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Emi le Durkheim: S o c i o l o g i s t and Philosopher. By Dominick LaCapra. Ithaca 
and London: Cornel l U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1972. 

A f t e r reading LaCapra's exposi t ion on Durkheim l i f e and thought, one cannot 
help fee l ing that a s e n s i t i v i t y is present that i s lacking in s imi la r studies 
which derive t h e i r o r i e n t a t i o n from wi th in soc io logy . Perhaps penetrating 
ins ights into the soc io log ica l t r a d i t i o n must be l e f t to those , such as LaCapra, 
who wr i te from the perspect ive o f i n t e l l e c t u a l h i s t o r y . The basis f o r th i s 
judgment i s not purely acc identa l . LaCapra's comprehensive discussion o f 
Durkheim's work is informed by an i n t e r p r e t i v e method which allows the com
p l e x i t i e s and paradoxes o f t h i s great mind to show f o r t h . The numerous 
ambiguities found in Durkheim's work, when placed in the context of a man 
committed to a moral imperat ive , are allowed to " p i a y - o u t " in a manner that 
provides for a comprehensive un i ty o f Durkheim's thought and at the same time 
provides a context f o r an analys is o f h is development. 

LaCapra's main emphasis throughout his book i s on a c r i t i c a l expos i t ion o f 
Durkheim's wr i t ings and i n t e l l e c t u a l development. He shows himself to have 
mastered the French t e x t s , and h is t rans lat ions o f many p rev ious ly untranslated 
portions of reviews, e t c . , to support his arguments are very p r o f i t a b l e reading. 
Although his discussion o f Durkheim i s sens i t i ve to the s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l contex t , 
and includes an e s p e c i a l l y perceptive treatment o f the impact o f the Dreyfus 
A f f a i r on Durkheim's concept of community and r e l i g i o n ( p . l l f , p. 75) , LaCapra's 
major contr ibut ion l i e s in h is treatment of the phi losophica l motivation and 
underpinnings of Durkheim's thought. The p ic ture that i s created is of a man 
grasped by la morale (which was also to be the t i t l e o f Durkheim's l a s t 
uncompleted work) who worked out h i s ideas through the categor ies o f , what 
LaCapra's terms, h is Cartes ianized neo-Kantianism and who eventua l l y f e l l 
v i c t im to his soc ia l metaphysics. This i n t e l l e c t u a l p o r t r a i t i s executed in 
terms o f basic axes and opposit ions in Durkheim's w r i t i n g s . 

The two fundamental axes which are seen as g i v i n g un i t y to Durkheim's 
thought are (1) the dominance o f the metaphor o f a " t ree o f soc ia l l i f e " and 
(2) the conceptual d i s t i n c t i o n o f normality and pathology. LaCapra notes that 
the tree metaphor, " . . . s e r v e d as a log ica l axis f o r the c l a s s i f i c a t i o n o f forms 
o f human experience and e n t i r e soc ia l systems. The trunk o f the tree c o r r e s 
ponded to the i n v a r i a n t condit ions o f soc ia l and c u l t u r a l l i f e , whi le the 
branches represented d i f f e r e n t types o f soc ie ty " ( p . 12) . And secondly, 
normality and pathology " . . . i n t e r s e c t e d the c l a s s i f i c a t o r y ax is o f the t ree o f 
soc iocul tura l l i f e " ( p . 13) . These themes, wedded w i th Durkheim's fundamental 
ra t iona l i sm, provide not only f o r an understanding o f modern s t r u c t u r a l -
funct ional ism and s t ruc tu ra l i sm but a l s o , f o r LaCapra, set the stage f o r an under
standing o f the inherent d i a l e c t i c a l tensions in Durkheim's thought. The usage 
o f the word " d i a l e c t i c a l " might be of fensive to i n t e r p r e t e r s o f other persuasions, 
but LaCapra's argument g ives ample j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r h i s usage. His conclusion 
t h a t , "Durkheim's thought v a c i l l a t e d between an a n a l y t i c d i ssoc ia t ion of r e a l i t y 
and a d i a l e c t i c a l v i s i o n " ( p . 293), seems adequately substant ia ted . The a b i l i t y 
to see the two central themes working out in the context o f th i s v a c i l l a t i o n i s 
one o f the commendable aspects o f t h i s book. 

A good example o f LaCapra's suggestive treatment o f h i s material can be 
found in his chapter devoted to "suic ide and s o l i d a r i t y " (Chapter 4 ) . The usual 
trichotomous treatment o f Durkheim's types of su ic ide i s replaced by two polar 
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yet intersect ing oppos i t ions , namely, egoisjn- -altruism and anomie—fatal ism. 
One does not sense here a forced s t r u c t u r a l i s t schema, although indebtedness 
to Claude Lévi -Strauss and V i c t o r Turner is apparent throughout, because 
LaCapra's philosophical e luc idat ion of the opposit ions makes the rat ionale 
for Durkheim's argument apparent. Thus, despite the fac t that f a t a l i s t i c 
suic ide is only b r i e f l y discussed in a footnote in Durkheim's Sui c i de, i t s 
functioning as an i m p l i c i t polar opposite of anomie i s made p laus ib le . Anomie 
and egoism are seen respect i ve ly as pathological r e f l e c t i o n s of p ract ica l and 
theoret ical reason ( p . 165f) . Thus, the neo-Kantian roots o f Durkheim's main 
d i s t i n c t i o n are made c lear and the p o s s i b i l i t y o f co l laps ing these two 
categories seems less appropr iate . 

The polar opposites, fa ta l ism and a l t ru i sm, r e f l e c t respect i ve l y res ignat ion 
when confronted by excessive author i t y and resignat ion in the face o f 
excessive community. Fatalism appears to display a more cogni t i ve element 
( p . 176) and al t ruism i s re la ted to a more n o n - r e f l e c t i v e a t t i t u d e . The l a t e n t 
neo-Kantianism contained in th i s system of typology i s complemented by another 
philosophical s t ra in which can be best summarized by Durkheim's own words, 
" In the ordering o f l i f e , nothing is good without measure (mesure)" ( p . 171). 
This feel ing f o r mesure i s fundamental fo r understanding the normal and 
pathological axis throughout Durkheim's work and i t s c l a s s i c Greek phi losophical 
roots are made c lear by LaCapra: 

. . . i m p l i c i t in Suicide and i t s typology was an optimal point o f 
in tersect ion o f Durkheim's var iables which corresponded to 
the Greek idea o f a golden mean. Nowhere else was Durkheim's 
indebtedness to the c lass i ca l t r a d i t i o n o f Western philosophy 
more t e l l i n g . And nowhere else was the v i s io n o f h is own 
France—with i t s ins is tence on mesure--as the guardian of what 
was v a l i d in th i s t r a d i t i o n more apposite. In the normal 
s o c i e t y , the golden mean--incarnated in the conscience 
co l lec t i ve—would r e s t r i c t hybr is to the exceptional ind iv idual 
or the ext raord inary feat whose shocking s i n g u l a r i t y ambivalently 
fascinated and repel led soc iety as a whole ( p . 158). 

LaCapra stresses that i t i s t h i s fee l ing f o r " l i m i t s " that provides Durkheim 
with a c r i t i c a l vantage po int from which a "ca l l to a c t i o n " , a c a l l f o r 
s t ruc tura l reform, could be made, however impotent i n a c t u a l i t y Durkheim was 
in carry ing out these a c t i v i t i e s . This provides the core o f what LaCapra c a l l s 
Durkheim's "phi losophical conservatism" ( p . 57n). 

A cursory review o f some addit ional ins ights to be found in LaCapra's 
book might include the fo l low ing . He sees Durkheim's The Rules o f Soc io log ica l 
Method as " . . . a soc io log ica l vers ion o f Descartes's discourse on method" 
( p . 188). Hegelian d i a l e c t i c a l undercurrents are perceived in Durkheim ( p . 294). 
The re lat ionship in which the l a t e r Durkheim stands to Bergson, i t i s argued, 
i s not as negative as many assume. LaCapra i s o f the opinion tha£ Durkheim's 
notion o f " c o l l e c t i v e effervescence" was inf luenced by Bergson's elan v i t a l . The 
tremendous influence of Saint-Simon on Durkheim's evaluat ion of social ism is 
also instructively del ineated by the author in r e l a t i o n to Marxism ( p . 189f). 
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LaCapra does not shy away from c r i t i c a l comments concerning Durkheim. 
Numerous ambiguit ies, defects and f a i l u r e s are pointed out at the appropriate 
places. Soc io log is ts w i l l no doubt f i n d h is d iscussion o f these shortcomings 
in re lat ionsh ip to Marx and Weber p a r t i c u l a r l y h e l p f u l . Much of LaCapra's 
c r i t i c a l ins ight i s indebted to a close study o f thinkers who have been g reat l y 
influenced by Durkheim. In th i s connection a p a r t i c u l a r l y i n s t r u c t i v e in ter lude 
i s provided (pp . 106-119) where the thought o f Marcel Mauss, Claude Lév i -S t rauss 
and V i c t o r Turner are discussed i n re la t ionsh ip to Durkheim. Much o f the 
author's subsequent c r i t i c i s m o f Durkheim i s founded on shortcomings these 
Durkheimian thinkers have attempted to overcome. He s t a t e s , "Turner 's ideas, 
moreover, inform much o f my l a t e r discussion of developments in Durkheim's 
thought" ( p . 119). With th i s in mind, the reader w i l l perhaps be disappointed 
that a subsequent i n t e r l u d e , br ing ing us up to date on the development of 
Durkheim's thought in Turner and o thers , i s not prov ided . But the general 
fee l ing that h i s t o r y i s being pro jected forward in time i s constant ly f e l t in 
LaCapra's work, and t h i s experience no doubt accounts f o r the impression that 
t h i s book is more re levant than most books on Durkheim f o r the soc io log ica l 
present. An a n a l y s i s , f o r example, o f Durkheim's views on theory and pract ice 
(Chapter 5) c l e a r l y places Durkheim in the context o f contemporary d iscuss ions . 

There is a cer ta in impress ion is t i c vagueness in descr ib ing the phi losophical 
backgrounds o f Durkheim's work that might be d isconcert ing to those readers who 
lack a general understanding o f the phi losophic schools o f Durkheim's e r a . But 
considering the scope o f such a book, greater a n a l y t i c a l deta i l would on ly have 
detracted from grasping i t s centra l character . One could wish however that 
LaCapra would have devoted more time to paint ing a c lea re r background of a 
central concept in Durkheim's development, namely la morale. The ambiguities 
of the French expression are never made e x p l i c i t , and discussion of i t s French 
phi losophic h i s t o r y would have been p r o f i t a b l e , e . g . , the r e l a t i o n o f Durkheim's 
usage to Comte's usage o f la morale. L ikewise, a more e x p l i c i t d iscussion of 
the re la t ionsh ip o f Rousseau's volonte" generale and Durkheim's conscience 
c o l l e c t i v e is needed. Here again the treatment i s very impress ion is t i c ( c f . pp. 
90, 221n, 225). Despite any reservat ions one might have, th i s book remains 
h igh ly i n s t r u c t i v e and deserves serious study by those in te res ted in the 
phi losophic o r ientat ions that played a major r o l e in shaping modern soc io logy . 
As such, the book contr ibutes much to contemporary c r i t i c i s m o f the foundations 
o f soc io logy . 
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