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Introduction

Basicdly the following account will be arather negetive assessment. | believe that Durkheim is much
over-rated, a thinker who iswell below the level of the other great thinkers (Montesguieu, Adam Smith,
Tocqueville, Marx, Weber) with whom | have dedlt. He is indisputably important for academic palitics
in prosalytisng for a new discipling, sociology. But | find him intdlectudly far from impressve. Among
my centrd criticisms will be the following.

He seems to have failed even to see the Riddle thét lies behind the development of the modern world,
that isto say how accidental and extraordinary it is. He failed to do so for a number of reasons. He had
little hitorical interest or expertise and hence did not see how unlikely it was that one part of the world
emerged from a predatory agricultura order. Here he fails to share the understanding of Montesquieu,
Smith, Weber or Gellner. He had no red interest in other greet civilizations, for example | can't find any
sugtained discussion of India, China, Japan, Idamic civilization. Hence again, unlike other greet thinkers
like Maine, Weber and others, he does not see the strangeness of his own civilization. He is not even
redly interested in other parts of the West. There is little interest in Germany, Itay, Spain, let done
Britain or America

The deeper problem, however, is tha he is an evolutionis. He believes in a one-way,
non-problematic, inevitable set of steps or stages from traditional to modern civilization, probably
caused by technological and demographic forces. This means that he sees no problem, puzzle or riddle
about what has happened. It was bound to happen. Every civilization will inevitably go through the same
dages. It is a familiar later nineteenth certury view, a sort of Whig sociology, though without the
component of mora progress. But it cripples his thought.

| dso find that his diagnogs of the ills and difficulties of his time is very conventional and in no way
marks an advance on the work of Tonnies and others. In other words the breakdown of family, the
expansion of economy, greed, the weakness of democracy and so on. This not nearly as profound an
andysis as that of Tocqueville or Weber, for example. Yet thisisthe centrd part of his problem, namely
how to restore order in an atomized and egotistical world.
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His falure, | bdieve, largdy comes out of his methodology. | have dready noticed his lack of
higoricd or comparative materid. | have dready mentioned his latent, unexamined and naive and
uni-directiond evolutionism. But there is dso his naive and unredigtic view that sociology can only ded
with angle-cause phenomenon, his woeful positivistic stance on 'facts being out there, his tautological
functiondiam, his naive rgection of philosophy.

| find that the solutions to the problem he set himsdlf, that is the way in which socid solidarity can be
increased, are very unsatisfactory. Badicdly, there are two attempted solutions and then along evasion
or Sde-track. The first attempt is the centrd theme of the 'Divison of Labour’, namely that the division
of labour in itsdf will bring solidarity. This is patently nonsense and it is not surprisng that Durkhem
dropped the idea and dl talk of organic solidarity pretty quickly and never returned to it. The second
solution is his theory of corporations or professond groups. There is something in this, but it is far too
vague, unhigtorica and State-centred to be of any practicd vaue. Which leaves the one worthwhile
piece of his work, his recognition of the power of rdigion. Although the ethnography and specific
theories have been torn to shreds, there is a core of a certain truth which has had an important liberating
effect within anthropology. Although it does not redly address his lifeé's problem, except in a very
tangentid way, it does provide an interesting set of links which were later developed much more
elegantly by Mauss, Evans-Pritchard and others. So let us examine thisin alittle more detall.

TheLife of Emile Durkhem

Emile Durkheim was born on 15 April 1858 in Lorraine. His father had been a Chief Rabbi and we
aretold that he 'grew up within the confines of a close-knit, orthodox and traditiona Jewish family, part
of the long-established Jewish community of Alsace-Lorraine... he was destined for the rabbinate and
his early education was directed to that end: he studied for atime a a rabbinical school.'(L.39) [This
interests me dince there is a very high rate of myopia among orthodox Jews. That he was myopic is
suggested by the various portraits of him. These show him wearing glasses dl the time - not just for
reading. | believe that this myopia fits very wdl with what is known as the 'myopic persondity’ which he
exhibited so wdll. Over-studious, bookish, obsessive, unaware of wide and far issues. It helpsto explain
his very myopic concern with limited problems, limited data, limited periods and places]

The fact that he d'so arted in avery religious setting and upbringing, but it was later decided that he
would not follow the family tradition and he dropped his orthodox Jewish identity help to explain his
centrd obsesson with what held groups together and particularly religion in a secular society. He both
escaped from, and longed for that early warmth. He later wrote of the typicad Jewish community as 'a
smal society, compact and cohesive, with a very keen sdf-consciousness and sense of unity' and of
Judaism as congging 'like dl early rdigions... of abody of practices minutely governing dl the details of
life and leaving little freedom for individua judgment'.(quoted in L.40) This shows both his attraction and
ambivdence. His lifé's quest seems to have been how to create a cosy, moral community which would
not have the draw-back of ifling the individud.

Severd features of his personaity and persond background stand out. Like many important
intdllectuals he was a margind figure, standing on the edge of various traditions, a an angle to both
secular-rationdist and Chrigtian-conservative traditions. (E.28) He was basically a prophet, concerned
to set up anew secular morality which would replace that of his ancestors which could no longer survive
in an indudtrid age. Thus, he is in the tradition of the great, vehement, mordigtic secular rabbis such as
Marx. That he was bascaly a mordigt (L.320), can be seen not only in the content of hisideas, but in
hisintense preaching tyle in public and even his appearance. A contemporary described him as follows:
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... he gppeared, thin and pae, in his grey jacket, with an immense head and sombre eyes, on the
platform of the amphitheetre... He took up his lecture at the point where he had stopped...His grave
manner never brightened; nonetheless, his speech, dways somewhat subdued at the mogt ggnificant
moments, was not without charm; and one fdt it turning into a sort of incantation.’ (quoted in L.369)
Another tried to explain his influence in terms of 'ardent intellectud passion, imperious eogquence, a
diaectic that was so rapid and so decisive that it compelled conviction and paraysed objections and,
behind this, the existence of 'a doctrine and a faith. He was a philosophica innovator and there was in
him something of the gpostl€.(quoted in L.369)

Those who heard him had 'the impression that this was the prophet of a new rdigion'.(L.370)
Bergson described him thus: 'One immediately saw him as a sort of automaton of super-human creetion,
destined endlesdy to preach a new Reform... His doquence, truly comparable to that of a running tap,
was inexhaudtible and ice-cold... to be acquainted with Durkheim's appearance and his speech was
virtudly equivaent to grasping his system. For any given question, it contained the answer, dassfied, set
down in its proper place, ranged in an immutable order which evoked not the shelves of a grocer's
shop, but niches for epitaphs distributed under the gdleries that surround crematoria. Family, country,
indtitutions ... were preserved by his efforts and confined within his system, but preserved and confined
like mummiesin anecropolis.' (quoted in L.370-1)

In dl of this he reminds me, as | sad above, very much of Karl Marx, another Old Testament,
Jewish Rabbi prophet. But there are differences. One fundamental one was their attitude towards how
one brought in the new golden age. For Marx it was the path of revolution, but Durkhem was a
reformist and revisonist who opposed dl revolutionary transformations. (L.323) Another difference was
that Marx was basicdly an optimigt, believing in the inevitable triumph of communism. Durkhem, more
like Tocqueville and Weber was a pessmist. He saw the weaknesses of democracy, of modern
capitalism and industridism and so on, but saw no red way out into a better system. There was no going
back and no easy Utopia lying in the future. He was in many ways an dienated and frustrated thinker,
full of anxiety and pessmism. (see eg. E.98, 101, N.267).

Ultimately he was an ardent, obsessvely hard working, over-serious, wracked intellectud. Like
Weber he overworked and had a number of menta breakdowns probably brought on by over-work.
(L.100) He died at that age of 59 in November 1916, probably of a combination of over-work and
grief a the death of his only son in the War. (L.559) The reputation of his work has grown ever since
and he is now conventiondly placed as part of the great triumvirate, Marx, Weber, Durkheim, as the
semind thinkers of modern sociology. How far isthis judtified?

Durkheim's problematic: what isthe question he sought to answer?

Durkheim's central problem is that of order: 'the recurring theme in al Durkheim's writings is the
problem of order', for society is fragile and aways on the edge of collgpse.(P.59) Or, to put it in a
different way, ‘the basic problem of his sociology' is ‘the nature of socid solidarity'.(L. 227) Sociology
as a discipline was the tool which would help one to solve this fundamenta question; what is it that
unites people in the modern, indudtria, world? That is to say, 'what are the bonds which unite men one
with another? (Durkheim, quoted in L.139) As he wrote to a colleague, ‘the object of sociology as a
whole is to determine the conditions for the conservation of societies.(quoted in L.139) If traditiona
societies had been held together by various indtitutions such as the family, religion, communities, what
holds industrid societies together, which had lost dl these bonds? (L.141) He thought that Rousseau's
problem had been the same, but he had failed to provide a satisfactory answer. To provide an answer
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was 'the firgt and fundamentd problem of Durkheim's sociology from the time of his first lecture-course
on 'Socid Solidarity'..' (L.287)

Thus bascdly Durkheim's work is part of the great effort by a number of thinkers from Tocqueville
onwards to come to terms with two great Revolution, the politica revolution in France in 1789, and the
indugtrid revolution in Britain garting around the same date. (N.14) These were two of the most
massve shifts. The indudtrid revolution was part of a generd economic shift that had dtered everything.
It led to an increasing divison of labour, growing egotism and greed, the undermining of previous
unifying bonds such as the family or religion. He believed that economic development was the main
cause of modern disorganisation. (DL.3) In particular the division of [abour threatens the coherence of
society, setting individuds againg each other. Alongdde it, the increasing individudization of property
led to the growing separateness and competitiveness of people. (P.60) As consumer society developed
and the market expanded, so egotigtical greed increased. (P.62) Prosperity leads to increasing dis-
satisfaction. He wrote that '...because prosperity has increased desires are heightened... But their very
demands make it impossible to satisfy them. Overexcited ambitions dways exceed the results obtained,
whatever they may be...". Or again, 'From top to bottom of the scae, greed is aroused unable to find
ultimate foothold. Nothing could cam it, Snce its god isinfinitely beyond dl it can atain... Men thirs for
novdties, unknown pleasures, namely sensations, which lose al their savour once experienced.' (L.211)
Here we hear the authentic tone of the mordidt, in words which dmost exactly echo those of
Tocqueville hdf acentury earlier.

The political effects of the French Revolution were equdly dire. It had destroyed dl intermediary
ingtitutions or secondary powers in France in its zedous pursuit of absolute equdity. This had been a
disagter. Durkheim wrote that: 'Our political maaise thus has the same origin as the socid mdaise we
are suffering from. It too is due to the lack of secondary organs intercalated between the State and the
rest of the society.. The socid forms that used to serve as aframework for individuas and a skeleton for
the society, either no longer exist or are in course of being effaced, and no new forms are taking their
place but the fluid mass of individuds.(PE.106) There was a terrible void caused by the collgpse of
corporations. (DL.29). And, as we have seen dready, like Tocqueville, he had no red hope that
democracy could provide anew dterndive if it was merdy based on the egotism of single individuas.

Another way of looking a his problematic is to see how dl the traditiond sources of order and
integration had lost their power. One of these was the family. The loss of unity created by the family in
eaxlier agrarian civilizations was the result of the change in mode of production to indudtrid, factory,
urban civilization. (DL, 16-7). Mixed units which combined rdigion and the family, such as the Indian
castes, were dso dl collgpang. (DL. 22) The family could no longer be relied on to tie humans together,
to organize or give meaning to their lives. (E.65)

Another collgpsed source of authority and integration, as Durkhelm had noted in his own up-bringing,
was religion. Durkheim put forward a straightforward evolutionary scheme here. He wrote that 'if there
is one truth that history teaches us beyond doubt, it is that reigion tends to embrace a smaler and
smdler portion of socid life. Origindly, it pervades everything; everything sodid is rdigion... then, little
by little, palitica, economic, scientific functions free themsalves from the reigious function... God, who
was at firgt present in dl human rdations, progressvely withdraws from them; he abandons the world to
men and their disputes.' (DL, 169) Thus rdigion, like the family and education cannot help to overcome
modern atomization. (N. 132) The totd result isthat contemporary civilization (and here Durkhelm does
not differentiate France from esawhere) is in congant criss, ungtable and volatile and composed of
loose and egotidtic individuas.(E.100)
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In many ways Durkheim's ideas could be digned with those of earlier thinkers such as Tonnies,
Maine and Morgan; from gemenschaft to gesdischaft (Community to Associaion), from gtatus to
contract, from sacred to profane (secularization and disenchantment), socia atomization. (E.22, 35). In
particular, dthough Durkheim fails to acknowledge this, his thinking on the cumulative effects of dl of
this on the central problem of egatidicd individudism is dmogt identica to the ingghts of Tocqueville.
(see N.121 and the passage quoted on p.122) Thus he describes the erosive effects of
hyper-individudism on any form of socid association or community (N.15). He charts the rise of
individuals in nineteenth century mass society. Like Tocgueville, or like Benjamin Congtant who believed
that ‘when dl are isolated by egoism, there is nothing but dust, and at the advent of a storm, nothing but
miré,(quoted in L.197), he thought society without anything except individuds would be a
mongtrogity.(DL.28)

What has bascdly happened is that everything isincreasingly split up, separated, so that each person
is done. The growing divison of labour is not just an economic phenomenon. It leads to an increasing
separation of dl spheres, for example science, aesthetics, politics dl become separated. (DL.40).

Durkheim's one origind contribution to dl of this fairly sandard exposition is to goply the theory, in
depth, to one obvious example, suicide. His work on 'Suicide is thus the documentation of the
dimensions and nature of the malaise. Durkheim 'saw suicide astheindividud antithess of socia solidar-
ity..., (L.206), it was a work directly on the question of what holds people together. His centrd,
famous, thesis was that the crucid variable in differentia suicide rates was the degree of integration of
individuds into society. Where there was high integration, through family, reigion or some other means,
rates were low. (L.209) Lukes summarizes his theory as follows: 'that under adverse socia conditions,
when men's socid context fals to provide them with the requiste sources of attachment and/or
regulation, at the gppropriate leve of intengty, then their psychologica or mord hedth isimpaired, and a
certain number of vulnerable, suicide-prone individuds respond by committing suicide.'(L.217) Thiswas
an indght which Durkhem noted in the preface to the second edition to the 'Divison of Labour'. 'We
were dready proposing there a strong corporative organization as a means of remedying the misfortune
which the increase in suicides, together with many other symptoms, evinces.' (DL.29)

So what was his solution to the problem of how one could create socid solidarity in an industrid
cvilization? The firg thing to do was to diminae unsatisfactory dterndives, to leave the way clear for
his own solution. We have seen that he had dready diminated the family, religion and educations as
solutions. He a0 rgected Rousseau's totaitarian solution of the State as representing the Generd Will.
So what was |eft?

The mgor contender in the field was contract. It is probably no coincidence that the mgor
developments in contract theory had occurred in England, which was not only by far in advance in its
development of indugtridism, but was widely recognized to have made the crucid separation of politics,
religion and society very early on. John Locke was one of the earliest great exponents of the contract,
but the particular target for Durkheim were the nineteenth century economists and thinkers who believed
that individualism could be tamed by contract, especidly Herbert Spencer.

Durkheim's criticism of Herbert Spencer was that he thought that the only link between people was
dyadic contracts and this was far too individudistic. Of Spencer and others he wrote that "They suppose
origind, isolated, and independent individuds who, consequently, enter into reaionship only to
cooperate, for they have no other reason to clear the space separating them and to associate. But this
theory, so widely held, postulates a veritable creation ex nihilo. It conssts indeed in deducing society
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from the individud.' (quoted in E.11) Durkhem's basic point was that dyadic contracts are too unstable
to hold a society together.'Where interest is the only ruling force, each individud finds himsdf in a dae
of war with every other snce nothing comes to mallify the egos, and any truce would not be of long
duration. There is nothing less congant than interest. Today, it unites me to you; tomorrow it will make
me your enemy. Such a cause can only give rise to trandent relations and passng associations.' (DL.
203-4, quoted in E.43)

In fact the paradox of the fact that modern society seemed to be based more and more on contract,
yet more and more unified, was because contract was not what it seemed. 'In effect, the contract is, par
excellence, the juridica expresson of co-operation’. (DL.123) There is a an underpinning which is
necessary, but invishble. 'In sum, a contract is not sufficient unto itself, but is possble only thanks to a
regulation of the contract which is origindly socid.' (quoted in N.78) Contract, in fact, forces us to
assume obligations that we have not contracted for, in the exact sense of the word, since we have not
ddiberated upon them... Of course, the initid act is dways contractual, but there are consequences,
sometimes immediate, which run over the limits of the contract. We co-operate because we wish to, but
our voluntary co-operation creates duties for us that we did not desire.'(DL.214)

It is true that contracts were very important in modern societies and fitted with the modern Stuation,
for the advanced contract was only possible in egditarian, confrontational, societies. (PE 213). But they
were based on a deeper substratum and generated, as we have seen, more than the contractua rela-
tionship. Contractud rdations 'multiply as socid labour becomes divided. But what Spencer seems to
have faled to see is that non-contractud relations develop- a the same time. (DL.206) Although
initidly a sngle act, 'Rather the members are united by ties which extend degper and far beyond the
short moments during which the exchange is made. Each of the functions that they exercise is, in a fixed
way, dependent upon others, and with them forms a solidary system.'(DL.227) As for their foundation
in awider mordity, indeed in sacred bonds, Durkheim tried to show this through the history of contract.
Contract in the full sense was a late invention, having moved through a set of evolutionary stages. The
freely given, balanced, contract was a very late gppearance. (PE. 175-6, 183, 203) As usua Durkheim
isvague and avoids dates, but is presumably thinking of an eighteenth or nineteenth century invention.

In a broad way, Durkheim is right. Contracts are indeed only the surface and cannot easily work
without a State, without a shared mordlity, judicid sysem and so on. Although his historicad account is
guestionable in a number of respects, he does dmost sumble onto Maitland's centrd discovery. This
was that the opposition of ‘from status to contract’ put forward by Maine is wrong, that in redity most
relations are much more mixed. Maitland's account is far better. He was a better lawyer and a better
higorian. But a least Durkhem is searching in the right area for an answer to the peculiar nature of
modernity.

Thefirst theory to explain what can hold society together: organic solidarity.

Having diminated other dterndives, that is family, religion, territory, education, contract, the State,
what is left? Are we doomed as a result of the growing divison of labour to atomigtic dugt, to the dread
vison of Tocqueville? Here we move to Durkheim's firgt solution to the problem, which is the theme of
thefirg edition of The Divison of Labour in Society.

The theme of the book is tha of his lifeés work, namdy what holds societies together. He explains
that This work had its origins in the question of the relations of the individua to socid solidarity. Why
does the individua, while becoming more autonomous, depend more upon society? How can he be a
once more individud and more solidary? (DL.37) His answer is encapsulated in his well-known
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digtinction between the two forms of solidarity, mechanicd and organic, so it is worth sarting with this.
Traditiond, pre-indugtrid, societies were held together by mechanica solidarity. 'If we try to construct
intdlectudly the ided type of a society whose cohesion was exclusively the result of resemblances, we
should have to conceive it as an absolutdy homogeneous mass whose parts were not distinguished from
one another.' (DL.174) These are 'segmental societies with a clan-base', so-called 'in order to indicate
their formation by the repetition of like aggregates in them, andogous to the rings of an earthworm...’
(DL.175) In contragt to this is the form of solidarity in modern societies, organic solidarity, like the
‘organs of a body which are functiondly integrated. These are condtituted 'by a system of different
organs each of which has a specid role, and which are themsdves formed of differentiated parts' (DL.
181) These are 'not juxtaposed linearly asthe rings of an earthworm, not entwined one with another, but
co-ordinated and subordinated one to another around the same central organ which exercises a
moderating action over the rest of the organism.’ (DL.181) Here 'individuads are grouped, no longer
according to ther reations of lineage, but according to the particular nature of the socid activity to
which they consecrate themsdves' (DL. 182) Thus wha binds people together is ther
interdependence. The 'mechanicad’ word was used because of ‘the cohesion which unites the e ements of
an inanimate body, as opposed to that which makes a unity out of the dements of a living body.'
(L.148) The paradox was that modern society, as it advanced, became more and more integrated: 'the
unity of the organism increases as this individuation of the parts is more marked'. (L..148)

Thus the divison of labour produces solidary, 'not only because it makes each individud an
exchangist, as the economists say', but ((DL.406), a a deeper levd. It is the divison of [abour which
itsedf holds people together, just as an am and a leg and a head are functionaly interdependent and
need each other. (seeeg. L. 147)

Now there are some deep and fundamentd flaws in thisidea. Oneis that it assumes thet the divison
of labour is spontaneous and voluntary. Durkheim admits that ‘the divison of labour produces solidarity
only if it is gpontaneous and in proportion as it is gpontaneous. (DL. 377) Of course, in practice,
workers and others are forced againgt their will into such a divison of labour. Another weakness is
Durkheim's totaly unconvincing answer to the question of why people who work in a sphere where
there is a high divison of labour, for example in a factory conveyor bdt production unit in the
post-Fordian world, or as a check-out worker in a supermarket, should fed a mord involvement with
eaech other. Hisfeeble solution is that dienation and a sense of meaningless and unconnected activity will
disappear if the management explain to the workers their important role and place in the totd process.
As Pakin puts it, 'Durkhem's own solution to the problem was to deny that there was a problem.
Extreme specidization, he contended, only produces deeterious effects in rare and exceptiona cases.
For the most part, the division of labour did not dehumanize workers because, however humdrum and
repetitive their tasks, they were conscious of being part of a collective socid enterprise, a co-operative
activity which gave even the humblest operative a sense of involvement and purpose’ Parkin quotes
Durkheim to the effect that the worker is 'not therefore a machine who repeats movements the sense of
which he does not perceive, but he knows that they are tending in a certain direction, towards a god
that he can concalve of more or less digtinctly. He feds that he is of some use and that 'his actions have
a god beyond themsdves!(P.65) It is fairly clear that this is very idedised and it is doubtful whether
Durkheim had ever spent long periods down a coa mine or working in a cotton factory.

The god which comforts the workers, Parkin summarizes, is the creation of socia solidarity.' (Parkin,
quoting DL 308) This is rdaed to Durkhem's implausble argument that integration, rather than
economic efficiency, is the true function (i.e. god) of the divison of labour. The 'economic services
which the divison of labour provides, are smdl when ‘compared to the mord effect that it produces,
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and its true function is to create in two or more persons a feding of solidarity'. It is clear that Durkheim
is not talking about manifest and latent function, but god, for he goes on that 'In whatever manner the
result is obtained, its am is to cause coherence amnong friends and to stamp them with its sedl.’ (DL. 56)
It isnot sef-evident that the owner of a supermarket has socid solidarity as his foremost consideration
when he places twenty girls in arow at the check-out tills and twenty others filling the shelves. Adam
Smith and Tocqueville, who lamented the terrible effects of the division of labour, were much closer to
the actud effects.

That Durkheim's central argument failed as a solution to the question of what holds modern societies
together is widdy recognized by later critics. (see eg. N.30, L.174) Its failure was clearly recognized
by Durkheim himsdf who never referred with any seriousness to the theory of organic solidarity again in
his later works. He presumably dropped it because it did not work.

Anather indicator of the failure isin Durkhem's main supportive evidence for the supposed cohesive
nature of modern societies. This he found in the contrast between two types of legad system. He argued
that 'In lower societies, law... is dmog exclusvely pend; it is likewise dmost exclusvely very
dationary.' (DL.78) Law in modern societies, on the contrary, is retitutive rather than repressve. As
Parkin summarizes the contragt, 'Repressve laws are those which punish the offender by inflicting injury
upon him or causng him to suffer some loss or disadvantage.’ He quotes Durkheim to the effect that
Ther purpose is to harm to him through his fortune, his honour, his life, his liberty, or to deprive him of
some object whose possession he enjoys.’ (DL 29, quoted in P.27) 'Redtitutive laws, by contrast, do
not bring down suffering on the head of the offender. Instead, they am at "restoring the previous State of
affairs" (DL 29, quoted in P.27) In fact, as dmost every anthropologist snce Durkheim has pointed out,
thisistopsy turvy nonsense. (e.g. see N.129-30; L.159) Many of the Smpler societies, for example the
Nuer, have a mainly restitutive system, while most modern societies use pena and repressve measures.
It is an indication of Durkheim's myopia that he did not look around him a European or American or
Chinese judtice and see that they were heavily pend.

So Durkheim's first attempt to explain what could hold modern societies together and re-integrete life
in anew way was a complete falure. He did not return to the ideas in his later life and abandoned the
centra themes of "The Divison of Labour in Society'. Instead he became interested in a possible new
solution to the question of anomie and egotistica individudism.

Durkheim and the Professional Association: Solution Mark Two.

| shdl ded with this a congderable length snce in many ways | find this (again a falure) one of the
most interesting parts of hiswork - especidly when we compare it to that of Maitland. That Durkheim
tried s0 hard, yet again conspicuoudy falled, yet Maitland succeeded in solving the puzzle of what can
hold modern societies together - i.e. a proper civil society - is an indication of Maitland's stature. He
solved a problem which nether the French (Durkheim) nor Germans (Gierke & co) could solve and
which is a the heart of modern capitdist success.

Introduction

Durkhem's firg attempt to solve the problem of how to achieve socid solidarity in modern
civilizations having failed, he moved onto a new projected work on occupationa groups, which, in fact,
was never written. (G.103) What he intended to do, however, can be recongtructed from various
sources. In various parts of Suicide he laid out the need for mora and poalitical integration through new
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forms of grouping. In the preface to the second edition of The Divison of Labour he dedt with this
particular problem in relation to a new form of grouping. And in the lectures (origindly given in XXX),
and published as Professional Ethics, he gave his most detailed outline of what needed to be done. As
Nisbet points out, thisis not just awayward Sde issue in hiswork but rather 'in these proposas lies the
origin and the very essence of his theoretical gpproach to the problem of authority and power, not
merely in modern European society, but in ancient as well as medieva groups, Eastern as well as
Western.'(E.69). Let us therefore consider his theory.

But firg it is worth outlining the reasons why he thought some new organizational form was needed
[thismay be placed earlier].

It will be remembered that Durkheim's work was a response to what were considered to be the two
great revolutions of modern times and thelr consequences - the politicd revolution (the French
Revolution and democracy) and the indudtrid revolution ( the division of |abour, factories, mass society,
the loss of community). We can see tha these were the two mgor areas where Durkheim thought his
new organizationa forms would solve the problem.

Overcoming palitical alienation: the aftermath of the French Revolution.

There seem to be two drands to Durkheim's argument. Firgtly, in dmogt identica terms to
Montesquieu and Tocqueville, Durkheim redized that in order to prevent the State from becoming
over-powerful and despotic, it needed to be balanced by what Montesquieu had cdled ‘intermediary
inditutions. His idea of plurdism and countervailing secondary groups were just like those of
Tocqueville (L.271). 'It is the nature of every form of associaion to become despotic unless it is
restrained by externa forces through their competing daims upon individud dlegiance.' (E.72.) 'Every
society is despotic, at least if nothing from without supervenes to restrain its despotism'. (PE.61) Thus
he was a good modern liberd, defending the liberty of the individud againgt the state. (L.341).

In anumber of places Durkheim writes about the necessity for there being co-operative and corporate
groups between the state and the citizen. 'A society composed of an infinite number of unorganised
individuals, that a hypertrophied State is forced to oppress and contain, conditutes a veritable
sociologicd monstrosity... A nation can be maintained only if, between the State and the individud, there
isintercaated awhole series of secondary groups near enough to the individuas to attract them strongly
in their sphere of action and drag them, in this way, into the generd torrent of socid life'(DL.28) One
needs a multiplication of centres. 'What liberates the individud is not the dimination of a controlling
centre, but rather the multiplication of such centres, provided that they are co-ordinated and
subordinated one to another.(quoted in L.325) Although the state was essentid for liberating
individuasin the first place, it dso needed to be checked. (PE.62) Unlike Rousseau, Durkheim believed
that it isout of this conflict of socia forcesthat individud liberties are born.' (PE, in E.73)

His second theme was that of mord integration. The State could not provide this for it is too far
removed from the citizen. Since the date 'is far from them, it can exert only a distant, discontinuous
influence over them; which is why this fedling has neither the necessary congtancy nor strength... Man
cannot become attached to higher ams and submit to a rule if he sees nothing above him to which he
belongs. ... While the gstate becomes inflated and hypertrophied in order to obtain a firm enough grip
upon individuds, but without succeeding, the latter, without mutua relationships, tumble over one
another like so many liquid molecules, encountering no centrd energy to retain, fix and organize them.'
(Suicide, quoted in E.68-9) We shdl return to these themes when we look a Durkheim's history of
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corporations.

Overcoming social disintegration: the need to overcome the aliemation of mass, industrial
society.

As we have seen, Durkheim's greet fear was of socid disintegration, of egotigticd and anomic
behaviour culminating in such pathologicd forms as suicide. He believed the new forms he would
recommend would check this. These groups would creste warmth and break down narrow egotism.
(DL.26). An individua 'must fed himsdf more solidary with a collective existence which precedes him,
and which encompasses him at al points. If this occurs, he will no longer find the only am of his conduct
in himsdf and, understanding that he is the indrument of a purpose greater than himsdlf, he will see that
he is not without sgnificance. Life will resume meaning in his eyes, because it will recover its naturd am
and orientation.' (Suicide, quoted in E.66) Thus he argued that 'What we especidly see in the
occupationa group isamora power cgpable of containing individua egos. (DL 10) Or again, the 'only
power which can serve to moderate individua egotism is the power of the group...' (DL.405) This need
to contain individudism was particularly strong in France, where al the secondary groups had been
crushed a the Revolution and hence egotism flourished. (L.117)

In very early societies, he believed, this integration had been provided by the family, but the new
groups would take over from this. 'Up to now, it was the family which, ether through collective property
or descendence, assured the continuity of economic life, by the possesson and exploitation of goods
held intact...But if domestic society cannot play this role any longer, there must be another social organ
to replace its exercise of this necessary function... a group, perpetua as the family, must possess goods
and exploit them itsdf...' (DL.30-1) In the medieva period ‘the occupationd guild was the bases of
socid solidarity', creating genuine mora communities. (P.77-9) His new forms would provide the same
function, but in amodern, indudtrid, society.

But what, exactly, was to be set up? If the family, religion, education and the State could not provide
a modd, what could? And wha could one learn from previous civilizations about how such entities
work?

A brief history of medieval cor porations.

Durkheim provides a potted history of occupationa associations and their history in France. Thisisa
narrow account, for he does not ded with dl the other important earlier corporations, in particular
towns and cities, universties, religious orders and so on. This weskens and distorts the argument. He
describes the rise of the medievad occupationd guilds in the deventh and twefth centuries and their
quas-religious character. (DL.9,11; PE.33) He then notes their destruction, which he mainly dates to
the eighteenth century and the French revolution. This is again a digortion, sSince, as Montesquieu and
Tocqueville had shown, the process had started much earlier. He notes Rousseau's hatred of dl
intermediary inditutions (N.148) and ddes with him in tha context. 'Since the eighteenth century
rightfully suppressed the old corporations...' (DL.5. Durkheim's emphags), there has been nothing to
replace them. His sudies showed the French Revolution levelling dl the intermediary ingtitutions.
(L.265; E.68). The effects of modernity 'is to have swept away cleanly dl the older forms of socia
organization. One after another they have disgppeared either through the dow erosion of time or through
great disturbances!(quoted in N. 135) 'Only one collective form survived the tempest: the State!
(quoted in N.135). Indeed such was the force of the Revolution that it was only in 1901, after much of
Durkheim's work on the subject was formulated, that the Law of Congregations alowed freedom of
association for al secular purposes. (L.536)

10



Copyright: Alan Macfarlane, King' s College, Canbridge. 2002

NB. This is a rough draft in which not all the quotations have
been checked and the arguments are provisional. For a checked,
shorter, version see 'Mitland and Durkheim .

Durkhem clearly fet that the medieval corporations were rightly brushed away. Not only were they
sdfish, with thelr conservative mysteries and craft traditions, but they were not adapted to modern
indugtrid conditions. (PE.35) His animus againg the medieva guild was the same as his dismissad of the
trade unions. They were retrograde, putting thelr members interests above the common good. (P.61,
77) So what was to be set up? For ‘it remains to study the form the corporative bodies should have if
they are to be in harmony with present-day conditions of our collective exisence.... The problem is not
an easy one.' (PE.31)

The new corporations. their functionsand structure.

Badcdly the new entities, like the medieva guilds, would be based on the professons. They wereto
be the craft and artisan guilds restored in a new way. What Durkheim ‘wished for was a type of guild
that had a naturd compatibility with modern industridism.'(P.77; see dso L.267) But what precisely
would they do? One of the most detailed descriptions was as follows. 'To them, therefore, fdls the duty
of presiding over companies of insurance, benevolent ad and pendons... They would aso dlocate
rewards to their members. "'Whenever excited gppetites tended to exceed dl limits, the corporations
would have to decide the share that should equitably revert to each of the cooperative parts. Standing
above its own members, it would have dl necessary authority to demand indispensable sacrifices and
concessions and impaose order upon them.' (Suicide, quoted in E.67) They would be property owning,
perpetud, corporations. Thus they would act as akind of surrogate family, village community and caste
group rolled into one.

They would dso bridge the gap between the individud citizen and the State by 'becoming the
eementary divison of the State, the fundamenta political unity'. (DL.27) Thus 'Society, instead of
remaning what it is today, an aggregate of juxtaposed territorid didtricts, would become a vast system
of national corporations.'(DL.27) These associations ‘will be units of society - recognized equdly by the
date, its members and their families.' (E.69) They would become ‘the true eectord unit'. (PE.103)

Thisis what they would do, but how exactly? Here dl is obscure. As Parkin comments, '‘Durkheim is
characterigticdly vague when it comes to the organizationd gructure of the guilds. (P.78) Indeed a
thousand questions crowd into one's mind. Why should the State alow these rivalsto politica dlegiance
to emerge a dl? Why should dl this be more successful in integrating in an dtruistic way with society
than the medieva guilds or trades unions? Indeed, what is the structurd difference? What would the role
of women be in these new guilds (Durkheim was notorioudy old-fashioned in his atitude to women).
What of the many people who had professons which were highly mobile (salors, traveling sdesmen),
low gtatus (rubbish collectors), semi-legd (progtitutes), scattered (lighthouse keepers), part-time (shelf
fillers) and so on. Then what about other corporations, universities,clubs,sects and so on. How would

they fit in?

There are innumerable problems with hisideas and it is not surprisng that he never got beyond avery
vague blue-print. What is more surprisng is that Durkhelm never paid any attention (unlike Montesquieu
and Tocgueville) to the very extensive associationa and corporative groups which would have provided
him with working modes of what he hoped to set up, and which were flourishing in America and had
flourished for many centuries without being destroyed in England. Tak about re-inventing a (very
wobbly) whed. All this is another indication of a degp-seated intellectual myopia which comes out o
often in hiswork. Again and again one fedsint the presence of avery narrow, and not particularly deep,
thinker.

11
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Yet there is an even graver problem than the fact that the solution he proposes is so unformed and
filled with practicd difficulties Thisliesin the very nature of what he proposed, namdy State-dependent
corporations. This suggestion, and his generd trusting attitude towards the state was to have tragic
consequences, as his nephew Mauss who lived to see the rise of fascism noted.(L.339) What was the
magjor error here?

The relations between the State and Civil Society.

We have seen that Durkheim was frightened of the power of secondary groups and had sded with
their destruction in the eighteenth century. He sdes with Hobbes in believing that secondary groups are
athrest to the State. He tdlls us that in a properly congtituted politicd state 'there must be no forming of
any secondary groups that enjoy enough autonomy to adlow of each becoming in away a small society
within the greater.' (quoted in E.148) This explains why he bascdly saw the professona groups as
extensons of the State, holding delegated powers, on licence or by charter. The State must control dl
the sub-groups: it 'must even permeste dl those secondary groups of family, trade and professond
association, Church, regiona areas and so on... which tend, as we have seen,to absorb the persondity
of their members. It must do this, in order to prevent this absorption and free these individuds, and so
as to remind these partid societies that they are not done... The State must therefore enter into their
lives, it must supervise and keep a check on the way they operate and to do this it must spread its roots
indl directions.' (PE.65)

Indeed the State needed to think on their behdf: 'civil society needs the gtate to think on its behalf
because the common consciousness is not up to the job." (P.75) Indeed, in an echo of so many
totditarian thinkers from Hobbes onwards. Parkin suggedts that he bdieved that 'the date saves civil
society from itsdf'. (P.75) This is because the State has a higher intdligence. Thus the growth of the
State automaticaly expands the individud, for liberty isthe fruit of regulation'. (L.285)

It isin this context that we can understand why he foresaw no conflict between the State and Civil
Society. The State dlows Civil Society to exist, and indeed, a a deeper levd, there is redly no civil
society in the full sense. What happens is that the State sets up sub-units, corporations, which it can
manipuate, close, dter a will. t thinks for them, and permesates them. It can save them from themsalves.
And we can dso undergand the extraordinary footnote in which Durkheim said it did not redly matter
whether corporations were set up by the State or not. 'All we say of the Stuation of the corporations
entirdly leaves asde the controversd question as to whether, originaly, the State intervened in their
formation. Even if they had been under State control from the very beginning (which does not appear
likely) it il is true thet they did not affect the politicd dructure. That is what is important for us/(DL.
19, fn. 24) As Maitland brilliantly showed, corporations are aways set up by the State, that is thar
essence. They can have no other source of authority. Durkheim does not seem to have grasped this
most elementary point, nor its consequences, so wel spdt out by Maitland, thet is to say the totditarian
tendency which he only vaguely glimpse. (L.262)

Now a number of writers on Durkheim have pointed to his unredligtic view of the benevolence of
States and state bureaucracies. (P.76) But thisisredly only avery smdl part of the problem. The whole
point of civil society is that it arises spontaneoudy outdde the State. Montesquieu, Tocqueville and
Maitland had dl redlized this and documented it. Durkheim does not seem to have understood this basic
fact or, in his terror of disorder, had ignored it. Siding with the destroyers of intermediate indtitutions in
the eghteenth century, and showing a very impoverished idea of what medieva corporations had been,
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he was not well placed to develop a robust theory of civil society. The greater threet, he believed, were
the insubordinate associations. The State should think for them, regulate them and crush them ‘for the
greater good' when it deemed it was necessary.

Durkheim's assumption makes his whole endeavour awagte of time. It would never have worked as
a protection for the individual. Nor would it have led to the affective warmth and mord integration he
hoped to produce if the professional associations were merdly cells of the centra Party. His weaknesses
a0 reflects a deegper lack of perception.

Unlike Tocqueville or Maitland, Durkheim paid no attention, as we have seen, to the rich history of
cvil society in the West. He did not show any interest in the development of those numerous
asociationa mechanism which had developed dongside the trade guilds. Nor did he show any interest
in examining how they worked in other parts of Europe (eg. Germany or England) or the world (eg.
America) in his day. If he had done so he might have begun to understand the very curious blend of
satus and contract which gave them their specid character. He might have seen how they generated
emoation, long-term commitment, loyaty and trust. he might have seen how they redly solved exactly his
problem, combining the flexibility needed in modern society, with the warmth needed in human relations.
It would not have been easy for him to undersand. As Maitland explains, the greastest of German
thinkers, like Gierke, who had devoted their whole lives to the subject, found it dmost impossible,
coming from a corporative tradition based on Roman Law to understand it. But Montesquieu and
Tocqueville had gone a long way. Durkhelm never even made a gart. Despite this being his largest
guestion - solidarity in an indudtrid age - and despite feding that groups of some kind were the answer,
hisintdlectud myopia prevented him from even redly sarting on a plausible solution.

His second effort had failed. He may have sensed this dso, Snce he logt interest in this topic as well.
He turned away and turned to the study of what he considered to be the origins of religion.

The diverson: how mechanical solidarity works, the function of religion.

It is generdly agreed that Durkheim's most interesting work was his late and largest book, The
Elementary Forms of the Religious Life. This was redly a sdetrack from his earlier work. He had
faled in hismgor project of discovering how modern societies should be held together, so he seems to
have decided to gart again by examining the smplest case he could find in order (using the genetic
method)to see what holds societies together. If he could understand the smplest case, then perhaps he
could later work back to the more complicated. It was a long detour and he never got back to the
complicated case. But his work, though deeply flawed once again as we shdl see, has generated
through its errors as much as its achievements, some notable work in anthropology.

What he did was to look a what he thought was the very smplest case, some centrd Audtrdian
aborigind tribes as described recently by Spencer and Gillen, and to apply to them the ideas from other
anthropologigts, particularly Robertson Smith's mgor ideas on the nature and importance of sacrificein
ancient Semitic cultures. From this he generated a number of theories which largdy boil down to the
famous propogtion that religion is a projection of society. This is, in fact, a circular process whereby
society is 'reflected initsreligion, which then re-enforces society. Let us expand this alittle by looking at
some of his organizing idess.

Let us gart by noting his definition of reigion. It is 'a sysem of ideas by means of which people

represent to themsalves the society of which they are members and the opague but intimate relaions
they have with it. Thisis its essentid function.' (quoted in P.47) Religion's importance is that it provides
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us with our categories of thought. He clamed to have shown that ‘the most essentid notions of the
human mind, notions of time, of gpace, of genus and species, of force and causdity, of persondity,
those, in a word, which the philosophers have labelled categories and which dominate the whole of
logica thought, have been daborated in the very womb of rdigion. It is from religion that science has
taken them." (quoted in L.445) Religion dso reflects and organizes the ‘conscience collective a difficult
concept to trandate into English, which Durkheim defines as 'the set of bdiefs and sentiments common
to the average members of a single society [which] forms a determinate system that has its own lif€.
(quoted in L.4) Thus our very categories and thought are shaped by religion.

It will be noticed that he sees a direct trangtion from religion to science. In fact he argues strongly
that modern scienceisidenticd to rdigion. The explanations of contemporary science are surer of being
objective because they are more methodica and because they rest on more rigoroudy controlled
obsarvations, but they do not differ in nature from those which satify primitive thought. Today, as
formerly, to explain is to show how one thing participates in one or severd others' (L.439) Thus he
opposed Levy-Bruhl his contemporary, who argued that there was a pre-logicd mentdity.

The intriguing twigt to the argument is that while religion gives us our categories of thought, religion
itsdf is generated by society. It was not only among the Audtrdian tribes that 'the classfication of things
reproduces [the] classfications of men'. (quoted in L.441) He believed that the categories themsalves
were 'made in the image of socid phenomend. 'Cosmic space was primitively constructed on the model
of socid space, that is, on the territory occupied by society and as society concelves it; time expresses
the rhythm of collective life; the notion of class was a first no more than another aspect of the human
group..." and so on. (quoted in L.442., and see fn.39) Thus he makes the claim, among others, that
‘there are structurd correspondences between symbolic classifications and socia organization'.(L.449)
As Lukes points out, this has been very influentid. (L.449)

How, in practice, did society influence religion? In order to understand this we need to understand
severd of hisidess. The fird is the famous digtinction between the sacred and the profane. Durkhem
rgjected the norma digtinction between natural and supernatura, and instead favoured the sacred and
profane digtinction which is in line with Robertson Smith's work. What did he mean by this distinction?
Sacred things are 'things set apart and forbidden', while profane things are of the 'mundane workaday
world' (P.44) This is an asolute divison. The divison of the world into two domains, the one
containing dl that is sacred, the other dl that is profane, is the digtinctive trait of rdigious thought; the
beliefs, myths, dogmas, and legends are ether representations or systems of representations which
express the nature of sacred things... anything - can be sacred.'(quoted in E.80) Or again he wrote of ‘a
bipartite divison of the whole universe, known and knowable, into two classes which embrace dl that
exigs, but which radicdly exclude each other. Sacred things are those which the interdictions protect
and isolate; profane things, those to which these interdictions are applied and which must remain a a
distance from the firg. Religious bdiefs are the representations which express the nature of sacred
things and the relaions which they sustain, elther with each other or with profane things. Findly, ritesare
the rules of convict which prescribe how men should behave in rdation to sacred things.'(quoted in
L.24)

Thus the sacred principle, which pertains to religion, is a projection of this aspect of society, it is
society transfigured onto a higher plane. (L.446) A classic example of this, he argues from the Audtrdian
evidence, is in totemic bdiefs, where the totem becomes the representations of the segment of the

society and is set gpart.
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How, in essence, does the rdigious feding occur and get transferred between society and religion.
His answer is through ritud and collective activities. His centrd hypothesis is tha through ‘collective
effervescence men create a higher world. He argued that it was 'out of this effervescence itsdf that the
religious idea seems to be born., that 'after a collective effervescence men beieve themsdves
trangported into an entirely different world from the one they have before their eyes. (quoted in L.463)
Such effervescence re-creates the centra core of society. 'Now this mora remaking cannot be achieved
except by the means of reunions, assemblies and meetings where the individuds, being closely united to
one another, reaffirm in common their common sentiments...' (quoted in L.475) This is the function of
ritua, to credate the effervescence, generate and restore socia memory, and hence increase mora
density. (L.471; P.49)

While there can be no doubt as to the suggestiveness of hiswork in the field of smple rdligions, there
are innumerable serious criticiams of his theories by dmost everyone who has written about Durkheim.
One of the most scathing is by Evans-Pritchard, who on the surface looks like one of his most devoted
followers, but spends a number of pages demolishing dmost every aspect of his work. (see EPin
XXX) Another was by van Gennep, another distinguished worker in this field, who cast very serious
doubt on his data and methods, writing for example 'Within ten years his whole Audrdian
systematization will be completely rgjected, and aong with it the generdizations he has condructed on
the most fragile set of ethnographic data of which | know. The idea he has derived from them of a
primitive man... and of 'Smple€ societies is entirely erroneous...’ (quoted in L.525) Some of the
numerous anthropologica criticisms ae summarized by Lukes. (L.477ff, 521ff, 159). Even his
sacred/profane distinction has been rgected by subsequent anthropologists such as Stanner. (L.28). His
whole functiondist and tautologicd definition of rdigion is highly questionable. (P.48)

So why did hefail so miserably? The faulty method.

It might be argued that Durkheim's failure was due to faulty or inadequate data, and thisis partly true.
It might be argued that it arose from his arrogance and determination to promote sociology in opposition
to other disciplines and this is aso true. It might be suggested that it was due to the fact that he often
falled to follow his own sounder advice on the satisfactory methods for a socid science, and thet is true
aso. But | suspect that the degper reason for his falure is that despite the fame of his supposed
advances in methodology in The Rules of Sociological Method, in fact his methodology is deeply
flawed. Let us examine this

Let us art with the good news. He employed (though as far as | know did not explain) the method
of diminaion, made famous by Sherlock Holmes, whereby unsound theories are diminated. (L.31,
203). Even here, however, there are dangers, for he tended to assume, with Holmes, that having
eliminated whatever was impossible, whatever remained was the only possible solution. Y et he often did
not consder al of the options, or gpply sufficient scepticism to what remained.

Again, he frequently advocated the comparative method, indeed arguing that it was the only method
in socid science(REF XXX) He rightly pointed out that this was not the method used by J.G.Frazer
and others which was merdy 'butterfly-collecting’, but what one needed was read comparison (of the
kind explained by JSMill and practiced by Tocqueville and Weber). Unfortunaely, in practice, he
hardly used the method. For instance, he never compared countries systematicdly, let aone civilizations
or time periods. Only in Suicide isthere much use of this method in afruitful way.

Agan, he rightly redized the need for models of wha would normaly happen, againg which one
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could measure what he cdled the 'pathologicd’. This applied over time in what one might cal the normad
tendency. (L.388) Thisis avery fruitful method, as Adam Smith, Mathus, Tocqueville and others show
in their work. Again Durkheim does not explain thisin hisRules, but it is there.

Likewise he recognized the dud or double nature of human beings, which puts him in along line of
European thought from Pope and Smith, up through Tocqueville, rather than with the more one-sided
Rousseau or Marx. (L.432,435)

Y et thereis ds0 less good news in the shape of numerous types of methodologica weakness. One of
these concerns his theory of causation. Basicaly he did not have one. He hardly pays attention to the
subject and there is no sophidticated andlyss, asfar as | have seen, of levds, types, chains of causation.

Instead we get just one redly preposterous contertion, namdy tha sociology cannot ded with
‘accidents, with one-off events. The 'accidental must be removed', for ‘there can be no science of
accidents... and the task of a socia science is to concentrate on those uniformities and regularities in
human behaviour which are plainly not dominated by accident.’ (N.49) Furthermore, sociology can only
ded with very ample causd links where there is a Sngle cause leading to a single outcome. He explicitly
wrote that if there was more than one cause for an event, it would make it too difficult to be sure of an
invaridble rdations between cause and effect, and hence anything more than sngle-cause phenomena
should be avoided. (find quote XXX)

Since in mogt of socid life most outcomes are the result of multiple causes and long chains of cause,
this rules out dmog dl socid phenomena and certainly dl of hisory. Durkheim's critics seem to have
missed this enormous limitation. It is part of his attempt to turn sociology into a science, using the for-
ward-moving causal nethod of Descartes. But Descartes method is not suitable for the socid and
biologicd sciencesllt is serile and largely usdless. Not that Durkheim is terribly interested in causes of a
wider kind. In history, for example, in so far as he speculates on the reasons for change, he is a
demographic and technologica determinist. (L.169)

Part of hisdignterest in history and change liesin his functiona method. Although it is dso a source of
his best ingghts and very much in the soirit of the age, Durkhem's belief that a thing is explained only if
one sees the part it plays, its function in relaion to its socid ends, is again very limiting. That thiswas his
view cannot be doubted. The function of asocid fact 'must dways be sought in the relation of the fact to
some socid end - an existing end, not some defunct bdief or norm.' (E.31) When describing or
explaining 'rdigious, juridica, mord and economic facts,'one must relate them to a particular socid
milieu, to a definite type of society; and it is in the conditutive characteridtics of this type that one must
search for the determining causes of the phenomenon under consideration.' (quoted in L.400) As Lukes
well characterizes his method, it is one of 'asking functionad questions within a broadly evolutionary
framework'. (L.277)

Of course function is important, but, as many have observed, such an gpproach easly becomes
consarvative, tautologica and rules out unintended consequences, other reasons for things happening. It
is true he modified it by being interested in origins to a certain extent. (L.180) But bascdly he saw
'society’ as a machine or biologica mechaniam with parts, he refied it and saw it as a 'thing' and this
brings dl sorts of problems, including the fact, pointed out by his critics, that he faled to have any
theories to ded with conflict or with change - a serious defect.

Possibly he felt he had no need for a theory of change because he accepted (unthinkingly) the basic
theory of evolutionary development which had dominated earlier socid and biologicd thought. It is true
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that he dripped it of the more extreme verson of mord progress - socid Darwinism - which had
attached itsdlf in the work of people like Lord Avebury.(E.18) Thus he returned it to about the level of
Dawin, who bdieved in random variation and sdective retention without any teleology or notion of
mora or other ‘progress. But that Durkheim thought in conventiond, unilinear, evolutionary, termsiis not
in doubt. This has been noted by later commentators. (e.g. P.31; N.167; E.90-1;95) We can see this
not only in rdation to histheories on religion - as noted above - but dso in rdation to the family. (L.182,
93) and in relation to the history of property. (PE.171) His classc evolutionary scheme of socid forms
isasfollows. 'lf we compare tribes devoid of dl centrd authority with centraized tribes, and the latter to
the city, the city to feudd societies, feuda societies to present societies, we follow, step by step, the
principd stages of development whose generd march we have just traced.” All systems inevitably
converge on one system, it is a development which ‘progresses in a perfectly continuous way, as
societies tend to gpproach thistype.(DL.222)

As noted in the introduction, this unquestioning, unthinking, evolutionary frame saved him the bother
of discussang the redly difficult questions. He had logt the sense of amazement of Montesquieu, Smith
and Tocqueville, who were close enough to earlier systems to know how unlikely the emergence of
modernity had been. He did not have the width of knowledge to know, like Weber, the miracle of what
has happened. So he does not even sense the riddle of the modern world. He has, like Spencer and the
evolutionigts, dready logt the question.

Insteed, he tried to create a new discipline to study a newly congtituted order of things called 'socia
facts. These were as concrete and redl as the physica or biologica entities which the other sciences,
which he hoped to emulate, had discovered. Sociology, he argued, used the scientific (Baconian,
Cartesan) method, working inductively from red ‘facts up to theories. And here is the last weakness |
shdl touch on. What are these 'socid facts and how are they to be isolated and recognized like atoms
or molecules? Do they redly exid, or are they as insubgtantid as the entities which another Empire
builder, Richard Dawkins, has tried to conjure up, i.e. 'memes?

Durkheim's definition of a'socid fact' and how one should recognize it is extremey vague. He argued
that the whole of his sociology was based on 'our fundamenta principle, the objective redity of socid
facts. In order for the new discipline to be autonomous ‘it must above dl have an object dl its own', a
'redlity which is not in the domain of the other sciences. (quoted in L.9) He put forward the rule that
'socid facts must be studied as things. Lukes glosses this as follows. 'By "socid facts' he should be
understood to mean sociad phenomena or factors or forces, and by the rule that they should be studied
as things he meant that they are to be seen as 'redlities externd to the individud' and independent of the
observer's conceptud apparatus.’ (L.9) But what distinguishes a socid fact from other things? Durkheim
defined a socid fact as 'every way of acting, fixed or not, cgpable of exercisng over the individud an
externad condrant’ and ‘which is generd throughout a given society, while exiding in its own right,
independent of its individud manifestations. (quoted in L.10-11) This is extremey abstract and one is
left with many queries. Is fox hunting a'socid fact' (it is confined to one part of society), is coughing a
'socidl fact' - it seemsto fit and so on and so on.

To add to the problem, is the observation that these 'facts, dthough apparently the things which
shape atheory, usng a sort of naive inductivist and postivigt logic, are not as stable as that. When they
interfere with a theory, which in Durkheim'’s case was pretty often, he would take the view that 'the facts
are wrong'. (L.33) In one sense this is encouraging, for it implies a redization of the ridiculousness of
reifying facts. But given his agenda of postivigic science, it is a condderable embarrassment.
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Conclusion

Durkheim studioudly ignored Max Weber (and most German sociology, Marx, Smmel, Sombart,
Gierke and co) and thiswas aloss to him. He would have learnt a great ded; how to be historical, how
to be truly comparative, how to ded with complex causation, to employ idedl types. He ignored most of
British sociology and particularly that of the Scottish Enlightenment thinkers such as Hume, Smith,
Ferguson and co. He was a narrowly French thinker. But even here he missed much of what was best in
the tradition. The subtlety and power of Montesquieu (about whom he write his thesis, but whose work
he often wrote about in an unsympathetic way). He forgot many of the deep ingghts of Tocqueville, or
repeated them ether without acknowledgement or not knowing that he was saying the same thing. Heis
areputedly great thinker whose admirers (except Giddens, who is largdy uncritica) spend much of their
time attacking.

So why do we remember him? He was politicaly useful as a prophet and zedlous promoter of
sociology. He was able to make certain connections between rdigion and society. He wrote inter-
estingly on suicide. He was driven on by ared question - how is modern society after the French and
indugtrid revolutions held together - even if he faled to produce satisfactory answers. He founded the
Anne Sociologique and hence helped to shape a tradition which included some very greet thinkers,
Mauss, Marc Bloch, Granet and so on. So he was, in many ways, a great teacher and inspiration, even
if hisown writings are so frugratingly flawed.

(11500)
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