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revolutions and the Industrial Revolution. 
In his doctoral dissertation (1893) at the 
University of Paris—the first sociological dis-
sertation at that institution—Durkheim devel-
oped a general model of societal development 
largely based on the economic/labor distribu-
tion, in which societies are seen as evolving 
from a simplistic mechanical society toward a 
multilayered organic society (see Figure 8.1).

As outlined in Durkheim’s dissertation, titled 
The Division of Labor in Society, primitive 
mechanical societies exist as those in which all 
members essentially perform the same func-
tions, such as hunting (typically males) and 
gathering (typically females). Although there 
are a few anomalies (e.g., medicine men), virtu-
ally everyone experiences essentially the same 
daily routine. Such similarities in daily routine 
and constant interaction with like members 
of the society lead to a strong uniformity in 
values, which Durkheim called the collective 
conscience. The collective conscience is the 
degree to which individuals of a society think 
alike, or as Durkheim put it, the totality of 
social likenesses.

Due to very little variation in the distribution 
of labor in these primitive mechanical societ-
ies, or those with “mechanical solidarity,” the
individuals in such societies tend to share simi-
lar norms and values, which creates a simple-
layered social structure with a strong collective 
conscience. Because people have more or less 
the same jobs and mostly interact with similar 
individuals, they tend to think and act alike, which creates a strong solidarity among 
members. In mechanical societies, law functions to enforce the conformity of the group. 
However, as societies progress toward more modern, organic societies in the Industrial 
Age (most historians mark the Industrial Revolution as beginning in the 1750s and ending 
in the 1860s), the distribution of labor becomes more highly specified. There is still a form 
of solidarity in organic societies, called “organic solidarity,” because people tend to depend 
on other groups in the society through the highly specified division of labor, and law’s 
primary function is to regulate interactions and maintain solidarity among the groups.

For example, modern researchers at universities in the United States tend to be trained in 
extremely narrow topics, some as specific as the antennae of certain species of ants. On 
the other hand, some individuals are gathering trash from cans on the same streets every 
single day. The antennae experts probably have little interaction with or in common with 
the garbage collectors. According to Durkheim, moving from such universally shared 
roles in mechanical societies to such extremely specific roles in organic societies results 
in huge cultural differences, which leads to giant contrasts in normative values and atti-
tudes across such groups. Thus, the collective conscience in such societies is weak, largely 
because there is little agreement on moral beliefs or opinions. Therefore, the preexisting 
solidarity among the members breaks down and the bonds are weakened, which creates 
a climate for antisocial behavior.

1. Which early social structure theorist emphasized the
concept of “relative deprivation”?

a. Merton

b. Guerry

c. Durkheim

d. Comte

e. Quetelet

2. Which early social structure theorist is credited with
coming up with the term sociology?

a. Merton

b. Guerry

c. Durkheim

d. Comte

e. Quetelet

3. Early studies by social structure theorists/researchers
found that there were higher rates of property crime in
__________ neighborhoods but higher rates of violent
crime in __________ neighborhoods (which still holds true
in modern times).

a.	 poor/wealthy

b. wealthy/poor

Answers located at www.edge.sagepub.com/schram2e

LEARNING CHECK 8.1

mechanical societies: 
in Durkheim’s theory, these 
societies were rather 
primitive, with a simple 
distribution of labor (e.g., 
hunters and gatherers) 
and thus a high level of 
agreement regarding social 
norms and rules because 
nearly everyone was 
engaged in the same roles.

organic societies: in the 
Durkheimian model, those 
societies that have a high 
division of labor and thus 
a low level of agreement 
about societal norms, largely 
because everyone has such 
different roles in society.


