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tMILE DURKHEIM AND THE CATEGORIES OF THE UNDERSTANDING 

Barbara Patricia Hostetler, M.A. 
Department of Sociology 

The University of New Mexico, 1974 

In The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, tmile 

Durkheim attempts to demonstrate the social character of the 

categories of the understanding--concepts such as space, time, 

causation, etc. The present study is devoted to clarification 

of this account of the categories. It is proposed that 

Durkheim's account of the relation between the categories and 

society may be understood more clearly by interpreting his 

categorial formulation as one concerned with the origin of the 

categories, not in an absolute, but in a relative sense of 

.. origin." To show that this is the case, the proposition "the 

categories are social in origin" is subjected to linguistic 

philosophical analysis. A partial explanation of the interest 

in absolute origins which one does find in Elementary Forms is 

provided by indicating the influence upon Durkheim's thought 

of evolutionism and his views of causation and definition. 

V 

It is also suggested that Durkheim's actual categorial 

claim is set forth in the statement "at least some of the 

categories are rich in social elements" rather than in the 

proposition "the categories are social in origin." The sugges

tion is made that "at least some of the categories are rich in 

social elements" is an hypothesis which is empirically testable 

in fact, whereas "the categories are social in origin, 11 if 

interpreted in an absolute sense of "origin," is empirically 



• vi

testable only in principle. 

The question of whether this categorial formulation is a 

theory of categories is answered negatively: it was not in

tended as a theory but as an hypothesis, and it does not 

satisfy the conditions which a theory of categories must meet. 

It is thus a less extensive categorial claim than is commonly 

supposed. Whether it amounts to a theory of knowledge is 

answered affirmatively. In addition to its status as an 

epistemological contribution, certain ideas emphasized in it-

consensus, variation in conceptual frameworks from one society 

to another, the learning of categorial relations as a social 

process, and concepts as tools--are shown to be apposite to 

several areas of study other than epistemology, including 

social anthropology, semantics, philosophy of science, and 

philosophy of langu·age. 
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