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This book is a splendid tribute to Raymond Boudon, one 
of the most important sociologists of the second half of the 
20th century. The contributions, in their appreciative and 
critical aspects alike, clearly bring out the intellectual depth 
and challenging nature of Boudon’s work and its continuing 
relevance in the study of modern societies.

John H. Goldthorpe, Emeritus Fellow, 
Nuffield College, University of Oxford 

This book is not a hagiography. Unusually, its title truly 
reflects its content. Twenty-two sociologists from different 
countries and different generations take a fresh look at the 
work of Raymond Boudon. In keeping with his approach 
but without complacency, they highlight the theoretical and 
methodological contributions of his sociology, its limitations, 
its errors, its relevance for teaching sociology to the new 
generations, and the perspectives that remain open in several 
thematic areas.

Dominique Vidal, Professor of Sociology, 
Université Paris Cité 

This Memorial Festschrift honors Raymond Boudon 
(1934–2013) by considering his contributions to 
conceptualization, theory, and empirics, as well as their 
associated methods, across foundational topical domains in 
sociology and guided by expert commentators. It is not only 
a superb assessment, and its value will grow in three main 
ways. First, like most Festschrifts, it provides a portrait of 
the growth and trajectory of Boudon’s ideas, embedded in 
his relations with other scholars, both teachers, peers, and 
students. This portrait will grow over time. Second, as the 
historian David Knowles wrote about the quaestiones 
quodlibetales of the medieval university (especially the 
University of Paris) and the debates held during Advent 
and Lent when anyone could ask any question of any 
master, Festschrift discussions are a valuable index to 
what is “in the air” – in this case both when Boudon was 
working and now. Third, Boudon believed in the promise 
of mathematics, and it will be possible to trace over time 
the progress of the X->Y relations in the book, as they 
travel from general functions to specific functions.

Guillermina Jasso, Professor of Sociology, 
Silver Professor of Arts and Science, New York University

This remarkably well-structured volume accomplishes two 
feats at once. It offers a critical engagement with the multiple 
facets and contributions of Raymond Boudon’s sociological 
oeuvre, for example : the modeling of relative deprivation, 
the generative approach to social stratification, the plea for 
methodological individualism, the analysis of unintended 
consequences and social change, the epistemology of 
sociological investigations, and the reflection on rationality 
and belief formation. Through this critical engagement – 
here is the second feat – this volume tackles substantive and 
methodological issues central to contemporary developments 
in the discipline of sociology, whether the focus is on formal 
models, simulation work, counterfactual reasoning, social 
mobility and its measurements, the significance of Rational 
Choice, or our understanding of processual dynamics.

Ivan Ermakoff, Professor of Sociology, 
University of Wisconsin-Madison

Without indulging in praise, this collective volume – 
bringing together 18 substantial chapters – aims to 
shed light on the enduring legacy of Raymond Boudon’s 
sociology. It addresses a notable gap : the lack of a detailed, 
multifaceted examination of the work of one of the 
foremost figures in both French and international sociology. 
The reader will find not only an assessment of Boudon’s 
intellectual contributions but also a critical appraisal of 
their limitations and the avenues they open for further 
research into contemporary issues. The book will appeal 
both to specialists familiar with the evolution of Boudon’s 
thought over time and to those wishing to discover it, 
explore it in greater depth, or draw upon it for teaching 
purposes.

Gérald Gaglio, Professor of Sociology, 
Université Côte d’Azur 

This collection of papers, expertly curated by Gianluca 
Manzo, is as wide-ranging and thought-provoking as 
Raymond Boudon himself. It is sure to stimulate interest in 
a now-sometimes-forgotten giant of French sociology.

Neil Gross, Charles A. Dana Professor of Sociology, 
Colby College (Maine)

Boudon Reexamined presents a selection of short essays by leading 
scholars from several generations who critically engage and enter 
into dialogue with the work of Raymond Boudon.  Each chapter 
focuses on a specific topic from his extensive writings. Readers 
will follow this intellectual trajectory through analyses of early 
correspondence with Lazarsfeld and Merton, his typology of 
sociological styles, and his contributions to contemporary 
analytical sociology, including the notion of middle-range theory. 
In addition to already well-discussed aspects of Boudon’s work, 
namely his understanding of methodological individualism 
and the theory of ordinary rationality, the book also explores 
less frequently discussed topics, including his early interest in 
formal modeling in sociology and his understanding of the link 
between interdependence structures and social change. Included 
in the following pages are new assessments of Boudon’s well-
known analyses of the inequality of educational opportunity 
and intergenerational social mobility, as well as his lesser-known 
substantive contributions to the study of relative deprivation 
and his early dialogue with game theory. The book also outlines 
Boudon’s study of classical authors, especially Tocqueville, 
before two final chapters conclude by examining how Boudon’s 
works can be used to teach sociology at the undergraduate and 
master’s levels. Our hope is that Boudon Reexamined provides 
readers with a fresh assessment of his legacy – how his work 
can be applied to conduct theoretical and empirical research 
in contemporary sociology, as well as to promote high-quality 
scientific standards for new generations.

Gianluca Manzo is Professor of Sociology at Sorbonne University and 
a Fellow of the European Academy of Sociology. His research applies 
computational models and social network analysis to the study of social 
stratification and diffusion dynamics. He is the author of La  Spirale des 
inégalités (PUPS, 2009) and of Agent-based Models and Causal Inference 
(Wiley, 2022). He also edited Analytical Sociology: Actions and Networks 
(Wiley, 2014) and the Research Handbook on Analytical Sociology (Edward 
Elgar, 2021). More information is available on his webpage: www.gemass.fr/
member/manzo-gianluca/.
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John H. Goldthorpe, Emeritus Fellow, 
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reflects its content. Twenty-two sociologists from different 
countries and different generations take a fresh look at the 
work of Raymond Boudon. In keeping with his approach 
but without complacency, they highlight the theoretical and 
methodological contributions of his sociology, its limitations, 
its errors, its relevance for teaching sociology to the new 
generations, and the perspectives that remain open in several 
thematic areas.

Dominique Vidal, Professor of Sociology, 
Université Paris Cité 

This Memorial Festschrift honors Raymond Boudon 
(1934–2013) by considering his contributions to 
conceptualization, theory, and empirics, as well as their 
associated methods, across foundational topical domains in 
sociology and guided by expert commentators. It is not only 
a superb assessment, and its value will grow in three main 
ways. First, like most Festschrifts, it provides a portrait of 
the growth and trajectory of Boudon’s ideas, embedded in 
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working and now. Third, Boudon believed in the promise 
of mathematics, and it will be possible to trace over time 
the progress of the X->Y relations in the book, as they 
travel from general functions to specific functions.

Guillermina Jasso, Professor of Sociology, 
Silver Professor of Arts and Science, New York University

This remarkably well-structured volume accomplishes two 
feats at once. It offers a critical engagement with the multiple 
facets and contributions of Raymond Boudon’s sociological 
oeuvre, for example : the modeling of relative deprivation, 
the generative approach to social stratification, the plea for 
methodological individualism, the analysis of unintended 
consequences and social change, the epistemology of 
sociological investigations, and the reflection on rationality 
and belief formation. Through this critical engagement – 
here is the second feat – this volume tackles substantive and 
methodological issues central to contemporary developments 
in the discipline of sociology, whether the focus is on formal 
models, simulation work, counterfactual reasoning, social 
mobility and its measurements, the significance of Rational 
Choice, or our understanding of processual dynamics.

Ivan Ermakoff, Professor of Sociology, 
University of Wisconsin-Madison

Without indulging in praise, this collective volume – 
bringing together 18 substantial chapters – aims to 
shed light on the enduring legacy of Raymond Boudon’s 
sociology. It addresses a notable gap : the lack of a detailed, 
multifaceted examination of the work of one of the 
foremost figures in both French and international sociology. 
The reader will find not only an assessment of Boudon’s 
intellectual contributions but also a critical appraisal of 
their limitations and the avenues they open for further 
research into contemporary issues. The book will appeal 
both to specialists familiar with the evolution of Boudon’s 
thought over time and to those wishing to discover it, 
explore it in greater depth, or draw upon it for teaching 
purposes.

Gérald Gaglio, Professor of Sociology, 
Université Côte d’Azur 

This collection of papers, expertly curated by Gianluca 
Manzo, is as wide-ranging and thought-provoking as 
Raymond Boudon himself. It is sure to stimulate interest in 
a now-sometimes-forgotten giant of French sociology.

Neil Gross, Charles A. Dana Professor of Sociology, 
Colby College (Maine)

Boudon Reexamined presents a selection of short essays by leading 
scholars from several generations who critically engage and enter 
into dialogue with the work of Raymond Boudon.  Each chapter 
focuses on a specific topic from his extensive writings. Readers 
will follow this intellectual trajectory through analyses of early 
correspondence with Lazarsfeld and Merton, his typology of 
sociological styles, and his contributions to contemporary 
analytical sociology, including the notion of middle-range theory. 
In addition to already well-discussed aspects of Boudon’s work, 
namely his understanding of methodological individualism 
and the theory of ordinary rationality, the book also explores 
less frequently discussed topics, including his early interest in 
formal modeling in sociology and his understanding of the link 
between interdependence structures and social change. Included 
in the following pages are new assessments of Boudon’s well-
known analyses of the inequality of educational opportunity 
and intergenerational social mobility, as well as his lesser-known 
substantive contributions to the study of relative deprivation 
and his early dialogue with game theory. The book also outlines 
Boudon’s study of classical authors, especially Tocqueville, 
before two final chapters conclude by examining how Boudon’s 
works can be used to teach sociology at the undergraduate and 
master’s levels. Our hope is that Boudon Reexamined provides 
readers with a fresh assessment of his legacy – how his work 
can be applied to conduct theoretical and empirical research 
in contemporary sociology, as well as to promote high-quality 
scientific standards for new generations.
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a Fellow of the European Academy of Sociology. His research applies 
computational models and social network analysis to the study of social 
stratification and diffusion dynamics. He is the author of La  Spirale des 
inégalités (PUPS, 2009) and of Agent-based Models and Causal Inference 
(Wiley, 2022). He also edited Analytical Sociology: Actions and Networks 
(Wiley, 2014) and the Research Handbook on Analytical Sociology (Edward 
Elgar, 2021). More information is available on his webpage: www.gemass.fr/
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CHAPTER VI

FORMAL MODELS IN RAYMOND BOUDON’S WORK

Lucas Sage
Toulouse School of Economics, Université Toulouse Capitole, France

This chapter discusses Raymond Boudon’s use of formal models in 
sociological research. By formal model, I refer to models that are not statistical, 
such as computer simulations and game theory. To the best of my knowledge, 
Boudon fully developed and systematically analyzed formal models in three 
pieces of work. Each model is of a different type. In chronological order, they 
include a computer simulation (Davidovitch and Boudon 1964), a numerical 
simulation (Boudon 1974, chs. 4, 6), and a game theoretical model (Boudon 
1977, ch. 5). The first part of this chapter describes and summarizes these three 
models. The second part analyzes the originality and strengths of Boudon’s 
approach. The final section discusses its limitations and proposes ways to 
address them.

A few preliminary remarks are necessary. Mathematics, statistics, and 
simulations are deeply interconnected in Boudon’s work. However, I will 
focus primarily on simulation models because they align more closely with my 
personal interests. Another reason for this emphasis is that other contributions 
to this book explore his game-theoretical and statistical models in greater 
depth. This chapter reflects my perspective, but it does not intend to be 
exhaustive, and other insights could complement it. Finally, beyond the works 
where Boudon applied formal modeling, I will draw on his writings discussing 
the epistemology of these models.

FORMAL MODELS FOR EXPLANATORY SOCIOLOGY

CASE 1: ABANDONMENT OF LEGAL PROCEEDINGS

Davidovitch and Boudon’s (1964) article presents a simulation model 
analyzing the mechanisms behind the abandonment of legal proceedings in the 

	 Funding from the French Agence Nationale de la Recherche (under the Investissement 
d’Avenir Programme, ANR-17-EURE-0010) is gratefully acknowledged.
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French judicial system between 1879 and 1931. The study explains variations 
in abandonment rates by examining the interplay between judicial capacity, 
crime characteristics, and magistrates’ decision-making processes. The model 
is built around two key decision criteria for magistrates: the likelihood of a case 
leading to conviction and the perceived gravity of the offense. The likelihood 
of a case leading to conviction (success) is determined by factors such as the 
availability of evidence, the identifiability of the perpetrator, and the feasibility 
of proving the offense. The gravity of an offense is defined as the extent of social 
harm it causes, which Boudon quantifies using the actual penalties imposed in 
historical cases, such as fines or prison sentences.

Judicial capacity is central to the model, as the system’s ability to process 
cases is constrained and does not scale proportionally with reported crimes. 
Thresholds based on the likelihood of success and gravity determine which 
cases are pursued, with those falling below the thresholds classified as 
abandoned. These thresholds are adjusted annually in response to changes in 
crime rates and workload.

The model also takes into account the frequency and gravity of offenses. It 
posits that offenses considered more frequent in the judicial caseload or more 
severe in their social consequences influence magistrates’ evaluations of which 
cases to pursue. For example, offenses with higher gravity may be prioritized 
even if their likelihood of success is relatively low. Conversely, offenses that 
are frequent and less socially harmful are more likely to be abandoned when 
resources are limited.

The model uses two main parameters: one representing the weight of 
offense severity and another representing offense frequency. These parameters 
are estimated by minimizing the distance between simulated outcomes and 
empirical data. The results of the simulation align closely with historical data, 
reproducing observed patterns of abandonment rates for different offense types 
over time. Boudon demonstrates that the increasing rates of abandonment 
can be attributed to rising crime volumes combined with relatively stable 
judicial resources. 

From a technical perspective, it is worth noting that Boudon in Appendix III 
(Davidovitch and Boudon 1964, pp. 240-244) gives some details about the 
algorithm he encoded in the programming language Fortran. One can see 
the different decisions that the hypothetical judge has to take in different 
conditions. In this sense, the model is studied at the individual level, and one 
could say that the method used is algorithm-based.



105

ch
apter vi Form

al M
odels in R

aym
ond B

oudon’s W
ork

CASE 2: EDUCATION OPPORTUNITY AND SOCIAL INEQUALITY

In Education, Opportunity, and Social Inequality (Boudon 1974), Boudon 
constructs two models to analyze the relationship between education and 
social inequality. The first model examines how social origins influence 
educational achievement. Boudon distinguishes between primary and 
secondary effects of social origins. Primary effects are differences in academic 
performance influenced by family background factors, such as linguistic skills, 
cognitive development, and learning support, which favor children from 
higher socioeconomic backgrounds. Secondary effects occur when children 
with equivalent academic results make different educational choices based on 
their social origins. This is explained through mechanisms such as opportunity 
cost, where continuing education imposes a heavier financial burden on lower-
income families, and reference group effects, where aspirations are shaped by 
norms typical of one’s social environment. Together, these effects generate 
educational inequalities.

The second model focuses on how educational credentials are converted 
into occupational positions. The labor market is modeled as a queuing system 
with a dominance effect: individuals with higher educational qualifications are 
prioritized, and among those with equal qualifications, individuals from higher 
social origins have an advantage. The labor market has a finite number of 
hierarchically ranked positions. As access to education expands, the supply of 
highly educated individuals increases, but the number of high-status positions 
does not follow. Consequently, the absolute value of educational credentials 
decreases, while their relative value remains.

In the first model, Boudon obtains fictitious educational credential 
distributions by multiplying an educational achievement distribution with 
a distribution of survival chances at each bifurcation point – both being 
dependent on social class of origin. He proceeds in a similar fashion in the 
second model, where he uses educational credential distributions obtained in 
the first model and allocates this in a distribution of social positions. Again, 
he creates a probability distribution of obtaining the different positions as a 
function of the educational credential and the social class of origin (reflecting 
the dominance effect). Positions in the top category are filled first until there is 
no more space, and the second-highest positions are opened, and so on.

It is worth noting that, although the model is formulated at the individual 
level, it is analyzed at a higher level of aggregation: the group level (Manzo 
2014). The transition from one distribution to another does not require going 
down to the individual level; thus, one could qualify the method used to 
analyze this model as distribution-based.
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CASE 3: THE LOGIC OF RELATIVE FRUSTRATION

Boudon’s model of relative frustration (Boudon 1977, ch. 5, Boudon 1979) 
explains how competition generates dissatisfaction using a lottery framework. 
The model assumes a limited number of rewards, with the probability of 
winning decreasing as more participants enter, as winners are chosen randomly 
from the participants.

Boudon compares two scenarios. In the first scenario, there are many 
winners, and the expected gains from participating always exceed those from 
abstaining, making participation the dominant and rational strategy. This leads 
to universal participation, with more winners but also more losers. These losers, 
who rationally chose to play, are assumed to experience significant frustration. 
In the second scenario, there are fewer winners, and the expected gains from 
playing and not playing are equal. Without a dominant strategy, individuals 
decide randomly, leading to about half the group participating. This scenario 
results in fewer winners and losers, and less frustration among losers, as their 
decisions were based on randomness in the absence of a dominant strategy.

The model shows that situations with more winners and participants can 
paradoxically generate greater frustration among losers compared to those with 
fewer winners and lower participation, a phenomenon observable in various 
historical contexts according to Boudon.

To study the model, Boudon identifies the conditions under which the 
model is able to produce the paradoxical outcome he is interested in. From 
a methodological point of view, it is a game theoretical model where the 
mathematical analyses are mixed with some specific numeric examples.

STRENGTHS OF BOUDON’S MODELING APPROACH

FORMAL MODELS AS A TOOL FOR EXPLANATORY SOCIOLOGY

Boudon employed three distinct modeling techniques, which I have labeled 
algorithm-based, distribution-based, and game-theory. The trajectory of his 
work is noteworthy. His first formal model was closely tied to empirical data, 
involving parameter estimation by minimizing the distance between simulated 
and observed data. For a project conducted in the 1960s, this approach was 
ambitious given the technical limitations. The explanandum was specific 
and concrete. In his second application (Boudon 1974), while still engaging 
with empirical data, Boudon aimed for a higher level of abstraction. As he 
explained later in his debate with Hauser (Boudon 1976), the model was not 
intended to fit a particular data set or replicate a specific situation. Technically, 
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the models were simple numerical simulations. The goal was to reflect general 
characteristics of educational systems and labor markets, providing an abstract 
explanation for common empirical patterns. The last application is even more 
abstract (Boudon 1977, ch. 5, Boudon 1979). The model aimed to explain 
qualitative patterns drawn from sociological literature, particularly Tocqueville 
and Stouffer. It sought to capture shared features across disparate concrete 
situations, such as pre-1789 France and the US police and military forces in 
the 20th century. The explanandum was qualitative, and the game-theoretical 
structure served to generalize insights across cases. Whether the paradox 
Boudon addressed actually exists has been debated (Berger and Diekmann 
2015).

In my opinion, this shows that Boudon’s use of formal models was 
instrumental: he selected modeling techniques based on the specific purpose 
of each study rather than adhering to a single type. In this sense, Boudon was 
more pragmatic than dogmatic, and it probably reflects the idea that a model’s 
value depends on its purpose. Boudon’s trajectory moved from concrete 
models explaining specific phenomena to more abstract models applicable 
across multiple contexts. However, common to all applications is Boudon’s 
view of formal models as tools for explaining puzzling social phenomena. Two 
words are central here: puzzling and explaining. He championed sociology as 
an explanatory science, contrasting it with descriptive, critical, or expressive 
forms of sociology (Boudon 2002). Yet, he recognized the foundational role 
of descriptive sociology, evident in his careful engagement with literature and 
empirical data sets in his first two applications. He treated statistical and formal 
models as complementary, with statistical models aiding description and formal 
models providing generative explanations: “We must go beyond the statistical 
relationships to explore the generative mechanisms responsible for them. This 
direction has a name: theory. And a goal: understanding” (Boudon 1976). 
Boudon also emphasized the importance of addressing puzzling and intriguing 
topics which do not always have an immediately apparent explanation. His 
selected topics – relative frustration, social inequality and mobility, and 
judicial processes – demonstrate his interest for significant and challenging 
sociological questions.

FORMAL MODELS AS A COUNTERFACTUAL TOOL

One of the strengths of Boudon’s approach is to use formal models as a 
counterfactual tool. To illustrate this, let us revisit his first model from Boudon 
(1974). As discussed earlier, the model identifies two channels through which 
social origin affects students’ educational attainment: the primary effect, which 
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directly influences academic performance, and the secondary effect, where 
students from different social backgrounds but with equal academic results 
have unequal probabilities of continuing their studies. While these effects 
can be statistically estimated, Boudon’s model allows for the quantification of 
their macro-level consequences, something hard to achieve given the dynamic 
nature of the inequality-generating process.

Notably, Boudon simulates a scenario in which the primary effect is 
eliminated and demonstrates that significant inequalities in educational 
attainment would persist. The simulation highlights the dynamic nature of 
the secondary effect: unlike the primary effect, which occurs only once, the 
secondary effect operates at multiple bifurcation points in the educational 
system. This repeated operation leads to multiplicative consequences, 
amplifying inequalities over time.

The strength of this method lies in its ability to manipulate generative 
mechanisms – defined as entities, activities, and their interactions in a dynamic 
system – within the model (although I will stress below that interactions are 
largely missing in Boudon’s work). Assuming the model accurately captures 
the essential components of the real-world system, one can isolate and 
deactivate specific mechanisms to study their macro-level impact. This allows 
Boudon to conclude that erasing the primary effect alone would not resolve 
educational inequalities.

As I have argued elsewhere (Sage 2022), this approach represents a distinct 
form of counterfactual reasoning from the notion of counterfactuals used 
in statistical literature and the potential outcome framework (Morgan and 
Winship 2014). To understand why, let us assume the existence of a ‘true’ 
model that is responsible for the real-world phenomenon we want to study. 
Let us refer to this as the real-world data-generating process, composed of a set 
of mechanisms. Now, if we believe that: first, individuals are interdependent 
because they interact, share information, and influence each other; and, 
second, that they react to changes in their environment, then we admit that 
the mechanisms’ effects are interdependent: changing the strength of one 
will change the effects of others. Crucially, this means that the relationships 
between variables are not fixed but are themselves the product of a dynamic 
process. When one element in an interconnected system changes, it doesn’t 
just have a direct effect – it ripples through the system and changes how 
other elements relate to each other. The empirical data and the relationships 
between variables that they contain are only one realization of the real-world 
data-generating process, at one point of the true parameter space. Thus, one 
understands that the interdependence of the mechanisms poses fundamental 
challenges to the potential outcome approach to counterfactual reasoning 
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which amounts to asking “What would happen if we had changed X in the 
system?” To overcome this issue, the potential outcome framework proposes 
to leverage exogenous variations that submit some individuals to the change 
(also called the treatment) of interest and not others, and then to compare 
the average outcome of the two groups, with the underlying assumption that 
everything else remains constant. Certain formal models (that I will detail 
below) can offer another possibility: explicitly mimicking the generative 
mechanisms purported to be at play in the real-world data-generating process 
with its interdependencies, to then intervene on the system and derive the 
consequences. This alternative approach directly models the interdependent 
mechanisms rather than trying to work around them. Boudon’s counterfactuals 
are a first attempt in this direction (for a deeper discussion of the different 
understandings of mechanisms, see Manzo 2022, ch. 1).

OVERCOMING THE “GENERATIVE SUFFICIENCY IS NOT SUFFICIENT” CRITIC

A major problem that formal models face is the question of their external 
validity. How can we ensure that what occurs in the model reflects aspects 
of the real-world data-generating process? A frequent critique faced by 
formal modelers is captured by the statement: “generative sufficiency is not 
sufficient” 1 (León-Medina 2017). In other words, how can we establish that 
the mechanisms within the model resemble those in the real-world system the 
model aims to mimic? Critics argue that modelers can freely adjust their models 
to produce the desired outcomes, unlike statistical methods, which are more 
constrained by externally given data and the relationships between variables 
within it. This is a significant critique, and although Boudon did not explicitly 
address the degree of similarity between a model’s mechanisms and real-world 
mechanisms, his work offers some answers to mitigate this critique. Boudon 
emphasizes building models with micro-level behavioral assumptions that are 
plausible and grounded in existing knowledge. This involves injecting as much 
accumulated empirical and theoretical knowledge as possible into the model. 
It is not the model’s role to prove the existence of its mechanisms; rather, it is 
the modeler’s responsibility to draw on the existing literature and evidence. 

1	 I here quote León-Medina (2017) because he coined this expression. However, the 
point he actually makes is rather different: he insists on the necessity to understand 
the way in which an agent-based model produces the outcome of interest, that 
is to understand its internal dynamic. However, my point is more that several 
models with a diversity of mechanisms can produce the same outcome, and that 
the question is about understanding which mechanisms were actually at play in 
producing the outcome in the real world.
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Boudon (1974) and Davidovitch and Boudon (1964) exemplify this approach. 
In both cases, the authors engage deeply with their subject matter, discussing 
expert knowledge and carefully analyzing empirical data before proceeding to 
simulation. For example, Boudon (1974) discusses mechanisms responsible 
for primary and secondary effects in depth, and reviews multiple sources of 
evidence and literature that support them. Similarly, in the article on legal 
proceedings, Boudon explicitly states his assumptions about the behavior of 
magistrates and the context, showing how these assumptions are incorporated 
in the model.

Boudon’s clarity and transparency in model construction are exemplary. He 
begins by articulating and justifying the assumptions, proceeds to their formal 
representation in the model, and then examines their dynamic interactions. 
This meticulous process ensures the plausibility of the mechanisms modeled 
and enhances the credibility of their results.

Overall Boudon’s work offers several lessons that remain relevant today: 
formal models can illuminate important and puzzling topics by formally 
modelling their underlying mechanisms. Interdependencies between model 
mechanisms should be taken into account for models to serve as counterfactual 
tools. Empirical and expert knowledge should inform the selection 
of mechanisms. 

LIMITATIONS

INTERACTIONS VS. INTERDEPENDENCE

After having stressed the strengths of Boudon’s approach to formal 
models, I would now like to turn to some of its blind spots. A key interest 
in Boudon’s second (Boudon 1974) and third (Boudon 1977) formal models 
lies in their ability to generate unintended emergent effects, or composition 
effects as Boudon called them. Composition effects occupy a central place in 
Boudon’s work (Boudon 1977, 1981) and they can be defined as macro-level 
consequences of individual actions that no single individual intended or desired 
to create. In this section, I would like to point out that Boudon only considered 
one form of composition effects deriving from broad interdependence 
between individuals and disregarded composition effects stemming from 
local interaction structure. In Boudon’s 1974 model, which examines the 
link between the distribution of diplomas and occupations, interdependence 
arises because the occupational structure is predefined, meaning there are not 
enough positions for everyone. Similarly, in the relative frustration model, the 
number of winners is exogenously fixed. In both cases, rewards are limited, 
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which is what creates the interdependence: an individual’s chances of obtaining 
a reward depend on how many others succeed or fail. All individuals’ outcomes 
are interconnected in this sense.

However, another form of interdependence is absent from Boudon’s models: 
local interdependencies. This notion can be illustrated using Schelling’s model 
of residential segregation (Schelling 1971). In this model, individuals of two 
ethnic groups are distributed randomly on a grid. Each individual is content with 
their location, so long as a certain proportion of their direct neighbors belong 
to the same group. If this condition is unmet, then they move to a vacant spot. 
Patterns of segregation emerge even when individuals have mild preferences for 
diversity. This is caused by the following phenomenon: although most agents 
are originally satisfied, it is always the case that, by chance, a few agents will 
find themselves in a neighborhood with an overrepresentation of out-group 
members. Those agents will thus be unsatisfied and move. Yet, by doing so, 
they change the ethnic composition of the neighborhood they leave as well as 
the one they move to. This can make agents living in their previous and new 
neighborhoods passing from originally satisfied to dissatisfied because of the 
change in ethnic compositions. The new and old neighbors can, in response to 
these changes, move again, changing even more neighborhoods compositions 
and so on. The cascade toward high levels of segregation is inevitable, even 
though nobody desired it, and agents could have been equally satisfied in a 
non-segregated world.

This phenomenon highlights an important difference: the composition 
effect in Schelling’s model is not due to limited rewards, as there exist 
configurations where everyone could be satisfied, and yet there would be no 
segregation. Instead, the composition effect is due to local interdependencies. 
If agents considered the entire grid’s ethnic composition rather than their 
local neighborhood, a cascade towards segregation would not arise. Local 
interactions, not scarcity, drive the emergent effects.

It is interesting to compare Boudon and Schelling , as they were 
contemporaries, and Boudon was aware of Schelling’s work. In his response to 
Hauser, Boudon compared his approach to Schelling’s (Boudon 1976): “My 
purpose in this respect was similar to Schelling’s: to show that equalization 
of opportunity does not necessarily mean equalization of results in an ideal-
typical world, one reduced to some basic mechanisms similar to those which 
can be observed in the real one.” He also cited Schelling’s model as a typical 
example of a composition effect (Boudon 1981, ch. 4). However, Boudon did 
not appear to recognize the difference between the sources of composition 
effects in the two models. He seemed less concerned with the local structure 
of agent interactions, as social networks are absent from his work. In a late 
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article, he even noted: “Networks are today a popular topic of sociological 
research. However, they are often treated in a merely descriptive or mechanical 
fashion, while a connection with the theory of ordinary rationality would make 
network research more fruitful, as many classical and modern sociological 
works suggest” (Boudon 2012).

This is surprising because early in his career, Boudon (1965), in an article 
derived from his doctoral dissertation, highlighted the potential of computer 
simulations to make mathematical models more realistic. He specifically 
mentioned diffusion models, noting that simulations could replace the 
assumption of random encounters with more realistic interaction structures, 
referencing Hägerstrand (1965). This is a crucial point: compared to 
mathematical models, simulations allow researchers to relax simplifying 
assumptions and move toward greater realism, but Boudon did not implement 
this possibility himself.

WHERE ARE THE INDIVIDUALS 

AND HOW DO THEY ACT IN BOUDON’S MODELS?

In the second part of his career, Boudon moved away from formal modeling 
and focused on developing a theory of action consistent with his version of 
methodological individualism (MI), which he called “cognitive” or “ordinary 
rationality” (Boudon 1998, 2012). Boudon’s MI principles can be summarized 
into two key points: first, aggregate phenomena must be explained as the 
product of individual actions; and second, individuals act based on subjective 
“good reasons” that can be shaped by their context. It is instructive to assess 
whether Boudon’s formal models adhere to these principles.

Boudon’s game-theoretic model of relative frustration (Boudon 1977, ch. 5, 
Boudon 1979) incorporates individual behaviors through a representative 
agent, but it employs a narrow definition of rationality, focusing on dominant 
strategies with higher expected payoffs.

In Davidovitch and Boudon (1964), the presence of individual actors is less 
clear. One could argue that the model implicitly includes a representative judge 
making decisions for the entire system. The decision-making rules incorporate 
forms of good reasons, as the model allows the representative judge to adjust 
decisions based on changes in context, such as an increase in case volume.

In his most influential work (Boudon 1974) the models are formulated at 
the individual level but are analyzed at the aggregate level of groups, as noted 
by Manzo (2014). The primary and secondary effects described in the model 
are not mechanisms themselves but outcomes of underlying mechanisms. For 
instance, the secondary effect arises because families from different socio-
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economic backgrounds evaluate education differently and have unequal 
resources. These mechanisms are condensed into probabilities of educational 
transitions, which serve as the only explicit behavioral rule in the model. 
Actions are highly abstracted and do not explicitly represent the decision-
making processes or reasons behind them.

One could argue, provocatively, that the explanatory power of Boudon’s 
second model in Education, Opportunity, and Social Inequality (1974) stems 
more from its structure – where individuals are represented as marbles moving 
into boxes with limited spaces – than from individual actions or their reasons. 
The explanation relies on systemic constraints, such as the dominance principle 
and the predefined number of spaces, rather than emergent phenomena from 
individual interrelations. In essence, actors are moved by external rules rather 
than acting themselves.

This abstraction affects the robustness of conclusions drawn from 
counterfactual scenarios. In an interdependent system, changes to the rules of 
the game, such as altering the number of educational transition points, would 
likely cause agents to adapt their behaviors differently based on their socio-
economic backgrounds. This adaptation, absent from the model, limits the 
reliability of its counterfactual predictions.

Boudon, a careful student of classical sociologists, often highlighted the 
gap between Durkheim’s methodological recommendation to “explain the 
social by the social” (Durkheim 1982) and Durkheim’s actual practice, which 
Boudon saw as a precursor to MI. To some extent, the same critique applies to 
Boudon’s formal models: they do not always align with the principles of MI 
he advocated. More precisely, although they are sometimes formulated at the 
actor level and conform with ordinary rationality principles, the analyses of the 
model move on to another level where actors are no longer explicitly present.

DISCUSSION

Boudon is widely regarded as a pioneer of analytical sociology and modern 
sociological science (Goldthorpe 2021). According to Goldthorpe, Boudon 
once declared having the feeling of having written only one book (Goldthorpe 
2021, ch. 9). While there is an undeniable continuity in his oeuvre, it is 
reasonable to divide his career into two phases. In the first, Boudon developed 
influential formal models that earned him international recognition. In 
the second, he focused on establishing the principles of his version of MI 
and his theory of ordinary rationality, which he saw as intrinsically linked. 
Unfortunately, Boudon abandoned formal modeling during this later period. 
As I have argued, none of his earlier formal models fully aligned with the 
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MI framework he later championed. Boudon never achieved a synthesis 
between his early work as a modeler and his later theoretical developments in 
ordinary rationality.

Interestingly, Boudon (1965) had early insights into the potential of realistic 
simulation models for quasi-experimentation, or counterfactual analysis. A 
model that incorporates agents’ cognitive decision-making processes could 
allow for adaptive agents who react dynamically to changes in the game’s 
rules. Boudon’s theory of ordinary rationality could serve as a foundation 
for modeling such behaviors. While some scholars doubt the feasibility of 
a predictive and useful theory of individual action (Hedström 2021; Watts 
2014), advocating for influence-response functions instead of cognitive models 
(Lopez-Pintado and Watts 2008, for a critical response to these ideas (see, e.g., 
Opp 2024), Boudon believed ordinary rationality could fulfill this role, but 
never fully integrated it into his models. Adding locally structured interactions 
within realistic social networks to these models would also further enhance 
their power as quasi-experimental tools.

Agent-Based Models (ABMs) offer a promising avenue for achieving this 
synthesis. ABMs’ flexibility and capacity to model diverse behaviors make 
them ideal for integrating Boudon’s theory of action into individual-based 
models with local interactions. Unfortunately, Boudon neglected ABMs, 
just as he overlooked the distinction between composition effects stemming 
from global interdependencies and those arising from local interactions. This 
neglect is surprising given his early familiarity with ABMs. Boudon referenced 
Hägerstrand (1965) and Schelling (1971) in his early work (Boudon 1965, 
1976) and developed a sophisticated simulation in Davidovitch and 
Boudon (1964).

Boudon’s lack of interest in ABM is evident in his discussion of Manzo’s 
(2009) ABM of educational inequalities. Boudon (2010) mentions Manzo’s 
work as merely adding a social network component and a France-Italy 
comparison to his own model. He fails to recognize that Manzo’s ABM 
moved beyond mere technical refinements. Thanks to the ABM approach, 
in Manzo’s work, the micro-mechanisms are modeled at the level of the actors 
themselves – actors who can be heterogeneous, proceed to cost-opportunity 
calculations, make autonomous decisions, and influence each other. In other 
words, the probabilities of transitioning at various bifurcation points emerge 
endogenously, unlike the exogenously set probabilities in his own model. The 
lack of interest for ABMs is revealed in Boudon’s (2012) critical assessment 
on the development of analytical sociology: “I have the impression, though, 
that the handbooks on ‘analytical sociology’ insist on secondary technical 
details and fail to clearly identify the common paradigm that underlies many 
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illuminating sociological works […]” (Boudon 2012). He categorized ABMs 
as such secondary details, which is surprising for someone who ardently 
advocated for MI. 2 It is interesting to note that unlike Boudon, Tom Fararo, 
another pioneer of analytical sociology from the same generation, recognized 
the methodological value of ABMs, and did this even before the analytical 
sociology movement popularized their potential (Manzo 2024).
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ACCLAIMS

This remarkably well-structured volume accomplishes two feats at once. 
It offers a critical engagement with the multiple facets and contributions of 
Raymond Boudon’s sociological oeuvre, for example: the modeling of relative 
deprivation, the generative approach to social stratification, the plea for 
methodological individualism, the analysis of unintended consequences and 
social change, the epistemology of sociological investigations, and the reflection 
on rationality and belief formation. Through this critical engagement – here 
is the second feat – this volume tackles substantive and methodological issues 
central to contemporary developments in the discipline of sociology, whether 
the focus is on formal models, simulation work, counterfactual reasoning, 
social mobility and its measurements, the significance of Rational Choice, or 
our understanding of processual dynamics.

Ivan Ermakoff, Professor of Sociology,
University of Wisconsin-Madison

Without indulging in praise, this collective volume – bringing together 18 
substantial chapters – aims to shed light on the enduring legacy of Raymond 
Boudon’s sociology. It addresses a notable gap: the lack of a detailed, 
multifaceted examination of the work of one of the foremost figures in both 
French and international sociology. The reader will find not only an assessment 
of Boudon’s intellectual contributions but also a critical appraisal of their 
limitations and the avenues they open for further research into contemporary 
issues. The book will appeal both to specialists familiar with the evolution of 
Boudon’s thought over time and to those wishing to discover it, explore it in 
greater depth, or draw upon it for teaching purposes.

Gérald Gaglio, Professor of Sociology,
Université Côte d’Azur

This book is a splendid tribute to Raymond Boudon, one of the most 
important sociologists of the second half of the 20th century. The contributions, 
in their appreciative and critical aspects alike, clearly bring out the intellectual 
depth and challenging nature of Boudon’s work and its continuing relevance 
in the study of modern societies.

John H. Goldthorpe, Emeritus Fellow,
Nuffield College, University of Oxford



This collection of papers, expertly curated by Gianluca Manzo, is as wide-
ranging and thought-provoking as Raymond Boudon himself. It is sure to 
stimulate interest in a now-sometimes-forgotten giant of French sociology.

Neil Gross, Charles A. Dana Professor of Sociology,
Colby College (Maine)

This Memorial Festschrift honors Raymond Boudon (1934–2013) by 
considering his contributions to conceptualization, theory, and empirics, as well 
as their associated methods, across foundational topical domains in sociology 
and guided by expert commentators. It is not only a superb assessment, and 
its value will grow in three main ways. First, like most Festschrifts, it provides 
a portrait of the growth and trajectory of Boudon’s ideas, embedded in his 
relations with other scholars, both teachers, peers, and students. This portrait 
will grow over time. Second, as the historian David Knowles wrote about the 
quaestiones quodlibetales of the medieval university (especially the University 
of Paris) and the debates held during Advent and Lent when anyone could ask 
any question of any master, Festschrift discussions are a valuable index to what 
is “in the air” – in this case both when Boudon was working and now. Third, 
Boudon believed in the promise of mathematics, and it will be possible to trace 
over time the progress of the X –> Y relations in the book, as they travel from 
general functions to specific functions.

Guillermina Jasso, Professor of Sociology,
Silver Professor of Arts and Science, New York University

This book is not a hagiography. Unusually, its title truly reflects its content. 
Twenty-two sociologists from different countries and different generations 
take a fresh look at the work of Raymond Boudon. In keeping with his approach 
but without complacency, they highlight the theoretical and methodological 
contributions of his sociology, its limitations, its errors, its relevance for 
teaching sociology to the new generations, and the perspectives that remain 
open in several thematic areas.

Dominique Vidal, Professor of Sociology,
Université Paris Cité
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