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"As a jurist, historian, and political sociologist," remarks Melvin Richter, 
"Montesquieu has been subjected to telling criticisms: of his selective 
use of evidence, uncritical treatment of sources, and careless construc- 
tion of those classificatory schemes essential to his comparative method." 
That bill of particulars would, no doubt, get a latter-day Montesquieu 
expelled from the Eastern Sociological Society. Yet: 

Comte and Durkheim declared Montesquieu to be the most im- 
portant precursor of sociology. Ernst Cassirer and Franz Neumann 
found him to have been the inventory of that style of ideal-type 
analysis that culminated in Max Weber. Sir Frederick Pollock thought 
Montesquieu to be "the father of modern historical research" and 
of a "comparative theory of politics and law based on wide ob- 
servations of actual systems" (Richter, 1977:4-5).  

The endorsements go on: Meinecke, Millar, Ferguson, Hegel, Hamilton, 
Madison, Tocqueville, Beccaria, Keynes, Raymond Aron, and W. G. Run- 
ciman all testify on Montesquieu's behalf. Those of us whose methods 
fail to meet the latest standards of precision and elegance can take hear t - -  
and wonder  what Montesquieu did that made his work great. 

Charles de Secondat, baron de Montesquieu and senior official of 
the Parlement of Guyenne, achieved distinction through critical sensi- 
bility, talent for large-scale comparison, conviction that human behavior 
depended on its milieu, and unerring pursuit of empirical questions that 
bore demonstrably on the weffare of his contemporaries. Even while 
writing of the Persians and the Romans--as he did at length, and elo- 
quen t l y -he  reflected on their significance for his own France. He wrote 
of them in order better  to understand, criticize, and reform the world 
about him. 

Montesquieu's example provides no warrant for slapdash technical 
work, neglect of evidence, or adoption of flabby epistemologies that 
equate momentary opinion with hard-won fact. But it does lay on so- 
ciologists the obligation to deal with life's great themes critically and 
creatively. 
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By that MontesquieUian standard, this issue's quartet of review es- 
says comes off well. If only we had essays on love, war, gender, and 
taxes, the set would be virtually complete. As it is, law, health, death, 
peasants, and crime cover many of sociology's--and life 's--fundamental 
topics. (To be sure, one of our  four authors is a lawyer and another a 
historian, but  both outsiders show enough sociological sense to pass 
unchallenged through the profession's immigration service.) 

Barry Furrow, who teaches health taw, observes America's drive 
for "total justice" through incessant litigation and finds a good deal of 
injustice in its wake. We learn from Furrow that where  the expanding 
legal profession encounters the inertia and contrary interest of busi- 
n e s s - a s  it does in occupational health and safety--less than total jus- 
tice emerges. Thomas Kselman, the historian, peruses two long reflec- 
tions on death and calls for greater attention to its sociology. Drawing 
on Philippe Ari6s and Michel Vovelle, Kselman teaches us how much 
we have to learn by examining iconography in its historical setting. John 
Lie, sociologist, explicates and evaluates Polly Hill's attack on devel- 
opment economics, with special reference to peasant economies. Hill, 
speaking through Lie, warns against adopting the presuppositions of 
contemporary economics before scrutinizing the social life to which they 
are supposed to apply. And Ronald Gillis, likewise a sociologist, com- 
ments on the definition and control of crime in the light of John Beat- 
tie's historical study of English criminal prosecutions. Gillis calls atten- 
tion to the likely interdependence between the long-term decline of 
violent crime and the concentration of coercive power in national states. 

It warms the heart to recall that sociology concerns great issues, 
and not just the concepts and measurements with which most of us 
practitioners spend so much of our time. Our four authors can say, with 
Montesquieu, "I write, not so much to make people read, but  rather to 
make them think," 
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