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Abstract

This paper explores the significance of Emile Durkheim’s theory of a ritually generated social epistemology for 
current anthropological theorizing.  Durkheim’s theory of ritual, collective effervescence and the emergence of the 
fundamental categories of thought are discussed in the context of his last and most mature work, The Elementary 
Forms of Religious Life (1912).  The proto-social phenomenology that underlies much of this later thought is 
outlined, while some significant links between Durkheim’s later writings and William James’s radical empiricism 
and theory of emotion are also explored.  The contemporary relevance of Durkheim’s pioneering work is examined 
through a brief review of current theories in neuroscience, philosophy,  and anthropology which we view to be 
logical extensions of Durkheim’s original thesis.  Durkheim’s theory is then evaluated and updated  in light of 
recent advances in phenomenological, anthropological and neuroscientific research.  Drawing on  insights garnered 
from three decades of research in biogenetic structural theory, the paper presents the initial parameters for a 
“cultural neurophenomenology” that sets out to establish the neurophysiological and cultural underpinnings of a 
modern version of Durkheim’s theory.


					



















Hence the rationalism that is immanent in a sociological theory of knowledge stands between empiricism and 
classical apriorism.  For the first, the categories are purely artificial constructs; for the second, on the other 
hand, they are naturally given; for us, they are works of art, in a sense, but an art that imitates nature ever 
more perfectly. 

							Emile Durkheim (1912)

...[the] whole problem of experience versus mind seems to have a solution in
the structure of the nervous system, not in the structure of the mind or in
experience, but somewhere between mind and experience in the way our nervous
system is built and in the way it mediates between mind and experience...

 							Levi-Strauss (1978)00.2. We would like to thank Linda Garro for bringing our attention to this quote.

                 						 
1  Introduction
In this paper we explore the significance of Emile Durkheim’s theory of a ritually generated social 
epistemology for current anthropological theorizing.  For clarity’s sake we have divided the paper into nine 
sections.  In the first section we discuss Durkheim’s theory of ritual, collective effervescence and the 
emergence of the fundamental categories of thought as it is presented in his last and most mature work, The 
Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1912 [1995]).  Next, we focus on what we understand to be the “proto-social phenomenology” that underlies much of this later thinking.  In the following two sections we explore 
Durkheim’s turn to the individual in the context of his writings on the concept of Homo duplex and note some 
significant links between Durkheim’s later writings and William James’s “radical empiricism” and theory of 
emotion.  The fifth section of the paper is an attempt to demonstrate the contemporary relevance of 
Durkheim’s pioneering work through a brief review of current theories in neuroscience, philosophy, and 
anthropology which we view to be logical extensions of Durkheim’s original thesis.  The subsequent two 
sections of the paper consist of our attempt to evaluate and update Durkheim’s theory in light of recent 
advances in phenomenological, anthropological and neuroscientific research.  Focusing primarily on the 
insights garnered from three decades of research in biogenetic structural theory we outline the parameters of 
a “cultural neurophenomenology” that sets out to establish the neurophysiological and cultural underpinnings 
of a modern  version of Durkheim’s theory.  We then turn briefly describe two case studies that serve to 
support some of Durkheim’s claims with regard to the importance of ritual in the generation of experiences 
of collective effervescence and the formation of the categories. Finally, in an attempt to lay the initial 
foundation for developing a polyphasic cultural neurophenomenology, we conclude the paper with a brief 
discussion of how Durkheim’s project may be extended to include “effervescent” states of consciousness 
generated outside the context of collective ritual.

2  On the Formation of the Categories 

Over the last fifteen years we have witnessed a flood of articles and books dedicated to re-evaluating the 
significance of Durkheim’s Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1912; see Alexander 1988; Allen et al. 1998; 
Carlton-Ford 1992; Godlove 1986,1996; Gross 1997; Jones 1998; Mestrovic 1988, 1989, 1991, 1993; 
Nemedi 1998; Pickering 1993; Rappaport 1999:170-75, 378-81; Rawls 1996, 1997a, 1997b; Richman 1997; 
Shilling &Mellor 1998; Schmaus 1996, 1998; Stedman 1998; Thompson 1993, 1998 Tiryakian 1995).  While 
Durkheim is remembered by many scholars as a founding father of modern sociology and as one of the major 
opponents of psychological explanations of human social behavior, one of the most significant insights to be 
garnered from this recent scholarship is the fact that Durkheim’s mature writings reveal a decisive movement 
away from the doctrinaire, and we feel disabling, anti-psychologistic stance that is prevalent in his earlier 
works.00.3. As Fields (1995) makes clear, his profundity has all but been missed by earlier generations of anthropologists, due in part to a 
poor translation into English by Joseph Ward Swain in 1915, in part to vehement reaction against classic evolutionism, and in part 
to biased interpretations by social scientists like Talcott Parsons in The Structure of Social Action (1937).
  Where the young Durkheim took a polemical stance against the efficacy of psychological 
explanations for developing an adequate understanding of “social facts,” the mature Durkheim seemed to be much more interested in examining the complex relationship between the social and psychological realms of 
human existence.  
     Let us begin our examination of Durkheim by drawing from some of this recent scholarship to briefly 
outline what we feel to be the core of his project in Elementary Forms. The central theme of the book is that 
the heart of the religious life for all peoples lies in the ordering and expression of an elemental logic derived 
directly from our experience of the social world.  In this view, religions are neither the product of the need 
for socially cementing fictions (as many functionalists might have it), nor are they anxiety assuaging  fictions 
designed to quell peoples’ fear of the unknown (as many psychoanalysts might have it).  In contrast, for 
Durkheim all religions are seen as grounded upon reality; a reality that is experienced immediately in the 
context of social activity.  Of central importance for Durkheim is the idea that the same social activity that 
provides the foundation for religion is further  understood to be the generative source for the formation of a 
limited number of fundamental categories of understanding which serve to reflect our knowledge of reality.  
Like Aristotle and Kant, Durkheim holds that all people everywhere come to know the world filtered through 
the same fundamental categories of time, space, number, cause, class, person and totality.  Unlike Aristotle 
and Kant, however, Durkheim argues that the origins of these categories are given directly in our experienced 
interaction with cultural, social and physical worlds.00.4. The first formulation of this position can be traced to Durkheim’s much earlier work with his nephew Marcel Mauss.  In 
Primitive Classification,(1903 [1963]) Durkheim and Mauss set out to demonstrate how the mind’s “classificatory function” is 
shaped according to the dictates of social organization such that we “have no justification for supposing that our mind bears within 
it at birth, completely formed, the prototype of...[an] elementary framework of all classification” (1903:8).  More specifically, they 
argue that the classification of the natural world in terms of collective representations is derived directly from “social categories; the 
first classes of things were classes of men, into which these things were integrated” (1903:82). In this work, Durkheim and Mauss 
focus specifically upon the category of space.
      
     As Ann Rawls (1996, 1997a, 1997b) points out in a series of insightful papers, Durkheim’s social 
epistemology can be understood as an attempt to mediate between Kant’s “capacity model” of the human 
psyche based on a limited number of categories of understanding that exist prior to experience, and the 
classical British Empiricist’s (Locke and Hume) “content model” of the human psyche based, in contrast, on 
the notion that mental categories are not “pre-given” to the individual subject, but, rather, are acquired through 
the accumulation of sense experience.  As Godlove (1986, 1996) puts it, Durkheim’s aim in Elementary 
Forms is to establish a social epistemology that both bypasses the empiricist’s view of the categories as 
contingent on successive instances of sense experience and supercedes Kant’s a priorist stance which does 
not address the origins of the categories, merely accepting them as “pre-given” to the experiencing subject.00.5. The dialogue between Durkheim and Kant is further elaborated by Godlove (1996) who argues that Durkheim’s view of the 
categories should be interpreted as directly inspired by Kant’s position which makes a strict distinction between category and 
general concept.  Where a category is “singular onto itself” and contains “an infinite number of representations within itself” a 
general concept is in contrast a representation that is constructed from distinctive parts and is itself contained within the categories 
(1996). 
  
More specifically, Rawls asserts that  Durkheim’s project attempts to bridge these opposing positions by 
arguing that there are a limited number of categories of understanding that are acquired through the immediate 
experience of society as a “moral force” in the context of religious ritual.  Here, Durkheim attempts to 
maintain Kant’s notion of general categories of understanding that are not reducible to the accumulation of 
discrete instances of sense experience, while simultaneously maintaining the empiricist’s experiential focus 
by grounding the formation of these categories in a single instance of aesthetically infused shared experience 
that is generated in social activity00.6. In this sense, Durkheim’s work can be compared to the thought of William James who was equally critical of both a priorist and 
empiricist philosophies and who understood his radical empiricism as a way to mediate between these two disparate positions (see 
below; see also Laughlin and McManus 1995; Throop 2000a).
.  
     Focusing on the category of causation, Rawls (1996) explains that Durkheim’s “socioempiricism” is 
grounded in a theory of ritual where the enacted practice of congregation is held to generate a shared 
experience of emotionally-charged ideation.  As Rawls describes it, this experience of emotional “electricity” 
or “collective effervescence” is nothing other than the embodied experience of social force.   It is this 
immediately felt experience of social force in the context of ritually induced collective effervescence that 
Durkheim believes to underlie the emergence of the basic category of causation (Rawls 1996:449).  As Rawls 
makes clear, by using the example of the category of causation Durkheim is attempting to demonstrate how 
the fundamental categories of understanding are not formed according to a series of instances of particular 
sense experience, nor are they simply “pre-given” to experience, but are, in contrast, immediately perceived 
in the context of religious ritual as a “general phenomena in a single instance” (Rawls 1996:445).  In Rawls’ 
opinion, this formulation allows Durkheim to account for the formation of the category of causation in an 
individual’s direct experience of effervescence where the effect is able to both contain and display its cause 
in a single instance (1996:450).  As Durkheim points out, where external objects are only able to produce in 
us the sensations of “confinement” and “discomfort” since “physical forces only ever display a perceived 
effect,...[and] the force that is causing confinement is never directly perceived in and of itself,” experiences 
of collective effervescence, in contrast, are completely a “part of our interior life”  and as such are directly 
displayed to our consciousness in a single instance (1912:369).   Rawls goes on to argue that this theory 
thereby avoids the logical problems inherent in postulating the emergence of general categories from multiple 
observations of purely “external events” where it is only possible to infer cause from effect without being able to trace the chain of causality directly in experience.00.7. Perhaps the most complete phenomenological account of causation in the Euroamerican philosophical literature is to be found in 
Part Two of Maurice Mandelbaum's book, The Anatomy of Historical Knowledge (1977:49-142).  In that work, Mandelbaum 
demonstrates that the apprehension of causation in the everyday life-world involves an inherent awareness of interrelations among 
elements and phases of a process, and not the rational attribution of a cause-effect co-variation among distinct events.  See also 
Michotte (1963) for empirical research supporting this view; see also Laughlin (1994b) on the implications of this view for science.
  Durkheim’s social epistemology thus avoids “the old 
empiricist dilemma of trying to abstract empirically valid general ideas from a series of particulars” (Rawls 
1996:453). 
     Here, it is important to make clear that the categories are not to be confused with collective representations 
that are little more than cultural conventions.  As Rawls makes clear, where representations (collective and 
otherwise) are “mental contents” that are constructed out of multiple instances of sense experience and as such 
are contingent and variable, the categories do not in themselves represent anything, but, serve to provide a 
framework for the mind that allows representations or mental “contents” to take on their meaning (Rawls 
1996:434).  Following the likes of Aristotle and Kant, then, Durkheim views the categories of understanding 
– including the categories of time, space, number, cause, class, person, and totality – to be pure, generic 
concepts that serve to structure the cultural content of conceptional frames.  As he explains:
The content cannot itself provide the framework in which it is placed.  The content is made up 
of vague and fluctuating images caused by the superimposition and partial fusion of a definite 
number of individual images that are found to have elements in common...By contrast, the 
framework is a definite form having fixed contours, but can be applied to an indefinite number 
of things, whether perceived or not (1912:147-48)

     In this later work, Durkheim can therefore be understood as outlining an epistemological stance wherein 
knowledge of reality is understood as a summation of a society’s collective experience of reality that is, as it 
were, “trued-up” (see Laughlin & Throop n.d.) by social practice.  It is, in other words, a social-epistemology 
based upon a “socio-empiricism” or “social phenomenology” of collective ritual.  
     For Durkheim, the importance of ritual is understood once we come to recognize the fact that it is-- and 
must be -- a principle mechanism by which cultures maintain their efficacy in mediating between an 
individual’s understanding of reality and the actual nature of reality.  As a function of religion, ritual and its 
cosmological underpinnings are transmitted through stories – through myths -- and thus, through history.  
Durkheim therefore understood  ritual to be a mechanism through which individuals are able to, at least 
partially, harmonize their subjectivities both with one another and with the cosmological system as expressed 
in their particular society’s collection of myth (see Laughlin & Throop n.d.).  In other words, Durkheim 
viewed ritual to be a central means through which to achieve a culturally (mythologically) imbued 
intersubjective attunement between participants.00.8. Durkheim’s view of the close connection between ritual and mythology is evidenced in his assertion that “myth is often modeled 
on the rite so as to account for it...conversely, there are beliefs that do not clearly manifest themselves except through rites that 
translate them ” (1912:99).  And further, “If myth is withdrawn from religion, ritual must also be withdrawn....Indeed the rite is 
often nothing other than the myth in action” (1912:79).  While Cartesian inspired social philosophers like August Comte made the 
error of attributing such central religious notions as “force” to metaphysical fictions, Durkheim clearly saw that religious forces 
have their empirical grounding in the real experience of individuals in the context of the collective rituals which ultimately serve to 
generate those self-same experiences  (e.g. see McNeley’s (1981) description of  the Navajo notion of “Holy Wind” ) . Durkheim 
thus anticipated Victor Turner’s (1969, 1982, 1983, 1985; Turner and Bruner 1986) strenuous disagreement with the Levi-Strauss’ 
account of how mythic texts function in traditional religions, and with the latter’s minimizing of the role of ritual implied therein.  
For both Durkheim and Turner, ritual is fundamentally important in developing and maintaining “collective representations.”
    

3  Durkheim’s “Proto-Social Phenomenology”

With the sociologist Edward A. Tiryakian, we believe that one of the most important insights to be derived 
from Durkheim’s mature work is his attempt to establish a “proto-social phenomenology” (1978).  In fact, the 
very first pages of Elementary Forms points to this phenomenological turn in Durkheim’s thinking.  In the 
first chapter of the book, “Definition of Religious Phenomena and of Religion,” Durkheim begins by 
instructing the reader to free the mind of all “preconceived ideas,” “passions” and “habits” in order to ensure 
that he/she is able to better approach “reality itself” (1912:21-22).  Sounding reminiscent of  Husserl’s call 
for bracketing the “natural attitude,” Durkheim goes on to argue that any truly scientific study must be based 
upon the researcher’s ability to first free the mind “of commonsense notions whose influence can prevent us 
from seeing things as they are” [emphasis ours] (1912:22).  As Tiryakian notes, Husserl’s phenomenology 
and its attempt to turn to the systematic “deciphering” of consciousness to get at the ground of phenomena -- 
to the “depth structures of consciousness” (1978:30) -- can be understood to converge directly with 
Durkheim’s endeavor in Elementary Forms.  Citing Durkheim’s injunction that “all preconceptions must be 
eradicated” and Husserl’s call “to the things themselves,” Tiryakian argues that we find in both positions an 
attempt to bracket the natural attitude in order “to go behind appearances to the ground of reality” (1978:42).  
  In the end, however, Tiryakian tempers his comparison between these two thinkers when he states that 
although Husserl’s later work “shows an increasing awareness of intersubjectivity and of community, 
Husserl’s transcendental grounds of worldhood remains an I-pole at its core, whereas Durkheim’s 
transcendental grounds of worldhood emphasizes its We-pole” (1978:38).  While, ultimately, we must agree with Tiryakian’s assessment of Durkheim’s overall stance in light of his career-long attempt to understand the 
social world in its own terms largely apart from individual psychologies, we feel, however, that in Elementary 
Forms we do indeed witness a turn toward the “I-pole” that is evidenced by his phenomenologically grounded 
description of effervescent experiences and their direct role in the formation of the categories.  Moreover, we 
wish to note that Tiryakian seems to fall into the common error of thinking that Husserl was a solipsist.  This 
is certainly not so, for the emphasis in Husserl, as in Durkheim, is an attempt at elucidating the universal 
properties of collective categories – in Durkheim’s case, the universal essences of mind as formed and matured 
in the context of effervescence.   
     While Tiryakian’s work points to some evidence for Durkheim’s phenomenological-turn, we feel that a 
further, and more clearly elaborated component of Durkheim’s “proto- social phenomenology” is found in 
his emphasis on the centrality of the experience of collective effervescence as the phenomenologically 
grounded underpinning of the formation of the category of “force” (causation).  As alluded to above, 
Durkheim’s central thesis in Elementary Forms is to demonstrate how the “social force” of collective ritual 
serves to generate the fundamental categories of the mind.  The usage of the term “social force” is somewhat 
deceptive, however, as a careful reading of Durkheim reveals that “social force” is, more accurately, an 
immediately experienced “psychic energy” or “mental pressure” that is felt moving within each and every 
participant (Durkheim 1912:209).  As Durkheim explains, the “force of the collectivity is not wholly external; 
it does not move us entirely from outside. Indeed because society can exist only in and by means of individual 
minds, it must enter into us and become organized within us” (1912:211).  According to Durkheim, the means 
by which the “social” becomes internalized  lies directly in the experiences generated in the context of 
collective ritual.  As he states the “very act of congregating is an exceptionally powerful stimulant. Once 
individuals are gathered together, a sort of electricity is generated from their closeness and quickly launches 
them into an extraordinary height of exaltation” (1912:217-18).  Collective ritual, therefore, “brings about a 
state of effervescence that alters the conditions of psychic activity....[such that] The vital energies become 
hyperexcited, the passions more intense, the sensations more powerful” (1912:424).  And finally, it “is in these 
effervescent social milieux, and indeed from that very effervescence, that the religious idea seems to have been 
born” (1912:220).  
     We can see from these statements that Durkheim’s position is predicated on the idea that  religious force 
is  “none other than the feeling that the collectivity inspires in its members, but [merely]  projected outside 
the minds that experience them, and objectified” [emphasis ours] (1912:230).   Put differently, Durkheim 
defines religious force precisely as a crystalized projection of a mind that has directly experienced the feeling 
of social force through a state of effervescence that is generated in the context of collective ritual.  Durkheim’s 
model, then, is an experientially grounded model through and through.  As he puts it,  “The true justification 
of religious practices is not in the apparent ends they pursue but in their invisible influence over consciousness 
and in their manner of affecting our states of mind” (1912:364).  
     Because the feelings generated in the context of collective ritual originate outside the individual there is, 
in Durkheim’s estimation, however, a palpable difference between experiences of collective effervescence and 
ordinary observation of phenomena through the five senses. As he explains, “[r]eligious forces are in fact only 
transfigured collective forces, that is moral forces; they are made of ideas and feelings that the spectacle of 
society awakens in us....Thus they are qualitatively different from the tangible things in which we localize 
them” (1912:327).  The external source of this “mental pressure” therefore provides these feelings with a 
phenomenologically grounded objectivity and impersonality, which Durkheim holds to be ultimately 
responsible for leading individuals to classify these types of experience as “sacred.”00.9. It is interesting to note that the objectivity that Durkheim ascribes to experiences of collective feeling is very similar to William 
James’s idea of a “more.”  In fact, in the Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), James explains that during many “mystical” 
experiences individuals become conscious that they are “coterminous and continuous with a more of the same quality, which is 
operative in the universe outside of him” (508).  Moreover, like James’s “more”,  the objectivity of Durkheim’s “collective 
effervescence” is also thought to provide the foundation for a suprapersonal and highly transformative experience that serves to 
shape an individual’s conscious processes.

     Given that Durkheim’s proto-social phenomenology ultimately defines society as an “impersonal” force 
that is directly experienced by individuals in the context of collective ritual, we feel compelled to question 
those critiques of Durkheim that have mistakenly characterized his position as one in which society is 
understood solely as “the force that defines religious power” (Strathern 1997:180; see also Csordas 1990). 
While it is true that Durkheim’s model is founded on the gathering of individuals in the context of social ritual 
which serves as the catalyst or generative source for the experience of collective effervescence, collective 
effervescence is, in the end, an experience had by individuals in the context of that social gathering. As a 
careful reading reveals, this model is thus not simply based upon a view of society as “superoganic;” regardless of what it is that generates this experience (as we will see below there are a number of different 
ways to drive the nervous system to produce “effervescent” experiences of the sort Durkheim described in 
Elementary Forms), it is the subjective experience as such which ultimately serves as the basis for the 
formation of the mind’s categories. This embodied, sensed, or felt flow of energy which is experienced as 
something somehow suprapersonal and “other- than-self-within-the-self” is, therefore, the crucial mechanism 
underpinning the emergence of elementary categories of mind.  In this light, we feel that Durkheim should be 
recognized for advancing a phenomenologically grounded description of the formation of the categories which 
is rooted in ritually generated somatic experiences. 

4  Homo-Duplex and Durkheim’s Turn to the Individual
	
Tied to Durkheim’s turn towards developing a social phenomenology is his related shift to recognizing the 
importance of the individual in what has otherwise been viewed by many interpreters to be an 
uncompromising sociocentrism00.10. Even though it is commonly held that Durkheim’s sociology was not sensitive to individual experience, we can see as early as 
the second edition of The Rules of Sociological Method (1895) evidence to the contrary.  As he states in a endnote following the 
preface to the second edition, “Despite the fact that beliefs and social practices permeate us in this way from the outside, it does not 
follow that we receive them passively and without causing them to undergo modification.  In thinking about collective institutions, 
in assimilating ourselves to them, we individualize them, we more or less impart to them our own personal stamp.  Thus in thinking 
about the world of the senses each one of us colours it in his own way, and different people adapt themselves differently to an 
identical physical environment.  This is why each one of us creates to a certain extent his own morality, his own religion, his own techniques.  Every type of social conformity carries with it a whole gamut of individual variation” (1895:47).
.  Against this polemical reading of his work, however, lies Durkheim’s own 
characterization of humans as Homo duplex, or as he puts  it, “double” (1912:15-16).00.11.  Although there is no evidence that Durkheim was aware of Freud’s work (Fields 1995:liii), there seems to be more than a 
passing resemblance here to Freud’s rendering of the individual as ever internally divided between cultural dictates imposed by the 
super-ego and libidinal drives emanating from the  id (see Freud’s Civilization and its Discontents (1930)).   In his estimation, 
humans are simultaneously individuals with bodies, psyches and a lifetime of unique experiences, and social 
beings who embody collective representations formed by countless generations of forebearers.  In other words, 
Durkheim sees the individual as consisting of two parts; an impersonal (social) principle that is collectively 
shared and tied to the functioning intellect through collective representations and an individuating principle 
tied to the immediate experiences of the senses and the body.  According to Chris Shilling (1997), Durkheim 
can be understood in his later work to be advocating a view of the individual as made up of a double center 
of gravity consisting of an egoistic, bodily, sensational and appetitive center at one pole, and a collective, 
intellectual, rational and moral center at the other. 
     Especially in the context of the Elementary Forms, the individual is never held to be completely shaped 
by social/cultural processes.  As Durkheim explains, “bodies are distinct and occupy a specific position in 
time/space- each is a special milieu in which the collective representations are gradually refracted and colored 
differently” (1912:273).  Moreover, just “as there is no society without individuals, so the impersonal forces 
that arise from collectivity cannot take form without incarnating themselves in individual consciousness, in 
which they become individualized” (1912:269).  In Durkheim’s mature work we therefore seldom witness a 
portrayal of the individual as simply a pliable refraction of social and cultural conditioning.  As Shilling 
(1997) makes clear, an important advantage to Durkheim’s later writings on Homo duplex is that it provides 
him with a model of the individual that allows for the possibility that elements of sensuality can “spill over” 
and escape the confines of social/cultural conditioning.  As Schilling puts it, this model thus “highlights those 
stubborn features of human sensuality which can prove resistant to social control and which are responsible 
for the...experience of feeling internally divided” (1997:208).   
     Even though Shilling clearly articulates the failings of an overly-sociocentric reading of Durkheim’s 
account of the individual, he is also careful to point out that Durkheim’s understanding of the human as both 
a sensual and a social being is indeed quite nuanced.   For, not only does Durkheim recognize that bodily 
experiences can at times “spill over” beyond the constraints of our social and cultural conditioning, but, he 
also believes that these same bodily/sensorial experiences can help to fuse culturally salient symbols and 
collective representations with strong affective valences.  Moreover, even in more mundane experiences 
Durkheim asserts that certain “affective colorings” play a role in patterning collectively constituted 
conceptualizations such that “all men of the same civilization [can come to] conceive of space [for example] 
in the same manner” (1912:11).  What is at stake in Durkheim's mature thought, therefore, is an attempt to 
develop a model that integrates: 1) a view of the sensory and affective experiences of individuals as resistant 
to, and able to transform received cultural norms, values and ideals; 2) a view of cultural norms, values and 
ideals as transfigured through the shared and emotionally driven structuring of sensory impressions that pattern 
themselves after socially constructed parameters; and 3) a view of emotionally infused experiences of 
collective effervescence that serve as a generative source for the formation of collectively shared categories 
of understanding (see also Shilling 1997; Shilling & Mellor 1998). 

5  A Moment’s Reflection on William James’ Radical Empiricism and Theory of Emotion
	
In light of Durkheim’s turn to the individual we feel that it is important to briefly comment upon some of the 
correspondences we see between Durkheim’s mature thought and the writings of William James.  As it turns 
out, some of these resonances will serve to contribute to our own reworking of Durkheim’s theoretical 
perspective below. 
     Despite the fact that Durkheim himself was highly critical of James’s emphasis on “individual psychology” 
early in his career (Durkheim 1898 [1974]), and equally critical of James’s pragmatism in a number of lectures 
given toward the end of his life (Durkheim 1913-14 [1983]; see Rawls 1997b), we feel that there are a number 
of important connections that can be drawn between Durkheim’s later “proto-social phenomenology” and 
James’s “radical empiricism” (see James 1912; Laughlin & McManus 1995; Throop 2000a).  While it cannot 
be denied that Durkheim was familiar with James’ early psychological writings, his pragmatism and with his 
writings on religion, we feel that like many other scholars (even to this day), Durkheim did not understand that 
underlying his putative “psychologism,” “pragmatism,” and “mysticism,” James was a realist.  Moreover, 
Durkheim was also seemingly ignorant of James’s  “radical empirical” doctrine, which, we believe, had he 
know about would have significantly altered many of his critical assessments of James’s thought.
     James presented the core of his ideas about radical empiricism in two key articles entitled "Does 
'Consciousness' Exist?" and "A World of Pure Experience," both published in the same year and in the same 
journal (James 1904a and 1904b)00.
12. These articles and supporting papers were collected in the volume entitled Essays in Radical Empiricism (James  1912 [1996])
.  In these articles James reveals his profound suspicion of both Cartesian 
dualism and rationalism in science, and argues that our sense of the “real” comes from our own direct 
experience of reality as it is “immediately given.”  True empiricism, he argues, pays attention to experiential 
instants and not intellectual abstraction.  However, James goes much further than merely acknowledging the 
primacy of individual experience as the ground of knowledge, for he argues more precisely that:

To be radical, an empiricism must neither admit into its constructions any element that is not 
directly experienced, nor exclude from them any element that is directly experienced.  For such 
a philosophy, the relations that connect experiences must themselves be experienced relations, 
and any kind of relation experienced must be accounted as "real" as anything else in the 
system.  Elements may indeed be redistributed, the original placing of things getting corrected, 
but a real place must be found for every kind of thing experienced, whether term or relation, 
in the final philosophical arrangement (1996:42).

     In other words, James believes that science should be grounded directly in experience and as such, should 
be open to any and all experiences had by human beings, regardless of cultural or personal history.  It is really 
this second dictum that makes James' project so radical, and at the same time so interesting to an exploration 
of Durkheim, for the latter was coming out of the same intuition.  Namely, what James calls the “conjunctive 
relations” and what Durkheim calls “the categories of understanding” are both thought to be inherent in, and 
emergent from experience.  And just as James understands his radical empiricism to mediate between Kant’s 
a priorist and Hume’s associationalist perspectives with his acceptance of both conjunctive and disjunctive  
relations as part and parcel of experience and reality, so too does Durkheim envision his project as an attempt 
to bridge the same philosophical divide with his understanding of the formation of the categories in the direct 
experience of effervescence.  In the case of both men, there is further something real and empirically derived 
about religious understanding.  James’s attempt to validate religious experience and mystical phenomena is 
in fact applauded by Durkheim in the concluding chapter of Elementary Forms where he asserts that along 
with  “a recent apologist of faith, I accept that religious belief rests on a definite experience, whose 
demonstrative value is...not inferior to that of scientific experiments” (1912:420). 
     A further connection between Durkheim’s and James’s thought has been drawn by J.M Barbalet in two 
particularly insightful articles (1994, 1999).  In the first of these papers, Barbalet outlines Durkheim’s 
“somatic theory of emotion.”  He argues that this “somatic theory”, which is based upon an assumption that 
experienced emotions are the result of alterations of bodily processes, has “a morphological relationship to 
William James’ theory of emotion” (1994:118).  However, where James is famous for arguing that the 
experience of emotion is derived from the feeling of bodily changes as they occur (see also Throop 2000a), Barbalet points out that Durkheim extends the role of the bodily basis of emotion to collective somatic activity 
where “the coordination of common actions or gestures aris[ing] in social relations between aspects of 
individual bodies...[can become the] basis for...collateral emotions” (1994:118).  
     Of further importance for this paper is Barbalet’s insight that James’ theory of emotion is not limited to 
changes in the viscera since James asserted more specifically that bodily changes tied to experienced emotions 
are founded upon the idea that it is the entire organism, and not just the viscera, that is implicated in the 
generation of emotional states. Citing James, Barbalet explains that  “so indefinitely numerous and subtle” 
are the bodily states and changes associated with emotion, “that the entire organism may be called a sounding 
board” (1999:253).  As Barbalet makes clear, “James’ somatic focus supports and enriches the neo-Durkheimian concentration on interaction rituals in which the physical attunement of gestures among actors 
engender common emotional experiences” (1999:263).  In terms of the experience of collective effervescence 
we could thus say, with James, that the body serves as a sounding board that reacts to the ritually generated 
and mythically imbued attunements of intersubjectivity in the context of collective gatherings.

6  Linking Bodily Experience and the Conceptual Realm

As we have seen above, a central component of Durkheim’s model lies in its attempt to ground the “abstract,” 
“conceptual” realm of human understanding directly in the lived experience of embodied “effervescent” states 
generated through collective ritual.  These “effervescent” states are consistently described by Durkheim as 
palpable, felt realities which directly transform an individual’s mental functioning, and which ultimately result 
in the formation of the fundamental categories of understanding.  Not unlike the German philosophers 
Wilhelm Dilthey and Max Scheler, who have similarly argued that concepts of “reality,” “world,” “other” and 
“self” are formed through the individual’s immediately felt experience of resistance and the inefficacy of the 
will (see Throop 2000b), Durkheim’s model, therefore, serves to ground human cognition directly in 
experiences of emotion, feeling, sensation and conation.  
     Recently, in a variety of different disciplines, we have seen the emergence of a growing number of scholars 
who have, like Durkheim, also attempted to link the formation of the abstract/conceptual realm of human 
cognitive functioning to varieties of “bodily” experience (Bates & Dick forthcoming; Bermúdez 1998; 
Csordas 1990, 1993, 1994; Damasio 1994, 1999; Gallagher 1986a, 1986b, 1998; Gibson 1966, 1979; 
Hutchins 1995; Johnson1987; Lakoff 1987; Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 1999; Maturana and Varela 1987; Medin 
and Watenmaker 1987; Neisser 1987; Piaget 1971; Shore 1991, 1996;Strathern 1997; Varela et al.1991 ).  
Before turning to our re-working of Durkheim’s model we will first attempt to illustrate the contemporary 
relevance of Durkheim’s view of the categories by briefly exploring a few key representatives from this 
growing body of literature in the fields of neurophysiology, philosophy/linguistics, and anthropology.  While 
none of the thinkers we review below explicitly draw inspiration from Durkheim, we feel that each can be 
understood as advancing what may be interpreted as a logical extension of Durkheim’s pioneering thought.
     In the burgeoning field of neurophysiology, the work of Antonio Damasio (1994,1999) stands out as an 
excellent example of what we perceive to be an emerging neo-Durkheimian view of the categories.  As 
Damasio argues in Descarte’s Error (1994), a number of recent findings in neuroscientific research have come 
to show how the brain’s somatosensory and motor complexes serve to dynamically represent our body as a 
“functional map.” In his estimation, these systems inform our sense of body boundary as they function to 
constitute a primordial representation of an individual’s body states moment by moment.  Moreover, 
according to Damasio, this mapping of the body provides a baseline or background body sense that underlies 
an elementary feeling of selfhood as distinguished from the matrix of the environmental surround.  In his 
framework, therefore, it is this elementary feeling of “self” as opposed to “other” that provides the experiential 
underpinnings for higher order conceptual renderings of the idea of the self, itself, as an object of attention.  
Extending this connection between bodily experience and categorization, Damasio also asserts that:

 Primordial representations of the body proper in action would offer a spatial and temporal 
framework, a metric on which other representations could be grounded.  The representation 
of what we now construct as a space with three dimensions would be engendered in the brain, 
on the basis of the body’s anatomy and patterns of movement in the environment (1994:235).   

Here then, we see Damasio postulating the somatosensory and motor mapping of the body as the basis for the 
emergence of a number of central categories, including “self,” “space,” and “time.”
     Not unlike Damasio, the linguist George Lakoff and the philosopher Mark Johnson also understand the 
body to be a “pre-verbal kinesthetic basis” for our understanding of a multitude of metaphorical constructs.  
In their view, abstract conceptual structures like spatial metaphors are derived in the first instance from 
perceptual and kinesthetic experiences of the body ( Lakoff 1987; Lakoff & Johnson 1980; Johnson 1987; 
see also D’Andrade 1995;133).  For example, Johnson (1987) asserts that those metaphors that rely on such 
concepts as “container,” “balance,” “force,” “part-whole,” “center-periphery,” and “full-empty,” are based in 
immediately felt spacial orientations that are directly derived from bodily experience.  Moreover, he further 
explains how some of the most basic elements of “syntax” (e.g. “must,” “may,” “can”) may also be 
understood as potentially emerging from the experience of such bodily processes as “compulsion,” “removal 
of constraint,” and “enablement.”  
     In their most recent effort, Lakoff & Johnson (1999) argue that it is time for researchers to recognize that 
the mind’s mental categories are formed through an inferential and metaphorical elaboration upon basic 
perceptual and motor capacities of the human brain and body.  In this work they go on to label those concepts 
that are most closely tied to this sensorimotor base as “basic” or “embodied concepts.”  As they put it, an 
“embodied concept is a neural structure that is actually part of, or makes us of, the sensorimotor system of our 
brains” (1999:20).  In their estimation, then,  these “human concepts are not just reflections of an external 
reality, but are crucially shaped by our bodies and brains, especially by our sensorimotor system” (1999:22).  
Of some significance for this paper, they also go on to argue that from an experiential stand point much of 
our basic conceptual framework for the category of “causation” is anchored in the embodied experience of 
“direct human agency” (1999:231).  Like Durkheim then, Lakoff & Johnson view the basic categories of 
human understanding to be grounded in the experiential monitoring of bodily sensations, movements, 
perceptions and feelings.  
     Perhaps one of the best representatives of this neo-Durkheimian approach to the categories in anthropology 
is found in the work of Thomas Csordas.  Csordas (1993,1994), who draws heavily upon the writings of 
Merleau-Ponty, views the body to be the generative pre-reflective basis for those experiences upon which all 
forms of objectification and conceptualization later emerge.  For example, in his book The Sacred Self (1994), 
Csordas asserts that the primordial embodied experience of causal efficacy should be understood as the basis 
for the formation of the concepts of force and causality.  Building upon Casey’s (1987) work on 
phenomenology and memory, and on Johnson’s (1987) work on metaphor, Csordas goes on to argue that 
these:

 primordial experiences of [embodied] creative and reenactive efficacy do not only become 
objectified as concepts of force and causality (Johnson 1987), but are preserved as prototypes 
and templates for experiencing [such other causal phenomena as] the force of divine power 
(1994:164).  

While we do not see Csordas making an explicit Durkheimian connection between interoceptive monitoring 
of bodily experiences and the emerging categorical rending of “causality,” we do, however, see him making 
a similar preliminary connection between viscerally saturated experiential modalities and the formation of 
conceptual categories of the mind.
7  Toward a Cultural Neurophenomenology
	
Having briefly reviewed a few emerging theoretical stances in the disciplines of neurophysiology, 
philosophy/linguistics and anthropology that seem to lend support for a neo-Durkheimian model of  the 
categories of understanding, we wish to now turn to outline our own model which will build upon a number of the insights garnered from thirty years of research on mind and consciousness from the perspective of 
biogenetic structuralism.     Biogenetic structuralism is a theoretical approach which has developed a kind of “cultural 
neurophenomenology” – a unique approach to the study of human consciousness that is grounded upon the 
axiom that “mind” and “brain” are two windows upon the same reality.  In this theory, “mind” refers to a kind 
of inside-out view of consciousness whereas “brain” refers to a kind of outside-in view of the same scope.  
This approach obviously requires the embodiment of consciousness.  Because consciousness and the 
neurophysiological mediation of states of consciousness are central to the perspective, we advocate the trained 
and mature use of introspection as a primary method in ascertaining universal properties and processes of the 
human mind-brain.  Due to this emphasis on embodiment and introspection, biogenetic structuralism is 
fundamentally an interdisciplinary project that necessitates the merger of anthropology, psychology, 
phenomenology and the neurosciences.   
     This approach is based upon the view that the structures of human consciousness, including those structures 
subserving language, cognition, conation, sensation and emotion are at least partially the result of the 
genetically predisposed organization of the nervous system (see Laughlin et al. 1990; Laughlin & Throop 
1999).  The advantages of this perspective are rooted in the fact that: 1) it is non-dualistic in modeling mind 
and body; 2) it is not reductionist in the positivist sense (i.e. that the physical sciences can give a complete 
account of all things mental and cultural, or vise versa); 3) it is informed by all reasonable sources of data 
about human consciousness and culture, including introspection and mature contemplation; and 4) it keeps 
in mind that our bodies are the products of an ongoing process of evolution and development.
     Of central importance for this paper is biogenetic structuralism’s insight that a principle function of the 
cerebral cortex of the human brain is the growth of models of the world that are comprised of networks of 
living neurons.  These models, and the cells that comprise them, are entrained (i.e., become interconnected 
via various neurophysiological processes) into momentary, dynamic patterns of organization that act to 
mediate the felt flow of the lifeworld -- that “reality that is lived” which also includes knowledge about the 
world that is pre-given in experience.  The total system of models entrained to mediate each moment of the 
lifeworld is called the conscious network, while the total set of neural models in each person’s brain that may 
be entrained to conscious network is called the cognized environment00.13.We are indebted to Roy Rappaport (1968) for the concepts of cognized and operational environments.  It is clear from 
Rappaport’s (1979:97-144, 1984:337-252, 1999) later writings that the meanings we have constructed for these terms are even 
closer to his thinking than we initially thought.  We originally interpreted him as simply equating cognized environment with the 
native worldview and the operational environment with the world as viewed by science.  And, of course we consider scientific views 
of the world as also being cognized environments.  Rappaport’s (personal communication, May 1993) thinking, does not differ 
from this view.  For our own development of these concepts, see Laughlin & Brady (1978:6), D’Aquili et. al. (1979:12ff), 
Rubinstein et al. (1984:21ff) and Laughlin et. al. (1990:82-90).  We feel that an important link can also be made between the 
concept of cognized environment and Irving Hallowell’s (1955) much earlier notion of a “behavioral environment.” Hallowell 
described the “behavioral environment” as that environment the individual actually experiences (i.e. perceived, feels and acts in) as 
distinguished from the physical or geographical environment which, according to some schools of thought, exists as a separated 
reality distinct from human perception, feeling and action.  For Hallowell, the behavioral environment is thus “the world of the 
individual as experienced by him [her] and in terms of which he [she] thinks, is motivated to act, and satisfies his [her] needs” 
(1955:88).
.
     Almost all of the models that serve to constitute the cognized environment develop from nascent neural 
structures that we call neurognostic structures, or simply neurognosis.00.14. The claim that virtually all models in the adult human brain develop from genetically predetermined nascent models in the infant 
brain is similar in many respects to Carl Jung’s claim that all knowledge is grounded upon the field of human archetypes (see Jung 
(1968 [1936/37]:48).  Those wishing to explore the biogenetic structural notion of neurognosis should see Laughlin, McManus & 
d'Aquili (1990:Chapter 2).  For an interesting comparison between Durkheim and Jung see Guala (1970 ), Staude (1976), 
Greenwood (1990).
  This applies not only to the initial 
organization and functions of these neural models in the infant brain, but also to the lawful processes of their 
growth, interconnection, and development.  Because neurognostic development is exquisitely ordered by 
processes inherent to the ontogenesis of the organism, it is not possible to speak of the development of neural 
tissues that is not to some degree constrained and guided by genetically directed processes.  Similarly, because 
neural pathways are also extremely sensitive to the felt flow of lived experience, these same neural pathways 
become routed according to individuating patterns of particularized life trajectories and interactions.     The cognized environment can be contrasted with the individual’s operational environment which includes 
both the physical nature of the individual as an organism and the local environment that is both significant to 
the individual’s adaptation, and exists in a transcendental reality beyond the capacity of any individual’s or 
social group’s ability to comprehend it in its totality.  That is, the cognized environment is a “point of view,” 
a “standpoint,” a system of knowledge about the operational environment that each individual develops 
throughout their life. And as the social group is part of each individual’s operational environment, much of 
the development of his or her cognized environment is influenced and conditioned by social interaction.

8  A Re-Working of Durkheim’s Social Epistemology 

Our re-working of Durkheim’s model is based on our belief that the mind is fundamentally organized 
according to a “cartographic imperative” -- a patterned drive to map or model our environments (internal, 
social and physical)-- that has its underlying basis in the experiential monitoring of our bodily states.  As 
Damasio points out, our brains seem to be hard-wired to monitor and map the functioning of our body’s moment-by-moment interaction with particularized instantiations of the lifeworld (1994). Moreover, as James 
understood, our bodies also tend to function as veritable “sounding boards” which serve to generate feelings, 
sensations, emotions, conations and cognitions that reflect our interaction with that same world.  It seems then 
that in its attempt to constitute the systematic contours of its cognized environment, the mind-brain is 
constantly monitoring internal bodily states, the flux and flow of sensory fields that mediate the body’s 
relation to the world as experienced, and by extension the “obdurate” world ( i.e., the operational environment) 
that confronts and helps to shape the perceived contours of those fields.  
     Given this context, it is not surprising to discover that our mind’s conceptual framework has deep roots 
in this given experiential monitoring of interoceptive, exteroceptive and prioperceptive cues.  In other words, 
our model suggests that a significant basis for generating fundamental conceptual and symbolic forms is 
grounded in neocortical imagery that emanates from the moment-by-moment monitoring of interoceptive, 
exteroceptive and prioperceptive cues that are modeled in the somatosensory areas of the brain.  This 
framework therefore provides the basis for a non-intellectualist understanding of the formation of the 
categories of thought since it is the sensorium that is viewed as the generative source for the cognitive 
underpinnings of conceptualization. For example, in this view, somatically generated cartographies of inner 
space are understood to serve as the initial foundation for our conceptual and imaginal cartographies of the 
category of “space.” Similarly, as Durkheim himself suggested, our interoceptive monitoring of feelings of 
effervescence may in fact serve to underpin the category of “causation” (but see also Mandelbaum 1977:49-142 and Michotte 1963 on the phenomenology of causation).
     Also embedded in this model is the notion that the collective nature of conceptual frameworks is tied 
directly to the individual’s ability to re-produce the experienced sensory fields of another individual through 
the replication of bodily postures, movements and interactions with the world as given. Shared categories of 
understanding are therefore in part predicated upon an intersubjective attunement that emerges through a 
medium of collectively produced and monitored sensory fields. While the neurognostic structure of the mind 
does not allow us to postulate the “fundamental categories of thought” as purely the result of this 
experientially based attunement of the sensory fields of the collectivity, we feel, with Durkheim and James, 
that there is a modified middle ground wherein we can come to view both pre-given and given experiential 
structures as serving to pattern these categorical frames.00.15. We feel that this modified middle ground would thus not be susceptible to Rodney Needham’s famous critique of Durkheim’s 
social epistemology.  In his introduction to Primitive Classification, Needham argues that “Durkheim and Mauss are led by...[an] 
ambiguous conception of mind to assert that the individual mind is incapable of classification, and their venture as they conceive it 
derives much of its justification from this assumption. Now no one would pretend that the individual could ever construct, without 
education in the categories of his society, a complex classification of collective representations such as the society has inherited 
from a long history.  But this in no way implies that the individual mind lacks the innate faculty of classification; and it would be 
difficult to conceive, in any case, how an individual might even apprehend a classification unless the mind were inherently capable 
of the essential operations by which classes are constituted” (1963:xxviii).
  
     Turning back to Durkheim’s emphasis on the importance of collective ritual in the formation of the 
categories, it seems from the modified model presented above that collective ritual may be understood as 
constituting one means by which to activate and direct the development of nascent categorical structures (i.e., 
neurognosis).  Bodily experiences of feeling and sensation generated in the context of collective ritual are here 
understood to be a basis for the activation, potentiation, development and canalization of the neocortical 
structures associated with the fundamental categories of understanding.  In Durkheimian language, ritual and 
the resulting experience of collective effervescence serves as a means to facilitate the growth, interconnection 
and development of the elementary (neurognostic) structures of the human mind within a thoroughly social 
context.  Of course, the formation of the category of causation would not be restricted only to the extreme 
forms of collective ritual described by Durkheim in the Elementary Forms.  Here it is useful to expand 
Durkheim's treatment of ritual to include more mundane forms of social interaction in which the bodies of 
participants still react as “veritable sounding boards” by generating feelings, sensations and emotions that may 
also potentiate these same neural pathways through the multi-modal mapping of these somatic states in the 
brain’s somatosensory areas.  In this light, we are confronted with the significance of the synchronization of 
the perceptual and motor capacities of multiple bodies in the production of the felt resonance that is found 
both in moments of collective effervescence and in somewhat more subdued somatic reactions tied to 
everyday forms of culturally coordinated social activity.  In this model then, it is the synchronization of 
gestures and movements of bodies that serves to generate asymptotically similar subjective states.  And it is 
in the generation of these asymptotically similar subjective states that is found the basis for empathic 
renderings of the cognitive categories that allow us to organize the structures of our collective lifeworlds. 

9  Case Study - “Psychic Energy”
In order to illustrate some ethnographic evidence for this ritually generated collective attunement, let us 
examine more closely the experience had by human beings during rituals that evoke extraordinary energy 
states – states that are often termed in our culture “psychic energy” experiences.   The word "energy" derives 
from the Greek energeia which means "activity," the concatenation of the two roots en, "in," plus ergon, 
"work" or "action."  And, of course, the word "psychic" comes from the Greek psyche which means soul or 
mind, and which is also associated with the principle of life, or "breath."  Thus the term psychic energy 
connotes the energetic activity of (or occurring within) consciousness, mind or soul.  
     Psychic energy experiences are described by many peoples around the globe, and generally are held to 
involve the experience of intense bliss and energy flow in the body.  The flow of energy may be described as 
involving particular centers in the body around which the energies seem to circulate (like those described for 
the chakra, a Hindu term that literally means "wheel").  The energies may also be experienced as moving up 
or down the body, and forming, as it were, a dynamic central channel or axis.  These energy experiences may 
be interpreted, or even directly experienced through dream or vision as an evanescent dream body that is made 
up of pure energy, and which lacks any material substance (Laughlin1994a).  
     Take for example the case of the !Kung San trance dance.  The collective dancing of !Kung adepts is said 
to bring about the arising and ascension up the central axis of the body of an enhanced psychic energy (n/um) 
which may, under proper conditions, result in an extraordinary state of consciousness they call Kia (Katz 
1982).  Among the !Kung who still participate in these cultural practices, this mind state is used to both heal 
people and to assure a successful hunt.  The state is held to allow adepts to travel great distances in a dream 
body and is believed to give them the ability to transform into various animals and to return to share vital 
information pertaining to the hunt.  The healing shaman is also thought to be able to draw the life-giving 
energy from the animal to transmit to his patient during healing.  We could thus say that this experience of 
union with animals enhances the “effervescent” (i.e., emotional) identification between !Kung participants and 
their quarry.  Among !Kung who have lost their lands to the incursions of settlers, there has been an attempt 
to re-adapted the trance dance to their altered conditions, which no longer involve the hunt for game animals, 
and have more to do with “[p]overty, hunger, disease (much of it imported), and despair, as well as bitterness 
and resentment against the dominant white and black settler groups who were the owners of what had until 
a few generations been Bushman [!Kung] owned...” (Guenther 1997:171).  All this being said, what is most 
interesting about the !Kung trance dance is that it serves to ritually generate collective experiences of “psychic 
energy” which are quite reminiscent of Durkheim’s description of collective effervescence as an immediately 
experienced “mental pressure” that is felt moving within each and every participant.
     A second example of ritually generated experiences of effervescent states can be founding in the Tibetan 
Tantric Buddhist conception of the psychophysical body.  What is most interesting about this particular 
conception is that it serves to give order to a set of experiences which bear some striking resemblance to those 
described in the !Kung tradition. An important difference between Tibetan and !Kung formulations, however, 
lies in the fact that in the Tibetan case the effervescent states are generated in the context of individual, not 
collective, ritual practices.   
     According to the Tibetan tradition, the body is made up of a system of channels (Skt.: nadi, Tib.: rtsa) 
through which psychic energy passes.  This psychic energy (Skt.: prana, Tib.: sugs) which can be generated 
through a number of different meditative techniques may be experienced as breath and as psychic heat, or 
dumo (Tib.: gtum-mo; see Govinda 1960:137-186, Evans-Wentz 1958:172-208, Chang 1963:55-81 for 
discussions of dumo).  Psychic energy, or dumo, may also be experienced as concentrating upon distinct 
centers in the body, the so-called chakras. Recognizing that the work of contemplation requires energy, there 
are a number of tantric ritual techniques for generating and distributing psychic energy in the form of dumo 
for the purpose of energizing contemplation.
     In this practice the practitioner is directed to sit quietly and calm the mind, and then to imagine the body 
as an empty vessel.  He/she is then instructed to visualize an energy center located in the area of the navel 
(Skt.: manipura, Tib.: lte-bahi hkhor-lo).  He/she is then taught to visualize a small but intense flame in the 
navel center and then to imagine a “drop” or “radiant bubble” in the energy center located at the crown of the 
head (Skt.: sahasrara-padma, Tib.: hdab-ston).  While doing breathing exercises designed to bring the breath down through the two main side channels of the body (Skt.: ida and pingala) to feed the flame in the navel 
center, the practitioner imagines the flame entering the central channel of the body (Skt.: susumna, Tib.: dbu-ma rtsa).  At this point the practitioner experiences the flame as starting out as a thin thread of iridescence 
which becomes more intense as the breathing continues to “fan it.”  As this practice continues the flame  
becomes larger and longer until it reaches the crown center located at the top of the head.  The flame melts 
the drop in the crown center which becomes a “bliss-nectar” that flows down to permeate the entire body.  The 
flame also is imagined to fill the entire body.  Awareness of the body is eventually lost and all of 
consciousness is a sea of dumo.  The kinds of experiences that arise doing this meditative work may also arise 
spontaneously, or during other meditation practices, especially those involving the visualization of central 
channel or energy center images.
     In the cases of !Kung trance dance and Tibetan dumo practice, we have managed to briefly outline two 
examples of extreme forms of effervescence that are evoked in the context of socially defined and transmitted, 
and either collectively or individually performed, social ritual.  The actual experience of evoking extraordinary 
psychic energy has the effect of confirming and energizing the ideology of the respective religious system.  
The !Kung term n/um and the Tibetan term dumo are not merely concepts, but are  lived experiences, and at 
the same time are integral parts of their respective culture’s cosmological systems.  Thus in the process of 
repetitively evoking collective effervescence, the !Kung and the Tibetan Buddhist worldviews are both verified 
and vivified.  The concepts crucial to the cosmology are energized and made real through direct experience.  
Moreover, in each of these examples we are confronted with descriptions of effervescent experiences which 
strongly resonate with Durkheim’s account of experiences of collective effervescence that display embodied 
trajectories of cause and effect in a single instance.  According the model outlined above, therefore, it may 
be the case that these “effervescent” experiences serve to further potentiate and guide the development of those 
neural structures subserving the category of causation. 

10  Beyond the Collective? - Ritual and Altered States of Consciousness

While Durkheim’s work in Elementary Forms is clearly pioneering in a number of ways, an important 
shortcoming of his model is located  in  his persistent inattention to the relationship between  “effervescent” 
states generated in the context of social ritual and altered states of consciousness (ASC).  Even though 
Durkheim fails to make this connection, in his description of the rituals which produce experiences of 
“effervescence” there are a number of passages that suggest to us that the states he describes are indeed 
prototypic examples of  ASCs.  For example, Durkheim notes that 

Once the individuals are gathered together, a sort of electricity is generated from their 
closeness and quickly launches them to an extraordinary height of exaltation. Every emotion 
expressed resonates without interference in consciousnesses that are wide open to external 
impressions, each one echoing the others,....[in this state of exaltation] there is nothing but 
wild movements, shouts, downright howls, and deafening noises of all kinds that further 
intensify the state they are expressing....[such that] by expressing this excitement, they also 
reinforce it.  The effervescence often becomes so intense that it leads to outlandish behavior; 
the passions unleashed are so torrential that nothing can hold them... (1912:218)

     We feel that Durkheim’s failure to recognize these “effervescent” states as ASCs is most likely tied to his 
more general ambivalence toward modes of experience which he deemed to be “non-rational” or “irrational.”  
In our estimation, this ambivalence (which is still far too common in most current anthropological research) 
can be directly tied to Durkheim’s residual adherence to the French positivism of Comte, his on-going debates 
with Levy-Bruhl over the nature of “primitive-mentality” (see Levy-Bruhl 1926; Durkheim 1912:9 ftn, 236 
ftn), his anti-psychologist critique of  James’s analysis of religion in terms of the “private” subjective 
experiences of religious practitioners (see James 1902; Durkheim 1912:420,435), and his own culturally 
constituted “monophasic”bias.00.16. Laughlin, McManus & d’Aquili (1990:293-294) define a “monophasic” culture as one that institutionally values experiences 
occurring only in the normal waking state.  Other ASCs are ignored, suppressed or considered of little significance.  This contrasts 
with “polyphasic” cultures that are informed from multiple states of consciousness not limited to the normal waking state.
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in Nepal, and the Navajo of the American Southwest.  He is one of the co-founders of the school of neurobiological anthropology 
called “biogenetic structuralism”.   For instance, in Elementary Forms Durkheim explicitly devalues dream 
experience as somehow not a “reality”  (1912:65,70).  Moreover, he argues that these types of experiences are saturated with the distorting influence of  “hallucinatory representations [which] superimposed themselves 
upon...[the] data of experience” (1912:84).  And yet, even with this tendency to devalue these putatively 
“irrational” and “non-rational” forms of awareness, Durkheim remains ever perspicacious in his recognition 
that there are often important  processes of self-transformation that are brought about by the states of 
exaltation tied to these “representations” (1912:218)
    [We should also note that, being a positivist, Durkheim might well have responded more favorably to the 
kind of evidence pertaining to the neuropsychology of ASCs that we have available today.  But we must 
remember that there was virtually no neuropsychology in his day, with the exception of biomedical research 
into the nature of the “aphasias” – the psychological and linguistic effects of brain damage.  Almost all that 
was known about the function of the human brain in those times had to do with what happened to personality 
or to language as a result of accidental injury to different parts of the nervous system.  This was the time 
before advanced experimental psychobiology, before the invention and use of the electroencephalograph, 
before the time of neural imagery and blood flow research.  More to the point, there was precious little 
evidence about the physiological effects of ritual elements (like chanting, dancing, imbibing psychotropic 
drugs, etc.) as “drivers” causing alternative states of consciousness, nor the mediation of neural processes in 
altering such states of consciousness.  Indeed, neuropsychology was in its infancy and there is no indication 
that Durkheim paid any attention to the little neurobiology that existed in his day, nor would it have availed 
him of much insight had he done so.]
     We believe that a direct result of Durkheim’s failure to understand collective “effervescence” as a specific 
instantiation of the more general phenomena of ASCs is his view of the formation of the categories and the 
generation of “effervescent” states as restricted exclusively to social gatherings.  As we saw above with the 
example of Tantric dumo practice, and in light of over thirty years of research in the fields of transpersonal 
psychology and transpersonal anthropology (see Fadiman 1980; Laughlin 1989, 1994c; Tart 1975; Walsh & 
Vaughan 1980; Winkelman 1994) into the nature of various forms of extraordinary experience, it seems that 
there are however a number of different ways to generate alterations in conscious states that do not exclusively 
rely upon the real-time interaction of a collectivity.  Indeed, it is often the case that techniques for “driving” 
consciousness into an altered state -- such as visualization, the ingestion of psychotropes, somatic and/or 
sensory deprivation (e.g. fasting), self-mutilation (e.g. blood letting) and various forms of meditation -- are 
practiced in isolation.  A more complete model of the relationship between “effervescent” states of 
consciousness and the formation of the categories of understanding would therefore have to also include these 
less collective forms of “mental excitement.”
     Ultimately, we feel that Durkheim’s inability to outline such a model was due to his deeply ingrained bias 
towards a monophasic valuation of mental processes.  That being said, we would like to speculate that had 
Durkheim taken some of James’s writings more seriously, and had he followed his own phenomenological 
prescriptions to bracket his culturally conditioned biases, [and had he the recourse to a modern 
neuropsychology,] he might have eventually found himself on the threshold of developing a thoroughly 
polyphasic social phenomenology, not unlike the one we are proposing here.

11  CONCLUSION
							
Anthropology has struggled throughout its history as a discipline to ground its observations in some variant 
of structural theory – a theory of the elementary forces, principles or frameworks that mediate observables 
and that explain both universal attributes and cross-cultural variance.  This struggle -- one that dates at least 
to the writings of Adolph Bastian (see Koepping 1983) -- is evident in the writings of the mature Durkheim, 
and especially in his magnum opus, Elementary Forms.  
     We have joined forces with a number of other commentators in revisiting Durkheim’s project to the effect 
that we may now see that he was attempting to found the origins of religion on the universal properties of the 
structures of human experience.  Moreover, we have seen that these universal properties, or “categories of 
understanding,” are in some sense inherent in the reality generated in the confluence of the nature of the human 
mind and the nature of human interaction. For Durkheim, human nature was indeed understood to be so fundamentally social that the categories, the universal properties of consciousness, were deemed to become 
fully active only within the context of ritual, and in the enlivening context of collective effervescence.  In 
attempting to bridge the gulf between empiricist and apriorist accounts of the categories we have found that, 
in this respect at least, Durkheim’s vision was consonant with William James’ writings on “radical 
empiricism.”  As we have also seen, Durkheim seemed to be moving toward a revolutionary shift in 
methodology that might now be interpreted to be a “proto-social phenomenology” – a discipline of systematic 
conscious introspection similar in some respects to Husserl’s notion of “reducing the natural attitude” or the 
“epoche.”  Moreover, it seems that Durkheim did much to pre-figure many of the recent attempts in 
anthropology, psychology, philosophy and neurophysiolgy to ground the formation of elementary categories 
of understanding in somatic experiences, both extraordinary and ordinary.  Finally, by viewing Durkheim’s 
description of effervescent experiences in terms of ASCs, and by further expanding his insights to potentially 
cover a number of ASCs generated outside of the context of collective ritual, it is our hope that we have been 
able to highlight the importance for future research to turn to examine the possible relationship between 
varieties of conscious states and the development of the categories.
     While it is true that Durkheim harbored some reservations about applying psychological explanations to 
social phenomena, we believe that had he lived in a time during which there was, as there is today, access to 
information pertaining to a number of mature contemplative traditions, a wealth of research in the disciplines 
of psychological anthropology, cognitive anthropology, transpersonal anthropology, cultural psychology and 
a sophisticated interdisciplinary neuroscience, Durkheim might well have broken through to set the 
foundations for the development of a new school of cultural neurophenomenology.  It is our hope that this 
paper can be construed to be one modest step toward accomplishing such a goal.
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