e r  t han  

any of our  l a rge - sca l e  ana lyses  have come before .  

One example of t h e  s o r t  of work t h i s  c o l l e c t i o n  w i l l  permit  i s  a n  

examination of channel ing.  Anyone who g e t s  very  f a r  i n t o  t h e  s tudy  of 

governmental r e p r e s s i o n  soon sees  t h a t  i n s t e a d  of making a l l  c o l l e c t i v e  

a c t i o n  more d i f f i c u l t  a c r o s s  t h e  board,  r e p r e s s i v e  a c t i v i t y  d i f f e r e n t i a t e s  

among groups. A t  t h e  beginning of t h e  n ine t een th  century ,  B r i t i s h  

m a g i s t r a t e s  would t o l e r a t e  a p u b l i c  meeting of t h e  p a r i s h  f r e e h o l d e r s ,  and 

break  up a pub l i c  meeting of t he  p a r i s h  weavers. Repressive a c t i v i t y  a l s o  

s e l e c t s  wi th  r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  type  of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n .  Representa t ives  

of t h e  government may encourage r e l i g i o u s  ga the r ings ,  t o l e r a t e  e l e c t o r a l  

ga the r ings ,  and punish demonstrat ions.  That s e l e c t i v i t y  poses two 

i n t e r e s t i n g  cha l lenges  : f i r s t ,  t o  deduce t h e  government's gene ra l  schedule 

of preferences  from i t s  s p e c i f i c  r e a c t i o n s  t o  d i f f e r e n t  forms of c o l l e c t i v e  

a c t i o n ;  second, t o  determine t h e  impact of those governmental preferences ,  

and of changes i n  them, on the  p a t t e r n  of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  i n  t h e  populat ion 

as a whole. 



It seems reasonab le  t o  expect  t h a t  s e l e c t i v e  r e p r e s s i o n  w i l l  work; 

i t  w i l l  tend t o  channel  a c t i o n  i n t o  t h e  lower-cost,  more accep tab le  forms 

when t h e  a c t o r s  have a choice .  E.P. Thompson sugges t s  t h a t  from t h e  end 

of t h e  e igh teen th  cen tu ry  t h e  B r i t i s h  government more o r  l e s s  d e l i b e r a t e l y  

repressed  t r a d e  unions and o t h e r  workers '  a s s o c i a t i o n s  o r i e n t e d  t o  c o n t r o l  

of product ion  d e c i s i o n s ,  b u t  t o l e r a t e d  o r  even encouraged F r i end ly  S o c i e t i e s  

and o t h e r  a s s o c i a t i o n s  o r i e n t e d  t o  consumption and wel fare ,  wi th  t h e  unwanted 

consequence t h a t  t h e  consumption and w e l f a r e  a s s o c i a t i o n s  became major 

v e h i c l e s  of working-class economic and p o l i t i c a l  a c t i o n .  I hope t h a t  c l o s e  

s tudy  of t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e  forms of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  from 1828 t o  1833, and 

of governmental response  t o  them, w i l l  y i e l d  r e l i a b l e  informat ion  about  

t h e  e x t e n t  and c h a r a c t e r  of t h a t  channel ing process  i n  t h e  immediate 

background of Chartism. 

A s  compared wi th  t h a t  massive c o l l e c t i o n  of d a t a ,  my personal  

e x p l o r a t i o n  of e ighteenth-century England and America is  a t r i v i a l  

e n t e r p r i s e .  I have no p l a n s  t o  s p o i l  t h e  fun  by tu rn ing  i t  i n t o  a 

massive a n a l y s i s .  The. advantage of doing both s o r t s  of work a t  t h e  same 

time is t o  be  aware of t h e  v a r i e t y  and complexity of t h e  a v a i l a b l e  sources ,  

and of how voluminous they a r e .  

For anyone i n t e r e s t e d  i n  making comparisons a c r o s s  t h e  e igh teen th  

century  and a c r o s s  t h e  A t l a n t i c ,  t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  is n o t  sho r t age  of 

evidence; it  i s  t h e  s e l e c t i v i t y ,  inaccuracy ,  he t e rogene i ty ,  and super- 

abundance of evidence.  We have, f o r  i n s t ance ,  r e p o r t  a f t e r  r e p o r t  i n  t h e  

v e i n  of t h i s  one from The South Caro l ina  Gaze t t e  of October 31, 1765: -- 
Ear ly  on Saturday morning (October 19 th )  i n  t h e  middle of Broad 
S t r e e t  and Church S t r e e t ,  near  M r .    ill on's (being t h e  most 
c e n t r a l  and p u b l i c  p a r t  of t h e  town) appeared suspended on a 
gal lows twenty f e e t  h igh ,  a n  e f f i g y ,  wi th  a f i g u r e  of t h e  d e v i l  
on i ts r i g h t  hand, and on i t s  l e f t  a  boot ,  w i th  a head s t u c k  
upon i t  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  by a b l u e  bonnet ,  t o  each of which were 



a f f i x e d  l a b e l s  exp res s ive  of t h e  s e n s e  of t h e  people unshaken 
i n  t h e i r  l o y a l t y  b u t  tenac ious  of j u s t  l i b e r t y .  They dec lared  
t h a t  a l l  i n t e r n a l  d u t i e s  imposed upon them without  t h e  consent  
of t h e i r  immediate, o r  even v i r t u a l ,  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ,  was 
gr ievous ,  oppress ive ,  and u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l ,  and t h a t  an  exten- 
s i o n  of t h e  powers and j u r i s d i c t i o n  of admira l ty  c o u r t s  i n  
America tended t o  subver t  one of t h e i r  most d a r l i n g  l e g a l  
r i g h t s ,  t h a t  of t r i a l s  by j u r i e s .  

Another s i g n  a t t a c h e d  t o  t h e  gal lows r e a d  LIBERTY AND NO STAMP ACT, and 

threa tened  anyone who t o r e  down t h e  s t r u c t u r e .  That evening a crowd 

a r r i v e d  wi th  a process ion  of wagons t o  dismount gal lows,  s i g n s ,  and 

e f f i g i e s .  They paraded t o  t h e  house of George Saxby, t h e  des igna ted  

stamp d i s t r i b u t o r .  There t h e  crowd broke  a few windows and opened t h e  

house t o  a sk  f o r  stamped papers .  Bone were i n  t h e  house. The paraders  

moved t o  t h e  town g reen ,  then  t o  t h e  ba r r acks ,  where they burned t h e  

e f f i g i e s .  Someone rang the  b e l l s  of S t .  Michael 's  Church. Then people 

went home. 

The r e p o r t  i s  c a p t i v a t i n g  i n  its own r i g h t  -- c o l o r f u l ,  e x o t i c ,  f u l l  

of l i f e .  A l o t  more f u n  than  a r r e s t  r eco rds  and b i r t h  c e r t i f i c a t e s .  It 

a l s o  r e q u i r e s  i t s  own i n t e r p r e t i v e  appara tus .  For example, we need t o  

know t h a t  t h e  boot  on d i s p l a y  w a s a  commonplace pun f o r  Lord Bute, t h e  

King 's  ch ief  m i n i s t e r ;  t h e  same symbolism of boot ,  d e v i l ,  and gallows 

appeared i n  s i m i l a r  even t s  throughout t h e  American co lon ie s .  We need t o  

know t h a t  e ighteenth-century s t a t emen t s  of gr ievances  o f t e n  took on t h e  

a i r  of s t r e e t  t h e a t e r :  t a r r i n g  and f e a t h e r i n g ,  sh iva ree ,  mock t r i a l s ,  

r i d i n g  t h e  s t ang .  Most of a l l ,  w e  need t o  know something of t h e  s t r u g g l e  

over t h e  Stamp Act which was shaking t h e  co lon ie s ,  and Great  B r i t a i n ,  i n  

1765. Those f i r s t  l a r g e  p r o t e s t s  over  t a x a t i o n  v i a  stamped paper,  a f t e r  

a l l ,  a r e  t h e  s t anda rd  beginning f o r  accounts  of t h e  American Revolution. 

About t h e  same time, London Rad ica l s  and t h e  fo l lowers  of John Wilkes 

were a t t a c k i n g  t h e  m i n i s t r y  and i t s  American po l i cy  from t h e i r  s i d e  of 



t h e  A t l a n t i c .  Wilkes'  f i r s t  j a i l  s en t ence  f o r  c r i t i c i z i n g  r o y a l  p o l i c y  

came i n  1763. I n  1765, dur ing  t h e  American p r o t e s t s  a g a i n s t  t h e  Stamp 

Act, he  was on t h e  Cont inent ,  i n  e x i l e  t o  avoid another  prosecut ion .  

Three y e a r s  l a t e r ,  however, he was back i n  London l ead ing  g r e a t  p e t i t i o n  

marches, t hen  mass c e l e b r a t i o n s  of h i s  e l e c t i o n  t o  Par l iament  and mass 

p r o t e s t s  a g a i n s t  Pa r l i amen t ' s  d e n i a l  of admission t o  him. I n  t hose  mass 

marches through t h e  s t r e e t s  of London, something l i k e  t h e  modern demon- 

s t r a t i o n  came i n t o  being.  We s e e  a s i m i l a r  t ransformat ion  occuring i n  

t h e  American Stamp Act p r o t e s t s :  t h e  p u b l i c  assembly of a  l a r g e  number 

of people around a  well-defined g r i evance ,  demand, o r  program i s  beginning 

t o  de t ach  i t s e l f  from t h e  s p e c i f i c  d i r e c t  a c t i o n  t o  achieve  t h a t  ob jec t :  

t h e  lynching,  t h e  p e t i t i o n ,  t he  people ' s  c o u r t ,  t h e  food r i o t ,  machine- 

breaking ,  t e a r i n g  down t h e  customs b a r r i e r ,  invading t h e  enclosed common 

f i e l d s  . 
Never the less ,  i f  we  move forward t o  t h e  n ine t een th  century  e i t h e r  i n  

England o r  i n  America, we d i scove r  s i g n i f i c a n t  f u r t h e r  changes i n  t h e  

p r e v a i l i n g  forms of con ten t ious  ga the r ings .  We n o t i c e  t h e  food r i o t ,  

machine-breaking, invas ions  of common f i e l d s  and t h e i r  companion forms of 

c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  peaking and then  d i sappea r ing .  We f i n d  t h e  demonstrat ion,  

t h e  s t r i k e ,  t h e  e l e c t i o n  r a l l y ,  t h e  p u b l i c  meeting, and a l l i e d  forms of 

a c t i o n  t ak ing  on more and more prominence. And we f i n d  t h a t  t h e  i n t e r p r e t i v e  

appa ra tus  r equ i r ed  t o  fo l low t h e  s p e c i f i c  con ten t  of t h e  Char les ton  gallows 

t h e a t e r  o r  t h e  W i l k i t e  p e t i t i o n  marches f a i l s  us  u t t e r l y  when app l i ed  t o  

t h e i r  n ine teenth-century  succes so r s .  

The s t r a igh t fo rward  comparison of Engl i sh  and American c o l l e c t i v e  

a c t i o n s  i n  t h e  e igh teen th  and n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r i e s  poses some s t r i c t l y  

h i s t o r i c a l  problems. They a r e  s t r i c t l y  h i s t o r i c a l  i n  t h a t  they c o n s i s t  



of a t t a c h i n g  t h e  even t s  t o  t h e i r  temporal and geographic c o n t e x t s .  The 

f i r s t  s e t  of problems, indeed,  c o n s i s t s  of i d e n t i f y i n g  t h e  i s s u e s ,  - .  
/ 

i n t e r e s t s ,  symbols, groups, and s t r u c t u r e s  of power immediately involved 

i n  t h e  a c t i o n ,  and connect ing t h e  one event  w i th  o t h e r s  i n  i t s  immediate 

s e t t i n g .  The second s e t  of h i s t o r i c a l  problems c o n s i s t s  of accounting 

f o r  t h e  dramatic  changes i n  t he  r e p e r t o i r e  of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n s ,  and 

t h e  t ransformat ions  of t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  performances w i t h i n  i t :  Why and 

how d i d  t h e  demonstrat ion and s t r i k e  supersede t h e  sh iva ree ,  t a x  r i o t ,  

and invas ion  of f i e l d s ?  Why and how d i d  t h e  demonstrat ion i t s e l f  shed 

those  e ighteenth-century  elements of d i r e c t  a c t i o n  and s t r e e t  t h e a t e r ?  

That i s  where t h e  s o c i o l o g i s t s  come i n  -- o r  a t  l e a s t  would l i k e  t o  

come i n .  When w e  edge over from s t r i c t l y  h i s t o r i c a l  ques t ions  i n t o  t h e  

e f f o r t  t o  provide  accounts ,  and even explana t ions ,  of l a r g e  s o c i a l  changes, 

we blunder  i n t o  s o c i o l o g i c a l  t e r r i t o r y .  

I a m  - n o t  t a l k i n g  about  something c a l l e d  " h i s t o r i c a l  sociology."  I 

would be  happier  i f  t h e  phrase  had never been invented .  It impl ies  t h e  

e x i s t e n c e  of a  s e p a r a t e  f i e l d  of s tudy  -- p a r a l l e l ,  s ay ,  t o  p o l i t i c a l  

soc io logy  o r  t h e  soc io logy  of r e l i g i o n .  There are, I concede, a  group 

of s o c i o l o g i s t s  who work mainly on t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  d i s t a n t  p a s t  and a  

smal le r  group who d e a l  r e g u l a r l y  w i th  t h e  a r c h i v a l  m a t e r i a l s  which a r e  

t h e  h i s t o r i a n ' s  s t o c k  i n  t r a d e .  There a r e  a body of l o r e ,  a s e t  of 

p r ~ c e d u r e s ,  and a fund of in format ion  concerning p a r t i c u l a r  p laces ,  times, 

and people which a r e  i nd i spensab le  t o  t h e  a n a l y s i s  of many types  of 

h i s t o r i c a l  evidence.  There probably is something s p e c i a l  about  a n a l y t i c  

problems i n  which t ime and p l ace  f i g u r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  and i n d i s s o l u b l y  -- a s  

they  do, f o r  example, i n  ana lyses  of t h e  o r i g i n s  and expansion of 

c a p i t a l i s m  and a s  they  do n o t  i n  most ana lyses  of economic development. 



There probably is  even a d i s t i n c t i v e  h i s t o r i c a l  s t y l e  o r  cast of mind 

which produces a v a r i e t y  of work d i f f e r e n t  i n  f e e l i n g  from t h a t  prevai l ing  

i n  o ther  brands of sociology. Nevertheless, I o b j e c t  t o  having sub- 

d i s c i p l i n e s  emerge from techniques and approaches r a t h e r  than from 

t h e o r e t i c a l l y  coherent  sub jec t  mat ters .  Not t h a t  my ob jec t ions  w i l l  deter.  

o t h e r s  who l i k e  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  between s o c i o l o g i s t s  who "do h i s to ry"  and 

a l l  t he  rest. 

I n  any case ,  t h e  English and American events  we:were d iscuss ing 

before  my d i a t r i b e  provide l eg i t ima te  m a t e r i a l  f o r  p len ty  of s o c i o l o g i s t s  

who have no g r e a t  i n t e r e s t  i n  eighteenth-  o r  nineteenth-century England 

and America a s  such. I imagine t h a t  a s  I reminded you of the  c o n t r a s t  

between t h e  e ighteenth  and n ineteenth  cen tu r i e s  a half-dozen soc io log ica l  

schemes f l a shed  through your minds, most of them involving t h a t  execrable 

word "modernization." The comparison of these  eighteenth-  and nineteenth- 

century means of a c t i n g  together  r a i s e s  a t  l e a s t  t h r e e  standard,  major 

s o c i o l o g i c a l  problems: F i r s t ,  what determines how and when people ever 

a c t  c o l l e c t i v e l y ?  That i s  the  s o r t  of ques t ion  James Coleman addressed i n  

h i s  Mathematics - of Codlect ive Action. Second, what impact does the  pace 

o r  cha rac te r  of la rge-sca le  s t r u c t u r a l  change have on t h e  form, personnel,  

i n t e n s i t y ,  and outcome of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n ?  That is  t h e  s o r t  of quest ion 

Nei l  Smelser addressed i n  h i s  Socia l  Change -- i n  t h e  I n d u s t r i a l  Revolution 

and, t o  some e x t e n t ,  i n  h i s  Theory - of Co l l ec t ive  Behavior. Third, what a r e  

the  standard processes,  i f  any, of la rge-sca le  s o c i a l  change, and what 

produces them? That i s  the  s o r t  of ques t ion  myriad contemporary s tuden t s  

of "modernization" and "development" have addressed. Its standard phrasing 

was a l ready present  i n  Durkheim's Division of Labor i n  Society.  

Indeed, I th ink Durkheim c r y s t a l l i z e d  a widespread nineteenth-century 

view of what i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  was doing t o  the  world, and fashioned i t  



i n t o  a set of arguments which have remained dominant i n  so.ciology, 

e s p e c i a l l y  American soc io logy ,  up t o  our  own time. T a l c o t t  Parsons sa id  

e s s e n t i a l l y  t h e  same th ing ,  a l b e i t  w i th  much g r e a t e r  enthusiasm about t h e  

outcome, when he  dec lared  t h a t  

.... i t  w a s  t h e  problem of t h e  i n t e g r a t i o n  of t h e  s o c i a l  system, 
of what ho lds  s o c i e t i e s  t o g e t h e r ,  which w a s  the .most  p e r s i s t e n t  
preoccupat ion  of Durkheim's c a r e e r .  I n  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  of t h e  
t ime, one could n o t  have chosen a more s t r a t e g i c  focus  f o r  
c o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  s o c i o l o g i c a l  t heo ry .  Moreover, t he  work 
Durkheim d i d  i n  t h i s  f i e l d  can b e  s a i d  t o  have been nothing 
s h o r t  of epoch-making; h e  d i d  n o t  s t a n d  e n t i r e l y  a lone ,  b u t  
h i s  work w a s  f a r  more sha rp ly  focused and deeply pene t r a t ing  
than  t h a t  of any o t h e r  au tho r  of h i s  t ime. (Parsons 1960: 118,) 

I n  The Divis ion  of Labor and Su ic ide ,  Durkheim l a i d  out  a  view of 

something c a l l e d  a "soc ie ty"  d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g  u n s t e a d i l y  i n  response t o  a  

v a r i e t y  of p re s su re s .  Speaking a b s t r a c t l y ,  Durkheim sums up those  

p r e s s u r e s  a s  a growth i n  t h e  volume and d e n s i t y  of s o c i e t y .  Speaking 

c o n c r e t e l y ,  he d i s c u s s e s  occupat iona l  changes. The p re s su res  emphat ical ly  

i n c l u d e  t h e  i n t e r n a l  l o g i c  of i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n .  On t h e  f i r s t  page of 

D iv i s ion  of Labor, Durkheim t e l l s  u s  

We need have no f u r t h e r  i l l u s i o n s  about  t h e  tendencies  of modern 
i n d u s t r y ;  i t  advances s t e a d i l y  towards powerful machines, towards 
g r e a t  concen t r a t ions  of f o r c e s  and c a p i t a l ,  and consequent ly t o  
t h e  extreme d i v i s i o n  of l a b o r .  Occupations a r e  i n f i n i t e l y  
s epa ra t ed  and s p e c i a l i z e d ,  n o t  on ly  i n s i d e  t h e  f a c t o r i e s ,  b u t  
each product  i s  i t s e l f  a  s p e c i a l t y  dependent upon o t h e r s .  
(Durkheim 1933: 39.) 

That " soc i e ty , "  according t o  Durkheim, e x e r t s  its c o n t r o l  over i nd iv idua l s  

v i a  t h e i r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  a  shared consciousness .  A s  Durkheim p u t s  i t ,  

"The t o t a l i t y  of b e l i e f s  and sen t iments  common t o  average c i t i z e n s  of t h e  

same s o c i e t y  forms a  de te rmina te  system which h a s  i t s  own l i f e ;  one may 

c a l l  i t  t h e  c o l l e c t i v e  o r  common conscience."  (Durkheim 1933: 79.) The 

advancing d i v i s i o n  of l a b o r ,  he  s ays ,  t h r e a t e n s  t h e  shared consciousness  

based on t h e  e s s e n t i a l  s i m i l a r i t y  of i n d i v i d u a l s ,  and thereby  th rea t ens  



t h e  primacy of t h e  needs and demands of t h e  s o c i e t y  a s  a  whole over t h e  

impulses and i n t e r e s t s  of the  ind iv idua l .  A new shared consciousness based 

on interdependence and common f a t e  i s  both  problematic and slow t o  emerge. 

I n t o  t h e  gap between the  l e v e l  of d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  and t h e  l e v e l  of shared 

consciousness moves anomie. 

To be p rec i se ,  anomie is Durkheim's name f o r  t h a t  gap between the  

degree of d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  and the  ex ten t  of t e g u l a t i o n  of s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s ;  

from i t  he de r ives  a  series of undes i rable  r e s u l t s :  ind iv idua l  d isor ien* 

t a t i o n ,  d e s t r u c t i v e  s o c i a l  l i f e ,  extens ive  c o n f l i c t .  H i s  concrete examples 

again  come almost e n t i r e l y  from t h e  i n d u s t r i a l  world; they a r e  t h e  economic 

c rash ,  t h e  c o n f l i c t  between management and l abor ,  t h e  separa t ion  of work 

and family l i f e ,  and s o  on through t h e  standard concerns of nineteenth-  

- cen tu ry  reformers. I n  Suicide,  Durkheim sketches t h e  consequences of a  

r ap id  growth i n  power and wealth: 

Time is required  f o r  t h e  pub l i c  conscience t o  nec lass i fy  men 
and things.  So long a s  the  s o c i a l  f o r c e s  thus  f reed  have not  
regained equil ibrium, t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  values  a r e  unknown and 
s o  a l l  r egu la t ion  is  lacking f o r  a  time .... Consequently, the re  
i s  no r e s t r a i n t  upon a s p i r a t i o n s  .... With increased p rosper i ty  
d e s i r e s  increase .  A t  t h e  very moment when t r a d i t i o n a l  r u l e s  
have l o s t  t h e i r  au thor i ty ,  t h e  r i c h e r  p r i z e  of fered  these  
a p p e t i t e s  s t imula tes  them and makes them more exigent  and 
i n p a t i e n t  of con t ro l .  The s t a t e  of de-regulat ion o r  anomy i s  
thus f u r t h e r  heightened by pass ions  being l e s s  d i s c i p l i n e d ,  
p rec i se ly  when they need more d i s c i p l i n i n g .  (Durkheim 1951: 253.) 

W e  begin t o  s e e  t h a t  Durkheim not  only propounded a  theory of s o c i a l  

change, but  a l s o  proposed a  theory of c o l l e c t i v e  ac t ion .  

I n  f a c t ,  he proposed two o r  t h r e e  of each. When i t  comes t o  t h e  l i n k  

between large-sca le  s o c i a l  change and c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n ,  we f i n d  Durkheim 

d i s t ingu i sh ing  sharply  between t h e  o rde r ly  p u r s u i t  of shared i n t e r e s t s  

which occurs when the  d i v i s i o n  of labor  i s  not  outrunning the  shared 

consciousness, and t h e  f r ee - fo r -a l l  which r e s u l t s  from anomie. And l a t e r ,  



in The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, we find Durkheim analyzing 

the solidarity-producing consequences of ritualized, approved forms of 

collective action. 

Durkheim's views of social change and of collective action became 

sociological commonplaces. The standard analyses of industrialization, 

urbanization, deviance, social control, collective behavior, and social 

dYsorganiiation which emerged in the twentieth century were all heavily 

Durkheimian. Yet several important alternatives were avaixable in Durkheim's 

time, and have remained operable since then. 1Je can identify the main 

alternatives loosely with John Stuart Mill and the Utilitarians, Karl Marx 

and the historical materialists, Max WeEer and the historical idealists. 

On the analysis of collective action and its relation to large-scale 

social change, we find each school taking a rather different view from 

Durkheim's. In Mill is an analysis of the aggregation of interests into 

decisions through sets of rules, or constitutions, which vary in the 

extent to which they place the general interest ahead of the particular. 

Thus large-scale change transforms collective action mainly by affecting 

interests and constitutions. These days the literature of collective 

choice has a strongly Millian tone. 

In Marx are two relevant analyses: one of the transformation of 

class divisions and interests through the changing organization of production, 

the other of readiness to act on those interests as a function of the '... 

internal organization, external relations, and self-consciousness of the 

classes in question. Xn our own time, historians such as E.J. Hobsbawm 

and John Foster have made the most effective applications of this Marxian 

line to the analysis of social change and collective action. 

Weber, like Durhkeim, provided at least two separate accounts of 

collec.tive action and its links to large-scale social change. In the 



first, routine collective action expresses the interests of an organization 

constrained by a powerful, well-defined set of beliefs, and changes 

gradually as a function of changes in those beliefs and interests. In the 

other, a new group forms around a distinctive set'of beliefs, acts in 

order to implement those beliefs, but responds to external pressures and 

internal exigencies by routinizing its organization, procedures, and 

interpretations of the belief itself. Through this process of routinization, 

to be sure, the group comes to approximate the condition described by the 

first model: routine collective action on the basis of organizational 

interests constrained by well-defined beliefs. The literature of social 

movements draws heavily on this Weberian line of thought. 

With these alternatives available, it is a pity that Durkheim's 

models prevailed. Yet they did. Turn to the study of crime, and see the 

fundamental role of arguments treating it as a product of social dis- 

integration. Turn to the study of urban disorganization, deviance, and 

social disorganization, and find the very definition of the problem based 

on a Durkheimian view of the world. Turn to the study of collective 

behavior, and discover a redefinition of important varieties of collective 

action as expressions of the gap between the level of social differentiation 

and the extent of shared consciousness. Because Durkheim and his successors 

are ever-present, we will do well to ask two questions: 1) What sorts of 

historical arguments and analyses follow from Durkheim's thinking? 2) Where 

we can translate them into terms consonant with the historical material, 

how useful and valid are ~urkheim's theories? 

Durkheim's discussions of differentiation, anomie, and conflict lend 

themselves to three historical arguments. First, where traditional social 

controls weaken, the unbounded pursuit of individual interests -- the war 

of all against all -- breaks out. "It is this anomic state that is the 



cause," declared  Durkheim, ". , . .of t h e  incessan t ly  r ecur ren t  c o n f l i c t s ,  

and t h e  mul t i f a r ious  d i so rde r s  of which t h e  economic world e x h i b i t s  so 

sad a spectac le .  For, a s  nothing r e s t r a i n s  t h e  a c t i v e  fo rces  and ass igns  

them l i m i t s  they a r e  bound t o  r e spec t ,  they  tend t o  develop haphazardly, 

and come i n t o  c o l l i s i o n  with one another ,  b a t t l i n g  and weakening themselves." 

( ~ u r k h e i m  1933: 2.) I f  we can wrench t h i s  statement out  of t h e  tautology 

i n t o  which i t  cramps almost a s  a r e f l e x ,  w e  f i n d  i t  suggest ing t h a t  

r e l a t i v e l y  small, homogeneous groups having extens ive  shared b e l i e f s  w i l l  

experience lower l e v e l s  of c o n f l i c t ,  and perhaps s t r u g g l e  less with o ther  

groups, than r e l a t i v e l y  l a r g e ,  heterogeneous groups which have few shared 

b e l i e f s .  I n  t h e  h i s t o r y  of i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n ,  we might expect these  

e f f e c t s  t o  show up a s  a cross-sec t ional  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  involvement i n  

c o n f l i c t  of groups having d i f f e r e n t  bases  of organiza t ion ,  and a more o r  

less continuous inc rease  i n  t h e  l e v e l  of c o n f l i c t .  

I n  a second l i n e  of reasoning, Durkheim i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  short-run 

d i s rup t ions  of t h e  balance between mora l i ty  and o rgan iza t iona l  s t r u c t u r e  

r e s u l t  from rap id  change, accelera ted  economic growth, o r  i n d u s t r i a l  

c r i s i s ,  and l ikewise  i n c i t e  d i so rde r  i n  t h e  groups most a f fec ted  by them. 

I n  our h i s t o r i c a l  m a t e r i a l ,  w e  might reasonably expect t o  f i n d  rapid  

rural-to-urban migrat ion,  massive i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  and major economic 

f l u c t u a t i o n s  producing except ional ly  high l e v e l s  of c o n f l i c t  and p r o t e s t .  

Thirdly,  Durkheim says  t h a t  t h e  forms of d i so rde r  -- indiv idual  and 

c o l l e c t i v e ,  "egois t ic"  and "anarchic" -- vary together .  "The abnormal 

development of s u i c i d e  and t h e  genera l  unres t  of contemporary s o c i e t i e s , "  

he w r i t e s  a t  t h e  end of su ic ide ,  "spring from t h e  same causes." (Durkheim 

1951: 391.) H i s t o r i c a l l y ,  a Durkheimian view l e a d s  u s  t o  look f o r  cririie, 

s u i c i d e ,  c o n f l i c t ,  and p r o t e s t  i n  t h e  same s e t t i n g s  and circumstances. 



These three arguments are rash extrapolations of what Durkheim 

actually said, and are therefore open to.the'objection that their truth 

or falsehood does not really bear on the validity of Durkheim's own 

scheme. That we have to choose between rash extrapolation and no historical 

implications at all is, however, a serious criticism of such widely-used 

analysis of social change. In any case, contemporary followers of Durkheim 

have made all the applications to large-scale industrialization and 

urbanization that I have attributed to the Master. Neil Smelser's 

language, to take just one important case, could hardly be more Durkheimian: 

.... rapid industrialization....bites unevenly into the established 
social and economic structures. And throughout the society, the 
differentiation occasioned by agricultural, industrial, and urban 
changes always proceeds in a see-saw relationship with integration: 
the two forces continuously breed lags and bottlenecks. The :?- 

faster the tempo of modernization is, the more severe the 
discontinuities. This unevenness creates anomie in the classical 
sense, for it generates disharmony between life experiences and 
the normative framework which regulates them....anomie may be 
partially relieved by new integrative devices, like unions, 
associations, clubs, and government regulations. However, such 
innovations are often opposed by traditional vested interests 
because they compete with the older undifferentiated systems of 
solidarity. The result is a three-way tug-of-war among the forces 
of tradition, the forces of differentiation, and the new forces 
of integration. Under these conditions, virtuiilly unlimited 
potentialities for group conflict are created. Three classic 
responses to these discontinutites are anxiety, hostility, and 
fantasy. If and when these responses become collective, they 
crystallize into a variety of social movements -- peaceful 
agitation, political violence, millennarianism, nationalism, 
revolution, underground subversion, etc. There is plausible -- 
although not entirely convincing -- evidence that the people 
most severly under the displacements created by structural 
change .... Other theoretical and empirical data suggest thatrsocial 
movements appeal most to those who have been dislodged from old 
social ties by differentiation without also being integrated 
into the new social order. (Smelser 1966: 44.) 

With minor alterations in vocabulary, a hoaxter could easily pass off 

Smelser's statement as a long-lost fragment of Durkheim's own writings. 

So we have some evidence that Durkheim's arguments are still relevant to 

today's sociological theorizing. (I insist on a point which is obvious 



t o  m e  because of a v i v i d  r e c o l l e c t i o n .  Geroge Homans once broke up a long,  

a g i t a t e d  deba te  on t h e  p.lace bf h i s t o r y  of thebry i n  t h e  s o c i o l o g i c a l  cur- 

r iculum by groaning o s t e n t a t i o u s l y ,  "Who'cares what o l d  Durkheim sa id?")  

The f i r s t  h i s t o r i c a l  argument we e x t r a c t e d  from Durkheim concerned 

t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e  l e v e l  of c o n f l i c t  and t h e  s c a l e ,  homogeneity 

and i d e o l o g i c a l  u n i t y  of t h e  groups involved.  So f a r  as t h e  l e v e l  of 

v i o l e n t  c o n f l i c t  i s  concerned, t h e r e  seems t o  b e  noth ing  t o  i t .  There 

is no g e n e r a l  tendency £.or c o n f l i c t  t o  become more widespread as d i f f e r e n -  

t i a t e d  o rgan iza t ions  become p reva len t .  Nor i s  t h e r e  any no tab le  s i g n  t h a t  

c o n f l i c t s  w i t h i n  smal l - sca le  groups are l e s s  a c u t e  t han  those  w i t h i n  la rge-  

s c a l e  groups. Perhaps Durkheim and h i s  successors  drew t h e i r  mistaken con- 

c l u s i o n s  from some t r e n d s  which - d i d  appear  i n  t h e  modern European experience:  

a  widening of t h e  s c a l e  a t  which c o n f l i c t s  were fought  ou t  a s  p o l i t i c s  na- 

t i o n a l i z e d ,  power c e n t r a l i z e d  and communications among d i s s i d e n t  groups im- 

proved; an increasin-i:  importance of l a r g e  a s s o c i a t i o n s  such as t r a d e  unions 

and p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s  as t h e  v e h i c l e s  of c o n f l i c t ;  a corresponding d e c l i n e  

i n  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  f o r  c o n f l i c t  and p r o t e s t  of communal groups such a s  

youth abbeys and g u i l d s .  These changes i n  t h e  locus  and o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  

bases  of c o n f l i c t ,  however, do n o t  conform a t  a l l  t o  t h e  b a s i c  Durkheimian 

reasoning.  

The second h i s t o r i c a l  argument a s s o c i a t e s  d i s o r d e r  w i th  r ap id  so- 

c i a l  change -- t h e  r a p i d e r ,  t h e  more d i s o r d e r l y .  Again, t h e  i d e a  appears  

t o  have no h i s t o r i c a l  v a l i d i t y  whatsoever.  When we look  a t  t h e  c o r r e l a t e s  

of a c c e l e r a t e d  u r b a n i z a t i o n  o r  i n d u s t r i a l  growth i n  t h e  modern. European 

experience,  we simply d i scove r  no tendency f o r  p e r i o d s  o r  a r e a s  of r a p i d  

change t o  be  more t u r b u l e n t .  Indeed, we ga the r  some s i g n s  of t h e  oppos i t e  

e f f e c t :  f o r  example, t h a t  mass mig ra t ion  t o  c i t i e s  withdraws people from 



t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  w i t h i n  which they were p rev ious ly  a b l e  t o  a c t  t oge the r ,  

and thus  dep res ses  t h e i r  capac i ty  and p ropens i ty  t o  s t r u g g l e .  It looks  as 

though t h i s  second Durkheimian i d e a  has  gained credence through a double 

confusion.  Observers  have confused t h e  emergence of new forms of s t rug -  

g l e  based on u rban - indus t r i a l  o rgan iza t ion  wi th  a n  o v e r a l l  i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  

l e v e l  of d i s o r d e r ,  wh i l e  d i s r ega rd ing  t h e  d e c l i n e  of o l d ,  important  forms 

of s t r u g g l e .  They have a l s o  l abe l ed  some f e a t u r e s  of t h e  r a p i d  s o c i a l  

changes they  are exper ienc ing  as d i s o r d e r ,  and have thereby  f a l l e n  v i c t im  

t o  a s imple,  n e a t  tau to logy:  r a p i d  s o c i a l  change causes  . . . r a p i d  s o c i a l  

change. 

Argument number t h r e e  t r e a t s  t h e  v a r i o u s  forms of "disorder"  a s  

equ iva l en t  and a s s o c i a t e d .  They "spr ing  from t h e  same causes" and blend 

i n t o  each o t h e r .  The modern European h i s t o r i c a l  exper ience  negates  t h i s  

i d e a  as w e l l .  For example, through much of t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  century  t h e  

frequency of s e r i o u s  p rope r ty  cr imes dec l ined  a s  s u i c i d e  rose .  Durkheim 

brushed o f f  t h e  French v e r s i o n  of t h e  t r end  as a s t a t i s t i c a l  a b e r r a t i o n ,  

b u t  I t h i n k  i t  i s  r e a l ,  and l a r g e l y  a  consequence of i n t e n s i f i e d  po l i c ing .  

Looking a t  year-to-year f l u c t u a t i o n  i n  s t r i k e s ,  v i o l e n t  c o n f l i c t s ,  crimes 

a g a i n s t  p rope r ty ,  s u i c i d e  and o t h e r  supposed i n d i c a t o r s  of d i s o r d e r ,  my 

group h a s  been unable t o  d e t e c t  any s i g n i f i c a n t  tendency of, t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  

and c o l l e c t i v e  forms of disapproved behavior  t o  va ry  toge the r ,  p o s i t i v e l y  

o r  nega t ive ly .  We do, on t h e  o t h e r  hand, d i scove r  some c o v a r i a t i o n  of 

s t r i k e s  and c o l l e c t i v e  v io lence ;  a f t e r  a l l ,  t h e  two phenomena over lap  con- 

s i d e r a b l y  a t  some p o i n t s  i n  time. We do f i n d  cons ide rab le  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  

between f l u c t u a t i o n s  i n  c o l l e c t i v e  c o n f l i c t s  and such s o l i d  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  

and p o l i t i c a l  v a r i a b l e s  a s  un ion iza t ion ,  n a t i o n a l  p o l i t i c a l  maneuvering and 

governmental r ep re s s ion .  Cross-sec t iona l  comparisons on t h e  l a r g e  s c a l e  



and the small yield the same negative conclusions concerning the Durkheim- 

ian formulation: no reliable connection between crime and collective conflict. 

A close examination of the actual structure, personnel and social 

backgrounds of contentious gatherings in the Europe of the last few hun- 

dred years likewise leads to profound skepticism about the three basic 

Durkheimian arguments. Seen close up, the conflicts which blur into "dis- 

orders" at a distance turn out to concern serious disagreements over the 

collective rights of well-defined groups, and to represent only the most 

visible segments of a continuous stream of action in pursuit of those' 

rights. ~ G e n  the summary accounts we find in Gentlemen's Magazine or a 

South Carolina Gazette emphasize the clash of rights and claims to common 

lands, employment, food and just taxation. They portray real i'nterests of 

established groups articulated in specific grievances and demands. In the 

Charleston of 1765 to 1775, crowds are sacking houses and seizing tea, all 

right, but in intimate connection with the continuous struggles which set 

the royal governor against the provincial assembly and the Sons of Liberty 

against the Loyalists. Mill, Weber and, especially, Marx are far superior 

guides to what we actually see on the ground. 

When I began my long inquiry into Eonflict, protest and collective 

action, I hoped to accumulate the evidence for a decisive refutation of 

the Durkheimian line. Since then my ambitions have moderated. For good 

reason. It turns out that sociologists always have one more version of 

Durkheim to offer when the last one has failed. It develops that many of 

the key ideas in Durkheim are either circular or extraordinarily diffi- 

cult to translate into verifiable propositions. It happens that in the 

last analysis, the Durkheimian corpus concerning the impact of large- 

scale social change on collective action yields few fruitful, or even 

interesting, historical hypotheses. The challenge of refuting Durkheim 



becomes more difficult and less engaging. Isn't that outcome in itself 

a serious condemnation of a major sociological tradition? 
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