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f
Abstract. The author delineates a previously unnoticed equivalency between Emile
Durkheim’s concept of collective effervescence and Victor Turner’s communitas. The proces-
sual model of ritual and society contained within Durkheim’s. The Elementary Forms of
Religious Life, similar to the one later developed by Turner, is then outlined. Durkheim's
and Turner’s models are compared, including their emphases on the alienating nature of
social structure, and the necessity of a dialecuical tension between it and collective effer-
vescence/communitas. Finally, the models are considered in light of recent scholarship in
transpersonal anthropology and the anthropology of consciousness.

The lineage stretching from Emile Durkheim to the functionalist and struc-
tural functionalist theorists he influenced, such as Bromislaw Malinowski,
A.R. Radcliffe-Brown, Talcott Parsons, and Max Gluckman is commonly
known. Victor Turner was one of Gluckman’s students, and acknowledges
in many of his publications that his pedigree was the structural functional
school of British social anthropology. Turner can be placed in what S. Lukes'
calls the neo-Durkheimian tradition that views religious thought and ritual as
expressing and dramatizing social relationships. This includes writers such as
Leach. Firth, and Beattie. On a macroscopic scale therefore, viewing Turner’s
work as a development of Durkheim’s ideas is quite logical.

There is a link between Turner and Durkheim, however, that has gone
relatively unnoticed, yet which carries with it a number of important implica-
tions for the anthropology of religion, especially in the light of recent renewed
interest in Durkheim’s work. In particular, there is a link between Durkheim’s
treatment of ritual and his notion of collective effervescence, and Turner’s
theories of ritual, the social process. and his concept of communitas. In fact, |
will demonstrate that the outline of Turner’s theory of ritual and society was
present, in germinal form. in Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms of Religious
Life.” and that striking similarities exist between the two writers’ proces-
sual models of ritual and society. While Turmer was obviously influenced by
Durkheim to the same general degree as British structural functional anthro-
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pologists. and in fact writes at one point that “In many ways my methodology
is Durkheimian."* his theories of ritual and society. and his central concepts
of liminality, communitas, and dialectic, appear not to have been borrowed
directly from Durkheim: at least Turner has never acknowledged that they
were.

Especially in the light of new interpretations of Durkheim’s work on
religion," a few commentators have enumerated similarities between certain
of Durkheim’s concepts and Turner’s celebrated theory of ritual.” But these
comparisons have been superficial, neither going into great detail nor depth
of analysis. However, a closer examination of the writings on religion of these
two important figures of anthropological and sociological theory reveals the
existence of similar models of the ritual and social process. Further, although
both are often erroneously pigeonholed as theorists on the maintenance of
social order and functional equilibrium. | will demonstrate that in fact hoth
scholars were concerned with the problem of social ¢creativity and change, and
latent within their writings is an ideological, sometimes metaphysical concep-
tion of human society. I will also argue that both recognized the existence of
religious phenomena for which they did not possess appropriate terminology,
and were reluctant to write about, yet which they knew were important to their
theories of religion. Finally, T will discuss how their models of the svmbolic
process, conceived in 1912 and the 1960’s, are still valid, and are congruous
with recent developments in the anthropology of consciousness.

Durkheim and Turner on Religion

My purpose in this paper is not to provide a comprehensive review of
Durkheim’s or Turner’s theories, but to highlight striking similarities between
some of the concepts and aspects within them. However, a brief recapitulation
of the development of their thought on religion and ritual is in order.

W.S.E Pickering, in the second edition of his collection of some of
Durkheim’s most important writings on religion and critical reactions to
them, remarks that “Interest in Durkheim’s life and work has probably never
been as widespread as it is at the moment, both within the sociological world
and beyond it."® Although originally written in 1975, that statement applies
equally well to the present day. Interest in Durkheim and reinterpretations
and re-evaluations of his work are as popular now as ever, as evinced by
the number of journals recently devoting entire issues to his ideas and writ-
ings, the continued publication of Durkheim Studies/Etudes durkheimiennes
(now over 2 decades old), new translations of his works,” and a host of new
publications critically recasting his thought.*
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Although Durkheim wrote on a wide variety of subjects, and is usually
identified with the functionalist model of social analysis, he gave greal prom-
inence to religion in his thoughts and work throughout his career, particularly
toward the end of his life,” and more than one author has highlighted his
belief that religion is the source of everything social,'"” and indeed of the
categories of thought itself.'" Although an atheist himself, Durkheim had
much exposure to religious life, and he recognized its power to move people.
As a testament to how important a place religion held in Durkheim’s thought.
Pickering makes the observation that he used it as the basis to explain his
lifelong obsession — society. '

Les formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse: le systéme totémigue en
Australie is most often cited as Durkheim’s magnum opus,"? and was the
book that inspired Steven Lukes to write what is considered by many to
be the definitive historical and intellectual biography on Durkheim.'* The
Elementary Forms is without question Durkheim’s most comprehensive and
definitive treatment of religion — although he had written on the subject
previously — and some claim the closest he came to a systematization and
unification of his theories:

Although many issues raised in this book are clarified by reference to his
other mature writings as well as those of his school, this book contains
the fullest statement Durkheim ever achieved of his theory of society.
religion, and the categories.'®

Durkheim’s understanding and investigation of religion can be roughly
divided into two phases — the periods preceding and succeeding his 1894-
I895 lecture course on religion, which he has described as the turning point
in his study of the subject.'” It was around that time that he discovered
Robertson Smith, and turned to “the cult”™ in examining religion. As Lukes
notes. Robertson Smith’s approach would naturally have appealed to him,
since it allowed him to study religion sociologically, and it came at a
time which was flourishing with psychological, illusionist, and nature-myth
theories, such as those of Spencer, Tylor, and Miiller.'® Up until this time,
Durkheim had written on religion, but he had primarily conceived it as
having the role of assuring the equilibrium of society and adapting it to
external conditions. With the lecture course of 1894-1895, however, and
with the publication of his 1899 article, “De la définition des phénomeénes
religieux™ (On the Definition of Religious Phenomena), Durkheim began to
look at religion sociologically. and began working out a hypothesis of its
inherently social genesis and function. The crucial difference between the
periods 1894-1899 and from 1899 to the publication of The Elementary
Formy was the part that ethnography played in his work. Lukes remarks
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that, in the pre-ethnographic phase of 1894-1899. “*Durkheim’s approach was
largely formal and rather simpliste,” while during the period from 1899 to the
publication of The Elementary Forms, Durkheim buried himself primarily in
the Australian ethnographic materials, and his treatment of religion became
“considerably more nuanced and complex.”'” Although the results of this
self-interment included both “On the Definition of Religious Phenomena™
and The Elementary Forms, as noted above the latter publication is by far
Durkheim’s most coherent and comprehensive exposition of his thoughts on
the subject, and it is primarily upon its contents that | will base my arguments
in this paper. The translation I use is the new one by Fields.™"

The numerous errors within The Elementary Forms have been pointed
out,”’ not least of which was the inherent evolutionism underlying it, its
misuse of the ethnographic materials, its severely flawed methodology, and
its logical fallacies. But as Lukes®® and Pickering” note, Durkheim's work
on religion is still valuable, especially for its ideas. provided that we are sure
to conceive of the social realities to which religious phenomena are related in
a much more complex and much less unitary fashion than Durkheim did.™

Victor Turner

Victor Turner probably did more to raise the methods, understanding, and
profile of the study of religion and ritual in anthropology than any other
writer. Turner is considered by many to be the father of symbolic anthro-
pology, perhaps even of the new field of ritual studies. He considered
himself a generalist whose theories were applicable to a wide range of
social formations.” His work has been translated into many languages,
and has informed studies in such diverse fields as history,”® theology.””
psychotherapy,” theatre studies,” literature and art.™ education,’' cultural
studies, > music,™ tourism and play.* classical studies,” American studies,®
and history of religion,’” although, as D. Handelman notes.” many of these
have poorly understood and used his ideas.™

In ethnographic terms Turner was an Africanist. His primary fieldwork
was among the Ndembu of Zambia. and it was to these experiences that
he frequently returned when developing his theories, although he did later
fieldwork in the Middle East, Mexico, and North America, especially on
pilgrimage phenomena. His wife Edith, who has become a leading figure
in ritual studies, writes that Turner’s theories were always born from his
fieldwork, from the ground up.* Turner developed a theory of ritual that
viewed it as a process, rather than as static or given. as virtually all of the
anthropology before him had seen it. Under Turner’s methodology, rituals
are to be analyzed as performances or dramas. In developing his model of the
ritual process, Turner borrowed van Gennep's three phase model of rites of
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passage. He stated that van Gennep originally meant for his model to apply
not only to rites of passage. but to all rituals.*' and this is what Turner in fact
did. He emphasized the importance of the middle phase of ritual, the liminal
phase, and focused his research on it, examining what he called liminoid
phenomena that existed apart from formal rituals and in the interstices of
social structure, especially in complex societies. Within the liminal phase
of ritual, and within liminoid phenomena, Turner asserted that communitas
could develop. We will examine communitas in more detail later. but in
brief it refers to a state of equality. comradeship, and common humanity,
outside of normal social distinctions, roles, und hierarchies. Turner saw all
societies as dialectical processes of the interplay of social structure and “anti-
structure,” which is comprised of liminality and communitas. Toward the end
of his career, he applied his concepts of liminality and communitas to the
study of liminoid phenomena in complex societies, such as countercultural
maovements and pilgrimages. A number of excellent general discussions of
Turner’s thought are available.* as are critical appraisals of it.*

Ritual as the Basis of Religion and Society

Within the writings of both Durkheim and Turner can be found the idea
of ritual as the basis of religion, and indeed of society. In agreement
with Durkheim, Turner believed that ritual has the function of making and
remaking society: “Ritual is a periodic re-statement of the terms in which men
of a particular culture must interact if there is to be any kind of coherent social
life** Ritual to Turner is the “concentration of custom,™* it is the place
where a society’s values, norms, and deep knowledge of itself are reaffirmed,
and sometimes, created.

To claim the primacy of ritual for Turner’s writings is not difficult; his
entire theory of the processual nature of society was spawned from his
work on ritual and his model of the ritual process. Making the case for the
primacy of ritual in Durkheim’s work, while more difficult. is possible with
a careful reading of The Elementary Forms, as well as the insight of some of
Durkheim’s commentators.

To begin with, Durkheim, like Turner, granted ontological status both to
religion and ritual.* Criticizing as untenable the animist and naturist theories
of religion, which ultimately rested upon the premise of the delusion and
hallucination of believers, he states that from his viewpoint, “Religion ceases
to be an inexplicable hallucination of some sort and gains a foothold in
reality.”™” For Durkheim “religious forces are real,” and while science is said
to deny religion in principle, *. . . religion exists; it is a system of given facts:
in short, it is a reality. How could science deny a reality?™** In the same sense,
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neither is ritual foolish and delusional activity on the part of worshippers:
“That is why we can be certain that acts of worship, whatever they may be,
are something other than paralyzed force, gesture without motion.”*

Durkheim recognized that ritual is powerful; it has effects on people. and
does not simply make them feel stronger, it makes them stronger.”’ As he
notes in the conclusion of The Elementary Forms, although most of the theor-
ists who came before him attempted to explain religion in terms of beliefs
or knowledge, their slighting of ritual was erroneous, as “Its true function
is to make us act and to help us live,” and ... it is action that dominates
religious life, for the very reason that society is its source.™' E. Wallwork
describes how Durkheim realized. like Saint-Simon. that cold, sociological
analysis was not enough to create solidarity and motivate citizens to moral
behaviour; ritual was needed for this.*?

Yet not only did Durkheim believe that ritual was real and had inherent
power, it played a vital part in his theory of religion and society. In
his Durkheim's Sociology of Religion, considered the best exposition of
Durkheim’s thought on religion.™ W.S.F. Pickering stresses the point that
there has been a notable lack of attention to Durkheim's theory of ritual and
collective effervescence.™ As is well known, Durkheim follows the tradition
of dividing religion into a twofold structure of belief and action. Pickering
states that he does this because “he was convinced of the importance of
ritual, something clearly demonstrated in his own work.”® A number of other
writers have come to this conclusion also.® despite the fact that Durkheim has
traditionally been interpreted as emphasizing the role of belief in religion.
Pickering also notes that little critical attention was paid to the sections on
ritual in The Elementary Forms when it was published, and Durkheim himself
even appears to have played down the sections on ritual, all of which is most
likely due to the emphasis placed upon belief in the intellectual climate at the
time.”’

However, a re-examination of The Elementary Forms and some of
Durkheim’s other writings illustrates that he viewed ritual not only as the
basis of religion, but also as generative of society itself. For Durkheim, ritual
was nothing less than a system for the making and remaking of society:

... [Tlhe effect of the cult is periodically to recreate a moral being on
which we depend. as it depends upon us. Now, this being exists: It is
society.”®

[Positive rites] ... are deemed to have an effect on things because they
serve to remake individuals and groups morally.*”

Ritual. or what Durkheim often simply calls “assembly,”™" *. .. is the act

by which society makes itself, and remakes itself, periodically.™' Ritual exer-
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cises a profound influence or force over its performers. Forces are reawakened
in their consciences, and intense emotions are stirred up.®® Furthermore, “It is
in these effervescent social milieux, and indeed from that very effervescence,
that the religious idea seems to have been born.”** Durkheim thus does not see
ritual as secondary to belief, nor as mere epiphenomenon. As I will discuss
later, he sees religious ideas, and social knowledge itself, as born in the
collective effervescence of ritual enactments, and periodically strengthened
in them as well.

Turner and Durkheim as Symbolic Anthropologists

Victor Turner revolutionized the way that anthropologists view ritual
symbols. He viewed them not only as condensations of cultural meanings,
even of entire cultures, but also as immensely powerful agents of change;
to him symbols were instigative of action. Further, symbols were dynamic,
not static entities, gathering and shedding meaning over time. Turner also
developed a new methodology for studying ritual symbols, including invest-
igating them in more depth. exploring and privileging multiple levels of
exegesis, and comparing them with the total cultural context, outside of indi-
vidual rituals. That Turner revolutionized the study of ritual and symbol, and
created the field of symbolic anthropology, is commonly accepted. Less well
recognized is the fact that Durkheim’s ideas on religion presaged and predated
Turner's symbolic focus by some 60) vears.

Although Emile Durkheim is a comerstone of sociology, and was a cata-
lyst for the development of functionalist, and later structural functionalist
theory.® he could also be considered an early symbolic anthropologist,
although this interpretation of his work is more difficult to reach, and he
certainly did not emphasize it.%% Rather. it is a latent feature of his analysis of
religion.

As Pickering notes, it has been asserted that Durkheim’s intellectual and
theoretical development led him toward the end of his career to such an
emphasis."® While originally seeking to explain social facts through morpho-
logical factors, such as demographic and institutional influences, near the end
of his career and during the time that he was working on The Elementary
Forms Durkheim supposedly began “to search behind these — what might be
called “physical” or structural factors — to those directly related to ideas. to
représentations, that is, to idealistic or *spiritual’ influences.”®” This conclu-
sion is still debated. and although the debate originated while Durkheim was
still alive, he himself never commented upon it. However, whether or not
he made a wholesale shift to an ideological view of the bases of society,
or merely emphasized what was already existent in his earlier thought. as
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the contributors to Durkheim and Representations assert, an examination of
the relevant passages of The Elementary Forms shows that Durkheim was
actually moving toward a symbolic and processual model of religion and
society.”® Durkheim in fact says as much in several such passages.®”

An examination of relevant passages of The Elementary Forms suggests
that, within the processual theory of ritual and social process that underlies
the book is a theory of symbolic action. As the idealist metaphysics latent
in his work for years began to be more explicitly manifested in his writings,
Durkheim came to stress that social life was founded upon ideological factors,
that at the heart of the reality of social life are représentations, which include
symbols, concepts, categories, legends, and myths:"” in fact, Durkheim held
that représentations constitute the key to knowledge, to logic, and to an under-
standing of mankind,”" and only through représentations can human beings
communicate with one another.”

Durkheim stated that collective representations. which are necessary for
the existence of society, must be periodically strengthened and recharged.
This is the function he ascribed to ritual, as we noted earlier. This is also
the function of re-creative effervescence, a term Pickering coins,” which 1
will discuss later in more detail. Durkheim thus presented in The Elementary
Forms a symbolic model whereby society’s mythological knowledge of itself,
necessarily expressed in collective representations, are re-enacted in ritual,
giving them strength, and in the process, giving society cohesion.”

Certain passages more explicitly illustrate Durkheim’s emphasis on
symbolic enactment than others, and as one examines them, one can imagine
him struggling to break free of the intellectual paradigms of his day. This
is the exact process that Victor Turner underwent, as he too struggled with
and finally broke free of the structural functionalism of Radcliffe Brown,
Gluckman, and the Manchester school.” Both writers, however, began to drift
toward ideological, even metaphysical, models of social processes toward the
end of their careers. To focus upon a theorist’s early writings. and to pigeon-
hole their intellectual development to them, 1s not only unfair, but is illogical,
since social science and indeed intellectual inquiry are by their very nature
processes, whereby one constantly modifies and refines one’s explanation of
reality based upon experience and investigation. It is therefore not surprising
that both Durkheim and Turner modified their conceptions and explanations
of religion and society: if they hadn’t, we would be left with their initial and
erroneous mnsights on the subjects, and would not be engaged in discussions
such as the present one.
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Homo Duplex and Bipolar Binding in Ritual

Another similarity between the theories of Durkheim and Turner has to do
with their positing of fundamental dichotomies. Not only did they view
society as a process involving alternating experiences between normative
and role-governed states, and affect-laden, de-differentiated states, but they
viewed human beings and symbols dichotomously as well.

Durkheim conceived of human beings as possessing two consciences or
beings within them. Homo duplex can be viewed in terms of the body and
the soul (an extension of the profane and the sacred). the egoistic appetites
and moral action, the individual and the social.”® The individual self is iden-
tified with sensations, the sensual appetites, and egoistic drives. The social
self is characterized by disinterest and attachment to something other than
ourselves.”” Moral behaviour therefore involves the second aspect of the self:

Precisely because society has its own specific nature that is different from
our nature as individuals, it pursues ends that are also specifically its
own: but because it can achieve those ends only by working through us,
it categorically demands our cooperation. Society requires us to make
ourselves its servants, forgetful of our own interests.™

In concurrence with Durkheim. Turner saw individual needs and the needs
of society as often being opposed and contrary:

People have to take sides in terms of deeply entrenched moral imperatives
and constraints, often against their own personal preferences. Choice is
overborne by duty.”

Like Durkheim, he was interested in how societies encouraged their members
to conform to norms of behaviour, especially when those norms often entailed
the thwarting of individual needs and desires.

Durkheim also recognized the dual nature of effervescent assemblies. He
saw that they aroused strong emotions and “psychic exaltation™ in parti-
cipants. He also saw that it is precisely during these exaltations that a
society’s collective ideals are presented or enacted in symbolic form, in
représentations.

The representations it [effervescent assembly] works to arouse and main-
tain are not empty images that correspond to nothing in reality and that we
call up for no purpose, merely for the pleasure of watching them appear
and combine with one another before our eyes. They are as necessary to
the good order of our moral life as food is to the nurture of our physical
life. It is through them that the group affirms and maintains itself. and
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we know how indispensable the group is to the individual. Thus a rite is
something other than a game; it belongs to the serious side of life."

The key to effervescent assemblies and the collective representations they
arouse is the joining of feelings and ideas. Emotions, especially intense ones,
“spread to all the other mental states that occupy the mind.” and pervade
and contaminate representative objects, in other words, symbols.* Efferves-
cent assemblies thus impart to symbolic objects intense emotions, effectively
“making the obligatory desirable.” and binding people to the ideals of their
social group.®

Turner recognized, as did Durkheim, that ritual frequently involves the
experience of strong emotions, that ritual symbols are stimuli of emotion and
dominant symbols are saturated with an emotional quality.*® He also saw
that one of the crucial properties of ritual was its use of bipolar symbols.
These symbols bind the orectic or sensory pole with the ideological pole,
effectively linking biological functions and emotion to the moral and social
order.™ Bipolar symbols thus saturate goals and means with affect and desire.
This is the mechanism through which ritual makes and remakes the moral
community.

In The Forest of Symbols, Turer acknowledges Durkheim’s earlier formu-
lation of this model:

Durkheim was fascinated by the problem of why many social norms and
imperatives were felt to be at the same time “obligatory™ and “desir-
able.” Ritual, scholars are coming to see, is precisely a mechanism that
periodically converts the obligatory into the desirable.®

Turner recognized, as did Durkheim, that “Ritual adapts and periodically
readapts the biopsychical individual to the basic conditions and axiomatic
values of human social life.”%®

Durkheim and Turner thus both saw individual and societal drives and
goals as sometimes being in conflict with one another. They both held that
one of the functions of ritual, though not the only one, is to “make the
obligatory desirable.” in other words, to encourage a society’s members 1o
conform to the norms, values, and ultimately, moral behaviour embodied in its
dominant symbols. Ritual does this, they saw. through its generation of strong
emotions, and through its use of bipolar symbols. These symbols effectively
bind strong emotional content with “higher,” more abstract cognitive content
such as behavioural norms, values, and cultural ideals. Ritual thus performs a
constraining function in society, but both Turner and Durkheim recognized a
quite opposite function as well.
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Emile Durkheim’s Collective Effervescence

Although the concept of collective effervescence has usually been kept in the
background in Durkheimian studies, and for many years was not discussed
in any systematic or comprehensive way, it has recently received increased
attention,”” and at least one group of authors has begun to recognize its
importance in Durkheim’s underlying model of social change and revitaliza-
tion in The Elementary Forms.™ Perhaps one reason for its relative neglect is
the fact that Durkheim often uses it interchangeably with such terms as moral
density, concentration, heat, sentiments, emotion, and delirtum, and nowhere
defines it precisely.””

Some writers have posited a similarity between Durkheim’s collective
effervescence and Turner’s communitas.” However, these analyses do not
go into great detail, and in fact misunderstand the depth and the extent of the
similarities between the two concepts and the models from which they derive.
[ will now show how in fact Durkheim’s collective effervescence and Turner’s
communitas are functionally equivalent concepts, and how both were used in
very similar models of ritual and social process. although Durkheim predated
Turner by over 60 years, and Turmner appears never to have acknowledged
Durkheim in the development of communitas or his processual theories of
ritual and society.

We have already established that an intrinsic part of Durkheim’s theory
of religion was the recognition of periodic effervescent assemblies or rituals.
Collective effervescence was for Durkheim not epiphenomenon, but ontolo-
gical fact. He describes it in a few passages in The Elementary Forms:

The very act of congregating is an exceptionally powerful stimulant. 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. The initial impulse is thereby amplified each time
it is echoed, like an avalanche that grows as it goes along. And since
passions so heated and so free from all control cannot help but spill over,
from every side there are nothing but wild movements, shouts, downright
howls, and deafening noises of all kinds that further intensify the state
they are expressing.”’

The effervescence often becomes so intense that it leads to outlandish
behaviour; the passions unleashed are so torrential that nothing can hold
them, People are so far outside the ordinary conditions of life. and so
conscious of the fact, that they feel a certain need to set themselves above
and beyond ordinary morality. ... If it is added that the ceremonies are
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generally held at night; in the midst of shadows pierced here and there by
firelight, we can easily imagine the effect that scenes like these are bound
to have on the minds of all those who take part. They bring about such an
intense hyperexcitement of physical and mental life as a whole that they
cannot be borne for very long. The celebrant who takes the leading role
eventually falls exhausted to the ground.”

Durkheim stresses that the most important characteristic of collective effer-
vescence is the fact that it is communal, and collective. Its communal
aspect gives rise (o intense passions and emotions.” Moreover, it strengthens
emotions about the cult by “bring[ing] all those who share them into more
intimate and more dynamic relationship.”** Durkheim states that the partic-
ular character of the sentiments and acts in collective effervescence are of
secondary importance. It is the pureness of collective sentiment and social
energy that he seems to stress,”

Collective effervescence is also likened to a type of delirium, and to
ecstatic states, especially as seen in prophets and great religious figures:
further, collective effervescence is by ils very nature temporary:

It is quite true that religious life cannot attain any degree of intensity and
not carry with it a psychic exaltation that is connected to delirium. It is for
this reason that men of extraordinarily sensitive religious consciousness
— prophets, founders of religions, great saints — often show symptoms of
an excitability that is extreme and even pathological: These physiological
defects predisposed them to great religious roles. The religious use of
intoxicating liquors is to be understood in the same way. ... If, for this
reason, it can be said that religion does not do without a certain delirium,
it must be added that a delirium with the causes I have attributed to it is
well founded. The images of which it is made are not pure illusions, and
unlike those the naturists and the animists put at the basis of religion, they
correspond to something real. Doubtless, it is the nature of moral forces
expressed merely by images that they cannot affect the human mind with
any forcefulness without putting it outside itselt. and plunging it into a
state describable as “ecstatic™ ... a very intense social life always does
a sort of violence to the individual’s body and mind and disrupts their
normal functioning, This is why it can last for only a limited time.”

As we will see with Turner’s notion of communitas, Durkheim’s collective
effervescence was criticized as imprecisely referring (o a broad range of
phenomena, yet Durkheim himself did not intend such referents. Rather. and
similar to Turner’s communitas. collective effervescence refers not to a vague
quality associated with any social gathering (as some authors have misinter-
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preted it”"), but to a specific and real social entity involving intention and
volition:

Every communion of conscience does not produce what is religious. It
must moreover fulfil certain specific conditions. Notably, it must possess
a degree of unity, of intimacy, and the forces which it releases must be
sufficiently intense to take the individual outside himself and to raise him
to a superior life. Also. the sentiments so roused must be fixed on an
object or concrete objects which symbolize them.”

Collective effervescence is thus characterized by intimacy, intensity, and
immediacy. yet it involves will and intention, and symbolic focus. It 1s not
simply mob psychology or camaraderie.

Important to a discussion of collective effervescence, especially in
compirison with the concept of communitas, is the fact that Durkheim
recognized its inherently creative nature. Effervescence is more present in
revolutionary or creative epochs, and in times of social upheaval:

Under the influence of some great collective shock in certain historical
periods, social interactions become much more frequent and active. Indi-
viduals seek one another out and come together more. The result is the
general effervescence that is characteristic of revolutionary or creative
epochs. The result of that heightened activity is a general stimulation of
individual energies. People live differently and more intensely than in
normal times. The changes are not simply of nuance and degree: man
himself becomes something other than what he was.”

Pickering notes this also, and as I mentioned earlier, suggests that Durkheim
was referring to two different types of “effervescent assembly™ in The
Elementary Forms: creative effervescence, characterized by intense emotion,
and in which the outcome is uncertain and may produce new ideas; and re-
creative effervescence. in which there is also intense emotion and excitement,
and a bond of community and unity among participants, such that they feel
morally strengthened.'™ Talcott Parsons mentions a weakness of Durkheim’s
theory of collective effervescence. namely that many admired modes of social
conduct defy those of the community, using Socrates as an example.'""" But
he fails to understand the distinction between creative effervescence and re-
creative effervescence. Creative effervescence is a phenomenon during which
new ideas in morality can emerge, as well as ideal conceptions of society,
and people may believe that those ideal conceptions can be realized.'”” D.A.
Nielsen reiterates that new collective representations may, and usually do,

result from collective effervescences,'™ and, in a statement that could easily

be attributed to Victor Turner, describes collective effervescences as “settings
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of intensely emotional assembly. association and, by implication, breakdown
of established social barriers and structures.”'™ William Ramp stresses the
same characteristics, again in passages which could have been penned by
Turner, with “communitas™ substituted for “effervescent assemblies™ “Tt is
also seen in a compulsion to dissolve limits, differentiation and particu-
larity ... Effervescent assemblies are in this light ambiguously dangerous
arenas ...": effervescence presents “a transgressive possibility fuelled by a
de-differentiating impulse in moments of heightened emotional intensity.”'"
Collective effervescence, especially creative effervescence, thus implies a
dissolution of regular social and normative structures, and is sometimes seen
as a danger to these structures. This is exactly the process Victor Turner
describes in the emergence of communitas.

Re-creative effervescence is necessary for religious and social life. It is
the place where moral and spiritual life are re-created and reaffirmed: “Man
stands in need of recalling what he has experienced [in creative efferves-
cence]. Such an anamnesis or symbolic re-enactment is achieved through
sacred rituals.”'% By these acts, people become aware of and revivify their
common bonds.'"" Without re-creative effervescence, religion and society

would become listless or die:'™

The only way to renew the collective representations that refer to sacred
beings is to plunge them again into the very source of religious life:

assembled groups.'"”

Re-creative effervescence is also necessary for the stability of society. It rein-
forces the collective representations society is based upon, and permits the
existence of knowledge.''"

To sum up to this point: some of the characteristics of collective effer-
vescence are that it is at root an affective phenomenon: it involves states of
intense emotion and excitement. It is also intrinsically collective in nature.
Indeed, as Durkheim says, the mere fact of people gathering seems to he
its genesis, and ritual’s most important element.''! Further, it possesses an
essentially non-rational character.'" Collective effervescence is also ephem-
eral or momentary in nature, an “active and fluctuating communion™;'"?
although it is real. it cannot exist in a permanent or prolonged state. It is a
temporary condition, and must be “recharged.”"'* The collective representa-
tions on which society is based must be “retempered™ in the fires of collective
effervescence. Durkheim also noted the ambivalence of effervescence: it can
induce solidarity or barbarism.'"> And Pickering interprets Durkheim’s vague
descriptions of the ambiguity of effervescence as his positing two different
types: creative effervescence and re-creative effervescence. The first is a
source of new religious and moral codes and ideas, and the second is a reviv-
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ifying re-enactment of codes and ideas developed during periods of creative
effervescence.

W.S.F. Pickering has written that “collective effervescence has something
about it that is akin 1o ritual.™'® This is not quite right. In actuality, collective
effervescence. like Turner’s communitas, is a phase or aspect of social exist-
ence that can arise in ritual — it is actually a feature of many rituals. During the
period when he wrote The Elementary Forms, Durkheim was wrestling with
social creativity, but, much like Victor Turner, he was stuck in his paradigm
(although Turner did manage to escape to a greater degree and elaborate on
his ideas of social creativity). He saw that the collective effervescence occur-
ring in rituals was an extremely creative and liberating force, productive of
new mythopoeia which could become the mythological and moral charter of
a society. Yet he also recognized the integrative aspect of collective effer-
vescence: its function and role as an intense collective experience in the
re-enactment and revivification of the mythological and moral identity of a
society. When we examine Victor Turner’s concept of communitas, we find
an undeniable similarity with Durkheim’s notion of collective effervescence.
and we see that the two had very similar understandings of the ritual process,
as well as of social creativity and society itself. In fact, Turner once wrote
that Durkheim’s proposition that social creativity occurs in collective effer-
vescence was his “best moment.”''” and also likened liminal phenomena to
Durkheim’s collective representations.''®

Victor Turner's Communitas

Similar to Durkheim and collective effervescence, Turner did not view
communitas as epiphenomenon. It is not regression 1o infancy, nor is it
fantasy:'"” it is an ontological reality:

Just because the communitas component is elusive, hard to pin down, it
is not unimportant. 'Y

Communitas is a fact of everyone's experience, yet it has almost never
been regarded as a reputable or coherent object of study by social scient-
ists. It is, however, central to religion, literature, drama, and art, and its
traces may be found deeply engraven in law, ethics, kinship, and even
economics.'*!

Turner acknowledged borrowing the term communitas from Paul
Goodman.™ One can find numerous descriptions of it in his writings, yet
his conception of it remained essentially the same throughout them. He
repeatedly likened it to Buber’'s sense of I-Thow,'” and in his later writings
to Csikszentmihalyi's concept of flow,'** although neither analogy accurately
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captures it. Communitas is an unstructured or rudimentarily structured and
undifferentiated communion or community of equal individuals.'* Tt is an
essential and generic human bond;'*® “it involves the whole man in relation
to other whole men.” and is the “quick” of human inter-relatedness,'”” devoid
of judgementality;'** it is comprised of egalitarian, direct, non-rational bonds
between concrete, historical, idiosyneratic individuals who are equal in terms
of a shared humanity:'?? it is a modality of human interrelatedness.'*” “human
beings stripped of status role characteristics — people “just as they are,” getting
through to each other ...""*' The experience of communitas is also usually
a “deep™ or intense one. and belongs in the intuitive or emotional realm, as
opposed to the rational one,'**

Turner defined communitas as fundamentally opposed to what he called
“structure.” As he often reiterated, what he meant by structure was the
Mertonian sense of ** ‘the patterned arrangements of role-sets, status-sets and
status sequences’ consciously recognized and regularly operative in a given
society and closely bound up with legal and political norms and sanctions.”'*
Although Turner has been interpreted incorrectly by many as a structural
functionalist,'™ he repeated many times in his writings that his models of
ritual and society were reactions and alternatives to traditional functional
and structural functional interpretations of society. He asserted that soci-
ologists and anthropologists who equated society with social structure were
on the wrong track, and even that he had become disillusioned with the
stress on congruence and fit shared by functionalism and different types of
structuralism: '

... [Tt is too often held by sociologists and anthropologists that “the

social” is at all times identical with the “social-structural,” that man is

nothing but a homo hierarchicus.'*
In fact, for Turner social structure has a limiting or negative impact upon
people. It causes them to be segmented into roles they must play."*’ it ulti-
mately limits individuals and society,'™ it holds people apart, defines their
differences, and constrains their actions,'* and it separates man from man,
and man from absolute reality: it atempts to describe the continuous in
discontinuous terms.'*” Turner believed that sociologists and anthropologists
who held the structural functional view of society could ultimately see it only
as ““a structure of jural, political, and economic positions, offices, statuses, and
roles, in which the individual is only ambiguously grasped behind the social
persona.”'*! Further. he believed that previous thinkers and writers, such as
Heidegger, who stated that society or the social self holds the individual back
or is the root of the inauthentic self, were in error. Their problem was that
they mistook “society” for social structure.'** There are two parts to society,
only one of which is social structure.
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Also in contradistinction to structure, communitas is in its very nature
a transitory and temporary entity."*® It is intrinsically dynamic. never
quite being realized.'** In addition, ... the spontaneity and immediacy
of communitas — as opposed to the jural-political character of structure —
can seldom be maintained for very long.”'™ In fact, liminality, the state in
which communitas can emerge, can be both creative and destructive.'** Tt
is equated with movement and change,'*’ and with transient humility or
modelessness.*® Descriptions of communitas by members of religious or
millenarian or revivalist groups often resemble an Edenic, paradisiacal. or
utopian state.'* It is portrayed as a timeless condition, the eternal now, a
moment in and out of time."?"

Turner distinguished between three different types of communitas: exist-
ential or spontaneous communitas, such as the type that occurs during
a counter-culture “happening”; normative communitas, which occurs as
communitas is transformed from its existential state due to the need for social
control; and ideological communitas, such as found in utopian societies.'™'
Normative and ideological communitas are in a sense diluted, as they are
already imbued with social structure. Turner believed that all spontaneous
communitas in the course of history would suffer this fate. He used this idea
to present a model for the development and decline of millenarian and charis-
matic movements, and even of major religions, which closely resembles the
one proposed by Durkheim.

In the sense that “pure,” or existential communitas is not yet impinged
by structure, it is spontaneous and self-generating, another feature which
opposes it to the specialized and constructed nature of social structure.'**
Sharing another similarity with Durkheim’s notion of collective efferves-
cence, Turner’'s communitas does not, however, refer to a purely instinctual
or unconscious process. As we saw with Durkheim, he was incorrectly criti-
cized for proffering collective effervescence as nothing more than a type of
crowd psychology. In actuality, he demonstrated that collective effervescence
involved will and intention. The same is true for communitas: “Communitas
is not merely instinctual; it involves consciousness and volition™'™ Tt is
not just the “herd instinct,”'™* nor is it simply the “pleasurable and effort-
less comradeship that can arise between friends, co-workers, or professional
colleagues any day.” It is a transformative experience that goes to the heart
of each person’s being and finds in it something profoundly communal and
shared.'?

Turner also made the link between holiness or sacredness and com-
munitas, as did Durkheim between sacredness and collective effervescence.
In that it is set apart from social structure and the regular workings of society.
it often possesses a sacred character, especially when it occurs as a feature of
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ritual. Turner discusses mendicant orders, pilgnmages, and rites of passage
as examples of sacred communitas. However, he cautions that it should not
simply be equated with the sacred, nor should social structure simply be
equated with the profane.

A final aspect of Turner’s communitas relevant to a comparison with
Durkheim’s collective effervescence is its creative function, Turner stated
that while communitas can function as an aid to the imparting of gnostic
instruction in a culture’s, norms, values, and axioms through the presenting
of the sacra,'*® it can also be subversive of the social order.'’” In liminality.
the state in which communitas occurs, culture is analyzed into factors and
freely recombined and experimented with."”® “The novices are taught that
they did not know what they thought they knew. Beneath the surface struc-
ture of custom was a deep structure, whose rules they had to learn, through
paradox and shock.”"™ Skepticism and initiative are encouraged,'®” as well
as scrutinization and questioning of the governing moral order:

We find social relationships simplified, while myth and ritual are elabor-
ated. That this is so is really quite simple to understand: if liminality is
regarded as a time and place of withdrawal from nominal modes of social
action, it can be seen as potentially a period of scrutinization of the central
values and axioms of the culture in which it occurs.'®!

Anti-structure can thus be a positive and generative force,'™ and is a
condition in which myths. symbols, rituals, philosophy, and art are gener-
ated, which are templates for the periodical reclassification of reality and
man’s relationship to society, nature, and culture. And strongly echoing
Durkheim, Turner continues, “But they are more than classifications, since
they incite men to action as well as to thought. . .. each is capable of moving
people at many psychological levels simultaneously.”'®* Turner thus stated,
as did Durkheim, that communitas (collective effervescence) produces new
symbols, myths, and other mythopoeia, which often go on to form utopian
or alternative models. or new symbolic bases for societies.'® In fact, Turner
states that a whole cultural structure, embodied in symbols. may suddenly
emerge from the creativity of communitas.'®

Collective Effervescence/Communitas

After the foregoing analysis of Durkheim’s notion of collective effervescence
and Turner’s communitas, it should be apparent that both men were writing
about the same phenomenon, although to differing degrees of depth and preci-
sion. While Turner spent most of his academic life exploring the concepts
and historical manifestations of liminality and communitas, which together
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comprise what he called anti-structure, many writers have pointed out that
Durkheim’s concept of collective effervescence was relatively undeveloped in
his work on religion. Nevertheless, we can delineate fundamental similarities
between the two.

First, both terms are defined vaguely by their creators, and what defini-
tions exist are ideological, almost metaphysical, in quality. At times collective
effervescence/communitas refers to a moral force, an intense emotional surge,
and a type of collective delirium or ecstasy. Second, both collective effer-
vescence and communitas are social realities in the writings of both men.
Rather than epiphenomena, they are real and crucial parts of the ritual and
soctal process. Third, the fundamental character of both concepts is their
collective nature. Durkheim and Tumer both developed them in the study
of ritual,'™ and both attributed to them a de-differentiating, transgressive,
levelling, and equalizing nature. Fourth, both phenomena are associated
with intense experiences, and especially with intense emotional content.
In addition, both Durkheim and Turner recognized the mechanism through
which emotions and natural biological functions were linked with higher
cognitive processes. such as the formation of norms, values, axioms, and
other cultural content — the bipolar symbol. Fifth, both saw the concepts as
existing outside of the normal social existence of a group, and also as permit-
ting behaviour not normally accepted within normal social existence. Further.
both recognized the crucial point that collective effervescence/communitas is
immediate, spontancous, and of the now: it can only possess a temporary
existence. While it is necessary in the ritual and social process, it cannot last
indefinitely. Sixth, both Durkheim and Turner saw the intrinsically creative
side of collective effervescence/communitas. They recognized it as both a
tool in the re-enactment function of ritual — renewing the mythological and
moral charter of a society — and also in the revitalizating function — the
creation of new ideas, values, norms, myths, and ways of being in a society.
Seventh, both writers recognized the ambiguous character of collective effer-
vescence/communitas. While it can be an enormously creative force, it can
be destructive also.

And finally, Durkheim and Turner both recognized that social structure,
while necessary to facilitate the physical survival of a society, is in its intrinsic
nature alienating. The experience of collective effervescence/communitas
is a fundamental human need which acts to counterbalance this alienation.
Society cannot exist but in a dialectical tension between collective effer-
vescence/communitas and social structure, and in fact the achievement of
a harmonious balance between the two has been the goal of all societies
throughout history, and presents a model for the rise and fall of religious
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groups, including the major religions. We will now turn to a discussion of
this dialectic.

Ritual and Society as Dialectical Process

Not only are Durkheim’s collective effervescence and Turner’'s communitas
functionally equivalent, but they are also used in nearly identical models
of the ritual and social processes. As we noted earlier, both Turner and
Durkheim posited a dual nature of humanity. On one hand, they recognized
that if society is to function, if material needs are to be met, there must be
a division of labour and specialization of tasks. And in complex societies,
those divisions and specializations multiply and increase in complexity. All
societies, and especially complex societies. cannot function without social
structure, in order for them to meet their physical needs. In the course of
this structuring and specialization of roles and tasks, society’s needs are often
pitted against those of the individual. Durkheim sometimes took this 10 an
extreme and essentially equated individualism with amorality. To serve the
needs of society, which in turn serves some of their needs, individuals must be
constrained, must be checked in the fulfillment of egoistic drives and desires.
This reading of Durkheim, and of Turner, is commonly accepted.

However, both Turner and Durkheim realized that social structure and the
constraints that it places upon people are essentially alienating. Although not
widely acknowledged, this interpretation of Durkheim and Turner, if correct,
would place them in the company of such social thinkers as Marx, Gramsci,
and Heidegger. In fact, such an interpretation is possible.

Turner states explicitly. especially towards the end of his career, that social
structure creates alienation.

Class structures are only one species of structures so defined. and a
measure of alienation adheres to all, including so-called tribal struc-
tures, insofar as all tend to produce distance and inequality, often leading
to exploitation between man and man, man and woman, and old and
young.'®7

Life as a series and structure of status incumbencies inhibits the full
utilization of human capacities. or as Karl Marx would have said, in a
singularly Augustinian fashion, “the powers that slumber within man."'%*
Turner believed that although it is necessary to ensure the satisfaction of the
physical and material needs of society, and to prevent anomie, social struc-
ture divides, differentiates, and segments human beings.'® Human existence

solely within social structure would quickly stagnate and die without some
kind of revitalizing force. Turner believed that force to be communitas.
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For Turner, society can only be viewed as processual. More specific-
ally, Turner believed that all societies are dialectical processes of alternating
experiences of structure and communitas:

“Societas,” or “society.” as we all experience it, is a process involving
both social structure and communitas, separately and united in varying
proportions.' ™"

In human history, 1 see a continuous tension between structure and
communitas, at all levels of scale and complexiry. Structure, or all that
which holds people apart, defines their differences and constrains their
actions, is one pole in a charged field, for which the opposite pole is
communitas, or anti-structure, the egalitarian “sentiment for humanity™ of
which David Hume speaks, representing the desire for a total, unmediated
relationship between person and person, a relationship which nevertheless
does not submerge one in the other but safeguards their uniqueness in
the very act of realizing their commonness. Communitas does not merge
identities, it liberates them from conformity to general norms, though this
is necessarily a transient condition if society is to continue to operate in
an orderly fashion.'”!

Liminality and communitas, together comprising anti-structure, contain “the
germ of future social developments, of societal change, in a way that the
central tendencies of a social system can never quite succeed in being .. .7
Their alternation with social structure is thus necessary for the generation
of new social ideas, and the regeneration of society.'”® Innovation takes
place in liminal and liminoid phenomena. and often exhibits the values
of communitas, and then becomes legitimized in social structure.'”™ This
process applies not only to small-scale, tribal societies, but to complex, indus-
trial ones also. Turner held that “the communitas experience, the subjective
sense of anti-structure . . . has had so many important objective results in the
history of religion.”!™

The experience of communitas is also a necessity for the proper func-
tioning of social structure. Without it, structure can begin to stagnate and die,
or become too partisan and individualistic. It must be periodically imbued
with the anti-structural values of communitas, and made to serve the common
good.'™ This occurs in ritual.

Turner argues that religious orders, and millenarian, revivalist, and coun-
tercultural groups attempt to perpetuate or normalize communitas. to estab-
lish “the kingdom of heaven on earth.”'* Yet communitas by its nature resists
permanence, and social structure inevitably seeps into these movements,
routinizing them in the Weberian sense. Communitas then becomes regarded
as a symbol. Turner uses this model to explain not only new social and reli-
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gious movements, but also major religions.'” The ideal. Turner states, and
what religions actually strive for, is to achieve a harmonious balance between
structure and communitas. The ideal is to place social structure in the service
of communitas: “The ultimate desideratum, however, is to act in terms of
communitas values even while playing structural roles ..." Communitas in
this sense “purifies™ and strengthens structure.'™”

Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms of Religions Life contains a model of
ritual and society as process almost identical to Turner’s. While Durkheim did
not emphasize ritual as much as he might have, favouring instead his concern
for morality. order, and ethics, the model is undeniably present in the book.

Durkheim saw collective effervescence, similar to communitas, as an
emotion-laden, energizing, revitalizing force within society. He gave it
ontological status, and saw it as an eternal feature of human society.
Indeed. as mentioned above, he saw religion as being born from effer-
vescent assemblies.'®! Collective effervescence, as a transgressive, de-
differentiating,'™ creative, and liberating force, is a counterbalance to
normal, structured. and morally regulated social existence. It is an exper-
ience of intense creativity, definitively outside of normal social life, from
which new myths and ideas spring. But due to its volatile, de-stabilizing, and
even sacred nature, collective effervescence can only be temporary in nature.
Similar to communitas. collective effervescence must exist in dialectical
tension with social structure;'™ too much of either one can lead to a type of
militancy. Collective effervescence increases the intimacy of human relation-
ships, and makes them more human, as opposed to the partisan, self-interested
nature of material existence that can develop in social structure:

In fact, if religious ceremonies have any importance at all, it is that they
set collectivity in motion: groups come together to celebrate them. Thus
their first result is to bring individuals together, multiply the contacts
between them, and make those contacts more intimate. That in itself
modifies the content of consciousnesses. On ordinary days, the mind is
chiefly occupied with utilitarian and individualistic affairs. Everyone goes
about his own personal business; for most people, what is most important
is to meet the demands of material life; the principal motive of economic
activity has always been private interest. Of course, social feelings could
not be absent altogether. We remain in relationship with our fellow men:
the habits, ideas, and tendencies that upbringing has stamped on us, and
that ordinarily preside over our relations with others, continue to make
their influence felt. But they are constantly frustrated and held in check
by the opposing tendencies that the requirements of the day-in, day-out
struggle produce and perpetuate. Depending on the intrinsic energy of
those social feelings, they hold up more or less successfully; but that
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energy is not renewed. They live on their past, and, in consequence, they
would in time be depleted if nothing came to give back a little of the
strength they lose through this incessant conflict and friction.'®*

Durkheim saw this renewal as fundamental and necessary to a healthy, func-
tioning society. A society must be periodically renewed or revitalized by rites
such as the ones he analyzed in Australian societies:

And so when men feel there is something outside themselves that is
reborn, forces that are reanimated, and a life that reawakens, they are
not deluded. This renewal is in no way imaginary, and the individuals
themselves benefit from it, for the particle of social being that each
individual bears within himself necessarily participates in this collective
remaking.'®

Durkheim saw rituals, as well as social life, not as static entities, existing
in a state of occasionally disturbed equilibrium, but as processual, as fluid:
“Like ritual life, social life in fact moves in a circle,”"™™ and “social life oscil-
lates” between successive experiences of sacredness and profanity.'®” There
is a dialectic constituting society, between the idealized. intimate. and deeply
human, and the differentiated, legitimized, and structured.'™® Like Turner,
Durkheim stated that social existence was simply not possible without it, and
actually lamented the time in which he lived as one of moral and creative
stagnation.'™ He longed for a period of renewal, which would come about
through an infusion of “effeverscence crearrice™ (creative effervescence).'""

Thus. contrary to their popular interpretations, Emile Durkheim and Victor
Tumer bath posited processual models of ritual and society in their writings.
Although concerned with the problem of social order, they both knew there
was more to the social than simply order. They also both saw society as
resting on symbolism, and they saw symbols as essentially constituting and
making durable the experiences had in collective effervescence/communitas,
so that their ethos and wisdom could be stored and transmitted to future
generations. They also saw social structure as essentially alienating, and
posited models whereby it is infused with doses of humanity. intimacy.
creativity, and equality. in the form of effervescent- or communitas-laden
performances and events. Without the healthy dialectic between collective
effervescence/communitas and social structure, social existence could not be,
The dialectic constitutes society itself.

Finally, both men saw certain classes of ritual as having a revital-
izing force or function upon society, and as involving states of collective
effervescence/communitas.'”’ Although extant in Durkheim, the concept of
revitalization rituals in his work has not been taken up in earnest. Other
writers have investigated them since him and described a similar process,
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right up to the work of Turner. Turner'”? himself acknowledges E.D. Chapple
and C.S. Coon'”* as two of the few writers to take up van Gennep's conceptu-
alization of rites of passage as processual and apply it to other types of ritual
— rites of intensification."™* Anthony Wallace also belongs in this group. His
work on revitalization rituals'®® bucked the trend of focusing on the trans-
formation ritual effects on the individual. Wallace described, in the tradition 1
am crediting to Durkheim, Turner. van Gennep, and Chapple and Coon. how
certain communal rites focus on the transformation not of the individual but of
the entire social group. Without such revitalizing rituals, he wrote, a society is
apt to disintegrate as a system.'”® Revitalization occurs with the formulation
of a new, utopian or idealized vision of society (often embodied in a charis-
matic leader), its dissemination and ritualization, and then its routinization
into formal codes of behaviour. Once this code begins to lose its efficacy
for the group. a new one will appear. and the process will begin again.
Wallace saw all societies as following this cycle. This model should sound
familiar.

Conclusion: Bringing Durkheim and Turner into the 21st Century

The critical works on Durkheim written by sociologists and philosophers
provide little clarity or precision in the discussion of collective effervescence
and its role in ritual and the formation of new ideals and social creativity.
Perhaps this is because sociology for the most part ignores symbolic and
transpersonal anthropological approaches to the study of ritual and symbolic
phenomena. It could also be because, as Pickering states in the introduction to
On Durkheim's Elementary Forms of Religious Life, “it was thought that such
a phenomenon [as collective effervescence| could not be fitted into a scientific
approach to social change in society as well as religion.”'”” However, enga-
ging symbolic and transpersonal approaches in an examination of Durkheim’s
The Elementary Forms sheds light on the murkiness of previous discussions
of the nature and role of collective effervescence in symbolic performance,
which are often characterized by such meaningless statements as “The force
of the moment [in collective effervescence] may create the ideal. Ideals
emerge which are part of the real.”"'™ Certainly this is not the greatest clarity
we can bring to Durkheim’s already vaguely defined concept of collective
effervescence.'"”

Instead. I believe that it is clear from examining Durkheim’s and Turner’s
writings that both were discussing phenomena such as possession trance and
other dissociative states in the rituals they read about or, in Turner’s case,
observed and experienced. As | alluded to above, both defined collective
effervescence/communitas in terms that often invoke concepts of oneness.
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mystical experience, delirium, etc. But not only did they describe it in this
way, they actually linked the existential experience of collective efferves-
cence/communitas with such things as ecstasy. ascetic practices. the ingestion
of psychotropic substances, physical hardships, etc. Take for example two
of Durkheim’s descriptions of collective effervescence, one of which was
already quoted above:

It is quite true that religious life cannot attain any degree of intensity and
not carry with it a psychic exaltation that is connected to delirium. Tt is for
this reason that men of extraordinarily sensitive religious consciousness
— prophets, founders of religions, great saints — often show symptoms of
an excitability that is extreme and even pathological: These physiological
defects predisposed them to great religious roles. The ritual use of intox-
icating liguors is to be understood in the same way.”™

Probably because a collective emotion cannot be expressed collectively
without some order that permits harmony and unison of movement, these
gestures and cries tend to fall into rhythm and regularity, and from there
into songs and dances. ... The human voice is inadequate to the task and
is given artificial reinforcement: Boomerangs are knocked against one
another; bull roarers are whirled. The original function of these instru-
ments, used widely in the religious ceremonies of Australia, probably was
to give more satisfying expression to the excitement felt,

Durkheim also discussed ascetic practices, involving physical deprivation
and pain,® and the feeling of being invaded and transformed by strange
forces, during effervescent rituals.” Similarly. in his writings Turner expli-
citly linked the experience of communitas with such things as ingestion of
psychotropic drugs and rhythmic stimulation through singing and dancing,
for example in relation to the communitas emerging in the American coun-
terculture of the 19607s.*™ He also repeatedly discussed how communitas
is an emergent property of the liminality of mendicant orders, with their
emphasis on meditation, fasting, and general physical hardship. and he took a
theoretical interest in the neurobiology of ritual toward the end of his career.

I believe that it is not just a coincidence that both Durkheim and
Turner discussed such phenomena as rhythmic percussion, singing, dancing,
ascetic practices, physical hardship and pain. and ingestion of psychotropic
substances, specifically in relation to their concepts of collective efferves-
cence and communitas. Although they somewhat misunderstood the func-
tions and meanings of such phenomena, as when Durkheim says in the
passage above that their function is expressive, they were in fact discussing
real ritual phenomena which had important implications for their theories:
they either simply did not have the terminology or the science to realize it, or
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were constrained by their intellectual paradigms from delving further into the
real roles and functions of these phenomena.””

[ assert that when Durkheim and Turner were discussing collective effer-
vescence/communitas. they were often referring to physiological phenomena
occurring both within ritual and outside of it which can result in the produc-
tion of altered states of consciousness (ASCs). There now exists a sizeable
literature on the existence and function of ASCs in nitual and religious
phenomena, which permits us to make some brief conclusions about the
concept of collective effervescence/communitas.

First, it is apparent that Durkheim and Turner were discussing phenomena
that have been widely recognized as driving mechanisms which can produce
ASCs. Such mechanisms have been shown to be ubiquitous in religious prac-
tices in the majority of known cultures, as are ASCs.”™ Drivers are typically
associated with repetitive rhythmic stimuli, sensory deprivation and stimu-
lation, fasting, meditation, ingestion of psychotropic drugs. and communal
rituals,”"” and are believed to function by “retuning” the autonomic nervous
system and/or affecting the production, synthesis or inhibition of certain
¥ resulting in the production of what Durkheim
repeatedly referred to in The Elementary Forms as an experience markedly
“outside of normal social life.”

Second, it has been recognized that ASCs are not only associated with
instruction in a culture’s mythopoeia, or as Turner would say, its *
deep knowledge of itself, but also with the production of new mythopoeia.
Perhaps precisely because they are so qualitatively different from normal
waking consciousness, ASCs are productive of new symbols. ideas, and
values which are often created or interpreted by a shaman or religious leader
and become the foundation of new cosmologies, myths. and norms, even of
entire religious movements or cultures.

[t should now be clear that the various physiological phenomena that
Durkheim and Turner relate to the rituals, countercultural happenings, and
ascetic practices they discuss are driving mechanisms, and that when they
refer to collective effervescence/communitas as being “outside the normal.”
they are often referring to ASCs. Their models of the re-creative and creative
function of collective effervescence/communitas in ritual map well to current
hermeneutic models involving ritual enactment of mythopoeia, experience
of ASCs, and verification/modification of cosmology/cultural norms.™ In
short, their attempts to model ritual and social process fit well with what we
now know about ritual and consciousness.

. . . . Y
biochemicals in the brain.-

‘enostic,”

In this essay | have tried to illustrate how Emile Durkheim, although
popularly perceived as a staunch positivist obsessed with the problem of
social order, was actually much concerned with creativity. emotion, and
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social change. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, his last and best
work, presented a model of ritual and the social process that closely matched
and predated Victor Turner’s novel approach to studying ritual and social
change. A detailed comparison demonstrates that the two scholars” concepts
of collective effervescence and communitas are functionally equivalent, and
that both scholars were discussing real ritual phenomena in the form of
dissociative and other extraordinary states of consciousness, for which they
were perhaps scientifically and paradigmatically unprepared. Nevertheless,
the models they presented 30 and 90 years ago still have much to tell us
about contemporary ritual phenomena.
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