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ABSTRACT:    This interesting book traces the personal, institutional, and historical relations between the members of Durkheim’s sociological school, between the later poststructuralists, and between the two cohorts as they grappled with modern society and morality, the role of the intellectual, and the meaning and power of the sacred. 


     It is propitious once in a while to turn the critical intellectual gaze back on oneself, one’s discipline, and its founding figures. Although not an anthropologist per se, Émile Durkheim is certainly a seminal influence on the early anthropological tradition; his work, most notably The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, straddled the familiar boundaries of sociology and anthropology, representing a sort of comparative sociology or a history of cultural institutions. But beyond Durkheim personally, or even his sociological school, is the category or career of ‘the intellectual,’ a cultural role in its own right and one to which scholarly scrutiny can be applied, should be applied, and has been applied.
     In an important way, then, Riley’s new study of Durkheim and his academic descendants is a sort of auto-sociology, a sociology of sociology, and a sociology of intellectuals as part of the broader topic of the sociology of knowledge. His specific agenda is “to map the emergence, trajectory, and influence of a very particular kind of intellectual project that I call mystic Durkheimianism” (p. 1) in its recognized functionalist as well as, more controversially, its later poststructuralist forms. Riley claims that such a “history of French social theory by a sociologist using sociological terms and tools” (p. 1) has never been attempted before, and it is quite a fascinating and potentially productive enterprise.
     The basic premise of the book, one that few anthropologists or sociologists would dispute, is that ‘the intellectual’ is constructed in relation to his/her social context—institutional affiliations, specific personal relationships, and general historical and political context. In this case, then, Riley has two goals. The first is to identify and describe the “intellectual micro-societies” (p. 12) that shaped the Durkheimians and the subsequent poststructuralists; the second is to relate both camps to the concept of the ‘sacred,’ a concept that conspicuously preoccupied Durkheim and also prominently reappeared in remarkably disparate—even antagonistic—works over the following decades. Indeed, citing Edward Shils, Riley proposes that ‘the intellectual’ is the person (at least in the secular realm) who is most engaged in a dialog with and about the ‘sacred.’
     Using Bourdieu’s concepts of ‘habitus’ and ‘field of cultural production,’ Riley interrogates “the real networks in which intellectuals work” which goes far beyond “the realm of the published, prepared-for-public-consumption work” (p. 29). This leads him necessarily into a description of the biographies, personal contacts, professional circles, and teaching careers of major figures among the Durkeimians and the poststructuralists—particularly what Riley calls the “masters of ceremonies” (p. 35) who kept the groups integrated and active. The first issue for Durkheimian sociology is France at the close of the 19th century, which was in the middle of the Third Republic and also near the heyday of its colonial empire. To suit the modernist and secularist trends of the era, the French educational system was undergoing major reforms, not the least of which was the introduction of psychological and social sciences, wresting territory away from the traditional domain of philosophy. An essential part of this new modernist curriculum was the formation of a new kind of individuality, a modern moral subjectivity, and one of the rivals to positivism was a sort of spiritualism or vitalism most associated with Henri Bergson. 
     In the fourth chapter, Riley recounts how Durkheim and his followers not only resisted but also incorporated some of this non-positivist influence in their otherwise positivist work, and how they institutionalized their efforts in the emerging educational settings in France. Durkheim’s impact was achieved through two sites, the Ecole Normale Superieure and the Ecole Pratique des Haute Etudes, where he and his circle directly interacted with students. This circle, famously consisting of Marcel Mauss, Henri Hubert, and Robert Hertz, also of course promulgated their views in their journal <="" i="">, which was, like many of their accomplishments, very much a collaborative labor. A master of ceremonies for this troupe, Durkheim himself had had an MC in the person of Fustel de Coulanges. Thus, Riley traces an interesting intellectual pedigree for Durkheim and his cohort, as well as setting them within the historical context of the Dreyfuss affair, which helped to shape the contemporary ‘intellectual’ of the fin de siècle.
     Riley then turns to the poststructuralists of the 1960s, living and working in a different but similar social moment, shaped by the Algerian war, the end of French colonialism, and particularly the student unrest of 1968. Here he portrays the major players and their institutional settings, such as the new schools in Nanterre and Vincennes. From the institutions where Durkheimianism once flourished grew Roland Barthes, Louis Althusser, and Georges Canguilhem. Fascinatingly, we learn that Jacques Derrida had been Althusser’s assistant at the Ecole Normale; Riley regards Althusser as an MC for his own circle, reaching also Michel Foucault. But the poststructuralists struggled against much of their ancestor Durkheim’s sway; according to Riley, their path “rejected structuralism’s jettisoning of history and the subject and re-embraced those concepts as essential to the philosophical project; it made a stand for difference against identity; and, perhaps most importantly….it signaled a return to the philosophical consideration of ethics and religion” (p. 113). As those conversant with poststructuralism will recognize, it was not abstract and dehistoricized ‘structure’ that would rule the day so much as “the practice of everyday life” (p. 115).
     The seventh chapter rejoins the analysis of the ‘Durkheimian intellectual,’ considering the personal and biographical characteristics of the Durkheim clique. One thread linking three of the four men was their Jewish ancestry, as well as their (incomplete) break with their ancestral religion. (As in David Biale’s Not in the Heavens, also reviewed in ARD, ‘secular Jews’ wrestled in various ways with religion and often maintained a complex and contradictory relation to it). Personal politics also played a role, as in Mauss’ active socialism; writing in the first couple of decades of the 20th century, the First World War and French nationalism also necessarily affected them (Hertz and Hubert were both mustered to serve in the army). Finally, all of them were interested in the question of morality in a post-religious society.
     Hence, four of the remaining five chapters deal more or less directly with the question of the ‘sacred,’ which appeared with great significance in Durkheim’s Elementary Forms. There, the sacred was the very essence of religion, identified with society itself. As Riley reminds us, in French (and many other languages), ‘sacred’ (sacré) can mean both holy and accursed, both “the pure and the impure” (p. 154)—a subtlety lost in English. And since for the Durkheimians the sacred was fundamentally the social, then religion and morality were fundamentally collective. Mauss, Hubert, and Hertz developed the sociological interest in the sacred in new directions, including magic and sacrifice, making it a central concern. But this concern was not purely academic: as Riley stresses, the question of the sacred is the question of the moral, that is, how modern people—and especially how modern intellectuals—should live their lives. 
     It is profoundly interesting to see the founders of sociology grappling with the problem of morality and to learn that Durkheim’s juniors at least (especially Hertz) were influenced by additional sources like Nietzsche. Finally, we get Riley’s key thesis, that as early sociology developed, “the Durkheimian religion cluster” differentiated to contain “two kinds of Durkheimian calling that involve two ways of pursuing the sacred” (p. 183), which Riley asserts each had its competing sociological and intellectual habitus. The first, exemplified by Durkheim himself, was the ‘ascetic,’ while the second, possessed by his followers—and by most of the poststructuralists!—was ‘mystic.’ Borrowing the distinction from Weber, Riley suggests that these mystic Durkheimians took a less positivist view, drew from more sources, privileged ancient and folk religions, and otherwise deviated from the strict teachings of the master. Riley extends their lineage—what he calls the “line of descent of the mystics” (p. 201) to include the key poststructuralists, and in the tenth eleventh chapters he does a sort of roll-call of these men, from Georges Bataille “the cluster leader” (p. 206), Denis de Rougemont, Jean-Paul Sartre, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Walter Benjamin, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Jean Baudrillard, and Gilles Deleuze. It is truly enlightening to see the interconnections (biographical, intellectual, sometimes even sexual) between these famous names.
     In the final chapter Riley examines how some of these thinkers engaged the sacred, emphasizing Foucault, Baudrillard, Derrida, and Deleuze. A recurring theme in all their work is ‘transgression,’ which can be presaged in the Durkheimians Mauss, Hubert, and Hertz. Thus, Riley offers an intriguing and convincing kinship between two schools of social thought that are frequently considered quite at odds. Riley’s style of national, institutional, and personal history has some stimulating potential, and I would be curious to see what results it would yield in the case of anthropology. Finally, Riley’s treatment of the ‘sacred’ is original and informative. Scholars interested in the history of the social sciences, in the production of knowledge, and in the formation of categories like ‘intellectual’ will find much to ponder and emulate here. 
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