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DURKHEIM ON CRIME AND SOCIETAL DEVELOPMENT:
THE DURKHEIMIAN SCHOOL OF COMPARATIVE CRIMINOLOGY

RECONSIDERED

Stan C. Weeber, McNeese State University

ABSTRACT

The assumption that crime is associated with urbanization and industrialization has had a strong influ
ence on the development of criminology and especially comparative criminology. Indeed, the idea of a
crime-development link guided much empirical study in comparative criminology beginning in the 1960s.
The source of the assumption is often attributed to Emile Durkheim, although careful readers recall that
Durkheim's original writings on crime and societal development stressed the functionality of crime and its
universality as opposed to its socially dysfunctional causes and effects. Thus there is reason to question
whether Durkheim was the original source. The purpose of this paper is to review what Durkheim had to say
about the link het\veen crime and societal development and then to look at the theoretical arguments of the
Durkheim-inspired comparative criminologists to see if the latter's ideas were based upon Durkheim's
original works. The analysis shows that the theoretical root of Durkheimi:,m comparative criminology is
traced to Modernization theory and to various reinterpretations of Durkheim's classic works. The implica
tion of these findings is discussed as it relales to the formal education of professional sociologists in the new
millennium.

The assumption that crime is associated
with urbanization and industrialization has
had a strong influence on the development
of criminology. As Rogers (1989) points out,
for most of the twentieth century the disci
pline has concentrated on the city. and espe
cially on those urban residents who are
young, male and poor. Inspired by the Chi
cago School. a theory that became very popu
lar in criminology suggested that lower-class
conditions lead to cultures of violence and
thus to criminality (Cloward & Ohlin 1961;
Wolfgang 1982; Cohen 1955; Miller 1958;
Sykes & Matza 1957). This theory was closely
related to and led to the development of a
more general approach called the social dis M

organization perspective (Thomas & Zna
niecki 1920; Shaw & McKay 1931, 1942. 1969;
Shaw, Zorbaugh, McKay & Cottrell 1929;
Sampson & Wilson 1995; Chilton. Teske &
Arnold 1995; Jackson 1995; Baldassare
1995; Short & Jenness 1994; Lundman
1993; Park, Burgess & McKenzie 1928;
Bursik & Grasmick 1993; Sampson & Groves
1989; Rose & McClain 1990; Anderson 1990;
Warner & Pierce 1993; Bellair 1997; Wilson
1987; Bursik 1988; Gottfredson, McNeil &
Gottfredson 1991; see also the brief but ex
cellent review in Short 1997).

Comparative criminologists linked devel
opment to crime beginning in the 1960s.
when attention was turned to the Third World
(Kayira 1978; Kayode &Alemika 1984; Brillion
1974; Wasikhongo 1976; Mushanga 1974;
19binovia 1984; Tanner 1970; Kercher 1979;

Chang 1976; Clifford 1963. 1964, 1973, 1974;
Ebbe 1985; Opolot 1976,1979,1980,1981;
Messner 1982; Clinard & Abbott 1973;
Shelley 1981; Olurntimehim 1973; Krohn
1976,1978; Webb 1972; Arthur 1989,1991;
Neumann & Berger 1988; Bennett 1991;
Bennett, Shields & Daniels 1997; Rogers
1987. 1989). A considerable number of these
scholars reasoned that as societies develop,
crime increases. They believed that develop
ing societies - as they rapidly industr"lalize,
urbanize, and modernize ~ undergo the same
social processes that occurred in Europe and
America in the 1900s. ThUS, as people in
developing countries migrated to the newly
developing cities, they broke the traditional
personal, family and community ties of rural
village life. Social controls, especially infor
mal controls, weaken if not disappear, and
deviant and criminal behavior increases (see
especially Clinard & Abbott 1973; Shelley
1981). Because the experience of these peo
ple appeared quite close to what Durkheim
had called "anomie" or normlessness, the
theoretical approach of these comparative
criminologists was called the "Durkheimian
Modernization" approach (Neumann & Ber
ger 1988), and scholars promoting or test
ing the empirical accuracy of the approach
were referred to informally as belonging to
the Durkheimian School of comparative
criminology.

A careful reader of Durkheim's classic
works may express some initial concern
about the Durkheimian School of com para-
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tive criminologists: such readers may recall
how Durkheim stressed the positive func
tions of crime: how crime was normal and
how the societal reaction to crime promotes
social solidarity. Moreover, crime is a moral
issue, because by definition it is a violation
of the sentiments of the collective conscience
of the group. These ideas are compatible
with what would later be called structural func
tionalism. Thus, at least with respect to the
topic of crime, they may not recall Durkheim
writing about how a societal breakdown or
social disorganization leads to crime.

Additionally, Durkheim had distinct views
about societal development-about the tran
sition from a segmental to an organized type
of society and how the nature of law changes
-but what exactly did he say about crime
rates? Would the rates increase or decrease
as law and society changes? Hence there
is, initially at least, room for a healthy skepti
cal view that comparative criminologists, in
advocating a Durkheimian view, have left
something out or overlooked something in
Durkheim's classic writings.

The purpose of this paper is to explore
what Durkheim had to say about crime and
societal development in his original writings
on the subject, and then to compare those
views with the arguments constructed by the
Durkheimian comparative criminologists.
Are the arguments of the latter based on Durk
heim's classic views on crime and societal
development, or not? That is the key ques
tion to be answered.

DURKHEIM ON CRIME AND SOCIETAL
DEVELOPMENT

This section reviews what Durkheim wrote
about crime and societal development, as
well as a careful consideration of the context
in which it is written. We consider three well
known works of Durkheim: The Division of
Labor in Society (1960); Rules of Sociologi
cal Method (1958); and Suicide (1951 a).

In The Division of Labor in Society, Durk
heim argued that the division of labor, far
from being responsible for the modern phe
nomena of crime and suicide, actually con
tributed to something far more significant: a
firm basis for solidarity. Moreover, the divi
sion of labor is a moral phenomenon. To
illustrate this, he searched for something that
would provide evidence of the strong bonds
and moral interconnections between people.
Law, written or unwritten, became this indica-

tor. Law governs connections between peo
ple, is identifiable, and provides evidence of
the kind of connections existing in a given
society. It is an observable expression of the
moral bonds existing in a society at a given
time. He thus set out to study legal and moral
development systematically with a view to
tracing the different factors affecting forms of
bonds, and also the bases of unity and soli
darity. Thus, issues of crime or law violation
were tightly interwoven with a society's de
velopment at any point in its history, for this
is essentially the same as its moral develop
ment. He decided that there were two funda
mental bases for solidarity, likeness and in
terdependence (see generally the review in
Hadden 1997).

Addressing the first kind of solidarity, which
he called mechanical solidarity, Durkheim
believed that societies with this type of soli
darity have minimal internal differentiation,
and likeness is therefore a basis of solidar
ity. In such a society, people are not divided
very much as to function. They live remark
ably similar lives, tend to know one another
in fairly small communities, and share many
ideas, beliefs, and experiences. The law
which governs relations in such a society is
what Durkheim called repressive or penal
law.

Where this kind of law prevails, crime is
any act that, regardless of degree, provokes
against the perpetrator the characteristic re
action known as punishment (Durkheim
1960 70). Durkheim believed that crime was
not the breaking of a rule per se but the break
ing of the bond of social solidarity and the
inflaming of the intense social sentiments
that result in punishment of the offender. In
addition, crime has an invariant quality in that
it is ubiquitous, existing at all times and his
torical epochs. Speaking of the constancy of
this collective will to punish, he writes:

These variations of repressive law prove...
that the constant Characteristic could not
be found among the intrinsic properties of
acts imposed or prohibited by penal rules,
since they present such diversity, but rather
in the relations that they sustain with some
condition external to them. (1960 71)

Durkheim believed that crime offends
sentiments which are found among all nor
mal individuals of any given society. These
sentiments are strong and they are defined.
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They must be of a certain average intensity.
Not only are they written upon the conscious
ness of everyone, but they are deeply written.
They are in no way halting, superficial ca
prices of the will, but emotions and disposi
tions strongly rooted within us. The senti
ments, furthermore, must not be simply
strongly held; they must also be precise and
clear (Durkheim 1960 77-79).

Crime, then, in Durkheim's revised defini
tion, is an act that offends the strong, well
defined states of the collective conscious~

ness. The collective consciousness is the
totality of beliefs and sentiments common to
average citizens of the same society which
forms a determinate system and which has
its own life. Such strong and well-defined
states are at the root of penal or repressive
law (Durkheim 1960 79-80).

Such states of consciousness are fewer
at the time Durkheim wrote Division of La
bor (the late 19'" century) than they had been
in the past, and the number progressively
decreases the more societies approximate
to a modern type. This is because the aver
age intensity and degree at determinateness
of the collective states have themselves di
minished (Durkheim 1960 152-153). Here
Durkheim provides a hint, but falls short of
stating explicitly, that rates of crime may well
fall as societies develop.

In addition, he notes that a large number
of criminological types have gradually dis
appeared over time (Durkheim 1960 154
156). For instance, at the time Durkheim
wrote, the regulation of domestic life had al
most entirely lost every trace of its penal or
repressive character. Many crimes of tradi
tional society, furthermore, were defunct. The
most considerable loss from the penal code,
however, is the one due to the total, or al
most total, disappearance of religious
crimes. Here, almost an entire category of
sentiments has been dropped from the
strong and well-defined state of the collec
tive consciousness, and Durkheim believes
this elimination has occurred regularly and
progressively.

Further, Durkheim states that as a num
ber of varieties of crime have progressively
disappeared, there was no compensating
factor, for no varieties that are distinctively
new have arisen (Durkheim 1960 164). Beg
ging was accepted at the time that he wrote,
but he notes that in the past, in eras before
his book was published, idleness was pun-

ished. The crime of lese majeste is another
example of a crime that in modern times no
longer offends a collective consciousness
(Durkheim 1960 164). Once again, though
Durkheim falls short of saying explicitly that
crime rates would fall as the division of labor
emerges, his statements above, taken in
context, would seem to imply it: if varieties of
crime have disappeared with no new forms
arising, this would suggest a net decline in
crime.

Durkheim argued that the solidarity to
which the newer, restitutive law corresponds
is of an altogether different nature (see Had
den 1997). The rules of conduct which it regu
lates lie in the realm of differences, outside
of the common consciousness. The senti
ments evoked by the violation of these rules
are not sufficiently violent or severe enough
to lead to a demand for punishment; a resto
ration of order is all that is necessary. We
see then, that restitutive law is a manifesta
tion of the type of social solidarity that is based
on mutual and complementary differences,
hence, on the division of labor. This solidar
ity is called "organic." Durkheim believed the
bonds of organic solidarity to be stronger than
those of mechanical solidarity. Mechanical
solidarity, though enfeebled, would not die
out completely.

There are four remaining passages of
Division of Labor that are important in get·
ting to the root of what Durkheim actually said
about the relationship between crime and
societal development. The first deals with
Durkheim's discussion of the increasing
rates of suicide as societies develop, noted
in the first chapter of Book II of Division of
Labor. Might this be evidence that deviancy
or crime would rise as societies develop?

The answer to this question is unequivo
cally "no." Again, it is important to examine
the context. Durhkeim is refuting the argu
ment of economists that the division of labor
is caused by the increasing need for human
happiness (Durkheim 1960234). He argues
that if the achievement of happiness was the
only cause of the division of labor, then the
division of labor would quickly end once hap
piness has been achieved (1960 237). As
another way of refuting the economists' argu
ments, he conceptualizes happiness in a
more specific way, as a state of health. He
then looks at the issue of whether health has
improved with civilization. He compares the
savage with civilized man, noting the greater
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contentment of the former (Durkheim 1960
244). Then, he argues that the multiplication
of suicide as civilization emerges could hardly
be construed as happiness. Looking at rates
of suicide, he notes that the rate may under
go periodic fluctuations, either up or down,
but when headed rapidly upward, would be
an indicator of a lowering of the general aver~
age happiness level of a population. This in
turn he interpreted as a weakening of the
public health (1960249). He dances around
the issue of whether the rise of suicide in
Europe is normal or abnormal; that subject
is covered in a later book. Significantly, no
where in this section does Durkheim state
or imply that other forms of deviancy or crime
would "ride the coattails" of this increase in
suicide.

A second issue that Durkheim addressed
had to do with how traditional ways of doing
things would become less binding, and long
standing traditions would erode as societ
ies change from the segmental (mechani
cal) to the organized (organic) type. This pro
cess leaves room for "individual variations"
to arise, and some scholars speculated that
Durkheim was really talking about deviance
or crime in this section. But was he?

Durkheim notes that as societies develop
and the social milieu extends itself, the col
lective conscience spreads itself over more
and more concrete things, and accordingly
becomes more abstract. For example, law,
morality and civilization in general become
more rational and universal, and less bound
by local custom (1960 287-289). This "inde
termination" of the collective conscience
leaves a larger place for individual variability.
In particular, as the segmental type of soci
ety characterized by mechanical solidarity de
clines, the individual is detached from his
natal environment, thrust into a more popu
lated environment, and is freed from the
power of the local elders to judge and regu~

late his behavior. He is thus less and less
bound by the authority of tradition in general
(1960291-297). With the effacement of the
segmental type, society is losing hold of the
individual.

There is tension in reading this section;
one expects upon turning the page to find
Ourkheim using outbreaks of adolescent re
bellion or crime to bolster his argument. This
never happens. Instead, crime is mentioned
only once in this section, near the end. He
states that traditional kinds of authority will

lose their hold upon individuals, but this does
not mean that violations of the collective con
science will be ignored by the proper authori
ties:

... the crimes and delicts to which organized
punishments are attached never leave the
organs charged with suppressing them in
different. Whether the city be great or small,
whether society be dense or not, magis
trates do not leave the criminal or delin
quent go unpunished. (Durkheim 1960 301)

Ourkheim continues by stating that some
of the traditional behaviors that will erode or
extinguish are likely to be minor, or to violate
the collective conscience in less intense
ways than does crime (1960 301).

Therefore, nowhere does Ourkheim say
explicitly or even imply that the individual vari
ability that occurs as societies change will
result specifically in crime or even deviance.
Looking at his overall argument, it would not
have been wise to do so, for he argues that
the newer kind of solidarity is overall a strong
er bond than the older type.

Third, there is the issue whether or not an
abnormal form of the division of labor, an
anomie form, might lead to crime. In this ab
normal form, Durkheim refers mostly to the
economic realm. Small product markets
merge into larger ones, but because the pro
ducer has much less contact with buyers in
this new contingency, he cannot "see" the
limitations or boundaries of his market, and
his production level becomes unbridled and
unregulated (1960 370).

Moreover, large businesses may advance
at such an unpredictable, successful rate that
for a while there is a kind of chaos in the
marketplace that is very unsettling to the work
er. The long standing rules of workplace con
duct seem not to apply in such situations.
Machines replace men; manufacturing re
places hand-work; the worker is regimented,
separated from his family throughout the day
and estranged from his employer when not
working (Durkheim 1960 370). Would this
stress push people over the edge into devi~

ant conduct or even crime? In this chapter,
the word crime does not appear. Nowhere is
there any suggestion at all that this form of
the division of labor creates crime or even
deviancy. Even if it did, it would not much con
cern Durkheim as he considered the anomie
division of labor to be an abnormal, tempo-
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rary condition.
Finally, there is the issue of whether or

not the anomie period of the economic mar
kets opens a window in which deviant or crim
inal conduct may develop. Here, the lag in
time that it takes for organic solidarity to com
pletely form itself is the issue, because it is
during this lag time that the window of oppor
tunity for crime to develop may appear.

Again, the context of Durkheim's writing
is the key. This discussion appears in the
conclusion to the work, where Durkheim not
only sums up the basic points of Books I and
II, where the functions, causes and condi
tions of the division of labor are spelled out,
but also tries to reconcile those books with
Book III, where the abnormal forms are men
tioned. Going back to basics, he argues that
the division of labor is a moral phenomenon.
He reemphasizes that both mechanical and
organic solidarity have moral value, in fact,
morality is the totality of the conditions of
social solidarity, regardless of type. The divi
sion of labor can give rise to solidarity only if
it is moral and just. Without being specific as
to any particular abnormal form of the divi
sion of labor, Durkheim observes:

It has been said with justice that morality... is
going through a real crisis. What precedes
can help us to understand the nature and
causes of this sick condition. Profound
changes have been produced in the struc
ture of our societies in a very short time ..
Accordingly, the morality which corre
sponds to this (segmental) social type has
regressed but without another developing
quickly enough to fill the ground that the
first left vacant in our consciences ... the
functions which have been disrupted in the
course of the upheaval have not had the
time to adjust themselves to one another..
(1960408)

Durkheim makes the case that the ab
normal forms are temporary, "sick" condi
tions, and by doing so, expressed confidence
that they can be effectively neutralized at
some future time. Note in addition that no
where in this discussion does Durkheim say
that deviancy or crime is the expected out
come of this crisis in morality.

Durkheim's extended discussion of crime
in Rules of SocIOlogical Method (1 958) be
gins with a point discussed in Division of
Labor. that crime is present not only in the

majority of societies of one particular spe
cies but in all societies of all types. There is
no society that is not confronted with the prob
lem of criminality. Its form changes; the acts
thus characterized are not the same every
where; but, everywhere and always, there
have been people who have behaved in such
a way as to draw upon themselves penal
repression. The basic point being made is
that crime is a normal phenomenon. It is a
general phenomenon that is bound up with
the general conditions of collective life every
where. It appears in all human societies.
Though crime may be declining in some lo
cales, it is increasing in others. A decline
somewhere within a geographic boundary
does not mean that crime in general is de
creasing (Durkheim 1958 64-66).

At this juncture in Rules, Durkheim cites
some statistics that appear at least on the
surface to contradict arguments made in Di
vision of Labor. He notes that from the be
ginning of the nineteenth century, European
statistics indicate a marked increase in rates
of criminality; they had everywhere increased
- in France by 300 percent (1 958 66). How
ever, the context of this statement is very im
portant. He is trying to demonstrate that the
decline of crime in one specific place should
not be construed as a general decline, be
cause offsetting the decline are rates that
are increasing elsewhere, namely France.

The larger parameter of this argument is
the issue of the definition of normal and path
ological social facts, and the differences be
tween the two. In this narrative he is trying to
make the case for crime as a normal social
fact. Thus, the observation that crime is every
where and that it is increasing is made within
the context of demonstrating the generality
or the normality of crime, based upon its gen
eral appearance in the collective life of all
societies. The more crime the better, in mak
ing Durkheim's case; also, the more crime
the more it is a regular pattern or persistent
part of the social structure. The main con
trast he is trying to draw here is with the argu
ments of criminologists of his time, such as
Garafalo, who appeared to assume as a
basic presupposition that crime is an abnor
mal phenomenon.

In a footnote to a later paragraph (1958
75), Durkheim clarifies what he meant about
the increase of crime in France, and more
generally, in Europe. Here, he says that the
increase in crime in the nineteenth century
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Table 1: Durkheim on Crime and Societal Development

I. The Division of Labor in Society (1960)
A. Crime is an act that offends the strong, well-defined states of the collective consciousness (pp.

79-80).
B. Such states are fewer now than in the past, and the number decreases more as societies

appro~mate the modem twe (pp. 152-153).
C. A large number of crime types have disappeared over time (pp. 154-156).

D. No new types of crime have arisen (p. 164).
E. Increasing rates of suicide that accompany development demonstrate a lowering of the average

happiness level of the population as well as a weakening of public health (pp. 237-249).

F. Individual variations that advance as the segmental type recedes are minor infractions not likely
to be crime (pp. 287-301).

G Common conscience will be enfeebled but will not die out (p. 301).
H. Anomie in the economy contributes to stress, but not necessarily delJiancy or crime (p. 370).
I. Increase in crime not necessarily a result of inadequate development of organic solidarity (p.

408).
II. Rules of Sociological Method (1958)

A. Crime is a normal pheonmenon (pp. 64-66).
B. Increases in crime in one place likely offset by decreases else'Nhere (p. 66).
C. Difficult to tell jf rapid increases in crime are normal or not; more study is needed (p. 75).

III. Suicide (1951a)
A. Distinct social contexts encouraged suicide, anomie is only one of them (pp. 152-276).
B. No positive correlation exists betvveen suicide and crimes against property (pp. 338-339).
C. No positive correlation exists between suicide and homicide (pp. 339-360).

D. A tentative and exceptional link between suicide and homicide exists in the most economically
advanced areas (p. 358).

E. Suicide not a normal phenomena, nor is the rapid increase in suicide in Europe (pp. 361-392).

was not a normal phenomenon at all, and
refers the reader to his book, Suicide, where
certain social facts he uncovered show the
increase in crime to be morbid and not nor
mal. Following up on this, I found in Suicide
a general discussion of the relationship be
tween suicide and crime. Although there is
no clear relationship between the two, there
is embedded in the discussion the brief
mention of a rapid rise in homicides in ar
eas where economic development is most
pronounced and a condition of "acute anomy"
has settled in (Durkheim 1951 a 358). In this
case the increase in that specific kind of crime
is morbid.

Notice that the conversation in Chapter 3
of Rules, where the aforementioned footnote
appears, is along a similar line: it is about
whether the increase in the crime is normal
or abnormal. That is a different matter alto
gether and far different than the context of
trying to prove normalcy. In proving normalcy,
the more that Durkheim can show that crime
exists, and the more consistent it is, the bet
ter. Increases in crime do not detract, but

rather add to his argument. The increases
simply demonstrate that crime is an impor
tant part of collective life.

Shifting his attention now to the issue of
the normalcy of the increase of crime in Eu
rope, Durkheim says in the footnote that it
might happen that an increase of certain
forms of criminality would be normal, "for
each state of civilization has its own criminal
ity. But on this, one can oniy formulate hypoth
eses" (Durkheim 1958 75). He is saying,
then, that he could not say for sure if the in
crease of crime in France or Europe is nor
malar not; that it would depend upon careful
study and examination of each country's situ
ation and stage of evolutionary development,
and that to speculate at present would be
hypothetical.

In Suicide, as the title suggests, Durkheim
(1g51a) considers a fairly consistent and
stable form of deviancy in late 19'" century
Europe. Suicide had been against the law at
one time, but by the time of Durkheim's writ
ing of the book, it was deviant behavior but
for the most part no longer considered crimi-
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nal. This deviancy met the criterion of a so
cial fact and was not considered an immoral
act. By looking at rates of suicide instead of
looking at suicide as an individual problem
and further by not judging the morality of the
act, Durkheim's approach differs with much
that was written by psychologists and psy
chiatrists of his era (1951a 41-81).

There were distinct social contexts that
encouraged suicide, according to Ourk
heim's analysis. One was anomie - the sud
den, abrupt changes in the society that ren
dered society a poor regulator of human con
duct. In a condition of anomie, the rules guid
ing normal conduct are disrupted. Especially
in the economic sphere, chronic anomie led
to virtually unregulated markets and oppor
tunities for wealth, and stresses of sudden
success or failure may lead to suicide. An
other form is egoistic suicide, where there is
less than adequate integration of the individ
ual into family life and society in general. A
third type is called altruistic, where there is
comparatively greater integration of the indi
vidual in society, as in the lower societies.
Last, there is fatalistic suicide, where there
are far too many norms for the individual to
successfully follow (Durkheim 1951 a 152
276).

Though not passing moral judgment upon
suicide, Durkheim was not prepared at all to
declare suicide a normal social phenom
enon. Nor did he, after considerable careful
study, determine that the increase in rates of
suicide in Europe were normal. Here, he is
clearly more prepared to pass judgment on
the normality or morbidity of the increase in
suicide, mostly because of the careful book
length study that he gave the subject matter.
Recall that he declined to comment on rapid
increases of crime in Division of Labor, cit
ing the need for further study.

However, he did not find any kind of gen
eral linkage between suicide and crime in
the form of a consistent positive correlation
between the two. There was no relationship
between suicide and crimes against prop
erty. Comparing rates of suicide and homi
cide, he found that the two are generally in
versely related to one another. The trend was
so marked that Durkheim commented that
in countries "where homicide is very com
mon it confers a sort of immunity against
suicide" (1951a 351). One of the few excep
tions to this trend: there was a link of sorts
between homicide rates and suicide rates

in the most economically advanced areas
(1951a 358), but this is a very small and ba
sically insignificant discussion within a much
larger one that points to little or no positive
relationship between suicide and other forms
of crime. Thus, Durkheim implies that a rate
of suicide should not be considered a proxy
for homicide rates or for any other form of
crime. The converse would also hold true:
homicide rates could not proxy for suicide
rates or other forms of deviancy.

Table 1 provides a summary of this sec
tion. Nowhere in any of the three classic
works reviewed does Durkheim state une
quivocally that the division of labor leads to
increased rates of crime. Most of his argu
ment appears to suggest the opposite, al
though the issue is very complex. Durkheim
believed crime and societal development to
be closely intertwined. As societies develop,
the nature of social solidarity changes as
well as the nature of law. He notes that the
average intensity and degree of determinate
ness of collective states of consciousness
that demand an individual be punished di
minishes as societies develop; also, that a
large number of criminological types have
disappeared over time without being re
placed. These comments suggest or imply
a net decline in crime, although nowhere
does Durkheim make such a statement on
his own. He also fails to link high suicide
rates, increased opportunities for "individual
variation" or an anomie form of the division
of labor with increases in crime. The com
plexity of the issue of crime rates, however,
is exposed in Rules, where Durkheim notes
that increasing crime in France and, more
generally, Europe (together with evidence that
crime has existed in all societies and ep
ochs) could be considered evidence for the
normality of crime, i.e., for its patterned, regu
lar occurrence in collective life; yet, whether
the increase of crime in Europe, by itself, or
in any given country in Europe was normal
or abnormal would need to wait for further
careful evaluation of that society and its stage
of evolutionary development. Finally, in Sui
cide, Durkheim sees hardly any link between
suicide and crime in general. There is a link
between homicide and suicide in the most
advanced countries. This is an exception and
not the rule. He does acknowledge as well
that the overall increase in suicides in Eu
rope in the nineteenth century is morbid.
Thus, he is suggesting that anomy may con-
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Comments

Uses method but not theory of

Durkheim

Relies upon Lunden's Summary

of Durkheim

Relied more on Shelley than on

Durkheim

Argument not based on Ourkheim

Argument not based on Durkhejm

Argument not based on Durkheim

Rejects Durkheim's definition of

crime; relies upon own

interpretation
The study is based on Giddens'

reinterpretation

Uses interpretations based on
seconda ry sources

Durkheim (1953)

Durkheim (1964)

Lunden (1972)

Durkheim (1951b)
Durkheim (1964)
Durkheim (1964)
Durkheim (1933)

Messner (1982)

Neumann & Berger (1988) Durkheim (1933,1950)

Krohn (1978)

Arthur (1991)
Bennett (1991)
Bennett et al (1997)
Webb (1972)

Shelley (1981)

Reinterpretations
of Durkheim's
Work

Table 2: Linkages to Durkheim's Classic Work on Crime and Societal Development by
Contemporary Comparative Criminologists

Linkage Representative Theorists Citation to Durkheim

Modernization Clinard & Abbott (1973) Durkheim (1958)
Theory

tribute to abnormal increases in suicide in
certain specific areas and that this may also
contribute to homicide, but on an exception
basis. A long discussion of the relationship
between crime and suicide yields basically
no relationship between the two. Ourkheim
does not say explicitly or recommend any
where that a suicide rate could proxy for crime
rates, nor is the converse of this statement
true.

ARGUMENTS OF THE DURKHEIMIAN
COMPARATIVE CRIMINOLOGISTS

Table 2 summarizes the analysis of the
Durkheimian comparative criminology litera
ture. Here we are tracing out the roots of the
theoretical arguments put forth by scholars
of the Durkheimian school. A writer was con
sidered Durkheimian if he/she was men
tioned in at least one comparative criminol
ogy literature review as having advocated or
tested a Durkheimian theory, and an exami
nation of the theoretical orientation of that
author shows at least one reference to Durk
heim or his classic works on crime and socie
tal development. Having passed this hurdle,
more questions were asked: How did they
cite Durkheim and how did they use his writ
ings to justify their research, or to provide a
theoretical orientation for the research? We
are not concerned with the actual empirical
research results and whether they supported
or failed to support a Durkheimian point of
view. Nor are we concerned about the theo-

retical adequacy or inadequacy of Durk
heim's writings for model building in com
parative criminology.

There were two ways that these Durkheim
inspired criminologists managed to link
themselves to Durkheim's classic works. The
first was through the development of a new
theory called Modernization Theory that had
tenuous links at best to Durkheim's classic
works. The second was through various rein
terpretations of Durkheim's classic works.

Modernization Theory
The roots of modernization theory are of

ten traced to the groundbreaking work of
Clinard and Abbott (1973). The authors be
gin their cross cultural study of crime with a
straightforward statement that in the lesser
developed countries, a sure sign of a nation's
ongoing development would be its increas
ing crime rate. The lesser developed coun
tries of the Third World appeared to be going
through the same kinds of transitions that
led to increases in crime in Europe during
the 19th century. These countries had been
mostly ignored within criminology before
Clinard and Abbott's book, thus the book fills
a huge void in the research literature. Unex
pectedly, the authors include no references
to Durkheim's work on crime and societal
development. There is a reference to Rules
of Sociological Method because the com
parative sociological method that Durkheim
advocated in that book is the same method
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that Clinard and Abbott use in their study:

To obtain the objective of comparative crimi
nological theory research should proceed,
according to Durkheim's criteria of a com
parative sociology, first in a single culture
at one point in time, such as the United
States, second, in societies generally alike,
such as many countries in Europe which
have similar cultural, economic, and techno
logical conditions, and third, after proper
modification, tested on completely dissimi
lar societies, yet sharing some common fea
tures such as those of many less devel
oped countries. (Clinard & Abbott 1973 2)

Shelley's (1981) work is the most widely
recognized as the preeminent statement of
the modernization theory. She elaborated
upon some of the themes drawn out by Cli
nard and Abbott, and an early chapter in her
book has become a classic statement of
modernization theory. She contends that
youth in the developing countries, as they
migrate to urban centers to escape economi
cally deficient rural areas, break the tradi
tional personal, family and community ties
of a mechanical form of social integration.
Social controls, both formal and especially
informal, weaken (if not disappear) and de
viant and criminal behavior increases. This
theory became very influential in compara
tive criminology and many scholars subse
quently adopted it as a theoretical perspec
tive.

Shelley's ideas about crime and societal
development follow Durkheim's closely at
some junctures. Durkheim did in fact argue
that, especially for the young, the transition
to urban life in a more organized society
would reduce down the influence of tradi
tional ways upon those individuals. He fell
well short, however, of explicitly stating that
increased deviancy and/or crime would be
the ultimate result of this process. So where
did Shelley connect with the idea that devi
ancy or crime would be the outcome of the
modernization process? Here is a quotation
from her work (1981 5-6):

When society is in a state of rapid transi
tion, the rules of society break down and
people no longer can appraise their situa
tion. Ambition was perpetually stimulated but
never satisfied. This condition Durkheim
called "acute anomie." Chronic anomie OC-

curs when overwhelming importance is at
tached to economic progress as the su
preme goal in and of itself and secondary
consideration is given to the regulation of
human conduct and the control of individual
ambition. These conditions which prevailed
in the nineteenth century contributed signif
icantly to the variety of social problems ob
served in that society.

Shelley's footnoted reference for this pas
sage is Walter Lunden's biography of Durk
heim that appeared in Hermann Mannheim's
Pioneers in Criminology (1972). Lunden was
a distinguished professor of criminal justice
at Iowa State University and his opinion car
ried much weight in the criminological com
munity, but the interpretation and emphasis
given to Durkheim's work is clearly his own
emphasis, and this was picked up by Shelley.
Durkheim did mention acute anomy in Sui
cide, but it was an abnormal condition that
was well outside the major trend that Durk
heim reported. It was correlated with both
homicide and suicide, but it was a minor ex
ception to the overall trend of no relationship
at all between suicide and homicide. Durk
heim mentioned chronic anomie as well, al
so in Suicide, but the background discus
sion here was trying to explain the social con
texts that fed the fairly consistent rates of
suicide in Europe. It was only one social con
text-the one producing anomie suicide
among many he identified. By definition the
word chronic means "of long duration," and
not a permanent condition. Further, as we've
seen, Durkheim does not suggest anywhere
or imply in any of his works that a rate of
suicide is a proxy for a rate of crime or any
other kind of deviancy. Thus to argue that a
society's rapid transition and change must
lead to crime and other social problems is a
generalization based upon very sparse evi
dence.

Neumann and Berger (1988) were among
the first to explicitly state the debt owed by
modernization theory to Durkheim's work,
and they called the perspective that Clinard,
Abbott, and Shelley had generated "Durk
heimian-Modernization Theory." The authors
also constructed some alternative and com
peting theories that could be tested with
cross cultural data, the purpose being to dis
cern which model had the best empirical
support from the data.

As Neumann and Berger (1988) present
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Durkheimian-Modernization theory, they
made numerous references to Durkheim
(1933,1950) as well as to Clinard and Abbott
(1973) and Shelley (1981). They recognize,
as well, several other scholars who were in
fluenced by these writers or who independ
ently argued along similar lines. In the final
analysis, however, the theory presented is
based more on Modernization theory than
on Durkheim, as the following quotations
suggest:

The diffusion of modern norms and values
disrupts the equilibrium of traditional societ
ies and breaks down the extended family,
local community ties, sacred-religious insti
tutions, traditional beliefs, and ascribed sta
tus relations. A complex division of labor
weakens the collective consciousness, cre
ates a growing differentiation among people,
and enables individuals to challenge cultur
al values and social rules. (Neumann & Ber
ger 1988 282)

The transition from traditional to modern so
ciety creates a temporary disequilibrium...
weakening informal social controls and tra
ditional normative restraints on criminal im
pulses. Unless new social controls and
norms develop, modern individualism and
the social conflict associated with growing
cultural heterogeneity increase crime. (Neu
mann & Berger 1988 282)

The first sentence of the first quotation
resonates with Shelley's ideas; the second
sentence is an effort to join Shelley with Durk
heim. The second sentence is not reflective
of Durkheim's views at the point where it
states that (there is) "a growing differentia
tion among people, (that) enables individu
als to challenge cultural values and social
rules". Durkheim fell well short of saying this,
so this has to be Lunden (1972) or another
scholar who is really speaking here.

In the second quotation, (again an effort
in joining Shelley to Durkheim) the second
sentence is not an argument that Durkheim
made in the three classic works that we re
viewed earlier.

Arthur (1991), like Neumann and Berger,
was concerned with testing the link between
development and crime that is proposed in
modernization theory with data from Africa.
As he states in his paper, modernization
theory emphasizes the influence of social

structural changes such as industrialization,
rapid urbanization, breakdown in familial re
lations, increased socioeconomic develop
ment, and population growth on criminal be
havior. His general approach appears to be
that of Shelley (1981) although phrased a bit
differently. Perhaps influenced by Neumann
and Berger's (1988) elaboration of a "Durk
heimian-Modernization" approach, Arthur
sees the need to link his work both to Shelley
and to Durkheim. The links to Shelley are
obvious enough to readers of the paper; how
ever, the link to Durkheim is somewhat tenu
ous, based upon one sentence:

According to Durkheim, dislocations in soci
ety brought about by increasing economic
activity weaken the effectiveness of norms
and rules, thus leading to anomie and devi·
ant conduct. (Arthur 1991 500-501)

Arthur's reference here is to a 1951 edi
tion of Division of Labor. I could not locate
this particular edition, but it appears to be
one of the many reprints of the 1933 edition
and as such is essentially the same as the
basic text I used to gather Durkheim's origi
nal views (Durkheim 1960). The section that
Arthur appears to be referencing is the chap
ter on the anomie division of labor. As we've
seen, anomie in the economic realm was
acknowledged but nowhere was there a
statement made to indicate that deviant con
duct would necessarily be the resul!.

Richard Bennett gained a reputation in
the 1990s for his statistically sophisticated
tests of theoretical models utilizing cross
national data. In 1991 he weighed in with his
own test of modernization theory, with data
from over 40 countries in differing stages of
development. His summary of moderniza
tion theory:

...with growth in size and density societies
evolve more complex divisions of labor. This
complexity transforms the dominant mode
of social integration from mechanical soli
darity with collective conscience to organic
solidarity. Durkheim suggests that when
development of normative systems attend
ant to organic solidarity lags behind the di
vision of labor, an abnormal condition
anomie-exists within which variation and
innovation take place, including deviance
and crime. (Bennett 1991 344)
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The author's reference to Durkheim in this
quotation is to the 1964 edition of Division of
Labor. Bennett is referring here to the sec
tion near the end of the book where Durkheim
discusses the "moral crisis" of the modern
world and how organic solidarity does in fact,
in abnormal conditions, lag behind and not
develop properly. However, as mentioned
earlier, there is no suggestion on Durkheim's
part that deviance and/or crime will abso
lutely be the result.

The Durkheimian perspective continues
to be an important perspective today. Bennett,
Shields and Daniels (1997) recently found it
to be an important perspective to put to the
test with data from three Caribbean nations.
The explanation of Durkheim's perspective,
however, has not changed much - in fact, it
is expressed in just about the same way as
in Bennett's 1991 paper.

Reinterpretations of Durkheim
Even before modernization theory took root

in comparative criminology, scholars were
contemplating the usefulness of Durkheim's
work for comparative studies of crime.
Webb's (1972) study utilizing American data
is vitally important because it tests a sophis
ticated Durkheimian model. Even though
cross-national data are not employed, I dis
cuss the study here because Webb is a cross
cultural sociologist based in New Zealand,
and the theoretical section of the paper dem
onstrates a thorough reading of Ourkheim's
work on crime and societal development.

Webb (1972) purports to provide an empir
ical examination of what he calls an "unsub
stantiated but generally accepted proposi
tion" found in Durhkheim's Division of La
bor. that deviance or crime will increase con
comitant with an increasing division of labor.
While various interpreters of Durkheim's
work have insisted that Webb's proposition
is true, there is no doubt at all, based upon
the analysis of Durkheim's original views in
Division of Labor, above, that Durkheim never
argued this. Webb, to his credit, admits as
much in a footnote:

Nowhere in the Division of Labordoes Durk
heim explicitly indicate that an increased
division of labor or differentiation leads to a
rise in the rate of crime. (Webb 1972 644)

The lengthy footnote continues:

His definition of crime, of course, precluded
such a conclusion for he conceived of crime
as actions which offend strongly defined
states of the collective or common con
science, as represented in repressive law,
and the violation of which engenders pun
ishment rather than restitution ... Further
more, the collective conscience loses its
intensity and diminishes as the society be
comes more functionally integrated and
thus, by definition, there would be less crime
with increased differentiation. (Webb 1972
644)

Thus far, Webb is remarkably in line with
what Durkheim wrote. Struggling, however,
to justify the main theoretical argument of
his paper, Webb continues the footnote:

Thus, if we extend these arguments to their
logical conclusion, in time nothing will of
fend the collective conscience or else it will
cease to exist and there will be no crime.
(1972 645)

As we've demonstrated, this is not what
Ourkheim said. He said the collective con
science would be enfeebled but that it would
not die out. It does not retreat entirely, and at
least a portion of it remains and will always
remain. Ourkheim wrote that even among
the exceptionally well behaved, if the group
had the power and authority to punish, there
would be some kind of crime.

Webb concludes the footnote by saying
that Durkheim suffered logical flaws in his
classic work. Durkheim was wrong about
crime and its relationship to societal devel
opment. Crime was increasing rapidly in
Europe at just the time he had hinted that it
might be decreasing. Durkheim's definition
of crime is the culprit: if only the master theo
rist had defined crime as a violation of law,
then he would have been all right, as spe
cialty laws were increasing and would con
tinue to increase with societal evolution. Fac
ing a theoretical dead end, Webb chooses
to focus on Durkheim's supposed view that
individual variation and divergent tendencies
would increase with societal differentiation.
He chooses to operationalize these various
divergent tendencies as deviancies and spe
cifically as crime rates. This, of course, is
something Durkheim himself would not have
allowed, as implied from his writing in Sui
cide. Moreover, individual variation and di-
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vergent tendencies did not necessarily mean
more crime. In fact, Durkheim does not real
ly tell us If there would be more crime. The
hint he provides is that the behavioral infrac
tions that would occur as societies become
more organized would most likely be minor,
but not criminal.

Stephen Messner's (1982) project is simi
lar to Webb's, as it is an effort to formulate
and test a Ourkheimian model of societal
development and crime. Messner is trying to
test a link between development and homi
cide with cross-national data from 50 coun
tries. Messner concedes up front that the
"Durkheimian" model he is testing does not
follow closely the writings of Durkheim be
cause it is heavily influenced by a reinterpre
tation of Durkheim offered by Giddens (1971).
Giddens argued forcefully against a conser
vative interpretation of Durkheim's thought
and proceeded to draw out the implications
of Durkheim's writings for political sociol
ogy.

Messner, like Webb, comes to the proper
conclusion after reading Ourkheim: there is
no good reason to anticipate a significant
association between development and crime
on the basis of arguments present in Divi
sion of Labor. This confirms the arguments
made in this paper. Messner then proceeds
with Giddens' reinterpretation, which
stresses the role of moral individualism in
the shift from mechanical to organic solidar
ity. Giddens' argument is that as society be
comes more developed, there is a shift in
value orientations in the direction of greater
moral individualism. The collective con
science no longer completely envelopes indi·
vidual consciousness, thereby undercutting
the effectiveness of mechanical solidarity.
Messner concludes that this contributes to
an increase in serious criminality (1982 229).
This statement is informed by Gidden's rein
terpretation, and is not something that Durk
heim said.

Krohn's (1978) objective was to use Durk
heim's theory of the emergence of the divi
sion of labor as a model by which the vari
ance in international crime rates could be
explained, and thus is trying to reach the
same goal as Messner. Krohn argues that
Durkheim recognized, in his later works, the
possibility that a chronic state of anomie
could occur concomitant with industrializa
tion, and that this would produce an increase
in the crime rate:

Durkheim suggested that normally the
emerging division of labor would produce
an organic solidarity based on the function
al interdependence demanded by the evolv
ing forms of production. But he also recog
nized that the evolution to organic solidarity
did not proceed rapidly or uniformly. He en
visioned two situations in which the divi
sion of labor would not naturally elicit organ
ic solidarity. One was an abnormal condi
tion in which the evolution of the division of
labor was proceeding adequately, but the
expected concomitant evolution of a norma
tive system appropriate for the new modes
of production was lagging behind. The need
for a normative system appropriate for the
emerging division of labor stems directly
from the fact that the division of labor in
creases individual variation and innovation.
(Krohn 1978655-656)

Krohn references the 1953 edition of Di
vision of Labor which appears to be one of
the many reprints of the 1933 edition. The
part of the book he is referring to, as far as I
can tell, is the one referring to "individual vari
ations" that may occur with the enfeebling of
the common conscience. Unfortunately, there
is no necessary need, based on Durkheim's
writings, to believe that this is an absolute
precursor to deviancy or to criminal conduct.
As for anomie becoming a "chronic" state of
industrial society, Krohn draws on second
ary sources (Nisbet 1965; Gouldner 1962;
Parsons 1937; Zeitlin 1968).

With all due respect to the scholars men
tioned, these are reinterpretations of Durk
heim and not Durkheim's views. Earlier, we
emphasized that Durkheim believed that
anomie, though chronic, was not a perma
nent condition. It was one of many condi
tions feeding the stream of fairly consistent
suicide rates. The rates he examined, though
substantial and consistent, did not qualify
as a normal social fact. Suicide was an ab
normal condition. Only in the most exception
al of circumstances was anomie related to
abnormally high suicide or homicide rates.

CONCLUSION
Returning to the question posed at the

beginning - are the theoretical arguments of
the comparative criminologists based upon
Durkheim's classic work, or not - the ques
tion must be answered resoundingly in the
negative. The arguments constructed by the
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criminologists are not based upon Durk
heim's classic writings about crime and soci
etal development. Of all the writers reviewed,
Webb (1972) gave the most careful reading
and study to Durkheim's work and really did
try to understand the master's work. Unfor
tunately his ultimate decision was to con
clude that Durkheim had erred in his defini
tion of crime and had made other logical
missteps as well.

My purpose in writing this paper was not
to set up a "straw man" situation where an
"accurate" or "correct" reading of Durkheim's
writings is held up as an impossible stand
ard which scholars are then criticized for not
reaching. Durkheim's writings are sufficiently
complex that even among the great contem
porary theorists there are debates about what
he really meant. Let me be clear about this: I
am not trying to negate the valuable efforts of
the Durkheimians, who have been able to
advance our knowledge of comparative crimi
nology in spite of not getting the original con
cepts exactly right. For instance, Clinard and
Abbott's (1973) book was an important work
for future comparative studies. It was en
hanced by the use of Durkheim's method
although it was not based upon Durkheim's
writings on crime and societal development.
Though many of its assertions have been
qualified by subsequent research, it suc
cessfully advanced the knowledge base of
comparative criminology. Much the same
could be said of Shelley, Webb, Messner,
Krohn, and all the others studied here. These
works are landmarks in their own right and
often quoted and should continue to be
quoted.

Just as healthy skepticism was evident
early in this paper about the theoretical orien
tations of the comparative criminologists, a
similarly critical view could be taken of the
overall objective of this paper. What differ
ence does it make whether the Durkheimians
accurately portray the master's writings as
long as the basic intellectual tradition of the
work can be traced backwards to him? Does
it realty matter whether scholars borrowed
incorrectly from the master works? Or more
generally, is the paper "much ado about noth
ing" or "angels dancing upon the head of a
pin" with respect the historical accuracy of
the criminologists in quoting Durkheim'S
work?

I cannot disagree more. This paper is
about intellectual honesty, integrity, and tradi-

tion. Having survived a rigorous doctoral
training in social theory that included con
siderable reading of the original master
works of sociological theory, I feel that it is
best to read the original sources and have
an appreciation for what the giants of the field
actually meant by such concepts as collec
tive conscience, crime, or anomie, or the di
vision of labor. In fact, understanding the
original work, logically, is a prerequisite for a
full appreciation and understanding of the
revision or reinterpretation of Durkheim's
work by such greats as Nisbet, Gouldner,
Zeitlin, and Parsons.

Again, I am not criticizing the method or
motives of scholars of the Durkheimian
school of comparative criminology here. I am
much more concerned with the implications
of what they have done for the current and
future generations of sociology students.
Perhaps I fear most an entire generation of
sociologists reared on secondary sources,
or even worse, Internet sources of question
able quality. They might rely more on these
than on the classic works, believing - as
Webb and the others did - that Durkheim's
work is no longer relevant to today's world,
or needs serious adjustment before it can
be relevant. These individual students, in by
passing Durkheim for newer voices, may end
up with little or no understanding of the mas
ter works beyond the level of rote memoriza
tion. By so doing, they will have forsaken a
rich theoretical heritage. It is not a heritage
they must utilize in their careers, but it is one
that they should embrace as part of their com
plete study of the field of sociology. At worst,
I fear that, in following the trail of secondary
sources onward into projects of social re
search, student hypotheses might be con·
structed upon what they fUlly think is a Durk
heimian base, but what is actually a kind of
junk science far removed from the original
masters. An effort to decrease, ward off or
prevent this scenario from occurring was my
motive in writing the paper. It is in this spirit
that the paper was written.
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