


OXFORD WORLD'S CLASSICS 

THE ELEMENTARY FORMS 
OF RELIGIOUS LIFE 

DAVID EMILE DURKHEIM (1858-1917), the descendant of a long 
line of rabbis, was born in Lorraine, France. He was raised in the 
warmth and security of a tightly knit Jewish community, where 
he was nurtured in the complex, often conflicting values of 
France's Third Republic-liberty, equality, and fellowship. Much of 
Durkheim's career as a sociologist, educator, and moral philosopher 
can be described as an effort to articulate and promote the dignity 
and rights of the individual in a moral idiom of social traditions and 
commitment to a common good. 

Educated at the prestigious Ecole Normale Superieure, 
Durkheim taught at the University of Bordeaux and the Sorbonne. 
His publications include The Division of Labour in Society ( 1893), The 
Ruks of Sociological Method (1895), Suicide: A Study in Sociology 
(1897), and The Elementary Forms of Religiow Life (1912), as well 
as hundreds of articles and book reviews. In 1898, Durkheim 
founded the journal L 'Annie so&iologique, the most significant col­
laborative venture in the history of sociology. A conspicuous feature 
of the journal, and of Durkheim's career, is a preoccupation with 
religion. The Elementary Forms of Re/igiow Life is the culmin­
ation of Durkheim's religious investigations, and of his thirty-year 
authorship. 

CAROL COSMAN has translated Jean-Paul Sartre's study of Gustave 
Flaubert, The Family Idiot (5 vols.), and more recently Simone de 
Beauvoir's America Day by Day (1999/2000). Her scholarly work 
includes Jacques Bouveresse's Wittgenstein Reads Freud: The Myth 
of the Uncons&iow (Princeton University Press), and most recent 
literary translations feature Honore de Balzac's Colonel Chahert 
(New Directions) and The Girl with the Golden Eyes (Carroll & 
Graf), and Hammerl:/avier, by Yasmina Reza (George Braziller). 
She is Chair of the PEN West Translation Committee. 

MARK S. CLADIS is Professor and Chair of Religious Studies at 
Brown University. He is the author of A Communitarian Defense of 
Liberalism: Emile Durkheim and Contemporary Social Theory 
(Stanford University Press, 1992), and Public Vision, Private Lives 
(Oxford University Press, 2003; Cdumbia University Press, 2.006) 
and editor of Durkheim and Fou&ault: Perspectives on Education and 
Punishment (Centre ofDurkheimian Studies, 1999). 



OXFORD WORLD'S CLASSICS 

Fo,. over roo years Oxfonl Wo,./d's Cltmf&s have brought 
readers closer to the 'llHWld's gn:at literatMrt:. No111111ith flVtl' 700 

tie 4. ooo-year-old myths of Mesopotamia to tie 
1111mtieth cenlrlry 's greatest noveh----lie series makes available 

as 111tll as celebrated 'llJriting. 

Tie pocltet-sized hard/Jaclu of tie early years contained 
introduaions by Virginia Woolf, T. S. Eliot, Graham Greene, 

and other literary figures 'fl1hich enriched tie e:qerience of reading. 
Today the series ir recognized for its fine scholars/Hp and 

n:liability in texts that sptJn 11JOrld JitertJtrm, drama tJtfd poetry, 
religion, philosophy tJtfd politics. EtJcls edition in&lutks perceptive 

eommet111Jry and essential b11Cltgt"Ollflll information to meet the 
changing needs of readers. 



OXFORD WORLD'S CLASSICS 

EMILE DURKHEIM 

The Elementary Forms of 
Religious Life 

Translated by 

CAROL COSMAN 

Abridged with an Introduction and Notes by 

MARK S. CLADIS 

OXFORD 
UNIVBRSITY PRBS8 



Typeset in Ehrhardt
by RefineCatch Limited, Bungay, Suffolk

Printed in Great Britain by
Clays Ltd, Elcograf S.p.A.

14



Introduction 

Note on the Text 

Select Bibliography 

CONTENTS 

A Chronology of Emile Durkheim 

Map 

THE ELEMENTARY FORMS OF 
RELIGIOUS LIFE 

Introduction 

BOOK I: PRELIMINARY QUESTIONS 

Vil 

xxxvi 

XXXVlll 

xl 

xlii-xliii 

3 

r. A Definition of the Religious Phenomenon and of Religion 25 

2. The Leading Conceptions of Elementary Religion 
r. Animism 4 7 

3. The Leading Conceptions of Elementary Religion 
II. Naturism 63 

4. Totemism as Elementary Religion 
Historical Review of the Q!iestion. Method of Treating It 76 

BOOK II: ELEMENTARY BELIEFS 

r. Central Totemic Beliefs 
r. The Totem as Name and Emblem 

2. Central Totemic Beliefs 
II. The Totemic Animal and Man IOI 

3. Central Totemic Beliefs 
m. The Cosmological System ofTotemism and the Notion of 
Genus 109 

4. Central Totemic Beliefs 
IV. The Individual Totem and the Sexual Totem 121 

5. The Origins of These Beliefs 
I. A Critical Examination of the Theories 126 



VI Contents 

6. The Origins of These Beliefs 
II. The Notion of the Totemic Principle or Mana, and the Idea 
of Force i40 

7. The Origins of These Beliefs 
1 II. The Genesis of the Notion of the Totemic Principle or Mana I 53 

8. The Notion of Soul i83 

9. The Notion of Spirits and Gods 203 

BOOK III: PRINCIPAL RITUAL CONDUCT 

I. The Negative Cult and its Functions 
Ascetic Rites 

2. The Positive Cult 

221 

I. The Elements of Sacrifice 243 

3. The Positive Cult 
II. Mimetic Rites and the Principle of Causality 261 

4. The Positive Cult 
III. Representative or Commemorative Rites 276 

5. Piacular Rites and the Ambiguity of the Notion of the 
Sacred 289 

Conclusion 3 IO 

Appendix: Select List of Anthropologists and Ethnologists 
who Informed Durkheim's Work 344 

Explanatory Notes 345 

Index 351 



INTRODUCTION 

IMAGINE that for some time now you have understood religion as 
collective beliefs and practices that shape a society's moral identity. 
You have become convinced, as well, that in modern, democratic 
societies religion plays an increasingly minor role. You are eager, 
then, to discover what supplies a sense of belonging and moral scaf­
folding in modern societies. This venture is urgent: if religion pro­
vided moral solidarity in the past, and if religion has been in a 
continuous state of decline, what will take its place in the future? 
And what of today? 

Religion and its relation to society continue to dominate your 
thought. You have argued that religion pertains to the shared beliefs 
and practices of traditional communities, and you have also ardently 
criticized the view that modern society neither has nor needs such 
social forces to link together its members. In this view, modern soci­
ety is best described as a group of disparate individuals pursuing 
private projects, protected by law. Collective beliefs and practices are 
largely a phenomenon of the past; they are inappropriate for today 
and would present obstacles to the individual's happiness. You, in 
contrast, have recently become convinced that as shared traditions 
and communities wane, human sorrows multiply. 

Now imagine this: a fellow citizen-a French Jew named 
Dreyfus-is unjustly accused and convicted of high treason. It is 
clear to you and others that he has been scapegoated by military and 
government officials: his rights have been betrayed. Soon, many rally 
to his defence. With marches in the street and flags and speeches in 
the air, your society is stirred and the social ideals of liberty and 
justice are renewed. You witness a moral community being forged: 
sacred rites and beliefs clearly emerge. These, however, are not 
centred on the totems or gods of yesterday, but on the rights and 
dignity of the individual. You begin to realize that the elementary 
forms of religious life permeate not only traditional but modern 
societies as well. Although its tenets and rites have changed, its basic 
forms have not. Robust, collective beliefs and institutions still shape, 
move, and enliven us, though perhaps not in domains usually associ­
ated with religion. The political, economic, and even scientific 
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realms are infused with the religious. Individual rights, notions 
of economic fair play, and the spirit of free enquiry, for example, 
are charged with the sacred. You now have a powerful vocabulary 
for articulating the normative, communal aspects of modern, 
democratic societies-the vocabulary of religion. 

If you have imagined the above, then you have grasped much 
about the work of Emile Durkheim. 'If religion generated everything 
that is essential in society, this is because the idea of society is 
the soul of religion' (p. 314). Durkheim made this claim in The 
Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1912), arguably his most import­
ant book. He set himself the task of discovering the enduring source 
of human social identity and fellowship-solidarite. This led him to 
investigate what he considered to be the most simple form of docu­
mented religion-totemism among the Aborigines of Australia. He 
held as a scientific principle the belief that to understand a complex 
phenomenon one must begin by examining its simplest form. Yet on 
the first page, Durkheim stated clearly that apprehending Aboriginal 
religion is not in itself his principal aim, but is rather an avenue 'to 
yield an understanding of the religious nature of man, by showing us 
an essential and permanent aspect of humanity' (p. 3). After fol­
lowing Durkheim's religious investigations as one might read a 
detective story, with clues placed here and there, one eventually 
discovers that this 'permanent aspect of humanity' is the human 
need and capacity to relate socially. Durkheim treated religion as 
authoritative yet dynamic social ideals, beliefs, and practices that 
shape a common perception of, and therefore life in, a society's 
moral universe. One finds religion wherever public, normative con­
cepts, symbols, or rites are employed. Religion, then, pervades trad­
itional and modern-even postmodern-societies. The upshot of 
this, morally and epistemologically, is that human life is, in a signifi­
cant sense, life together. This is Durkheim's response, and challenge, 
to a long tradition of Cartesian, individualistic thought. 

The central thesis of The Elementary Forms is as profound as it is 
simple. Totemism, which features most clearly the elementary form 
of religious life, reveals that the totem-or what one might think of 
as divinity-is in fact society itself conceived symbolically. 'If the 
totem is both the symbol of god and of society, are these not one and 
the same? . . . The god of the clan . . . must therefore be the clan 
itself, but transfigured and imagined in the physical form of the 



Introduction IX 

plant or animal species that serve as totems' (p. 154). If the thesis is 
simple, the arguments that Durkheim forged to defend it and the 
conclusions he derived from it are rich and nuanced. This accounts 
for why the book has enthralled generations of scholars from a var­
iety of fields. It has perhaps spawned a greater range of questions 
and research projects than any other work published in its day. From 
the political philosophers' debate over the nature of individual rights 
to the anthropologists' pursuit of the origins of society; from the 
sociologists' account of epistemology and civic religion to religious 
studies scholars' analysis of ritual, The Elementary Forms continues 
to inform our reflection and conversations. 

The book, then, can be and has been read in many ways: as a 
monograph on Australian totemism, a general theory of religion, an 
epistemology, a sociology of religion, a contribution to the hermen­
eutics of suspicion and interpretative theory, an account of social 
dynamics and solidarity. We show fidelity to the book by allowing it 
to speak to its different audiences; we dishonour it when, territori­
ally, we surround it by rigid disciplinary boundaries. By putting The 
Elementary Forms to many uses we acknowledge that Durkheim did 
likewise with his Australian material. Its mark as a classic is its ability 
to speak in more than one voice and to more than one generation. 

Outline of Life and Career 

It is commonly said that Durkheim died of a broken heart. This is 
not mere sentimentalism. His world was constructed entirely of col­
leagues, students, family, and service to France. By 1917, the year of 
his death, this world had been fiercely assailed. The Great War took 
the lives of many of Durkheim's closest colleagues and students, and 
finally, in 1916, that of his son. Soon after learning of his son's fate, 
Durkheim-a Jew with a German-sounding name-was cruelly 
(and, one might say, absurdly) accused of being a German sympa­
thizer. Not long before these tragic events, Durkheim had reported 
that he was 'working like a young man', consumed by his prodigious 
contribution to France's war effort. 1 Shortly after these events, 
however, his health quickly declined and he died of a stroke. 

Durkheim was born in 1858 in Lorraine and was given the names 

' Steven Lukes, Emile Durleluim: His Life and Worle (SW!ford, C.alif.: Stanford 
University Press, 1985), 554. 
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David Emile. The names are telling. 'David' signifies his Jewish 
heritage. The descendant of a long line of rabbis, Durkheim was 
raised in the warmth and security of a tightly knit Jewish com­
munity, and there he was nurtured in communal values. 'Emile' 
points to his French allegiance. The Jews in Alsace-Lorraine were 
ardent French patriots, especially after France was defeated by the 
Germans in the 1870 Franco-Prussian War. Parents hoped that their 
children could make a vital contribution to the Third Republic of 
France. Such a contribution, however, usually entailed that the 
youth leave their secure communities and move to Paris-the heart 
of France, the place of opportunity and excitement, ofloneliness and 
alienation. Durkheim, consequently, received the ambiguous mes­
sage: to serve the common good, leave behind your community. To 
this would soon be added: to champion the Republic, safeguard the 
rights and dignity of the individual. Early on, David Emile was 
exposed to the complex, often conflicting values of the Third 
Republic-liberty, equality, and fellowship. 

In Paris he studied at the Lycee Louis-le-Grand and then, in 
r 879, at the prestigious Ecole N ormale Superieure. Among his peers 
were Henri Bergson (who became a prominent philosopher and won 
the Nobel Prize in 1927) and Jean Jaures (who became a historian 
and renowned French socialist); it has been suggested that they 
hastened Durkheim's 'painful break' from Judaism.2 Although it 
is difficult to determine with precision the relation of Judaism to 
Durkheim's scholarly thought, there can be little doubt that his Jewish 
heritage remained an enduring influence. His rejection of individual­
istic definitions of religion and his identification of religion with 
moral community reflect this influence. 3 Influence of a different kind 
that may have supported aspects of Judaism came from two promin­
ent professors at the Ecole, Charles Renouvier and Fustel de Cou­
langes. Renouvier, a neo-Kantian who stressed the science of morals, 
had attempted to connect individual autonomy and social solidarity. 
At every turn he placed-as would Durkheim-social justice over 
economic utility. Like Renouvier, de Coulanges also described his 

• Lukes, Emile Durkheim, 554· 
3 For an excellent account of the relevance of Durkheim's Jewishness to his analysis 

of religion, see Deborah Dash Moore, 'David Emile Durkheim and the Jewish Response 
to Modernity', Modem Judaism, 6 (1986), zB?-300. For a contrary, though also thought­
ful, point of view, Ivan Strenski, Durkheim and the Jews of Fran&e (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1997). 
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field, history, as a scientific discipline. Both Renouvier and de Cou­
langes nourished Durkheim's image of himself as a scientist. Yet in 
contrast to Renouvier, de Coulanges had underscored for the young 
Durkheim the significance of religion in the interpretation of a soci­
ety's beliefs and institutions. Thus one finds similarities between The 
Elementary Forms and de Coulanges's The Ancient City-a study of 
Greek and Roman city-states that highlights their religious bases. 

Durkheim graduated from the Ecole in 1882 and, as was the cus­
tom, taught in rycees-secondary education-for three years in 
preparation for an academic post. By all accounts he was an 
inspiring, if rather serious, teacher. For the academic year 1885-6, 
Durkheim was awarded a grant to study and report on the state of 
philosophy and the social sciences in the German universities. This 
visit proved to be immensely important to Durkheim's subsequent 
thought. If such French influences as Rousseau, Saint-Simon, 
Comte, Renouvier, and de Coulanges shaped the questions 
Durkheim brought to Germany, the German social economists-the 
Kathedersozialisten-along with Kant and Wundt greatly informed 
many of his answers. Returning from Germany Durkheim married 
Louise Dreyfus (no relation to Captain Dreyfus) and assumed a 
teaching post in social science and education at the University of 
Bordeaux. There he enjoyed a happy, peaceful domestic life and a 
productive, demanding professional life. Even before his arrival in 
Bordeaux, Durkheim had acquired a warranted reputation for his 
moral exactitude and dedication to work. By the time he left 
Bordeaux fifteen years later to take up a post at the Sorbonne, 
Durkheim had written three of his four books-The Division of 
Labour in Society (1893), The Rules of Sociological Method (1895), 
and Suicide (1897)-and hundreds of articles and reviews on 
subjects ranging from incest prohibition to war to anti-Semitism. 
At Bordeaux Durkheim founded the journal-indeed, a small 
Durkheimian moral community known as the 'little society' -Annie 
sociologique. From 1898 to 1913, Durkheim and his close collabor­
ators (among them CClestin Bougie, Georges Davy, Paul Fauconnet, 
Henri Hubert, and Durkheim's nephew Marcel Mauss) elaborated 
their vision of the social sciences in the pages of the Annie soci­
ologique, and thereby created the most significant collaborative ven­
ture in the history of the field. It would be difficult to overestimate 
the scope and influence of the journal, or Durkheim's commitment 
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to it. A conspicuous feature of the journal is the high rank assigned 
to religious investigations. 

When Durkheim returned to Paris in I 902 he was a well-known 
scholar with a tremendous sense of mission, and the Sorbonne-the 
most celebrated of France's universities-served as his pulpit. His 
mission was twofold: to establish further the new discipline of soci­
ology; and to employ that discipline to assist the Third Republic in 
its difficult transition from community-based, religious education to 
national, secular education. Because the two goals were related, the 
stakes were high. Durkheim, among others, was convinced that the 
survival of France depended on establishing a national education, 
separate from the Church, that would communicate French ideals 
cast appropriately for the modern age. It is not often understood 
that from his first year at Bordeaux until his last at the Sorbonne, 
Durkheim regularly lectured on education, especially moral educa­
tion. As a professor of education and sociology, Durkheim sought to 
strengthen the moral foundations of the Third Republic by equip­
ping France's future educators with the spirit of science, the ideals 
of progressive liberalism, and love of the common good. In the pro­
cess, he established French sociology and profoundly shaped social 
anthropology. If his death was hastened by disappointment and tra­
gedy, his life's work survives, casting light on social problems old and 
new. 

The Development of Durkheim's Thought on Religion 

As Durkheim struggled to discover social arrangements suitable for 
modern, democratic societies, he increasingly turned his attention to 
religion. Well before the publication of his first book, The Division of 
Labour in Society, he viewed religion as the source of moral com­
munity in traditional society. Rejecting the view of Herbert Spencer, 
the English philosopher of society and evolution, who held that 
religion is an exercise in metaphysical speculation about the 
unknowable, Durkheim argued that religion is a form of authority 
and custom that powerfully links the individual to society. He came 
to hold that collective ideas and practices invariably acquire a 
religious character. However, he was initially reluctant to embrace 
such a collective phenomenon as religion to depict any salient aspect 
of modern society. In The DivisiMJ of Labour he claimed that the 
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modern conception of the individual-a being with dignity and 
rights-has become 'the object of a sort of religion ... a common 
faith'. This is the first time Durkheim employs a religious idiom to 
describe a type of individualism. Yet within the very paragraph he 
recants, claiming that such individualism 'does not constitute a truly 
social link'. Though modern individualism draws its strength from 
society 'it is not to society that it binds us: it is to ourselves [as 
individuals]'. 4 

Yet as Durkheim persisted in his efforts to account for shared 
beliefs, practices, and institutions in modern social life, he was 
increasingly compelled to adopt a religious vocabulary. His eventual 
use of that vocabulary to characterize the moral esprit of modern, 
liberal society was the result of a radical shift in his understanding 
not of religion per se, but of modern society. Prior to the pub­
lication of Suicide, Durkheim was convinced that 'if there is one 
truth that history has incontrovertibly settled, it is that religion 
extends over an ever diminishing area of social life'. His assump­
tion was that in liberal society there are fewer and fewer beliefs 
and practices that 'are both sufficiently collective and strong enough 
to assume a religious character'. 5 Within a few years, however, 
Durkheim reversed his position. He came to believe that many 
modern, social institutions are religious in character, that is, they 
possess collective beliefs, values, and practices that profoundly shape 
moral identities. 

This novel approach is exhibited, for instance, in 1899 when he 
noted that 'between science and religious faith there are intermediate 
beliefs; these are common beliefs of all kinds, which are relevant to 
objects that are secular in appearance, such as the flag, one's country, 
some form of political organization, some hero, or some historical 
event, etc.' Many secular beliefs, he claimed, are 'indistinguishable 
from religious beliefs proper'. Indistinguishable because modern 
France, like traditional societies, has a shared (even if 'secular') faith: 
'The mother country, the French Revolution, Joan of Arc, etc., 
are for us sacred things which we do not permit to be touched. 
Public opinion does not willingly permit one to contest the moral 
superiority of democracy, the reality of progress, and the idea of 

• Emile Durkheim, The Division of Labor in Society, trans. W. D. Halls (New York: 
Free Press, 1979), 122. 

s Ibid. 120. 
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equality.'6 Earlier, religion had signified to Durkheim a moral 
solidarity found only in traditional society; now he perceived con­
tinuity between modern and traditional societies. Modern society, 
too, exhibits a religious character, but its common faith-its princi­
pal dogmas-expresses a religious content different from that of 
traditional societies. 

Durkheim's religious interpretation of modern, liberal society was 
largely inspired by his involvement in the Dreyfus Affair and his 
reading of William Robertson Smith, the British anthropologist and 
biblical scholar. Robertson Smith claimed that religion pertains to 
the common good, not private interest; it expresses a community's 
public hopes and goals, thereby strengthening the social bonds 
between its members. 'Every act of worship', Smith had written, 
'expressed the idea that man does not live for himself only but for his 
fellows, and that this partnership of social interests is the sphere over 
which the gods preside. '7 This passage and others similar to it 
enabled Durkheim to perceive his own work in a new light. Confirm­
ing Durkheim's thesis about the social character of the sacred, 
Robertson Smith had helped Durkheim formulate his new under­
standing of modern liberal society, especially France as it was arrested 
by the Dreyfus Affair-a public upheaval over Captain Alfred 
Dreyfus, a Jewish French officer who was unjustly convicted of trea­
son by a military tribunal. By 1898 the Dreyfus case had become a 
popular and, in some cases, celebrated public affair-one of the most 
important in the history of France. Many believed that France's 
future as a democracy rested on the acquittal of Captain Dreyfus. 

For some time now Durkheim had held that religion pertained to 
the shared beliefs and institutions of a traditional community. He also 
had been mounting a sustained critique of classical liberalism and its 
assumption that modern society is adequately understood as dispar­
ate individuals pursuing private projects. And now, during the height 
of the Dreyfus Affair, Durkheim perceived a public animation in 
France that was similar to what Robertson Smith had described as 
religion among the ancient Semites, 'the whole community stirred by 
a common emotion'. People took to the streets as flags were waved, 

6 Emile Durkheim, 'De la definition des phenomenes religieux', L 'A1111ie sorio/qgique, 
z {r899), 20. 

7 William Robertson Smith, Lettures on the Religion of the Semites (1894; London: 
A. & C. Black Ltd., 1927), zfi.t.-S. 
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creeds professed, ideals renewed. In the midst of such effervescence, 
Durkheim discerned a common faith reaffirmed and extended. This 
faith-call it civic republicanism or moral individualism-affirmed 
the rights and dignity of the individual, and the conviction that one 
does not live for oneself alone but for one's fellows. In his Dreyfusard 
article 'Individuals and the Intellectuals' ( 1898) Durkheim argued 
that moral individualism -the beliefs and practices associated with 
social liberalism-'appears to those who aspire to it to be completely 
stamped with religiosity .... Whoever makes an attempt on a man's 
life, on a man's liberty ... inspires in us a feeling of horror analogous 
in every way to that which the believer experiences when he sees his 
idol profaned. ' 8 Durkheim now possessed a powerful vocabulary, that 
of religion, for articulating the social dimensions of modern demo­
cratic society, of individuals in community. With it, he would go on to 
develop a social theory that articulated and promoted the sacred 
rights of the individual within the moral idiom of social traditions 
and commitment to a common good. 

By 1899 Durkheim was describing religion as an interpretative 
key for understanding contemporary institutions: 

Religion contains in itself from the very beginning ... all the elements ... 
which have given rise to the various manifestations of collective life. From 
myths and legends have issued forth science and poetry; from religious 
ornamentations and cult ceremonials have come the plastic arts; from 
ritual practice were born law and morals. One cannot understand our 
perception of the world, . . . of life, if one does not know the religious 
beliefs which are their primordial forms.9 

Regardless of what subject Durkheim was investigating-morality, 
law, property, education, epistemology-religion now played a 
central explanatory role. Indeed, as one of Durkheim's colleagues, 
Paul Lapie, had murmured, 'Basically, Durkheim is explaining 
everything ... by religion."0 Durkheim continued his investigations 
of the religious origin and character of society-both traditional 
and modern-and these investigations culminated in 1912 in The 
Elementary Forms. With its publication, Durkheim the unbeliever 

' Emile Durleheim on Morality and Society, ed. Robert Bellah (Chicago; University of 
Chicago Press, r973), 46. 

• Durkheim, L'Annie sociologique, 2 (1899), p. ii. Cited in W. S. E Pickering, 
Durlelteim 's Sociology of Religion (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984), 74. 

'" Cited in Pickering, Durleheim 's Sociology of Religion, 75. 
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produced one of the most provocative studies in religion: a religious 
theory of society and a social theory of religion. 

The Elementary Forms 

Durkheim's interest in the scientific study of religion was far from 
unique among his generation. Indeed, no generation before or since 
Durkheim's showed more interest in it. Sigmund Freud, James 
Frazer, William James, Lucien Uvy-Bruhl, Max Millier, Herbert 
Spencer, E. B. Tylor, and Max Weber: these and many others 
explored the origin and nature of religion with the tools of 'the 
scientist'. Especially acute was interest in what was then called 
primitive religion. Durkheim was thoroughly acquainted with the 
contemporary ethnographic material, though much of The Elem­
entary Forms utilized what, even by 1912, had become the somewhat 
dated work of Spencer and Gillen. Moreover, since 191z, the reliabil­
ity of many of Durkheim's other ethnographic sources has been 
challenged. Indeed, the very idea of totemism has been questioned. 
This, however, ought not to dishearten the reader. The value and 
profundity of Durkheim's theory of religion and society have per­
sisted even as the material of its so-called empirical basis has eroded. 

To discover the elementary forms of religious life, Durkheim pro­
posed his 'one well-made experiment': a detailed analysis of the 
simplest well-known religion -Australian totemism. He held that all 
religions possess a similar character, yet in order to discern clearly 
these universal religious elements, one must go back behind the 
centuries of accrued embellishment and variation -diverse theolo­
gies and rituals-that mark today's major world religions. Simple 
religions, in which 'everything is reduced to what is indispensable' 
(p. 8), would allow one, Durkheim held, to discover the constitu­
ent elements of religion, and these, in turn, would help one under­
stand and explain religion. Again, however, we need to keep in mind 
Durkheim's ultimate goal: to uncover the universal character of 
religious life in order to disclose an essential, enduring aspect of 
social life. The belief that the explanation of complex human phe­
nomena requires the examination of their simpler, earlier forms 
reflects the prevailing ideology of nineteenth-century evolutionary 
thought. Although Durkheim rarely deprecated simple religions­
he claimed that 'these religions are no less worthy than others' 
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(p. s)-he did hold that from the primitive religions in the past 
spring the more complex religions of the present. And although he 
refrained from detailing evolutionary schemes that encompassed a 
multiplicity of cultures from past to present, he did believe that, at 
least early on, societies passed through distinct, predictable stages. 
Today one may well doubt that, as a rule, simple societies produce 
the simplest religions and that there are determinate stages through 
which today's major world religions have passed. Yet the value of 
The Elementary Fortt1$ transcends its evolutionary ideology; more­
over, anthropologists today still find in it important clues in their 
search for the origins of religion and hence society. 

The structure of Durkheim's argument is straightforward. There 
are three sections or books: in the first he asks, what is the 'original 
form of religious life'? and he then proceeds to refute the two stand­
ard positions, naturism and animism. This first book concludes 
with Durkheim's introduction to his own solution, totemism, and 
this is the principal subject of the final two sections-Book II 
investigating totemic beliefs, Book III examining totemic rituals. 
In the Conclusion, Durkheim derived from his 'one well-made 
experiment' inferences about religion in general. 

His firm belief that 'there are no false religions' (p. 4) is the 
basis of his rejection of naturism and animism, for both supposed 
religion to be based on 'the product of a delirious interpretation' 
(p. 76). Naturists like Max Muller held that religion is born of the 
human imagination in confrontation with such natural phenomena 
as lightning, wind, stars, or fire. Personal agency was ascribed to 
natural occurrences when early humans, held captive by their lan­
guage, took their own metaphoric descriptions of natural events lit­
erally. Thus when humans depicted lightning, for example, as that 
'something that hollows the ground as it falls' (p. 68), lightning 
eventually became a personified entity, a spiritual being. Animists 
like E. B. Tylor, in contrast, held that religion is born of the human 
confrontation with dreaming and death. Early humans understood 
dreams as the activities of one's double-self (one's soul). At death, 
the soul is released from the body and is thereby transformed into a 
spirit which continues to involve itself-for better or worse-in the 
lives of the living. In both the naturist's and the animist's account, 
the origin of religion is located in delusions-mistaking a metaphor 
for a powerful creature, or confusing the events of dreams with those 
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of waking hours. Durkheim, however, found it incomprehensible 
that religion could have survived for centuries if it were nothing but 
a 'system of misleading fictions' (p. 71). He stated emphatically that 
'our entire study rests on this postulate: that this unanimous feeling 
of believers across time cannot be purely illusory' (p. 312). 

All religions, then, are based on an objective reality, but that 
reality can only be understood by trained social scientists like 
Durkheim, not by ordinary believers. Durkheim agreed with the 
American pragmatist William James that the religious experience is 
an actual force operating in the lives of the faithful, granting them 
strength, aiding them in life. Unlike James, however, Durkheim was 
not as willing to privilege the believers' explanation of their religious 
experiences. Durkheim practised what today one might call a soci­
ologist's hermeneutics of suspicion: the view that people cannot 
adequately account for their beliefs and actions because most of the 
people most of the time are unaware of the nature of the social webs 
that surround them. Hence even if a people's religious experience is 
not imaginary, its hidden source, Durkheim held, is none other than 
collective, human forces of which believers are unaware. Religion's 
collective fount is best revealed by what Durkheim and others held 
to be the most primitive known religion-totemism. Its simplicity 
presents us with the fact that the animals, plants, and individuals 
associated with the totem do not possess in and of themselves the 
sacred character that is often attributed to them. One must look 
beyond, beneath, or through them, to discover the true source of 
their religious power. 

'The species that designates the clan collectively is called its totem. 
The totem of the clan is also that of each of its members' (p. 88). 
Thus Durkheim defined totemism. Australian tribes, Durkheim 
believed, are ordinarily divided into two exogamous groups (phra­
tries ), and each phratry contains a number of clans. Think of the 
clan as a large family unit; members of the clan are united by bonds 
of kinship and such mutual duties as mourning their dead, taking 
revenge on their enemies, and not marrying fellow members of the 
clan. Moreover, the clan is united by religious beliefs and practices 
that centre on the clan's totem-a sacred object or creature that 
serves as a collective emblem of the group. Without the totem the 
clan could not exist, because the totem provides members of the clan 
with their name, that is, their identity and hence unity. It is doubtful 



Introduction XIX 

that totemism ever existed as Durkheim understood it-a primitive, 
universal institution marked invariably by the totemic emblem, 
totemic taboos, and exogamy; none the less, totemism as an ideal 
type, to employ Weber's term, allowed Durkheim to construct a 
highly original and useful religious sociology. Appropriately, the first 
English edition of The Elementary Forms substituted A Study in 
Religious Sociology for the French subtitle, le systeme totemique en 
Australie. The English subtitle not only has the merit of indicating 
that the book is much more than a monograph on Australian totem­
ism; 'Religious Sociology' also conveys the ambiguity of a work that 
is both a sociology of religion and a religious theory of society. 

Totemism served as a convenient means for Durkheim to argue 
that religion is the collective represented in symbolic form. A 
Durkheimian account of the origin of religion and society might be 
illustrated by beginning with the Darwinian horde-an amorphous 
group of early humans driven largely by biological urges. Mostly, 
this population is dispersed, pursuing such utilitarian activities as 
hunting and gathering. Imagine, however, that one evening they 
gather as a group, huddled around a fire, and experience a sort of 
social electricity generated by their collectivity, or what Durkheim 
called effervescence. They had experienced something like it before, 
but this time it is different, because this time they were able to name 
it. As the shadows lengthened, they had caught sight of a fleeing 
kangaroo, thus revealing what they took to be the source of the 
group's effervescence, indeed, the basis of the members' lives: it is 
the Kangaroo, and they are the people of the Kangaroo. Now 
everything changes. With a name-with an identity-comes social 
membership and the distinction between insiders and outsiders. The 
universe can now be divided between that which belongs to the 
Kangaroo and that which does not, and from this spring all other 
classification systems. And with social identity come social ideals: 
hence these hitherto biologically driven creatures are transformed 
into socially creative humans. All this springs from the group's pos­
session of a concrete, tangible symbol of their own unity. We have 
reached the beginning of society, and it commences with the birth of 
religion: the totem as a symbolic, religious representation of the 
community. 

This Durkheimian, imaginary account of the origin of society 
elucidates Durkheim's fertile thesis that religion emerges from the 
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cauldron of collective effervescence and that religion is a symbol of 
the group's collective life. As he once put it rhetorically, if the totem 
is at once the symbol of the god and of the society, are the god and 
society 'not one and the same' (p. 154)? The totemic emblem repre­
sents to the clan symbolically yet concretely its otherwise intangible 
solidarity. Stated more generally, divinity is society transformed and 
conceived symbolically. Religion, then, is a set of beliefs and prac­
tices by which society represents itself to itself It is the way society 
experiences itself as itself Divinity and society are one-or rather, 
god is a figurative expression of society. If we feel dependent on god, 
that is but a symbolic representation of our dependency on society; 
if we tremble at god's justice and punishment, that is our regard for 
society's laws. Our reverence for divinity is but our respect for soci­
ety; our belief in the immortality of the soul, our belief in the con­
tinuity of the collective life. Religion reflects society's collective 
aspects. Every society can be called religious, for any society lacking 
collective ways of thinking and acting is not in fact a society. 

One might ask, does religion represent a group's pre-existing 
social unity or does it create that unity? Although Durkheim never 
explicitly addressed this issue, his work suggests that religion 
expresses a tenuous unity already there and then enhances it. As the 
early humans are transformed by religious effervescence from bio­
logically determined creatures to inventive humans, their world is 
radically altered. What was once a mere band of discrete individuals 
becomes an idealized, sacred clan; what was once a mere plant or 
animal-a turkey or edible root, for instance-becomes a sacred 
totem, the very source of life; what was once a mere creek bed, for 
example, becomes a commanding, universal boundary separating the 
sacred from the profane. One might as well add, what was once a bit 
of coloured cloth becomes a sacred flag for which one is willing to 
die. To employ Durkheim's language, the sacred character assumed 
by aspects of the empirical world cannot be attributed to innate 
properties of that world; the sacred is added to the empirical world, 
and thereby becomes part of our description of it. Religion, then, 
first enables the group to recognize itself as a group, and thereafter 
the universe becomes a spiritualized extension of the group, whose 
meaning pertains to the group and supports its sense of identity and 
unity. 

Episodes of religious effervescence punctuate the life of the 
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established clan or society. For us today, as for early humans, most of 
our time is consumed by such pedestrian activities as working, eat­
ing, and sleeping. Yet our mundane lives are periodically interrupted 
by social occasions-singing and dancing, protests and civic 
meetings-that gather us together and intensify our shared social 
ideals and sentiments. During times of carnival or political rallies, 
for example, not only is social unity strengthened but new ideals can 
be formed-ideals capable ofleading us into novel directions. There 
are, of course, morphological and structural conditions that place 
limits on the nature of these new social forces; yet once new collect­
ive ideals are given birth, they themselves become autonomous social 
forces and are capable of spawning still more social ideals. There is 
nothing ethereal or elusive about these ideals. To employ Durk­
heim's late nineteenth-century vocabulary, these 'ideal' forces are 
just as 'empirical' as, say, population densities. 'The ideal society', 
Durkheim claimed, 'is not outside the real society; it is part of it' 
(p. 317). Indeed, it is a natural result of social life. One of the chief 
tasks of the social scientist, then, is to investigate the strength and 
nature of these autonomous, collective forces. 

Durkheim defined religion in the following way: 'A religion is a 
unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that 
is to say, things set apart and surrounded by prohibitions-beliefs 
and practices that unite its adherents in a single moral community 
called a church' (p. 46). Think ofbeliefs as our representations of the 
world, and practices as how we comport ourselves in light of our 
beliefs (although it should be kept in mind that in Book III, Durk­
heim convincingly argued that practices are not merely externaliza­
tions of belief, for they can actively generate belief). The distinctive 
character of religious beliefs and practices, in Durkheim's view, is 
that they form a shared socio-linguistic framework that divides the 
furniture of the universe into two mutually exclusive categories, the 
sacred and the profane. Religious beliefs represent the sacred and its 
dramatic opposition to the profane; religious rites or practices trans­
late these beliefs into rules or modes of conduct that observe the 
sacred and protect it from the profane. When Greek Orthodox 
believers, for example, approach the priest to receive communion, 
they are not to behave casually, chatting among themselves. The 
religious belief is that the body and blood of Christ are in the chalice; 
given this belief, the religious practice requires that believers 
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approach the priest quietly, solemnly. To behave solemnly is the 
opposite of behaving in a casual, commonplace manner, hence the 
chalice-the sacred-is protected from the profane. Note that here 
the profane is not inherently evil or contemptible; it is merely pedes­
trian, but as the pedestrian, it is in radical opposition to the sacred. 

The sacred is collective, supple forces that can bring anything­
any object, person, or gesture-into the category of the sacred. Soci­
ety as a whole (as opposed to an assortment of disparate individuals) 
is 'a moral being' that transcends its members even as it resides 
within them and fashions them. This moral being-the collective 
forces of society-expresses its transcendence as it becomes incar­
nate in tangible aspects of the world about us, clothing them in the 
sacred. Moreover, the sacred is contagious. Although it may focus on 
a particular god or totem, it spreads out from this hub to those things 
connected to it. Thus not only are the body and blood sacred, to go 
back to my earlier example, but the chalice becomes a sacred object, 
the priest a sacred human, the church a sacred place; and the 
believers, to the extent that they participate in the sacred, they too 
assume a sacred character, even if to a lesser degree than the priest. 
Society, as a moral being composed of collective forces, is imagined 
in a variety of concrete forms, anointing many objects with the 
sacred. 

The moral community, or what Durkheim sometimes simply 
called the Church, plays a prominent role in his definition of 
religion. Religion is not only beliefs and practices pertaining to the 
sacred and the profane; rather, religion is such beliefs and practices 
insofar as they forge moral community. Without moral community, 
there is no religion. Religious beliefs and practices are shared by the 
community, and this common faith indicates and promotes unity. 
Individuals, then, become members of a moral community by think­
ing and acting in common with respect to the sacred. Religion, in 
cementing together individuals in the common cult of their god, is 
actually attaching individuals to their society, building moral com­
munity. Durkheim frequently associated the sacred with the collect­
ive practices of the moral community, and the profane with the 
utilitarian activities of individuals pursuing self-interest. Thus the 
fundamental religious dichotomy between the sacred and the pro­
fane is parallel to the social dichotomy between the common life of 
the community and the private life of the individual. 
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This observation brings us close to the heart of Durkheim's 
thought. Human beings, he held, experience life on two planes: one 
is private, mundane, and utilitarian, the other collective, elevated, 
and moral. These two planes, Durkheim argued, are often religiously 
symbolized by the familiar dichotomy between the body and soul-a 
variation of the profane and sacred. Just as the sacred is protected 
from the profane, so the moral community is secured against 
excessive egoism or utilitarianism. A society whose members were 
consumed by narrow self-interest and mundane activities would 
eventually disintegrate. The argument here is that as individuals 
exclusively pursue the profane, they reside within an increasingly 
contracted private space, sharing less and less in common with one 
another, and hence their shared way of life becomes thin and unable 
to generate agreement on public goods, values, and ends. Religion, in 
contrast, links individuals to each other and to society by animating 
their lives with the sacred: powerful symbols-including 'secular' 
ones-that make and remake society's collective existence. Religion, 
in a phrase, is the way of thinking and acting characteristic of a 
society's shared life. Yet Durkheim never combated individualism in 
general, but atomistic individualism and egoism, and the public and 
private sorrow that accompanies these. 

We are now in a good position to appreciate Durkheim's distinc­
tion between religion and magic-a distinction that underscores, 
once again, the salient role of the moral community in Durkheim's 
account of religion. Unlike religion, magic is strictly utilitarian and 
does not unite individuals in a common life. The distinction between 
religion and magic reflects the opposition between the sacred and the 
profane, the moral community and the isolated individual. Like 
religion, magic, too, consists of beliefs and rites that circulate in the 
group. Yet magic is directed only at private aims. Individuals hire 
magicians for their services as one might pay physicians and insur­
ance agents for healing and protection. Magic entails individuals 
using the same cult, as opposed to partaking in a shared one. Hence 
Durkheim claimed that 'A church of magic does not exist. . . . [Magic 
has] no lasting bonds that make [individuals] members of a moral 
body like the one formed by worshippers of the same god' (p. 43). 
This contrast between religion and magic is not original to 
Durkheim; and it is not a particularly useful sociological or anthro­
pological distinction, for it does not distinguish types of institutions, 
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as Durkheim had implied, but types of human ends. Still, the con­
trast allowed Durkheim to express his normative judgement: insofar 
as the modern world is marked by atomistic individualism, it suffers 
from a dearth of moral goods that one associates with community. 
Humans do not live on bread-or magic-alone; in the absence of 
common, sacred aims, human flourishing cannot take place. This 
conception of our human condition motivated much of Durkheim's 
work, including his religious investigations. 

Salient Themes 

Perhaps the most important of Durkheim's themes in The Elem­
entary Forms is his epistemology, that is, his theory of knowledge. 
Having read the available ethnographic material of his day, 
Durkheim was struck by the multiplicity of ways of organizing and 
categorizing the world. It was as if distinct societies lived each in 
their own world. Even the most seemingly simple human ability, 
such as seeing resemblances, could be manifested variously. 'The 
categories of human thought', Durkheim wrote, 'are never fixed in a 
definite form. They are made, unmade, and remade incessantly; they 
vary according to time and place' (p. 16). 

The two leading epistemological theories of his day, empiricism 
associated with Hume and apriorism associated with Kant, could 
not account for the variety of coherent worlds Durkheim had 
encountered in ethnographies and historical studies. Empiricists 
maintained that all knowledge originates in the individual's senses; 
apriorists, in contrast, held that all knowledge is informed by the 
innate and universal categories of reason or the mind. The empiri­
cists, in Durkheim's view, satisfy our sense that the individual's per­
ception of the world is direct and unmediated, yet they deprive 
reason of its 'universality', 'necessity', and 'authority'. The upshot 
of this criticism was that the implicit individualism of empiri­
cism cannot account for the coherence found within a given cultural 
world view. Tlingit Indians, for example, do not choose to see the 
similarity between a dog salmon and a dog (a similarity I have 
never been able to see). They just see it. Such vision carries a 
sense of necessity, authority, and-from a Tlingit's perspective­
universality. The apriorists, on the other hand, recognize the univer­
sality, necessity, and authority of human thought. The mind, 



Introduction xxv 

transcending experience, imposes on it the universal and binding 
categories of reason. Yet the apriorists cannot give a satisfactory 
account of this. If the powers of the mind are innate, why can't I 
detect the similarity between a dog salmon and a dog? Apriorism 
cannot account for the variety of worlds. 'The point', Durkheim 
claimed, 'is to know why experience is not enough but presupposes 
conditions that are external and prior to it' (p. 16). 

Durkheim maintained that progress toward a solution is possible 
by studying religion. Some might ask, what solution to an epistemo­
logical problem could possibly arise out of studying that messy cul­
tural stuff, religion? Durkheim's response was that reason itself is 
shaped by unkempt socio-historical institutions, and religion has 
been the principal one. What might seem to be innate, universal 
categories of human thought such as time, space, class, number, 
cause, substance, and personhood are in fact culturally specific 
categories, whose medium is language. Even the distinction 
between right and left or the law of non-contradiction, according 
to Durkheim, is a social-linguistic artefact and is 'far from being 
inherent in human nature in general' (p. 14). 

In Durkheim's genealogy of human thought, categories of cogni­
tion and perception emerged from that first human distinction 
between the sacred and profane. The category of time, for example, 
evolved as early humans set apart sacred intervals of religious festiv­
ities from profane seasons of work. 'Space' is the result of having 
divided the universe between sacred and profane districts. As more 
and more social classifications developed within the tribe, these clas­
sifications were extended to classifications of nature. If a tribe was 
divided into seven clans, for example, so was nature. Eventually, 
some categories and concepts-or as Durkheim sometimes called 
them, collective representations-became autonomous, existing 
independently of any specifically religious cosmology or world view. 
This is how science and logic acquired their objective vocabulary­
their system of concepts. From the original religious distinction 
between the sacred and profane, for instance, came the scientific 
concept of the law of non--mntradiction, that is, the principle that a 
statement and its negation cannot both be true. From the religious 
idea that society encompassed all things came the concept of totality, 
or as Durkheim put it, totality, society, and divinity are 'really just 
different aspects of one and the same notion' (p. 337 n. 2). Together, 
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sacred and mundane, moral and scientific collective representations 
constitute the socio-linguistic framework through which humans 
experience both the social and natural world. 

Durkheim managed to salvage what is valuable in both the 
empiricist and the Kantian positions by bringing to the epistemo­
logical debate insight from his religious investigations. The chief 
insight was that 'if we accept the social origin of categories, a new 
perspective becomes possible that should help us avoid these con­
trary difficulties' (p. 17). His solution was to socialize the idealists 
and the empiricists. He agreed with the Kantians that human reason 
operates with categories, but contended that these categories are not 
inherent in humans. He agreed with the empiricists that the indi­
vidual does 'directly' perceive the world, but contended that that 
world is and always has been a socially experienced world, or, as 
Durkheim put it, 'the world is inside society' (p. 337). This should 
not imply that Durkheim was a relativist. Although he argued that 
societies perceive the world differently, and that our thinking and 
speaking equipment is a cultural-linguistic creation, he also main­
tained that as science progresses, its system of concepts increasingly 
converges with the world as it is-'an ideal limit, to which we come 
ever closer but in all likelihood will never attain' (p. 341 ). 

Durkheim's epistemology, or what is known as his sociology of 
knowledge, has helped to explain how even basic perceptions can 
vary from society to society. Also, it has provided a way for philo­
sophers and others to let go of the idea that reason is a transcendent, 
ahistorical faculty, yet without having to jettison scientific objectivity. 
More important still, it has sustained the view that there can be no 
radically private human existence. To exist in a world is to under­
stand that world, and understanding comprises shared, collective 
representations. This is not only an empirical description of human 
cognition, but it is also a normative position insofar as it challenges 
the atomistic assumptions of methodological individualism that 
Durkheim found morally unacceptable. Epistemology permitted 
Durkheim to feature once again the profoundly social nature of 
humankind. 

Another important theme, the relation between religion and 
morality, was never far from Durkheim's thought, and this issue 
pervades The ElerMntary Forms. Religion-understood as morally 
significant collective beliefs and practices-addresses individuals in 
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the form of both external moral imperatives and internal desires of 
the heart. Individuals submit to religion as a source of the moral law 
that stands above them. Individuals also, however, experience the 
sacred as an integral aspect of their innermost being and as a source 
of joy, peace, and strength. The more Durkheim investigated 
religion, the more he employed the voluntaristic vocabulary of love, 
respect, and desire-as opposed to fear, obligation, and coercion-to 
describe the individual's moral life. He complained that Kant failed 
to appreciate that moral ends are in one aspect objects of desire. 
Doubting that 'the imperative was, in fact, the religious element in 
morality', Durkheim argued that 'the more sacred a moral rule 
becomes, the more the element of obligation tends to recede'. 11 This 
is not to say that Durkheim placed love above duty in the moral life; 
rather, he was eager to keep these two aspects in a harmonious ten­
sion. Grace and law, love and duty-these are alternative descrip­
tions of our moral life. And both aspects spring from our twofold 
relation to the sacred: we are both governed by it and attracted to it. 

Durkheim does not, however, reduce religion to morality. Another 
essential component of religion, in his view, is the 'recreative and 
aesthetic element'. Religion, Durkheim held, transports us into 
'another [world] in which [our] imagination is more at ease' (p. 282 ). 
Religion constructs social arenas for play, for art, indeed, for 'all 
those things that renew the spirit worn down by the constraints of 
daily labour' (p. 284). Providing comfort and gaiety, religion grants 
social recreation: the group enjoys itself as it reaffirms itself. 

The role and relevance of religion in past, present, and future 
societies is another of Durkheim's concerns found in The Elementary 
Forms. He concluded that 'there is something eternal in religion 
[ ... ] that is destined to survive all the particular symbols in which 
religious thought has successively cloaked itself' (p. 322). Religion 
enables humans to express and reaffirm symbolically what they share 
in common, and without such commonality there can be no society. 
By definition, society will continue to assume a sacred character, 
just as religion will continue to assume a social character. Insisting 
that 'there are no immortal gospels', Durkheim thought humanity 
capable of 'conceiving new ones' (p. 323). He would not venture, 

" Emile Durkheim, 'Replies to Objections', in Sociology and Philosopliy, trans. D. E 
Pocock (New York; Free Press, 1974), 70. 
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however, to predict in detail the gospels of the future. Rather, he 
argued that Europe was going through a difficult transitional phase, 
and hence it was not easy to identify with precision the current 
sacred orientation of modern society. Judaism, Rome, and Christian­
ity had largely supplied the moral and social scaffolding of European 
societies; this framework, however, was being replaced by a new one, 
as evidenced, for example, by the ideals of the French Revolution­
liberty, equality, and fellowship-and the social privilege granted to 
science and all disciplines that place reason above unthinking dogma. 

In spite of Durkheim's endorsement of these new trends, he wor­
ried that the rapid social and industrial changes of the nineteenth 
century had abruptly uprooted past institutions without putting 
new ones in their place. Sounding like Matthew Arnold, Durkheim 
lamented that 'the ancient gods grow old or die, and others are not 
yet born' (p. 322). Like Nietzsche's Madman who accused us of 
murdering God and unleashing the earth from the sun, Durkheim 
understood this between-times as an occasion for both alarm and 
excitement: worry over the loss of the past, anticipation for the 
promise of the future. This dual regard accounts for much of the 
difficulty in interpreting Durkheim as either an optimist or a 
pessimist. 

Some features of the new, contemporary faith Durkheim believed 
he could discern perspicuously. The most important of these is 
moral individualism - the cult of the individual: a cluster of beliefs 
and practices, symbols and institutions that support the dignity and 
rights of the individual. This modern cult has all the religious attri­
butes of traditional cults. It possesses robust, sacred symbols that 
express collective sentiments; it reaffirms and protects itself by 
means of both positive and negative rites, for example public cele­
brations of defenders of individual rights or the prosecution of 
those who would violate such rights. Moral individualism provides a 
moral framework for what can be referred to as liberal democracy's 
civil religion. Our commitment to the rights and dignity of the 
individual is the principal thread in the moral fabric that weaves 
us together as a people; pull or snip it, and our identity as a people 
unravels. It would not be much of an exaggeration to claim that 
Durkheim's chief motivation for writing The Elementary Forms 
was an interest in contemporary solidarity, not traditional religions. 
Moral individualism-as opposed to atomistic or utilitarian 
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individualism -became the answer to his question: what is the basis 
of today's common good? 

Another principal theme in The Elementary Forms is the relation 
between religion and science. At a time when most assumed that 
religion and science share nothing in common, Durkheim held that 
they share a similar cognitive aim: to translate our encounter with the 
social and natural world into an intelligible language, and to organize 
such designations-our categories and concepts-into coherent 
systems of classification. Science began as a religious institution, 
specifically, as that aspect of religion that concerned itself with 
interpretation and explanation. To this day, science-indeed, reason 
itself-remains a social institution. The biologist, for example, 
employs socially constructed concepts and works within an 
inherited, scientific tradition that guides her principal methods and 
enquiries. Increasingly, however, religion (as traditionally under­
stood) and science have separated. Those cognitive functions of 
religion that serve to render the world intelligible have largely fallen 
to science, while those ritual functions that serve to animate, motiv­
ate, and regulate society have remained within the religious sphere. 
To speak euphemistically, religion and science have enjoyed a div­
ision oflabour. Religious institutions proper-that is to say, churches 
and synagogues, for example-have not always appreciated this div­
ision. First they reluctantly yielded to science's encroachment in the 
domain of the natural sciences, and ultimately, Durkheim held, they 
will give way to the social sciences. This development-disengaging 
the sciences and the life of critical reason from traditional religious 
institutions-is, in Durkheim's mind, a feature of progress. 

Durkheim, then, often juxtaposed science to religious institutions 
proper, that is, to what one usually thinks of as traditional or world 
religions. However, Durkheim also had a broad understanding of the 
religious, and in this broad sense, facets of science itself have 
assumed a religious quality. The spirit of free enquiry, a self­
conscious elimination of bias, a commitment to objectivity-these 
guiding scientific ideals have acquired a sacred status. When we hear 
of a natural or social scientist being censured or threatened by a 
religious organization, we rally to the scientist's aid, for our moral 
sensibilities have been offended. Not only have the values of science 
become sacred, but its role has as well, insofar as science contributes 
to human well-being. 
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To today's readers this may sound alien, but Durkheim 
believed-or hoped-that scientists in the future, especially social 
scientists, would substantially ameliorate our social policies and 
institutional arrangements by leading them toward social justice and 
economic stability. Indeed, scientists and educators would become 
something like our future priests: sacred figures leading us toward a 
genuine humanism-the religion of humanity. This development 
would entail, among other things, translating the moral treasures of 
religious traditions into a rational, secular language. This position 
was characteristic of Durkheim: he neither joined those secular ethi­
cists who denied the moral significance of religious traditions, nor 
did he join those theologians who insisted that only belief in God 
could safeguard public morality. Rather, Durkheim acknowledged 
and sought to capture the good gifts of religion by subjecting them to 
a critical spirit and rendering them in a vocabulary suitable for today. 

The rise of science, it should be clear, does not entail the demise of 
religion. Durkheim insisted that religion could not be entirely sup­
planted by either the role or methods of science: 'Insofar as religion 
is action, insofar as it is a human way of living, science could not 
possibly take its place, for if it expresses life, it does not create it. 
Science can indeed seek to explain faith, but by this very fact it 
presupposes it' (p. 325). The full significance of this statement is not 
easy to comprehend, but in part it suggests that while science may 
present to us its results and facts, we still need religion-dynamic 
symbols and ideals-to move us into action, especially when the way 
to proceed is not entirely clear. The pragmatic exigencies of our lives 
cannot always wait for the judicious results of science. Beyond that, 
the statement also suggests that society will continue to make sacred 
those aspects of our shared forms of life that bind us together in 
moral community. Should we as a people ever be dominated by 
purely instrumental reason or utilitarian calculations, and lack those 
sacred beliefs, rites, and symbols that 'create life,' we would become 
as T. S. Eliot's hollow men: 

Shape without form, shade without colour, 
Paralysed force, gesture without motion.'" 

" T. S. Eliot, 'The Hollow Men', in Se/med Poems (New York: Harcourt, Brace & 
World, 1937), n 
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Again, however, this is not to juxtapose the sacred to science per se. 
Aspects of science, too, have become sacred, which is but another 
way to say that science cannot be reduced to the goals of narrow 
instrumentalism or utilitarianism. 

Durkheim and the {hlestion of Methodology 

In the secondary literature on Durkheim's methodology, one finds a 
host of diverse labels: Durkheim the materialist, the idealist, the 
positivist, the symbolist, the functionalist or structuralist. Durkheim 
is all and hence none of these. With Marx, Durkheim held that 
society's material and morphological bases must be included in any 
comprehensive social interpretation. Relatedly, Durkheim chal­
lenged the assumptions of methodological individualism as force­
fully as did Marx. Yet unlike Marx, or Saint-Simon for that matter, 
Durkheim did not maintain that economics was the single engine of 
society and the future motor of social happiness. When Durkheim 
separated religion from magic, he was suggesting that the cures to 
our deepest social sorrows cannot be prescribed by the magician, 
that is, by technological or economic advancement. Our social mal­
aise is moral and spiritual, as are the remedies. Durkheim often 
wrote wistfully of our need for fresh sacred ideals, rites, and symbols 
to rejuvenate us as a people: to furnish us with a profound vision of 
justice and equality, and to kindle within us a love and respect for 
those admirable features that enrich our shared, social world. Eco­
nomic and technological gains certainly contribute to that world; yet 
they alone cannot make it a social home in which to dwell and 
flourish. 

Durkheim's emphasis on a 'spiritual' solution, however, should 
not tag him with the label 'idealist'. Durkheim dissociated himself 
from reductive forms of both idealism and materialism. He never 
attempted to render systematically a culture's values, beliefs, and 
goals as an expression of a material substratum. In The Elementary 
Forms he noted that he wanted to avoid 'a simple revival of historical 
materialism .... By showing something essentially social in religion, 
we do not in the least mean that it is confined to expressing the 
material forms of society and its immediately vital necessities in 
another language' (p. 318). Yet within the same paragraph he wrote, 
'we take it as obvious that social life depends on and bears the mark 
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of its material substrate'. Neither an idealist nor a materialist, 
Durkheim endeavoured to portray the inextricable, transactional 
relation between the material and the conceptual world. To speak of 
two worlds, in fact, is misleading. Durkheim materialized ideals and 
idealized matter-and he historicized both. In the process, he over­
came a set of tyrannous dualisms-empiricism and apriorism, 
materialism and idealism, nature and culture. The resulting position 
appropriately describes the materiality of beliefs, values, ideals, and 
customs, as well as the sociality of knowledge, facts, things, and logic. 

Durkheim the scientist certainly valued facts as much as any in the 
positivist camp; yet assigning Durkheim to that camp is like confining 
Sissy, in Dickens's Hard Times, to Mr Gradgrind's home: such quar­
ters are too narrow to contain a view of the world too rich and complex 
for us to believe., with Gradgrind, that 'facts alone are wanted in life'. 
As Sissy understood that the meaning of 'horse' is more than a list of 
attributes-a quadruped, graminivorous, forty teeth, and so forth­
but must contain some reference to its significance to her family and 
community; so Durkheim understood that the interpretation of social 
facts entails not only compiling quantitative data but also discerning 
the meaning of such facts to the people affected by them. His religious 
investigations, more than any others, led him to attend to the mean­
ingfulness or significance of collective ideals, symbols, and rites for 
those who are enlivened by them. He did not, we have seen, privilege 
the participant's interpretation; nor, however, did he ignore or dis­
miss it. He held that our descriptions and explanations of religious 
beliefs and rites, for example., are incomplete if we fail to make refer­
ence to their meaning to the believers. Durkheim's work on religion 
taught him much about the complexity and hence difficulties of social 
interpretation. The interpretative challenges are not due to a lack of 
useful social scientific methods or powerful tools, but arise because 
the subject matter-humans in society-is rich, dynamic, intricate, 
and inherently ambiguous. 

In spite of the complexity of this material, Durkheim sought to 
identify the functions of religion, law, and other institutions. 
Religious beliefs and rites, he held, function to strengthen the bonds 
of social solidarity. Law functions not principally to penalize the 
criminal, but to articulate and fortify a community's social senti­
ments. Social functions emerge from and reflect the social structures 
in which they are embedded. Population densities, levels of 
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homogeneity, rules of membership, social values, and a host of other 
considerations are indicative of distinct types of social structures. 
These structures, while often complex, are not haphazard, but have a 
particular morphology that the trained sociologist can discern and 
analyse. Durkheim's pioneering work on the mechanisms and logic 
of social functions and structures has assigned him the labels func­
tionalist and structuralist. Again, however, we do Durkheim a dis­
service when we sequester him by thus branding him. Although 
Durkheim highlighted the importance of structural and functional 
social components, he also recognized that collective beliefs, ideals, 
and symbols can assume a life of their own and lead society into 
novel directions, thus modifying the very social structures which 
gave them birth. 

Critique and Celebration of The Elementary Forms 

Durkheim's placement in so many theoretical or methodological 
camps, one would like to think, is a sign of homage. From the 
start, there were disputes over how to interpret The Elementary 
Forms, and these have not subsided. Few, even among Durkheim's 
more severe critics, have doubted the profundity of the book. Yet 
like all classic texts, it has drawn criticism, that is, it has been 
taken seriously. Many are critical of the use and quality of 
Durkheim's ethnographic material. Some claim Durkheim's 'one 
well-made experiment' was a bit too well made, that is, his control 
group-Australian Aborigines, specifically the Arunta-was too 
restrictive to support a global theory of religion; and his inter­
pretation of this group was overdetermined by his theoretical 
framework (Durkheim frequently advanced ingenious, ad hoc inter­
pretations of those aspects of the Australians' social life that did 
not readily support his theories). Others claim that not only is the 
sacred and profane not a universal dichotomy, but it cannot even 
be found among the people Durkheim studied. The dichotomy, 
some argue, seems more descriptive of the religions in Durkheim's 
Europe-Judaism and Christianity-than of the Australians whom 
Durkheim studied. Some question Durkheim's equation of totem­
ism with the religion of the clan, while others doubt the very 
existence of totemism as a distinct religious organization and social 
structure. 
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More recent critics have noted that while Durkheim recognized 
that religions often associate women with the profane, he failed to 
explore how this can result in violence against women. In light of the 
full range of positions available to Durkheim, it would not be ana­
chronistic to complain that Durkheim's thought on women could 
have been more progressive (although, by this same measure, his 
thought could also be and has been described as moderately femi­
nist). Along similar lines, some have claimed that The Elementary 
Forms supports a conservative agenda. In this view, Durkheim was 
a conservative sociologist preoccupied with understanding and main­
taining social order, and to that end, he attempted to subdue 'the 
individual' and curtail social change. This is the only judgement that 
I wish here to address. 

Durkheim investigated the webs and patterns of social order 
for the sake of transforming and moving it toward social justice. 
Many have attributed conservatism to Durkheim because of his 
commitment to viewing humans and their moral beliefs and prac­
tices as ineluctably rooted in their social milieux. The logic here goes 
something like this: social theorists who begin and end with humans 
firmly rooted in their historical, socio-linguistic contexts can never 
rise above present or past social ideals, customs, and institutions. Yet 
Durkheim's sensitivity to the historical, far from tying him to a 
status quo, exposed him to social change and diversity. Acknowledg­
ing that we move in historical webs, according to Durkheim, is the 
first step toward understanding and reconstructing them. Moreover, 
to dismiss Durkheim as a conservative social theorist hostile to 'the 
individual' is to disregard his life's commitment to furthering the 
dignity and rights of the individual. 

Still, none of the above criticisms is without some validity. Like 
many original thinkers, Durkheim's capacity to focus his sight to an 
incandescent point is the source of both his shortcomings and 
strengths. The staying power of The Elementary Forms is attested to 
by its perspectives that continue to frame the thought of leading 
anthropologists, sociologists, and scholars of religion. Indeed, its 
influence is inescapable. If France lost Durkheim at the moment 
of his death, the international scholarly community discovered 
him after the Second World War. Along with Marx and Weber, 
Durkheim is now assured his place among the founders of modern 
social theory. More than any other figure in history, Durkheim has 
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helped us to understand the religious aspects of the social and the 
social aspects of the religious. 

The Elementary Forms, Durkheim's last book, was the first to be 
translated into English. It has become one of our best examples of 
the moral imagination of the social scientist, of socio-historical skill 
joined to moral commitment. This vocation Durkheim shared with 
that other famous sociologist of his generation, Max Weber. Both 
men had grave concerns about the future of modern western soci­
eties. Yet whereas Weber could see in that future only disenchant­
ment and the iron cage of grim bureaucracy, Durkheim saw the 
possibility of the birth of new gods, that is, innovative, sacred 
avenues of human flourishing not yet realized. It is problematic, I 
have said, to designate Durkheim an optimist or a pessimist. Yet 
insofar as he remained sanguine, his hope sprang from his belief that 
religious forms of life would endure and that these were capable of 
empowering us with a sense of belonging, allowing us to be at home 
in the world. 

Toward the end of his life, Durkheim's world inch by inch was 
becoming unlivable. War, death, and degradation had stained it. In 
response, Durkheim increased his efforts to transform it, in particu­
lar, to mitigate human suffering. In one of his last publications, he 
wrote of a religious spirit that was gathering: a humane religion 
committed to justice, dedicated to human dignity. A religion with 
which we could live. Whether Durkheim's vision or Weber's cage 
awaits us, who can say? Perhaps only we can. That surely would have 
been Durkheim's reply. 



NOTE ON THE TEXT 

THE first edition of The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (Paris: 
Akan) was published in 1912. This edition contained some typo­
graphical errors, and subsequent French editions introduced add­
itional corruptions. The present transla.tion is based on the 1991 
Livre de Poche edition, and all references to the French cite the 
Poche edition. This edition was chosen because it is readily available 
and affordable for those who wish to consult the French. Although 
the Poche edition eradicated many of the corruptions introduced by 
previous editions, it did not eradicate all of them, and, unfortunately, 
added some new ones. I am grateful to Dominique Merllie for shar­
ing with me his meticulous list of corruptions in the 1991 Poche 
edition. The Oxford World's Classics translation incorporates his 
corrections. 

On the Abridgement 

The text has been abridged by roughly 25 per cent. Digressions, 
redundant examples, and endnotes referring to dated controversies 
and ethnographic material supplied most of the deletions. All sig­
nificant references have been retained, for example those that refer 
to pivotal influences on Durkheim, or references to his and his col­
leagues' earlier work. I have also retained all passages that pertained 
to topical issues, for example the role of women in religion. Few 
deletions came from Durkheim's Introduction, and none from the 
Conclusion. My goal was to produce a readable edition that conveys 
Durkheim's principal ideas and arguments, not a definitive reference 
work for Durkheimians who are interested in tracking the more 
antiquarian aspects of his thought. 

Deletions are indicated by three omission points in square brack­
ets. References have been silently expanded or contracted as neces­
sary, but all other interventions by the translator are in square 
brackets. 
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Editions 

With this edition, there are now three English translations of 
Durkheim's The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. Within three 
years of the original French volume, Joseph Swain provided the 
English-speaking world with a timely, although hasty, translation 
in 1915. That edition, published by Free Press, carries no intro­
duction and a cursory index. In 1995 Karen Fields provided a 
flowing translation, accompanied by an introduction, editorial notes, 
and a thorough index. One of the merits of Fields's edition, also 
published by Free Press, is the expansion of Durkheim's often highly 
abbreviated references in the footnotes, which have been drawn upon 
in this edition. 
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A CHRONOLOGY OF EMILE DURKHEIM 

1858 Birth of David Emile Durkheim in Epinal, in the region of 
Lorraine, France, to Melanie Isidor and Moise Durkheim. 
Durkheim's mother was an embroiderer, and she earned the 
same modest sum as Durkheim's father, who was a rabbi. 
Durkheim's grandfather (Israel David Durkheim) and 
great-grandfather (Simon Simon) were also rabbis. 

1851i--76 Childhood in a traditional, orthodox Jewish community at 
Epinal. Durkheim was the youngest among three siblings, his 
sisters Rosine and Celine and his brother Felix. 

1882-S 

1885-6 

1886 

German soldiers occupy Epinal during the Franco-Prussian 
War 

Durkheim moves to Paris and begins his preparatory studies 
for admission into the Ecole Normale Supeneure. 

After his third attempt, Durkheim is admitted to the Ecole 
Normale Superieure, where he studies with Charles Renouvier 
and Fustel de Coulanges, among others. 

Durkheim teaches philosophy at various lycies. 

Durkheim receives a French grant to study at several German 
universities, including Berlin, Marburg, and Leipzig, and he 
becomes familiar with the work of Wilhelm Wundt, the 
German socio-psychologist. 

Victory Hommay, Durkheim's closest friend at the Ecole, apart 
fromJeanJaures, commits suicide. 

1887 Durkheim marries Louise Dreyfus, and they subsequently 
have two children, Marie and Andre. 

1887-1902 Durkheim holds a teaching post in social science and 
education at the University of Bordeaux. 

1893 The Division of Labour in Society published. 

1895 The Rules of Sociological Method published. 

1897 Suicide: A Study in Sociology published. 

1898 First volume of Durkheim's journal L 'Annee sociologique 
published; height of the Dreyfus Affair. 

1902-17 Durkheim holds a teaching post in education at the 
Sorbonne. 
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1903 'Primitive Oassification', co-authored with his nephew Marcel 
Mauss, published in L 'Annie sociologique. 

1912 The Elementary Forms of Religious Life published. 

1913 Durkheim's teaching post is renamed to include the field of 
sociology. 

1914-18 First World War; Durkheim applies himself entirely to the 
war effort, writing essays and organizing committees that 
challenged Germany's war propaganda and sustained 
French patriotism. He served on over fourteen government 
coinmittees. 

1916 Confirmation of Durkheim's son's death in battle; a senator 
accuses Durkheim of being a German sympathizer; due to 
pressure in the senate, the accusation is withdrawn. 

1917 Durkheim dies. He is buried at the Cimetiere du 
Montparnasse. 
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INTRODUCTION 

THE SUBJECT OF STUDY 

SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION AND THEORIES OF KNOWLEDGE 

I 

IN this book we propose to study the most primitive* and simplest 
religion currently known, to analyse it and attempt to explain it. We 
call a religious system the most primitive we have been able to 
observe when it fulfils the two following conditions: first, when it is 
found in societies whose organization is of the utmost simplicity;1 

and second, when it can be explained without introducing any 
element borrowed from an earlier religion. 

We shall do our best to describe the interrelated components of 
this system with the precision and accuracy of an ethnographer or a 
historian. But our task will not be limited to this. Sociology sets for 
itself problems other than those posed by history or ethnography. It 
pursues knowledge of the earlier forms of civilization not only to 
know them and reconstruct them, but, like all positive science,* its 
goal is first and foremost to explain a current reality, something close 
to us and consequently capable of affecting our ideas and actions. 
This reality is man, more specifically man today. Indeed, knowing 
him well is a matter of some urgency. We shall not study a very 
archaic religion, then, just for the pleasure of recounting its oddities 
and singularities. We have made it the subject of our study because it 
seems most likely to yield an understanding of the religious nature of 
man, by showing us an essential and permanent aspect of humanity. 

But this proposition will surely raise some strong objections. It 
seems strange to transport ourselves back to our historical begin­
nings in order to know humanity as it is today. Such a procedure 
seems particularly paradoxical in the present case. Religions are 
thought to differ in value and rank; it is generally said that some are 
truer than others. The highest forms of religious thought cannot, it 

' We shall call these societies and the people who live in them primitives in the same 
sense. This expression may be imprecise, but it is hard to avoid; furthermore, when illi 
meaning is carefully defined, it is very useful. 
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seems, be compared to the lowest without degrading the former to 
the level of the latter. After all, if we claim that the crude cults of the 
Australian tribes can help us understand Christianity, for example, 
does this not suggest that they both issue from the same mentality, 
that Christianity consists of the same superstitions and rests on the 
same errors? This is how the theoretical importance sometimes 
ascribed to primitive religions has come to be the sign of a systematic 
hostility toward religion, which, by prejudging the results of 
research, contaminates them in advance. 

We have no intention here of trying to determine whether there 
are scholars who have deserved this reproach, and who have used the 
history and ethnography of religion as a weapon against religion 
itse1£ In any case, a sociologist of religion would not hold such a 
view. It is a basic postulate of sociology that a human institution 
cannot rest on error and falsehood or it could not endure. If it were 
not based on the nature of things, it would have met with resistance 
from those very things and could not have prevailed. When we 
approach the study of primitive religions, then, it is with the cer­
tainty that they are rooted in reality and are an expression of it; we 
shall see this principle continually reasserted in the course of the 
analyses and discussions that follow. Our complaint against the 
schools from which we have diverged is precisely that they have 
misunderstood this principle. When we regard the formulas literally, 
of course, these religious beliefs and practices seem at times dis­
concerting, and we may be tempted to see them as fundamentally 
aberrant. But we must reach beneath the symbol to the reality it 
embodies and which gives it its true meaning. The most barbarous or 
bizarre rituals and the strangest myths translate some human need, 
some aspect of life, whether individual or social. The reasons the 
believer uses to justify them may be, and generally are, mistaken; 
none the less the true reasons exist, and it is the business of science 
to discover them. 

In reality, then, there are no false religions. All are true in their 
fashion: all respond, if in different ways, to the given conditions of 
human existence. It is not impossible, of course, to rank them in 
some sort of hierarchical order. Some can be called superior to others 
in the sense that they stimulate higher mental functions, that they 
are richer in ideas and feelings, that they involve more concepts, with 
fewer sensations and images, and that their systematic arrangement 



The Ekmentary Forms of Religious Life 5 

is more intelligent. But as real as this greater complexity and abstrac­
tion may be, it is not sufficient to place the corresponding religions 
in separate categories. All are equally religions, just as all living 
beings are equally alive, from the humblest unicellular organism to 
man. We turn to primitive religions, then, not with the ulterior 
motive of depreciating religion in general, for these religions are no 
less worthy than others. They answer the same needs, they play the 
same role, they issue from the same causes. They can effectively 
serve, as a result, to show the nature of religious life and con­
sequently to resolve the problem we have set for ourselves. 

But why grant them a special prerogative? Why distinguish them 
from all others as our subject of study? Solely for methodological 
reasons. 

First of all, we can achieve an understanding of the most recent 
religions only by following the way they developed historically.* His­
tory is, indeed, the only method of explanatory analysis that can be 
applied to them. It alone allows us to dissolve an institution into its 
constituent elements, showing us their birth in time, one after the 
other. Furthermore, by situating each one within the context in 
which it arose, this method gives us the only way we have of deter­
mining its original cause. Whenever we try to explain something 
human viewed at a particular moment in time-whether a religious 
belief, a moral law, a legal precept, an aesthetic practice, or an eco­
nomic system-we must begin by returning to its simplest and most 
primitive form. We must try to discover the qualities that define it 
at this period of its existence, and then show how it gradually 
developed, grew more complex, and became what it is at the moment 
under scrutiny. 

Now, it is easy to imagine how crucial it is to determine the point 
of departure for this series of progressive explanations. A Cartesian 
principle* has it that the first link plays a major role in the chain of 
scientific truths. Of course, the science of religion can hardly be 
based on a notion elaborated in the Cartesian manner-a logical 
concept, a pure possibility constructed only by the powers of mind. 
We must find a concrete reality that historical and ethnographical 
observation alone can reveal to us. But if this crucial conception 
must be arrived at by non-Cartesian methods, it is certain none the 
less to have a considerable influence on all the propositions that 
follow from this science. Biological evolution was conceived of quite 
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differently from the moment we knew of the existence of unicellular 
organisms. Similarly, religious facts are explained differently when 
the source of their evolution is viewed as naturism as opposed to 
animism or some other religious form. Even the most specialized 
scholars must choose among these hypotheses for their inspiration if 
they want to understand the facts they are analysing, or else limit 
themselves to pure erudition. Like it or not, the questions they ask 
take the following form: what has caused naturism or animism to 
develop a particular feature, to be enriched or impoverished in a 
particular way? Since taking sides in this initial problem is unavoid­
able, and since the solution provided is bound to affect the science as 
a whole, it is best dealt with at the outset. And this is what we 
propose to do. 

Besides, apart from these indirect repercussions, the study of 
primitive religions has an immediate interest of the greatest 
importance. 

It is indeed useful to know what a particular religion is about, yet 
it is far more important to discover what religion is in general. This 
is the problem that from time immemorial has piqued the curiosity 
of philosophers, and not without reason; it interests all of humanity. 
Unfortunately, the method philosophers ordinarily use to solve it is 
purely dialectical: they confine themselves to analysing their idea of 
religion, and simply illustrate the results of this mental analysis with 
examples borrowed from religions that best embody their model. 
While this method must be discarded, the problem of defining 
religion remains; and philosophy's great service has been to prevent 
it from being settled by the disdain of specialists. Now, it can be 
approached in other ways. Since all religions are comparable, all 
species of the same genus, they all share certain essential elements. 
By this we do not mean only the external and visible features they all 
display which allow a provisional definition of religion at the begin­
ning of research. The discovery of these outward signs is relatively 
easy, for the observation required does not go beyond the surface of 
things. But these external resemblances suggest deeper ones. At the 
basis of all systems of belief and all cults there must be a certain 
number of fundamental representations and ritual practices that, 
despite the diversity of forms they assume in the various religions, 
have the same objective meanings and fulfil the same functions. It is 
these permanent elements that constitute something eternal and 
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human in religion; they provide the objective content of the idea that 
is expressed when we speak of religion in general. How can these 
elements be discovered? 

Certainly not by observing complex religions that appear late in 
history. Each of these is formed from such a variety of elements that 
it is quite difficult to distinguish the secondary from the primary, the 
essential from the inessential. Just think of religions like those of 
Egypt, India, or classical antiquity: an impenetrable tangle of many 
cults that vary with localities, temples, generations, dynasties, inva­
sions, and so on. Popular superstitions are mingled with more 
refined dogmas. Neither religious thought nor practice is equally 
shared among the mass of the faithful. Beliefs as well as rites are 
experienced in different ways, depending on the men, the milieux, 
and the circumstances. Here we find priests, there monks, elsewhere 
lay persons; there are mystics and rationalists, theologians and 
prophets, and so on. Under such conditions it is difficult to see what 
they all have in common. It is possible to study effectively some 
particular aspect that is highly developed in one of these systems, 
such as sacrifice or prophecy, monasticism or mysteries. But how do 
we discover the common basis of religious life beneath all this 
luxuriant vegetation? How do we recover the fundamental states 
characteristic of the religious mentality in general beneath the clash 
of theologies, the variations of ritual, the multiplicity of groupings, 
the diversity of individuals? 

The case is quite different in lower societies. The lesser devel­
opment of individuals, the smaller group, the homogeneity of 
external circumstances all contribute to reducing differences and 
variations to a minimum. The group normally embodies an intel­
lectual and moral uniformity found only rarely in more advanced 
societies. Everything is common to all. Movements are stereo­
typical; everyone executes the same ones in the same circum­
stances; this conformity of conduct merely translates a conformity 
of thought. Since all conscious minds are drawn along in the 
same current, the individual type almost overlaps with the general 
type. While everything is uniform, everything is simple. There is 
nothing as unpolished as those myths composed of a single theme 
endlessly repeated, or those rites consisting of a small number of 
gestures performed over and over again. The popular or priestly 
imagination has had neither the time nor the means to refine and 
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transform the primary material of ideas and religious practices. 
This primary material can therefore be observed with little effort. 
The inessential, the secondary, the extraneous have not yet con­
cealed the main line of development.• Everything is reduced to 
what is indispensable, to the minimal requirements of religion. But 
what is indispensable is also fundamental, and therefore crucial for 
us to know. 

Primitive civilizations, then, are privileged cases because they are 
simple cases. This is why, among all orders of facts, the observations 
of ethnographers have often been veritable revelations that have 
renewed the study of human institutions. Before the middle of the 
nineteenth century, for example, people were convinced that the 
father was the essential element of the family; a familial organization 
that did not hinge on the power of the father was inconceivable. 
Bachofen's discovery overturned this old idea. Until recently it was 
considered self-evident that the moral and legal relations which con­
stitute kinship were just another aspect of physiological relations 
that result from shared ancestry. Bachofen and his successors 
McLennan, Morgan,* and many others were still under the influence 
of this preconception. Since we have come to know the nature of the 
primitive clan, however, we know that, on the contrary, kinship can­
not be defined by common blood line. To come back to religions, the 
exclusive contemplation of the religious forms most familiar to us 
led to the long-held belief that the notion of god was characteristic 
of everything religious. Now, the religion that we will study below is 
for the most part a stranger to any idea of divinity; the forces to 
which its rites are addressed are very different from those central to 
our modern religions, and yet they will help us to understand these 
better. Nothing is more unwarranted, then, than the disdain with 
which too many historians still regard the work of ethnographers. 
The fact of the matter is that ethnography has often spurred the 
most fertile revolutions in the various branches of sociology. For the 
same reason, the discovery of unicellular organisms, which we noted 
earlier, transformed our current conception of life. As with such 

' This is not to suggest that all primitive cults exclude the extraneous. We shall see, 
on the contrary, that in every religion we find beliefS and practices that are not strictly 
utilitarian (Book III, Ch. 4, s. u). This extravagance is indispensable to religious life, 
part of its very essence. But it is much more rudimentary in lower religions than in 
others, and this makes it easier to discover the reason for its existence. 



The Ekmentary Forms of Religious Life 9 

simple creatures, when life is reduced to its essential features, those 
features are hard to miss. 

Primitive religions not only allow us to separate the constituent 
elements of religion, but they also have the great advantage of help­
ing us to explain it. Because the facts are simpler, the connections 
between the facts are also more apparent. The reasons people give to 
explain their actions to themselves have not yet been refined and 
rarefied by informed reflection; they are closer and more related to 
the motives that have actually caused those actions. To understand a 
delirium and treat it properly, the doctor needs to know its origin. 
This event is much more easily discerned when the delirium can 
be observed soon after it has begun. And the more developed the 
illness, the more it recedes from sight. All sorts of interpretations 
have intervened that tend to repress the original state into the 
unconscious and replace it with others, often making the original 
difficult to find. The distance between a systematized delirium and 
the first impressions that gave rise to it is often considerable. The 
same is true for religious thought. As it progresses historically, the 
causes that called it into existence, though still exerting their influ­
ence, are now glimpsed only through a vast system of distorting 
interpretations. Popular mythologies and subtle theologies have done 
their work: they have superimposed very different feelings over the 
original feelings which they elaborate, allowing only a very imperfect 
view of their true nature. The psychological distance between cause 
and effect, between the apparent cause and the effective cause, has 
become greater and more difficult for the mind to span. The rest of 
this work will be an illustration and a proof of this methodological 
observation. We shall see how, in primitive religions, the religious 
phenomenon still bears the visible imprint of its origins; it would be 
more difficult for us to infer those origins by considering only more 
developed religions. 

Our study, then, is a way of taking up the old problem of the 
origin of religions under new conditions. Certainly if what we mean by 
origin is an absolute first beginning, the question is not in the least 
scientific and must be firmly dismissed. There is no crucial moment 
when religion began to exist, and the point is not to find a way to 
transport ourselves there by thought. Like any human institution, 
religion begins nowhere. So all speculations of this kind are rightly 
discredited; they can be only subjective and arbitrary constructions 
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that cannot be tested. The problem we pose is entirely different. We 
would like to find a way of discovering the ever-present causes that 
generate the most essential forms of religious thought and practice. 
Now, for the reasons just mentioned, these causes are much more 
easily observable when the societies in which they are observed are 
less complex. This is why we are interested in getting closer to 
origins.' It is not that we endow lower religions with special virtues. 
Quite the contrary, they are rudimentary and crude; there can be no 
question of holding them up as models for later religions to emulate. 
But their very crudeness makes them instructive; they are made up 
of useful experiments in which the facts and their interrelations are 
easier to perceive. To discover the laws of phenomena he studies, the 
physicist seeks to simplify them, to strip them of their secondary 
characteristics. When it comes to institutions, nature spontaneously 
makes simplifications of the same kind at the beginning of history. 
We only want to profit by them. Of course, we shall be able to glean 
only very elementary facts by this method. When we have accounted 
for these to the greatest possible extent, the novelties of all sorts 
produced in the course of evolution will still be unexplained. Though 
we have no wish to deny the importance of the problems posed by 
such novelties, we think they benefit from being treated at the 
appropriate time, and broached only after those we are about to study. 

II 

Our study is of interest not only to scholars of religion. Every 
religion has an aspect that goes beyond the confines of religious ideas 
proper, and here the study of religious phenomena provides a means 
of reviewing problems that until now have been debated only among 
philosophers. 

We have known for a long time that the first systems of represen­
tation which man made of the world and of himself were religious in 
origin. There is no religion that is not a cosmology as well as a 
speculation on the divine. If philosophy and the sciences arose from 

' It will be observed that the word 'origins', like the word 'primitive', is used in an 
entirely relative sense. This does not mean an absolute starting point but the simplest 
social state currently known or knowable at present. When we speak of origins, of the 
beginnings ofhistnry or of religious thought, this is the sense in which these expressions 
should be understood. 
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religion, it is because religion itself began by playing the role of 
science and philosophy. But it has been less frequently noted that 
religion has not merely enriched a preformed human mind with a 
certain number of ideas; it has helped to form that mind. Men owe to 
religion not only a good part of their knowledge but also the form in 
which this knowledge is elaborated. 

At the source of our judgements are a certain number of essential 
notions that dominate our entire intellectual life. These are what 
philosophers since Aristotle have called the categories of under­
standing: notions of time, space, genus, number, cause, substance, 
personality, and so on. They correspond to the most universal prop­
erties of things. They are the solid frames that enclose all thought. 
Thought does not seem able to break out of them without destroying 
itself, since we seem unable to think of objects that are not in time 
or space, that are not countable, and so on. Other notions are contin­
gent and shifting; we can imagine a person, a society, or an era that 
can do without them; but the primary categories seem inseparable 
from the normal functioning of the mind. They are, so to speak, the 
armature of intelligence. Now, when primitive religious beliefs are 
systematically analysed, these basic categories are encountered in the 
process. They are born in religion and of religion; they are a product 
of religious thought. This is a point we shall have occasion to make 
repeatedly in the course of this work. 

This point is of some interest in itself, but here is what gives it its 
full range of implication. The general conclusion of the book you are 
about to read is that religion is something eminently social. Religious 
representations are collective representations that express collective 
realities; rituals are ways of acting that are generated only within 
assembled groups and are meant to stimulate and sustain or recreate 
certain mental states in these groups. But if these categories of 
thought have religious origins, they must participate in what is 
common to all religious phenomena: they too must be social things, 
the products of collective thought. At the very least-considering 
the present state of our knowledge of these matters, it is best to 
refrain from any radical and exclusive statements-it is legitimate to 
assume that these categories are rich in social elements. 

Even now this social dimension can be glimpsed in some of them. 
Try, for example, to imagine the notion of time without the pro­
cedures by which we divide, measure, and express it by means of 
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objective signs, a time that is not a succession of years, months, 
weeks, days, and hours. It is almost unthinkable. We can conceive of 
time only by differentiating between discrete moments. Now, what is 
the source of this differentiation? Of course, states of consciousness 
that we have already experienced can be reproduced in the same 
order in which they originally occurred; and so parts of our past 
become present to us once again, even as they are spontaneously 
distinguished from the present. But as important as this distinction 
may be for our private experience, it is hardly sufficient to constitute 
the notion or category of time. For time is not merely a partial or 
total commemoration of our past life; it is an abstract and impersonal 
framework that encompasses not only our individual existence but 
that of humanity. It is like a continuous canvas on which all duration 
is spread out in the mind's eye, and on which all possible events can 
be located in relation to fixed and determined reference points. It is 
not my time that is organized this way, but time as it is objectively 
conceived by everyone in the same civilization. This alone suggests 
that such an organization must be collective. And indeed observation 
confirms that these indispensable reference points, in relation to 
which all things are located temporally, are borrowed from social life. 
The divisions into days, weeks, months, years, and so on correspond 
to the recurring cycle of rituals, holidays, and public ceremonies.' A 
calendar expresses the rhythm of collective activity while ensuring 
its regularity. a 

The same is true of space. As Hamelin has shown, 3 space is not the 
vague and indeterminate medium Kant* imagined. If it were purely 

' In support of this assertion see Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss, Melanges d'hisroire 
des relipm (TraNux de L'Annee sociologiqru), the chapter on 'La representation du 
temps dans la religion' (Paris: Alcan, 1909). 

• We can see the enormous dilfercnce between the complex of sensations and images 
that serve to orient us in dUiation and the category of time. The first are the sum of 
individual experiences, meaningful only to the individual who has had them. By con­
trast, the category of time expresses a time common to the group. This is social time, so 
to speak, and is itself a kind of social institution. It is also peculiar to men; animals have 
no representation of this kind. 

This distinction between the category of time and its corresponding sensations might 
be made equally with regard to space or cause. Perhaps it would help to dispel certain 
confusions that fuel the controversies sUirounding these questions. We s!WI retUin to 
this point in the Conclusion to the present work (s. 1v). 

3 Octave Hamelin, Enai mr /es llhnmts principaux de la reprisentation (Paris: Alcan, 
1907, then PUF), 75ff. 
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and absolutely homogeneous, it would serve no purpose and would 
offer no foothold for thought. Spatial representation basically con­
sists of a primary coordination of the data of sensory experience. But 
this coordination would be impossible if the parts of space were 
qualitatively equivalent, if they were really interchangeable. In order 
to arrange things spatially, we must be able to situate them differ­
ently, putting some on the right, others on the left, some above, 
others below, north or south, east or west, and so on, just as to 
arrange states of consciousness temporally it must be possible to 
situate them at definite dates. In other words, space would not be 
what it is if it were not, like time, divided and differentiated. But 
where do these basic divisions come from? Inherently, there is no 
right or left, above or below, north or south, and so on. All these 
distinctions evidently come from the different affective values 
attributed to these regions. And since all people of the same civiliza­
tion conceive of space in the same way, it is clear that these affective 
values and the distinctions that depend on them are also held in 
common; this implies, almost of necessity, that they are social in 
origin.' 

Moreover, in some cases this social character is made manifest. 
There are societies in Australia and North America in which space is 
conceived in the form of a vast circle because the encampment itself 
is circular, 2 and the spatial circle is divided just like a tribal circle and 
in its image. There are as many regions as there are clans in the tribe, 
and it is the place occupied by the clans inside the encampment that 
determines the orientation of the regions. Each region is defined by 
the totem of the clan to which it is assigned. Among the Zuni, for 
example, the pueblo consists of seven sections; each of these sections 
is made up of a group of clans that were once united, probably a 
single clan that was eventually subdivided. Now, space also consists 
of seven regions, and each of these seven sections of the world is 
intimately related to a section of the pueblo, in other words, to a 

' Otherwise, in order to explain this agreement we would have to say that all indi­
viduals, due to their psychosomatic make-up, are spontaneously affected in the same 
way by different parts of space. This is highly unlikely since the different regions are 
affectively neutral. Moreover, divi!!ions of space vary in different soci.eties, which is 
proof that they are not based exclusively on human nature. 

• See Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss, 'De quelques formes primitives de clas­
sification', L 'Annie sociologique, 6 (1903), 47 If. 
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group of clans.' 'Thus', says Cushing, 'one division is considered to 
be in relation with the north; another represents the west, another 
the south, Each section of the pueblo has its characteristic sym­
bolic colour, and each region of space has exactly the same colour 
that belongs to its corresponding section. Over time, the number of 
primary clans has varied, and the number of regions of space has 
varied in the same way. Thus, social organization has been the model 
for spatial organization, which is like a tracing of it. Far from being 
inherent in human nature in general, there is not even any distinc­
tion of right and left that is not, in all likelihood, the product of 
religious, hence collective, representations. 

Analogous proof concerning notions of genus, strength, personal­
ity, and efficacy will be found below. We may well ask whether even 
the notion of contradiction may not depend on social conditions. 
This seems probable because its hold on thought has varied accord­
ing to epochs and societies. Today the principle of identity governs 
scientific thought, but there are vast systems of representation that 
have played a major role in the history of ideas in which this prin­
ciple has no part: these systems are the mythologies, from the cru­
dest to the most refined. 3 In mythologies we forever encounter 
beings who simultaneously possess the most contradictory attri­
butes, who are at once one and many, material and spiritual, who can 
be infinitely subdivided without losing anything essential. In myth­
ology it is axiomatic that the part is equal to the whole. These histor­
ical variations of the rule that seems to govern our present logic 
prove that, far from being inscribed from time immemorial in man's 
mental make-up, the rule of non-rontradiction depends, at least in 
part, on factors that are historical and consequently social. We do not 
know exactly what they are, but we can assume they 

Once this hypothesis is accepted, the problem of knowledge is 

' Durkheim and Mauss, 'De quelques formes primitives', 34 ff. 
• Frank Hamilton Cushing, 'Outlines of Zuni Creation Myths', in the r3th Report of 

the Bureau of American Ethnology (Washington, I 896), 367 ff. 
3 We do not mean to say that the principle of identity is absent from mythological 

thought, but that it departs from it more often and more openly than does scientific 
thinking. Conversely, we shall show that science cannot help but violate this principle, 
even while conforming to it more scrupulously than religion does. In this respect, as in 
many others, the difference between science and religion is merely one of degree. But 
though we should not exaggerate these differences, they are nevertheless significant 
enough to be noteworthy. 

4 This hypothesis has already been expressed by the founders of Voll:erpsychologie. * 
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posed in new terms. Until now, two contrasting doctrines prevailed. 
For some, the categories of understanding cannot be derived from 
experience: they are logically prior to it and condition it. They are 
conceived as simple givens, irreducible and immanent in the human 
mind by virtue of its inherent make-up. This is why they are called 
a priori. For others, by contrast, these categories are constructed, 
made of bits and pieces, and it is the individual who forges this 
construction.' 

But both solutions present serious difficulties. If we adopt the 
empiricist thesis, we must strip the categories of their characteristic 
properties. In fact, they are distinguished from all other knowledge 
by their universality and their necessity. They are the most general 
concepts that exist since they apply to everything that is real, and 
while they are not attached to any particular object, they are equally 
independent of any individual subject. They are the common 
ground where all minds meet. Moreover, minds necessarily meet 
there, since reason, which is none other than the whole set of fun­
damental categories, is invested with an authority we cannot evade at 
will. When we try to rebel against it, to free ourselves of some of 
these essential notions, we run into sharp resistance. So not only are 
these categories independent of us, they impose themselves on us. 

But the characteristics of empirical data are quite the opposite. A 
sensation, an image is always attached to a definite object or to a 
collection of such objects, and expresses the momentary state of a 
particular consciousness. It is essentially individual and subjective. 
Besides, we are free to do as we like with representations that origin­
ate in this way. Of course, when our sensations are immediate, they 
impose themselves on us in fact. But by rights we are their masters, 
free to conceive of them otherwise and to picture them in a different 
order from the one in which they were produced. Nothing binds us 
to them as long as considerations of another kind do not intervene. 
So we have two sorts of knowledge that are like opposite poles of 

' Even in Herbert Spencer's theory, the categories are constructed from individual 
experience. From this perspective, the only possible difference between ordinary 
empiricism and evolutionary empiricism is that according to the latter, the results of 
individual experience are consolidated by heredity. But this consolidation adds nothing 
essential; no element enters into their composition that does not originate in the indi­
vidual's experience. And in this theory, the necessity with which categories impose 
themselves on us in the present is the result of an illusion, a superstitious prejudice 
deeply rooted in the organism but ungrounded in the nature of things. 
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intelligence. Under these conditions, to reduce reason to experience 
is to conjure it away, for the universality and necessity that character­
ize it are reduced to pure appearance, illusions that can be practically 
useful but correspond to nothing in things themselves. Consequently, 
all objective reality is removed from the logical life which these 
categories function to regulate and organize. Classical empiricism 
verges on irrationalism, and perhaps it should be labelled as such. 

Despite the meaning usually attached to labels, the apriorists are 
more respectful of the facts. Because they do not take it as self­
evident that the categories are made of the same elements as our 
sentient representations, they are not bound systematically to 
impoverish them, emptying them of all real content and reducing 
them to mere verbal artifice. On the contrary, they leave them with 
all their defining characteristics. The apriorists are rationalists; they 
believe the world has a logical aspect that reason eminently 
expresses. To do this, however, they must attribute to the mind a 
certain power of transcending experience and adding to what is 
immediately given; but they neither explain nor justify this singular 
power. Merely to say that it is inherent in the nature of human 
intelligence is not an explanation. They would have to suggest where 
this surprising prerogative comes from and how we can see relations 
in things that are not revealed by observation. To say that experience 
itself is possible only on this condition is to shift the problem, per­
haps, but not to resolve it. The point is to know why experience is 
not enough but presupposes conditions that are external and prior to 
it, and how it is that these conditions emerge in the appropriate time 
and manner. To answer these questions, people have sometimes 
imagined, beyond the reason of individuals, a superior and perfect 
reason from which individual reason would emanate and, through a 
sort of mystic participation, derive its marvellous faculty. This is 
what we call divine reason. This hypothesis, however, has the serious 
drawback of being inaccessible to experimental control, so it does not 
meet the requirements of a scientific hypothesis. Moreover, the cat­
egories of human thought are never fixed in a definite form. They 
are made, unmade, and remade incessantly; they vary according to 
time and place. By contrast, divine reason is immutable. How could 
that immutability account for such incessant variation? 

These are the two conceptions that have collided for centuries; and 
if the debate drags on, it is because, quite honestly, the arguments 
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on both sides are more or less equivalent. If reason is only a 
form of individual experience, there is no more reason. On the 
other hand, if its self-proclaimed powers are acknowledged hut 
unaccounted for, then it seems to lie beyond the boundaries of 
nature and science. Faced with these contradictory objections, the 
mind hesitates. But if we accept the social origin of categories, a 
new perspective becomes possible that should help us avoid these 
contrary difficulties. 

The basic thesis of apriorism is that knowledge is formed from 
two kinds of elements that are not interchangeable, two distinct and 
superimposed strata, as it were.' Our hypothesis endorses this prin­
ciple. The kinds of knowledge called empirical-the only kind that 
theorists of empiricism have ever used to construct reason-are 
those which the direct action of objects initiates in our minds. These 
are individual states, then, that are entirely explaineda by the psy­
chic nature of the individual. But if the categories of thought are 
essentially collective, as we believe, they translate in the first instance 
states of the collectivity. They depend on the way this collectivity is 
constituted and organized, on its morphology, its religious, moral, 
and economic institutions, and so on. The distance between these 
two kinds of representations, then, separates the individual from the 
social, and the second can no more be derived from the first than 
society can be derived from the individual, the whole from the part, 
the complex from the simple. 3 Society is a reality sui generis;* it has 

' It may be surprising that we should not define apriorism by the hypothesis of 
innateness. But in fact this idea plays only a secondary role in the doctrine. It is a 
simplistic way of representing the fact that rational knowledge cannot be reduced to 
empirical givens. To say that rational knowledge is innate is merely a positive way of 
saying that it is not a product of experience as it is usually conceived. 

• At least to the extent that there are individual, and so wholly empirical, representa­
tions. But in fact there is probably no instance in which these elements are not closely 
connected. 

3 This irreducibility, moreover, should not be understood in an absolute sense. We 
do not mean that there is nothing in empirical representations that relates to rational 
representations, or that there is nothing in the individual that might be regarded as 
relating to social life. If experience were completely foreign to all that is rational, reason 
could not be applied to it. Similarly, if the psychic nature of the individual were abse>­
lutely resistant to social life, society would be impossible. Therefore a complete analysis 
of the categories of thought should try to find just these germs of rationality in indi­
vidual conscioumess. We shall return to this point in our Conclusion. All we want to 
establish here is that there is a distance between these vague germs of reason and reason 
proper comparable to the gulf that separates the properties of mineral elements from 
which life is formed and the characteristic properties of life once it has taken shape. 
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its own features which are not found, or not found in the same form, 
in the rest of the world. The representations that express it are 
therefore something entirely different from purely individual 
representations, and we can be certain in advance that the first add 
something to the second. 

The very way these two kinds of representations are formed is the 
basis of their differentiation. Collective representations are the 
product of a vast cooperative effort that extends not only through 
space but over time; their creation has involved a multitude of dif­
ferent minds associating, mingling, combining their ideas and 
feelings-the accumulation of generations of experience and know­
ledge. A very special intellectuality, infinitely richer and more com­
plex than that of the individual, is concentrated in them. We can 
understand, then, how reason has the power to go beyond the range 
of empirical knowledge. It owes this power not to some mysterious 
virtue but simply to the fact that, as a well-known formula has it, 
man is twofold. Within him are two beings: an individual being that 
originates in the organism and whose sphere of action is strictly 
limited by this fact; and a social being that represents within us the 
higher reality of the intellectual and moral order that we know 
through observation-by which I mean society. In the realm of prac­
tice, this duality of our nature makes it impossible to reduce a moral 
ideal to a utilitarian motive; and in the realm of thought, this duality 
makes it impossible to reduce reason to individual experience. 
Because he participates in society, the individual naturally tran­
scends himself when he thinks and when he acts. 

This same social character allows us to understand why categories 
are necessary. We say that an idea is necessary when, because of some 
internal quality, it imposes itself on the mind without any additional 
proof. There is something in it, then, that compels the intellect, that 
encourages acceptance without previous examination. Apriorism 
postulates this unusual capacity but does not explain it; for to say 
that the categories of understanding are necessary because they are 
indispensable to the functioning of thought is simply to repeat that 
they are necessary. But if their origins are as we have described, their 
ascendancy is no longer surprising. Indeed, they express the most 
general relations that exist between things; broader than all our other 
notions, they dominate every aspect of our intellectual life. If at any 
given moment men did not agree on these essential ideas, if they had 
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no homogeneous concept of time, space, causality, number, and so 
on, then any agreement between minds, and therefore all common 
life, would become impossible. So society cannot abandon these cat­
egories to the free will of particular individuals without abandoning 
itself. To live, society needs not only a degree of moral conformity 
but a minimum of logical conformity as well. Therefore, to prevent 
dissident views it leans on its members with all the weight of its 
authority. What happens when a mind openly departs from these 
norms of all thought? Society no longer considers that mind human 
in the full sense of the word, and treats it accordingly. This is why 
when we try, even deep inside ourselves, to shake off these funda­
mental notions, we feel that we are not completely free, that some­
thing resists us, inside and outside. Outside us, it is opinion that 
judges us; but further, since society is also represented inside us, it 
sets itself against these revolutionary impulses from within. We have 
the feeling that if we abandon these constraints, our thought will 
cease to be truly human. This seems to be the origin of the very 
special authority inherent in reason that makes us confidently accept 
its suggestions. This is the authority of society' colouring certain 
ways of thinking that are the indispensable conditions of all common 
action. So the necessity with which the categories of thought impose 
themselves on us is not merely the effect of simple habits whose 
yoke we might slip off with a little effort; nor is it a physical or 
metaphysical necessity, since these categories change according 
to time and place. It is a particular kind of moral necessity that is to 
intellectual life what moral obligation is to the will.• 

But if categories at first translate only social states, does it not 
follow that they can be applied to the rest of nature only as 

' It has often been noticed that social confusions multiply mental confusions. This is 
additional proof that logical discipline is one aspect of social discipline. The first is 
relued when the second weakens. 

• There is an analogy between this logical necessity and moral obligation, but they 
are not identical, at least at present. Today society treats criminals differently from the 
mentally handicapped. This is evidence that, despite important similarities, the author­
ity attached to logical norms and the authority inherent in moral norms are not of the 
same kind. They are different species of the same genus. It would be interesting to 
investigate the nature and source of this difference. It is probably not fundamental, since 
for a long time public conscioumess had trouble distinguishing the insane from the 
delinquent. We confine ourselves to raising the question. This example highlights the 
numerous problems raised by the analysis of these notions, which are generally thought 
to be elementary and simple but are actually quite complex. 
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metaphors? If their sole purpose is to express social things, they 
could be extended to other areas only by convention. Insofar as they 
serve us for thinking about the physical or biological world, they 
would only have the value of artificial symbols, practically useful 
perhaps, but with no connection to reality. Thus we would return to 
nominalism and empiricism by another route. 

But to interpret a sociological theory of knowledge in this way is 
to forget that if society is a specific reality, still it is not an empire 
within an empire; it is part of nature, indeed its highest embodiment. 
The social realm is a natural realm that differs from others only in its 
greater complexity. Now, it is impossible that nature at its most basic 
should be radically different in other areas. The fundamental rela­
tions that exist between things-which these categories are designed 
to express-should be essentially similar in different realms. If they 
appear more obvious in the social world-for reasons we shall 
investigate' -they must certainly be found elsewhere, if in more 
veiled forms. Society makes them more obvious but has no exclusive 
rights to them. That is why notions that have been elaborated on the 
model of social things can help us think about other sorts of things. 
In any case, if these notions are deflected from their first meaning 
and play, in a sense, the role of symbols, they are well-grounded 
symbols. If these concepts involve artifice simply because they are 
constructed, it is an artifice that ever more closely approximates 

Just because ideas of time, space, genus, cause, and person­
ality are constructed from social elements, we must not, therefore, 
conclude that they have no objective value. On the contrary, their 
social origin suggests rather that they have some basis in the nature 
ofthings.3 

' This matter is treated in the Conclusion to this book. 
• Therefore the rationalism immanent in a sociological theory of knowledge lies 

somewhere between empiricism and classical apriorilllll. For the first, the categories are 
purely artificial constructions; for the second they are, on the contrary, natural givens; 
for us they are, in a sense, works of art, but an art that imitates nature with ever 
increasing perfection. 

3 For example, the category of time is based on the rhythm of social life; but if there 
is a rhythm of collective life, we can be sure that there is another rhythm in the life of the 
individual and, more generally, in the life of the universe. The first is only more marked 
and apparent than the others. Similarly, we shall see that the notion of genus was based 
on that of the human group. But if men form natural groups, we can assume that groups 
exist among things that are at once analogous and different. These natural groups of 
things are genera and species. 

If there is still a consensus that we cannot attribute a social origin to the categories of 
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Newly formulated, the theory of knowledge seems to unite the 
opposite advantages of the two rival theories without any of their 
drawbacks. It preserves all the essential principles of apriorism but is 
inspired by that spirit of positivism which empiricism tried to satisfy. 
It grants reason its special power but accounts for it without leaving 
the observable world. It affirms as real the duality of our intellectual 
life but explains it by natural causes. Categories are no longer con­
sidered primary facts inaccessible to analysis; and yet they remain 
sufficiently complex that analyses as simplistic as the empiricist var­
iety could not possibly be right. They no longer seem to be simple 
notions anyone can spin out of his personal observations, 
unfortunately complicated by the popular imagination; but on the 
contrary, artful instruments of thought that human groups have 
laboured to forge over the centuries, and in which they have invested 
their best intellectual capital.' They embody a large part of human 
history. This means that to succeed in understanding and judging 
these categories we must have recourse to new procedures. 

To know what those conceptions are made of that we have not 
made ourselves, it is not enough simply to consult our own con­
sciousness; we must look outside ourselves, we must observe history, 
we must establish a whole science, and a complex one, which can 
advance only slowly, by collective effort. The present work is an 
attempt to make some fragmentary contributions to that science. 
Without making these matters the direct subject of our study, we 
shall take advantage of every possible opportunity to capture the 
beginnings of those notions in particular that, while religious in 
origin, must none the less remain at the basis of human mentality. 

thought without depriving them of all specuJative value, this is because society is still 
too often regarded as something unnatural; and so it is concluded that representations 
e.i:pressing it e.i:press nothing about nature. But this conclusion is no more valid than the 
principle. 

' This is why it is legitimate to compare the categories with tools; for the tool is also 
accumulated material capital. Moreover, the three notions of tool, category, and institu­
tion are closely related. 
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CHAPTER I 

A DEFINITION OF THE 
RELIGIOUS PHENOMENON AND OF RELIGION 1 

IN order to identify the simplest and most primitive religion known 
to us from observation, we must first define what is meant by a 
religion. If we do not, we might either call a system of ideas and 
practices religion that are not in the least religious, or bypass 
religious phenomena without perceiving their true nature. This dan­
ger is not imaginary, nor is it just an offering to sterile method­
ological formalism; because he failed to take this precaution, Sir 
Jam es Frazer,* to whom the science of comparative religions is greatly 
indebted, could not recognize the deeply religious character of 
beliefs and rites that will be studied below, and in which we now see 
the seed of humanity's religious life. This is a preliminary matter 
that must be dealt with first. Not that we could hope to reach the 
underlying and truly revealing features of religion at this point; these 
can be determined only at the end of our enquiry. But it is both 
necessary and possible to indicate a certain number of easily per­
ceived outward signs that allow religious phenomena to be recog­
nized wherever they are met, and that prevent them from being 
confused with others. We shall turn now to this preliminary process. 

For this process to yield the expected results, we must begin by 
freeing our minds of any preconceived ideas. Men have had to invent 
a notion of religion well before the science of religions could estab­
lish its systematic comparisons. The demands of existence compel all 
of us, believers and non-believers, somehow to represent those 
things that we live with, make judgements about, and take into con­
sideration for our conduct. But since these preliminary notions are 
formed unsystematically, according to the chance events and 
encounters of life, they are discredited and must be firmly set aside 

' We have already tried to define the phenomenon of religion in a work published in 
L 'Annee sociologique (3: r lf.). As we shall see, the definition given there differs from the 
one now being proposed. At the end of this chapter we explain the reasons for these 
modifications, which do not, however, imply any essential change in the conception of 
the facts. 
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in the examination that follows. The elements of the definition we 
require are not to be found in our prejudices, our passions, or our 
habits, but in reality itself. 

So let us confront that reality. Leaving aside any conception of 
religion in general, let us consider religions in their concrete reality, 
and let us try to discover what they have in common; for religion can 
be defined only as a function of features found wherever there is 
religion. In this comparison we shall therefore include all religious 
systems available to us, those present and past, the simplest and most 
primitive as well as the most recent and refined; for we have no right 
to keep some and exclude others, and no logical means to do it. To 
anyone who views religion as merely a natural expression of human 
activity, all religions without exception are instructive: they all 
express man in their own way, and can therefore help us to reach a 
better understanding of this aspect of our nature. Besides, we have 
seen that studying the form religion takes among the most civilized 
peoples is hardly the best approach.' 

But before tackling the question itself and in order to free the 
mind of those common conceptions whose hold can prevent us from 
seeing things as they are, it is appropriate to examine several of the 
most current definitions in which these prejudices are expressed. 

I 

One notion generally considered characteristic of everything 
religious is the notion of the supernatural. This means any order of 
things beyond our understanding: the supernatural is the world of 
mystery, the unknowable, the incomprehensible. Religion would 
then be a kind of speculation on all that escapes science and clear 
thinking in general. 'Religions', says Spencer,* 'that are diametrically 
opposite in their dogmas tacitly agree on recognizing that the world, 
with all it contains and all that surrounds it, is a mystery seeking an 
explanation.' In his view, religions consist of 'the belief in the omni­
presence of something that goes beyond the Similarly, 

' See above. We shall not go on at greater length about the necessity of these def­
initions or the method used to arrive at them. These are found in my Les Re'gles de la 
mi1hode so&iologipe (1895), 43 ff. Cf. Le Suicide (Paris: Alcan, 1897, then PUF), 1 ff. 

• Herbert Spencer, Fsrst Principles (New York: D. Appleton, 1862), 37. [DUikheim 
used the French translation (Paris: Alcan, 1902), 38--9.] 
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Max Millier* saw all religion as 'an effort to conceive of the 
inconceivable and to express the inexpressible, an aspiration toward 
the infinite'.' 

True, the feeling of mystery has played an important role in cer­
tain religions, notably Christianity. Yet the importance of this role 
has varied considerably at different moments in Christian history. 
There were periods when this notion of mystery became secondary 
and even vanished altogether. For men of the seventeenth century, 
for example, dogma was not a challenge to reason. Faith was easily 
reconciled with science and philosophy, and thinkers like Pascal, 
who had a vivid sense of the profound obscurity of things, were so 
out of step with their times that they were misunderstood by their 
contemporaries.• It might be rather hasty, then, to make an idea that 
is subject to such eclipses the essential element of even the Christian 
religion. 

In any case, this idea appears very late in the history of religions. It 
is completely alien not only to the peoples we call primitive but also 
to those who have not reached a certain degree of intellectual cul­
ture. Of course, when we see them attribute extraordinary virtues to 
trivial objects, or peopling the universe with singular principles 
made up of the most disparate elements and endowed with a sort of 
ubiquity difficult to imagine, we are ready to find an air of mystery in 
these ideas. It seems to us that men have resigned themselves to ideas 
so troubling to our modern reason only because they could not find 
more rational ones. In reality, however, the explanations that aston­
ish us seem supremely simple to the primitive. He sees them not as a 
kind of ultima ratio* to which intelligence resigns itself only as a last 
resort, but as the most immediate way of conceptualizing and under­
standing what he observes around him. For him, there is nothing 
strange in using one's voice or gestures to command the elements, to 
halt or advance the progress of the stars, to make the rain fall or not, 
and so on. The rites he uses to ensure the fertility of the soil or the 
fecundity of animal species that provide him with food are no more 
irrational, in his view, than the technical procedures our agronomists 

' Max Miiller, Introduction to the Science of Religions (London: Longmans, 1873), 18. 
Cf. Leaures on the Origin and Groll!th of Religion (London: Longmans, r878), 23. 

• The same mentality is also found in the period of scholasticism, as witness the 
formula by which the philosophy of the time defined itself: Fitles quaernu intellectrnn 
[Faith in search of intellect]. 
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use for the same purpose. The forces he sets in motion by these 
various means do not seem especially mysterious to him. Certainly 
these forces differ from those the modern scientist conceives and 
teaches us to use; they act differently and cannot be controlled by the 
same procedures; but for the man who believes in them, they are no 
less intelligible than weight or electricity is to the physicist today. 
Moreover, we shall see in the course of this work that the notion of 
natural forces is probably derived from the notion of religious forces, 
so there cannot be the same gulf between them that separates the 
rational from the irrational. Even the fact that religious forces are 
often conceived as spiritual entities, as conscious wills, is no proof of 
their irrationality. Reason does not reject a priori the idea that so-­
called inanimate bodies, like human bodies, may be moved by intelli­
gences, although contemporary science does not easily accommodate 
this hypothesis. When Leibniz imagined the external world as a vast 
society of minds having only mental relations, he thought he was 
working as a rationalist, and he saw nothing in this animism that 
might off end the understanding. 

Moreover, the idea of the supernatural, as we understand it, is of 
recent vintage: it presupposes its opposite, which it negates and 
which is not at all primitive. In order to call certain phenomena 
supernatural, one must already have the sense that there is a natural 
order of things, in other words, that the phenomena of the universe 
are connected to one another according to certain necessary relation­
ships called laws. Once this principle is established, anything that 
pertains to these laws necessarily appears to be beyond nature, and so 
beyond reason; for what is natural in this sense is also rational, those 
necessary relations expressing only the way that things are logically 
linked. But this notion of universal determinism is very recent; even 
the greatest thinkers of classical antiquity were never fully aware of 
it. This idea is a triumph of the empirical sciences; it is their basic 
postulate and has been demonstrated by their progress. Yet as long as 
this notion was absent or was not firmly established, the most mar­
vellous events never seemed inconceivable. As long as it was not 
known that the order of things was immutable and inflexible, as long 
as it was seen as the work of contingent wills, it seemed natural that 
these wills or others might modify things arbitrarily. This is why the 
miraculous interventions which the ancients attributed to their gods 
were not seen as miracles in the modern sense of the word. They 



The Elementary Forms of Religious Life 29 

were beautiful, rare, or terrible spectacles, objects of surprise and 
wonder (Greek 0a6µa'ta, mirabilia, miracula); they were not seen as 
glimpses into a mysterious world closed to reason. 

This mentality is all the more easily understood since it has not 
entirely disappeared. While the principle of determinism is now 
firmly established in the physical and natural sciences, it was intro­
duced into the social sciences only a century ago, and its authority in 
these fields is still contested. Only a few minds are deeply convinced 
that societies are subject to necessary laws and constitute a realm of 
nature. It follows that true miracles are still thought possible. We 
accept, for example, that a legislator can create an institution out of 
nothing by the simple exercise of his will, transforming one social 
system into another, just as believers in so many religions accept that 
divine will has drawn the world out of nothingness or can arbitrarily 
transmute some beings into others. As far as social matters are con­
cerned, we still have the mentality of primitives. And yet when it 
comes to sociology, so many contemporaries are reluctant to give up 
this old-fashioned idea, though not because the life of societies 
seems obscure and mysterious to them. Rather, they are so easily 
satisfied by these explanations that they cling to these illusions 
which are repeatedly belied by experience, because social matters 
seem to them the most obvious things in the world; they do not grasp 
their true obscurity, and they have not yet recognized the need to 
replicate the painstaking procedures of the natural sciences in order 
to dispel this darkness. The same state of mind is found at the root of 
many religious beliefs that surprise us by their simplistic nature. 
Science, not religion, has taught men that things are complex and 
difficult to understand. 

But, Jevons* replies,' the human mind has no need of a scientific 
culture as such to notice that fixed sequences and a constant order of 
succession prevail in the world, and to observe that, on the other 
hand, this order is often broken. The sun is suddenly eclipsed, rain 
does not fall when it should, the moon takes its time reappearing 
after its periodic disappearance, and so on. Because these events are 
outside the ordinary course of things, they are attributed to extra­
ordinary, exceptional-in a word, extra-natural-causes. It is in this 

' Frank Byron Jevons, An lnl'l'odw:tion to the History of R.eligion (London: Methuen, 
1902), 15. 
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form that the idea of the supernatural was born at the beginning of 
history, and from that moment religious thought acquired its own 
unique object. 

The supernatural is not, however, merely the unforeseen. The 
novel is as much a part of nature as its opposite. If we assert that 
phenomena usually succeed one another in a fixed order, we also 
notice that this order is always approximate, that it is not quite the 
same at different moments, and that it includes all sorts of excep­
tions. Our slightest experience teaches us that our expectations are 
often disappointed, and these disappointments are too frequent to 
seem extraordinary. Experience contains elements of chance as well 
as a certain uniformity, so we have no reason to attribute these elem­
ents to entirely different forces. To have the idea of the supernatural, 
it is not enough for us to witness unexpected events; rather, these 
events must be regarded as impossible-as irreconcilable with an 
order that seems, rightly or wrongly, to be a necessary part of the 
nature of things. This notion of a necessary order has been gradually 
constructed by the empirical sciences; it follows that the opposite 
notion could not have pre-dated them. 

Furthermore, no matter how men have conceived novelties and 
contingencies revealed by experience, there is nothing in these con­
ceptions that might characterize religion. Religious conceptions aim 
above all to express and explain not what is exceptional and 
abnormal but, on the contrary, what is constant and regular. Gener­
ally, the gods serve far less to account for monstrosities, oddities, and 
anomalies, than for the usual course of the universe, the movement 
of the stars, the rhythm of the seasons, the annual growth of vegeta­
tion, the perpetuation of the species, and so on. So the notion of 
the religious does not coincide with the extraordinary and the 
unexpected. Jevons replies that this conception of religious forces is 
not primitive. These forces must first have been imagined to account 
for disorders and accidents, and only later used to explain the uni­
formities of nature. But it is hard to see what could have prompted 
men to assign them such clearly opposite functions. Besides, the 
hypothesis that sacred beings were first confined to the negative role 
of disturbers is entirely arbitrary. We shall see, in fact, that beginning 
with the simplest religions we know, the basic task of sacred beings 
has been to sustain the normal course oflife in a positive way. 

Thus the idea of mystery is not original. It is not inherent in man; 
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man himself has forged this idea with his own hands, along with its 
contrary. That is why the idea of mystery figures in only a small 
number of advanced religions. It cannot he made the chief character­
istic of religious phenomena, then, without excluding from the defin­
ition most of the facts to he defined. 

II 

Another idea that has frequently been used to define religion is 
divinity. 'Religion', says Reville, 'is the determination of human life 
by the feeling of a bond uniting the human mind to the mysterious 
mind it recognizes as ruling the world and itself, and with which it 
takes pleasure in feeling united." If the word divinity is understood 
in a precise and narrow sense, this definition excludes a multitude of 
obviously religious facts. The souls of the dead and spirits of every 
kind and rank, with which the religious imagination of so many 
peoples has populated nature, are always the object of rites and 
sometimes even of regular cults; and yet they are not gods strictly 
speaking. To include them in this definition, however, all we have to 
do is replace the word 'god' with the more comprehensive term 
'spiritual being'. Tylor* has done this: 'In studying systematically 
the religions of lower races,' he says, 

the first point is to define and specify what one means by religion. If one 
insists that the term means belief in a supreme being ... a certain number 
of tribes will be excluded from the world of religion. But that too narrow 
definition has the flaw of identifying religion with certain of its particular 
developments . . . It seems better to set spiritual beings as a minimum 
definition.• 

Spiritual beings must be understood to mean conscious subjects with 
capacities superior to those of ordinary men; this qualification 
includes the souls of the dead, genies, and demons, as well as divin­
ities strictly speaking. It is worth noting straight away the particular 
conception of religion that this definition implies. The only relations 
we might have with beings of this kind are determined by the nature 
ascribed to them. These are conscious beings, and we can influence 
them only as one influences consciousnesses in general, that is, by 

' Albert Reville, Prolegrmt4nes a l'histoire du religions (Paris: Fischbachcr, 1881), 34. 
• Edward Burnett Tylor, Primitive Culture (London: John Murray, I 873), i. 491. 
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psychological means, by trying to convince them or move them, 
either with words (invocations, prayers) or with offerings and sacri­
fices. And since the purpose of religion is to regulate our relations 
with these special beings, religion would be present only where there 
are prayers, sacrifices, propitiatory rites, and so on. So we would use 
a very simple criterion to distinguish what is religious from what is 
not. Frazer systematically applies this criterion, as do certain 
ethnographers. 

But although this definition may seem obvious, given the habits of 
mind we owe to our religious education, there are a number of facts 
to which it does not apply that none the less belong to the realm of 
religion. 

In the first place, there are great religions in which the idea of 
gods and spirits is absent, or plays only a secondary and unobtrusive 
role. This is the case with Buddhism. Buddhism, says Burnouf, 
'stands in opposition to Brahmanism as a moral system without god 
and an atheism without Nature'.' 'It recognizes no god on whom 
man depends,' says Mr Barth, 'its doctrine is absolutely 
and Olden berg, on his side, calls it 'a religion without god'. 3 Indeed, 
the essentials of Buddhism can be summed up in four propositions 
which the faithful call the Four Noble Truths. The first states 
that the existence of suffering is bound to the perpetual flux of 
things; the second locates the cause of suffering in desire; the third 
makes the suppression of desire the only way to end suffering; the 
fourth enumerates the three stages one must pass through to achieve 
this suppression: rectitude, meditation, and finally wisdom, the full 
possession of the doctrine. After passing through these three stages, 
one comes to the end of the road and achieves deliverance, salvation 
through Nirvana. 

It is true that at least in certain divisions of the Buddhist Church, the 
Buddha is regarded as a kind of god. He has his temples and has 
become the object of a cult, albeit a very simple one that consists 

' Eugene Bumouf, Introduction tl l'lilitoire du /Jouddliisme indien (2nd edn., Paris: 
Maisonneuve, 1876), 464. The last word of the text means that Buddhism does not even 
accept the existence of an eternal Nature. 

• Auguste Barth, The Religions of India, trans. Revd J. Wood (London: Houghton 
Mifflin, I 882 ), II 0. 

3 Hermann Oldenberg, Le Bouddlia (French trans., Paris: Alcan, 1894), 51. 
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essentially of the offerings of certain flowers and the adoration of 
relics or sacred images. It is little more than a cult of memory. But 
this divinization of the Buddha, if that is the right expression, is 
peculiar to what is called northern Buddhism. 'The Buddhists of the 
South', says Kern, 'and the least advanced among the Buddhists of 
the North can be said, according to currently known facts, to speak 
of the founder of their doctrine as if he were a man. ' 1 They certainly 
attribute extraordinary powers to the Buddha, superior to those of 
ordinary mortals; but it was a very ancient belief in India, and very 
common in many different religions, that a great saint is endowed 
with exceptional virtues. Yet despite the superhuman faculties often 
attributed to him, a saint is not a god, any more than a priest or a 
magician is a god. Besides, according to the greatest scholarly 
authorities, this kind of theism and the complex mythology that 
usually goes with it is merely a derivative and deviant form of 
Buddhism. Buddha was, in the first instance, considered only 'the 
wisest ofmen'.2 

[ ••• ] 

Finally, whatever one thinks of the divinity of Buddha, it remains 
a conception completely external to what is really basic in Bud­
dhism. Buddhism consists above all of the notion of salvation, and 
salvation merely requires one to know and practise the good doc­
trine. That doctrine could not be known, of course, if Buddha 
had not come to reveal it; but once that revelation was made, the 
Buddha's work was done. From this moment on, he ceased to be a 
necessary factor in religious life. The practice of the Four Noble 
Truths would be possible, then, even if the memory of the man who 
revealed them should fade. It is quite different from Christianity, 
which is inconceivable without the ever-present idea and the 
ever-practised cult of Christ. For it is through the ever-living and 
continually sacrificed Christ that the community of the faithful 
continues to communicate with the supreme source of its spiritual 
life. 

What we have just said applies equally to another great Indian 
religion, Jainism. Moreover, the two doctrines seem to have nearly 
the same conception of the world and of life. 'Like the Buddhists,' 
says Barth, 'the Jainists are atheists. They reject the idea of a creator; 

' Hendrick Kern, Hisroire du boruldhisme dons l'Inde, vol i (Paris: Ernest Leroux, 
HJOI ), 289. 

• Burnouf, Imrodr«rion, 120. 
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for them the world is eternal and they explicitly deny that a perfect 
being could exist from all eternity. The Jina has become perfect, but 
he was not always so.' Like the Buddhists of the north, the Jainists, 
or at least some of them, have none the less reverted to a kind of 
deism. The Deccan inscriptions mention a Jinapati, a kind of 
supreme Jina, who is called the first creator; but such language, says 
the same author, 'conflicts with the most explicit declarations of 
their most authoritative writers'.' 

Moreover, this indifference to the divine is so pronounced in 
Buddhism and Jainism because its seeds were already present in 
Brahmanism, from which both religions derive. At least in some of its 
forms, Brahmanic speculation issued in 'a frankly materialist and 
atheist explanation of the universe'. s Over time, the multiple divin­
ities that the peoples of India had first learned to worship merged into 
a sort of impersonal and abstract principle, the essence of all that 
exists. Man contains within himself this supreme reality, which no 
longer has divine personality, or rather he is one with it since nothing 
exists outside it. To find and unite with this reality, he need not search 
outside himself for some external support; it is enough to focus on the 
self and meditate.*[ ... ] These are great religions in which invoca­
tions, propitiations, sacrifices, and prayers, strictly speaking, are far 
from central and so do not present the distinctive mark by which we 
claim to recognize specifically religious expressions. 

Even in deistic religions we find a great number of rites that are 
entirely independent of any idea of gods or spiritual beings. First of 
all, there are a multitude of prohibitions. The Bible, for example, 
commands women to live in isolation for a specified period each 
month, 3 and requires the same sort of isolation during 
It forbids yoking together the ox and the ass, or wearing clothing in 
which wool is mixed with linen, 5 though it is impossible to see what 
role the belief in Yahweh can have played in these prohibitions. He is 
absent from all the prohibited relations, and could have no interest in 
them. The same can be said of most dietary restrictions. Such 

' Barth, Religions of India, 146. 
• A. Barth, 'Religions de l'lnde', in Encyclopidie des sciences religiefues (Paris: Sandor 

& Fischbacher, vi. 548. 
3 Leviticus 15: I9-24· 
4 Leviticus r2. 
s Deuteronomy 22: ro-n. 
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restrictions are not peculiar to the Hebrews but are found in various 
forms in many religions. 

It is true that these rites are purely negative, but they are none the 
less religious. In addition, there are other rites that require the 
believer to perform positive acts of a similar nature. They act on 
their own, and their efficacy does not depend on divine power; they 
mechanically promote the effects which are their justification. They 
involve neither prayers nor offerings addressed to a being on whose 
goodwill the expected result depends; rather this result is achieved 
by the automatic operation of the ritual. [ ... ] 

In every cult there are practices that act by themselves, through a 
virtue of their own, without any god mediating between the indi­
vidual who executes the rite and the goal pursued. When the Jew 
stirred the air at the feast of Tabernacles by shaking willow branches 
in a certain rhythm, it was to make the wind rise and rain fall. He 
believed that the rite produced the desired result automatically, pro­
vided it was correctly performed. Furthermore, this explains the 
primary importance attached by nearly every cult to the material 
aspect of ceremonies. This religious formalism-probably the first 
form of legal formalism-derives from the fact that, containing the 
source of their own efficacy, the formula to be pronounced and the 
movements to be executed would fail if they did not follow precisely 
those already hallowed by success. 

Thus there are rites without gods, and there are even rites from 
which gods derive. Not all religious qualities emanate from divine 
personalities, and there are cultic practices that have other goals than 
man's union with a divinity. Religion therefore transcends the idea of 
gods or spirits, and so cannot be defined exclusively as a function of 
that idea. 

III 

Setting these definitions aside, let us address the problem directly. 
First, let us note that all these formulas attempt to express the 

nature of religion as a whole. They proceed as if religion formed a 
kind of seamless entity, although in reality it is a whole formed of 
parts, a more or less complex system of myths, dogmas, rites, and 
ceremonies. Now, a whole can be defined only in relation to the parts 
that comprise it, so it is more methodical to try and characterize the 
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elementary phenomena that generate any religion than to character­
ize the system they produce. This method seems even more compel­
ling in light of the fact that religious phenomena exist that do not 
result in any specific religion. These provide the material of folklore. 
In general they are the debris of vanished religions, disorganized 
remnants; but some are formed spontaneously under the influence of 
local causes. In Europe, Christianity tried to absorb and assimilate 
them, giving them a Christian coloration. None the less, there are 
many that have persisted until recently, or that still persist more or 
less independently: maypole festivals, the summer solstice, carnival, 
various beliefs relating to genies and local demons, and so on. A 
definition that fails to take them into account would not cover 
everything religious. 

Religious phenomena fall quite naturally into two basic categories: 
beliefs and rites. The first are states of opinion and consist of repre­
sentations; the second are fixed modes of actions. These two classes 
of phenomena differ as much as thought differs from action. 

Rites can be defined and distinguished from other human prac­
tices, notably moral practices, only by the special nature of their 
object. A moral law, like a rite, prescribes ways of acting, but these 
address objects of a different kind. Therefore, to characterize the rite 
itself, the object of the rite must first be characterized. Now, the 
special nature of this object is expressed in belie£ The rite can be 
defined, then, only after defining the belief. 

All known religious beliefs, whether simple or complex, present a 
common quality: they presuppose a classification of things-the real 
or ideal things that men represent for themselves-into two classes, 
two opposite kinds, generally designated by two distinct terms effect­
ively translated by the words profane and sacred. The division of the 
world into two comprehensive domains, one sacred, the other pro­
fane, is the hallmark of religious thought. Beliefs, myths, gnomic 
spirits, and legends are either representations or systems of repre­
sentation that express the nature of sacred things, the virtues and 
powers attributed to them, their history, their relations with each 
other and with profane things. But sacred things should not be taken 
to mean simply those personal beings we call gods or spirits. A rock, 
a tree, a spring, a stone, a piece of wood, a house, in other words 
anything at all, can be sacred. A rite can have this sacred character as 
well; in fact, no rite exists that does not have it to some degree. There 
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are words, speeches, and formulas that can be spoken only by con­
secrated persons; there are gestures and movements that cannot be 
executed by everyone. If, according to mythology, Vedic sacrifice was 
not just a way of winning favour with the gods but actually created 
them, that is because it possessed a virtue comparable to those of the 
most sacred beings. The circle of sacred objects, then, cannot be 
fixed once and for all; its scope varies endlessly from one religion to 
another. Buddhism is a religion because, in the absence of gods, it 
accepts the existence of sacred things, namely the Four Noble 
Truths and the practices that derive from them.' 

Up to this point we have confined ourselves to listing a certain 
number of sacred things as examples. Now we must indicate the 
general features that distinguish them from profane things. 

One might be tempted to define them first by the place they are 
generally assigned in the hierarchy of beings. They are regarded as 
superior in dignity and power to profane things, and particularly to 
man when he is merely a man and does not himself participate in the 
sacred. He is represented, in fact, as occupying a lower and depend­
ent place in relation to sacred things; and this representation is cer­
tainly not inaccurate. But nothing about it is truly characteristic of 
the sacred. It is not enough to make one thing subordinate to make 
the other sacred in relation to it. Slaves depend on their masters, 
subjects on their king, soldiers on their chiefs, the lower classes on 
the governing classes, the miser on his gold, the ambitious on power 
and those who have it. Now, if we sometimes say that a person's 
religion consists of beings or things which he considers eminently 
valuable and in some way superior to himself, it is clear that in all 
such cases the word is meant metaphorically, and that there is noth­
ing in these relations that is properly religious in the strict sense of 
the term.a 

On the other hand, we must not lose sight of the fact that there are 
things that man feels relatively comfortable with, though they are 
supremely sacred. An amulet has a sacred character, and yet it does 
not inspire exceptional respect. Even face to face with his gods, man 
is not always in such a markedly inferior state; he often uses what 

' Not to speak of the sage and the saint who practise these truths and are for this 
reason sacred. 

• This is not to say that these relations cannot take on a religious character, but they 
do not necessarily do so. 
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amounts to physical force on them to achieve his desire. He beats the 
fetish when he is displeased, only to be reconciled with it if it 
becomes more compliant to the wishes of its worshipper. To make 
rain, stones are thrown into the spring or in the sacred lake where the 
rain god is supposed to live; it is believed that this will force him to 
come out and show himself. Moreover, while it is true that man 
depends on his gods, the dependence is mutual. The gods also need 
man; without offerings and sacrifices, they would die. We shall have 
occasion to show that this dependence of the gods on their faithful is 
maintained even in the most refined religions. 

However, if a purely hierarchical distinction is both too general 
and too vague a criterion, the only way to define the relation between 
the sacred and the profane is their heterogeneity. This heterogeneity 
suffices to characterize this classification of things and to distinguish 
it from any other for one particular reason: it is absolute. There is no 
other example in the history of human thought of two categories of 
things so profoundly differentiated or so radically opposed to one 
another. The traditional opposition between good and evil is nothing 
by comparison; good and evil are opposite species of the same genus, 
namely morality, just as health and sickness are merely two different 
aspects of the same order of facts-life. By contrast, the sacred and 
the profane have always and everywhere been conceived by the 
human mind as separate genera, as two worlds that have nothing in 
common. The energies at play in one are not merely different in 
their degree of intensity; they are different in kind. This opposition 
is conceived differently in different religions. In some, localizing 
these two kinds of things in distinct regions of the physical universe 
seems sufficient to separate them; in others, sacred things are cast 
into an ideal and transcendent setting, while the material world is left 
entirely to others. But while the forms of the contrast vary, the fact is 
universal. 

This does not mean that a being can never pass from one world 
to the other; but when it happens, the way this passage occurs 
highlights the essential duality of the two realms. It implies a true 
metamorphosis. This is demonstrated particularly well in rites of 
initiation, which are practised by a great many peoples. The initi­
ation is a long series of ceremonies whose purpose is to introduce the 
young man to religious life: for the first time he leaves the purely 
profane world, where he spent his childhood, to enter the circle of 
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sacred things. Now, this change of status is conceived, not as the 
simple and normal development of pre-existing seeds, but as a trans­
formation totius substantiae.* It is said that at this moment the young 
man dies, that the particular person he was ceases to exist and is 
instantaneously replaced by another. He is reborn in a new form. 
Appropriate ceremonies are performed to bring about this death and 
rebirth, which are not merely symbolic but are taken literally. This 
seems to be proof of a rupture between the profane being he was and 
the religious being he becomes. 

This heterogeneity is so great it often degenerates into a serious 
antagonism. The two worlds are not only conceived as separate, but 
as hostile and jealous rivals. Since a man can belong fully to one 
realm only if he is entirely out of the other, he is exhorted to with­
draw completely from the profane to live an exclusively religious life. 
Monasticism artificially organizes a closed setting, parallel to and 
apart from the natural setting in which most men live the life of their 
times. And there is mystic asceticism, whose purpose is to sever 
man's last remaining attachments to the profane world. Indeed, 
there is religious suicide, the logical culmination of this asceticism, 
since the only way of escaping profane life entirely is to escape life 
altogether. 

The opposition of these two genera is translated externally by a 
visible sign that allows ready recognition of this very special classifi­
cation wherever it exists. Because man's notion of the sacred is 
always and everywhere separated from his notion of the profane by a 
sort of logical gulf between the two, the mind radically rejects any 
mingling or even contact between the things that correspond to these 
realms. Such promiscuous mingling or even contact dangerously 
contradicts the state of dissociation in which these ideas are found in 
human consciousness. The sacred thing is, par excellence, that which 
the profane must not and cannot touch with impunity. This prohib­
ition surely makes all communication impossible between the two 
worlds; for if the profane could enter into relations with the sacred, 
the sacred would serve no purpose. Now, this contact is always in 
itself a delicate operation that requires precautions and a more or 
less complicated initiation; but it is not even possible unless the 
profane loses its specific features and becomes sacred to some extent. 
The two genera cannot be brought together and still maintain their 
separate natures. 
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Now we have a first criterion of religious beliefs. Within these two 
fundamental genera, of course, there are secondary species that are 
also more or less incompatible with each other. But what is character­
istic of the religious phenomenon is that it always assumes a binary 
division of the known and knowable universe into two genera that 
include all that exists but radically exclude each other. Sacred things 
are those things protected and isolated by prohibitions; profane 
things are those things to which such prohibitions apply and which 
must keep their distance from what is sacred. Religious beliefs are 
representations that express the nature of sacred things and the 
relations they sustain among themselves or with profane things. 
Finally, rites are rules of conduct that prescribe how man must 
conduct himself with sacred things. 

When a certain number of sacred things sustain relations of 
coordination and subordination between them, forming a system 
that has a certain unity but does not enter into any other system of 
the same kind, this set of beliefs and corresponding rites constitutes 
a religion. By this definition, a religion is not necessarily contained in 
a single and consistent idea, and cannot be reduced to a unique 
principle that may vary according to circumstances but is basically 
identical everywhere; rather it is a whole formed from distinct and 
relatively individualized parts. Every homogeneous group of sacred 
things, or indeed every sacred thing of any importance, constitutes a 
centre of organization around which a group of beliefs and rites, a 
particular cult, gravitates. And no religion, however unified, fails to 
recognize the plurality of sacred things. Even Christianity, at least in 
its Catholic form, includes, in addition to the divine being-who is 
three in one, besides-the Virgin, angels, saints, souls of the dead, 
and so on. And a religion cannot usually be reduced to a single cult 
but consists of a system of cults that have a certain autonomy. Some­
times they are ranked hierarchically and subordinated to some dom­
inant cult into which they are eventually absorbed; but sometimes 
they simply exist side by side in a kind of confederation. The 
religion we are about to study will provide a good example of this 
sort of organization. 

At the same time, groups of religious phenomena may exist that 
do not belong to any constituted religion because they are not or are 
no longer integrated into a religious system. When such a cult per­
sists for any particular reason, while the whole to which it belonged 
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has vanished, it will survive only in fragments. This is what has 
happened to many agrarian cults that have survived in folklore. In 
some cases what persists in this form is not even a cult but a simple 
ceremony or a particular rite. 

Although this definition is only preliminary, it already suggests a 
way to pose the problem that necessarily dominates the science of 
religions.* If one believes that sacred beings are distinguished merely 
by the greater intensity of their powers, the question of how men 
could entertain this idea is a rather simple one: merely identify those 
forces whose exceptional energy could strike the human mind viv­
idly enough to inspire religious feelings. But if, as we have tried to 
establish, sacred things differ in nature from profane things, if they 
have a different essence, the problem is quite complex. We must ask 
ourselves, then, what compelled man to see the world as two hetero­
geneous and incompatible worlds, though nothing in palpable 
experience seems to have suggested the idea of such a radical duality. 

IV 

This definition, however, is not yet complete since it applies equally 
to two orders of things which, though related, must none the less be 
distinguished: magic and religion. 

Magic also consists of beliefs and rites. Like religion, it has its 
myths and its dogmas, but they are more rudimentary, probably 
because in pursuing technical and utilitarian aims, magic does not 
waste time in pure speculation. Magic also has its ceremonies, sacri­
fices, purification rituals, prayers, chants, and dances. The beings 
invoked by the magician, the forces he puts into play, are not only 
similar in nature to the forces and beings addressed by religion but 
often identical. Beginning with the most primitive societies, the souls 
of the dead are essentially sacred things and the objects of religious 
rites. But at the same time they have played a considerable role in 
magic. In Australia as well as in Melanesia, in ancient Greece as well 
as among Christian peoples, the souls of the dead, their bones and 
their hair, are among the magician's most useful tools. Demons are 
also commonly used in the performance of magic. Now, demons, too, 
are beings surrounded by prohibitions; they too are separated, living 
in a world apart, and it is often difficult to distinguish them from 
gods proper. Even in Christianity, isn't the devil a fallen god? And 
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apart from his origins, does he not have a religious character by virtue 
of the fact that hell, which he rules, is an indispensable mechanism 
of the Christian religion? The magician even invokes regular and 
official divinities. Sometimes these are the gods of a foreign people; 
for example, the Greek magicians called for the intervention of 
Egyptian, Assyrian, or Jewish gods. Sometimes they are even the 
national gods: Hecate and Diana were the objects of a magic cult; the 
Virgin, Christ, and the saints have been used in the same way by 
Christian magicians. 1 

Must we say, then, that magic cannot be clearly distinguished 
from religion? That magic is full of religion, just as religion is full of 
magic, and therefore it is impossible to separate them and define 
them individually? What makes this thesis hard to sustain is the 
marked repugnance of religion for magic and, similarly, the hostility 
of magic toward religion. Magic takes a kind of professional pleasure 
in profaning holy things;s its rites are the mirror image of religious 
ceremonies. 3 On its side, though religion has not always condemned 
and prohibited magical rites, it generally views them with disfavour. 
As Hubert and Mauss point out, there is something basically anti­
religious in the operations of the magician.4 So whatever the relations 
between these two institutions, it is difficult for them not somehow 
to be opposed. And in order to limit our research to religion and stop 
at the point where magic begins, it is all the more urgent to discover 
what makes them distinct. 

Here is how a demarcation line can be drawn between these two 
realms. 

Religious beliefs proper are always held by a defined collectivity 
that professes them and practises the rites that go with them. These 
beliefs are not only embraced by all the members of this collectivity 
as individuals, they belong to the group and unite it. The individuals 
who make up this group feel bound to one another by their common 
beliefs. A society whose members are united because they share 
a common conception of the sacred world and its relation to the 

' See Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss, 'Esquisse d'une theorie g&iCrale de la 
magic', L 'Annie sociologique, 7 (1904), 83-4. 

• For example, the Host is profaned in the BJack Mass. 
3 One turns one's back to the altar, or one circles around the altar beginning on the 

left instead of on the right. 
+ Hubert and Mauss, 'Esquisse', 19. 
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profane world, and who translate this common conception into iden­
tical practices, is what we call a church.* Now historically, we find no 
religion without a church. Sometimes the church is narrowly 
national, sometimes it reaches beyond borders; sometimes it 
embraces an entire people (Rome, Athens, the Hebrews), sometimes 
it embraces only a fraction of a population (Christian societies since 
the advent of Protestantism); sometimes it is directed by a body of 
priests, sometimes it is almost entirely lacking any official governing 
body. But wherever we observe religious life, its foundation is a 
defined group. Even so-called private cults, like domestic or guild 
cults, satisfy this condition, for they are always celebrated by a col­
lectivity: the family or the guild. And furthermore, as these religions 
are usually special forms of a more general religion that embraces the 
totality of life, these restricted churches are in reality merely coteries 
within a greater church which is, because of this very scope, all the 
more deserving of the name.' 

When it comes to magic, the situation is quite different. It is 
probably true that magical beliefs are always in vogue. They are 
often widespread among large sectors of the population, and there 
are even people who believe in magic as much as they do in religion 
proper. But magic does not bind its followers to one another and 
unite them in a single group living the same life. A church of magic 
does not exist. Between the magician and his followers, and between 
these individuals themselves, there are no lasting bonds that make 
them members of a moral body like the one formed by worshippers 
of the same god. The magician has a clientele, not a church, and his 
clients may well be entirely unrelated and even unaware of each 
other; even their relations with him are generally accidental and 
transitory, like those of a patient with his doctor. The official and 
public character with which he is sometimes invested makes no dif­
ference. The fact that he functions in daylight does not bind him in a 
more regular and lasting way to those who use his services. 

It is true that magicians sometimes form societies; they may 
gather more or less periodically to celebrate certain rites together: 
we know the centrality of witches' sabbaths in European folklore. 
But first, these associations are clearly not indispensable to the 

' The name 'church' is ordinarily applied only to a group whose common beliefs 
refer to a sphere of less specialized things. 
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functioning of magic; indeed, they are rare and rather exceptional. 
The magician has no need to meet with his colleagues to practise his 
art. Indeed, he is usually a recluse, and far from seeking society, he 
usually avoids it. 'Even in regard to his colleagues, he always keeps to 
himself." Religion, by contrast, is inseparable from the idea of 
church. In this fundamental respect there is already a crucial differ­
ence between magic and religion. Moreover-and this is central­
such magic societies never include the believers in magic but only 
the magicians; the laity, so to speak, those for whose benefit the rites 
are celebrated and who clearly represent the faithful of regular cults, 
are excluded. Now, the magician is to magic what the priest is to 
religion, and a college of priests is not a church, any more than a 
religious congregation that practises the private cult of a saint in the 
shadow of the cloister. A church is not simply a priestly brother­
hood; it is the moral community formed by all believers in the same 
faith, worshippers as well as priests. There is no community of this 
sort when it comes to magic."* 

But if we include the notion of the church in the definition of 
religion, doesn't this automatically exclude individual religions 
established by the individual and celebrated for himself alone? Now, 
there is scarcely any society that does not have such cults. Every 
Ojibway, as we shall see below, has his personal manitou whom he has 
chosen for himself and for whom he performs particular religious 
duties; the Melanesian from the Banks islands has his tamaniu; the 
Roman has his genius; the Christian has his patron saint and his 
guardian angel, and so on. All these cults seem, by definition, 
independent of any idea of the group. And not only are these indi­
vidual religions very common historically, some people today won­
der if they are not likely to become the dominant form of religious 
life, and if some day the last remaining cult will be the one that each 
person freely practises for himself within his own conscience. 3 

' Hubert and Mauss, 'Esquisse', r8. 
• William Robemon Smith had already shown that magic is opposed to religion, just 

as the individual is opposed to the social (Lectares on the Religion of the Semites (2nd 
edn., London: A. & C. Black, r894), 264-5). Moreover, in making this distinction 
between magic and religion, we do not mean to imply that they are entirely discontinu­
ous. The borders between the two are often blurred. 

3 This is Spencer's conclusion in his Eulesiastic"l lmtitutions (part IV, ch. 16 of The 
Principles of Soriology (New York: D. Appleton, 1886)), and that of Auguste Sabatier in 
his Esquisse d'une philosophie de I" religion d'"pres /" psychologie et l'histoire (Paris: Fisch­
bacher, 1897) and of the entire school to which he belongs. 
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But let us leave aside these speculations on the future for the 
moment and confine ourselves to religions as they are in the present 
and as they have been in the past. Evidence suggests that these 
individual cults constitute, not distinct and autonomous religious 
systems, but simply aspects of the religion common to the church to 
which the individuals belong. The Christian's patron saint is chosen 
from an official list of saints recognized by the Catholic Church, and 
there are canonical rules that prescribe how each worshipper must 
conduct this private cult. Similarly, the idea that every man necessar­
ily has a protective 'genius' is, in different forms, the basis of a great 
number of American religions, as well as of the Roman religion (to 
cite only two examples). As we shall see below, this idea is closely 
allied to the idea of the soul, and this idea is not one of those things 
that can be left entirely to individual whim. In sum, it is the church 
that teaches the individual the identity of his personal gods, what 
their role is, how he must enter into relationship with them, and how 
he must honour them. When we systematically analyse the doctrines 
of such a church, we inevitably come across doctrines concerned 
with these specialized cults. These are not two different types of 
religion heading in opposite directions, but rather the same ideas 
and the same principles applied, in one instance, to circumstances 
that concern the collectivity as a whole, and in the other, to the life of 
the individual. They are so closely allied that among certain peoples, 
the ceremonies in which the worshipper enters for the first time into 
communication with his protective spirit are combined with rites of 
an undeniably public character, that is, with initiation rites.' 

There still remain contemporary aspirations towards a religion 
that would consist entirely of internal and subjective states and 
would be freely constructed by each of us. But as real as they are, 
these aspirations cannot affect our definition; this definition can be 
applied only to established and accomplished facts, not to vague 
potentials. Religions can be defined as they are now or as they have 

' This statement of fact does not settle the question of whether external and public 
religion is merely the development of an internal, personal religion that would be the 
primitive phenomenon, or whether, on the contrary, private religion would be the exten­
non of public religion within individual consciousness. The problem will be addressed 
directly below {Book II, Ch. 5, s. 11. Cf. same book, Chs. 6 and 7, s. 1). For now we simply 
note that the individual cult presents itself to the observer as an element and subordin­
ate aspect of the collective cult. 



The Elementary Forms of Religious Life 

been, not as they are rather vaguely tending to become. It is possible 
that this religious individualism may one day become fact; but to 
judge to what extent this is likely, we must first know what religion 
is, what elements it is made of, what caused it, and what function it 
performs-all questions that cannot be settled before we have taken 
up our research. Only at the end of this study shall we be able to 
anticipate the future. 

We have arrived, then, at the following definition: a religion is a 
unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to 
say, things set apart and su"ounded by prohibitions-beliefs and prac­
tices that unite its adherents in a single moral community called a church. 
The second element that takes its place in our definition is therefore 
no less essential than the first: demonstrating that the idea of religion 
is inseparable from the idea of a church suggests that religion must 
be something eminently collective.' 

' In this way our present definition dovetails with the definition proposed earlier in 
L 'A,,,,Je sociologique. In that work religious beliefs were exclusively defined by their 
obligatory character; but this obligation clearly comes, as we demonstrated, from the 
fact that these beliefs belong to a group that imposes them on its members. The two 

definitions, then, partially overlap. We thought a new one should be proposed because 
the first was too furmal and neglected the content of religious representations. In the 
discussions that follow, we shall see the importance of promptly revealing what is 
characteristic in this content. Furthermore, if this imperative character is a distinctive 
feature of religious beliefs, it lies on an infinite spectrum, and in some cases it is not 
easily perceived. So we spare ourselves many difficulties and confusions by replacing 
this criterion with the one we use here. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE LEADING CONCEPTIONS OF 
ELEMENTARY RELIGION 

I. ANIMISM 

SUPPLIED with this definition, we can begin our search for the 
elementary religion we intend to find. 

Even the crudest religions made familiar to us by history and 
ethnography have a complexity that belies the common notion of the 
primitive mentality. They display not only an elaborate system of 
beliefs and rites but such a variety of different principles and a 
wealth of basic ideas that they seem to be the recent products of a 
rather long development. So scholars have concluded that to dis­
cover the truly original form of religious life, they needed to pene­
trate beneath these observable religions, analyse the basic elements 
they share, and see whether there is one from which the others 
derive. 

Put this way, the problem has suggested two contrary solutions. 
No religious system exists in any form, past or present, that 

does not involve two religions bound together and interpenetrating 
but none the less quite distinct. One addresses natural things, 
whether great cosmic forces like winds, rivers, stars, the sky, and 
so on, or objects of all sorts that populate the earth's surface­
plants, animals, rocks, etc. For this reason it is called naturism. The 
other addresses spiritual beings-spirits, souls, genies, demons, 
divinities proper. These are animated and conscious agents, like 
man, yet distinguished from him by their supposed powers, and in 
particular by their strange unavailability to sensory perception. 
This religion of spirits is called animism. Now, two incompatible 
theories have been offered to explain the virtually universal 
coexistence of these two cults. The first holds that animism is the 
primitive religion and naturism merely a secondary and derivative 
form. The other theory regards the cult of nature as the starting 
point of religious evolution, and the cult of the spirits only a 
special case. 

Until now, these two theories have been the only attempts to 
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explain rationally' the origins of religious thought. And the central 
problem posed by the science of religions most often comes down to 
choosing between these two solutions, or deciding whether it might 
not be better to combine them, and, if so, what place to grant the 
two elements. Once we have understood the inadequacy of these 
traditional ideas, it will be clear that a new approach must be found. 

I 

It was Tylor who developed the essential features of animist theory.a 
Spencer then took it up, though not without several modifications. 3 

Generally speaking, however, they pose questions in the same terms, 
and their solutions, save one, are identical. We can therefore combine 
these two doctrines in the following account, taking care to make it 
clear where they diverge. 

Three conditions must be met for animistic beliefs and practices 
to be seen as the primitive form of religious life: ( 1) since according 
to this hypothesis the idea of the soul is the cardinal notion of 
religion, one must demonstrate how it was formed without borrow­
ing any elements from an earlier religion; (2) it must be shown how 
souls became the object of a cult and were transformed into spirits; 
(3) finally, since the cult of spirits is not all there is to any religion, 
how the cult of nature was derived from that cult must be explained. 

According to the animists, the idea of the soul must have been 
suggested to man by the poorly understood spectacle of the double 
life he normally leads in the waking state and during sleep. It is 
claimed that for the savage,• the mental representations he has, 

' We are leaving aside here theories that wholly or in part involve the intervention of 
data beyond the scope of experience. We find such a theory, for instance, in Andrew 
Lang's book The Making of Religion and, with some specific variations, in a series of 
articles on 'L'Origine de l'idee de Dieu' (A.nthropos, 1908, 1909). Lang does not com­
pletely reject animism or naturism, but in the last analysis, he embraces a sense, a 
direct intuition of the divine. Furthermore, while we do not think it necessary to review 
and discuss this conception in the present chapter, we do not mean to ignore it entirely; 
we shall take it up later, when we ourselves must explain the facts on which it depends 
(Book II, Ch. 9, s. IV). 

• Tylor, Primitive C,,/ture, chs. n-18. 
3 See Spencer, Tiie Principles of Sociology, parts I, VI. 
4 This is the word Tylor uses. Unfortunately, it seems to imply that men, in the 

proper sense of the term, existed before there was civilization. However, there is no 
appropriate term: the word 'primitive', which we prefer to use for lack of anything 
better, is, as we have said, far from satisfactory. 
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whether awake or asleep, are equally significant. He objectifies both, 
dream images and waking images alike, seeing them as images of the 
external objects they more or less accurately reproduce. So when he 
dreams he has visited a distant land, he believes he really has been 
there. But he can have been there only if he has two beings within 
him: one, his body which he left lying on the ground and finds in the 
same position when he wakes; and another, which has travelled 
through space. Similarly, if during sleep he sees himself talking to a 
friend he knows is far away, he concludes that this man, too, is 
composed of two beings: the one sleeping somewhere else, and the 
other who has made an appearance in the dream. From these 
repeated experiences the idea gradually develops that in each of us 
there is a double, another self, which under certain conditions has 
the power to leave the body it lives in and to go wandering. 

Naturally, this double reproduces all the essential features of the 
tangible being that serves as its external envelope; at the same time it 
is distinct in several ways. It is more mobile, since it can cover vast 
distances in an instant. It is more malleable, more plastic, for to leave 
the body it must pass through the body's openings, in particular the 
nose and mouth. So it is imagined as made of matter in some way, 
but a finer, more ethereal matter than any that we know empirically. 
This double is the soul. And it is certainly true that in many societies 
the soul has been conceived as an image of the body. The soul is even 
thought to replicate the body's accidental deformities caused, for 
instance, by wounds or mutilations. Certain Australians cut off the 
enemy's right thumb after killing him so that his soul, deprived of its 
thumb, cannot throw the javelin and take revenge. But at the same 
time, though it resembles the body, the soul already has something 
semi-spiritual about it. 

Moreover, other facts of experience that led to the same line of 
thought were naturally clustered around the basic fact of the dream: 
fainting fits, apoplexy, catalepsy, ecstasy-all cases involving a tem­
porary loss of consciousness. They are explained very well by the 
hypothesis that the principle of life and sensation can momentarily 
leave the body. Moreover, it was natural that this principle should 
overlap with the double, since each day the absence of the double 
during sleep suspends life and thought. Thus various observations 
seemed mutually to test and confirm the idea of the inherent duality 
of man. 
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But the soul is not a spirit. It is attached to a body which it leaves 
only at rare moments; and as long as it is nothing more, it is not the 
object of a cult. By contrast, although the spirit generally resides in a 
particular thing, it can distance itself at will, and man can enter into 
relations with it only by taking ritual precautions. The soul could 
become a spirit, then, only by transforming itself: this meta­
morphosis was brought about in the most natural way by the simple 
application of these ideas to the fact of death. To a rudimentary 
mind, death is not very distinct from a long fainting spell or a pro­
longed sleep; it shares all the same features. So it seems that death, 
too, consists of a separation of body and soul analogous to the separ­
ation produced each night. Since in this case, however, the body does 
not revive, man invents the idea of a separation that is not confined 
to a specific period. Similarly, once the body is destroyed-and 
funeral rites function in part to hasten this destruction-the separ­
ation is necessarily considered final. Now we have spirits detached 
from any body and free to travel through space. With their number 
growing over time, a population of souls is thus formed around the 
living. These souls of men have the needs and passions of men, and 
so they seek to meddle in the lives of their former companions, 
whether to help or to harm, depending on the feelings they still 
have. Now, their nature makes them, depending on the case, either 
valued allies or dreaded adversaries. Thanks to their extreme fluidity, 
they can penetrate bodies and cause all kinds of disorders or, on the 
contrary, restore waning vitality. So people get into the habit of 
holding them responsible for all the events of life that seem 
unusual-there is scarcely anything for which they cannot be held 
accountable. They constitute an arsenal of available causes, never 
leaving the mind in a quandary when it searches for explanations. 
Does a man seem inspired, does he speak eloquently, does he seem 
elevated above himself and the average level of mankind? A benevo­
lent soul is in him, animating him. Is another man struck down by an 
attack, gripped by madness? An evil spirit has slipped into his body, 
troubling him. 

Here is the soul transformed. From a simple vital principle ani­
mating a human body it has become a spirit, a genie, good or bad, 
even a divinity, depending on the importance of the effects ascribed 
to it. But since death is thought to work this apotheosis, it is finally to 
the dead, to the souls of ancestors, that humanity's first cult may 
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have been addressed. Thus the first rites were funeral rites, the first 
sacrifices food offerings meant to satisfy the needs of the departed; 
and the first altars were graves. 

But because these spirits were of human origin, they were inter­
ested only in the life of men, and were thought to act only on human 
events. One still needed to explain how other spirits were imagined 
in order to account for other phenomena of the universe, and how 
a cult of nature arose alongside the ancestor cult. 

For Tylor, this extension of animism was due to the particular 
mentality of the primitive who, like the child, does not know how to 
tell the animate from the inanimate. Because the first beings the 
child conceptualizes are humans-himself and his family-he tends 
to represent all things on the model of human nature. He sees living 
beings like himself in the toys he plays with and in objects of all sorts 
that affect his senses. Now, the primitive thinks like a child. So he, 
too, is inclined to endow things, even inanimate things, with a nature 
like his own. For the reasons discussed, he has arrived at the idea 
that man is a body animated by a spirit, so he must of necessity lend 
inorganic objects a similar duality and souls analogous to his own. 
The spheres of influence of the animate and the inanimate, however, 
could not be the same. The souls of men have a direct influence only 
on the world of men: they have a sort of predilection for the human 
body once death has set them free. By contrast, the souls of things 
reside mostly in things and are regarded as the cause of all that 
happens to them. The souls of men are responsible for health or 
illness, skill or clumsiness, and so forth; the souls of things are used 
to explain phenomena of the physical world: the course of rivers or 
the stars, the growth of plants, the reproduction of animals, and so 
on. This is how man's first philosophy, on which the ancestor cult 
was based, was completed by a philosophy of the world. 

And man found himself in an even more obvious state of depend­
ency with regard to those cosmic spirits than he did in relation to the 
wandering souls of his ancestors. With the ancestors he could have 
only a mental and imaginary interchange, while in the real world he 
depended on things. He needed their cooperation to live, and so he 
believed that he also needed the spirits thought to animate things 
and to influence their various manifestations. He implored their help 
through offerings and prayers. So the religion of man was made 
complete by a religion of nature. [ ... ] 
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II 

We turn now to the theory of Tylor, who still has great authority. His 
hypotheses of the dream and how the ideas of souls and spirits 
originate are still classics, so it is important to test their worth. 

First, it must be acknowledged that the theorists of animism have 
made an important contribution to the science of religions and to the 
general history of ideas by submitting the notion of the soul to 
historical analysis. Instead of making it a simple and immediate given 
of consciousness, as so many philosophers do, they saw it, far more 
accurately, as a complex whole, a product of history and mythology. 

But even if we give Tylor credit for posing the problem, his 
solution none the less raises serious difficulties. 

First, we must have reservations about the very principle on 
which this theory is based. This principle holds that the soul is 
entirely distinct from the body, that it is the body's double, and 
whether inside or outside the body, it normally lives its own autono­
mous life. Now, we may accept this conception as self-evident, but 
we shall see that it is alien to the primitive, or at least that it expresses 
only one aspect of his idea of the soul. To him, although the soul is 
in certain respects independent of the body it animates, it is none the 
less partially merged with that body, so that it cannot be radically 
separated from it. Certain organs are not only the acknowledged seat 
of the soul but also its outward form and material manifestation. The 
notion is more complex than the doctrine assumes, then, and so it is 
doubtful that the experiences invoked are sufficient to explain it. 
Even if those experiences did explain how man imagined he was 
double, they could not explain how this duality does not exclude, and 
actually implies, an underlying unity and intimate interpenetration 
of two beings differentiated in this way. 

But let us grant that the idea of the soul may be reduced to the 
idea of the double and see how the second idea would then take 
shape. According to Tylor it was suggested to man through the 
experience of the dream. To understand how he could see distant 
places during sleep, while his body lay on the ground, he was led to 
imagine himself as two beings: his body, on the one hand, and on the 
other a second self capable of leaving the body it lives in and moving 
through space. But first, for this hypothesis of a double to seem 
utterly compelling, it must have been the only possible explanation, 
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or the most economical one. Now, there are actually simpler ideas 
that must surely have come to mind just as naturally. For example, 
why wouldn't the sleeper have imagined that he could see things far 
away as he slept? To ascribe such a power to himself would have 
taken less imagination than constructing this very complicated 
notion of a double made of an ethereal, semi-invisible substance 
unavailable to direct experience. In any case, granting that certain 
dreams rather naturally call for the animist explanation, there are 
surely others that are absolutely resistant to it. Our dreams often 
relate to past events; we see again what we saw or did when we were 
awake yesterday, the day before, during our youth, and so on. These 
kinds of dreams are common and have a significant place in our 
nocturnal life. Now; the idea of the double cannot account for them. 
Even if the double can travel from one point to another in space, it is 
hard to see how it could travel back through time. How could a man, 
however rudimentary his intelligence, believe when he wakes that he 
has just witnessed or taken part in events that he knows happened in 
earlier times? How could he imagine that in his sleep he lived a life 
he knows is long past? It would have been much more natural for 
him to see these resurrected images for what they really are, namely 
memories like those he has during the day, just unusually intense 
ones.[ ... ] 

Furthermore, even if the hypothesis of the double could 
adequately explain every dream and no other explanation would do, 
we would still have to account for why man has tried to explain it at 
all. No doubt the dream could present a possible problem. But we 
constantly overlook problems that we choose not to pose for our­
selves and do not even suspect until some circumstance makes us feel 
the need to pose them. Even when the taste for pure speculation is 
stimulated, reflection does not raise all the questions to which it 
might apply itself; it is attracted only to those of special interest. 
Especially when the phenomena in question recur repeatedly in the 
same way, habit easily dulls curiosity, and we no longer feel inclined 
to wonder about them. To shake off this torpor, practical consider­
ations or at least a pressing theoretical interest must attract our 
attention and turn it in the right direction. This is why at any histor­
ical moment there are many things we give up trying to understand 
without even noticing. [ ... ] Heredity is a long-established fact, but 
only recently has anyone tried to devise a theory to explain it.[ ... ] 
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It is therefore difficult to see what led the primitive to make the 
dream the topic of his meditations. What is the dream's place in our 
life? Qµite a small place, it seems, since it leaves such vague impres­
sions in the memory and so quickly fades. So it is surprising that a 
man of such rudimentary intelligence might have made such efforts 
to explain it! Of the two lives he leads, day and night, it is his day­
time life that should interest him most. Isn't it strange that his 
nocturnal life should so capture his attention that he would make it 
the basis of a whole system of complicated ideas destined to have 
such a profound influence on his thought and conduct? 

There is overwhelming proof, then, that the animist theory of the 
soul must be re-evaluated, despite the credit it still enjoys. Today the 
primitive himself probably does attribute his dreams, or some of 
them, to the wanderings of his double. But this does not mean that 
the dream has provided the raw material for the idea of the double or 
the soul; this idea could have been applied to the phenomena of the 
dream, ecstasy, and possession after the fact, not derived from them. 
An idea, once formed, is often used to order or illuminate-by a 
light sometimes more apparent than real-phenomena to which it 
was originally unconnected and that could not have suggested it 
themselves. Today the existence of God and the immortality of the 
soul are proved by showing that these beliefs are implied by the basic 
principles of morality.* Their real origin is quite different. The his­
tory of religious thought could provide numerous examples of these 
retrospective justifications that teach us nothing about the formation 
of these ideas or their constituent elements. 

It is likely, moreover, that the primitive distinguishes among his 
dreams and does not explain them all in the same way. [ ... ] The 
Dieri make very clear distinctions between ordinary dreams and 
nocturnal visions in which some friend or deceased relative 
appears. They give different names to these two states. The first 
they see as a simple flight of imagination; the second they attribute 
to the influence of an evil spirit.' [ ... ] Such dreams were possible 
only when people already had the idea of spirits, souls, a land of 
the dead; that is, only when religious development was relatively 
advanced. Far from providing religion with its fundamental idea, 

' Alfred William Howitt, The Native Tri/Jes of South-EMI Aum-11li11 (London: 
l\1aanillan, l904),358. 
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dreams presupposed and were the result of a religious system 
already in place.' 

III 

But let us come to the heart of the doctrine. 
Wherever the idea of the double comes from, this idea is not 

sufficient, the animists admit, to explain how the ancestor cult was 
formed, the cult they see as the original of all religions. To become 
the object of a cult, the double would have had to become more than 
a simple replica of the individual and to take on features suitable to 
the elevated rank of sacred beings. Death is said to work this trans­
formation. But where does death get such power? Even if the simi­
larity of sleep and death could have inspired the belief that the soul 
survives the body (and we have some reservations on this point), why 
would that soul, already detached from the body, entirely change its 
nature? If it was merely a profane thing while alive, a walking vital 
principle, how could it suddenly become a sacred thing, the object of 
religious feelings? Death adds nothing essential to it, save greater 
freedom of movement. Being no longer attached to a regular resi­
dence, it can now do at any time what it could formerly do only at 
night; but the kinds of acts it can perform are still the same. So why 
would the living have seen in this uprooted and vagabond double of a 
former companion anything but a fellow being? It was a fellow being 
whose presence might be unwanted, but it was not a divinity.a 

' Andrew Lang, who also refuses to grant that the idea of the soul was suggested to 
man by the experience of dreaming, believed it could be derived from other experiential 
givens: the factll of spiritism (telepathy, distance vision, etc.). There is no need, in our 
view, to discuss his theory as it is elaborated in his book The Mafring of Religion. It rests 
on the hypothesis that spiritism is a constant matter of observation, that distance vision 
is a real faculty of man, or at least of certain men, and we know how seriously this 
postulate is scientifically suspect. Even more suspect is the contention that the facts of 
spiritism are obvious enough and common enough to have served as the basis of all 
religious beliefs and practices relating to souls and spirits. The examination of these 
questions would take us too far away from the subject of our study. And since Lang's 
theory is vulnerable to several of the objections we address to Tylor's in the paragraphs 
that follow, such a separate examination seems unnecessary. 

• Jevons makes an analogous observation. Like Tylor, he accepts that the idea of the 
soul comes from dreaming and that once this idea was conceived, man projected it onto 
things. But, he adds, the fact that nature may have been conceived as animated in the 
image of man does not explain why it should become the object of a cult. 'From the fact 
that man sees in a tree that bends and a flame that comes and goes a living being like 
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It even seems that death should weaken vital energies rather than 
recharge them. It is a very widespread belief in lower societies that 
the soul intimately participates in the life of the body. If the body is 
injured, the soul is injured too, in a corresponding place. So it ought 
to age along with the body. In fact, there are peoples who do not 
perform funeral rites for those who have reached senility; they are 
treated as if their souls had become senile as well.' [. . . ] When death 
results from illness or old age, it seems that the soul could preserve 
only diminished strength; and if the soul is merely the body's 
double, it is difficult to see how the soul might survive once the body 
has disintegrated. From this point of view, the idea of survival 
becomes scarcely intelligible. There is a discrepancy, a logical and 
psychological gap, between the idea of a double set free and that of a 
spirit that becomes the object of a cult. 

This gap seems even greater when we know what an abyss separ­
ates the world of the sacred from that of the profane. Oearly, a 
simple change of degree could not be enough to push something 
from one category to the other. Sacred beings are not distinct from 
profane beings merely by the odd or disconcerting forms they take or 
by the more extensive powers they enjoy; they simply share no 
common measure. Now, nothing in the idea of a double could 
account for such radical heterogeneity. It is said that once it has left 
the body, the soul can do the living great good or great harm, 
depending on how it treats them. But disturbing its neighbours is 
not enough for a being to seem different in kind from those whose 
peace it threatens. Of course, the faithful always feel a mixture of 
fear and reticence toward the things they worship; but this fear is sui 
generis, containing more respect than fright, and chiefly that singular 
emotion that majesty inspires in man. The idea of majesty is essen­
tially religious. With all this, we have explained nothing about 
religion if we have not discovered where this idea comes from, what 
it corresponds to, and what could have awakened it in human con-

himself, it does not at all follow that either is considered a supernatural being; on the 
contrary, to the extent that they resemble him, they can do nothing that in his eyes is 
supernatural' (An Introduction to the Hiltory of Religion, 55). 

' See Sir Baldwin Spencer and Francis James Gillen, The Northern Tribes of Central 
Australia (London: Macmillan, 1904), 506; and The Native Tribes of Central Australia 
(London: Macmillan, 18<)9), 512. 
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sciousness. Simple human souls could not have been endowed with 
this feature just because they are disembodied. [. . . ] 

Death in itself has no power to confer divinity. Since it consum­
mates the separation of the soul from profane things more com­
pletely and finally, death may indeed reinforce the already sacred 
character of the soul, but it does not create it. 

Furthermore if, as the animist hypothesis assumes, the first sacred 
beings were really the souls of the dead and the first cult the cult of 
ancestors, it would follow that the lower the society, the more central 
this cult would be in its religious life. Instead, the opposite is true. 
The ancestor cult develops and appears in characteristic form only 
in advanced societies like those of China, Egypt, or the Greek and 
Latin cities. By contrast, it is absent in the Australian societies, 
which represent, as we shall see, the lowest and simplest form of 
social organization we know. Of course funeral and mourning rites 
are found in these societies; but although such practices have some­
times been given the name, they are not cults after all. A cult is not 
simply a set of ritual precautions that man is bound to perform in 
certain circumstances; it is a system of rites, feasts, and various 
ceremonies that all share the feature of periodic recurrence. They sat­
isfy the believer's need regularly to tighten and strengthen the 
bond between him and the sacred beings on which he depends. This 
is why one speaks of nuptial rites and not a nuptial cult, of birth rites 
and not a cult of the newborn; for the events that occasion these rites 
imply no periodicity. Similarly, there is an ancestor cult only when 
sacrifices are made on graves from time to time, when libations are 
poured on them at more or less fixed moments, or when feasts are 
regularly celebrated in honour of the dead. But the Australian does 
not engage in any dealings of this kind with his dead. 

There are, however, Australian tribes that periodically celebrate 
rites in honour of fabled ancestors whom tradition places at the 
origin of time. These ceremonies generally consist of various dra­
matic presentations miming the deeds attributed in myth to these 
legendary heroes.' Yet the characters dramatized in this way are not 
men who, after living a human life, were transformed by death into 
something like gods. They are thought to have enjoyed superhuman 
powers during their lifetimes. Everything of great importance in the 

' See in particular Spencer and Gillen, Northern Tribes, chs. 6, 7, 9. 
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history of the tribe, and even the history of the world, is attributed to 
them. [ ... ] So there is no suggestion that death has the slightest 
power to confer divinity. [ ... ] 

Thus, the cult that should have been dominant in lower societies, 
according to this hypothesis, is non-existent. In short, the Australian 
is occupied with his dead only at the moment of decease and the 
period immediately following. And yet, as we shall see, with regard 
to sacred beings of a completely different nature, these same peoples 
practise a complex cult involving a variety of ceremonies that some­
times last weeks and even whole months. Surely the few rites the 
Australian performs when he happens to lose one of his relatives 
could not possibly be the source of these permanent cults, which 
recur regularly each year and take up a significant part of his life. 
The contrast between these rites is so great that we may well wonder 
whether the first have not derived from the second-whether the 
souls of men, far from being the model for imagining the gods, were 
not originally conceived as emanations of the divinity. 

IV 

If the cult of the dead is not primary, animism loses its underpin­
nings. It may therefore seem pointless to discuss the third thesis of 
the system, which concerns the transformation of the cult of the 
dead into a cult of nature. None the less, this notion must be care­
fully examined since its premiss is found even among historians of 
religion who do not accept animism per se, historians like Brinton,' 
Lang,2 Reville,3 even Robertson Smith4 himself. 

This extension of the cult of the dead to include the whole of 
nature is said to come about because we instinctively tend to repre­
sent all things in our own image, as living and thinking beings. We 
have seen that Spencer already contested the reality of this so-called 
instinct. Since an animal clearly distinguishes living bodies from 
inanimate objects, it was unthinkable to him that man, as descendant 
of the animal, should not have the same capacity for discernment 

' Daniel Garrison Brinton, The Religions of Primitive Peoples (New York: G. P. 
Putnam's, l897), 47 ff. 

• Andrew Lang, Mythes, cultes et religions (Paris: Alcan, l 896), 50. 
' Albert Reville, Les Religiqns des peuples non civilises, vol. ii (Paris: Fischbacher, 

1883), conclusion. 
• Robertson Smith, Lectures on the Religion of the Semites, 126, 132. 
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from the outset. But while the facts Spencer cites are valid, their 
demonstrative value in the present case is not self-evident. His 
argument assumes that all animal faculties, instincts, and aptitudes 
are passed down to man intact. But many errors arise from this 
principle, which is wrongly regarded as an obvious truth . . . The 
fact is that man is not simply an animal with a few additional 
qualities: he is something altogether different. 

Human nature is the result of recasting animal nature, so to speak, 
and in the course of the complex operations involved in this recast­
ing, there are losses as well as gains. What instincts we have lost! And 
why? Because man is not only related to a physical setting but also to 
an infinitely more extensive, more stable, and more influential social 
setting than animals. In order to live, then, he must adapt to that 
setting. Now, to maintain itself society often needs us to view things 
from a certain perspective and feel things in a certain way. Con­
sequently, it modifies the ideas and feelings we would be inclined to 
have if we strictly obeyed our animal natures-even replacing them 
with their opposites. Doesn't society manage to make us view our 
own life as something of little value, while for the animal it is the 
supreme good?' It is futile, then, to try to infer primitive man's 
mental make-up from that of the higher animals. 

But while Spencer's objection does not have the decisive impact 
its author assumes, neither does the animist hypothesis derive any 
authority from the apparent confusions of children. When we hear a 
child reproach an object that has hurt him, we conclude that he sees 
it as a conscious being like himself; but this is a misinterpretation of 
his words and gestures. In reality, he is ignorant of the very compli­
cated reasoning attributed to him. He attacks the table that has hurt 
him, not because he assumes it is animate and intelligent, but only 
because it has hurt him. Anger, once roused by pain, needs to be 
externalized and discharged on something; naturally this anger dis­
charges on the thing that provoked it, although that thing can do 
nothing about it. Adult behaviour in a similar case is often just as 
unreasonable. When we are intensely irritated, we feel the need to 
spew invective and destroy, without imputing any conscious will to 
the objects on which we vent our anger. There is so little confusion 
that when the child's emotion has calmed, he knows very well how to 

' See Le Suicide, 233 ff. 
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distinguish a chair from a person: he does not treat them both the 
same way. [ ... ] 

Let us, then, put aside these dubious analogies. To know whether 
man was originally inclined to the confusions imputed to him, nei­
ther the animal nor the child of today should be the focus of our 
consideration, but rather primitive beliefs themselves. If the spirits 
and gods of nature are really made in the image of the human soul, 
they must bear the mark of their origin and the essential features of 
their model. The soul's most salient feature is to be conceived as the 
internal principle that animates the body; it is the soul that moves 
the body, that makes it live, and when the soul withdraws, life ends or 
is suspended. The soul has its natural residence in the body, at least 
while the body exists. This is not the case with official spirits 
assigned to different natural phenomena. The sun god is not neces­
sarily in the sun, nor does the spirit of a stone reside in the stone that 
serves as its usual habitat. A spirit undoubtedly maintains close ties 
with the body to which it is attached, but to call that spirit its soul 
is quite inaccurate . . . While the soul is essentially the inner core 
of the body, the spirit spends the greater part of its existence outside 
the object that serves it as base. This difference seems to contradict 
the notion that the idea of spirits came from the idea of souls. 

On the other hand, if man had truly felt the need to project his 
image onto things, the first sacred beings would have been made to 
resemble him. Now, far from being primitive, anthropomorphism is 
rather the mark of a relatively advanced civilization. In the begin­
ning, sacred beings are conceived in the form of animals or plants 
from which the human form only slowly emerges. We shall see below 
that, in Australia, animals and plants are on the highest level of 
sacred things.[ ... ] To find a god made entirely of human elements, 
one must come almost to Christianity. Here, God is a man, not only 
in the physical aspect in which he temporarily manifested himself, 
but also in the ideas and feelings he expresses. But even though the 
gods of Greece and Rome are generally represented with human 
features, several mythic characters still bear the trace of an animal 
origin: Dionysus is often encountered in the form of a bull, or at least 
with the horns of a bull; Demeter is represented with a horse's mane; 
there are Pan, Silenus, the fauns, etc. I Therefore, man does not seem 

' See W. de Visser, De Graecorum diis non referentibus speciem lunnanam. Cf. P. 
Perdrizet, Bulktin de co"espondance he/Unique (I 88<)), 635. 
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to have been at all inclined at this point to impose his form on things. 
Moreover, he began by conceiving of himself as an intimate par­
ticipant in animal nature. Indeed, it is a nearly universal belief in 
Australia, and still very widespread among the Indians of North 
America, that the ancestors of men were plants or animals, or at least 
that the first men had, wholly or in part, the distinctive character­
istics of certain animal or plant species. Thus, far from seeing every­
where only beings like himself, man began thinking of himself in the 
image of beings from which he specifically differed. 

v 
Animist theory implies, moreover, a consequence that may be its best 
refutation. 

If this theory were true, we would have to acknowledge that 
religious beliefs are nothing more than hallucinated representations 
with no objective foundation. The assumption is that these beliefs 
are all derived from the notion of the soul, since spirits and gods are 
considered merely purified souls. But the notion of the soul itself, 
according to Tylor and his disciples, is flooded with vague and 
inconsistent images that occupy our minds during sleep, for the soul 
is the double, and the double is only man as he appears to himself 
during sleep. From this point of view, then, sacred beings would be 
nothing but imaginary notions that man created in a kind of delirium 
that seizes him regularly each day, and it is impossible to see what 
useful ends they serve or to what they correspond in reality. If he 
prays, makes sacrifices and offerings, observes the various privations 
prescribed by ritual, this is because some sort of congenital aberra­
tion has made him take his dreams for perceptions, death for a pro­
longed sleep, inanimate objects for living and sentient beings. [ ... ] 
In the end, religion is only a systematized but waking dream without 
any basis in the real world. 1 This is why when the theorists of 

' According to Spencer, however, there is a grain of truth in the belief in spirits: the 
idea 'that the power that is manifest in consciousness is another form of the power that 
is manifest outside consciousness' ('Ecclesiastical Institutions', part VI, s. 659 in The 
Principles of Sociology, iii. 169). Spencer means that the notion of force in general is the 
feeling of the fmce of oUI own force extended to the whole universe. Animism implicitly 
accepts this when it populates nature with spirits analogous to our own. But even if this 
hypothesis were true-and it prompts serious reservations which we will discuss below 
(Book III, ch. 3, s. m)-it is not in itself religious; it invokes no cult. The fact remains 
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animism seek the origins of religious thought, they are satisfied with 
so little effort. When they think they have managed to explain how 
man could be induced to imagine beings in strange, vaporous forms 
like those we see in dreams, they think the problem is resolved. 

In reality, it has not even been broached. It makes no sense that 
systems of ideas like religion, which have held such a major place in 
history and from which people have always drawn the energy needed 
to live, are merely tissues of illusion. Today we understand that law, 
morality, and scientific thought itself are born from religion, have 
long been confused with it, and remain imbued with its spirit. How 
could a futile phantasmagoria have so powerfully and permanently 
fashioned human consciousness? Surely the science of religions 
ought to operate on the principle that religion expresses nothing that 
is not in nature, for science deals only with natural phenomena.* The 
question is, in what realm of nature do these realities belong, and 
what has compelled men to conceive of them in that singular form 
peculiar to religious thought? But to pose this question at all we must 
begin by granting that the things conceived of in this way are real. 
When the philosophers of the eighteenth century treated religion as 
a great error invented by priests, they could at least explain its per­
sistence by the interest of the priestly caste in deceiving the masses. 
But if the people themselves created these systems of mistaken 
ideas even as they were their dupes, how could this deception be 
perpetuated throughout the course of history? 

that the system of religious symbols and rites, the classification of things into sacred and 
profane-everything that is strictly speaking religious in religion-corresponds to noth­
ing in the real world. Moreover, this grain of truth is also, and even more, a grain of 
error. For if it is true that the forces of nature and those of consciousness are related, 
they are also profoundly distinct, and to treat them as the same is to run the danger of 
profound miscalculations. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE LEADING CONCEPTIONS OF 

ELEMENTARY RELIGION (Continued) 

II. NATURISM 

THE naturist school is inspired by a very different mentality. 
It finds recruits, moreover, in different circles. The animists are, 

for the most part, ethnographers or anthropologists. The religions 
they have studied figure among the crudest ever practised by human­
ity. Hence the primary importance they attribute to the souls of the 
dead, to spirits and demons, in other words, to spiritual beings of the 
second order. A higher order of things is unfamiliar to these reli­
gions. By contrast, the theories we will now discuss are the work of 
scholars who are chiefly concerned with the great civilizations of 
Europe and Asia. 

As soon as scholars could see the advantage, following the 
brothers Grimm, of comparing the different mythologies of the 
Indo--European peoples, they were struck by remarkable similarities. 
Mythic characters were identified that, under different names, sym­
bolized the same ideas and fulfilled the same functions. The very 
names bore some resemblance, and scholars thought they could often 
establish a certain relationship. Such similarities could be explained 
only by a common origin. Scholars were therefore led to infer that 
these conceptions, so varied in appearance, issued from a common 
source that might be discovered. By using the comparative method, 
they thought they could trace back beyond these great religions to a 
much more ancient system of ideas, a truly primitive religion from 
which the others derived. 

The greatest stimulus to these ambitions was the discovery of the 
Vedas, a written text whose antiquity may have been exaggerated at 
the time it was discovered, but which is none the less one of the 
oldest texts available to us in an Inda-European language. So by 
using the ordinary methods of philology,• they were able to study 
a literature as old as or older than Homer, and a religion thought to 
be more primitive than that of the ancient Germans. Clearly, a 
document of such value would shed a new light on the religious 
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beginnings of humanity, and the science of religions could only be 
renewed by it. [ ... ] 

I 

We have seen that the underlying assumption of animism is that 
religion, at least originally, expresses no experiential reality. Max 
Muller starts from the opposite principle.• For him, it is axiomatic 
that religion rests on an experience from which it draws all its 
authority. 'To hold its proper place as a legitimate element of our 
consciousness,' he says, 'religion must begin, like all the areas of our 
knowledge, with a tangible experience.' Taking as his guide the old 
empirical adage N ikil est in intellectu quod non ante faerit in sensu, * he 
applies it to religion and declares that there can be nothing in faith 
that was not first felt by the senses. Here we have a doctrine that 
seems to escape our serious objection to animism. From this view­
point religion appears not as a vague and confused reverie but rather 
as a system of ideas and practices well grounded in reality. 

But what are the sensations that generate religious thought? This 
is the question that the study of the Vedas should have helped to 
resolve. 

In it, the names of the gods are generally common nouns still used 
as such, or former common nouns whose original meaning can be 
recovered. Both designate major natural phenomena. Thus Agni, the 
name of one of the leading divinities of India, first meant only the 
material fact of fire as perceived by the senses without any mytho-­
logical addition. It is still used in the Vedas in this way. In any case 
the fact that it was preserved in other Inda-European languages 
indicates that this meaning was primary: the Latin ignis, the Lithua­
nian ugnis, the Old Slavonic ogny are clearly close relatives of Agni. 

' In addition to Comparative Mythology, the works of Max Muller in which his 
general theories on religion are discussed are; the Hibbert Lei:tures (Lei:tures on the 
Origins and Growth of Religion as Illustrated /Jy the Religions of India {London; Long­
mans, 1878)); Natural Religion {London; Longrnans, r8&J); Physical Religion {London: 
Longrnans, 1&J8); Anthropological Religiqn {London: Longmans, 1892); Theosophy or 
Psyi:ho/agical Religion {London; Longmans, r&Js); Contri/Jutions to the S.ience of Myth­
oklgy {London; Longmans, 1897). Because of the connections between Max MUiler's 
mythological theories and his linguistic philosophy, the preceding works must be com­
pared with those of his books devoted to language or logic, notably Lectures on the 
S&ience of Language {London: Longmans, 18611) md The Science of Thought {London: 
Longrnans, 1878). 
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Similarly, the kinship of the Sanskrit Dyaus, of the Greek Zeus, of 
the LatinJovis, of the High German Zio is considered incontestable 
today. These linguistic connections demonstrate that these words 
designate the same divine being recognized by the various Indo­
European peoples before their separation. Now, Dyaus means 'the 
bright sky'. These facts and others like them seem to prove that for 
these peoples, the body and the forces of nature were the first source 
of religious feeling, the first things to be deified. Taking a further 
step toward generalization, Max Milller thought he was justified in 
concluding that the religious development of humanity in general 
had the same starting point. 

He justifies this inference almost exclusively by psychological con­
siderations. For him, the varied spectacles that nature offers man 
seem to fulfil all the conditions necessary for awakening the mind to 
the religious idea. 'At the first glance men cast upon the world', he 
says, 

nothing seemed less natural to them than nature. Nature was for them the 
great surprise and the great fear; it was a permanent marvel and a per­
manent miracle. It was only later, when men discovered their constancy, 
their invariance, and their regular recurrence, that certain aspects of that 
miracle were ca.lied natural, in the sense that they were foreseen, ordinary, 
and intelligible ... It is this vast domain open to feelings of surprise and 
fear, this marvel, this miracle, this immense unknown opposed to what 
is known . . . that provided the first impulse to religious thought and 
religious language.' 

And to illustrate his thought, he applies it to a natural force that 
holds a central place in Vedic religion: fire. 'Try', he says, 

to transport yourself through thought to that stage in primitive life where, 
of necessity, one must place the origin and even the first phases of the 
religion of nature; you will find it easy to imagine what impression the 
first appearance of fire must have made on the human mind. 

No matter how it first appeared-whether it came from lightning, 
whether it was obtained by rubbing tree branches against one another, or 
whether it sprang forth as sparks from rocks-it was something that made 
life possible in winter, gave protection at night, and served as both an 
offensive and a defensive weapon. Thanks to fire, man ceased to be a 
devourer of raw meat and became an eater of cooked foods. Later, it was 

' Miiller, Pltysical Religion, I IC)--20. 
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also by means of fire that metals were worked, and tools and weapons 
made; it thus became an indispensable factor in all technical and artistic 
progress. What would we be, even now, without fire?' 

Man, says the same author in another work, cannot enter into 
relations with nature without some sense of its immensity, its infin­
ity. It outflanks him in every direction. Beyond the spaces he sees, 
there are others that extend limitlessly; each moment of duration is 
preceded and followed by a time without end; the flowing river mani­
fests an infinite force, since nothing exhausts it. No aspect of nature 
can fail to awaken in us that overwhelming sensation of an infinite 
that surrounds and dominates us. For Millier, it is from this 
sensation that religions derive. 

Yet they are inherent in this sensation only in embryo. Religion is 
truly formed only when these natural forces have ceased to be 
imagined abstractly. They must be transformed into personal agents, 
into living and thinking beings, into spiritual powers, into gods; for 
the cult is generally addressed to beings of this kind. We have seen 
that animism, too, is forced to pose this question, and we have heard 
its answer: man had a kind of native inability to distinguish the 
animate from the inanimate, and an irresistible urge to conceive the 
inanimate in animate form. Max Millier rejects this solution. 
According to him, it is language that has worked this metamorphosis 
through its influence on thought. 

This metamorphosis can be easily explained. Mystified by these 
marvellous forms to which they felt subject, men were prompted to 
reflection; they wondered what these forms were made of and 
endeavoured to replace the vague sensation they originally had with 
a clearer idea, a better-<lefined concept. But, as our author quite 
aptly says,2 ideas and concepts are impossible without words. Lan­
guage is not only an external envelope of thought, it is thought's 
internal structure. Language does not just translate thought once it 
is formed; it creates it. However, language has its own nature and is 
governed by laws that are not the laws of thought. So since language 
helps to shape thought, it cannot avoid doing it some violence and 
distorting it. A distortion of this kind would account for the peculiar 
nature of religious representations. 

To think is really to order our ideas, to classify them. To think of 

' Pltysical Religion, I21; cf. 304. • See Muller, The Science of Tltought, 30. 
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fire, for example, is to rank it in this or that category of things, so we 
can say it is this or that, this and not that. But on the other hand, to 
classify is to name, for a general idea has no existence or reality 
except in and through the word that expresses it, and this is what 
makes it unique. So the language of a people always has an influence 
on the way the mind, and therefore thought, classifies the new things 
it learns; for these are adapted to pre-existing frameworks. This is 
why the language men spoke when they thought to devise an 
encompassing representation of the universe left an indelible mark 
on the system of ideas they created. 

We still have a remnant of that language-at least among Indo­
European peoples. Despite their distance from that archaic language, 
our current languages retain traces-roots-that allow us to infer 
what it once was. These root-words, from which the other words we 
use are derived and which are found at the basis of all Indo­
European idioms, are regarded by Max Miiller as echoes of the lan­
guage spoken by the various peoples before their separation, when 
this religion of nature was formed. Now, these roots present two 
remarkable features which, though observed only in this particular 
group of languages, our author believes to be equally verifiable in 
other linguistic families. 

First of all, these roots are representative; they do not express 
particular things or individuals but types, even types of extreme 
generality. They represent the most general themes of thought. 
Those basic mental categories that govern all mental life at any his­
torical moment-which philosophers have time and time again tried 
to reconstruct-are found in them fixed and crystallized. 

Second, the types to which they correspond are types of action, 
not objects. They translate the most general ways of acting to be 
observed among living things, and especially among human beings: 
acts of striking, pushing, rubbing, binding, lifting, squeezing, climb­
ing, descending, walking, and so on. In other words, man generalized 
and named his major modes of action before generalizing and 
naming the phenomena of nature. 

Thanks to their extreme generality, these root-words could easily 
be extended to all sorts of objects they did not originally cover. And 
this extreme flexibility has enabled them to generate the different 
words that derive from them. So when man, turning toward things, 
began to name them in order to think about them, he applied these 
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sounds to things even though they were not originally meant for 
things. Because of their origin, however, they could designate the 
different forces of nature only by those manifestations that most 
resembled human actions: lightning was called something that hol­
lows the ground as it falls or spreads fire, wind something that moans 
or blows, sun something that shoots golden arrows through space, 
the river something that runs, and so on. But because natural phe­
nomena were assimilated to human actions in this way, that some­
thing to which they were related was necessarily imagined in the 
form of personal agents more or less like man. This was only a 
metaphor, but one that was taken literally; the mistake was inevit­
able because science, which alone could dissipate illusion, did not 
yet exist. In short, because language was made up of human elem­
ents that translated human states, it could not be applied to nature 
without transfiguring it. [ ... ] On the material world as it is revealed 
to our senses, language therefore superimposed a new world popu­
lated exclusively by spiritual beings, created out of whole cloth, 
who were then considered the determining causes of physical 
phenomena. 

The influence of language did not stop there. Once words had 
been forged to designate these personalities which popular imagin­
ation had placed behind things, thought was applied to those words 
themselves: the words posed all sorts of puzzles, and myths were 
invented to solve them. Sometimes, the same object received a num­
ber of names corresponding to the various ways it was experienced. 
For example, there are more than twenty words in the Vedas to 
designate the sky. People believed that because these words were 
different, they corresponded to distinct personalities. But at the 
same time, these personalities necessarily seemed to be related. To 
account for this, people imagined they formed a single family: a 
genealogy, births, deaths, marriages, and a general history were 
invented for them. In other cases, different things were designated 
by the same term: to explain these homonyms, the corresponding 
things were conceived as transformations of each other, and new 
fictions were invented to make these metamorphoses intelligible. Or 
a word that was no longer understood was the source of fables meant 
to invest it with meaning. So the creative work of language was 
pursued with increasingly complex constructions; as mythology 
managed to endow each god with an increasingly extended and 



The Elementary Forms of Religious Life 

complete biography, divine personalities, at first confused with 
things, became distinct and self-creating. 

According to naturist theory, this is how the notion of the divine 
was formed. Ancestor worship was merely a reflection of this pro­
cess. The notion of the soul was formed for reasons rather similar to 
Tylor's, only according to Max Millier it would have been created to 
account for death, not the dream. Then, under the influence of 
different circumstances, partly accidental, the souls of men, once 
separated from the body, were gradually drawn into the circle of 
divine beings and finally became divinities themselves. But this new 
cult was merely the product of a secondary formation. The proof is 
that deified men have most often been imperfect gods or demi-gods, 
and all peoples have always known how to tell them from divinities 
proper. 

II 

This doctrine rests in part on certain linguistic postulates that have 
been, and still are, very much in dispute. Many of those concord­
ances Max Muller thought he observed between names that desig­
nate the gods in different European languages have been questioned. 
Doubt has been cast especially on his interpretation of these con­
cordances; scholars have wondered whether, far from being the sign 
of a very primitive religion, they were not the belated product of 
either direct borrowings or natural encounters. Today, moreover, we 
no longer accept the idea that such linguistic roots might have 
existed in an isolated state as autonomous realities, or that they allow 
us, as a result, to reconstruct, even hypothetically, the primitive lan­
guage of Indo-European peoples. Finally, recent research tends to 
demonstrate that not all Vedic divinities have the exclusively naturist 
character that Max Muller and his school attributed to them. But we 
shall set aside these questions, which would require a special com­
petence in linguistics to examine carefully, and review the general 
principles of the system. Besides, the naturist idea should not be 
confused with these controversial postulates; for it is accepted by a 
number of scholars who do not give language the dominant role Max 
Miiller assigned to it. 

Everyone readily grants that man has an interest in knowing the 
world around him, and that consequently his thoughts were quickly 
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applied to it. The assistance of things with which he had immediate 
contact was so crucial that he had to try and understand their nature. 
But if, as naturism claims, religious thought was born from these 
reflections, it is incomprehensible that it could have survived these 
first attempts and persisted as it did. We need to know things so as 
to act in a way that is appropriate to them. Now, the religious rep­
resentation of the universe was too crudely truncated, especially 
in the beginning, to have fostered practices useful in daily life. It 
views things as nothing less than living and thinking beings­
consciousnesses and personalities like those the religious imagination 
has made the agents of cosmic phenomena. It was not by conceiving 
of them in this form and treating them accordingly that man made 
them serve his ends. It was not by praying to them, celebrating them 
with feast days and sacrifices, with self-imposed fasts and privations, 
that he could stop them from harming him or force them to further 
his plans. Such procedures could have succeeded only very rarely 
and, to say the least, miraculously. If religion had had to be justified 
by giving us a representation of the world that would guide us in 
our dealings with it, religion could not have performed this function, 
and people would have been quick to notice. The failures, infinitely 
more frequent than the successes, would soon have warned them 
they were on the wrong track, and religion, given the lie at every 
turn, could not have endured.[ ... ] 

Only in appearance, then, does naturism escape our objection to 
animism. Since naturism reduces religion to nothing but a vast 
metaphor with no objective value, it too turns religion into a system 
of hallucinatory images.• It does, of course, assign religion a starting 

' This argument does not convince those who see religion as a technique (notably a 
hygienic technique), whose rules, while sanctioned by imaginary beings, are none the 
less well founded. But we will not linger to discUBs an idea that is so untenable and that 
has never really been argued in a systematic way by anyone even remotely familiar with 
the history of religions. It is difficult to see how terrible initiation practices can enhance 
the health they put at risk; how dietary prohibitions against perfectly healthy animals 
are hygienic; how sacrifices that took place during the building of a house could make it 
more solid, etc. No doubt there are religious precepts that do serve some practical 
purpose; but these are lost amidst the others, and very often this purpose has its price. ff 
there is religious prophylaxis, there is religious filth that derives from the same prin­
ciples. The rule that the dead must be removed from the camp because they are the seat 
of a dreaded spirit is pragmatically useful. But the same belief dictates that relatives rub 
themselves with liquids from the putrefying corpse because these are thought to have 
exceptional powers. In technical matters, magic is often more useful than religion. 
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point in the real world, namely in the sensations that natural 
phenomena induce in us; but it is by the marvellous workings of 
language that sensation is transformed into extravagant ideas. 
Religious thought comes into contact with reality only to shroud it 
again with a thick veil that hides its true forms: this veil is the fabric 
of fabulous beliefs woven by mythology. The believer, like someone 
delirious, lives in a world populated by beings and things that have 
only a verbal existence. Moreover, Max Millier recognizes this, since 
for him myths are the product of a thought disorder. He had origin­
ally attributed them to a disorder of language; but since in his view 
language and thought are inseparable, what is true of one is true of 
the other. [ ... ] This argument is valid not only against Max Millier 
and his theory, but against the very principle of naturism, no matter 
how it is applied. Whatever we do, if expressing the forces of nature 
is the chief purpose of religion, it is impossible to see religion as 
anything but a system of misleading fictions whose survival is 
incomprehensible. 

True, Max Miiller thought he had escaped this objection, which 
he took seriously, by making a radical distinction between mythology 
and religion, and excluding the first from the second. He reserves 
the label 'religion' solely for beliefs that conform to the prescriptions 
of moral health and the teachings of a rational theology. Myths, by 
contrast, are seen as parasitic developments that, under the influence 
of language, came to be grafted onto those fundamental representa­
tions and distorted them. Thus, for Miiller, the belief in Zeus was 
religious to the extent that the Greeks saw Zeus as the supreme 
God, father of humanity, protector of laws, avenger of crimes, and 
so on. But everything concerning the biography of Zeus-his 
marriages, his love affairs-was only mythology. 

But this distinction is arbitrary. While mythology is certainly 
important to aesthetics as well as to the science of religions, it is none 
the less one of the essential elements of religious life. If myth is 
subtracted from religion, then rites must be as well; for rites are most 
commonly addressed to definite personalities that have a name, a 
character, fixed attributes, and a history, and the rites vary according 
to the way these personalities are conceived. The cult devoted to the 
divinity depends on the features attributed to him, and it is myth 
that determines these features. The rite is often nothing but the 
myth enacted: Christian communion is inseparable from the paschal 
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myth that gives it meaning. If all mythology is the product of a kind 
of verbal delirium, then the issue we posed still stands: the existence 
and especially the persistence of the cult is inexplicable. It makes no 
sense that men could have continued over the centuries to make 
pointless gestures. Moreover, it is not only the particular character­
istics of the divine figures that are determined by myths; the very 
idea that there are gods, spiritual beings responsible for the various 
sectors of nature, is essentially mythic, no matter how they are 
represented. If we remove from the religions of the past everything 
involving the notion of the gods as cosmic agents, what is left? The 
idea of divinity in itself, of a transcendent power that has created 
man and to which he is subject? But this is a philosophic and abstract 
conception that was never embodied as such in any historical 
religion; it has no importance for the science of religions. Let us 
refrain, then, from making distinctions among religious beliefs, 
keeping some because they seem just and sound, rejecting others as 
unworthy because they offend and disturb us. All myths, even those 
we find most irrational, have been objects of faith. Man believed in 
them no less than in his own sensations, and governed his conduct 
according to them. Despite appearances, then, they must have some 
objective foundation. 

Yet it will be said that no matter how religions are explained, they 
are certainly mistaken about the true nature of things-this has been 
proved by science. The modes of action they advised or prescribed to 
man could only rarely have been effective: illnesses are not cured 
through purifying rituals, nor do crops grow because of chants and 
sacrifices. So the objection that we made to naturism seems to apply 
to all possible systems of explanation. 

There is one, however, that escapes intact. Let us suppose that 
religion answers a very different need from our adaptation to tan­
gible things. It will not be diminished if it fails to satisfy this need, or 
satisfies it only inadequately. If religious faith was not born to ensure 
man's harmony with the material world, the errors it made him 
commit in his struggles with the world would have had little effect 
because it was nourished from another source. If people became 
believers for reasons other than this, they must have continued to 
believe even when these reasons were contradicted by facts. Faith 
must have been quite strong, then, not only to withstand these con­
tradictions, but to deny them and prevent the believer from taking 
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them to heart; in effect, such faith made them inoffensive to religion. 
When religious feeling is intense, it does not accept that religion 
could be guilty and easily suggests explanations that preserve its 
innocence: if the rite does not produce the expected results, the 
failure is imputed either to some fault in execution or to the inter­
vention of a rival divinity. But for this to happen, religious ideas 
cannot arise from a feeling that is troubled by the disappointments of 
experience. Otherwise, how could we account for their resilience? 

III 

Moreover, even if man had reasons to persist, despite every disap­
pointment, in expressing cosmic phenomena in religious symbols, 
these symbols would still have to be the kind that suggest this inter­
pretation. How would they have acquired this peculiar feature? Here 
again, we find ourselves in the presence of one of those postulates 
that seem obvious only because no one has questioned them. It is 
considered axiomatic that the natural play of physical forces is 
adequate to awaken in us the idea of the sacred. But when we examine 
more closely the rather hasty proofs that have been offered for this 
proposition, we find that it really comes down to a preconception. 

We talk about the amazement men must have felt as they dis­
covered the world. But first and foremost, what characterizes the life 
of nature is a monotonous regularity. Every morning the sun rises on 
the horizon, every evening it sets, every month the moon completes 
the same cycle; the river flows unimpeded in its bed; the same sea­
sons periodically bring the same sensations. Of course, here and 
there some unexpected event occurs: the sun is eclipsed, the moon 
disappears behind the clouds, the river floods its banks, and so on. 
But these transient disturbances can never provoke anything but 
equally transient impressions that fade over a time. They could not 
possibly serve as the basis of those stable and permanent systems of 
ideas and practices that constitute religions. Normally, the course 
of nature is uniform, and uniformity does not produce strong 
emotions. We are projecting much more recent feelings onto our 
historical beginnings when we represent the savage as full of admir­
ation at these marvels. He was too accustomed to them to be greatly 
surprised. Culture and reflection were needed to shake off this yoke 
of familiarity and to discover the marvellous aspects of that very 
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regularity. Moreover, as we have earlier remarked, it is not enough 
for us to admire an object for it to appear sacred, that is, for it to be 
marked by that quality that makes all direct contact with it seem like 
sacrilege and profanation. It is a distortion of what is specific in 
religious feeling to confuse it with every impression of admiring 
surprise. 

But failing admiration, some say, there is one impression man 
cannot avoid in the presence of nature. He cannot have contact with 
nature without realizing that it outstrips and far surpasses him. Its 
vastness crushes him. This sensation of an infinite space that sur­
rounds him, of an infinite time that went before and will follow the 
present moment, of forces infinitely superior to those at his disposal, 
cannot fail, it seems, to awaken inside him the idea that there is an 
infinite power outside him to which he is subject. Now, this idea 
becomes an essential element in our conception of the divine. 

Let us remember, however, that the issue is how man could con­
clude that there are in reality two categories of radically hetero­
geneous and incomparable things. How could the spectacle of nature 
give us the idea of this duality? Nature is always and everywhere the 
same. It does not matter that it extends infinitely: there is nothing 
different beyond the scope of my gaze from that within it. The space 
I conceive of beyond the horizon is still space, identical to what I see. 
The time that flows endlessly is made up of moments identical to 
those I have lived. Extent, like duration, indefinitely repeats itself; if 
the portions I reach are not inherently sacred, how could the others 
be? The fact that I do not perceive them directly is not enough to 
transform them. A world of profane things may be unlimited, but it 
is no less profane. Some say that the physical forces affecting us are 
greater than our own. But sacred forces do not differ from profane 
forces simply by their greater intensity; they are other, and have 
special qualities that profane forces do not have. On the other hand, 
all the forces manifest in the universe are of the same nature, those 
inside us as well as those outside us. Most important, there is no 
reason to invest some with a sort of outstanding eminence in com­
parison to others. If religion were really born of the need to assign 
causes to physical phenomena, the forces imagined would be no 
more sacred than those the scientist conceives of today to account for 
the same facts. There would have been no sacred beings or, con­
sequently, any religion. 
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Moreover, even assuming that this sensation of 'being over­
whelmed' really could suggest the idea of religion, it might not have 
had this effect on the primitive-for he does not have this sensation. 
He has no awareness that cosmic forces are greatly superior to his 
own. Because science has not yet come along to teach him modesty, 
he attributes to himself a sovereignty over things that he does not 
have, but the illusion prevents him from feeling dominated by them. 
As we have said, he believes he can rule the elements, unleash the 
wind, force the rain to fall, stop the sun with a gesture, and so on. 1 

Religion itself contributes to this sense of security, for it is believed 
to arm him with vast powers over nature. In part, rites are meant to 
help him impose his will on the world. So, far from being the result 
of man's feeling of smallness in the face of the universe, religions 
inspire the opposite feeling.[ ... ] 

Moreover, if the things of nature had truly become sacred beings 
because of their imposing forms or their manifest power, we would 
have to say that the sun, the moon, the sky, the mountains, the sea, 
the winds-in short, the great cosmic forces-were the first to be 
elevated to this level. For there is nothing more apt to strike the 
senses and the imagination. However, they were made divinities only 
recently. The first beings to which the cult was addressed (proof will 
be offered in the following chapters) were those with whom man was 
at least on equal footing: humble plants or animals like the duck, the 
hare, the kangaroo, the emu, the lizard, the caterpillar, the frog, and 
so on. Their objective qualities clearly could not have been the 
source of the religious feelings they inspired. 

' We shall see how these illusions can be understood when we discuss the efficacy of 
rites and faith (see Book II, Ch. 2). 



CHAPTER 4 

TOTEMISM AS ELEMENTARY RELIGION 

HISTORICAL REVIEW OF THE QUESTION 

METHOD OF TREATING IT 

DESPITE their apparently opposite conclusions, the two systems we 
have just examined are in accord on one essential point: they pose 
the problem in identical terms. Both try to construct the notion of 
the divine from the sensations awakened in us by certain natural 
phenomena, whether physical or biological. For the animists, this is 
the dream; for the naturists, the starting point for religious develop­
ment is certain cosmic manifestations. But for both the seed of the 
great divide between the sacred and the profane must be sought in 
nature-in the nature of man or the nature of the universe. 

Such an undertaking, however, is impossible. It assumes a verit­
able creation ex nihilo. No fact of daily experience can give us the 
idea of a thing inherently outside the world of daily experience. Man 
as he appears to himself in his dreams is still only a man. The natural 
forces we perceive through our senses are only natural forces, how­
ever intense. Hence our criticism of both doctrines. To explain how 
these supposed givens of religious thought became sacred with no 
objective basis, it had to be accepted that a whole world of hallucin­
atory representations was superimposed on them, distorting them 
unrecognizably, and substituting pure phantasmagoria for reality. In 
one case, the illusions of the dream worked this transfiguration; in 
the other, the brilliant but futile parade of images evoked by words. 
In the end, both animists and naturists viewed religion as the prod­
uct of a delirious interpretation. 

One positive conclusion emerges from this critical examination. 
Since neither man nor nature is inherently sacred, this quality of 
sacredness must come from another source. Outside the hwnan 
individual and the physical world, then, there must be some other 
reality in which the kind of delirium that characterizes all religion, in 
a sense, takes on meaning and objective value. In other words, 
beyond what has been called naturism and animism there must be 
another cult, more fundamental and more primitive, of which 
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animism and naturism are probably derivative forms or particular 
aspects. 

This cult does indeed exist: it is what ethnographers have called 
totemism. 

I 

The word totem appears in ethnographic literature only at the end of 
the eighteenth century. We encounter it for the first time in the book 
by an Indian interpreter, J. Long, published in London in 1791.' For 
nearly half a century totemism was known exclusively as an 
American It was only in 1841 that Grey, in a famous 
passage, 3 pointed out the existence of similar practices in Australia. 
From this time we began to realize that we were in the presence of a 
rather generalized system.[ ... ] 

Among others. two remarkably astute observers, Baldwin Spencer 
and F. J. Gillen,.._. discovered in the interior of the Australian contin­
ent a large number of tribes practising a fully elaborated, coherent 
religious system based on totemic beliefs. The results of their 
research were recorded in two works that have revived the study of 
totemism. The first, The Native Tribes of Central Australia,5 deals 

' John Long, Voyages and Travels of an Indian Interpreter and Trader {Qeveland: 
A. H. Clark, 1904). 

• This idea was so widespread that Albert Reville made America the classic site of 
totemism (Les Religions tks P'f'ples non rivilisis, i. 242). 

3 George Grey, Jounsals ofT'/l10 Expeditions in North-West and Western Australia, vol. 
ii {London: T. &: W. Boone, 1841), 228. 

4 Spencer and Gillen may have been the first to study these tribes seriously, but they 
were not the first to mention them. Howitt had called attention to the social organization 
of the Wuaramongo {Warramunga of Spencer and Gillen) IS early IS r889 in 'Further 
Notes on the Australian Class Systems', Jounsal of tk Anthropological Institute, 18 
{1889), 44-5. The Arunta had already been superficially studied by R.evd Louis Schulze 
{'The Aborigines of the Upper and Middle Finke River', Transactions of tk Royal 
Society of South Australia, 14, :znd instalment); the organi2.ation of the Chigalee {the 
Tjingilli of Spencer and Gillen), of the Wombya, etc., by R. H. Mathews ('Wombya 
Organization of the Australian Aborigines', Ameri&an Anthropologist, NS :z: 494; 'Divi­
sions of Some West Australian Tribes', ibid. 185; Proceedings of tk American Phi/o­
sophil:al Society, 37: 151--:z; and Journal oftk Royal Society ofNeJP S011th Wales, 32: 71 
and 33: I 1 I). The first results of the study of the Arunta had, moreover, been already 
cited in the Report on tk Wark oftk Horn Srientific E:ipedition to Central Australia, part 
IV {London; Dulau, 1896). The first part of this report is by Edward Sterling, the 
second by Gillen; the publication as a whole was directed by Baldwin Spencer. 

s London, 1899. 
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with the most central of these tribes, the Arunda, the Luritcha, and, 
a little to the south on the western shore of Lake Eyre, the 
Urabunna. The second, entitled The Northern Tribes of Central 
Australia,' deals with societies to the north of the Urabunna; they 
occupy the territory from the Macdonnell Ranges to the Gulf of 
Carpentaria. To cite only the main groups, these are the Unmatjera, 
the Kaitish, the Warramunga, the Worgaia, the Tjingilli, the 
Binbinga, the Walpari, the Gnanji, and, on the very shores of 
the gulf, the Mara and the Anula. 

More recently Carl Strehlow, a German missionary who also 
spent many years among the societies of central Australia, has 
begun to publish his own observations of two of these tribes, the 
Aranda and the Loritja (Arunda and Luritcha of Spencer and 

Fluent in the language spoken by these peoples, Strehlow 
was able to report a great number of totemic myths and religious 
chants, most of which are provided in their original texts. Despite 
differences in detail that are easily explained and whose importance 
has been greatly exaggerated, we shall see that Strehlow's observa­
tions, while completing, elaborating, sometimes even rectifying the 
observations of Spencer and Gillen, generally confirm their main 
points. 

These discoveries stimulated an abundant literature, to which we 
shall return. Spencer and Gillen's efforts had a considerable influ­
ence, not only because they were the earliest, but because they pre­
sented the facts in a systematic form that both set the stage for 
subsequent studies and stimulated speculation. Their results were 
commented upon, debated, and interpreted in all sorts of ways. At 
the same time Howitt, whose fragmentary studies were scattered 
throughout many different publications, undertook to do for the 
southern tribes what Spencer and Gillen had done for those of 
central Australia. In his The Native Tribes of South-East Australia,3 

Howitt gives us a general picture of social organization among the 
peoples who occupy southern Australia, New South Wales, and a 
good part of Queensland. The progress made in this area suggested 

' London, 1904. 
• Carl Strehlow, Die Arandtr und Loritja-Stii- in Zentra/-Australien (Frankfurt: 

Joseph Baer, 1907). 
' London, 1904. 
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to Frazer the idea of supplementing his Totemism with a sort of 
compendium' bringing together all the important documents relat­
ing either to totemic religion or to kinship and marriage organization 
seen, rightly or wrongly, as bound to it. The goal of this work is not 
to give us a general and systematic view of totemism, but rather to 
put the necessary materials for such a construction at the disposal of 
researchers. [ ... ] 

II 

This brief review suggests that Australia is the most favourable site 
for the study of totemism. For this reason we will make it the pri­
mary arena of observation. 

In his Totemism, Frazer was chiefly determined to highlight every 
trace of totemism that could be discovered in history and eth­
nography. This led him to include in his study societies of radically 
different kinds and levels of culture: ancient Egypt, Arabia, Greece, 
and the southern Slavs are featured along with the tribes of Australia 
and America. This procedure was not surprising in a disciple of the 
anthropological school. This school does not mean to place religions 
in their social settings2 and to differentiate them on this basis. On 
the contrary, as its name indicates, its goal is to reach beyond 
national and historical differences to the universal and truly human 
bases of religious life. Its proponents assume that man possesses a 
religious nature by virtue of his own constitution and independent 
of all social conditions, and they propose to determine what that is. 3 

In research of this kind, all peoples can be enlisted. Of course, it 
would be preferable to investigate the most primitive because among 

' James George Frazer, Totemism and E:it0gamy, 4 vols. (London: Macmillan, 1910). 
The work begins with a reprinting of the monograph Totemism, reproduced without 
major changes. 

• It should be noted, in this regard, that the most recent wurk, Totemism and 
Exogamy, marks an important step forward in Frazer's thought and method. Whenever 
he describes a tribe's religious or domestic institutions, he makes every effort to deter­
mine the geographic and social conditions in which that tribe is situated. Summary as 
these analyses may be, they still suggest a break with the old methods of the anthropo­
logical school 

' Of course, we too consider that the chief object of the science of religions is to 
arrive at an understanding of the religious nature of man. But since we see it not as an 
inherent given but as a product of social causes, there can be no question of determining 
it apart from a social setting. 
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them this original nature is more likely to show through un­
encumbered; but since it can also be found among the more civilized, 
they too are naturally called upon to bear witness. All the more 
reason why those assumed to be closer to origins-all those confus­
ingly brought together under the vague rubric savages-will be 
placed on the same level and investigated indiscriminately. More­
over, since from this point of view the facts are of interest only in 
proportion to their generality, researchers feel obliged to gather as 
many as possible. The circle of comparisons, they think, can never be 
too broad. 

This cannot be our method, for several reasons. 
First, for the sociologist as for the historian, social facts are a 

function of the social system to which they belong; they cannot be 
understood apart from it. That is why two facts that emerge from 
two different societies cannot be fruitfully compared simply because 
they bear some resemblance. These societies must also resemble each 
other internally, that is, they must be varieties of the same type. The 
comparative method would be impossible if social types did not 
exist, and it can be usefully applied only within the same type. How 
many mistakes have been made through a failure to respect this rule! 
In this way facts have been improperly compared that, despite 
external resemblances, had neither the same meaning nor the same 
implications: primitive democracy and the present-day variety, the 
collectivism of lower societies and current socialist tendencies, the 
monogamy common among the Australian tribes and that sanc­
tioned by our codes, and so on.[ ... ] Therefore, if we do not want to 
make the same mistakes, we must focus our research on one clearly 
defined type of society rather than extending our research to all 
possible societies. 

It is essential to focus as narrowly as possible. We can usefully 
compare only facts that we know well. Now, when we try to 
encompass all sorts of societies and civilizations, we cannot know any 
with the necessary competence. When we assemble facts from every 
source for purposes of comparison, we are forced to take them indis­
criminately, having neither the means nor the time to examine them 
in a critical way. These summary and chaotic comparisons have dis­
credited the comparative method among a number of intelligent 
people. It can yield serious results only if it is applied to a rather 
limited number of societies, so that each of them can be studied with 
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sufficient precision. The crucial thing is to choose those in which the 
enquiry is likely to be most productive. 

Furthermore, the quality of the facts is more important than their 
quantity. In our view, the question of whether totemism was more 
widespread or less so is quite secondary.' It interests us primarily 
because, by studying it, we hope to discover relationships that will 
help us understand what religion is. Now, to establish relationships, 
it is neither necessary nor always useful to heap one experiment on 
top of another; it is far more important that the experiments be 
done well and be truly significant. A single fact can illuminate a law, 
while a multitude of imprecise and vague observations can only 
produce confusion. In any area of science the scientist would be 
submerged by available facts if he did not choose among them.[ ... ] 

This is why, with one exception indicated below, we propose to 
limit our research to the Australian societies. They fulfil all the con­
ditions just enumerated. They are perfectly homogeneous; although 
varieties can be discerned among them, they belong to the same 
type. Their homogeneity is so great that the frameworks of social 
organization are not only the same but designated by names that are 
either identical or equivalent in many tribes that are sometimes far 
away from one another. In addition, the most complete documenta­
tion we have is on Australian totemism. Finally, our initial proposal 
in this work is to study the most primitive and simplest religion that 
can be found. To discover such a religion, then, it is natural for us to 
address societies as close as possible to the origins of evolution, since 
these will offer the greatest chance to find and study it. Now, there 
are no societies that exhibit these features to a greater degree than 
the Australian tribes. Not only is their technology rudimentary-the 
house and even the hut are still unknown-but their organization is 
the most primitive and simplest we know. This is what we have 
elsewhere" called clan-based organization. Beginning in the next 
chapter, we will review its basic features. 

However, while making Australia the main object of our research, 
it seems useful not to ignore entirely the societies in which totemism 
was first discovered: namely the Indian tribes of North America. 

' The importance we ascribe to totemism, then, is entirely independent of its uni­
versality, a point that cannot be repeated too often. 

• Emile Durkheim, De la division du travail social (3rd edn., Paris: Alcan, 1902), 150. 
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This extension of the field of comparison is perfectly legitimate. 
Of course the North American Indians are more advanced than 
the peoples of Australia. Their technology is much more 
developed: people live in houses or tents, and there are even 
fortified villages. The population density is much greater and cen­
tralization, which is entirely absent in Australia, is making an 
appearance. There are vast confederations, like that of the Iroquois, 
which recognize a central authority. There can be a complicated 
system of differentiated and hierarchically arranged classes. Yet the 
basic social structure, as in Australia, is always an organization 
based on clans. We are therefore in the presence not of two differ­
ent types but of two varieties of the same type, which are quite 
close to one another. These are two successive moments of the 
same evolution; their similarity, then, is great enough to allow 
comparison. 

Moreover, such comparisons can be useful. Precisely because the 
technology of the Indians is much more advanced than that of the 
Australians, certain aspects of their common social organization are 
more easily studied among the American tribes. As long as men have 
yet to take their first steps in the art of expressing their thought, it is 
not easy for the observer to perceive what moves them; nothing 
clearly translates what happens in those obscure minds that have 
only a muddled and fugitive sense of self. Religious symbols, for 
example, are only shapeless combinations of lines and colours whose 
meaning, as we shall see, is not easily decoded. There are certainly 
actions and movements by which inner states are expressed; but they 
are essentially fugitive and elude observation. This is why totemism 
was noticed sooner in North America than in Australia: it was more 
visible there, though relatively less central to religious life as a whole. 
Besides, where beliefs and institutions do not take on a definite 
material form, they are more likely to change under the influence of 
the slightest circumstance or be totally erased from memory. This is 
why the Australian clans have something amorphous and protean 
about them, while the corresponding organization in America more 
often has a greater stability and more clearly drawn contours. 
So, though American totemism is further from its origins than 
Australian totemism, it has more effectively preserved the remnants 
of certain important features. 

In the second place, to understand an institution it is often good to 
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follow it into the advanced stages of its evolution,' for sometimes 
only when it is fully developed does its true meaning appear most 
clearly. In this respect, too, since American totemism has a longer 
history, it can help to clarify certain aspects of Australian totemism. 2 

At the same time, it will put us in a better position to widerstand 
how totemism is connected to subsequent religious forms and to 
place it in the context of historical development. 

In the analyses that follow, then, we will feel free to use certain 
facts gleaned from the Indian societies of North America. [ ... ] We 
shall use the American data only as a supplement to shed light on the 
Australian data, which are the actual and immediate objects of our 
enquiry. 

' To be sure, this is not always the case. As we have said, the simplest forms often 
help us understand the more complex. On this point, no rule of method automatically 
applies in all possible cases. 

• This is why the individual totemism of America will help us understand its role 
and importance in Australia. Since individual totemism is very rudimentary in 
Australia, it would probably have passed unnoticed. 
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CHAPTER I 

CENTRAL TOTEMIC BELIEFS 

I. THE TOTEM AS NAME AND EMBLEM 

OUR study naturally falls into two sections. Since all religion is 
composed of conceptual representations and ritual practices, we 
must deal successively with the beliefs and rites peculiar to totemic 
religion. Of course, these elements of religious life are too closely 
allied to separate them entirely. While in principle the cult derives 
from the beliefs, it also affects them; the myth is often modelled on 
the rite in order to explain it, especially when the meaning is not, or 
is no longer, apparent. Conversely, there are beliefs that become clear 
only through the rites that express them. The two parts of the analy­
sis, then, cannot help but overlap.* These two orders of facts are so 
different, however, that studying them separately is indispensable. 
As it is impossible to understand anything about a religion without 
knowing its underlying ideas, we must first familiarize ourselves with 
these ideas. 

Our intention, however, is not to review here all the speculations 
of religious thought, even among the Australians. We want to reach 
the elementary notions at the basis of religion, but we need not 
follow these notions through the sometimes abstruse developments 
the mythological imagination has taken in these societies. When 
myths can help us understand these fundamental notions better, of 
course we will use them, but without making mythology itself the 
object of our study. Besides, insofar as mythology is a work of art, it 
is not the exclusive property of the science of religion. In addition, 
the mental processes that produce it are much too complex to be 
studied indirectly and obliquely. Mythology is a difficult problem 
that must be treated in itself and according to a specialized method. 

But among the beliefs on which totemic religion is based, the most 
important are naturally those that concern the totem. And so we 
shall begin with these. 
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I 

At the basis of most of the Australian tribes we find one group that 
holds a dominant place in collective life: the clan. It is characterized 
by two essential features. 

First, the individuals who compose it consider themselves joined 
by a bond of kinship, but of a very special sort. This kinship does not 
come from specific blood relations with one another; members of the 
same clan are kin only if they bear the same name. They are not each 
other's fathers, mothers, sons or daughters, uncles or nephews in the 
sense we now give to these terms; and yet they regard each other as 
part of the same family, either broad or narrow depending on the size 
of the clan, solely because they are collectively designated by the 
same word. And if we say that they consider each other part of the 
same family, this is because they acknowledge mutual obligations 
identical to those that have always been incumbent upon kin: obliga­
tions of assistance, vengeance, mourning, the obligation not to 
intermarry, and so on. 

But this first feature does not distinguish the clan from the Roman 
gens and the Greek yevoc;. For kinship among the nobility also 
issued exclusively from the fact that all the members of the gens bore 
the same name, the nomen gentilicium. And of course the gens is a 
clan, in a sense; but it is a variety of the genus that must not be 
confused with the Australian clan. What distinguishes the Australian 
clan is that the name it bears is also that of a definite species of 
material things with which it believes it has very special relations 
(whose nature we shall discuss below), namely, relations of kinship. 
The species that designates the clan collectively is called its totem. 
The totem of the clan is also that of each of its members. 

Each clan has its own exclusive totem; two different clans of the 
same tribe cannot have the same totem. Indeed, one is part of a clan 
only by bearing a certain name. So all those who bear this name are 
members by the same right; they may be scattered across tribal terri­
tory, but they all have the same relations of kinship with one another. 
Consequently, two groups sharing the same totem must be two sec­
tions of the same clan. It often happens that the whole clan does not 
reside in the same place but has members in different places. Still, its 
unity is felt even without any geographical basis.[ ... ] 

Certainly in most cases the objects that serve as totems belong 
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to either the plant or the animal kingdom, but chiefly to the latter. 
Inanimate things are used much more rarely. Of more than five 
hundred totemic names recorded by Howitt from among the tribes 
of south-eastern Australia, less than forty are names outside of the 
plant or animal kingdoms: among these are clouds, rain, hail, ice, 
moon, sun, wind, autumn, summer, winter, certain stars, thunder, 
fire, smoke, water, red ochre, sea. Noteworthy is the very limited 
place given to heavenly bodies and, more generally, to the great 
cosmic phenomena that were to have such great success in the course 
of religious development. [ ... ] We have seen that the totem is nor­
mally not an individual but a species or variety: it is not this particu­
lar kangaroo or crow, but the kangaroo or the emu in general.[ ... ] 

The way the totemic name is acquired involves the recruitment 
and organization of the clan rather than religion; it belongs more to 
the sociology of the family than to the sociology of religion.• So we 
shall confine ourselves to a brief summary of its main governing 
principles. 

Depending on the tribe, one of three different rules is operative. 
In most societies, the child has the same totem as his mother, by 
birth. [. . . ] Since in this case, by the rule of exogamy, the mother 
inevitably has a different totem from her husband yet lives on his 
territory, members of the same totem are necessarily dispersed to 
different places according to the vagaries of marriage contracts. 
Consequently, the totemic group has no territorial base. 

Elsewhere, the totem is transmitted through the paternal line. In 
this case the child remains with his father, and the local group is 
essentially made up of people belonging to the same totem; only the 
married women represent foreign totems. In other words, each local­
ity has its own totem. Until recent times, this mode of organization 
had been encountered in Australia only in tribes where totemism was 
in decline, for example among the N arrinyeri, for whom the totem 
has almost no religious character now. So it seemed reasonable to 

' As we indicated in the preceding chapter, totemism involves both religion and the 
family, since the clan is a family. In lower societies, the problems are closely related. But 
both are so complex that they must be treated separately. Furthermore, primitive famil­
ial organization cannot be understood without a familiarity with primitive religiollli 
ideas, since these ideaa govern as principles for family organization. This is why it was 
necessary to study totemism as religion before studying the totemic clan as a family 
group. 



90 The Elementary Forms of Religious Lift 

believe that there was a close connection between the totemic system 
and matrilineal filiation. But Spencer and Gillen observed in the 
northern part of central Australia a whole group of tribes who still 
practise totemic religion, yet the totem is transmitted through the 
paternal line. [ ... ] 

Finally, a third combination is observed among the Arunta and 
the Loritja. Here the totem of the child is not necessarily that of the 
mother or the father but that of the mythic ancestor who, through 
procedures that vary according to observers' reports,' mystically 
impregnated the mother at the time of conception. There is a set 
technique for knowing who this ancestor is and to which totemic 
group he belongs. [ ... ] 

Above and beyond the clan totems, there are the totems of phra­
tries. These are not different in kind from the clan totems but must 
none the less be distinguished from them. 

The word 'phratry' is used to designate a group of clans united by 
particular bonds of fraternity. Usually an Australian tribe is divided 
into two phratries, and the different clans are divided between them. 
There may be societies in which this organization has disappeared, 
but there is every reason to believe that it was a general rule. In any 
case, no Australian tribe has more than two phratries. 

Now, in nearly every case in which the phratries have a name 
whose meaning could be established, this name is found to be that of 
an animal. This seems, then, to be a totem. [ ... ]Thus among the 
Gournditch-Mara (Victoria), the two phratries are called Krokitch 
and Kaputch; the first of these words means white cockatoo, the 
second black cockatoo. [ ... ] Among the Kuinmurbura, it is the 
white cockatoo and the crow. Other examples could be cited. We 
come to see the phratry, then, as an archaic clan that was broken up; 
the present clans would be the product of this break-up, and the 
solidarity that unites them a remnant of their original unity. It is true 
that in certain tribes the phratries no longer seem to have definite 
names; in others, where such names exist, their meaning is no longer 

' According to Spencer and Gillen ('.TM Native Trives of Central Aumalia (London, 
1899), 123 f.), the ancestor's soul is incarnated in the body of the mother and then 
becomes the soul of the child. According to Strehlow (Die Aranda- und Loritj.-Stiimme 
in (Frankfurt: Joseph Baer, 1907), ii. 51 f.), although conception is the 
work of an ancestor, it does not imply reincarnation. But in both interprebltions, the 
child's particular totem does not necessarily depend on that of his parents. 
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known, even to the natives. But this is not surprising. The phratries 
are certainly a primitive institution, since they are receding every­
where. It is the clans issuing from them that have emerged as pri­
mary. So it is natural that the original names of the phratries should 
be gradually erased from memory or no longer understood, for they 
must have belonged to a very archaic language that is no longer in 
use.[ ... ] 

The clan totems are in a way subordinate to the phratry totem. In 
principle, each clan belongs to one phratry and only one. It is quite 
rare for a clan to have members in the other phratry, and such cases 
are known to exist only among certain tribes of central Australia, 
notably the Arunta. Yet even where disturbing influences have pro­
duced overlappings of this kind, the majority of the clan belong 
entirely to one of the two halves of the tribe; only a minority belong to 
the other side.• So as a rule, the two phratries do not overlap; an 
individual's possible totems are determined by the phratry to which 
he belongs. In other words, the phratry totem is like a genus of 
which the clan totems are species. We shall see further on that this 
comparison is not purely metaphorical. 

In addition to phratries and clans, we often find another, sec­
ondary group in Australian societies that is quite distinctive: the 
matrimonial class. 

This is the name given to subdivisions of the phratry which vary 
in number from tribe to tribe-sometimes two, sometimes four per 
phratry. 2 Their recruitment and their functioning are governed by 
two principles. First, in each phratry, each generation belongs to a 
different class from the generation immediately preceding it. When 
there are only two classes per phratry, they alternate successively in 
each generation. The children belong to the class in which their 
parents are not members; but grandchildren belong to the same class 
as their grandparents. [ ... ] When there are four classes per phratry 
instead of two, the system is more complex but the principle is the 
same. These four classes form in effect two pairs of two classes each, 

' On this question, see my report [with Marcel Mauss]: 'Sur le tnremisme', L'Amiie 
so&iologique, s (1902), 82ff. 

• On the subject of Australian classes in general, see my article on 'La Prohibition de 
l'inceste et ses origines', L 'A11nee soriologiqM, 1 ( 1898), 9 ff., and specifically on the tribes 
with eight classes, 'L'Organisation matrimoniale des socieres australiennes', L 'Amiie 
so&iologique, 8 (1905), 118--47. 
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and these two classes alternate in every generation in the manner just 
indicated. Second, the members of a class can in principle marry 
into only one of the classes of the other phratry. Because this 
organization profoundly affects matrimonial relations, we call these 
groupings matrimonial classes. 

Scholars have asked whether these classes sometimes have totems 
as the phratries and clans do. This question arose because in certain 
tribes in Queensland, each matrimonial class is subject to its own 
particular dietary restrictions. The individuals within it must abstain 
from eating the flesh of certain animals which the other classes are 
free to consume. Would not these animals be totems? 

But dietary rules are not characteristic of totemism. The totem is, 
first and foremost, a name and, as we shall see, an emblem. Now in 
the societies in question, no matrimonial class bears an animal or 
plant name or has an emblem.' It is possible, of course, that these 
dietary prohibitions are derived indirectly from totemism. Conceiv­
ably the protected animals originally served as totems of clans that 
have disappeared, while the matrimonial classes remained. Indeed, 
they sometimes have a resilience that the clans do not have. As a 
result, these restrictions, unmoored from their original supports, 
may have spread throughout each class since other groupings no 
longer exist to which they might be attached. But we see that even if 
these rules originate in totemism, they represent only a weakened 
and distorted version of it. 

Everything that has just been said of the totem in Australian soci­
eties applies to the Indian tribes of North America. The only differ­
ence is that totemic organization among the North American peoples 
has a stability and fixed boundaries that are missing in Australia. The 
Australian clans are not only very numerous but are nearly unlimited 
within the same tribe. Observers cite some as examples, but never 
manage to give us a complete list. This is because the list is never 

' A few tribes are cited, however, in which matrimonial classes bear the names of 
animals or This is the case among the Kabi Oohn Mathew, T1»0 Represmtative 
Tribes (London: T. F. Unwin, 19ro), 150), tribes observed by Mrs Daisy M. Bates ('The 
Marriage Laws and Customs of the W. Australian Aborigines', Vutonan Geographi&al 
Journal, 23-4: 47), and perhaps two tribes observed by Palmer. But these occurrences 
are very rare and their significance poorly understood. Moreover, it is not surprising 
that classes, as well as sexual groups, have sometimes adopted the names of animals. 
This unusual extension of totemic names does nothing to modify our conception of 
totemism. 
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definitively complete. The same process of segmentation that origin­
ally broke up the phratry and gave rise to clans proper continues 
endlessly within them. As a result of this progressive fragmentation, 
a clan often has only a very reduced membership. In America, by 
contrast, the form of the totemic system is better defined. The tribes 
are, on average, bigger than in Australia, but the clans are less 
numerous. The same tribe rarely contains more than ten clans and 
often less, so one constitutes a much more significant grouping. The 
point is that their number is more fixed: the natives know how many 
there are and they tell us. 

This difference is due to their superior social engineering. From 
the moment these tribes were observed for the first time, these social 
groups were firmly rooted in the soil and so better able to resist the 
forces of dispersal impinging on them. At the same time, the society 
already had too vivid a sense of its own unity to remain unconscious 
of itself and its constituent parts. The example of the American 
societies thus gives us a better understanding of clan-based organiza­
tion. It would be a mistake to judge this organization by the model 
current in Australia. There, it is in a state of flux and dissolution 
that is not normal; and this must be seen, rather, as the result of 
degeneration, due as much to the natural erosion of time as to the 
disorganizing influence of the whites. Of course, it is unlikely that 
the Australian clans were ever as large and as structurally solid as the 
American clans. Yet there must have been a time when the gap 
between the two was not as great as it is today. The American soci­
eties would never have managed to construct such a solid armature if 
the clan had always been so fluid and insubstantial. 

This greater stability has allowed the archaic system of the phra­
tries to persist in America with a clarity and prominence it no longer 
has in Australia. We have just seen that on the Australian continent 
the phratry is in decline. [ ... ] By contrast, in certain places in 
America, this system has remained primary. The tribes on the north­
west coast, the Tlinkit and the Haida in particular, have reached a 
relatively advanced level of civilization. Yet they are divided into two 
phratries, which are subdivided in turn into a certain number of 
clans: phratries of the Crow and the Wolf among the Tlinkit, the 
Eagle and the Crow among the Haida. And this division is not 
merely nominal; it corresponds to current custom and has a pro­
found effect on daily life. Compared to the distance between the 
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phratries, the moral distance that separates the clans is minor. [. . . ] 
On this point as well it was in our interest not to neglect the Ameri­
can tribes, since among them we can directly observe those phratry 
totems that are present in Australia only as obscure vestiges. 

II 

But the totem is not only a name; it is an emblem, a virtual coat of 
arms whose resemblance to the heraldic coat of arms has often been 
noted.[ ... ] 

The nobility of the feudal period sculpted, engraved, and gener­
ally displayed their armorial bearings on the walls of their castles, on 
their weapons, on all kinds of objects belonging to them. The blacks 
of Australia and the Indians of North America do the same with 
their totems. The Indians who accompanied Samuel Hearne painted 
their totems on their shields before going into battle. [ ... ] Among 
the Tlinkit, when a conflict erupts between two clans, the champions 
of the two enemy groups wear helmets decorated with the figures of 
their respective totems. [. . . ] 

Wherever the society has become sedentary, where the house has 
replaced the tent and the plastic arts are more developed, the totem 
is carved on wood and walls. This has happened, for example, among 
the Haida, the Tsimshian, the Salish, and the Tlinkit. [ ... ] These 
totems consist of animal forms combined in certain cases with 
human forms and sculpted on posts that stand beside the front door 
up to fifteen metres high; they are usually painted in very bright 
colours. [ ... ] 

The preceding examples are borrowed exclusively from the Indi­
ans of North America. These sculptures, engravings, and represen­
tations are possible only where the technology of the plastic arts has 
already reached a degree of sophistication that the Australian tribes 
have not yet achieved. As a result, totemic representations of the 
kind just mentioned are rarer and less apparent in Australia. How­
ever, there are some documented cases. Among the Warramunga, at 
the end of funeral ceremonies, the bones of the dead are buried after 
being dried and reduced to powder; next to the place where they are 
buried, a figure representing the totem is traced on the ground. 
Among the Mara and the Anula, the body is placed in a piece of 
hollowed wood which is also decorated with drawings typical of the 
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totem.[ ... ] The natives ofUpper Darling engrave their shields with 
totemic images. [ ... ] These totemic drawings may even be more 
common than we think, since, for reasons discussed below, it is not 
always easy to perceive their true meaning. 

These varied facts already attest to the considerable place the 
totem occupies in the social life of primitive peoples. Until now, 
however, it has seemed to us relatively external to man himself; we 
have seen it represented only on things. But totemic images are not 
only reproduced on the walls of houses, the sides of canoes, on 
weapons, tools, and tombs; they are also found on the bodies of men. 
The tribesmen do not only put their coat of arms on the things they 
own, but they wear it on their persons; it is imprinted in their flesh 
and becomes part of them, and this mode of representation is by far 
the most important. 

In fact, it is a general rule that the members of each clan try to 
give themselves the external appearance of their totem. At certain 
religious festivals, the dignitary who conducts the ceremony wears a 
garment that wholly or in part represents the body of the animal 
whose name the clan bears. Special masks are used for this purpose. 
[ ... ] Elsewhere, when the totem is a bird, the individuals wear its 
feathers on their heads. Among the Iowa, each clan has a special way 
of cutting its hair. In the clan of the Eagle, two large tufts are 
arranged on the forehead, while another hangs down behind. In the 
Buffalo clan, the hair is arranged in the form of horns. [ ... ] 

But it is most often on the body itself that the totemic mark is 
imprinted, for this is a mode of representation available to less 
advanced societies. Conceivably, the common practice of pulling a 
young man's two front teeth when he reaches puberty may be to 
imitate the form of the totem. This is not established fact, but it is 
worth noting that the natives themselves sometimes explain the 
practice in this way. For example, among the Arunta, the extraction 
of teeth is practised only in the clan of rain and water. According to 
tradition, this operation is performed to make that part of the face 
resemble certain clearly etched black clouds that pass over announ­
cing the coming rain, and so are considered part of the same family 
of things. This is proof that the native himself is aware that the 
purpose of these deformations is to give him the appearance of his 
totem, at least in conventional terms. Again, among the Arunta, 
during the rites of subincision, * specified cuts are made on the sisters 
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and the future wife of the novice; the form of the resulting scars is 
also represented on a sacred object called the churinga, discussed 
below. And we will see that the lines drawn on the churinga are 
emblematic of the totem.[ ... ] 

The tattoos made through mutilation or scarring do not always 
have a totemic meaning, but the simple drawings made on the body 
are a different matter: they are usually representations of the totem. 
True, the native does not wear them in daily life. When he is 
involved in purely economic occupations, when small family groups 
go off to hunt and fish, he does not encumber himself with this 
decoration, which can be quite complicated. But when the clans 
meet to share a communal life and attend religious ceremonies, he is 
obliged to adorn himself in this way.[ ... ] Among the Arunta, at the 
most solemn moment of the initiation-its crowning and consecra­
tion, when the neophyte is admitted to the sanctuary where all the 
sacred objects of the clan are kept-the young man is adorned with 
an emblematic painting representing his own totem.[ ... ] 

III 

These totemic decorations suggest that the totem is not just a name 
and an emblem. While the totem is a collective label, it also has a 
religious character, as its use in religious ceremonies attests. Indeed, 
things are classified as sacred and profane in relation to the totem's 
religious character. It is the classic example of a sacred thing. 

The tribes of central Australia, chiefly the Arunta, the Loritja, the 
Kaitish, the Unmatjera, and the Ilpirra, use certain instruments 
in their rites which among the Arunta, according to Spencer and 
Gillen, are called churingas, and according to Strehlow, tjurungas. • 
These are pieces of wood or bits of polished stone varying in shape 
but generally oval or oblong. Each totemic group has a more or less 
significant collection of them. On each of them is engraved a drawing 
that represents the totem of this group. Some of these churingas are 
pierced at one end with a hole which is threaded with a thong made 
of human hair or opossum fur. Those made of wood and pierced in 
this way serve precisely the same purpose as those cultic instruments 

' Other names are used in other tribes. We give a generic meaning to the Arunta term 
because in this tribe the churingas have the greatest impornmce and are most thoroughly 
studied. 
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to which English ethnographers have given the name bull-roarers. 
They are rapidly spun through the air by their thong to produce the 
same sort of humming sound made by the devils our children use as 
toys today. This deafening sound has a ritual significance and 
accompanies all ceremonies of any importance. Churingas of this 
kind, then, are true bull-roarers. But there are others that are not 
made of wood or pierced, and so cannot be used in this way. None 
the less they inspire the same feelings of religious respect. 

Indeed, every churinga, whatever its purpose, counts among the 
supremely sacred things, and nothing has greater religious dignity. 
[ ... ]Profane persons-in other words, women and young men not 
yet initiated into religious life-may not touch or see the churingas; 
they are only allowed to glimpse them from a distance, and then only 
rarely.' 

The churingas are piously kept in a special place called, among the 
Arunta., the ertnatulunga. This is a small subterranean cave hidden in 
a deserted place. The entrance is carefully closed with stones so 
artfully arranged that the passing stranger does not suspect that the 
clan's religious treasure lies nearby. The sacred character of the chu­
ringas is such that it is transferred to this depository: women and the 
uninitiated are not allowed near. Young men have access to it only 
when their initiation is complete; and some are judged worthy of this 
privilege only after several years of trials. The religious sanctity of 
the place emanates even beyond it and is transferred to its surround­
ings: everything participates in this sacred character and is for that 
reason shielded from contamination by the profane. If one man is 
being chased by another and reaches the ertnatulunga, he is saved; he 
cannot be seized there. Even a wounded animal seeking refuge in this 
place must be respected. Quarrelling is forbidden there. As we say in 
Germanic societies, it is a place of peace; it is the sanctuary of the 
totemic group and a true place of asylum. 

But the churinga's virtues are manifest not only by the way the 
profane is kept at a distance. The object is isolated this way because 
it is a thing of great religious value, and its loss would seriously harm 
the collectivity and individuals. It has all sorts of marvellous proper­
ties: touching it can cure wounds, especially those resulting from 

' Spencer and Gillen, Native Tribes, 13<>-2; Strehlow, Aranda, ii. 78. A woman who 
has seen a cnuringa and the man who has shown it to her are both put to death. 
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circumcision; it is equally effective against illness; it makes beards 
grow; it confers important powers on the totemic species, ensuring 
its normal reproduction; it gives men strength, courage, and perse­
verance, while demoralizing and weakening their enemies. [. . . ] And 
no ritual instrument holds a more important place in religious cere­
monies. Its powers are transferred either to officiants or congregants 
through various anointings: churingas are coated with fat and rubbed 
against the limbs and the stomachs of the faithful. Or they are 
covered with a layer of down that flies away in all directions when 
they are spun around-another way of disseminating their special 
virtues. 

But churingas are not only useful to individuals; the collective fate 
of the whole clan depends on them. Their loss is a disaster, the 
greatest misfortune that can happen to the group. [ ... ] And chu­
ringas are not available to private persons to use as they like; the 
ertnatulunga where they are kept is under the direction of the 
group's chief. Of course, each individual has special rights over some 
of them;1 yet if he owns them to some extent, he may use them only 
with the chief's consent and guidance. This is a collective treasure, 
the clan's Holy Ark.*[ ... ] 

In themselves churingas are objects of wood and stone like so many 
others; they are distinct from profane things of the same kind in only 
one respect: they are engraved or painted with the totemic mark. 
This mark, and this mark alone, confers their sacred character. [ ... ] 
It is to this image that the rite's gestures are addressed, and this 
image sanctifies the object on which it is engraved. 

Among the Arunta and in neighbouring tribes there are two other 
liturgical instruments that are clearly attached to the totem and to 
the churinga itself, and usually have a part in their creation: the 
nurtunja and the waning a.* [. . . ] Figuring in a multitude of important 
rites, the nurtunja and the waninga are objects of religious respect 
quite similar to the respect inspired by churingas. Making and erect­
ing them is done with the greatest solemnity. Set in the ground or 
carried by an officiant, they mark the central point of the ceremony: 
dances and rites take place around them. During the initiation, the 
novice is led to the foot of a nurtunja that has been erected for this 

' Each individual has a personal bond first of all to a special d1uringa that serves him 
as a life sign, then to those that he has inherited from his relatives. 
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purpose. 'Here', he is told, 'is the nurtunja of your father; it has 
already turned out fine men.' After which the initiated must kiss the 
nurtunja.' With this kiss he enters into relations with the religious 
principle that is thought to reside in it; this is a true communion that 
must give the young man the strength necessary to endure the ordeal 
of subincision. [. . . ] 

This sacred character comes only from its status as the material 
representation of the totem. Indeed, the vertical lines or rings of 
feathers that cover it, or the cords of different colours that bind the 
arms of the waninga to the central axis, are not arranged arbitrarily, 
at the whim of the fabricators; they must create a form narrowly 
defined by tradition which, in the minds of the natives, represents 
the totem.[ ... ] 

Thus the churinga, the nurtunja, and the waninga owe their 
religious nature exclusively to the fact that they bear the totemic 
emblem. It is this emblem that is sacred. And it preserves its sacred 
character on any object that bears its likeness. It is sometimes 
painted on rocks: these paintings are called churinga ilkinia, sacred 
drawings. The decorations with which officiants and congregants 
adorn themselves in religious ceremonies have the same name, and 
women and children are forbidden to see During certain 
rites, the totem is sometimes drawn on the ground. The technique 
itself bears witness to the feelings that inspire this drawing and the 
great value attributed to it. The drawing is traced on a plot of 
ground that has been sprinkled and saturated with human blood, 
and we shall see below that blood itself is a sacred liquid used only 
in religious rituals. Once the image has been executed, the faith­
ful remain seated on the ground before it in an attitude of utter 
devotion.[ ... ] 

In order to understand why the totemic representations are so 
sacred, it is of some interest to know what they consist of. 

Among the Indians of North America, they are painted, engraved, 
or sculpted images that attempt to reproduce the external appear­
ance of the totemic animal as faithfully as possible. The methods are 
those we employ today in similar cases, only they are generally 

' Baldwin Spencer and F. J. Gillen, Tlte Nortltem Tribes of Central Australia (Lon­
don, 1904), 342; Native Tribes, 309. 

• Native Tribes, 624. 
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cruder. But this does not hold true for Australia, and of course it is in 
the Australian societies that we must seek the origins of these repre­
sentations. Although the Australian is quite capable of imitating the 
forms of things, at least in a rudimentary way, sacred decorations are 
normally exempt from concerns of this kind: they consist mainly of 
geometric designs made on the churingas or on men's bodies. They 
are straight or curved lines painted in different ways, which taken 
together can have only a conventional meaning. The relation be­
tween the drawing and the thing drawn is so indirect and distant that 
the uninitiated cannot decipher it. Only members of the clan can 
say what meaning they attach to this or that combination of lines. 
Generally, men and women are represented by semicircles, animals 
by complete circles or spirals, the tracks of a man or an animal by 
lines of dots, and so forth. The meaning of the figures produced by 
these methods is so arbitrary that the same drawing can have two 
different meanings for the people of two totems, representing one 
animal for some, another animal or a plant for others. [ ... ] 

These facts confirm that the Australian is strongly inclined to 
represent his totem, not to have a constant reminder of it in the form 
of a portrait but rather because he feels the need to represent his idea 
of it by a material and external sign, whatever this may be. We are 
still not ready to understand what moves the primitive to inscribe his 
notion of his totem on his person and on different objects; but it was 
important to state directly the nature of the need that generated 
these varied representations.' 

' Moreover, these drawings and paintings undoubtedly have an aesthetic character as 
well; they are an early form of art. Since they are also, above all, a written language, it 
follows that the origins of drawing and writing overlap. It certainly seems that man must 
have begun to draw less to fix onto wood or stone the beautiful shapes that charmed his 
senses than to translate his thought into material form. 



CHAPTER 2 

CENTRAL TOTEMIC BELIEFS (Continued) 

II. THE TOTEMIC ANIMAL AND MAN 

TOTEMIC images are not the only sacred things. There are real 
beings who are also the object of rites because of their relationship to 
the totem. These are primarily creatures of the totemic species and 
members of the clan. 

I 

First, since the drawings that represent the totem arouse religious 
feelings, it is natural that the things represented by these drawings 
should have the same property to some degree. 

These are mostly animals and plants. Since the profane role of 
plants and animals is usually to serve as food, the sacred character of 
the totemic plant or animal is acknowledged in the prohibition 
against eating it. Of course, because these are holy things they can be 
part of certain mystic meals, and we shall see that in fact they some­
times serve as virtual sacraments. But in general they cannot be used 
for ordinary consumption. Anyone who defies this prohibition 
exposes himself to the gravest dangers. Not that the group always 
intervenes to check the committed infraction; but they believe that 
the sacrilege automatically results in death. A formidable principle is 
thought to reside in the totemic plant or animal that cannot enter a 
profane organism without disorganizing or destroying it.[ ... ] 

Yet while the prohibition is categorical in a great many tribes 
(with the exceptions indicated below), it clearly tends to become 
weaker to the degree that the old totemic organization breaks down. 
But even the restrictions that still persist show that the weakening of 
these prohibitions has not come about easily. For example, where 
eating the totemic plant or animal is permitted, this is not yet 
unconditional, and only a small amount can be consumed at a time. 
To eat more than this limited amount constitutes a ritual offence that 
has serious consequences. Elsewhere, the prohibition applies 
exclusively to the parts regarded as most precious, that is, most 
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sacred: for example the eggs or the fat. In still other places, 
unlimited consumption is tolerated only if the animal in question 
has not yet reached full maturity. In this case the animal's sacred 
nature is probably regarded as incomplete. So the barrier that isol­
ates and protects the totemic creature is lowered only gradually and 
not without strong resistance that bears witness to its original status. 

It is true that Spencer and Gillen think these restrictions were not 
the remnants of a strict prohibition that is continually eroded but the 
prelude to an interdiction in the process of being established. In their 
view, there was once total freedom of consumption, and the limita­
tions at present in place are relatively recent. They believe they have 
found proof of their thesis in the two following facts. First, as we 
have said, there are solemn occasions when the people of the clan or 
their chief not only may but must eat the totemic animal or plant. 
Second, myths record that the great ancestral founders of the clans 
regularly ate their totem. They would have it that these narratives 
can only be understood as echoes of a time when the present 
prohibitions did not exist. 

But the fact that a rather moderate consumption of the totem is 
ritually obligatory during certain religious solemnities in no way 
implies that it ever served as ordinary food. Qµite the contrary, the 
food eaten during these mystic meals is inherently sacred and for­
bidden to the profane. As for myths, to view them so readily as 
historical documents is to employ a rather hasty critical method. As a 
rule the purpose of myths is to interpret existing rites rather than to 
commemorate past events; they are more an explanation of the pres­
ent than a history. In this case, those traditions in which the ances­
tors of some fabled past would have eaten their totem are in perfect 
accord with the beliefs and rites still in force. The elders and others 
who have achieved a place of great religious prominence are free of 
the prohibitions governing the common man. They may eat holy 
things because they are holy themselves; moreover, this rule is not 
peculiar to totemism but is found in a great variety of religions. 
Since the ancestral heroes were nearly gods, it must have seemed all 
the more natural for them to eat sacred food; but this is no reason to 
grant the same privilege to the profane. 

Yet it is neither certain nor even likely that the prohibition was 
ever absolute. It seems always to have been suspended in case of 
necessity, for example when the native is starving and has nothing 
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else to eat, and all the more so when the totem is food that man 
cannot do without. A great many tribes, for example, have a water 
totem-a case where a strict prohibition is clearly impossible. How­
ever, even in this instance the concession is hedged around by 
restrictions showing that it is a departure from an accepted principle. 
Among the Kaitish and the Warramunga, a man of this totem cannot 
drink water freely: he is forbidden to draw it himself and can receive 
it only from the hands of another person who must belong to the 
phratry to which he does not belong.[ ... ] 

A prohibition against killing the totem, or picking it in the case of 
a plant, is often added to the prohibition against eating it. Yet here 
again there are certainly exceptions and allowances, notably in cases 
of necessity when, for example, the totem is a dangerous animal' or 
when there is nothing else to eat. There are even tribes that prohibit 
a man from hunting his totem animal for himself, yet permit him to 
kill it for someone else. In general, however, the way this act is 
accomplished suggests there is something illicit about it. The hunter 
asks for pardon, as in the commission of a sin; he displays the sorrow 
and repugnance he feels; and he takes the necessary precautions to 
ensure that the animal suffers as little as possible. [. . . ] 

If we now compare these various prohibitions with those that 
surround the totemic emblem, it seems-contrary to what we might 
predict-that those surrounding the totem emblem are more 
numerous, stricter, more sternly imperative. Figures of any sort rep­
resenting the totem are surrounded by a respect palpably greater 
than that inspired by the creature whose form is represented. The 
churingas, the nurtunja, the 111aninga must never be handled by 
women or the uninitiated, who are only allowed to glimpse them on 
rare occasions from a respectful distance. By contrast, the plant or 
animal whose name the clan bears can be seen and touched by every­
one. The churingas are kept in a sort of temple, on whose threshold 
the sounds of profane life subside into silence. This is the domain of 
holy things. By contrast, totemic animals and plants live in the 
profane realm and participate in daily life. And since the number 
and importance of the prohibitions that isolate a sacred thing and 

' And yet not in all cases. The Arunta of the Mosquito totem must not kill that 
insect, even when this is inconvenient, but must settle for swatting it off (Strehlow, 
Aranda, ii. 58. Cf. Revd George Taplin, 'The Narringeri', in James Dominick Woods, 
11e Native Tribes of South AUJtralia (Adelaide: E. S. Wigg, 1879), 63). 
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withdraw it from circulation correspond to the degree of holiness 
with which it is invested, we arrive at the remarkable result that the 
images of the totemic being are more sacred than the totemic being itself 
Moreover, it is the churinga and the nurtunja that hold the primary 
place in the ceremonies of the cult; the actual animal makes only very 
rare appearances.[ ... ] 

II 

We must now determine man's place in the system of religious 
things. 

We are inclined by a whole set of acquired habits and by the very 
force of language to conceive of the common man, the simple wor­
shipper, as an essentially profane being. This conception may never 
be literally true of any religion,' and it does not apply to totemism. 
Each member of the clan is invested with a sacred nature that is not 
significantly inferior to the sacred nature we have just identified in 
the animal. The reason for this personal sanctity is that man believes 
he is both a man in the usual sense of the word and an animal or 
plant of the totemic species. 

Indeed, he bears its name. And the identity of the name implies an 
identity of nature. Having the same name is not considered merely 
an external sign of having the same nature, but logically assumes it. 
For in the primitive mind the name is not merely a word, a combin­
ation of sounds, but part of one's being, and even something essen­
tial. A member of the Kangaroo clan calls himself a kangaroo, and in 
a sense he is an animal of this species. 'A man', say Spencer and 
Gillen, 'regards the being that is his totem as the same as himself. A 
native with whom we were discussing this matter responded by 
showing us a photograph we had just taken of him: "Look, this is 
exactly the same thing I am. Well! It's the same with the kangaroo." 
The kangaroo was his Each individual thus has a double 
nature: two beings coexist in him, a man and an animal. 

' Perhaps there is no religion that regards man as an exclusively profime being. For 
the Christian, there is something sacred about the soul that each of us bears within us, 
and that constitutes the very essence of our personality. As we shall see, this conception 
of the soul is as old as religious thought. But Man's place in the hierarchy of sacred 
things is rather elevated. 

• Spencer and Gillen, Native Tribes, 202. 
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To lend a semblance of intelligibility to this duality, which is so 
strange to us, the primitive has created myths that surely explain 
nothing and merely displace the difficulty, but seem by that dis­
placement to mitigate its shocking logic. Though varying in details, 
these myths are all constructed on the same plan: their aim is to 
establish genealogical relations between man and the totemic animal 
that make man the animal's kin. By this common origin, which is 
represented in different ways, the natives believe they have 
accounted for their common nature. The Narrinyeri, for example, 
have imagined that some of the first men had the power to transform 
themselves into beasts. Other Australian societies place at the origin 
of humanity either strange animals, from which men descended in 
some mysterious fashion, or mixed beings intermediary between the 
two species, or even formless creatures difficult to represent, lacking 
any specific organ or defined shape, whose various body parts are 
barely sketched out. Mythic powers, sometimes conceived as ani­
mals, then intervened and transformed these ambiguous and 
unnameable beings into men, representing, according to Spencer 
and Gillen, 'a transitional phase between man and animal'.' These 
transformations are presented to us as the result of violent and 
quasi-surgical operations. It is by the blows of an axe or, when the 
transformer is a bird, pecks with a beak that the human individual is 
carved out of this amorphous mass, arms and legs separated from 
one another, the mouth opened and nostrils pierced. Analogous 
legends are found in America, though because the mentality of these 
peoples is more developed, their representations are not as muddled 
and disconcerting.[ ... ] 

True, societies exist (Haida, Tlinkit, Tsimshian) in which the 
notion that man is born of an animal or plant is no longer accepted: 
the idea of an affinity between animals of the totemic species and the 
members of the clan has none the less survived, and this is explained 
in myths that are different from those previously discussed yet rem­
iniscent of them. Here we have one of their central themes. The 
eponymous ancestor is represented as a human being who, after 
many vicissitudes, is led to live for some time among legendary 
animals of the same species that gave the clan its name. As a result of 
this intimate and prolonged involvement, he becomes so like his new 

I Ibid. 38g. 
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companions that when he returns among men, they no longer recog­
nize him. So he is given the name of the animal he resembles. From 
his sojourn in this mythic land he has brought back the totemic 
emblem with the powers and virtues thought to be attached to it. In 
this case as in those earlier instances, man is assumed to participate 
in the nature of the animal, although this participation is conceived 
somewhat differently. 

He too, then, has something sacred about him. Diffused through­
out the body, this quality is especially apparent at certain privileged 
sites. There are organs and tissues that are particularly marked, 
above all blood and hair. 

First of all, human blood is so holy that the tribes of central 
Australia very often use it to consecrate the most respected cultic 
instruments. In certain cases the nurtunja, for example, is religiously 
anointed from top to bottom with human blood. Among the Arunta, 
men of the Emu clan draw the sacred emblem on ground completely 
soaked in blood. [. . . ] Moreover, the religious nature of blood also 
explains the religious role of red ochre and its frequent use in certain 
ceremonies; the churingas are rubbed with it, and it is used in ritual 
decorations. Red ochre is thought to be a substance related to blood 
because of its colour. Several deposits of red ochre found at different 
sites on Arunta territory are said to be coagulated blood that certain 
heroines of the mythic period had shed on the ground. 

Hair has analogous properties. The natives of central Australia 
wear belts made of human hair which have a religious function: they 
are used as wrappings for certain cult objects. When a man has lent a 
friend one of his churingas, the borrower makes a gift of hair to the 
lender as a sign of gratitude; these two kinds of things are considered 
to be of the same order and of equal value. Hence hair-cutting is a 
ritual act accompanied by specific ceremonies: the individual having 
his hair cut must squat on the ground with his face turned toward 
the place where the legendary ancestors on his mother's side are said 
to have made their encampment. 

For the same reason, as soon as a man dies, his hair is cut and 
placed in a secluded spot, for neither women nor the uninitiated have 
the right to see it; and there, far from profane eyes, the belts are 
woven. 

Other organic tissues could be named that to varying degrees 
display analogous properties-favourites are the foreskin, the fat of 
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the liver, and so on. But there is no need to provide multiple 
examples. Those already given confirm that there is something in 
man that keeps the profane at a distance and has a religious efficacy; 
in other words, the human body conceals in its depths a sacred 
principle that displays itself outwardly in special circumstances. 
This principle is not different in kind from that which gives the 
totem its religious character. Indeed, we have just seen that various 
substances where it is most prominently embodied enter into the 
ritual composition of cultic instruments (the nurtunja, totemic draw­
ings), or are used in anointings for the purpose of reanimating the 
virtues of either the churingas or the sacred rocks. Therefore these 
are things that belong to the same species. 

However, the religious dignity that is inherent, in this sense, in 
each member of the clan is not equally present in everyone. Men 
possess it to a higher degree than women, who seem profane by 
comparison.' Every time there is an assembly of either the totemic 
group or the tribe, the men form a camp apart from the women and 
closed to them. The men are effectively separated. But men differ 
too in the way they are marked by their religious nature. Since 
uninitiated young men are totally lacking such a nature, they are not 
admitted to the ceremonies. And this religious nature reaches its full 
intensity among old men. They are so sacred that they are permitted 
certain things forbidden to ordinary folk: they can eat the totemic 
animal more freely, and there are even tribes in which they are 
exempt from dietary restrictions. 

We must therefore guard against seeing totemism as a kind of 
zoolatry. Since man himself belongs to the sacred world, he does not 
worship the animals or plants whose name he bears the way another 
might worship his god. Relations between a man and his totem are 
rather those of two beings who are clearly on the same level and of 
equal value. At most we can say that in some cases, the animal seems 
to occupy a slightly more elevated place in the hierarchy of sacred 

' This is not to say that the woman is absolutely profane. In myths, at least among 
the Arunta, she plays a much more important religious role than she plays in reality 
(Spencer and Gillen, Native Tribes, Even now, she participates in certain 
initiation rites. And her blood has religious powers (see ibid. cf. Durkheim, 'La 
Prohibition de l'incesteet ses origines', 51 ff.). 

The woman's complex situation is the source of the exogamic prohibitions. We will 
not discuss them here because they are more directly concerned with the problem of 
domestic and matrimonial organization. 
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things. This is why it is sometimes called the father or grandfather of 
the men of the clan, which seems to indicate that they feel they are 
morally dependent on it. Yet often, perhaps most often, the expres­
sions used denote a feeling of equality. The totemic animal is called 
the friend, the elder brother of his human kin. In short, the ties 
between them and him more closely resemble those that unite mem­
bers of the same family: as the Buondik say, animals and men are 
made of the same flesh. Because of this kinship man sees the animals 
of the totemic species as benevolent partners he can count on for 
help.[ ... ] 

Sometimes man seems to have a sort of mystic ownership of his 
particular totem. The prohibition against killing and eating it natur­
ally applies only to members of the clan; it could not be extended to 
outsiders without making life materially impossible. In a tribe like 
the Arunta, in which there are so many different totems, if it were 
forbidden to eat not only the animal or plant whose name one bears 
but also all the animals and plants that serve as totems to other clans, 
dietary resources would be reduced to nothing. There are, however, 
tribes in which unlimited consumption of the totemic plant or ani­
mal is not permitted, even to outsiders. Among the Wakelbura, this 
consumption must not take place in the presence of people belong­
ing to the totem. Elsewhere their permission is required. Among the 
Kaitish and the Unmatjera, for example, when a man of the Emu 
clan, finding himself in a locality occupied by the Grass Seed clan, 
gathers some of these seeds, he must go to the chief before eating 
them and say to him: 'I have gathered these seeds on your land.' To 
which the chief replies: 'That is fine; you may eat them.' But if the 
man of the Emu clan were to eat the grass seeds without asking 
permission, it is believed that he would fall ill and possibly die.' [. . . ] 
The men of the totem, then, play the role of owners, although clearly 
this is a special sort of ownership that is difficult for us to grasp. 

' Nortltern Tribes, 159-6<>· 



CHAPTER 3 

CENTRAL TOTEMIC BELIEFS (Continued) 

III. THE COSMOLOGICAL SYSTEM OF TOTEMISM AND THE 

NOTION OF GENUS 

WE begin to see that totemism is a much more complex religion than 
it seemed at first. We have already identified three categories of 
things that it recognizes as sacred in varying degrees: the totemic 
emblem, the plant or animal represented by this emblem, and the 
members of the clan. Yet this picture is not complete. A religion is 
not simply a collection of fragmentary beliefs about very specific 
objects of the sort just mentioned. To a greater or lesser extent, all 
known religions have been systems of ideas that embrace the univer­
sality of things and give us a total representation of the world. For 
totemism to be considered a religion comparable to others, it too 
must offer a conception of the universe. And it satisfies this 
condition. 

I 

This aspect of totemism has been largely neglected because we have 
had too narrow an idea of the clan. It is usually seen as merely a 
group of human beings, a simple subdivision of the tribe composed 
only of men. But by reasoning in this way we are substituting our 
European ideas for those the primitive has about the world and 
society. For the Australian, things themselves-all things that 
inhabit the universe-are part of the tribe. They are among its con­
stituent elements and its regular members. They have a definite 
place in the framework of society, just as men do: 'The savage of 
South Australia', Fison says, 'considers the universe as a large tribe 
to one of whose divisions he belongs; and all things that are classified 
in the same group as he, both animate and inanimate, are parts of the 
body of which he himself is a part." By virtue of this principle, when 

' Lorimer Fison and Alfred William Howitt, Kiimilaroi aflli Kumai: Group Marriage 
aflli &lotions/Hp, aflli Marriage fry Elopemmt, Drawn Chiefly from the Usage of the Austral­
ian Aboriginals (Melbourne: G. Roberllion, 1880), 170. 
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the tribe is divided into two phratries, all known beings are divided 
between them. [ ... ]The Port Mackay tribe in Queensland is made 
up of two phratries that bear the names Yungaroo and Wootaroo, and 
likewise in neighbouring tribes. According to Bridgmann, 'All ani­
mate and inanimate things are divided by these tribes into two 
classes called Yungaroo and Wootaroo." But this classification does 
not stop here. The men of each phratry are divided among a certain 
number of clans; similarly, the things assigned to each phratry are 
divided in turn among the clans that compose it. This tree, for 
example, will be assigned to the Kangaroo clan and to it alone, and 
like the human members of the clan, it will have the Kangaroo as its 
totem; that tree will belong to the Snake clan; the clouds will be 
assigned to a certain totem, the Sun to another, etc. Thus all known 
beings are distributed in a kind of table, a systematic classification 
that embraces all of nature. 

We have reproduced elsewhere a certain number of these classifi­
so here we will mention only a few examples. One of the 

best-known classifications has been observed in the Mount Gambier 
tribe. This tribe is composed of two phratries that bear the names 
Kumite and Kroki, each of which is in turn divided into five clans. 
Now, 'Everything in nature belongs to one or the other of those ten 
clans':3 Fison and Howitt say that all things are 'included' in them. 
They are, in fact, classified under these ten totems like species under 
their respective genera. This is evident in Table r, constructed 
according to information gathered by Curr and by Fison and 
Howitt. 

The list of things attached to each clan is, of course, quite 
incomplete. [. . . ] 

The same organization is found among the North American 
Indians. [ ... ] An echo of these ideas persists even in the most 
advanced societies. Among the Haida, all the gods and mythical 
beings appointed to different natural phenomena are classified in 

' Edward Micklethwaite Curr, The .Australian Race: Its Origin, Lang1111ges, Customs 
... (Melbourne: J. Ferres, I 886--7), iii. 45; Rnbert Brough Smyth, The .Aborigines of 
Victoriu. (Melbourne: J. Ferres, rl178), i. 91; Fison and Howitt, Kamilaroi u.nd Kurnai, 
r68. 

• Emile Durkheim and Macel Mauss, 'De quelques formes primitives de classifica­
tion: contribution a l'etude des representations collectives', L 'Annie sociologique, 6 
(1903), I ff. 

i Curr, The .Awtralian Rat:e, iii. 46r. 



TABLE I 

Phratms 

Kumite 

Kroki 

The Elementary Forms of Religious Life III 

Clam 

The fishing falcon 

The pelican 

The crow 

Black cockatoos 
Harmless snakes 

The tea tree 
An edible root 

Crestless white 
cockatoos 

Things classified in each clan 

Smoke, honeysuckle, certain 
trees, etc. 
Blackwood trees, dogs, fire, ice, 
etc. 
Rain, thunder, lightning, clouds, 
hail, winter, etc. 
Stars, moon, etc. 
Fish, seal, eel, trees with fibrous 
bark, etc. 

Duck, crayfish, owl, etc. 
Buzzard, quail, a kind of 
kangaroo, etc. 
Kangaroo, summer, sun, wind, 
autumn, etc. 

Note: There are no details for the fourth and fifth Kroki clans. 

one or the other of the two phratries of the tribe, just as men are: 
some are Eagles, others are Crows. The gods of things are merely 
another aspect of the things they govern.' This mythological classifi­
cation is therefore just another form of those we described earlier. So 
we can be sure that this way of conceiving the world is independent 
of any ethnic or geographical particularity. At the same time, how­
ever, it seems clear that such a world view is closely tied to the whole 
system of totemic beliefs. 

II 

In the work to which we have already alluded several times, we 
showed how these facts illuminate the way humanity formed the 

' This is particularly evident among the Haida. Swanton says that every animal has 
two aspects. On the one hand, it is an ordinary creature that can be hunted and eaten; 
but at the same time it is a supernatural being with the external form of an animal, and 
to which man is subject. The mythic beings that correspond to various cosmic phenom­
ena have the same ambiguity (J. R. Swanton, The Haitla (London: E. J. Brill, 1905), 14, 
16, 25). 
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notion of genus or class. Indeed, these systematic classifications are 
the first that we encounter historically. We have just seen that they 
are modelled on social organization, or rather that they appropriate 
the framework of society as their own. The phratries function as 
genera and the clans as species. Because men formed groups, they 
were able to group things; they classified things simply by placing 
them in the groups they had already formed. And if these various 
classes of things were not simply juxtaposed to one another but 
ranked according to a unified plan, that is because the social groups 
they belong to are themselves interdependent, and through their 
union form an organic whole-the tribe. The unity of these first 
logical systems merely reproduces the unity of society. Thus we have 
an opportunity to verify the proposition we announced at the begin­
ning of this work, and to assure ourselves that the fundamental 
notions of mind, the essential categories of thought, can be the 
product of social factors. The preceding demonstrates that this is in 
fact the case with the very notion of category. 

We do not mean to deny, however, that individual consciousness, 
even falling back on its own resources, has the capacity to perceive 
resemblances between the particular things it conceives for itself. On 
the contrary, it is clear that even the most primitive and simplest 
classifications already presuppose this faculty. It is not accidental 
that the Australian places things in the same clan or in different 
clans. In him as in us, similar images attract, opposites repel, and he 
classifies things in one or another category according to his sense of 
these affinities and repulsions. 

And we can see in some cases what has inspired him. In all likeli­
hood the initial and fundamental frameworks of these classifications 
were composed of the two phratries and began as dichotomies. Now, 
when a classification has only two genera, these are almost necessar­
ily conceived as antithetical. They are used initially as a means of 
neatly separating things that contrast most clearly. Some are put on 
the right, others on the left. The Australian classifications are of this 
sort. If the white cockatoo is classified in one phratry, the black 
cockatoo is in the other; if the sun is on one side, the moon and stars 
are on the other side. Very often, the beings that serve the two 
phratries as totems are opposite colours. Such oppositions are found 
even outside Australia. Where one of the phratries is responsible for 
peace, the other is responsible for war; if one has water as its totem, 
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the other has earth. This surely explains why the two phratries have 
often been regarded as naturally antagonistic. Granted, there is a 
kind of rivalry, even innate hostility between them. The opposition 
of things is extended to persons: the logical contrast is echoed as 
social conflict. 

Within each phratry, on the other hand, things that seem to have 
the greatest affinity with the totem have been placed in the same 
clan. For example, the moon is placed with the black cockatoo; the 
sun, air, and wind with the white cockatoo. Another example: the 
totemic animal is grouped with its source of food, as well as with its 
closest allies. Of course, we cannot always understand the obscure 
psychology that presides over many of these affinities and distinc­
tions. But the preceding examples suffice to demonstrate that a cer­
tain intuition of similarities and differences evident in things has 
played a role in creating these classifications. 

But the feeling of similarities is one thing and the notion of genus 
another. Genus is the external framework whose contents include 
objects perceived as like one another. The contents cannot provide 
their own framework. They consist of vague and shifting images, the 
superimposition and partial fusion of a fixed number of individual 
images found to have common elements. By contrast, the framework 
is a definite form with firm boundaries that can be applied to an 
indefinite number of things, whether visible or not, whether actual or 
merely potential. Indeed, every genus has an extended scope that is 
infinitely greater than the circle of objects whose resemblance we 
have confirmed through direct experience. This is why a whole 
school of thinkers refuses, not without reason, to identify the idea of 
genus with that of generic image. The generic image is merely the 
residual representation that similar, somewhat overlapping represen­
tations leave in us when they are simultaneously present in con­
sciousness. Genus, on the other hand, is a logical symbol that allows 
us to think clearly about these similarities and others like them. 
Moreover, the best proof of the gap that separates these two notions 
is that the animal is capable of forming generic images, whereas it 
lacks the art of thinking in terms of genera and species. 

The idea of genus is a tool of thought that was obviously con­
structed by men. But to construct it we needed to have a model, 
for how could this idea have emerged if there were nothing within us 
or outside us to suggest it? The reply that it was given to us a priori is 
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not an adequate one; as they say, that lazy solution is the death of 
analysis. Now, it is hard to imagine where we would have found that 
indispensable model if not in the spectacle of collective life. A genus 
is indeed an ideal yet clearly defined grouping of things with internal 
bonds analogous to the bonds of kinship. And the only groupings of 
this kind that we know from experience are those that men form with 
one another. Material things can form mechanical collections, con­
stellations, or mechanical assemblages with no internal unity, but not 
groups in the sense we have just defined. A heap of sand or a pile of 
stones is not comparable to the kind of defined and organized society 
that constitutes a genus. In all probability we would never have 
thought of joining elements of the universe together in homo­
geneous groups called genera if we had not had the example of 
human societies before our eyes, if we had not begun by making 
things themselves members of the society of men, so that human and 
logical groupings initially overlapped. r 

From another perspective, a classification is a system whose parts 
are ranked in a hierarchical order. There are both dominant and 
subordinate features; the species and their distinctive properties are 
subsumed under genera and their attributes, and different species of 
the same genus are imagined on the same level. Is comprehensive­
ness preferable? If this is so, then things are represented in an inverse 
order: the highest-ranking are the species that are most specific and 
richest in reality, the lowest-ranking types the most general and 
poorest in detail. Still, they are represented in a hierarchical order. 
And we must beware of thinking that this term has only a meta­
phorical meaning: the purpose of a classification is to establish rela­
tions of subordination and coordination, and man would never have 
thought to order his knowledge in this way if he had not already 
known what a hierarchy is. Neither the spectacle of physical nature 
nor the mechanism of mental associations could provide us with this 
idea. Hierarchy is strictly a social thing. Only in society are there 

' One of the signs of this original lack of distinction is that, like the social divisions 
with which they were first merged, genera are sometimes assigned a territorial base. 
Thus, among the Wotjobaluk in Australia, and among the Zuni in America, things are 
thought of as distributed between the different regions of space, like the clans. And this 
regional distribution of things and that of clans coincide (see Durkheim and Mauss, 'De 
quel.ques form.es primitives de classification', 34 II.). Classifications preserve something 
of this spatial character even among relatively advanced peoples, for example in China 
(ibid. 55 II.). 
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superiors, inferiors, and equals. As a result, even if the facts were not 
yet conclusive, the analysis of these notions would be sufficient to 
reveal their source. We have borrowed them from society and pro­
jected them onto our representation of the world. Society has 
provided the canvas on which logical thought has operated. 

III 

But these primitive classifications bear no less directly on the genesis 
of religious thought. 

They imply, in fact, that all things classified in the same clan or in 
the same phratry are closely related to each other and to the being 
that serves as the totem of that clan or phratry. When the Australian 
of the Port Mackay tribe says that the sun, snakes, etc. belong to the 
Yungaroo phratry, he is not simply applying a common but purely 
conventional label to all those disparate beings; for him the word has 
an objective meaning. He truly believes that 'alligators are Yungaroo, 
that kangaroos are Wootaroo. The sun is Yungaroo, the moon 
Wootaroo and so on for the constellations, the trees, the plants, and 
so forth.'' An internal tie binds them to the group in which they are 
placed and hold full membership. They are said to belong to this 
group just as the human individuals do who are part of it, so a 
relationship of the same kind joins its human members. Man sees the 
things of his clan as comrades or kin; he calls them friends and 
considers them made from the same flesh as he. There are elective 
affinities and a special compatibility between them and himself. 
Things and men attract each other in some way, understand each 
other, and are naturally in harmony. For example, when a Wakelbura 
of the Mallera phratry is buried, the scaffold on which the body is 
exposed 'must be made of the wood of any tree belonging to the 
Mallera phratry'. 2 The same is true for the branches that cover the 
corpse. If the deceased is of the Banbe class, a Banbe tree must be 
used. In the same tribe, a magician can use in his art only things that 
belong to his phratry; because other things are foreign to him, he is 
unable to make them obey. A bond of mystic sympathy thus joins 

' George Bridgmann, in Brough Smyth, The Aborigines of Victoria, i. 91. 
• A. W. Howitt, 'On Some Australian Beliefs', Journal oftlie Antliropological Institute, 

13 (1884), 191 D. I. 
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each individual to the other beings associated with him, whether 
they are living or not. Hence the belief that what he will do or has 
done can be inferred from what they do. Again, among Wakelbura, 
when an individual dreams he has killed an animal belonging to a 
particular social division, he expects to meet a man from that div­
ision the next day. And conversely, things assigned to a clan or a 
phratry cannot be used against the members of that phratry or clan. 
Among the Wotjobaluk, every phratry has its own trees. To hunt an 
animal from the Gurogity phratry, a man can use only weapons 
made of wood taken from trees of the other phratry, and vice versa; 
otherwise the hunter is sure to miss his mark. The native is con­
vinced that the arrow would be deflected from its target of its own 
accord and refuse, so to speak, to hit an animal that is friend and 
kin. 

Thus, by their union, the people of the clan and the things classi­
fied within it form an interdependent system in which all parts are 
linked and vibrate sympathetically. This organization, which might 
at first seem to us purely logical, is at the same time a moral system. 
The same principle animates and unifies it: namely, the totem. Just 
as a man who belongs to the Crow clan has something of this animal 
in him, so the rain, belonging to the same clan and the same totem, is 
necessarily regarded as 'being the same thing as a crow'. For the 
same reason the moon is a black cockatoo, the sun a white cockatoo, 
every blackwood tree a pelican, and so forth. All beings classified in 
the same clan-men, animals, plants, inanimate objects-are only 
modalities of the totemic being. This is the meaning of the formula 
reported above, which makes them virtually the same species: all are 
really of the same flesh in the sense that they all participate in the 
nature of the totemic animal.[ ... ] 

Moreover, we know that the totemic animal is a sacred being. 
Therefore all things belonging to the clan for which it is emblematic 
share the same character; since they are in a sense animals of the 
same species, like man, they too are sacred. And the classifications 
that situate them in relation to other things in the universe simul­
taneously assign them a place in the religious system as a whole. 
That is why the animals or plants cannot be freely consumed by the 
human members of the clan. In the Mount Gambier tribe, the 
people whose totem is a non-poisonous snake must abstain not only 
from the flesh of this snake but also from seal meat, eels, and so on. If 
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they eat these things when driven by necessity, they must at least 
mitigate the sacrilege by performing expiatory rites, as if they were 
violating the totem itself. Among the Euahlayi, where use but not 
abuse of the totem is permitted, the same rule applies to other things 
that belong to the clan. Among the Arunta, the prohibition that 
protects the totemic animal extends even to animals associated with 
it; and in any case these animals deserve particular respect. The 
feelings inspired by both are identical.• 

But even more effective proof that all things attached to a totem 
share the same nature and consequently the same religious character 
is the fact that on occasion they play the same role. They are acces­
sory or secondary totems, or, according to a well-established term, 
they are subtotems. Within a clan, smaller groups form under the 
influence of sympathies and personal affinities. These more limited 
associations tend to be relatively autonomous and form something 
like a new subdivision, a subclan within the primary clan. To be 
distinctive and unique, this subclan needs its own totem-hence a 
subtotem. Now, the totems of these secondary groups are chosen 
from among the various things classified under the principal totem. 
So they are virtual totems, literally, for the smallest circumstance is 
enough to make them actual totems. They have a latent totemic 
nature that becomes manifest when conditions permit or require. So 
the same individual may have two totems: a principal totem that is 
common to the whole clan, and a subtotem that is specific to the 

' There are, however, certain tribes in Qµeensland in which the things assigned to a 
social group an: not forbidden to the members of this group. This is the case with the 
Wakelbura, for instance. It should be recalled that in this society the matrimonial classes 
serve as frameworks for classification (see above, p. 1 IO). Now, not only can the people of 
a class eat the animals attributed to that class, but they c11nnot e11t others. All other food is 
prohibited (Howitt, N11tive Tribes, I r3; Curr, Tlte Australian R11Ce, iii. 27). 

However, we must not conclude that these animals an: considered profane. It will be 
observed that the individual not only may but must eat them, since he is forbidden other 
nourishment. And this imperative character of the prescription is a sure sign that we an: 
in the presence of things of a religious nature. But their religious aspect has given birth 
to a positive obligation, not to the negative obligation that is a prohibition. It may even 
be possible to see how this deviation might have happened. We have seen above (see 
p. rn8) that every individual is assumed to have a kind of property right to his totem, and 
consequently to the things attached to it. Special circumstances influenced the devel­
opment of this aspect of the totemic relationship, and people came quite naturally to 
believe that only the members of a clan could dispose of their totem and everything 
assimilated to it, and that others, by contrast, had no right to touch it. Under these 
conditions, a clan could feed itself only with things assigned to it. 
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subclan to which he belongs. These are somewhat analogous to the 
nomen and the cognomen* of the Romans. 

Sometimes we even see a subclan throw off the yoke and become 
an autonomous group, an independent clan. The subtotem then 
becomes a principal totem. [ ... ] This transformation of the sub-­
totem into a totem happens, moreover, imperceptibly, so that in 
certain cases the situation is ill defined, and it is hard to say whether 
one is dealing with a principal totem or a secondary one.[ ... ] Thus 
the different things classified in a clan are like so many cores around 
which new totemic cults can form. This is the best evidence of the 
religious feelings they inspire. If they did not have a sacred nature, 
they could not so easily be promoted to the same level as those sacred 
things par excellence, the actual totems. 

The circle of religious things, then, extends well beyond what 
seemed at first to be its boundaries. It includes not only the totemic 
animals and human members of the clan, but, since there is nothing 
known that is not classified* in a clan and under a totem, there is also 
nothing that does not receive some reflection of that religious nature. 
When actual gods make their appearance in later religions, each of 
them will be appointed to rule a particular category of natural phe­
nomena, this one to the sea, that one to the air, another to the harvest 
or fruits, and so on, and each of these provinces of nature will be 
regarded as drawing its life from the presiding god. This parcelling 
out of nature among different divinities is precisely what constitutes 
the religious representation of the universe. As long as humanity has 
not gone beyond the phase of totemism, the various totems of the 
tribe play precisely the same role that will later be assigned to divine 
personalities. In the Mount Gambier tribe, which we have taken as a 
prime example, there are ten clans, and so the whole world is divided 
into ten classes, or rather into ten families, each of which has been 
founded by a particular totem. All things classified in a clan derive 
their reality from that founder, since they are conceived as different 
aspects of the totemic being: to return to our example, rain, thunder, 
lightning, clouds, hail, and winter are regarded as different kinds of 
crow. All together these ten families of things constitute a complete 
and systematic representation of the world; and that representation 
is religious since its principles are drawn from religious notions. Far 
from being confined to one or two categories of things, the domain of 
totemic religion extends to the limits of the known universe. Like 
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Greek religion, it situates the divine everywhere. The well-known 
formula 1tavta 1tl..ftP"1 0&i>v* can serve as its motto as well. 

To conceive of totemism in this way, however, we must modify our 
long-standing notion on one fundamental point. Until the discover­
ies of recent years, totemism was thought to consist entirely of the 
cult of a particular totem and was defined as the religion of the clan. 
From this point of view, there seemed to be as many independent 
totemic religions in the same tribe as there were different clans.[ ... ] 
But the reality is more complex. Of course, the cult of each totem 
has its seat in the corresponding clan; it is celebrated only there. 
Members of the clan are entrusted with it and transmit it from one 
generation to the next, along with the beliefs on which it is based. 
On the other hand, the different totemic cults practised within the 
same tribe do not develop in parallel, unaware of one another, as 
though each were a complete and self-sufficient religion. They are 
mutually implicated: they are merely parts of the same whole, elem­
ents of the same religion. The men of one clan do not regard the 
beliefs of neighbouring clans with the indifference, scepticism, or 
hostility usually inspired by a foreign religion; they themselves share 
these beliefs. [ ... ] Moreover, this community of beliefs sometimes 
becomes manifest in the cult. In principle the rites that involve a 
totem can be performed only by the men of that totem, yet often 
representatives of different clans are present. And their role is not 
always that of simple spectators. Although they cannot officiate, 
they decorate those who perform and they prepare the service.[ ... ] 
There is even a whole cycle of rites that must take place in the 
presence of the assembled tribe: these are the totemic ceremonies of 
initiation. 

Furthermore, totemic organization as just described must clearly 
result from a sort of understanding among all the members of the 
tribe without distinction. Each clan cannot possibly have invented its 
beliefs independently of the others; the cults of different totems 
must in some way have adapted to one another since they are per­
fectly complementary. Indeed, as we have seen, the same totem is not 
usually repeated twice in the same tribe, and the whole universe was 
divided among the totems in such a way that the same object is not 
found in two different clans. Such a methodical division could not 
have been made without a tacit or considered agreement in which 
the whole tribe would have had to participate. The set of beliefs 



120 The Elementary Forms of Religious Lift 

generated in this way is therefore in part (but only in part) a tribal 
matter. 

In sum: to form an adequate idea of totemism, we must not limit 
ourselves to the confines of the clan but consider the tribe as a whole. 
To be sure, each clan's particular cult enjoys great autonomy: we can 
foresee even now that the active ferment of religious life will be 
centred in the clan. On the other hand, all these cults are inter­
related, and totemic religion is the complex system formed by their 
union, just as Greek polytheism was formed by the union of all the 
cults addressed to different divinities. We have just shown that, 
understood in this way, totemism, too, has its cosmology. 



CHAPTER 4 

CENTRAL TOTEMIC BELIEFS (Conclusion) 

IV. THE INDIVIDUAL TOTEM AND THE SEXUAL TOTEM 

IN the previous chapters, we have examined totemism as a public 
institution. The only totems at issue until now were the common 
property of a clan, a phratry, or, in a sense, a tribe; the individual 
figured in them only as a member of the group. But we know that 
there is no religion that does not have an individual aspect. This 
general observation applies to totemism. Alongside the impersonal 
and collective totems that are primary, there are others that belong 
to the individual, that express his personality, and whose cult he 
practises privately. 

I 

In some Australian tribes and in most of the Indian societies of 
North America, each individual maintains a personal relationship 
with a particular thing, which is comparable to the relationship each 
clan maintains with its totem. This thing is sometimes an inanimate 
being or man-made object, but it is usually an animal. In some cases, 
a circumscribed part of the body, such as the head, the feet, or the 
liver, serves the same function. 

The name of the thing also serves as the name of the individual. 
This is his personal name, a first name that is added to the collective 
totem, as the praenomen of the Romans was added to the nomen 
gentilicium. True, this fact has been documented only in a certain 
number of societies, but it is probably widespread. Indeed, we will 
soon demonstrate that the thing and the individual share an identical 
nature, and this identical nature implies an identical name. Con­
ferred during especially important religious ceremonies, this first 
name has a sacred character. It is not pronounced in the ordinary 
circumstances of profane life. The usual language that serves to 
designate the thing may even be somewhat modified for this special 
purpose. For the terms of everyday language are excluded from 
religious life. [ ... ] 
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The individual and his animal namesake are closely bound 
together. The man participates in the animal's nature; he has its 
good qualities as well as its faults. For example, someone who has 
the eagle as a personal emblem is thought to possess the gift of 
seeing into the future; if he has the name bear, it is said that he is 
more likely to be wounded in combat because the bear is slow and 
heavy and easily trapped; if the animal is scorned, the man is 
subjected to the same scorn. The kinship of the two beings is so 
great that in certain circumstances, especially in case of danger, the 
man is thought capable of taking on the form of the animal. Con­
versely, the animal is regarded as the man's double, his alter ego. 
The association between them is so close that their destinies are often 
considered to be the same: nothing can happen to one without the 
other feeling the repercussions. If the animal dies, the life of the man 
is threatened. Hence the general rule that one must neither kill the 
animal nor, above all, eat its flesh. When applied to the clan totem, 
this prohibition involves all sorts of modifications and compromises, 
but here it is much more categorical and absolute. 

As for the animal, it protects the man and functions as a kind of 
patron. It warns him of possible dangers and the means to escape 
them; it is said to be his friend. And since it is often thought to have 
magical powers, it transfers those powers to its human partner, who 
staunchly believes them to be a shield against bullets, arrows, and 
blows of all sorts. The individual's confidence in his protector is such 
that he braves the greatest dangers and accomplishes disconcerting 
acts of daring with a fearless serenity: faith gives him the courage 
and the necessary strength. None the less, the man's relationship to his 
patron is not one of pure and simple dependency. The individual, on 
his side, can act on the animal. He gives it orders and has a hold over it. 
A Kurnai whose friend and ally is the shark believes he can disperse 
the sharks threatening his boat by means of incantations.[ ... ] 

The totem is the patron of the clan, just as the individual's patron 
serves him as a personal totem. So it is desirable that our termin­
ology reflect this kinship between the two systems. That is why, with 
Frazer, we will call the cult that each individual practises with regard 
to his patron individual totemism. This terminology is further justi­
fied by the fact that in certain cases, the primitive himself uses the 
same word to designate the clan totem and the individual's animal 
protector. [ ... ] 
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However, despite the clear kinship of these two institutions, there 
are important differences between them. While the clan thinks of 
itself as issuing from the animal or plant that serves as its totem, the 
individual does not believe he has any such relationship with his 
personal totem. It is a friend, a partner, a protector, but not a relative. 
The man profits from the virtues his totem is thought to possess, but 
he is not of the same blood. In the second place, the members of a 
clan permit neighbouring clans to eat the animal whose name they 
bear collectively, provided the necessary formalities are observed. By 
contrast, not only does the individual respect the species to which 
his personal totem belongs but he is pledged to protect it against 
strangers, at least wherever the destinies of man and animal are 
thought to be connected. 

But these two kinds of totems differ above all in the way they are 
acquired. 

The collective totem is part of the legal status of each individual: 
it is generally hereditary. In any case, it is designated by birth and the 
will of men has nothing to do with it. Sometimes the child has his 
mother's totem (Kamilaroi, Dieri, Urabunna, etc.); sometimes his 
father's totem (Narrinyeri, Warramunga, etc.); and sometimes the 
totem that predominates where his mother has conceived (Arunta, 
Loritja). The individual totem, on the contrary, is acquired by a 
deliberate act and must be determined by whole series of ritual 
practices. The usual method among the American Indians is the 
following. Around the time of puberty, as the moment of initiation 
approaches, the young man withdraws to an isolated place-a forest, 
for example. There, during a period of time that varies from several 
days to several years, he undertakes all sorts of exhausting and 
unnatural exercises. He fasts, mortifies himself, inflicts various self­
mutilations. Sometimes he wanders, shouting and screaming; some­
times he lies still, stretched out on the ground, groaning; sometimes 
he dances, prays, invokes his usual divinities. He ends by working 
himself into a state of intense overexcitement verging on delirium. 
When he reaches this moment of paroxysm, his ideas easily take on a 
hallucinatory quality. [ ... ] Under these conditions, dreaming or 
awake, he sees, or thinks he sees (which amounts to the same thing), 
an animal that appears to him in an attitude that seems to show its 
friendly intentions, and he will imagine that he has discovered the 
patron he was waiting for. 
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This process, however, is rare in Australia. On that continent, the 
personal totem seems rather to be imposed by a third party either 
at birth or at the moment of initiation. Generally a relative plays this 
role, or a person invested with special powers, such as an old person 
or a magician. Sometimes divination is used. For example, in Char­
lotte Bay, at Cape Bedford, or on the Proserpine river, the grand­
mother or another old woman takes a small portion of the umbilical 
cord attached to the placenta and spins it around vigorously. During 
this time, other old women, seated in a circle, take turns proposing 
different names. The name adopted is the one pronounced at the 
moment the cord breaks. Among the Yaraikanna of Cape York, the 
young initiate is given a little water to rinse out his mouth after 
having his tooth pulled, and is then asked to spit into a bucket of 
water. The old men carefully examine the kind of clot formed by the 
blood and saliva, and the natural object it resembles becomes the 
young man's personal totem. [ ... ] 

Not only is the individual totem acquired and not given, but its 
acquisition is not always compulsory. In Australia there are many 
tribes where this usage seems to be entirely unknown. [ ... ] And while 
individual totemism seems freer and more optional, it has much 
greater power to resist erosion than the totemism of the clan. One of 
Hill-Tout's chief informers was a baptized Salish; yet although he 
had sincerely abandoned all the beliefs of his ancestors and become a 
model catechist, his faith in the efficacy of personal totems remained 
unshakeable. Similarly, while no visible traces of collective totemism 
remain in civilized countries, the idea of solidarity between each 
individual and an animal, a plant, or some external object is the basis 
of customs still observable in several European countries. r 

II 

Between collective totemism and individual totemism there is an 
intermediate form that draws on both: sexual totemism. It is 
encountered only in Australia in a small number of tribes. [ ... ] 

' Thus, at the birth of a child, one plants a tree on which one lavishes reverent care; 
fur one believes that its fate and that of the child are bound together. In his Goltien 
Bough, Frazer reported a number of practices or beliefs that translate variants of the 
same idea (cf Edwin Sidney Hartland, Legmtl of Perseus (London: D. Nutt, r894--0}, ii. 
1-55). 
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Among these different peoples, all the men of the tribe, on the one 
hand, and all the women, on the other, form two distinct and even 
antagonistic societies, whatever their clan membership. Now, each of 
these sexual guilds believes it is joined by mystic bonds to a certain 
animal. Among the Kurnai, all the men regard themselves as 
brothers of the emu-wren (Yeerung), and all the women as sisters 
of the elegant linnet (Djeetgun); all the men are Yeerung and all the 
women Djeetgun. [ ... ] Each sex sees the animal to which it is 
related as a protector that must be treated with the greatest regard: 
to kill or eat it is forbidden. 

This animal protector plays the same role in relation to male and 
female society as the clan totem plays in relation to the clan. The 
expression 'sexual totemism', which we borrow from Frazer,' is 
therefore justified. This new kind of totem closely resembles the clan 
totem in the sense that it is also collective; it belongs indiscriminately 
to all individuals of the same sex. Similarly, it implies a relationship 
of descent and common bloodline between the animal patron and the 
corresponding sex. [. . . ] But from another perspective, this same 
totem resembles the individual totem, for each member of the sexual 
group is thought to be personally bound to a particular individual of 
the corresponding animal species. The two lives are so closely linked 
that the death of the animal triggers that of a human. 'The life of a 
bat', say the Wotjobaluk, 'is the life of a man.' That is why each sex 
not only honours its totem but obliges members of the other sex to 
honour it as well. Any violation of this prohibition leads to actual 
bloody battles between men and women. 

In sum, what is truly original about these totems is that in a sense 
they are tribal totems. Indeed, they derive from a conception of the 
whole tribe as the off spring of a mythic couple. Such a belief cer­
tainly seems to imply that tribal feeling is strong enough to prevail, 
to a certain degree, over the particularism of the clans. Most likely a 
distinct origin is assigned to men and women because the sexes live 
apart from one another.• 

' ]. G. Frazer, Totemism and Exogamy, 4 vols. (London: Maanillan, I910), SI. 
• On this point, see our study on 'La Prohibition de l'inceste et ses origines', 44 If. 



CHAPTER 5 

THE ORIGINS OF THESE BELIEFS 

I. A CRITICAL EXAMINATION OF THE THEORIES 

THE beliefs we have just reviewed are clearly religious in nature since 
they involve a classification of things as sacred and profane. To be 
sure, spiritual beings are not invoked here, and in the course of our 
discussion we have not even mentioned spirits, genies, or divine 
personalities. But if some writers (who will be mentioned again) 
have refused for this reason to see totemism as a religion, that is 
because they have constructed a mistaken notion of the religious 
phenomenon. 

Furthermore, we are convinced that totemism is the most prim­
itive religion that can be observed at present, perhaps the most 
primitive that ever existed. Indeed, totemism is inseparable from 
clan-based social organization. As we have shown, it can be defined 
strictly as a function of this organization, but it also seems clear that 
the kind of clan found in many Australian societies could not have 
existed without the totem. Members of the same clan are joined 
together neither by a common habitat nor by shared blood, since 
they are not necessarily blood relatives and are often dispersed 
throughout the tribal territory. Their unity comes solely from the 
fact that they have the same name and the same emblem, from the 
belief that they sustain the same relations with the same categories of 
things, that they practise the same rites, in short that they participate 
in the same totemic cult. Thus totemism and the clan, at least insofar 
as the clan is not merged with the local group, are interdependent. 

Now, clan-based organization is the simplest we know. In fact, it 
exists with all its essential elements from the moment a society is 
made up of two primary clans. Therefore, no society is more 
rudimentary-since I believe no trace of a society consisting of a 
single clan has yet been found. A religion so closely allied with a 
social system of such surpassing simplicity can be considered the 
most elementary we know. If we manage to find the sources of the 
beliefs just analysed, we may discover at the same time the causes 
that spark humanity's religious feeling. 
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But before tackling the problem ourselves, it is fitting to examine 
the most authoritative solutions proposed thus far. 

I 

First, we find a group of scholars who thought they could explain 
totemism by deriving it directly from an earlier religion. 

For Tylor' and Wilken,2 totemism was a particular form of the 
ancestor cult; in their view, the widespread doctrine of the trans­
migration of souls served as the transition between these two 
religious systems. A great number of peoples believe that after death 
the soul does not remain eternally disembodied but reanimates 
another living body; furthermore, 'as the psychology of the inferior 
races establishes no clear-cut line of demarcation between the souls 
of men and those of animals, it has no trouble accepting the trans­
migration of the human soul into the bodies of animals'. 3 Tylor cites 
a certain number of such cases. Under these conditions, the religious 
respect the ancestor inspires quite naturally devolves on the animal 
or plant with which it is henceforth merged. The animal that 
serves as the receptacle of a venerated being becomes a holy thing, 
the object of a cult-in short, a totem-for all the ancestor's 
descendants, for the clan. 

The facts observed by Wilken in the societies of the Malay 
archipelago would tend to prove that this is indeed how totemic 
beliefs arose there. In Java and Sumatra, crocodiles are particularly 
honoured. They are seen as benevolent protectors whom it is 
forbidden to kill; offerings are made to them. And the cult that 
is rendered to them stems from the belief that they incarnate the 
souls of ancestors. [ ... ] 

But the societies from which these facts are gleaned have already 
reached a rather high level of culture; in any case, they have gone 
beyond the phase of pure totemism. They are organized into 
families, not totemic clans. Most of the animals to which religious 

' Edward Burnett 'I)rlor, Primitive Culture (London: John Murray, 1873), i. 402, ii. 
237, and 'Remarks on Totcmism, with Special Reference to some Modern Theories 
Respecting it',jounw.l oftlie Antliropologic1il Institule, 28 and NS 1: 138. 

• Albcrtus Christian Kruijt Wilken, Het Animi.mte bij rim Vo/ken Vtm rim irulisc/ien 
Arcliipel (The Hague: M. Nijholf, 1906), 6<J-75. 

l Tylor, Primitive Culture, ii. 6. 
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homage is paid are worshipped not by specific family groups but by 
entire tribes. Therefore, even if these beliefs and practices are related 
to ancient totemic cults, they now represent them in altered forms 
and are unlikely to reveal the sources of those cults. We cannot 
understand how an institution was formed by considering it at its 
moment of decline. If we want to know how totemism arose, it must 
be observed neither in Java, nor in Sumatra or Melanesia, but in 
Australia. And here there is no cult of the dead nor any doctrine of 
transmigration. [ ... ] It is true that the first ancestors are often rep­
resented in animal form, and this common representation is an 
important fact that we must take into consideration; but it cannot 
have arisen from the belief in metempsychosis* since this belief is 
unknown in Australian societies. 

Moreover, far from explaining totemism, this belief presupposes 
one of its fundamental principles; that is, it assumes the very thing it 
is meant to explain. Like totemism, in effect, it implies that man is 
conceived as closely akin to the animal, for if these two realms were 
clearly distinguished in people's minds, they would not believe that 
the human soul could pass so easily from one to the other. Similarly, 
the body of the animal must be considered its true homeland, since it 
is supposed to take refuge there the moment it has its freedom. Now, 
if the doctrine of transmigration postulates this singular affinity, it 
does not in any way explain it. The only explanation Tylor offers is 
that sometimes man calls to mind certain features of the anatomy and 
psychology of the animal.[ ... ] But ifhe sees himself in these resem­
blances, they are vague and exceptional. Above all man resembles his 
relatives and his companions, not plants or animals.[ ... ] 

Indeed, this entire theory rests on a fundamental misconception. 
For Tylor as for Wundt,* totemism is merely a particular case of 
animal worship. We know that, on the contrary, it must be seen as 
something quite different from a sort of zoolatry. The animal is not 
worshipped: far from being subject to it like a worshipper to his 
god, man is nearly the animal's equal and sometimes even uses it as 
his property. If the animals of the totemic species truly passed for the 
incarnations of ancestors, the members of strange clans would not be 
allowed to eat their flesh freely. In reality, the cult is addressed not to 
the animal as such but to the emblem, to the image of the totem. And 
there is no connection between this religion of the emblem and 
ancestor worship. 
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While Tylor relates totemism to ancestor worship, Jevons con­
nects it to the cult of nature, 1 and this is how he does it. Shaken by 
the irregularity of natural phenomena, man had populated the world 
with supernatural beings. Next, he felt the need to come to terms 
with the daunting forces that now surrounded him. He understood 
that the best way to avoid being crushed by them was to ally himself 
with some and ensure their cooperation. Now, in this phase of his­
tory, no form of alliance and association was known but that of 
kinship. All the members of the same clan help each other because 
they are relatives or, what amounts to the same thing, because they 
regard each other as such; by contrast, different clans treat each 
other as enemies because they are of different blood. So the only way 
to enlist the support of supernatural beings was to adopt them as 
relatives and have oneself adopted by them: the well-known process 
of blood-covenant* easily achieved this result. But since the individual 
at this moment in history did not yet have his own personality and 
was seen only as part of his group or clan, it was the clan as a whole 
and not the individual that collectively contracted this kinship. For 
the same reason this kinship was contracted not with a particular 
object but with the natural group, or species, of which this object 
was part. For man thinks of the world as he thinks of himself, and 
just as he did not conceive of himself as separate from his clan, he 
could not conceive of a thing as separate from its species. Now, a 
species of things joined to a clan by bonds of kinship is, says Jevons, 
a totem. 

Indeed, totemism certainly does imply a close association between 
a clan and a particular category of objects. ButJevons's notion-that 
this association was deliberately contracted, in full awareness of an 
ultimate goal-does not seem to accord with what history teaches us. 
Religions are too complicated, they fulfil too many obscure needs, to 
have their source in a self--ronsciously wilful act. Furthermore, even 
as it is excessively simplistic, this hypothesis is full of improbabil­
ities. Man is said to have tried to ensure the cooperation of the 
supernatural beings on which things depend. But then he ought to 
have addressed himself to the most powerful among them, to those 
whose protection would be most effective. Instead, the beings with 

' Frank Byron Jevons, An /n1roduction to the History of R.eligion (London: Methuen, 
1902), 96Jf. 
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which he entered into this mystic kinship are most often the hum­
blest. Moreover, if it were truly a matter of seeking allies and 
defenders, he should have appealed to as many as possible, for one 
can never have too much protection. In reality, however, each clan is 
routinely content with a single totem, that is, with a single protector, 
leaving the other clans to enjoy their own. Every group encloses 
itself strictly within its own religious domain, never trying to 
encroach on its neighbours'. According to the hypothesis under 
examination, such restraint and moderation are incomprehensible. 

II 

All these theories, moreover, wrongly omit one question that is cen­
tral to the whole issue. We have seen that there are two kinds of 
totemism, that of the individual and that of the clan. These forms of 
totemism are so clearly linked, they cannot be unrelated. There is 
good reason to wonder whether one is not derived from the other, 
and, if so, which is primary; depending on the solution, the problem 
of the origins of totemism will be posed in different terms. More­
over, this question is of general interest. Individual totemism is the 
individual aspect of the totemic cult. If it is primary, it will have to be 
said that religion is born in the consciousness of the individual, that 
it answers above all to individual aspirations, and that it takes a 
collective form only secondarily. 

The simplistic mentality that all too often inspires ethnographers 
and sociologists even now naturally inclines a number of scholars, in 
this case as in others, to explain the complex by the simple, the totem 
of the group by that of the individual. This is indeed the theory 
articulated by Frazer in his Colden Bough, by Hill-Tout, by Miss 
Fletcher, by Boas, and by Swanton. Moreover, it has the advantage of 
being in accord with the current conception of religion, which is 
rather generally seen as something quite private and personal. From 
this perspective, the clan totem can be only an individual totem 
generalized. After testing the value of a totem he freely chose, a 
prominent man would transmit it to his descendants. And they, 
multiplying over time, would eventually form that extended family 
we call the clan, and so the totem would have become collective. [. . . ] 

But where does individual totemism come from? The answer to 
this question varies according to the author. 
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Hill-Tout sees it as a particular case of fetishism.* Feeling sur­
rounded on all sides by daunting spirits, the individual must have 
experienced the need that Jevons soon ascribed to the clan: to sur­
vive, he sought the reassurance of some powerful protector in this 
mysterious world. Thus the practice of the personal totem was estal>-­
lished. For Frazer, this institution is simply a pretext, a strategy of 
war invented by men to escape certain dangers. We know that 
according to a widespread belief in many lower societies, the human 
soul can easily slip out of the body it inhabits; it may be far away but 
it continues to animate that body by a sort of long-distance action. 
But at certain critical moments, when life seems particularly threat­
ening, it can be an advantage to withdraw the soul from the body and 
deposit it in a place or an object where it would be safer. And indeed, 
there are certain practices meant to extract the soul to shield it from 
some real or imaginary peril. For example, when people are about to 
enter a newly built house, a magician extracts their souls and puts 
them in a sack, to be restored to their owners once the threshold is 
crossed. The moment one enters a new house is particularly critical; 
there is a risk of disturbing and so offending the spirits that live in 
the ground, especially beneath the threshold, and if no precautions 
were taken these spirits would make a man pay dearly for his bold­
ness. But once the danger is past, once their anger has been fore­
stalled and their support assured thanks to the completion of certain 
rites, the souls can safely return to their usual place. Hill-Tout thinks 
this same belief must have given birth to the individual totem. In 
order to protect themselves from magic spells, men may have 
thought it wise to hide their souls in the anonymous crowd of an 
animal or plant species. But once this involvement was established, 
each individual found himself closely joined to the animal or plant in 
which his life force was supposed to reside. Two beings so closely 
allied were then considered nearly indistinguishable: they were 
thought to participate in one another's nature. Once permitted, this 
belief facilitated and activated the transformation of the personal 
totem into a hereditary, and subsequently collective, totem. For all 
the evidence indicates that this natural kinship had to be transmitted 
through heredity, from father to children. 

We will not pause for a lengthy discussion of these two explan­
ations of individual totemism: they are ingenious mental constructs 
but lack any positive proof. To reduce totemism to fetishism, it 
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would have to be established that fetishism comes first. Now, not 
only is there no evidence cited to prove this hypothesis, but it is 
contradicted by everything we know. The haphazard collection of 
rites called fetishism seems to appear only among peoples who have 
already reached a certain degree of civilization; such a cult is 
unknown in Australia.[ ... ] 

As for Frazer's theory, it assumes a kind of basic absurdity in the 
primitive which the known facts would deny. He has a logic, strange 
as it may sometimes seem to us; and unless he entirely lacked such 
logic, he would not be capable of the reasoning ascribed to him. 
Nothing could be more natural than his attempt to ensure the sur­
vival of his soul by concealing it in a secret and inaccessible place, as 
so many heroes of myth and legend are supposed to have done. But 
how could he have imagined it safer in the body of an animal than in 
his own? Of course it could more easily escape the spells of a magi­
cian by being lost in the species, but at the same time it would be 
prey to hunters. Hiding the soul in a material form exposed to 
danger on all sides is an odd kind of protection. Above all, it is 
inconceivable that whole peoples could have allowed themselves to 
subscribe to a similar aberration. Indeed, in a great many cases, the 
function of the individual totem is clearly very different from the 
one Frazer ascribes to it: it is first and foremost a means of confer­
ring extraordinary powers on magicians, hunters, and warriors. As 
for the solidarity of man and thing, with all the attendant inconveni­
ences, this is accepted as an unavoidable consequence of the rite but 
is not desired in itself and for itself. 

We shall not pursue this controversy since it is not really the 
problem. The most crucial thing is to discover whether the indi­
vidual totem is really the primary fact from which the collective 
totem derives. Depending on our answer to this question, we will 
have to look for the source of religious life in two opposite directions. 

Now, there is such a convergence of decisive facts arguing against 
the hypothesis of Hill-Tout, Miss Fletcher, Boas, and Frazer that it is 
surprising it could be so readily and generally accepted. 

First, we know that man often has a pressing interest not only in 
respecting his animal companions of the species that serves as his 
personal totem, but also in making sure that it is respected by his 
fellow men: this is a matter of life and death. If collective totemism 
were only a generalized form of individual totemism, it should rest 
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on the same principle. Not only should clan members abstain from 
killing and eating their animal totem, but they ought to do all they 
can to impose the same prohibition on others. In fact, far from 
imposing this renunciation on the whole tribe, each clan, by means 
of rites that we shall describe below, watches over the plant or animal 
whose name it bears so that it may increase and multiply, ensuring 
other clans abundant food. At the very least it should be admitted 
that in becoming collective, individual totemism was profoundly 
transformed, and this transformation should be accounted for. 

Second, how can this hypothesis explain the fact that, except 
where totemism is in decline, two clans of the same tribe always have 
different totems? Two or more members of the same tribe, kin or 
not, should have no difficulty choosing the same animal as their 
personal totem and transmitting it to their descendants. Today two 
distinct families might easily have the same name. The strictly regi­
mented way that totems and subtotems are divided, first between the 
two phratries, then between the various clans of each phratry, clearly 
presupposes a social understanding, a collective organization. That 
is, totemism is something other than an individual practice that was 
spontaneously generalized. [ ... ] 

If individual totemism was the primary fact, it ought to be all the 
more developed and all the more evident in more primitive societies. 
Conversely, it should be seen to lose ground and diminish among 
more advanced peoples. But the opposite is the truth of the matter. 
The Australian tribes lag far behind those of North America, yet 
Australia is the region with a predilection for collective totemism. In 
the great majority of tribes, it alone prevails, while there is not one, to our 
knowledge, in which individual totemism is the sole practice. Individual 
totemism is found in its characteristic form only in a tiny number of 
tribes. And where it is encountered, it is most often in only a rudi­
mentary state, consisting of individual and optional practices limited 
in scope. Only magicians know the art of entering into mystic rela­
tions with animal species to which they are not naturally related. 
Ordinary people do not enjoy this privilege. In America, by contrast, 
the collective totem is in complete decline; in the societies of the 
north-west in particular it has only a rather diminished religious 
character. Conversely, among these peoples the individual totem 
plays a considerable role. Great efficacy is attributed to it, and it has 
become virtually a public institution. Thus it is characteristic of a 
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more advanced civilization. This undoubtedly explains the inversion 
of these two forms of totemism that Hill-Tout thought he observed 
among the Salish. Where collective totemism is fully developed, 
individual totemism is almost completely missing not because it has 
given way to the collective variety but, on the contrary, because the 
conditions necessary to its existence have not fully developed. 

But it is even clearer that individual totemism, far from giving rise 
to clan totemism, presupposes it. It arose and continues to operate 
within the framework of collective totemism, and is an integral part 
of it. In fact, in the very societies where it is prevalent, novices do not 
have the right to take just any animal as a personal totem; each clan is 
allowed to choose among a certain number of specific species. In 
return, those belonging to the clan are its exclusive property; mem­
bers of a strange clan cannot usurp them. Each individual is thought 
to sustain close bonds of dependence with the animal that serves as 
the totem to the entire clan. There are even cases where these bonds 
are perceptible: the individual totem represents one part or one par­
ticular aspect of the collective totem. Among the Wotjobaluk, each 
member of the clan considers the personal totems of his companions 
as to some extent his own; these are probably subtotems. And the 
subtotem presupposes the totem, just as the species presupposes the 
genus. Thus the primary form of individual religion we encounter in 
history seems to us not the active principle of public religion but, on 
the contrary, a simple aspect of that public religion.* The cult the 
individual organizes for himself, and to some extent for his private 
use, is hardly the germ of the collective cult but merely the collective 
cult adapted to the personal needs of the individual. 

III 

In a more recent work' inspired by the works of Spencer and Gillen, 
Frazer has tried to substitute a new explanation of totemism for the 

' James George Frazer, 'The Beginnings of Religion and Toternism among the Aus­
tralian Aborigines', Fortniglltly ReviaD, NS 68 Ouly r905), I 6z ff.; (Sept. r905), 452. Cf. 
by the same author 'The Origin of Totemill!D.', Fortnightly ReviaD (April r899), 6411; 
(May r899), 835. These last, somewhat older articles differ on one point from the earlier 
ones, but the basic theory is essentially no different. Both are reproduced in Toteminn, i. 
8c}-r7z. See in the same vein B. Spencer and F. J. Gillen, 'Some Remarks on Totemill!D. 
as Applied to Australian Tribes', Journal of the Anthropologi&al/nstitute, 28 (I 899), 275-
So, and Frazer's comments on the same subject, Totemism, i. z8r--O. 
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one he had first proposed and we have just discussed. It rests on the 
postulate that the totemism of the Arunta is the most primitive we 
know; Frazer even goes so far as to say that it hardly differs from the 
true and absolutely original type. 

What is noteworthy about this explanation is that the totems are 
attached neither to persons nor to groups of specific persons but to 
localities. In effect, each totem has its centre in a definite place. This 
is supposed to be where, at the beginnings of time, the souls of the 
first ancestors who formed the totemic group had their preferred 
residence. This is the sanctuary where the churingas are kept and 
where the cult is celebrated. This geographical distribution of the 
totems also determines the way the clans are recruited. The child's 
totem is not that of his father or mother but the totem central to the 
place where his mother felt the first symptoms of her pregnancy. It is 
said that the Arunta does not know the precise connection between 
generation and the sexual act. He believes that all conception is due 
to a kind of mystic fertilization. According to Frazer, this implies 
that a soul of some ancestor has penetrated the body of a woman and 
become the principle of a new life. So when the woman feels the 
child's first stirrings, she imagines that she has just been entered by 
one of the souls residing in this place. And since the child born 
afterward is the reincarnation of this ancestor, he necessarily has the 
same totem; that is, his clan is determined by the locality where he is 
believed to be mystically conceived. 

Now, this local totemism would then represent the original form 
of totemism, which merely carried it a step further. This is how 
Frazer explains its origins. 

At the precise moment when the woman feels she is pregnant, she 
must imagine that the spirit entering her has come from the sur­
rounding objects, especially from one of them that has attracted her 
attention.[ ... ] If she has recently eaten emu meat or yams, she will 
be convinced that an emu or a yam is gestating and developing inside 
her. Under these conditions, it is understandable that the child in 
turn is considered a kind of yam or emu, that he regards himself as 
an animal or plant of the same species, that he treats them with 
sympathy and respect, that he is forbidden to eat them, etc. From 
then on, totemism as we know it exists. Since its source is in the 
native's notion of conception, Frazer calls primitive totemism con­
ceptional. [. . . ] 
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But this theory, like Tylor's, begs the question. To imagine that 
human souls are the souls of animals or plants, one would already 
have to believe that man takes what is most essential in him from 
either the animal or the plant world. Now this belief is indeed at the 
basis of totemism. To pose it as self-evident is to assume what must 
be explained. 

Moreover, the religious character of the totem is entirely 
incomprehensible from this point of view. For the vague belief in an 
obscure kinship of man and animal is not enough to establish a cult. 
This merging of distinct realms could not lead to dividing the world 
into sacred and profane. It is true that Frazer consistently refuses to 
see totemism as a religion, under the pretext that it contains no 
spritual beings, prayers, invocations, offerings, and so on. According 
to him, it is only a magical system, by which he means a kind of 
crude and mistaken science, a first effort at discovering the laws of 
things. But we know that this is an inaccurate notion of religion and 
magic. There is religion when the sacred is distinguished from the 
profane, and we have seen that totemism is a vast system of sacred 
things. To explain it is therefore to discover how these things came to 
be considered sacred.• Frazer does not even pose this problem. 

But what has overthrown this system is that its underlying postu­
late is untenable today. Frazer's entire argument presupposes that 
the local totemism of the Arunta is the most primitive we know, and 
that it is appreciably older than hereditary totemism, whether patri­
lineal or matrilineal. Now, according to the facts made available by 
Spencer and Gillen, we have been able to conjecture that there must 
have been a moment in the history of the Arunta people when 
totems, instead of being attached to particular places, were transmit­
ted by heredity from mother to This conjecture is definitively 
proved by new facts discovered by Strehlow3 that merely confirm the 
earlier observations of In fact, these two authors teach us 
that even now, each Arunta, in addition to his local totem, has 

' While seeing totemism as nothing but a system of magic, Frazer sometimes finds in 
it the first germs of a proper religion ('The Beginnings', 163). On the way he thinks 
religion arose from magic, see The Golden Bt>Ugh, 2 vols. (London: Maanillan, 1890), i. 
75--8 n. 2. 

• 'Sur le tot&nisme', L 'Annie sociologique, 5 (1902), 82-121. 
3 Strehlow, Aranda, ii. 57--8. 
4 R.evd Louis Schulze, 'The Aborigines of the Upper and Middle Finke River', 

Transactions of the Royal Sor:Uty ofSouihAustralia, 16 (r891), 238--c}. 
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another that is independent of any geographical condition hut 
belongs to him by birthright: his mother's totem. This second totem, 
like the first, is considered by the natives to he a powerful friend and 
protector that provides their food and averts possible dangers, and so 
on. [ ... ] So it is certain that, among the Arunta, hereditary totem­
ism through the maternal line does not come after local totemism 
but, on the contrary, must have preceded it. Today the maternal 
totem has only an accessory and complementary role; it is a second 
totem, and this explains how it could have escaped observers as 
attentive and experienced as Spencer and Gillen. But for it to remain 
on the second level, doing double duty with the local totem, there 
must have been a time when it held the primary place in religious 
life. It is to some extent a totem on the wane, but one that recalls a 
time when the totemic organization of the Arunta was very different 
from what it is today. Frazer's entire construct is thus undermined. 

IV 

Although Andrew Lang vigorously debated this theory of Frazer's, 
the one he proposes in his recent works' matches it on more than 
one point. In fact, like Frazer he sees all of totemism as the belief in a 
kind of consubstantiality of man and animal. But he explains it 
differently. 

He derives it entirely from the fact that the totem is a name. From 
the time that human groups were constituted, each experienced the 
need to distinguish itself from neighbouring groups with whom it 
was connected, and to this end gave them different names. These 
names were borrowed preferably from the surrounding flora and 
fauna because plants and animals can easily he designated by ges­
tures represented in drawings. The way men might resemble one of 
these objects determined the way the collective nominations were 
distributed between the groups. 

Now, it is a well-known fact that 'for primitive minds, names and 
the things designated by these names are joined in a mystic and 
transcendental For example, the name an individual 

' Andrew Lang, Social Origins (London: Longmans, I903), particularly ch. 8, 'The 
Origin of Totem Names and Beliefs', and T"4 Secret oft"4 Totem (London: Longmans, 
I905). 

• Lang, Tire Secret oft"4 Totem I21; cf. n6, 117. 
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bears is not considered simply a word or a conventional sign but an 
essential part of the individual himself. When it is the name of an 
animal, the man who bears it necessarily believes that he himself 
possesses this animal's most characteristic features. This belief 
gained credence as the historic origins of these nominations became 
more remote and were gradually effaced from memory. Myths were 
created to make this strange ambiguity of human nature more com­
prehensible. To explain it, people thought of the animal as the ances­
tor of the man, or of both as descendants of a common ancestor. 
Kinship bonds uniting each clan with the species of things whose 
name it bears were thus conceived. And once the origins of this 
fabulous kinship are explained, it seems to Andrew Lang that totem­
ism is no longer a mystery. 

But what is the source of the religious character of totemic beliefs 
and practices? Man's belief that he is an animal of a particular spe­
cies does not explain why he attributes marvellous powers to this 
species, or indeed why he celebrates a cult dedicated to images that 
symbolize this animal. To this question Lang offers the same reply 
as Frazer: he denies that totemism is a religion. 'I find in Australia', 
he says, 'no example of religious practices such as praying to, feed­
ing, or burying the totem.'' Only at a later stage and after it was 
organized was totemism drawn to and absorbed by a system of prop­
erly religious ideas. According to an observation by when 
the natives attempt to explain totemic institutions, they attribute 
them neither to the totems themselves nor to man but to some 
supernatural being, such as Bunjil or Baiame. 'If', says Lang, 'we 
accept this testimony, one source of the religious character of totem­
ism stands revealed to us. Totemism obeys the decrees of Bunjil, as 
the Cretans obeyed the decrees of Zeus in Minoan civilization.' Now 
according to Lang, the notion of these higher divinities was formed 
outside the totemic system; therefore this system was not a religion 
in itself but took on a tinge of religiosity only through contact with a 
true religion. 

But these very myths run counter to Lang's conception of totem­
ism. If the Australians had seen the totem as merely something 

' Tire Secret oft/re Totem, r36. 
• A. W. Howitt, 'Furth.er Notes on the Australian aass Systems', Journ"I of the 

Antlwopo/ogic"/ ltutitute, 18 (r889), 53-4. C[ N"tive Tribes, 89, 488, 498. 
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human and profane, they would not have thought to turn it into a 
divine institution. If, on the other hand, they felt the need to connect 
the totem to a divinity, they did so because they recognized its sacred 
character. These mythological interpretations express the religious 
nature of totemism, but they do not explain it. [ ... ] 

v 
We have reviewed the prevailing explanations of totemic beliefs, giv­
ing each its due. But now that this examination is complete, we can 
observe that all are subject to the same criticism. 

If we take these formulations literally, they seem to fall into two 
categories. Some (Frazer and Lang) deny the religious character of 
totemism, which amounts to denying the facts. Others recognize the 
religious character but believe they can derive it from an earlier 
religion. In reality, this distinction is more apparent than real, the 
first category being contained within the second. [ ... ] 

We know that totemism is closely linked to the most primitive 
social organization that is known and, in all likelihood, conceivable. 
To assume that it was preceded by another religion different only in 
degree is to depart from the evidence of observation and enter the 
realm of arbitrary and unverifiable conjecture. If we want to remain 
consistent with the results previously obtained, we must continue to 
affirm the religious nature of totemism and at the same time refrain 
from reducing it to a different religion. Not that there can be any 
question of attributing its causes to non-religious ideas. But among 
the representations that play a part in its origin, some may in them­
selves invoke its religious character, and do so directly. These are the 
representations we must look for. 



CHAPTER 6 

THE ORIGINS OF THESE BELIEFS (Continued) 

II. THE NOTION OF THE TOTEMIC PRINCIPLE OR MANA, 

AND THE IDEA OF FORCE 

SINCE individual totemism is more recent than clan totemism and 
even seems to be derived from it, clan totemism should be con­
sidered first. Before going on, however, since our analysis has 
revealed a multiplicity of seemingly disparate beliefs, we need to 
account for its internal coherence. 

I 

We have seen that drawn representations of the totem rank first 
among the things totemism finds sacred; then come the animals or 
plants whose name the clan bears; and finally the members of the 
clan. Since all these things are by rights sacred, if unequally so, their 
religious character does not derive from any particular distinguish­
ing features. If a certain animal or plant species is the object of 
reverential fear, this is not because of its specific properties. Human 
members of the clan enjoy the same privilege, though to a somewhat 
lesser degree, and the simple image of this plant or animal inspires 
even more profound respect. Such similar feelings awakened by 
these dissimilar things in the consciousness of the faithful, constitut­
ing their sacred nature, can clearly derive only from a principle that 
is common to them all-the totemic emblems, the people of the clan, 
and the individuals of the totemic species. This is the common prin­
ciple to which the cult is in reality addressed. In other words, totem­
ism is the religion not of certain animals, men, or images, but of a 
kind of anonymous and impersonal force that is found in each of 
these beings though identical with none. None possesses it entirely 
and all share in it. This force is so independent of the particular 
subjects embodying it that it both and survives them. 
Individuals die; generations pass away and are replaced by others; 
but this force remains ever present, living, and unchanged. It ani­
mates generations today just as it animated those of the past and will 
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animate those to come. Broadly speaking, we might say that it is the 
god worshipped by every totemic cult. Only it is an impersonal god, 
without a name, without a history, immanent in the world, diffused 
throughout a multitude of things. 

And yet we have only a very imperfect idea of the real ubiquity of 
this semi-divine entity. It pervades not only every totemic species, 
every clan, and all objects that symbolize the totem; the scope of its 
action is even greater. Indeed, we have seen that beyond those emi­
nently holy things, all things attributed to the clan as belonging to 
the principal totem have some sacred aspect. Since some are pro­
tected by prohibitions and others serve fixed functions in the cere­
monies of the cult, they too are religious to some degree. This 
religious aspect is not inherently different from the religious aspect 
of the totem, and necessarily derives from the same principle. So the 
totemic god-to use the metaphor we have just adopted-is in them, 
just as it is in the totemic species and in the people of the clan. Since 
it is the soul of such different beings, we can see how it differs from 
those beings in whom it resides. 

But the Australian does not conceive of this impersonal force 
abstractly. Influenced by causes we must investigate, he has been led 
to conceive of it as a kind of animal or plant, in short, as a tangible 
thing. This is the totem's real essence: it is merely the material form 
in which that immaterial substance is represented; diffused through 
all sorts of heterogeneous beings, this energy alone is the true subject 
of the cult. We are now in a better position to understand what the 
native means when he claims that the people of the Crow phratry, for 
example, are crows. He does not exactly mean that they are crows in 
the ordinary, empirical sense of the word, but that the same principle 
is essential to all of them and shared with the animals of the same 
name conceived in the outward form of the crow. So the universe, as 
totemism conceives it, is permeated and animated by a number of 
forces conceived by the imagination as figures borrowed, with few 
exceptions, from the plant or animal world. There are as many of 
these forces as there are clans in the tribe, and each of them circu­
lates through certain categories of things as their essence and life 
principle. 

When we say that these principles are forces, we are not using the 
word in a metaphorical way: they behave like real forces.* In a sense, 
they are even material forces that mechanically generate physical 



The Elementary Forms of Religious Life 

effects. If an individual comes into contact with them without taking 
the necessary precautions, he receives a shock that can be compared 
to an electric charge. Sometimes they are conceived as fluids that 
escape through the extremities. When they enter a body that is not 
suited to receive them, they automatically cause sickness and death. 
Outside of man they play the role of life principle; by acting on 
them, as we shall see, the reproduction of the species is ensured. All 
life depends on them. 

But in addition to their physical aspect, they also have a moral 
character. When the native is asked why he observes his rites, he 
answers that the ancestors always observed them, and that he must 
follow their example. Therefore, he behaves in a particular way with 
totemic beings, not only because the forces that reside in those 
beings are physically formidable, but because he feels morally 
obliged to behave this way; he feels that he is obeying a kind of 
imperative, that he is doing his duty. He not only fears sacred beings 
but respects them as well. Moreover, the totem is the source of the 
clan's moral life. All the beings that share the same totemic principle 
thereby regard themselves as morally bound to one another; they 
have definite obligations of assistance, vengeance, and so on, and 
these duties constitute kinship. Therefore the totemic principle is at 
once a physical force and a moral power; and we shall see that it is 
easily transformed into a divinity proper. 

None of this is exclusive to totemism. Even in the most advanced 
religions, every god has preserved something of this ambiguity and 
fulfils both cosmic and moral functions. In addition to being a spir­
itual discipline, every religion is a kind of practice that allows man to 
face the world with more confidence. Even for the Christian, God 
the Father is the guardian of physical order as well as the legislator 
and judge of human conduct. 

II 

This interpretation of totemism may appear to attribute to the 
primitive ideas that are beyond his mental capacity. And of course we 
are not in a position to know whether he imagines these forces with 
the relative clarity our analysis requires. We can suggest that this 
notion is implied by his beliefs and dominates them; but we could 
not say to what extent it is expressly conscious or, on the contrary, 
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merely implicit and vaguely felt. There is no way to gauge more 
precisely the degree of clarity an idea like this can have in these 
minds that remain obscure to us. In any case, we find in the kinship 
societies of the Australian tribes, and even in the tribes themselves, 
explicit conceptions that differ from these ideas only in nuance and 
degree-confirmation of our conclusion and proof that our idea of 
totemism is not beyond the primitive mind. 

The indigenous religions of Samoa have certainly transcended the 
totemic phase. In them we find real gods with proper names, and to a 
certain degree personal traits. However, traces of totemism cannot 
be denied. In fact, each god is attached to a territorial or family 
group, just as the clan totem is. Now, each of these gods is conceived 
as immanent in a specific animal species. It does not inhabit a par­
ticular subject but is in all of them at once, diffused throughout the 
entire species. [ ... ] Thus it has all the features of the totemic prin­
ciple, but one the imagination has clad in somewhat personal forms. 
Moreover, we should not exaggerate the personal quality, since it is 
incompatible with diffusion and ubiquity. If its contours were clearly 
defined it would not be dispersed in this way throughout a multitude 
of things. 

In this case, though, the notion of an impersonal religious force is 
unquestionably beginning to change. In other cases, however, it is 
maintained in its abstract purity and achieves a much greater degree 
of generality than in Australia. Although the different totemic prin­
ciples to which the various clans of the same tribe address them­
selves are distinct from one another, they are basically comparable, 
for they all play the same role in their respective spheres. Now, there 
are societies that have sensed this shared nature and then advanced 
to the notion of a unique religious force that binds the universe; all 
other sacred principles are merely modalities of this force. And since 
these societies are still thoroughly permeated by totemism, and 
bound to a social organization identical to that of the Australian 
peoples, totemism may be said to have carried this idea in its womb. 

This can be observed among many American tribes, notably those 
belonging to the great family of the Sioux: Omaha, Ponka, Kansas, 
Osage, Assiniboine, Dakota, Iowa, Winnebago, Mandan, Hidatsa, 
and so on. [ ... ] Especially in the particular gods they worship there 
is a pre-eminent power from which other forms seem to derive 
and which they call wakan. Due to the eminence assigned to this 
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principle in the Sioux pantheon, it has sometimes been seen as a kind 
of sovereign god, a Jupiter or Yahweh, and travellers have often 
translated wakan as 'great spirit'. This was a serious misunderstand­
ing of its true nature. The wakan is not in the least a personal being: 
the natives do not represent it in fixed forms. [ ... ] It is imagined as 
the wind, as a breath that originates at the four points of the compass 
and moves everything; it is the voice of rolling thunder; the sun, the 
moon, the stars are wakan. But enumeration cannot exhaust this 
infinitely complex notion. It is not a definite or definable power, the 
power of creating this or that; it is Power in the absolute sense, 
without epithet or qualification of any sort. The various divine 
powers are merely its particular manifestations and personifications; 
each of them is this power seen under one of its many aspects. [ ... ] 

We find the same notion among the Iroquois, whose social organ­
ization has an even more pronounced totemic character: the word 
orenda is the exact equivalent of the Sioux's wakan. [ ... ]A sorcerer 
or shaman has orenda, but so does a man who succeeds in his affairs. 
Basically, everything in the world has its share of orenda; only the 
shares are unequal. Some beings, men, and things are privileged, 
others are relatively disadvantaged, and all of life consists of the 
conflicts between these orendas of unequal intensity. [. . . ] 

Among certain Melanesian peoples we find something called 
mana, a notion that is the exact equivalent of the Sioux wakan and 
the Iroquois orenda. Here is Codrington's definition of it: 

The Melanesians believe in the existence of a force absolutely distinct 
from any material force, that works in all sorts of ways, for good or evil, 
and that it is in man's best interest to take in hand and control: That force 
is mana. I believe I understand the meaning this term has for the natives 
... It is a force, a nonmaterial and, in a sense, supernatural influence; but 
it reveals itself by physical force, or else by any kind of power and 
superiority man possesses. Mana is by no means fixed on a definite object; 
it can be carried by any sort of thing ... The religion of the Melanesian 
consists in procuring mana for himself, for his own benefit or for someone 
else's.' 

This seems to be the same notion of an anonymous and diffuse 
force whose seed we have just discovered in Australian totemism. It 
has the same impersonality, and, as Codrington reminds us, we must 

' R. H. Codrington, T"4 Melanesians (O:Uord: Qarendon Press, 1891), n8 n. 1. 
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guard against seeing it as a kind of supreme being; such an idea 'is 
absolutely alien' to Melanesian thought. Mana has the same ubi­
quity: it is nowhere in particular and everywhere at once. All forms 
of life, all effective actions-of men or living beings or simple 
minerals-are attributed to its influence.I 

Therefore it is not too bold to ascribe to Australian societies an 
idea like the one we have drawn from the analysis of totemic beliefs. 
This same idea is found, at a higher level of abstraction and general­
ity, in religions rooted in the Australian system and visibly marked 
by it. The two conceptions are clearly related and differ only in 
degree. While mana is diffused throughout the entire universe, what 
we have called god, or, more precisely, the totemic principle, is 
located in an extended but none the less limited circle of beings and 
things of different kinds. It is mana, but a somewhat more special­
ized mana, although this specialization is only relative.[ ... ] 

Moreover, we can explain why the idea of mana could not reach 
the level of abstraction and generality in Australia that it attained in 
more advanced societies. It was not only the Australian's lack of 
aptitude for abstraction and generalization but the nature of the 
social setting that imposed this particularism. In fact, while totem­
ism remains the basis of cultic organization, the clan preserves an 
autonomy within religious society that, although not absolute, is very 
pronounced. Of course, it can be said that in a sense each totemic 
group is merely one denomination of the tribal Church; but it is a 
denomination that enjoys broad independence. Although the cult 
celebrated within the clan is not self-sufficient, its relations with 
others are merely external. They stand side by side but do not 
intermingle. A clan's totem is wholly sacred only for that clan. As a 
result, the group of things held sacred in each clan, and which 
belong to it just as men do, has the same individuality and the same 
autonomy. Each is conceived as irreducible to similar groups and 
discontinuous with them, constituting a distinct realm. Under such 
conditions, it was unthinkable that these heterogeneous worlds were 
only varied manifestations of a single and fundamental force. By 
contrast, it must have been assumed that each totem corresponded to 
a specifically different mana whose action could not be extended 

' An analysis of this idea is found in Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss, 'Esquisse 
d'une theorie gCn&ale de la magie', L 'A1111iesocjo/ogifue, 7 (1904), 108. 
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beyond the clan and the circle of things ascribed to it. The notion of 
a unique and universal mana could occur only when a tribal religion 
transcended the clan cults and absorbed them more or less com­
pletely. The new sense of tribal unity awakened a sense of the essen­
tial unity of the world. Of course, we will demonstrate below that the 
societies of Australia are already familiar with a cult common to the 
whole tribe. But if this cult represents the highest form of Australian 
religion, it has not managed to modulate and modify the principles 
on which it rests: totemism is essentially a federated religion that 
cannot go beyond a certain degree of centralization without ceasing 
to be itself. 

One characteristic fact reveals that this is why the notion of mana 
has remained so specialized in Australia. The religious forces proper, 
those conceived as totems, are not the only forces the Australian feels 
obliged to reckon with. There are also the forces wielded by the 
magician. While religious forces are in principle considered salutary 
and beneficent, the others serve chiefly to cause sickness and death. 
Just as they differ in their effects, they also differ in their relations 
with the social organization. A totem always belongs to a clan; by 
contrast, magic is a tribal and even an intertribal institution. Magical 
forces properly belong to no particular part of the tribe. To take 
advantage of them, the appropriate recipes will do. Likewise, every­
one is vulnerable to the effects of such magic and so must guard 
against it. These are vague forces that are not especially attached to 
any particular sector of society and can even extend their action 
beyond the tribe. Yet it is noteworthy that among the Arunta and the 
Loritja, they are conceived simply as aspects and specific forms of 
the same force, called in Arunta arungquiltha or arunkulta. [ ... ] This 
name is given to the bones and pieces of wood used to cast evil spells 
and make animal or plant poisons. It is definitely a harmful mana. 
[ ... ] Among these different peoples, then, while religious forces 
proper preserve a certain heterogeneity, magical forces are conceived 
as being similar in nature, as generic. They glide above the social 
organization, above its divisions and subdivisions, moving in a 
homogeneous and continuous space where they encounter nothing 
to differentiate them. Religious forces, by contrast, are localized 
within defined and distinct social frameworks, and are diversified 
and particularized in the image of the settings in which they are 
found. 
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We can see, then, to what extent the meaning and spirit of Austral­
ian totemism resides in the notion of an impersonal religious force, 
since this appears clearly as soon as there is no force to oppose it. It is 
true that the arungquiltha is a purely magical force. But magical 
forces and religious forces are not different in nature;' indeed, they 
are sometimes designated by the same word. In Melanesia, the magi­
cian and his spells have mana, as do the officiants and rites of the 
cult. Among the Iroquois the word orenda is used in the same way. 
The nature of one can be legitimately inferred from the nature of the 
other. 

III 

The conclusion to which the preceding analysis has led us is of 
interest not only to the history of totemism but to the origins of 
religious thought in general. 

On the assumption that man was originally dominated by the 
senses and sensory representations, it has often been claimed that he 
began by imagining the divine in the concrete form of definite and 
personal beings. The facts do not confirm this assumption. We have 
just described a logically linked set of religious beliefs which we have 
reason to think are very primitive, yet we have not encountered any 
personalities of this kind. The totemic cult proper is addressed nei­
ther to specific animals or plants, nor even to a plant or animal 
species, but to a sort of vague power that permeates all things.a Even 
in the most advanced religions that have come from totemism, 
like those we see among the Indians of North America, this idea, 
far from disappearing, becomes more self-conscious. It takes on a 
clarity it did not previously have, even as it reaches a higher level of 
generality and dominates the entire religious system. 

This is the basic material for constructing the various beings that 
religions of every era have sanctified and worshipped. Spirits, 

' George Grey, Journals of T1PO Expeditions in Nortli-West and Westeni Australia, vol. 
ii (London: T. & W. Boone, 1841), 400. Moreover, Spencer and Gillen implicitly recog­
nize this when they say that the anmgquilt/ia is 'a supernatural force'. a. Hubert and 
Mauss, 'Esquisse', II9. 

• Of course we shall see below (Book II, Chs. 8 and 9) that totemism is no stranger to 
the idea of mythic persoruility. But we will show that these conceptions are the product 
of secondary formations: they derive from the beliefs just analysed and are not basic to 
totemism. 
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demons, genies, gods of every rank are merely the concrete forms 
that capture this energy, this 'potentiality', as HewittI calls it, as it is 
individualized and fixed on a particular object or a particular point in 
space and concentrated around a being that is ideal and legendary 
but conceived as real by the popular imagination. A Dakota native 
interviewed by Miss Fletcher expressed this basic consubstantiality 
of all sacred things in a language full of vivid images: 

All that moves stops at one place or another, at one moment or another. 
The bird that flies stops somewhere to make its nest, somewhere else to 
rest from flight. The man who walks stops when he pleases. The same is 
true for the deity. The Sun, so bright and magnificent, is one place where 
[the deity] has stopped. The trees and the animals are others. The Indian 
thinks of these places and sends his prayers there, that they may reach the 
place where god has stopped and thus obtain succor and benediction.• 

In other words, wakan (for this is what the Dakota was talking 
about) comes and goes through the world, and sacred things are the 
places where it has come to rest. Here we have come quite a distance 
from naturism and animism. If the sun, moon, and stars were wor­
shipped, this honour is not due to their intrinsic nature or to their 
distinctive properties, but to the fact that they were imagined as 
participating in that force which alone gives things their sacred char­
acter and is found again and again in many other beings, even the 
smallest. The souls of the dead have been the object of rites, not 
because they were considered to be made of some fluid and evan­
escent substance, nor because they resemble the shadow projected by 
a body or its reflection on the surface of the water. Lightness and 
fluidity are not enough to confer sanctity; but they were invested 
with this dignity only to the extent that they possessed some of that 
same force, the source of all religious feeling. 

Now it is clearer why we could not define religion in terms of 
mythic personalities, gods or spirits, since this way of representing 
religious things is not in the least inherent in their nature. At the 
source and basis of religious thought we find, not particular 
and distinct objects or beings that possess a sacred character in 

' J. N. B. Hewitt, 'Orenda and a Definition of Religion', Anuri&an Anthropologist, 4 
(r903), 38. 

•&port of the Pea/Jody Museum, 3: 276n. (cited by James Owen Dorsey, 'A Study of 
Siouan Cults', in Eltvmth Amwal Report (Washington: BAE, Washington Government 
Printing Office, 1893), 435). 
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themselves, but vague powers, anonymous forces. These are more 
or less numerous, depending on the society-sometimes they are 
even a single force-and their impersonality is strictly comparable to 
that of the physical forces whose manifestations are studied by the 
natural sciences. As for particular sacred things, they are merely 
individualized forms of this basic principle. It is not surprising, then, 
that even in religions in which authentic deities exist, there are effi­
cacious rites independent of any divine intervention. This force can 
attach itself to words and gestures as well as to material substances; 
voice and movement can be its vehicle, and it can produce its effects 
through them without the help of any god or spirit. When this force 
is primarily concentrated in a rite, that rite will even become a cre­
ator of deities. Perhaps this is why there is no divine personality that 
does not preserve some impersonal element. 

Even those who imagine this force most clearly in a concrete and 
visible form think of it at the same time as an abstract power that can 
be defined only by its efficacy, a force that deploys itself through 
space and is, at least to some extent, in each of its effects. It is the 
power to produce rain or wind, harvest or daylight; Zeus is in every 
drop of rain that falls, just as Ceres is in every sheaf of the harvest. 1 

More often than not, this efficacy is so imperfectly defined that the 
believer can have only a vague notion of it. This vagueness, more­
over, has made possible those syncretisms and doublings by which 
the gods are fragmented, dismembered, and combined in all sorts of 
ways. There is perhaps no single religion in which the original mana, 
singular or plural, is entirely resolved in a specific number of discrete 
and self-enclosed beings. Each of them always preserves a halo of 
impersonality that enables it to enter into new combinations, not 
simply because it is a surviving remnant, but because religious forces 
are by nature incapable of complete individualization. 

This conception, which the study of totemism alone suggested to 
us, has in its favour the fact that several scholars have been led to it 
independently of late, in the course of very different kinds of 

' Eipressions like Z&ili;, or Ceres succiditur, show that this conception survived 
in Greece and in Rome. Moreover, Hermann Usener, in his Gottmuimen: Versudi einer 
Le/ire van tier religiiism Begriffibildrmg (Bonn: E Cohen, 1896), has clearly shown that 
the gods of Greece, like those of Rome, were originally im.peISOnal forces that were 
imagined only in terms of their attributes. 
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research. A spontaneous consensus on this point seems to be emer­
ging, which is worth noting for its presumption of objectivity. 

We have been arguing since r899 for the need to exclude any 
notion of mythic personality from the definition of religion.' In 
r 900, Marrett called attention to the existence of a religious phase he 
called preanimist, in which rites were addressed to impersonal forces 
such as the Melanesian mana or the wakan of the Omaha and the 
Dakota.a[ ... ] 

A short time later, Hubert and Mauss, attempting to devise 
a general theory of magic, established that magic as a whole is 
based on the notion of mana.3 Given the close kinship of magical 
rites and religious rites, we might expect the same theory to apply to 
religion. This is Preuss's contention in a series of articles that 
appeared in Globus4 in the same year. Relying on facts drawn from 
American civilizations, Preuss set out to show that ideas of soul and 
spirit were formed only after those of impersonal power and force, 
that the first are merely a transformation of the second, and that 
until relatively recently they preserved the mark of their original 
impersonality. [ ... ] 

Thus the same idea is tending to emerge from all quarters.5 

Increasingly the impression is that mythological constructions, even 
the most basic, are secondary products and veil a fund of beliefs-at 
once simpler and more obscure, vaguer and more fundamental-that 
constitute the firm foundations on which religious systems are built. 
It is this primitive fund of beliefs that the analysis of totemism has 
allowed us to reach. [ ... ] Indeed, we may have found the seminal 
notion from which the ideas of wakan and mana are derived: the 
notion of the totemic principle. 

' Emile Durkheim, 'De la definition des phenomenes religieux', L 'Annie soriokJgique, 
z (r899), r4-r6. 

• R.R. Marrett, 'Preanimistic Religion', Folk-lore, n (r900), r6z-8z. 
' Hubert and Mauss, 'Esquisse', rn8 ff. 
• Konrad Theodor Preuss, 'Der Ursprung der Religion und Kunst', Globus, 86 

(r904), 3zr, 355, 376, 389; 87 (r905), 333, 347, 380, 394. 419. 
5 It is found even in the recent theories of Frazer. For if this scholar entirely rejects 

the religious character of totemism and makes it a kind of magic, he does so precisely 
because the forces unleashed by the totemic cult are impersonal, like those manipulated 
by the magician. Frazer recognizes the basic fact that we have just established, only he 
draws a different conclusion from it because, in his view, there is religion only where 
there are mythic personalities. 
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IV 

This notion is not only of primary importance because of its role in 
the development of religious ideas; it also has a secular aspect which 
is relevant to the history of scientific thought. It is the notion of force 
in its earliest form. 

As it is represented by the Sioux, wakan plays the same role in the 
world as the forces by which science explains the various phenomena 
of nature. Not that it is imagined as an exclusively physical form of 
energy; on the contrary, as we shall see in the following chapter, the 
elements that form wakan are taken from the most disparate reahns. 
But this composite nature enables its use as a principle of universal 
explanation. It is the source of all life; 'all life is wakan'; and the word 
'life' means everything that acts and reacts, everything that moves or 
is moved, mineral as well as biological. Wakan is the cause of all 
movements in the universe. [ ... ] When the Iroquois says that all 
natural life is the product of conflicts between the varying concentra­
tions of orenda belonging to different beings, he is only expressing in 
his language the modern idea that the world is a system of forces 
that limit, check, and balance each other. 

The Melanesian attributes the same efficacy to mana. Thanks to 
his mana a man is successful in hunting or war, his gardens flourish, 
his herds prosper. The arrow finds its target because it is charged 
with mana; the same is true for the net that catches lots of fish, the 
canoe that easily takes to the water, and so on. Granted, if we took 
some ofCodrington's expressions literally, mana would be the cause 
to which the natives attribute 'all that exceeds the power of man, 
all that is outside the ordinary course of nature'.' But the very 
examples he cites suggest that the sphere of mana is more extensive. 
In reality it is used to explain usual and everyday phenomena; there 
is nothing superhuman or supernatural about a seaworthy boat, a 
successful hunter, and so on. Among these events of daily life, some 
are so insignificant and so familiar that they pass unnoticed: no one 
observes them so no one feels the need to account for them. The 
concept of mana is applied only to those things that are important 
enough to attract attention, that arouse a minimum of interest and 
curiosity; but they are no more marvellous. And what is true of 

1 Codrington, The Melanesians, 119. 
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mana, as it is of orenda or wakan, can also be said of the totemic 
principle. It maintains the life of clan members, animals or plants of 
the totemic species, as well as all things that are classified under the 
totem and participate in its nature. 

The notion of force is therefore religious in origin. First phil­
osophy, then the sciences borrowed from religion. Comte already 
understood this when he made metaphysics the heir of 'theology'. 
He drew the conclusion that the idea of force was fated to disappear 
from science because, due to its mythic origins, he denied it any 
objective value. We, in contrast, shall demonstrate that religious 
forces are real, however imperfect the symbols that have been used to 
help conceive of them. And it will follow that the same is true of the 
concept of force in general. 



CHAPTER 7 

THE ORIGINS OF THESE BELIEFS (Conclusion) 

III. THE GENESIS OF THE NOTION OF THE 

TOTEMIC PRINCIPLE OR MANA 

THE proposition established in the previous chapter defines the 
terms in which the problem of the origins of totemism must be 
posed. Since totemism is entirely dominated by the notion of a 
quasi-divine principle immanent in certain categories of men and 
things, and imagined in animal or plant form, to explain this religion 
is to explain this belief-to discover why men constructed this idea 
and what materials they used to do it. 

I 

Evidently sensations were not responsible for bringing the things 
conceived as totems to men's minds, for as we have shown these 
things are often insignificant. The lizard, caterpillar, rat, ant, frog, 
turkey, bream, plum tree, cockatoo, and so on-to cite only a few 
names frequently found on the lists of Australian totems-do not 
inherently produce those great and powerful impressions that some­
times resemble religious feelings and lend a sacred character to the 
objects that stimulate them. Certainly this is not the case with stars 
or major atmospheric phenomena, which are by contrast obviously 
striking to the imagination. Yet these very rarely serve as totems; and 
they were probably called upon to fill this function only belatedly. 1 

So it was not the intrinsic nature of the thing for which the clan is 
named that singled it out as the object of a cult. Moroever, if the 
feelings it inspired were really the determining cause of totemic rites 
and beliefs, it would be the sacred being par excellence; the animals 
or plants used as totems would play the leading role in religious life. 
Yet we know that the focus of the cult lies elsewhere, in the drawn 
representations of that plant or animal; totemic emblems and sym­
bols of all kinds are what possess the greatest sanctity. These, then, 

1 See above, p. 89. 
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must be the source of the religious feeling that is merely reflected in 
the real objects these emblems represent. 

Thus the totem is above all a symbol, a material expression of 
something else. But of what? 

Our analysis suggests that the totem expresses and symbolizes two 
different kinds of things. On the one hand, it is the external and 
tangible form of what we have called the totemic principle, or god. 
But on the other, it is the symbol of that particular society we call the 
clan. It is its flag; it is the sign by which each clan distinguishes itself 
from others, the visible mark of its personality, a mark that embodies 
everything that belongs to the clan in any way: men, animals, and 
things. So if the totem is both the symbol of god and of society, are 
these not one and the same? How could the group's emblem become 
the face of this quasi-divinity if the group and the divinity were two 
distinct realities? The god of the clan, the totemic principle, must 
therefore be the clan itself, but transfigured and imagined in the 
physical form of the plant or animal species that serve as totems. 

But how was this apotheosis possible and how did it come about in 
this way? 

II 

Generally speaking, a society is quite capable of arousing the sensa­
tion of the divine, simply by its influence over the minds of its 
members. To them, it is like a god to the faithful. Indeed, in the first 
instance, a god is a being whom man imagines superior to himself in 
some respects and on whom he thinks he depends. Whether this 
involves a sentient personality, like Zeus or Yahweh, or a play of 
abstract forces like those in totemism, the faithful in either case 
believe they are held to certain kinds of behaviour imposed by the 
nature of the sacred principle with which they are engaged. Now, 
society also arouses in us the sensation of perpetual dependence. 
Because it has its own nature separate from ours as individuals, it 
pursues ends that are equally its own: but because it can reach them 
only through us, it imperiously demands our cooperation. Society 
requires us to become its servants, forgetting our own interests, and 
compels us to endure all sorts of hardships, privations, and sacrifice 
without which social life would be impossible. Thus we are con­
stantly forced to submit to rules of thought and behaviour that we 
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have neither devised nor desired, and that are sometimes even 
contrary to our most basic inclinations and instincts. 

However, if society could wring these concessions and sacrifices 
from us only through physical constraint, it would suggest the idea 
of a physical force to which we must submit, but not the idea of a 
moral power of the sort worshipped by religions. In reality, however, 
society's hold on the mind owes far less to its physical supremacy 
than it does to the moral authority with which it is invested. We 
defer to its rules, not simply because it has the weapons to overcome 
our resistance, but above all because it is the object of genuine 
respect. 

An individual or collective object is said to inspire respect when 
the conscious representation of it is endowed with such power that it 
automatically stimulates or inhibits behaviour, regardless of any rela­
tive consideration of its practical or harmfol effects.* When we obey 
someone because of the moral authority we recognize in him, we 
follow his advice, not because he seems to be wise, but because a 
psychic energy immanent in the idea we have of this person makes us 
bend our will and incline to compliance. Respect is the emotion we 
experience when we feel this internal and entirely mental pressure. 
We are then moved, not by the advantages or inconveniences of the 
behaviour prescribed or recommended to us, but by the way we 
imagine the person who has recommended or prescribed it. This is 
why an order is generally expressed briefly and sharply, leaving no 
room for hesitation. To the extent that an order is an order and 
works through its own power, it excludes any idea of deliberation 
and calculation, deriving its impact from the intensity of the mental 
state in which it is given. This intensity constitutes what we call 
moral authority. 

Now, the behaviour to which society is strongly enough attached 
to impose it on its members is marked by the distinctive sign that 
provokes respect. Because this behaviour is elaborated in common, 
its vividness in each individual mind finds echoes in the others. The 
representations that express it in each of us, then, have an intensity 
that pure states of individual consciousness could not attain: for they 
are fortified by the numerous individual representations that have 
shaped them. Society speaks through the mouth of those who affirm 
them in our presence: when we hear them, we hear society speak, 
and the collective voice has a resonance that a single voice cannot 
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have.' Even the violence with which society reacts against attempts 
at dissidence, whether by blame or physical repression, helps to 
reinforce its hold by forcefully displaying the heat of common con­

In short, when a thing is the object of prevailing opinion, 
each individual's representation of it draws such power from its 
origins, from the conditions of its birth, that it is felt even by those 
who do not submit to it. It tends to suppress representations that 
contradict it, keeping them at a distance, and instead authorizes acts 
that embody it. This is done not by physical coercion or the threat of 
it, but by the simple radiance of mental energy. The sign of this 
moral authority is that it derives uniquely from psychic properties. 
Opinion, a pre-eminently social thing, is therefore a source of 
authority, and we can even speculate whether all authority is not the 
daughter of opinion. 3 Some will object that science is often the com­
bative antagonist of opinion, rectifying its errors. But science can 
succeed in this task only if it has sufficient authority, and it can draw 
this authority only from opinion itself* All the scientific demonstra­
tions in the world would have no influence if a people had no faith in 
science. Even today, if science happens to go against a strong current 
of public opinion, it risks losing its 

Because social pressure exerts its influence mentally, it was bound 
to give man the idea that one or more powers exist outside him, 
powers both moral and forceful, that compel his submission. Since 
these powers speak to him in the tone of authority and sometimes 

' See Emile Durkheim, De la division du travail social: etude SW' /'organisation de 
sociitis supbieures (3rd edn., Paris: Akan, 1902), 64 ff . 

• Ibid. 76. 
' At least this is the case for all moral authority recognized as such by a collective. 
• We hope this analysis and those that follow will put an end to an incorrect inter­

pretation of our thought which has given rise to more than one misunderstanding. 
Because we have made constraint the e:ctmui/ sign by which social facts can be most 
easily recognized and distinguished from facts of individual psychology, some think we 
hold physical constraint to be the essence of social life. In reality we have never regarded 
it as anything more than the tangible, visible expression of an internal and underlying 
fact that is, in itseJf, entirely abstract, namely moral authority. The problem for 
sociology-if it can be said that there is one sociological problem-is to search through 
the various forms of external constraint for the various kinds of corresponding moral 
authority, and to discover their causes. Specifically, the chief aim of the present work is 
to discover the form in which the particular kind of moral authority inherent in all 
religious things was aeated, and what it is made of. Moreover, it will become clear that 
while making social pressure one of the distinctive features of sociological phenomena, 
we do not mean to say that this is the only one. We shall reveal another aspect of 
collective life that is nearly its opposite, though no less real (seep. 159). 
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even tell him to violate his most natural inclinations, man must 
imagine these powers as partly external to himself. Of course, there 
would be no mythological interpretations if he could readily see that 
these influences emanate from society. But social action works in 
circuitous and obscure ways, using psychic mechanisms that are too 
complex for the ordinary observer to perceive their source. Until 
scientific analysis comes along to enlighten him, he does sense that 
he is acted upon, but not by what. So he must construct piecemeal 
the notion of those powers with which he feels connected. And from 
this we can see how he was led to imagine them in alien forms and 
transfigure them through thought. 

A god is not only an authority to which we submit, however; it is 
also a force that supports our own. The man who has obeyed his god, 
and therefore believes he is on his side, approaches the world with 
confidence and the feeling of accumulated energy. Similarly, social 
action is not limited to demanding our sacrifices, privations, and 
efforts. For collective force is not wholly external to us; it does not 
move us entirely from the outside. Indeed, since society can exist 
only in individual minds and through them,' it must penetrate and 
become organized inside us; it becomes an integral part of our being, 
and in so doing it elevates and enlarges that being. 

There are circumstances in which this reassuring and invigorating 
action is particularly evident. Within a crowd moved by a common 
passion, we become susceptible to feelings and actions of which we 
are incapable on our own. And when the crowd is dissolved, when we 
find ourselves alone again and fall back to our usual level, we can 
then measure how far we were raised above ourselves. History is full 
of examples. We need only think of the night of 4 August,* when a 
crowd was suddenly transported in an act of sacrifice and abnegation 
which each of its members had rejected the evening before and 
which surprised them the following day. For this reason all parties­
political, economic, or denominational-deliberately hold periodic 
meetings in which their members may renew their common faith by 
some collective demonstration. To reaffirm feelings that might fade 
if left to themselves, it is enough to bring those who share them 
together into a closer and more active relationship. This also explains 

' Which does not mean, of course, that collective consciousness does not have 
specific features (on this point see 'Representations individuelles et representations 
collectives', Revue de mitaphysique et de morale, 6 (1898), 273 ff.). 
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the special attitude of the man who speaks to a crowd-if he has 
managed to enter into communion with it. His language has a kind of 
grandiloquence that would be absurd in ordinary circumstances; his 
gestures are overbearing; his thought itself is impatient with order 
and easily becomes carried away in all sorts of extreme pronounce­
ments. He feels filled to overflowing with an overabundance of forces 
that spill out around him. Sometimes he even feels dominated by a 
moral power that is larger than he is, for which he is merely the 
interpreter. This quality marks what is often called the demon of 
oratorical inspiration. This unusual surplus of forces is quite real: it 
comes to him from the very group he is addressing. The feelings 
provoked by his speech return to him inflated and amplified, 
reinforcing his own. The passionate energies he arouses echo back to 
him and increase his vitality. He is no longer a simple individual 
speaking, he is a group incarnate and personified. 

Apart from these passing or intermittent states, there are more 
lasting ones in which society's tonic influence is felt more perman­
ently and often more strikingly. In certain historical periods, under 
the influence of some great collective upheaval, social interactions 
become more frequent and more active. Individuals seek each other 
out and assemble more often. The result is a general effervescence 
characteristic of revolutionary or creative epochs. Now, this hyper­
activity has the effect of generally stimulating individual energies. 
People live differently and more intensely than in normal times. The 
changes are not only those of nuance and degree; man himself 
becomes other. He is moved by passions so intense that they can be 
assuaged only by violent, extreme acts of superhuman heroism or 
bloody barbarism. This explains the Crusades, for example, and so 
many sublime or savage moments during the French Revolution. 
Under the influence of general exaltation, the most mediocre and 
inoffensive burgher is transformed into a hero or an executioner. 
And all these mental processes are so clearly those at the root of 
religion that individuals themselves often represent this pressure in 
an explicitly religious form. The crusaders believed in the presence 
of God among them, summoning them to conquer the Holy Land; 
Joan of Arc believed she was obeying celestial voices. r 

' Feelings of fear and sadness can also develop and intensify under the same influ­
ences. They correspond, as we shall see, to another aspect of religious life (see Book ill, 
Ch. 5). 
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But this stimulating action of society is not only experienced 
under exceptional circumstances; there is no moment in our life 
without some rush of energy coming to us from the outside. In 
various demonstrations of sympathy, esteem, and affection from his 
peers, the man who does his duty finds a sustaining comfort which 
he usually takes for granted. Society's feeling for him elevates 
his feelings for himself. Because he is in moral harmony with his 
contemporaries, he has more confidence, courage, and audacity­
like the believer who thinks he feels the eyes of his god turned 
benevolently toward him. Thus our moral being is perpetually sus­
tained. Because it varies according to so many external circum­
stances-our more or less active relations with the social groups 
that surround us, the identity of these groups-we are bound to feel 
that this moral tonus depends on an external cause; but we do not 
perceive where or what it is. And we tend to conceive of it in the 
form of a moral power that, while immanent in us, represents some­
thing other than ourselves. This is moral consciousness, which the 
ordinary man has never distinctly imagined for himself except with 
the aid of religious symbols. 

Beyond these free-ranging forces that continually replenish our 
own, there are others that are fixed within all sorts of observed 
practices and traditions. We speak a language we have not created; 
we use tools we have not invented; we invoke rights we have not 
instituted; each generation inherits a treasure trove of knowledge it 
did not amass itself. We owe these various benefits of civilization to 
society, and if we do not generally perceive their source, at least we 
know they are not of our making.* Yet this is what makes man distinct 
among all creatures; for man is man only because he is civilized. He 
could not escape the feeling that outside him there are powerful 
causes which are the source of his characteristic nature, benevolent 
powers that aid him, protect him, and assure him a privileged fate. 
And he necessarily granted those powers a dignity comparable to the 
great value of the benefits he attributed to them.' 

' This is the other aspect of society which, if imperative, seems to us good and 
benevolent. It dominates us and helps us. Ifwe have defined the social fact more by the 
first of these qualities than the second, that is because dominance is more easily observ­
able since it is translated by external and visible signs; but we never thought to deny the 
reality of the second (see Les Rig/es de la mitlwde soriologique (2nd edn., Paris: Akan, 
1901), preface p. xx n. 1). 



160 The Elementary Forms of Religious Life 

Thus our environment seems populated by forces at once imperi­
ous and helpful, august and benevolent. Because we are conscious of 
their pressure on us, we locate those forces outside ourselves, as we 
do the objective causes of our sensations. On the other hand, the 
feelings they inspire in us are inherently different from those we 
have for simple physical things. As long as these things are defined 
by empirical qualities manifest in daily experience and are not trans­
formed by the religious imagination, we feel no special respect for 
them and they have none of what it takes to raise us above ourselves. 
Therefore the representations that express them seem to us very 
different from those that collective influences awaken in us. These 
different sorts of representations form separate mental states in our 
consciousness, as distinct and separate as the two forms of life to 
which they correspond. Consequently, we feel as though we are 
engaged in two distinct realities, separated by a clearly drawn line of 
demarcation: the world of profane things on the one hand, the world 
of sacred things on the other. 

Moreover, now as in the past, we observe society constantly creat­
ing new sacred things. Let a man capture its imagination and seem to 
embody its principal aspirations as well as the means to fulfil them, 
and this man will be set apart and considered nearly divine. Opinion 
will invest him with a majesty quite similar to the majesty that pro­
tects the gods. This happened to many sovereigns in whom their 
century had faith and who, if not deified themselves, were seen as 
direct representatives of divinity. And proof that this sort of apothe­
osis is the work of society alone is that society has often consecrated 
men who did not deserve it. Furthermore, the simple deference that 
men invested with high social positions inspire is not inherently 
different from religious respect. It is translated by the same gestures: 
keeping our distance from a high-ranking person; approaching him 
only with precautions; using another language in speaking to him 
and gestures other than those we use with ordinary mortals. Our 
feeling in these circumstances is so closely akin to religious feeling 
that many peoples have combined the two. Princes, noblemen, and 
political leaders are considered sacred to explain the regard they 
enjoy. In Melanesia and in Polynesia, for example, people say that an 
influential man has mana, and impute his influence to this. It is clear, 
however, that his situation is solely the result of public opinion. 
Therefore, the moral power conferred by opinion and the moral 
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power invested in sacred beings have the same underlying origin and 
are composed of the same elements. This explains how the same 
word might be used to designate both. 

And along with men, society also consecrates things, especially 
ideas. When a belief is unanimously shared by a people, to deny or 
challenge it is forbidden for reasons we have discussed above. Now, 
to prohibit criticism is a prohibition like any other and proves that 
we are in the presence of something sacred. Even today, with all the 
freedom we grant each other, it would be sacrilege for a man to deny 
progress and flout the humanistic ideal to which modern societies 
are attached. At the very least there is a principle that even peoples 
most enamoured of free enquiry tend to place above discussion and 
to regard as untouchable, or sacred: that is the principle of free 
enquiry. 

Society's capacity to set itself up as a god or to create gods was no­
where more visible than in the first years of the [French] Revolution. 
In the general enthusiasm of that period, things that were purely 
secular in nature were transformed by public opinion into sacred 
things: homeland, liberty, and reason. A religion propelled by its 
own momentum was established with its dogma, symbols, altars, and 
holidays. The cult of Reason and of the Supreme Being tried to 
bring a kind of official fulfilment to these spontaneous aspirations. 
Granted, this religious renewal was transitory. The patriotic fervour 
that originally moved the masses died away, and once the cause dis­
appeared, the effect could not be sustained. But the experience, how­
ever brief, is still of sociological interest. After all, in this particular 
case we can see society and its essential ideas become the object of an 
actual cult directly, without any kind of transfiguration. 

All these facts already show us how the clan can awaken in its 
members the idea that there are forces outside them that both dom­
inate and sustain them-in short, religious forces: for primitive man 
does not owe his most direct and intimate allegiance to the larger 
society. The ties that bind him to the tribe are slack and weak.* 
Although the tribe is certainly not foreign to him, it is with the 
members of his clan that he has most in common, and it is the action 
of this group that he feels most immediately and so prefers to 
express in religious symbols. 

This first explanation is too general, however, since it indiscrimin­
ately applies to any society and so to any religion. Let us attempt, 
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therefore, to specify what particular form this collective action takes 
in the clan and how it inspires the sense of the sacred. For collective 
action is most easily observed and most apparent in its results. 

III 

The life of Australian societies alternates between two different 
phases. I At times the population is scattered in small groups that go 

about their business independently. Each family lives by itself, hunt­
ing and fishing-in short, striving by all possible means to provide 
for its needs. At other times, by contrast, the population is concen­
trated and condensed in particular places for a period varying from 
several days to several months. This concentration takes place when 
a clan or a tribal group is summoned to meet, and on this occasion 
they hold either a religious ceremony or what ethnographers call a 
corroboree. 

These two phases offer the starkest contrast. In the first, economic 
activity is predominant and generally rather low-key. Gathering 
grains and grasses necessary for food and hunting or fishing are not 
occupations that stir great passion. The dispersed nature of the 
society makes life rather monotonous, lazy, and dull. But when a 
corroboree takes place, everything changes. Because the primitive's 
emotional and passionate faculties are not fully under the mastery of 
his reason and will, he easily loses self-rontrol. An event of any 
importance immediately takes him outside himself. He greets happy 
news with transports of enthusiasm. The opposite has him running 
around like a madman, crying, shouting, throwing fistfuls of dust in 
all directions, biting himself, brandishing his weapons furiously, and 
so on. The very fact of assembling is an exceptionally powerful 
stimulant. Once the individuals are assembled, their proximity gen­
erates a kind of electricity that quickly transports them to an extra­
ordinary degree of exaltation. Every emotion expressed is retained 
without resistance in all those minds so open to external impressions, 
each one echoing the others. The initial impulse thus becomes 

' See Spencer and Gillen, Northern Tribes, 33. 
• The corroboree is distinct from a religious rite in that it is open to women and the 

uninitiated. But while these two sorts of collective manifestations must be distinguished, 
they are none the less closely related. We will have occasion elsewhere to return to this 
relationship and explain it. 
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amplified as it reverberates, like an avalanche gathering force as it 
goes. And as passions so strong and uncontrolled are bound to seek 
outward expression, there are violent gestures, shouts, even howls, 
deafening noises of all sorts from all sides that intensify even more 
the state they express. Probably because a collective feeling cannot be 
expressed collectively unless a certain order is observed that permits 
the group's harmonious movements, these gestures and cries are 
inclined to be rhythmic and regulated, and become chants and 
dances. But in taking on a more regulated form they lose none of 
their natural violence; the regulated tumult is still a tumult. The 
human voice is inadequate to the task, and is artificially reinforced: 
boomerangs are knocked together, bull-roarers are whirled. The ori­
ginal function of these instruments, so widely used in Australian 
religious ceremonies, was probably to give more satisfying transla­
tion to this excitement. But even as they translate, they reinforce. 
The effervescence often becomes so intense it leads to unpredictable 
behaviour. The passions unleashed are so impetuous they cannot be 
contained. The ordinary conditions of life are set aside so defini­
tively and so consciously that people feel the need to put themselves 
above and beyond customary morality. The sexes violate the rules of 
sexual conduct. Men exchange their wives. Sometimes even incestu­
ous unions, which are harshly condemned as abominations in nor­
mal times, are openly contracted with impunity.' If we add that 
these ceremonies generally take place at night, in darkness pierced 
here and there by firelight, we can easily imagine the effect such 
scenes must have on the minds of all participants, stimulating such 
violent overexcitement, physically and mentally, that it becomes 
nearly unbearable. The participant taking the leading role finally 
falls to the ground, exhausted. [ ... ] 

It is not difficult to imagine that a man in such a state of exaltation 
no longer knows himself. Feeling possessed and led by some external 
power that makes him think and act differently from normal times, 

' See Spencer and Gillen, Native Tribes, 96--7; Nortltern Tribes, 137; Brough Smyth, 
The Aborigines of Victoria, ii. 319. This ritual promiscuity is observed notably in initi­
ation ceremonies (Spencer and Gillen, Native Tribes, 267, 381; A. W. Howitt, The 
Native Tribes of South-East Australia (London; Macmillan, 1904), 657) and in toteniic 
ceremonies (Spencer and Gillen, Native Tribes, 214, 237, and 298). The ordinary rules 
of exogamy are violated during these ceremonies. Nevertheless, among the Arunta, 
unions between father and daughter, son and mother, brothers and sisters (all blood 
kinship) remain prohibited (Spencer and Gillen, Native Tribes, 96--7). 
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he naturally feels he is no longer himself. He seems to have become a 
new being: the decorations he dons and the masks he uses to cover 
his face give material form to this internal transformation even more 
than they induce it. And as all his companions feel transfigured in 
the same way at the same moment, and translate their feeling 
through their shouts, gestures, and posture, it is as though he really 
were transported into a special world entirely different from the 
ordinary, a setting populated by exceptionally intense forces that 
invade and transform him. Experiences like these, especially when 
they are repeated every day for weeks, must leave him with the 
conviction that indeed two worlds exist that are heterogeneous and 
incommensurable. One is the world in which he languidly lives his 
daily life; the other he cannot penetrate without abruptly entering 
into relations with extraordinary powers that excite him to the point 
of delirium. The first is the world of the profane, the second the 
world of sacred things. 

Therefore it is in these effervescent social settings, and from this 
very effervescence, that the religious idea seems to be born. And this 
origin seems confirmed by the fact that in Australia, strictly religious 
activity is almost entirely concentrated in the times when these 
assemblies are held. Of course, there is no people for whom the great 
solemn rituals of the cult are not more or less periodic; but in more 
advanced societies there is some ritual homage to the gods virtually 
every day. In Australia, by contrast, the time apart from clan and 
tribal festivals is almost entirely taken up with secular and profane 
functions. Of course there are prohibitions that must be and are 
observed even during these periods of secular activity; it is never 
permitted to kill or freely eat the totemic animal-at least where the 
prohibition has preserved its original force. But no positive rite or 
ceremony of any importance is celebrated. These take place only in 
the midst of assembled groups. The religious life of the Australian 
therefore alternates between phases of utter slackness and hyper­
excitement, and social life shifts according to the same rhythm. 
This reveals the bond between the two, while among so-called 
civilized people the relative continuity of these phases in part 
masks their relationship. Perhaps the violence of this contrast was 
necessary for the sensation of the sacred to erupt in its primary 
form. By gathering together almost always at fixed times, collective 
life could indeed achieve its maximum intensity and efficacy, and 
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so give man a more vivid sense of his dual existence and his dual 
nature. 

But this explanation is still incomplete. We have indeed shown 
how the clan awakens in its members the idea of external forces that 
dominate and exalt them. But we have yet to understand how these 
forces were conceived in the form of the totemic species, that is, as 
an animal or plant. 

The reason is that this animal or plant has given its name to the 
clan and serves as its emblem. Indeed, it is a well-known law that the 
feelings something awakens in us are spontaneously communicated 
to the symbol that represents it. For us, black is the sign of mourning 
and so suggests sad thoughts. This transfer of feelings simply occurs 
because the idea of the thing and the idea of its symbol are closely 
connected in our minds: as a result, the emotions provoked by one 
are contagiously extended to the other. But this contagion, which 
happens in all cases to some degree, is much more complete and 
marked when the symbol is something simple, specific, and easily 
imagined. The thing itself is difficult to grasp mentally in all its 
dimensions, parts, and complexity. We would not know how to locate 
the source of powerful feelings in an abstract entity, which we can 
imagine only vaguely and with great effort. We can comprehend 
those feelings only in relation to a concrete object whose reality is 
vividly striking. If the thing itself does not fulfil this condition, it 
cannot serve as a point of attachment for our feelings, even if it 
aroused them in the first place. So the sign takes the place of the 
object, and the emotions it arouses are attached to that sign. The 
sign is loved, feared, and respected; the sign is the object of gratitude 
and sacrifice. The soldier who dies for his flag, dies for his country; 
but in his mind the flag comes first. It can even prompt action 
directly. The country will not be lost if a solitary flag remains in the 
hands of the enemy, and yet the soldier gets himself killed trying to 
recapture it. We forget that the flag is only a sign, that it has no 
intrinsic value but serves only to recall the reality it represents; we 
treat it as if it were that reality. 

The totem is the clan's flag. It is therefore natural that the feelings 
the clan awakens in individual consciousness-feelings of depend­
ence and increased vitality-are much more attached to the idea of 
the totem than to that of the clan. The clan is too complex a reality 
for such rudimentary minds to picture clearly its concrete unity. 
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Moreover, the primitive does not even see that these feelings come 
to him from the group. He does not know that the proximity of a 
certain number of men living a similar life has the effect of releasing 
new energies that transform each of them. All he feels is that he is 
raised above himself and is living a different life from the one he 
ordinarily leads. However, he must see some causal link between 
these sensations and some external object. Now, what does he see 
around him? On all sides his attention is caught by multiple images 
of the totem. He sees the waninga and the nurtunja, symbols of the 
sacred being. He sees bull-roarers and churingas engraved with com­
binations of lines that have the same meaning. The decorations on 
various parts of his body are also totemic marks. Repeated every­
where in all forms, this image is bound to take on an exceptional 
importance in people's minds. Placed centre stage, it becomes their 
representative. It is the only concrete object to which felt emotions 
can be attached. And the totemic symbol continues to recall those 
feelings even when the assembly is dissolved; for it survives, 
engraved on the instruments of the cult, on rock walls, on shields, 
and so on. Through it the emotions felt on these occasions are per­
petually sustained and revived, as though it inspired them directly. 
These emotions are ascribed to it quite naturally since they are 
shared by the group and can be related only to something that is 
equally held in common. The totemic emblem alone satisfies this 
condition. By definition, it is shared by everyone. During the cere­
mony, all eyes are upon it. Generations may change but it remains 
the same; it is the permanent element in social life. The mysterious 
forces with which men feel in communion seem to emanate from it, 
and so we understand the common explanation for how men were 
led to represent these forces in the features of the animate or 
inanimate being whose name the clan bears. 

This said, we are now able to understand the essential elements of 
totemic beliefs. 

Because religious force is nothing but the collective and anonym­
ous force of the clan, and because this can be imagined only in the 
form of the totem, the totemic emblem is like the visible body of the 
god. Therefore it seems to be the source of actions, benevolent or 
dreaded, which the cult's purpose is to invoke or prevent. So it is to 
the totem that rites are specifically addressed. This explains why the 
totem ranks first in the pantheon of sacred things. 
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But like any society, the clan can live only in and through the 
individual minds that compose it. While religious force as embodied 
in the totem seems external to individuals and transcendent, it is also 
true that, like the clan it symbolizes, this force can be realized only in 
and through those individuals. In this sense, it is immanent in them 
and they necessarily imagine it as such. They feel it present and 
acting in them, since it is this force that raises them to a higher life. 
So man came to believe that he had within him a principle compar­
able to that of the totem and attributed to himself an equally sacred 
character, though one less pronounced. For the emblem is the pre­
eminent source of religious life. Man participates in it only indirectly 
and he is aware of this; he understands that the force that transports 
him into the circle of sacred things is not inherent in him but comes 
to him from outside. 

For another reason, animals or plants of the totemic species came 
to have the same quality to an even greater degree. For if the totemic 
principle is nothing but the clan, it is the clan conceived in the 
physical form represented by the emblem. And this form is also the 
form of those concrete beings whose name the clan bears. Because of 
this resemblance, they were bound to awaken feelings similar to 
those aroused by the emblem itself. Since this emblem is the object 
of religious respect, the animals and plants of the totemic species 
must have inspired a similar respect and seemed sacred as well. The 
faithful could not help attributing forces of the same nature to such 
perfectly identical forms. So it is forbidden to kill or eat the totemic 
animal, and its flesh is thought to have positive virtues invoked by the 
proper rites. After all, the totemic animal resembles the clan emblem, 
namely its own image. And since it looks more like the emblem than 
man does, it also ranks above him in the hierarchy of sacred things. 
There is certainly a close kinship between these two beings since they 
share the same essence: both incarnate something of the totemic 
principle. Because this principle is conceived in an animal form, 
however, the animal seems to embody it more fully than man. That is 
why man respects it and treats it like an elder brother. 1 

' We see that this brotherhood is a logical coDBCquence of toternism rather than its 
premiss. Mc:n did not bc:lieve in their duties toward the animals of the totemic species 
because they thought they were related to them; instead, they imagined this kinship in 
order to explain to themselves the nature of beliefs and rites in which these animals were 
central. The animal was regarded as a brother because it was a sacred being, like man; 
but it was not treated as a sacred being because it was thought to be related. 
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While the totemic principle resides primarily in a specific animal 
or plant species, it is not limited to that species. Sanctity is highly 
contagious,' and it spreads from the totemic being to all its 
adherents, near or far. The religious feelings the animal inspired 
were communicated to the substances it ate, creating or recreating its 
flesh and blood; such feelings were transferred to things that 
resemble it, to the totemic being and to various creatures with which 
it is in constant contact. Gradually subtotems became attached to 
totems, and those cosmological systems were established that express 
primitive classifications. Finally the entire world was divided up 
among the totemic principles of the same tribe. 

Now we can understand the source of the ambiguous picture 
religious forces present when they appear in history, how they are 
both physical and human, moral and material. They are moral 
powers since they are wholly constructed from the feelings the col­
lective moral being arouses in those other moral beings, the indi­
viduals; they express, not the way physical things affect our senses, 
but the way the collective conscience and consciousness affects these 
aspects of the individual. The authority of these forces is only one 
aspect of the moral ascendancy society exercises on its members. On 
the other hand, they are bound to seem closely related to material 
things because they are conceived in material forms. So they domin­
ate both worlds. They reside in men, but at the same time they are 
the vital principles of things. They stimulate and discipline con­
sciousness; but they also make plants grow and animals reproduce. 
Than.ks to this dual nature religion could be the matrix in which the 
seeds of human civilization were developed. Because religion 
enclosed all of reality within itself, the physical as well as the moral 
universe, the forces that move bodies and minds were conceived in 
religious form. This is how the most varied techniques and 
practices-those that ensure the functioning of moral life (law, mor­
ality, the fine arts) and those that serve material life (the natural 
sciences, technology, industry)-derived directly or indirectly from 
religion.a 

' See below, Book ill, Ch. 1, S. III. 

• We say that this derivation is sometimes indirect due to techniques that, for the 
most part, seem derived from religion only through the intermediary of magic (see 
Hubert and Mauss, 'Esquisse', 1+4 Jf. ). Indeed, magical forces are only a special form of 
religious forces. We will have many occasions to reiterate this point. 
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IV 

The first religious conceptions have often been ascribed to feelings 
of weakness and dependence, a fear and anguish that must have 
seized man when he first came in contact with the world. The victim 
of a kind of nightmare of his own making, he imagined himself 
surrounded by hostile and awesome powers that had to be appeased 
by certain rites. But we have just shown that the first religions have 
an entirely different source. The famous formula Primus in orbe deos 
fecit timor"' is by no means warranted by the facts. The primitive did 
not see his gods as strangers, enemies, or essentially and necessarily 
malevolent beings whose favour he had to curry at all costs. On the 
contrary, to him the gods were friends, relations, and natural pro­
tectors. After all, these are the names he gives to beings of the 
totemic species. The power to which the cult is addressed is not 
imagined looming above him and crushing him with its superiority: 
on the contrary it is very near, conferring on him useful powers he 
does not inherently possess. Perhaps divinity was never closer to man 
than at this moment in history, since it is present in his immediate 
surroundings and immanent, in part, in himsel£ Joyous confidence, 
then, rather than terror and oppression, is at the root of totemism. 

Apart from funeral rites-the sombre side of every religion-the 
totemic cult is celebrated with chanting, dancing, and dramatic per­
formances. Cruel expiations are relatively rare, as we shall see; even 
compulsory and painful mutilations are not done in this spirit. Jeal­
ous and terrible gods appear only later in religious development. 
Primitive societies are not Leviathans* that overwhelm man with the 
enormity of their power and subject him to harsh discipline.• He 
surrenders to them spontaneously and without resistance. Because 
the social soul is in this case composed of only a few ideas and 
feelings, it is easily embodied as a whole in each individual con­
sciousness. The individual bears it entirely within himself; it is part 
of him, and so when he yields to the impulses it inspires in him, he 
does not think he is yielding to coercion but rather heeding the call 
of his nature.• 

' At least once he is adult and fully initiated. Initiation rites, which introduce the 
yuung man to social life, are in themselves a harsh discipline. 

• On this particular aspect of primitive societies, see Durkheim, Division du travail 
so&ial, 123, 149, 173 ff. 
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Now this way of understanding the genesis of religious thought 
escapes the objections raised by the most accredited classical 
theories. 

We have seen how naturists and animists claimed to construct the 
notion of sacred beings from the sensations aroused in us by various 
physical or biological phenomena, and we have shown the impossible 
and even contradictory aspects of this enterprise. Nothing comes 
from nothing. The feelings the physical world evokes in us cannot, 
by definition, contain anything that transcends this world. From the 
tangible we can make only the tangible; we cannot make something 
unlimited from something limited.* And in order to explain how the 
notion of the sacred could emerge under these conditions, most 
theorists were forced to assume that man superimposed an unreal 
world on the reality he observed. This world was said to be con­
structed entirely of fantastic dream images or monstrous aberrations 
which the mythological imagination invented under the marvellous 
but deceptive influence of language. But if so, it is impossible to 
understand why humanity should persist for centuries in the errors 
that experience must have quickly exposed. 

Adopting our point of view, these difficulties disappear. Religion 
is no longer some inexplicable hallucination and becomes rooted in 
reality. We can say, in fact, that the worshipper is not deluding him­
self when he believes in the existence of a higher moral power from 
which he derives his best self: that power exists, and it is society. 
When the Australian is transported beyond himself and feels life 
flowing in him with an intensity that surprises him, he is not prey to 
illusion. This exaltation is real, and it is really the product of forces 
external and superior to the individual. Of course he is mistaken 
when he believes that this heightened vitality is the work of a power 
that takes plant or animal form. But his error lies only in taking 
literally the symbol that represents this being to men's minds, or the 
form of its existence. Behind these figures and metaphors, crude or 
refined, there is a concrete and living reality. 

Religion takes on a meaning and a logic that the most intransigent 
rationalist cannot fail to recognize. The main purpose of religion is 
not to provide a representation of the natural world, for if that were 
its basic task its persistence would be incomprehensible. In this 
respect it is scarcely more than a tissue of lies. But religion is above 
all a system of notions by which individuals imagine the society to 
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which they belong and their obscure yet intimate relations with that 
society. This is its primordial role; and although this representation 
is metaphorical and symbolic, it is not inaccurate. Quite the contrary, 
it fully expresses the most essential aspect of the relations between 
the individual and society. For it is an eternal truth that something 
exists outside us that is greater than we are, and with which we 
commune. 

That is why we can be sure that acts of worship, whatever they 
might be, are not futile or meaningless gestures. By seeming to 
strengthen the ties between the worshipper and his god, they really 
strengthen the ties that bind the individual to his society, since god is 
merely the symbolic expression of society. It is possible that the 
fundamental truth contained in religion might compensate for the 
secondary errors it entails, so that despite the mistakes caused by 
these errors, the faithful could not leave religion behind. More often 
than not the recipes religion prescribed must have been ineffective. 
But these failures could not have been very influential because they 
did not affect the essential elements of religion.' 

Still, the objection will be raised that even in this hypothesis 
religion is the product of a kind of delirium. What other name can 
we give to the burst of emotion in which men find themselves when, 
as the result of a collective effervescence, they believe they have been 
swept up into a world quite different from the one they see? 

It is true that religious life cannot reach a certain degree of inten­
sity without involving a psychic exaltation that is in some way akin to 
delirium. For this reason prophets, founders of religions, great 
saints-men with an unusually sensitive religious consciousness­
very often show signs of excessive and even pathological excitability. 
These physiological defects predispose them to great religious roles. 
The ritual use of intoxicating liquor can be explained in the same 
way. Ardent faith is not necessarily the fruit of drunkenness and 
mental disorder; but as people soon learned from experience that the 
mentality of the delirious was similar to that of the prophet, they 
sought to clear the way for prophecy by artificially provoking 
delirium. But while we can say that religion is accompanied by a 
certain delirium, it must be added that this delirium, caused in this 

' Since we will return to this idea and argue the case more explicitly when we deal 
with rites (Book III}, we will confine ourselves for now to this general statement. 
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way, is well founded. The images that induce it are not pure illusions, 
as the naturists and animists would have it; they correspond to some­
thing in the real world. The nature of the moral forces they express 
is such that they may be unable to affect the human mind intensely 
without sweeping it away and plunging it into a so-called ecstatic 
state, provided the word is used in its etymological sense; it does not 
follow, however, that these forces are imaginary. Quite the contrary, 
the mental excitement they arouse attests to their reality. It is simply 
additional proof that a very intense social life always does some 
violence to the body and mind of the individual, disturbing their 
normal functioning; hence it can last for only a very limited time.' 

Moreover, if we use the word 'delirium' for any state in which the 
mind adds to immediate sensation and projects its feelings and 
impressions onto things, perhaps there is no collective representa­
tion that is not delirious, in a sense; religious beliefs are only a 
particular case of a very general law. The whole social world seems 
populated by forces that in reality exist only in our mind. We know 
how the soldier feels about the flag, though it is merely a scrap of 
cloth. Human blood is just an organic liquid, yet even today we 
cannot see it spilled without feeling a violent emotion unwarranted 
by its biochemical properties. From the physical point of view, man 
is just a system of cells, from the mental point of view just a system 
of representations; from either perspective he differs from the ani­
mal only in degrees. And yet society regards him, and compels us to 
regard him, as endowed with a sui generis character that isolates and 
protects him from encroachments-that, in short, imposes respect. 
This status, which is unrivalled, seems to us one of his distinctive 
attributes, though it has no basis in the empirical nature of man. A 
cancelled postage stamp may be worth a fortune; clearly this value is 
not dictated by its natural properties. In a sense, our representation 
of the external world is no doubt also just a tissue of hallucinations: 
the smells, tastes, and colours that we attribute to bodies are not 
there, or at least not the way we perceive. Yet our sensations of smell, 
taste, and sight correspond to certain objective states of the things 
represented; in their way they express the properties of either 
material particles or movements of the ether that indeed have their 

' Cf. Marcel Mauss, 'Essai sur lcs variations saisonnicres des societes cskimos', 
L'Annie so&io/ogique, 9 (1906), 127. 
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origin in the bodies we perceive as fragrant, tasty, or colourful. But 
collective representations of things often attribute to them proper­
ties that are not inherent in any form or to any extent. They can 
turn the most ordinary object into a sacred and very powerful 
being.* 

And yet, though purely ideal, the powers conferred operate as 
though they were real; they determine man's conduct as impera­
tively as physical forces. The Arunta who has properly rubbed him­
self with his churinga feels stronger; he is stronger. Ifhe has eaten the 
flesh of a prohibited animal, though it may be perfectly healthy he 
will sicken and even die. The soldier who falls defending his flag 
surely does not believe he has sacrificed himself for a piece of cloth. 
Social thought, because of its imperative authority, has a power that 
individual thought cannot have; by acting on our minds it makes us 
see things in whatever light it chooses; it adds to or subtracts from 
the real according to the circumstances. So there is a region of nature 
in which the formula of idealism is applied nearly to the letter: that is 
the social realm. There, far more than elsewhere, the idea creates the 
reality. Even in this case, idealism is probably not true without quali­
fication. We can never escape the duality of our nature and com­
pletely transcend physical necessities. As we will soon show, in order 
to express our own ideas to ourselves we need to anchor them in 
material things that symbolize them. But here the role of matter is 
minimal. The object that supports the idea is trivial compared to the 
ideal superstructure that subsumes it, and, moreover, it has nothing 
to do with that superstructure. This is the substance of the pseudo­
delirium encountered at the basis of so many collective representa­
tions: it is only a form of this fundamental idealism.' So it is not 
strictly speaking a delirium; for the ideas objectified in this way are 
solidly grounded, not in the material things onto which they are 
grafted, but in the nature of society. 

' We see what is wrong with theories like Ratzel's geographic materialism (see 
notably his Politisdu Geographie (Leipzig: R. Oldenbourg, 1897)), which would derive 
all of social life from its material substratum (whether economic or territorial). Their 
error is comparable to Maudsley's in individual psychology. Just as he reduced the 
psychic life of the individual to a mere epiphenomenon of its physiological base, these 
theories would reduce the psychic life of the collectivity to its physical base. This 
ignores the fact that ideas are realities, forces, and that collective representations are 
forces even more active and powerful than individual representations. On this point see 
Durkheim, 'Representations individuelles et representations collectives'. 
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We can now understand how the totemic principle, and more 
generally every religious force, is external to the things it inhabits, 
for the notion is not composed of the impressions the thing pro­
duces directly on our mind and senses. Religious force is the feel­
ing the collectivity inspires in its members, but projected outside 
and objectified by the minds that feel it. It becomes objectified by 
being anchored in an object which then becomes sacred, but any 
object can play this role. In principle, none is predestined by its 
nature to the exclusion of others, any more than others are pre­
cluded. It all depends on the circumstances that cause the feeling 
generating religious ideas to alight here or there, in this place 
rather than that. Hence the sacred character that garbs a thing is 
not implicated in its intrinsic features, it is added to them. The 
world of the religious is not a particular aspect of empirical nature: 
it is superimposed. 

This idea of the religious allows us to explain an important prin­
ciple found at the basis of many myths and rites, and which can be 
articulated as follows: when a sacred being is subdivided, it remains 
entirely equal to itself in each of its parts. In other words, in religious 
thought the part is equal to the whole; it has the same powers, the 
same efficacy. A fragment of a relic has the same virtues as the whole 
relic. The smallest drop of blood contains the same active principle 
as all the blood. The soul, as we shall see, can be broken up into 
nearly as many parts as there are organs or tissues in the body; each 
of these partial souls is equivalent to the whole. This idea would be 
incomprehensible if sacredness were inherent in the constitutive 
properties of the thing that serves as its substratum; for then it 
would change like the thing itself, increasing and decreasing with it. 
But if its virtues are not intrinsic to it but arise from certain feelings 
it reawakens and symbolizes-even if such feelings originate outside 
it-it will have the same value, whether whole or not, since it needs 
no fixed dimensions to play this evocative role. Since the part recalls 
the whole, it also evokes the feelings recalled by the whole. A small 
scrap of the flag represents the country as much as the flag itself, and 
it is by rights just as sacred. 1 

' This principle has passed from religion into magic. It is the alchemists' totum ex 
parte. 
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v 
This theory of totemism has allowed us to explain the most charac­
teristic beliefs of religion, but it rests on a fact that is not yet 
explained. Given the notion of the totem, the emblem of the clan, all 
the rest follows; but we must still discover how this notion was 
formed. The question is twofold and can be subdivided in this way: 
(1) Wha.t caused the clan to choose an emblem? (2) Why were these 
emblems borrowed from the world of animals and plants, but espe­
cially from the world of animals? 

It is obvious that for any kind of group an emblem is a useful 
rallying point. Expressing social unity in a material form makes it 
more tangible to everyone; for this reason the use of emblematic 
symbols must have quickly spread once the idea took shape. More­
over, this idea must have sprung spontaneously from the conditions 
of common life, for the emblem is not only a convenient method of 
clarifying society's awareness of itself, it actually creates this feeling: 
it is a basic element of this feeling. 

On their own, individual consciousnesses are effectively closed to 
one another; they can communicate only by signs that translate their 
inner states. For the exchange between them to end in communion­
that is, in a fusion of all individual feelings into a common feeling­
the signs expressing those feelings must merge into a single outcome. 
The appearance of this outcome notifies individuals that they are in 
unison and makes them aware of their moral unity. By shouting the 
same cry, pronouncing the same words, making the same gesture to 
the same object, they become and feel as one. To be sure, individual 
representations also have organic consequences that are not unim­
portant; yet such representations can be conceptualized as distinct 
from those physical repercussions that accompany or follow them 
but do not constitute them. 

Collective representations are quite another matter. They presup­
pose that consciousnesses act on and react to one another; they are 
the result of these actions and reactions, which are possible only 
through tangible intermediaries. These intermediaries, then, not 
only reveal the mental state associated with them, they contribute to 
creating it. Individual minds can meet and commune only on condi­
tion that they come out of themselves; but they can do this only 
through movements. It is the homogeneity of these movements that 
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makes the group aware of itself and so brings it into being. Once this 
homogeneity is established and these movements have taken a form 
and a stereotypical configuration, they symbolize the corresponding 
representations, but only because they have combined to form them. 

Without symbols, moreover, social feelings could only have a pre­
carious existence. Those feelings are very strong while men are 
assembled and subject to mutual influence, but they survive later 
only in the form of memories that gradually fade if left to them­
selves. Since the group is no longer present and active, individual 
temperaments easily take over again. The violent passions that could 
be unleashed in the midst of a crowd subside and expire once it is 
dissolved, and individuals are amazed that they could let themselves 
be so carried away. But if the movements by which these feelings 
were expressed are inscribed on lasting things, then they become 
lasting themselves. These things perpetually call these feelings to 
mind and keep them alive, as if their initial cause were still operating. 
Thus while creating emblems is necessary for society to become 
aware of itself, it is no less indispensable to assure the continuity of 
this awareness. 

So we must guard against seeing these symbols as mere artifice­
labels added to ready-made representations to make them more 
manageable. They are integral to those representations. Even the 
fact that collective feelings are attached in this way to foreign things 
is not purely a matter of convention; it tangibly embodies a real 
feature of social phenomena, namely their transcendence of indi­
vidual consciousness. Indeed, we know that social phenomena arise 
not in the individual but in the group. Whatever part we play in their 
creation, each of us receives them from the outside. I When we 
imagine them as emanating from a material object, we are not 
entirely wrong about their nature. Although they do not come from 
the specific thing to which we attribute them, they do originate 
outside us. If the moral force that sustains the worshipper does not 
come from the idol he worships, from the emblem he venerates, it is 
none the less external to him and he feels this. The objectivity of the 
symbol merely expresses this exteriority. 

Social life, then, in every aspect and throughout its history, is 
possible only thanks to a vast body of symbolism. The material 

' On this point see Durkheim, Les Rig/es lk /11 metholk sociologique, 5 If. 
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emblems, the embodied representations with which we are especially 
concerned in the present study, are a particular form of that symbol­
ism. But there are many others. Collective feelings can be embodied 
equally in personalities or formulas: some formulas are flags; some 
personalities, real or mythic, are symbols. But there is a kind of 
emblem that must have appeared very early, quite apart from calcula­
tion or reflection, and we have seen it play a considerable role in 
totemism-namely tattooing. Well-known facts demonstrate that 
under certain conditions it is produced automatically. When men of 
a lower culture share a common life, they are often led instinctively 
to paint or engrave on their bodies images that recall this communal 
existence. According to a text by Procopius, the first Christians 
imprinted the name of Christ or the sign of the cross on their skin. 1 

For a long time, groups of pilgrims on their way to Palestine also 
tattooed designs on their arms or wrists representing the cross or the 
monogram of Christ. When twenty young men from an Italian high 
school were about to separate, they decorated themselves with tat­
toos that in various ways represented the years they had spent 
together. The same practice has often been observed among soldiers 
in the same company, sailors on the same ship, and prisoners in the 
same detention facility. It is understandable that especially where 
technology is still rudimentary, tattooing is the most direct and 
expressive means by which the communion of Ininds can be 
affirmed. The best way of attesting to oneself and to others that we 
are part of the same group is to imprint the same distinctive mark on 
the body. And proof that this is the reason for the totemic image is 
that, as we have shown, it is not an attempt to reproduce the appear­
ance of the thing it is meant to represent. It is composed of lines and 
dots which are given an entirely conventional meaning. The purpose 
is not to embody and evoke a particular object, but to bear witness 
that a certain number of individuals share the same moral life. 

The clan, then, is a society that is less able than others to do 
without emblems and symbols, for there are few societies so lacking 
in cohesion. The clan cannot be defined by its leader, for although 
central authority is not entirely absent, it is at most uncertain and 
unstable. Furthermore, the clan cannot be defined by the territory it 

' Procopius of Gaza, Commentarii in Isoiam, 496. [Durkheim may have taken the 
5th-<:entury reference from Pro&opii Gozaei ..• qptra om'"4 in 111111111 corpus odunata 
(Petit Montrouge: J.P. Migne, 1861).] 



The Elementary Fo,.ms of Religious Life 

occupies, since its nomadic population' is not closely attached to a 
particular locality. [ ... ] The unity of the group is palpable, then, 
only because of the collective name borne by its members, and the 
equally collective emblem representing the thing designated by this 
name. A clan is essentially a union of individuals bearing the same 
name who rally around the same sign. Take away the name and the 
sign that makes it tangible, and the clan can no longer even be 
imagined. Since the clan was possible only under these conditions, 
we understand why the emblem was instituted and the place it holds 
in the life of the group. 

Still, we must discover why these names and these emblems were 
borrowed almost exclusively from the world of animals and plants, 
but mainly from the first. 

It seems likely that the emblem played a more important role than 
the name. In any case, today the written sign still has a more central 
place in the life of the clan than the spoken sign. Now, the emblem­
atic image called for something that could be embodied by a drawing. 
In addition, this had to be something with which the men of the clan 
were in close and habitual contact. Animals met this requirement 
best. For hunting and fishing peoples, animals were in fact the essen­
tial elements of the economic environment. In this connection, 
plants came only later, for they hold only a secondary place in the 
diet when they are not cultivated. Moreover, the animal is more 
closely associated with man's life than the plant, if only because of 
the natural kinship that unites these two beings. By contrast, the 
sun, moon, and stars were too far away and seemed to come from 
another world. Besides, as long as the constellations were not distinct 
and classified, the starry sky did not off er enough clearly differen­
tiated things to serve as designations for all the clans and all the 
subclans of a tribe. [ ... ] By contrast, animals and plants were 
perfect. [ ... ] 

VI 

This theory of totemism gives us the key to a curious feature of 
human mentality that, if more marked in former times than it is 

' At least in Australia. In America, the population is in general sedentary, but the 
clan in America is a relatively advanced form of organization. 
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today, has still not disappeared and has in any case played a signifi­
cant role in the history of thought. This offers yet another occasion 
to observe that logical evolution is closely tied to religious evolution 
and depends, like it, on social conditions. 

If there is one truth that seems self-evident to us today it is that 
beings who differ not only in their outward appearance but in their 
most fundamental features-such as minerals, plants, animals, and 
men-cannot be considered equivalent and interchangeable. [ ... ] 
But these distinctions, which seem so natural to us, are not at all 
primitive. Originally, all realms of being are fused. Rocks have a 
gender and the power to engender; the sun, moon, and stars are men 
or women who experience and express human feelings, just as men 
are pictured as animals or plants.[ ... ] 

That the anthropomorphic instinct with which the animists have 
endowed the primitive cannot account for this mentality is demon­
strated by the nature of its characteristic confusions. These confu­
sions arise, indeed, not because man has wildly extended the human 
realm to include all others, but because he has mingled the most 
disparate realms. He has no more imagined the world in his image 
than he has imagined himself in the image of the world: in fact, he 
has done both at once. In his idea of things he certainly included 
human elements; but he also included elements of things in his idea 
of himself. 

Yet there was nothing in experience that might have suggested 
these yokings and mixings. Observation tells us that everything is 
diverse and discontinuous. Nowhere in reality do we see beings 
merge their natures and transform into one another. Therefore an 
exceptionally powerful cause must have intervened to transfigure the 
real, making it appear as something other than itself. 

The agent of this transfiguration was religion. Religious beliefs 
substituted a different world for the world perceived by the senses, as 
the case of totemism demonstrates. The fundamental element of this 
religion is that members of the clan and the various beings repre­
sented by the totemic emblem are regarded as sharing the same 
essence. Once this belief was accepted, a bridge was built between 
these disparate realms. Man was represented as a kind of animal or 
plant, plants and animals as kin to man-or rather, all those beings, 
perceived as distinct, were conceived as sharing a common 
nature. And this remarkable aptitude for mingling what seems to us 
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so obviously distinct arises from the fact that the first forces with 
which human intelligence peopled the universe were elaborated by 
religion. [ ... ] 

We know, moreover, that these religious conceptions are the prod­
uct of specific social causes. Because the clan cannot exist without a 
name and an emblem, and because this emblem is always before the 
eyes of individuals, the feelings that society awakens in its members 
are focused on that emblem and on the objects it represents. Men 
were thus impelled to represent the collective force, whose power 
they felt, as species of the thing that served as the group's flag. So 
the most disparate realms were mingled in the notion of this force. In 
a sense, it was essentially human since it was constructed from 
human ideas and feelings; but at the same time it must have seemed 
closely linked to the animate or inanimate being that gave it outward 
form. The cause whose action we grasp here is not specific to totem­
ism; there is no society in which it does not play an active part. 
Generally, a collective feeling can become self-conscious only by 
being anchored in a material object. But by that very fact it partici­
pates in the nature of that object, and vice versa. Thus social neces­
sities have fused together notions that at first seemed distinct, and 
social life has facilitated this fusion by the great mental effervescence 
it stimulates.' This is new evidence that logical understanding is a 
function of society, since it adopts the forms and attitudes society 
imprints on it. 

Granted, this logic is disconcerting. Still, we must refrain from 
belittling it: however crude it may seem, it was a supremely import­
ant contribution to the intellectual evolution of humanity. Indeed, it 
made possible the first explanation of the world. Of course, the 
mental habits it implies prevented man from seeing reality as appre­
hended by the senses; but as seen through the senses reality has the 
serious inconvenience of defying explanation. For to explain is to 
connect things to one another, to re-establish relations between them 
that make them appear to us as functions of one another, as vibrating 

' One other cause accounts for a large part of this fusion: the extreme contagiousness 
of religious forces. They invade every object within their reach, whatever it is. So the 
same religious force can animate the most diverse: things, which are thereby clo!ICly 
connected and classified in the same genus. We shall return to this contagioumess below, 
while showing that it has its social origins in the notion of the sacred (see Book m, 
Ch. r). 
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sympathetically in accord with an internal law grounded in their 
nature. Now sensation, which only sees things from the outside, 
cannot help us to discover these relations and these internal bonds; 
the mind alone can create such a notion. When I learn that A regu­
larly precedes B, my fund of knowledge is enriched by a new insight; 
my intelligence is not satisfied by a statement that does not include 
its own reasoning. I begin to understand only if it is possible to 
conceive of B from a perspective that links it in some way to A, 
joined to A by some relation of kinship. Religions have done a great 
service to thought by constructing a first representation of what 
these relations of kinship between things could be. Given the condi­
tions under which it was tried, this enterprise could lead only to the 
most provisional outcomes. 

But are the outcomes of this enterprise ever definitive? And is it 
not taken up again and again? Besides, it is less important to succeed 
than to dare. The crucial thing was not to let the mind submit to 
appearances but, on the contrary, to teach it to dominate them and 
bring together what the senses would keep apart. As soon as man 
sensed that internal connections between things exist, science and 
philosophy became possible. Religion cleared the way. But it could 
play this role because it is a social thing. To overrule the impressions 
of the senses and substitute for them a new way of imagining the 
real, a new kind of thought had to be created-collective thought. 
Only collective thought could do this: creating a whole world of 
ideas that seemed to transfigure the world of sensate realities 
required an overstimulation of intellectual forces that was possible 
only in and through society. 

And this mentality is hardly unrelated to our own. Our logic is 
born of this logic. The explanations of contemporary science are 
more certain of being objective because they are more systematic and 
based on more strictly controlled observations, but they are not 
inherently different from those that satisfy primitive thought. Today 
as in the past, to explain is to show how a thing participates in 
another or several other things. It is said that the participations 
postulated by mythologies violate the principle of contradiction and 
are therefore antithetical to scientific explanations.' To assert that a 

' Lucien Uvy-Bruhl, Les F011&1Wns mentales Jans /es soriitis itl]erieures (Paris: Akan, 
1910), 77ff. 
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man is a kangaroo, that the sun is a bird-is this not identifying one 
thing with another? But we do not think any differently when we say 
that heat is movement, that light is a vibration of the ether, and so 
on. Every time we yoke together heterogeneous terms by an internal 
bond, we are of necessity identifying contraries. The terms we 
yoke together in this way are not, of course, those the Australian 
brings together; we choose according to other criteria and for other 
reasons. But the same method by which the mind places things in 
relationship does not essentially differ. 

To be sure, if primitive thought had the sort of general and sys­
tematic indifference to contradiction attributed to it,' it would con­
trast on this point-and contrast markedly-with modern thought, 
which is always careful to be consistent. But we do not believe it is 
possible to characterize the mentality of lower societies by a kind of 
unilateral and exclusive penchant for refusing to make distinctions. 
If the primitive mingles things we keep distinct, conversely, he keeps 
apart things we yoke together, and he even conceives of these distinc­
tions as violent and clear-cut oppositions. Between two beings clas­
sified in two different phratries, there is not only separation but 
antagonism. For this reason, the same Australian who mingles the 
sun and white cockatoos, opposes white cockatoos to black ones, 
regarding these as contraries. He perceives them as issuing from two 
separate genera that have nothing in common. There is a still more 
marked opposition between sacred and profane things. They repel 
and contradict each other with such force that the mind refuses to 
think of them at the same time. They exclude one another from 
consciousness. 

There is no gulf, then, between the logic of religious thought and 
the logic of scientific thought. Both are made up of the same essen­
tial elements, although these elements are unequally and differently 
developed. [ ... ] 

' Levy-Bruhl, Les Fon&tWns mmtt1les, 79. 



CHAPTER 8 

THE NOTION OF SOUL 

IN the previous chapters we studied the basic principles of totemic 
religion. We could see that it contains no idea of soul, spirit, or 
mythic personality. Yet although the notion of spiritual beings is not 
fundamental to totemism, and so to religious thought in general, 
there is no religion from which this notion is absent. It is important, 
then, to discover how it took shape. To be certain that it is the 
product of a secondary formation, we must establish how it is 
derived from the more fundamental concepts we have previously 
articulated and explained. 

Among spiritual beings, there is one that comes to our attention 
first because it is the prototype on which the others were built, and 
that is the soul. 

I 

Just as there is no known society without religion, so there is no 
religion, however crudely organized, in which we do not find a whole 
system of collective representations related to the soul, its origin, 
and its fate. If we can judge from the ethnographic data, the idea of 
soul seems to have been contemporary with humanity. Indeed all its 
basic features seem to have been so fixed from the start that the work 
of the most advanced religions and philosophy was essentially to 
refine it without adding anything truly essential. All Australian soci­
eties grant that every human body shelters an inner being, the ani­
mating principle of life that is the soul. True, women are often the 
exception to the general rule-there are tribes in which they are 
thought to have no soul. If Dawson is to be believed, the same is true 
of young children in the tribes he observed.' But these are 
exceptional cases, and probably late developments.2 Dawson's 

' James DaWllOn, Australian Aborigines (Melbourne: G. Robinson, 1881 ), 5 r. 
• Among the Gnanji there was certainly a time when women had a soul; for still today 

there are a great number of female souls. However, they are never reincarnated; and 
since among these people the soul that animates a newborn is an older soul becoming 
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observation even seems suspect, and may well be due to a mis­
interpretation of the facts. 

It is not easy to determine the Australian's idea of the soul, since it 
is so vague and hidden. This is not surprising. If we asked our 
contemporaries-even those who believe most firmly in its 
existence-how they imagine the soul, their answers would not be 
much more coherent or precise. For we are dealing with an 
extremely complex notion that involves many poorly analysed feel­
ings that were elaborated over centuries without much awareness. 
Yet here are the most fundamental, if often contradictory, features by 
which that notion is defined. 

In some cases, we are told that the soul shares the external appear­
ance of the body. But we are also told that it is the size of a grain of 
sand, so small that it can pass through the smallest crevices and 
cracks. We shall see that it is conceived simultaneously in the form of 
animal species. In other words, its form is essentially inconsistent 
and unstable; it changes from one moment to the next at the whim of 
circumstance, according to the demands of myth and rite. Its sub-­
stance is no less vague. It is not immaterial since it has a form, 
however indefinite. And indeed, even during this life it has physical 
needs: it eats and, conversely, it can be eaten. It may leave the body 
and in the course of its travels it may feed on foreign souls. Once it is 
completely released from the body, it is presumed to lead a life quite 
similar to the one it led on this earth: drinking, eating, hunting, and 
so on. [ ... ] It is imagined to be made of infinitely rare and subtle 
matter, as something ethereal like a shadow or breath. 

It is distinct from and independent of the body because from the 
beginning oflife, it can leave for brief periods. [. . . ] This distinction 
and independence manifest themselves most clearly in death. While 
the body no longer exists, leaving no visible traces, the soul continues 
to live; it leads an autonomous existence in another world. 

reincarnate, women aumot have a soul. Moreover, we can explain the origins of this 
absence of reincarnation. Among the Gnanji, filiation, having once been uterine, is 
through the paternal line today: the mother does not transmit her totem to the child. 
The woman, therefore, never has descendants who perpetuate her; she is foiis familiat 
suae [the last of her family]. To explain this situation, there were two possible hypoth­
eses: either women have no soul, or else the souls of women are destroyed after death. 
The Gnanji adopted the first of these two explanations; certain Qµeensland peoples 
have preferred the second (see Walter Edmund Roth, 'Superstition, Magic and 
Medicine', Nmh Q!4emsland Etlmoiraphy, 5/ 58 (Brisbane: G. A. Vaughn, 1903) ). 
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But as real as this duality may be, it is not absolute. It would be a 
misconception to represent the body as a kind of habitat in which the 
soul resides but with which it has only external connections. Qµite 
the contrary, the soul is joined to the body by the closest bonds, and 
is only uneasily and imperfectly separated from it.[ ... ] 

There is not only a close connection between the soul and the 
body, but a partial mingling. Just as there is something of the body in 
the soul, since it sometimes reproduces its form, there is something 
of the soul in the body. Certain regions and bodily products are 
regarded as having a special affinity for the soul: the heart, the 
breath, the placenta, the blood, the shadow, the liver, the fat of the 
liver, the kidneys, and so on. These disparate material substrates are 
not simply the habitats of the soul, they are the soul itself seen from 
the outside. When blood is spilled, the soul escapes with it. The soul 
is not in the breath, it is the breath. It is one with the body in which 
it resides. Hence the idea that man has a number of different souls. 
Dispersed throughout the body, the soul is differentiated and frag­
mented. In a sense each organ contains an individualized portion of 
the soul which has thus become a distinct entity. The heart's portion 
could not be the same as that of the breath or the shadow or the 
placenta. Although they are all related, they must be distinguished 
and even bear different names. 

Moreover, if the soul is more densely located at certain points of 
the body, it is not absent from others. It is diffused to varying 
degrees throughout the entire body. This is quite evident in funeral 
rites. [ ... ] By gestures and expressive movements, the participants 
invite the soul to depart. Paths and exits are cleared for it so that it 
may fly away more easily. For it has not left the body in one piece; it 
permeated the body too thoroughly to disengage all at once. So we 
find the common funeral rite of anthropophagy: the flesh of the dead 
man is eaten because a sacred principle is held to reside in it, which 
is none other than the soul. [. . . ] A time comes, however, when 
the final separation is accomplished and the liberated soul takes 
flight. [ ... ] 

It goes off to the land of souls. This land is conceived differently 
by the various tribes; sometimes we even find different conceptions 
coexisting side by side in the same society. Among some tribes it is 
situated underground, and each totemic group has its own. [ ... ] 
Elsewhere, all the dead, whatever their totems, are regarded as living 
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together in the same vague location beyond the sea, on an island or 
on the shores of a lake. And sometimes souls are thought to go to the 
heavens beyond the clouds. [ ... ] 

In general, all souls have the same fate and lead the same life. Yet 
they may be treated differently depending on the way they lived on 
earth, and we catch a glimpse of a first draft of these distinct and 
even opposed compartments into which the world beyond will later 
be divided. The souls of those who excelled as hunters, warriors, 
dancers, and so on during their lives do not mingle with the crowd of 
others; a special place is set aside for them, sometimes the heavens. 
Strehlow even reports that, according to one myth, the souls of bad 
people are devoured by dreaded spirits and annihilated. However, 
these conceptions remain quite vague in Australia;' they begin to 
take on a touch of definition and clarity only in more advanced 
societies, such as those of America. 

II 

In their most primitive form and reduced to their most basic fea­
tures, then, these are the beliefs relating to the nature of the soul and 
its destiny. We must now try to account for them. What is it that led 
man to imagine there were two beings inside him, one having these 
special features? To answer this question, let us begin by trying to 
discover what origin the primitive himself ascribes to the spiritual 
principle he feels inside him. Properly analysed, his own conception 
will point the way to our answer. 

Following our method, we shall study the ideas in question in a 
specific group of societies in which they have been observed with 
particular precision, namely the tribes of central Australia. Our area 
of observation, although extensive, will therefore be limited. But 
there is reason to believe that these same ideas, in disparate forms, 
are or have been generally widespread, even outside Australia. Fur­
thermore, and above all, the notion of soul is not distinctly different 
in these central tribes from what it is in other Australian societies; it 
has the same basic features everywhere. Since the same effect always 
has the same cause, there is reason to think that this notion, which is 

' Sometimes the missionaries' influence is evident. Dawson speaks to us of a regular 
hell as opposed to paradise, and tends to see this conception as a European import. 
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everywhere identical, is not caused by different things in different 
places. So the origin we attribute to it after studying the tribes in 
question here ought to be considered equally true for others. These 
tribes will offer us occasion to do a kind of experiment whose results, 
like those of any well-done experiment, can be generalized. The 
homogeneity of Australian civilization would be enough in itself to 
justify this generalization; but we will take care to test it as well 
against data taken from other peoples in both Australia and America. 

Since the ideas that provide the basis for our demonstration were 
reported differently by Spencer and Gillen and by Strehlow, we 
should present both versions sequentially. We shall see that, inter­
preted properly, they differ more in form than in content, and that in 
the end they have the same sociological significance. 

According to Spencer and Gillen, the souls that come in every 
generation to animate the bodies of newborns are not special and 
original creations. All these tribes would agree that there is a finite 
stock of souls that are reincarnated periodically and cannot be 
increased in number even by one. When an individual dies, his soul 
leaves the body where it was living, and, once mourning is over, it 
goes to the land of souls. But at the end of a certain period it returns 
to incarnate itself anew, and it is these reincarnations that generate 
conceptions and births. These basic souls are the same ones that 
animated the founding ancestors of the clan at the very beginning of 
things. In a certain epoch, considered the very beginning of time­
and impossible to imagine-there were beings who did not derive 
from others. For this reason the Arunta calls them the A/jiranga­
mitjina, the uncreated, those who exist from all eternity; and 
according to Spencer and Gillen, the Arunta would give the name 
A/cheringa to the period in which these fabulous beings are thought 
to have lived.* Organized in totemic clans, like the men of today, they 
spent their time travelling and performing all sorts of heroic deeds 
commemorated in myths. But a moment came when this terrestrial 
life ended. Separately or by groups, they vanished into the ground. 
Their bodies changed into trees or rocks that are still seen in the 
places where they supposedly vanished underground. But their souls 
endure, immortal. They even continue to frequent the places where 
the existence of their first hosts came to an end. Furthermore, these 
places have a sacred character because of the memories attached 
to them; it is in these places that the oknaniki/la are found, those 
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sanctuaries where the churinga of the clan are kept, and which are in 
effect the centres of the various totemic cults. When one of the souls 
wandering around one of these sanctuaries enters the body of a 
woman, conception is the result, and later birth. Each individual is 
therefore considered a new avatar of a specific ancestor: he is that 
very ancestor, reappearing in a new body and with new features. 
Now, who were these ancestors? 

First of all, they were endowed with powers infinitely superior to 
those that men possess today, even the most respected elders and 
renowned magicians. They were thought to have virtues we might 
qualify as miraculous. [. . . ] 

In the second place, these ancestors were not men, in the proper 
sense of the word, but animals or plants, or even mixed beings in 
which the animal or vegetable element was dominant. [ ... ] Their 
souls, which endure for ever, are of the same nature; in them, too, the 
human and animal elements are wedded, with a certain tendency of 
the second to predominate. Thus they are made of the same sub­
stance as the totemic principle, for we know that the chief feature of 
this principle is its dual aspect, synthesizing and commingling two 
realms within itself. 

Since no other souls exist, we must conclude that the soul, in a 
general way, is none other than the totemic principle incarnate in 
each individual. And there is nothing surprising in this derivation. 
We already know that the totemic principle is immanent in each 
member of the clan. But by entering into individuals, it is inevitable 
that it becomes individualized itself. Because the consciousnesses it 
merges with differ from one another, it is differentiated in their 
image; since each consciousness has its own features, the totemic 
principle takes on distinctive features in each one. It remains an 
external and alien force in itself; but the portion that each man is 
thought to possess is bound to develop close affinities with the par­
ticular subject in which it resides. The totemic principle participates 
in the nature of that subject, becoming that nature to some degree. 
Thus it has two contradictory qualities, whose coexistence is one of 
the distinctive features of the notion of soul. 

Now as in the past, the soul is that which is best and deepest in 
ourselves, the pre-eminent portion of our being; and yet it is also a 
temporary guest that has come to us from outside, lives an existence 
in us distinct from that of the body, and must one day reclaim its 



The Ekmentary Forms of Religious Life 189 

independence. In a word, just as society exists in and through indi­
viduals, the soul lives only in and through individual consciousnesses 
whose association forms the clan. If they did not feel the totemic 
principle inside them, it would not exist; it is they who put it into 
things. So by necessity it must be shared and fragmented among 
them. Each of these fragments is a soul.[ ... ] 

This conclusion, however, presupposes that these tribes believe in 
the doctrine of reincarnation. Yet according to Strehlow, that doc­
trine is unknown among the Arunta, the society that Spencer and 
Gillen studied longest and most thoroughly. If in this particular case 
those two observers were mistaken, their entire testimony ought to 
be considered suspect. It is therefore important to determine the 
real extent of this divergence. In reality, Strehlow's version differs 
from Spencer and Gillen's only in the literal detail of formulas and 
symbols: it is the same mythic theme in variant forms. 

In the first place, all these observers agree in seeing every concep­
tion as the product of an incarnation. Only according to Strehlow 
what is incarnate is not a soul but a ratapa or a namatuna. And what 
is a ratapa? Strehlow says it is a complete embryo, made of both body 
and soul. But the soul is always represented in material forms; since 
it sleeps, dances, hunts, eats, and so on, it must include a bodily 
element. Conversely, the ratapa is not visible to ordinary people; no 
one sees it when it enters the body of the woman; this means that it is 
made of matter quite comparable to that of the soul. In this respect, 
then, it does not seem possible to differentiate them clearly from one 
another. These are, in sum, mythic beings that are conceived more or 
less on the same model. [. . . ] Moreover, like the soul, the ratapa 
sustains the closest relations with the ancestor whose materialized 
form is the tree or the sacred rock. It has the same totem as this 
ancestor, belongs to the same phratry and the same matrimonial 
class. Its place in the social framework of the tribe is exactly the one 
the ancestor is thought to have held in the past. It bears the same 
name. Here is proof that these two personalities are at the least 
closely related to one another. 

There is more: this kinship goes as far as complete identification. 
Indeed, the ratapa was formed on the mystical body of the ancestor; 
it comes from it, like a piece that has become detached. In short, 
some part of the ancestor enters the mother's breast and becomes the 
child. And so we return to Spencer and Gillen's idea: birth is due to 
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the incarnation of an ancestral figure. Of course it is not the whole 
figure that becomes incarnate but merely an emanation of it. But the 
difference is not the main point, since when a sacred being divides 
and doubles, every fragment into which it is divided has all its essen­
tial traits. The Alcheringa ancestor, then, is basically contained 
whole in the element of himself that becomes a ratapa. [. . . ] 

For Strehlow, then, as for Spencer and Gillen, there is a religious, 
mystical principle in every newborn that emanates from an Alcher­
inga ancestor. It is this principle that forms the essence of each 
individual-his soul; or at any rate his soul is made of the same 
matter and substance. Now, this basic fact is our sole evidence for 
discovering the nature and origin of the idea of soul. The various 
metaphors by which it was expressed are only of secondary interest 
to us.' [ ... ] 

The ideas of totem and ancestor are so close that sometimes they 
seem to overlap. Thus, after speaking to us of the maternal totem, or 
altjira, Strehlow adds: 'This altjira appears to the blacks in dreams 
and utters warnings, just as it takes news of them to their sleeping 

This altjira that speaks, that is personally attached to every 
individual, is obviously an ancestor; and yet it is also an incarnation 
of the totem. [ ... ] It seems, then, that the totem is sometimes 
imagined as a collection of ideal beings, mythic figures who are more 
or less indistinguishable from the ancestors. In short, the ancestors 
are fragments of the totem. 3 

But while the ancestor overlaps with the totemic being to this 
extent, the soul of the individual that is so close to the ancestral soul 
must overlap as well. Moreover, this turns out to be equally true for 
the close ties that unite every man to his churinga. We know, in fact, 
that the churinga expresses the personality of the individual who is 

' Basically, the only real difference between Strehlow on the one hand, and Spencer 
and Gillen on the other, is the following. For Spencer and Gillen, after death the soul of 
the individual returns ID the nanja tree where it mingles once again with the soul of the 
ancestor (Native Tribes, 513). For Strehlow, it goes off to the island of the dead where it 
vanishes. In both myths, it does not survive individually. We refuse ID deal with the 
cause of this divergence. It is posfilble that Spencer and Gillen made a mistake in 
observation when they fail ID speak of the island of the dead. It is also possible that the 
myth is not the same among the Arunta of the east whom Spencer and Gillen mainly 
observed, and in other parts of the tribe. 

• Strehlow, Aranda, ii. 57 and i. :z. 
3 In other words, the totemic species is constituted more by the group of ancestors 

and by the mythic species than by the animal or plant species itself. 
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thought to be born of it; but it also expresses the totemic animal. 
When the civilizing hero Mangarkunjerkunja gave a personal chu­
ringa to each member of the Kangaroo clan, he spoke these words: 
'Here is the body of a kangaroo." So the churinga is at once the body 
of the ancestor, of the individual now present, and of the totemic 
animal. These three beings form, in Strehlow's powerful and apt 
expression, 'an integral unity'. 2 These terms are to some extent 
equivalent and interchangeable. That is, they are conceived as differ­
ent aspects of one and the same reality, which is equally defined by 
the distinctive attributes of the totem. Their common essence is the 
totemic principle. And language itself expresses this identity.[ ... ] 

III 

It is true that in the material presented above, the doctrine of 
reincarnation was studied only in the tribes of central Australia; the 
bases for our inference might therefore be judged too narrow. But 
first, for reasons already explained, the experiment has a scope that 
extends beyond the societies we have directly observed. Further­
more, there is abundant evidence establishing that the same or analo­
gous ideas are encountered in the most far-flung parts of Australia or 
have, at least, left clear traces. They are found even as far away as 
America. [. . . ] 

Among the Tlinkit, according to Krause, souls of the departed are 
thought to return to earth to enter the bodies of pregnant women in 
their family. 'So when a woman dreams of a deceased relative during 
her pregnancy, she believes that the soul of this person has entered 
into her. If the newborn shows some characteristic mark that the 
deceased possessed, it is thought that he is the deceased himself, 
returned to earth, and he is given this person's name. '3 This belief is 
just as widespread among the Haida. It is the shaman who reveals the 
identity of the relative who is reincarnated in the child, and con­
sequently what name this child should bear. Among the Kwakiutl 
they believe that the last to die returns to life in the person of the 
first child born to the family. The same is true among the Huron, the 
Iroquois, the Tinneh, and many other tribes of the United States. 

' Strehlow, Aranda, ii. 76 . 
• Ibid. 
3 Aurel Krause, Die Tlinhl-Indianer Oena: J. Constable, 1885), :z82. 



The Elementary Forms of Religious Life 

The commonality of these ideas naturally extends to the conclusion 
we have deduced from them: our proposed explanation for the idea 
of the soul. Its general scope is, moreover, confirmed by the follow­
ing facts. 

We know that every individual harbours inside him something of 
the anonymous force that pervades the sacred species-he is himself 
a member of that species. But not as an empirical and palpable being. 
For in spite of the symbolic designs and marks with which he decor­
ates his body, nothing about him suggests the form of an animal or 
plant. There is another being inside him in whom he recognizes 
himself but whom he none the less imagines as a kind of animal or 
plant. Is it not obvious that this double must be the soul, since the 
soul itself is a double of the subject it animates? Final proof of this 
identity is that the organs most prominently embodying every indi­
vidual's fragment of the totemic principle are also where the soul 
resides. Take the blood, for example. The blood contains something 
of the totemic essence, as witness the role it plays in totemic cere­
monies. At the same time, blood is one of the seats of the soul; or 
rather it is the soul itself seen from the outside. When blood is 
spilled, the soul escapes. Hence it overlaps with the sacred principle 
that is immanent in the blood. [. . . ] 

But here are more conclusive facts. If the soul is merely the 
totemic principle individualized, in some cases it must sustain fairly 
close relations with the animal or plant species whose form the totem 
replicates. And indeed, 'the Gewwe-Gal (a tribe of New South 
Wales) believe that each person has within himself an affinity for the 
spirit of some bird, beast, or reptile. It is not that the individual is 
thought to be descended from that animal, but that a kinship is 
thought to exist between the spirit that animates the man and the 
spirit of the animal."[ ... ] 

IV 

The idea of soul is a particular application of beliefs relating to 
sacred beings. In this way we have an explanation for the religious 
character this idea has displayed since it first appeared in history and 
still preserves today. The soul has always been considered something 

' Fison and Howitt, Kamilaroi and Kumt1i, :z8o. 
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sacred; as such it is opposed to the body, which in itself is profane. 
The soul is distinguished not only from its material envelope, as 
inside is distinguished from outside; it is not simply imagined as 
made of a more subtle and fluid material; but in addition it inspires 
something of those feelings that are always reserved for the divine. If 
it is not turned into a god, at least it is seen to have a spark of 
divinity. This fundamental feature would be inexplicable if the idea 
of soul were merely a pre-scientific solution to the problem of the 
dream: since there is nothing in the dream that might arouse 
religious emotion, the cause attributed to it could not be otherwise. 
But if the soul is part of the divine substance, it represents in us 
something other than ourselves; if it is made of the same mental 
material as sacred beings, it is natural that it should be the object of 
the same feelings. 

The character that man ascribes to himself, then, is not pure 
illusion. Like the notion of religious force and divinity, the notion of 
soul is not without reality. It is quite true that we are formed of two 
distinct and opposite parts, like the sacred and the profane, and in a 
sense we can say that there is something of the divine in us. For 
society, that unique source of all that is sacred, is not restricted to 
moving us from the outside and having only a transitory effect; it is 
organized within us in a lasting way. It arouses in us a whole world of 
ideas and feelings that express it but which, at the same time, form 
an integral and permanent part of ourselves. When the Australian 
leaves a religious ceremony, the representations that common life has 
awakened or reawakened in him do not vanish at once. The figures of 
great ancestors, the heroic exploits which the rites commemorate, 
the great things of all sorts in which the cult has allowed him to 
participate-in short, the various ideas he has elaborated col­
lectively-continue to live in his consciousness. And, through the 
emotions attached to them and by the special influence they exert, 
they are clearly distinguished from ordinary impressions made by his 
daily dealings with external things. 

Moral ideas have the same character. It is society that has 
imprinted them in us, and since the respect it inspires is naturally 
attached to all that flows from it, the imperative norms of conduct 
are, by reason of their origin, invested with an authority and status 
that our other internal states do not have. And we assign them a 
separate place in our psychic life. Although our moral conscience is 
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part of our consciousness, we do not feel on an equal footing with it. 
We cannot recognize our own voice in this voice that makes itself 
heard only to us, giving orders to do some things and not others; the 
very tone in which it speaks to us announces that it expresses some­
thing inside us other than ourselves. This is the objective aspect of 
the idea of soul: the representations that are the fabric of our inner 
life are of two different and mutually exclusive kinds. One kind 
relates to the external and physical world, the other to an ideal world 
that we consider morally superior. We are thus really made of two 
beings who are oriented in divergent and virtually opposite direc­
tions, one of which dominates the other. Such is the underlying 
meaning of the antithesis that all peoples have more or less clearly 
conceived between the body and the soul, between the sensate being 
and the spiritual being that coexist within us. Moralists and 
preachers have often held that we cannot deny the reality and sac­
redness of duty without falling into materialism. And indeed, if we 
did not have the notion of moral and religious imperatives,' our 
psychic life would be flat, all our states of consciousness would be on 
the same level, and all feeling of duality would evaporate. Of course, 
to make this duality intelligible, it is not necessary to imagine some 
mysterious and unrepresentable substance opposed to the body 
called 'soul'. But here, as with the notion of the sacred, the error is in 
the literal character of the symbol employed, not in the reality of the 
fact symbolized. It is still true that our nature is double; there is truly 
a portion of divinity in us because we each contain a portion of those 
high ideals that are the soul of the collectivity. 

The individual soul is therefore only a fragment of the group's 
collective soul; it is the anonymous force at the basis of the cult, but 
incarnate in the individual and wedded to his personality; it is mana 
individualized. The dream may well have contributed to certain sec­
ondary aspects of the idea. The inconsistency and instability of the 

' If religious and moral imperatives coDJititute, as we believe, the essential elements 
of the idea of soul, we do not mean that these are the only elements involved. Other 
states of consciousness that have the same character, though to a lesser degree, cluster 
around this central core. This is true of all the higher forms of intellectual life, due to 
the special value and status society attributes to them. When we live the life of science or 
art, we feel we are moving in a circle of things above sensation; and incidentally, we shall 
have occasion to show this with more precision in our Conclusion. That is why the 
higher functioD!i of the intelligence have always been considered specific manifestatioDli 
of the activity of the soul. But they were probably not sufficient to furm the notion of it. 
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images that occupy our minds during sleep, and their remarkable 
capacity to transform themselves into one another, may have pro­
vided the model of that subtle, diaphanous, and protean matter 
thought to constitute the soul. On the other hand, the facts of faint­
ing, catalepsy, and so on may have suggested the idea that the soul 
was mobile and, beginning in this life, could leave the body for short 
periods; this in turn has been used to explain certain dreams. But all 
these experiences and observations could have had only an accessory 
and complementary influence which is even difficult to establish. 
What is truly essential to the notion comes from elsewhere. 

But does this genesis of the idea of soul misconstrue its essential 
nature? If the soul is merely a particular form of the impersonal 
principle that permeates the group, the totemic species, and things 
of all kinds attached to them, it is itself basically impersonal. There­
fore it must have more or less the same properties as the force of 
which it is merely a special mode-especially the same capacity to 
permeate, to spread contagiously, the same pervasiveness. Now, on 
the contrary, the soul is more easily imagined as a concrete, definite 
being, entirely self-enclosed and incommunicable to others; we make 
it the basis of our personality. 

But this way of conceiving the soul is the product of a late 
philosophical elaboration. The popular representation, as it has 
spontaneously emerged from common experience, is very different, 
especially in the beginning. For the Australian, the soul is a very 
vague entity, taking unfixed and floating forms spread throughout 
the organism. Although it is more manifest at certain points of the 
body, there is perhaps none from which it is totally absent. Therefore 
it has a diffusion, a contagion, an omnipresence comparable to those 
of mana. Like mana, it can be divided and doubled infinitely while 
remaining complete in each of its parts; it is these divisions and these 
doublings that result in the plurality of souls. On the other hand, the 
doctrine of reincarnation, whose commonality we have established, 
shows how much impersonal elements enter into the idea of soul and 
how essential they are. For the same soul to take on a new personality 
in every generation, the individual forms in which it successively 
encloses itself must all be equally external and unattached to its true 
nature. It is a kind of generic substance that is individualized only 
secondarily and superficially. Moreover, this conception of the soul 
has not completely disappeared. The cult of relics demonstrates that 
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even today, for the majority of believers, the soul of a saint continues 
to adhere to his various bones with all its essential powers; which 
implies that it is imagined as capable of being diffused, subdivided, 
and incorporated simultaneously by all sorts of different things. 

Just as we find in the soul the characteristic attributes of mana, 
secondary and superficial changes are enough for the mana to be 
individualized in the form of soul. [ ... ] This is why we think that 
determining whether the churinga is sacred because it is the habitat 
of the soul, as Spencer and Gillen believe, or because it possesses 
impersonal virtues, as Strehlow thinks, is of little interest and no 
sociological importance. Whether the efficacy of a sacred object is 
imagined in an abstract form or attributed to some personal agency 
is not the main point. The psychological roots of both beliefs 
are identical: a thing is sacred because it inspires a collective feeling 
of respect that removes it from the realm of the profane. In order 
to explain this feeling, men sometimes relate it to a vague and impre­
cise cause, sometimes to a specific spiritual being endowed with 
a name and a history; but these different interpretations overlie a 
fundamental process that is the same in both cases. 

This is what explains those extraordinary minglings we have 
encountered along the way. The individual, the soul of the ancestor 
he embodies or of which his soul is an emanation, his churinga, and 
the animals of the totemic species are, we said, in part equivalent and 
interchangeable. In certain respects, they affect the whole collective 
consciousness in the same way. If the churinga is sacred, it is because 
the totemic emblem engraved on its surface inspires collective feel­
ings of respect. The same feeling is attached to the animals or plants 
whose outward form is replicated by the totem, to the soul of the 
individual since it is thought to be part of the totemic species, and 
finally to the ancestral soul of which the individual soul is merely a 
particular aspect. Thus all these disparate objects, real or ideal, have 
a common aspect by which they arouse the same affective state in 
consciousnesses, and thereby mingle. To the extent that they are 
expressed by one and the same representation, they are indis­
tinguishable. This is how the Arunta could see the churinga as the 
body common to the individual, the ancestor, and even the totemic 
being. It is a way of expressing to himself that his feelings for these 
different things are identical. 

However, while the idea of soul derives from the idea of mana, it 
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does not follow that the soul is a relatively late development, or that 
there was a historical period in which men knew religious forces only 
in their impersonal forms.[ ... ]Just as there are no societies without 
individuals, impersonal forms that emerge from the collectivity can­
not take shape without becoming incarnate in individual minds 
where they, too, are individualized. In reality these are not two dif­
ferent processes, but two different aspects of one and the same pro­
cess. It is true that they are not equally important: one is more 
essential than the other. The idea of mana does not presuppose the 
idea of soul; for the mana to become individualized and fragmented 
in particular souls, it must first exist, and it does not intrinsically 
depend on the individualized forms it takes. On the other hand, the 
idea of soul can be understood only in relation to the idea of mana. 
As such, we can certainly say that it is a secondary formation, but a 
secondary formation in the logical, not the chronological, sense of 
the term. 

v 
How did men come to believe that the soul survived the body and 
could survive it indefinitely? 

The conclusion from our analysis is that the belief in immortality 
was not in the least influenced by ideas about morality. Man did not 
imagine prolonging his existence beyond the grave so as to ensure 
just retribution for moral acts in another life, if not in this one. We 
have seen that any consideration of this kind was alien to the primi­
tive notion of the beyond. 

Nor is there any advantage in accepting the hypothesis that the 
other life was conceived as a means of escape from the agonizing 
thought of annihilation. First of all, the need for personal survival 
was hardly very strong in the beginning. The primitive generally 
accepts the idea of death with a sort of indifference. Raised to take 
little account of his individuality, accustomed to risking his life 
continually, he has little difficulty renouncing it. Moreover, the 
immortality promised him by the religions he practises is not per­
sonal. In a great many cases, the soul does not extend, or does not 
extend for long, the personality of the deceased since, forgetful of its 
previous existence, it goes off after some time to animate other bod­
ies and thus becomes the animating principle of new personalities. 
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Even among more advanced peoples, this was not the colourless, sad 
existence led by the shades in She'ol or Erebus that could ease the 
regrets left by the memory of a lost life.[ ... ] 

What makes the question troublesome is that, in itself, the notion 
of soul did not imply the idea of survival but seemed rather to 
exclude it. Indeed, we have seen that the soul, while distinguished 
from the body, is thought to be closely allied to it. It ages when the 
body ages and reacts to all its ills; it must have seemed natural for the 
soul to die with the body. At the very least, the prevalent belief must 
have understood the soul to cease to exist the moment it had defini­
tively lost its original form and nothing of what it had been 
remained. Yet at this very moment it is given the prospect of a new 
life. 

The myths we previously reported provide us with the only pos­
sible explanation for this belief. We have seen that the souls of new­
borns were either emanations of ancestral souls or those same souls 
reincarnated. But either to become reincarnated or to release new 
emanations from time to time, they had to outlive their first cus­
todians. It seems very likely, then, that the survival of the dead had to 
be accepted in order to explain the birth of the living. The primitive 
has no idea of an almighty god who draws souls out of nothingness. 
It seems to him that souls can come only from other souls. Those 
who are born can be only the new forms of those who once were; 
consequently, these must continue to exist in order for the others to 
take shape. In short, the belief in the immortality of souls is the only 
way man could explain to himself a fact that cannot have failed to 
attract his attention: the continuous life of the group. Individuals 
die, but the clan survives. The forces that feed its life must therefore 
have the same continuity. Now, these forces are the souls that ani­
mate individual bodies, but it is in and through them that the group 
is realized. For this reason they must endure. And while enduring, 
they must also remain the same; for as the clan always keeps its 
characteristic features, its spiritual substance must be conceived as 
qualitatively invariable. Since it is always the same clan with the 
same totemic principle, it must involve the same souls, souls being 
merely the totemic principle fragmented and particularized. It is like 
a mystical sort of germinating plasma that is transmitted from gen­
eration to generation and creates, or at least is thought to create, the 
spiritual unity of the clan over time. And despite its symbolic 
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character, this belief has a certain objective truth. For while the 
group is not immortal in the absolute sense of the word, it none the 
less outlives individuals and is reborn and reincarnated in every new 
generation.[ ... ] 

So the causes that prompted the first beliefs regarding another life 
were unrelated to the functions that posthumous institutions had to 
perform later on. But once born, these institutions were quickly 
enlisted to serve aims different from those that were their primary 
rationale. Starting with Australian societies, we see them beginning 
to coalesce to this end. Furthermore, to do this they had no need 
to undergo fundamental transformations. It is certainly true that 
the same social institution can successively perform very different 
functions without changing its nature! 

VI 

For a long time-and to some extent still today-the idea of soul was 
the popular form of the idea of personality. z The genesis of the first 
of these ideas should therefore help us to understand how the second 
came about. 

From the preceding analysis it emerges that two sorts of factors 
produced the notion of person. One is essentially impersonal: the 
spiritual principle that serves as the soul of the collectivity. This is, 
in fact, what constitutes the very substance of individual souls. It 
does not belong to anyone in particular but is part of the collective 
patrimony; in and through it all consciousnesses commune. On the 
other hand, another factor must intervene that fragments this prin­
ciple and differentiates it into separate personalities: in other words, 
there must be a factor of individuation. It is the body that plays this 
role. Since bodies are distinct from one another and occupy different 
points in time and space, each of them constitutes a special setting in 

' It will be objected, perhaps, that unity is the characteristic of personality, while the 
soul has always been conceived as multiple, as susceptible to dividing and subdividing 
almost indefinitely. But we know today that unity of the person is equally made up of 
parts, that it too is susceptible to dividing and decomposing. Yet the notion of personal­
ity does not vanish just because we have ceased to conceive of it in the form of a 
metaphysical and indivisible atom. This is also true of those popubr conceptions of 
personality that have fuund their expression in the idea of soul. They show that peoples 
have always had the feeling that the human personality did not have the absolute unity 
claimed by certain metaphysicians. 
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which collective representations are refracted and coloured in differ­
ent ways. Consequently, while all consciousnesses engaged in these 
bodies view the same world, namely the world of ideas and feelings 
that form the moral unity of the group, they do not all see it from the 
same angle; each one expresses it in its own way. 

Of these two equally indispensable factors, the impersonal elem­
ent is certainly not the less important, for it provides the primary 
material for the idea of soul. It may be surprising to see such a 
substantial role attributed to the impersonal element in the genesis 
of the notion of personality. But the philosophical analysis of that 
idea, which considerably precedes the sociological analysis, arrived 
at similar results. Of all philosophers, Leibniz* is among those who 
had the strongest sense of the nature of personality, for the monad is 
above all a personal and autonomous being. And yet for Leibniz, the 
content of all monads is identical. All, in fact, are consciousnesses 
that express one and the same object, the world; and as the world 
itself is merely a system of representations, each particular con­
sciousness is merely a reflection of the universal consciousness. Yet 
each one expresses it from its point of view and in its own way. We 
know that this difference of perspectives is the result of the monads 
being differently situated in relation to one another and in relation to 
the whole system they constitute. 

Kant expresses the same feeling in another form. For him, the 
keystone of the personality is will. Now, will is the faculty of acting 
in conformity with reason, and reason is what is most impersonal in 
us. For reason is not my reason; it is human reason in general. It is 
the power of the mind to raise itself above the particular, the contin­
gent, the individual, to think in the form of the universal. We can say, 
then, that from this point of view, what makes man a person is what 
he shares with other men, what makes him man and not a particular 
man. Conversely, Kant considers the senses, the body, in short 
everything that individualizes, antagonistic to the personality. 

Individuation, then, is not the fundamental characteristic of the 
person. A person is not only a singular subject distinct from all 
others. Above and beyond that he is a being to which relative auton­
omy is attributed in relation to the setting with which he is most 
immediately in contact.* He is imagined as capable, to some extent, of 
moving on his own. This is what Leibniz expressed in an extreme 
fashion by saying that the monad is entirely self-enclosed. And our 
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analysis enables us to imagine how this conception was formed and 
to what it responds. 

The soul, which is in fact the symbolic expression of the personal­
ity, has this same quality. Although closely tied to the body, it is 
considered profoundly distinct and largely independent of it. Dur­
ing life it can leave the body temporarily, and at death it withdraws 
for good. Far from being subordinate to the body, it dominates it 
from its higher position. It can certainly borrow from the body the 
external form in which it becomes individualized, but it owes it 
nothing essential. Indeed, the autonomy that all peoples have 
ascribed to the soul is not purely illusory, and now we know its 
objective basis. True, the elements that form the idea of soul and 
those that enter into the representation of the body issue from two 
different and entirely independent sources. Some are formed from 
impressions and images released from all points of the organism; 
others consist of ideas and feelings that come from society and 
express it. One does not derive from the other. So there really is a 
part of ourselves that is not immediately subordinate to the organic 
factor: namely everything inside us that represents society. The gen­
eral ideas that religion or science imprint in our minds, the mental 
operations these ideas presuppose, the beliefs and feelings that are at 
the basis of our moral life-all the higher forms of psychic activity 
that society awakens and develops in us-do not follow in the wake 
of the body, like our sensations and our bodily states. This is because, 
as we have shown, the world of representations in which social life 
unfolds is overlaid on its material substrate and does not originate 
there. The determinism that reigns in that world is therefore much 
more supple than that which is rooted in our tissues and leaves the 
agent with a justified impression of greater freedom. The setting in 
which we move, then, is less opaque and less resistant: we feel, and 
we are, more at ease there. In a word, the only means we have of 
freeing ourselves from physical forces is to set collective forces 
against them. 

But what we have from society we have in common with our 
fellow human beings. So it is hardly the case that the more indi­
vidualized we are the more personal we are. The two terms are not in 
the least synonymous: in a sense, they oppose more than they imply 
one another. Passion individualizes and yet enslaves. Our sensations 
are essentially individual; but the more we free ourselves from the 
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senses, the more capable we are of thinking and acting through 
ideas, the more we are persons. Those who insist on all that is social 
in the individual do not mean to deny or denigrate personality. They 
simply will not confuse it with the fact of individuation.' 

' However, we do not deny the importance of the individual factor: in our view, it is 
explained quite as easily as its contrary. H the essential element of the personality is 
what is social in us, conversely there can be social life only if distinct individuals are 
associated, and it is all the richer when they are more numerous and different from 
one another. The individual factor is therefore a condition of the impersonal factor. 
The converse is no less true, for society itself is an important source of individual 
differentiation (see Division d11 travail social, 6z7 ff.). 



CHAPTER 9 

THE NOTION OF SPIRITS AND GODS 

W 1 TH the notion of soul we have left the circle of impersonal forces. 
But even the Australian religions recognize a higher order of mythic 
personalities above and beyond the soul: spirits, civilizing heroes, 
and even gods proper. Without going into the mythologies in detail, 
we must at least try to discover in what form these three categories of 
spiritual beings are present in Australia, and in what way they are 
connected to the religious system as a whole. 

I 

A soul is not a spirit. Indeed, it is enclosed in a specific body; while it 
may leave at certain times, it is usually that body's prisoner. It 
escapes it for good only at death, and even then we have seen how 
difficult this separation can be. The spirit, by contrast, although 
often closely bound to a particular object-a spring, a rock, a tree, a 
star, and so on-and residing there by preference, can readily take its 
leave and lead an independent existence in space. It also has a more 
extensive sphere of action. It can act on all individuals who approach 
it or whom it approaches. The soul, by contrast, has hardly any 
influence outside the body it animates; only very rarely in the course 
of its terrestrial life does it affect other subjects. 

But while the soul lacks the distinctive features of the spirit, it 
acquires them, at least in part, through death. Indeed, once dis­
embodied, as long as it has not again descended into a body, it has the 
same freedom of movement as a spirit. Certainly it is thought to 
leave for the land of souls once the mourning rites are over; but first 
it lingers around the tomb for some time. Moreover, even when it has 
separated for good, it is thought to hover around the camp, in the 
brush. It is generally imagined as a rather benevolent being, espe­
cially for surviving members of its family: we have seen that the soul 
of the father comes to nurture the growth of his children and grand­
children. But depending entirely on its mood and the way it is 
treated by the living, it may also show signs of real cruelty. So it is 
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advisable, especially for women and children, to avoid wandering 
outside the camp during the night, so as not to risk dangerous 
encounters.' 

A ghost, however, is not a true spirit. First, its power is generally 
limited; also, it has no definite functions. It is a vagabond with no 
clearly assigned tasks, for death has put it outside all conventional 
frameworks. In relation to the living, this is a kind of demotion. A 
spirit, by contrast, always has a certain sort of power which, as it 
were, defines it. It has authority over a certain order of cosmic and 
social phenomena, a rather precise function to perform in the world 
order. 

But some souls satisfy this dual condition and are consequently 
spirits in the proper sense of the term. They are the souls of those 
mythic figures which popular imagination has placed at the origin of 
time-the Alcheringa or Aljirangamitjina of the Arunta, the Mura­
mura of the Lake Eyre tribes, the Muk-Kutnais of the Kurnai, and 
so on. In a sense, they are still souls since they are thought to have 
formerly animated bodies from which they were separated at some 
point. But as we have seen, even when they were living a terrestrial 
life they already possessed exceptional powers; they had a mana 
superior to that of ordinary men and they preserved it. Moreover, 
they are entrusted with specific functions. 

In the first place, whether we accept Spencer and Gillen's version 
or Strehlow's, it is these ancestral souls who ensure the periodic 
recruinnent of the clan. They have authority over the phenomena of 
conception. 

Once conception has taken place, the ancestor's task is not fin­
ished. It is up to him to watch over the newborn. Later, when the 
child has become a man, the ancestor accompanies him in the hunt, 
drives game towards him, warns him through dreams of possible 
dangers, protects him against his enemies, and so on. On this point 
Strehlow is entirely in agreement with Spencer and Gillen. True, 
some will wonder how, on their account, the ancestor can perform 
this function, for since he is reincarnated at the moment of concep­
tion, it seems he ought to be mingled with the soul of the child and 
consequently incapable of protecting him from the outside. But in 
reality the ancestor is not entirely reincarnated, but is instead only 

' Spencer and Gillen, Native Tri/Jes, 517. 
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doubled. A part of him enters into the body of the woman and 
fertilizes her; another part continues to exist outside, and under the 
special name of Arumburinga he performs the duty of tutelary 
genius. 

We see how closely this ancestral spirit is related to the Latins' 
genius, and the aatµmv of the Greeks. The functional identity is 
total. Indeed, the genius is primarily the one who engenders-qui 
gignit. It expresses and personifies the generative force. But at the 
same time it is the protector, the guide of the particular individual 
to whose person it is attached. Finally, it mingles with this indi­
vidual's very personality; it represents the whole of the inclinations 
and tendencies that characterize him and make him distinctive 
among men. Hence the well-known expressions indulgere genio, 
defraudare genium, meaning 'follow one's own natural tempera­
ment'. Basically, the genius is another form-a double-of the very 
soul of the individual. Proof of this is that the relation between 
genius and manes is partly synonymous. Manes is the genius after 
death; but it is also what survives the deceased, namely his soul. In 
the same way, the soul of the Arunta and the ancestral spirit who 
serves as his genius are merely two different aspects of one and the 
same being. 

But the ancestor is situated in a particular way not only in relation 
to persons but also to things. Although he is thought to have his real 
home under the earth, he is believed to haunt his nanja tree or rock, 
or the spring that flowed spontaneously at the precise place where he 
disappeared into the ground after ending his first existence. Since 
that tree or rock is supposed to represent the body of the hero, his 
soul itself is thought to return there constantly and reside there more 
or less permanently. The presence of this soul explains the religious 
respect these places inspire. No one can break a branch from the 
nanja tree without risk of falling ill. [ ... ] Since this sacred character 
is attributed to the ancestor, the ancestor appears as the spirit of that 
tree, rock, water hole, or spring. Let the spring be thought to have 
some relation to rain and he will become a rain spirit. So those souls 
which, on the one hand, serve as protective geniuses to men also 
perform cosmic functions. [. . . ] 

As we have shown, the existence of individual souls, once granted, 
could not have been understood without imagining, at the beginning 
of things, an original store of fundamental souls from which all 
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others were derived. Now, these archetypal souls necessarily had to 
be conceived as containing the source of all religious efficacy; for 
since the imagination does not rise beyond this level, it is souls and 
souls alone that are thought to generate all sacred things: instru­
ments of the cult, members of the clan, animals of the totemic spe­
cies. They incarnate all religious feeling diffused throughout the 
tribe and throughout the world, and this is why people attribute to 
them powers clearly superior to those enjoyed by the mere souls of 
men. Besides, time alone increases and reinforces the sacredness of 
things. A very old churinga inspires much more respect than a recent 
one and is thought to have greater powers. The feelings of vener­
ation directed toward it over successive generations have, so to speak, 
a cumulative effect. For the same reason, the figures who have been 
the object of myths transmitted by word of mouth over the centuries 
and of rites periodically enacted were bound to assume a unique 
place in the popular imagination. 

But how does it happen that instead of remaining outside the 
frameworks of the society, these figures have become regular 
members of it? 

This is because every individual is the double of an ancestor. Now, 
when two beings are so closely akin, they are naturally thought to be 
joined together; since they participate in the same nature, what 
affects one must, it seems, necessarily affect the other. The troop of 
mythic ancestors was thus attached by a moral bond to the society of 
the living; all were imagined sharing the same interests and passions; 
they were seen as associates. However, since the first had a higher 
status than the second, this association takes on, in the public mind, 
the form of a relation between superiors and inferiors, between pat­
rons and clients, between benefactors and recipients. Hence was 
born that curious notion of the tutelary genius attached to every 
individual. [ ... ] 

These ideas put us in a position to understand a form of totemism 
that until now we had to leave unexplained: individual totemism. 

An individual totem is defined essentially by the two following 
features: (1) it is a being in animal or plant form, whose function is to 
protect an individual; (2) the fate of this individual and that of his 
patron are closely tied: whatever affects the second is communicated 
sympathetically to the first. Now the ancestral spirits in question are 
similarly defined. They too come, at least in part, from the animal or 
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plant kingdom. They too are tutelary geniuses. Finally, a sympa­
thetic bond unites each individual to his protective ancestor. The 
nanja tree, the mystical body of that ancestor, cannot really be des­
troyed without the man feeling threatened. Granted, today this belief 
is losing ground. Yet Spencer and Gillen have still observed it, and in 
any case they judge it to have been widespread in former times. 

The identical nature of these ideas can be seen in the details. 
Ancestral souls reside in trees or rocks that are considered sacred. 
Similarly, among the Euahlayi, the spirit of the animal that serves as 
an individual totem is thought to inhabit a tree or a stone. This tree 
or stone is sacred, no one but the one whose totem it is can touch it; 
and when it is a stone or rock, this prohibition is absolute. As a 
result, these are true places of refuge. 

Finally, we have seen that the individual soul is merely another 
aspect of the ancestral spirit; according to Strehlow, this spirit in 
some way serves as a second self. 1 Similarly, according to Mrs 
Parker's testimony, the individual totem of the Euahlayi, called Yun­
beai, is the individual's alter ego: 'The soul of the man is in his 
Yunbeai, and the soul of his Yunbeai is in In effect, then, we 
have the same soul in two bodies. [ ... ] The individual totem is 
merely the external and visible form of the self, and the soul is its 
internal and invisible form. 

Thus the individual totem has all the essential features of the 
protective ancestor and plays the same role because it has the same 
origin and arises from the same idea. 

Both actually consist of a doubling of the soul. The totem, like the 
ancestor, is the soul of the individual, but externalized and invested 
with powers superior to those it is thought to possess inside the body. 
Now, this doubling is the product of a psychological necessity, for it 
simply expresses the nature of the soul, which, as we have seen, is 
double. In one sense, it is ours, it expresses our personality. But at 
the same time it is outside of us since it is merely the extension 
within us of a religious power that is external to us. We cannot 
mingle with it entirely, since we ascribe to it an excellence and a 
dignity that elevates it above us and our empirical individuality. So 

' Strehlow, Aranda, ii. 81. 
• K. Langloh Parker and Catherine Sommerville Field Parker, Tlte EUtJ!tlayi Tribe 

(London: A. Consmble, 1905), :21. 
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there is a whole part of ourselves that we tend to project outside us. 
This way of conceiving ourselves is so solidly based in our nature 
that we cannot escape it, even when we try to think of ourselves 
without recourse to any religious symbol. Our moral conscience is 
the core around which the notion of the soul is formed; and yet, 
when it speaks to us, it seems to be a higher external power handing 
down the law and judging us, but also helping and sustaining us. 
When we have it on our side, we feel stronger facing the trials of life, 
more certain of overcoming them, just as the Australian, confident in 
his ancestor or his personal totem, feels more valiant against his 
enemies. Thus there is something objective at the basis of these 
different ideas-whether the Roman genius, the individual totem, or 
the ancestor of the Alcheringa. This is why they have survived in 
disparate forms until our own day. It is as if we really had two souls: 
one that is inside us, or rather is us; the other that is above us, whose 
function is to control and assist us. Frazer sensed that in the indi­
vidual totem there was an external soul, but he believed that this 
externality was the product of artifice and magic tricks. In reality it is 
implicit in the very idea of soul. 

II 

The spirits in question are essentially benevolent. Of course they can 
be angry if a man does not behave properly toward them; but it is not 
their function to do harm. 

Yet, in itself the spirit can do harm as well as good. That is why a 
class of clever geniuses was naturally invented, in contrast to the 
auxiliary and tutelary spirits, that allowed men to explain the endur­
ing evils they suffered-nightmares, illnesses, storms and hurricanes, 
and so on. Of course, it is not that all these human miseries seemed 
too abnormal to be explained by any but supernatural forces, but 
that all forces were conceived in religious form. After all, a religious 
principle was considered the source of life; it was therefore logical to 
relate all events that disturb or destroy life to a principle of the same 
kind. 

These harmful spirits seem to have been conceived on the same 
model as the benevolent geniuses mentioned above. They are 
imagined in animal form, or as half-animal, half-human; but people 
are naturally inclined to endow them with vast dimensions and a 
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dreadful aspect. Like the souls of ancestors, they are thought to 
inhabit trees, rocks, water holes, underground caverns. [. . . ] Some of 
them were continually cruel and mean; others had a naturally poor 
constitution, making them thin and bony; and when they sank into 
the ground, the nanja rocks to which they gave birth were con­
sidered to harbour dangerous influences. 

Only specific characteristics distinguish them from their peers, 
the heroes of the Alcheringa. They do not reincarnate themselves; 
among living men, there is not one who represents them; they have 
no human posterity. When certain signs indicate that a child is the 
product of their efforts, it is put to death as soon as it is born. 1 

Moreover, they do not issue from any specific totemic centre, and 
they exist outside all social frameworks. All these features indicate 
that their powers are much more magical than religious. And indeed 
they are especially connected with the magician, who often takes his 
powers from them. We have thus come to the place where the world 
of religion ends and the world of magic begins; and since this is 
outside the scope of our enquiry, we need pursue it no further. 

III 

The appearance of the notion of spirit marks an important advance 
in the individuation of religious forces. 

However, the spiritual beings in question until now are still only 
secondary figures. Either they are malevolent geniuses who arise 
more from magic than religion; or, attached to a particular individual 
and place, they can make their influence felt only within a very 
limited radius. Therefore they can be the objects only of private and 
local rites. But once the idea of spirit emerged, it was naturally 
extended to more elevated spheres of religous life, and mythic per­
sonalities of a higher order were born. 

Although the ceremonies proper to each clan differ from one 
another, they belong to the same religion none the less; and a certain 
number of basic similarities exist between them. Since all the clans 
are merely parts of one and the same tribe, the unity of the tribe is 
palpable through the diversity of particular cults. And indeed, there 

' Strehlow, A.ra.tula, i. r4. When there are twins, the firstborn is thought to be con­
ceived in this way. 
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is no totemic group that does not have churingas, or bull-roarers, 
which are always used in the same way. The organization of the tribe 
into phratries, matrimonial classes, and clans, and the exogamous 
prohibitions attached to them, are genuine tribal institutions. Initi­
ation ceremonies all include certain basic practices-tooth extrac­
tion, circumcision, subincision, and so on-that do not vary within 
the same tribe despite different clan totems. Uniformity on this 
point is all the more easily established since the initiation always 
takes place in the presence of the tribe, or at least before an assembly 
to which the different clans have been summoned. For the purpose 
of initiation is to introduce the neophyte into the religious life, not 
only of the clan into which he is born, but of the entire tribe. There­
fore the varied aspects of tribal religion must be represented to him 
and acted out, in some fashion, before his eyes. It is on this occasion 
that the moral and religious unity of the tribe is best affirmed. 

In every society, then, there are a certain number of rites dis­
tinguished by their homogeneity and their generality. Such a remark­
able concordance could only be explained, it seems, by a common 
origin. Therefore it was imagined that every group of similar rites 
had been instituted by one and the same ancestor who had come to 
reveal them to the whole tribe.[ ... ] 

These special ancestors could not share the same status with the 
others. On the one hand, the feelings of veneration they inspired 
were not limited to a clan but common to the whole tribe. Moreover, 
the most valued aspects of tribal civilization were ascribed to them. 
For this double reason they became the object of special consider­
ation. It is said of Atnatu, for example, that he was born in the sky, in 
a period previous even to the time of the Alcheringa, and that he 
created and named himself The stars are his wives or daughters. 
Beyond the sky where he lives, there is another with another sun. Its 
name is sacred and must never be pronounced before women or the 
uninitiated.' [ ... ] 

IV 

And yet this mythological formation is not the most advanced to be 
found among the Australians. There are at least a number of tribes 

' See, for example, Nortli"11 Tribes, 499. 
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that have arrived at the idea of one supreme, if not unique, god 
thought to have pre-eminent status in relation to other religious 
beings.[ ... ] 

The essential features of this figure are always the same. He is an 
immortal, even eternal being deriving from no other. After living on 
earth for a time, he rose to the sky or was carried there, where he 
continues to live surrounded by his family; for he is generally 
endowed with one or several wives, children, and brothers who 
sometimes assist him in his duties. Because he lives there, he and 
his relations are often identified with particular stars. He is also 
endowed with power over the stars. He governs the course of the sun 
and the moon, and gives them their orders. He causes lightning to 
leap forth from the clouds and hurls thunderbolts. Because he is 
thunder, he is also associated with rain, and he is the one appealed to 
when there is drought or flood. 

He is spoken of as a sort of creator; he is called the father of men 
and is said to have made them. According to a legend that had 
currency in Melbourne, the tribal deity Bunjil made the first man in 
the following way. He made a statuette of clay; then he danced 
around it several times, breathed into the nostrils, and the statuette 
came alive and began to move. According to another myth, Bunjil lit 
up the sun; the earth was then warmed and men emerged from it. 
When he made man, this divine figure also made animals and trees, 
and all the arts of life-weapons, language, and tribal rites. He is the 
benefactor of humanity. Even now he plays the role of a kind of 
Providence. He provides his faithful with everything necessary to 
their existence. He is in touch with them either directly or through 
intermediaries. But at the same time, as guardian of tribal morality, 
he punishes men when that morality is violated. Furthermore, if we 
can rely on certain observers, he performs the office of judge after 
death; he makes distinctions between the good and the bad, and 
treats them accordingly. In any case, he is often presented as gate­
keeper to the land of the dead, welcoming souls when they arrive in 
the hereafter. 

Since initiation is the chief form of the tribal cult, the rites of 
initiation are especially associated with him, and he is central to 
them. Very often he is represented in these rites by an image carved 
into treebark or moulded out of earth. People dance around it, sing­
ing in its honour, even reciting actual prayers to it. The young men 
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are taught who the figure is behind this image, and they are told his 
secret name, something that women and the uninitiated must not 
know; they are told of his history, the role that tradition attributes to 
him in the life of the tribe. At other moments they lift their hands 
toward the sky where he is thought to reside, or point in the same 
direction with weapons or ritual instruments in hand. This is a way 
of putting themselves into communication with him. His presence is 
felt everywhere. He watches over the neophyte while he is secluded 
in the forest. He is vigilant about the way the ceremonies are con­
ducted. Initiation is his cult, and he takes care that these rites, in 
particular, are correctly observed. When there are mistakes or 
negligence, he wreaks a terrible vengeance. 

The authority of each of these supreme gods is, moreover, not 
restricted to a single tribe but is equally recognized by a plurality of 
neighbouring tribes. Bunjil is adored nearly throughout the state of 
Victoria, Baiame in a large part of New South Wales, and so on; this 
explains why these gods are so few in number for a relatively 
extended geographical area. Their cults, then, have an international 
character. It even happens that these mythological differences 
mingle, combine, and borrow from one another.[ ... ] It is hardly the 
case, then, that religious internationalism is a particular feature of 
the most recent and most advanced religions. From the beginning of 
history, religious beliefs display a tendency to resist enclosure in a 
politically delimited society; they have a natural aptitude for crossing 
frontiers, becoming diffused and internationalized. [ ... ] 

To Tylor, this idea seemed to be such an advanced theology that 
he refused to see it as anything but a European import-a denatured 
Christian idea. 1 A. Lang, in contrast,• considered it indigenous; but 
granting that it contrasts with the universality of Australian beliefs 
and rests on quite different principles, he concludes that the reli­
gions of Australia are made up of two heterogeneous systems super­
imposed on one another, and consequently deriving from a dual 
origin. On the one hand, there were ideas relating to totems and 
spirits that would have been suggested to man by the spectacle 
of certain natural phenomena. But at the same time, by a sort of 

' Edward Burnett Tylor, 'On the Limits of Savage Religion' ,Journal of the Anthropo­
logicallmtitute, 21 (1892), 292ff. 

• Andrew Lang, The Making of Religion (London: Longmans, 1898), 187--293· 
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intuition (the nature of which he refuses to explain1
), human intelli­

gence would have suddenly managed to conceive of a single god, 
creator of the world, legislator of the moral order. Lang even judges 
that at first, especially in Australia, this idea was gradually covered 
over and obscured by the ever-growing mass of animist and totem­
istic superstitions. It would thus have suffered a sort of progressive 
degeneration until the day when, under the influence of a privileged 
culture, it managed to recover and reaffirm itself once again, with a 
brilliance and clarity it did not originally possess. 

But the facts do not support either Tylor's sceptical hypothesis or 
Lang's theological interpretation. 

In the first place, we know today that ideas relating to the great 
tribal god are indigenous. They were observed when the influence of 
missionaries had not yet been felt. But it does not follow that they 
must be ascribed to a mysterious revelation. It is hardly the case that 
they derive from a different source from totemic beliefs proper; on 
the contrary, they are merely the logical issue and highest form of 
those beliefs. 

We have seen that the notion of mythic ancestors is implied by the 
very principles that form the basis of totemism; for each of them is a 
totemic being. Now, while the great gods are surely superior to them, 
they are merely different in degree, and we move from the first to the 
second without any breach of continuity. A great god is, in fact, an 
ancestor of particular importance. He is often spoken of as a man­
endowed with superhuman powers, true, but one who lived a fully 
human life on earth. He is depicted as a great hunter, a powerful 
magician, the founder of the tribe. He is first among men. One 
legend even represents him in the guise of a tired old man who can 
hardly move.[ ... ] 

The Australians were encouraged to make the shift in their think­
ing from a plurality of ancestral geniuses to the idea of the tribal god 
by a middle term interposed between the two extremes that served as 
a transitional mode: the civilizing heroes. The fabulous beings called 
by this name are, in fact, simply ancestors to whom mythology has 
ascribed an eminent role in the history of the tribe and has for this 
reason placed above the others. We have even seen that they were a 

' Ibid. 33r. Mr Lang says only that the hypothesis of St Paul* seems the least defect­
ive ('not the most unsatisfactory'}. 
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regular part of the totemic organization: the tribal deity Mangarkun­
jerkunja is of the lizard totem, and Putiaputia of the wildcat totem. 
On the other hand, the functions they are thought to perform, or 
have performed, come very close to those assigned to the high god. 
He too is thought to have initiated men in the arts of civilization, 
founded major social institutions, and revealed the great religious 
ceremonies that remain under his control. If he is the father of men, 
that is because he made them rather than engendering them; but 
Mangarkunjerkunja did as much. Before him there were no men, but 
only masses of amorphous flesh in which different body parts and 
individuals were not yet separated. He is the one who sculpted this 
primal matter into proper human beings. There is merely a nuance 
of difference between this method of fabrication and the one that 
myth ascribes to Bunjil. In addition, the tie that binds these two 
kinds of figures to one another is made evident by a filial relation that 
is sometimes established between them. [ ... ] 

Certainly, we must not conclude from these facts that the high god 
is nothing more than a civilizing hero. There are cases in which these 
two characters are clearly differentiated. But while they are not iden­
tical, they are at least related. It is also very difficult to distinguish 
them from one another; there are some which can be classified 
equally in either category. Thus we have mentioned Atnatu as a 
civilizing hero, but he is very close to being a high god. The notion of 
a supreme god is so closely dependent upon the whole system of 
totemic beliefs that it still bears their mark. [ ... ] 

We can go even further and be more specific about the high gods' 
relationship to the totemic system. Daramulun, like Bunjil, is an 
eaglehawk, and we know that this animal is a phratry totem in a great 
many tribes of the south-east. Nuralie seems to have been at first a 
collective term that vaguely designated either eaglehawks or crows; 
now, in the tribes in which this myth was found, the crow serves as 
totem to one of the two phratries, the eaglehawk to the other. Fur­
ther, the legendary history of the high gods closely resembles the 
history of the phratry totems. The myths, and sometimes the rites, 
commemorate the battles each of these divinities fought against a 
carnivorous bird and won only with great difficulty. Bunjil, or the 
first man, after making the second man, Karween, fought with him 
and, in the course of a kind of duel, wounded him gravely and 
transformed him into a crow. The two kinds ofNuralie are presented 
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as two enemy groups that were originally at war. Baiame, for his part, 
has to fight against Mullian, the eaglehawk cannibal, who is more­
over identified with Daramulun. Now, we have seen that there is also 
a kind of inborn hostility between the phratry totems. This parallel 
proves that the mythology of the high gods and that of these totems 
are closely related. This kinship will seem even clearer if we note 
that the rival of the god is regularly either the crow or the eaglehawk, 
which are generally phratry totems. 

Baiame, Daramulun, Nuralie, and Bunjil seem, then, very like 
phratry totems that have become divinities; and this is how we can 
imagine such an apotheosis took place. It is clearly in the assemblies 
that this conception was elaborated during rites of initiation; for the 
high gods play a significant role only in these rites, while they are 
foreign to other religious ceremonies. Moreover, since initiation is 
the chief form of the tribal cult, it is only on this occasion that a 
tribal mythology could be born. We have already seen how the rituals 
of circumcision and subincision tended to become personified in 
the form of civilizing heroes. However, these heroes exercised no 
supremacy, they were on the same footing as society's other legend­
ary benefactors. But when the tribe felt itself more vividly, this feel­
ing was quite naturally embodied in a figure that became its divine 
symbol. To explain to themselves the bonds that unite them to one 
another, to whatever clan they belong to, men imagined that they had 
sprung from the same stock, that they were the children of the same 
father to whom they owed their existence, though he owed his to no 
one. The god of initiation was just right for this role; for according to 
an expression that comes often to the lips of the natives, the object of 
initiation is precisely to make, to fashion, men. To this god, then, 
they attribute a creative power, and for all these reasons he is 
invested with a prestige that puts him well above the other heroes of 
mythology. These become his subordinates, his auxiliaries; they are 
declared his sons or his younger brothers, like Tundun, Gayandi, 
Darween, Pallyan, and so on. But there were already other sacred 
beings who held an equally eminent place in the religious system of 
the tribe: these are the phratry totems. Wherever these have 
endured, they are thought to have dominance over the clan totems. 
So they were poised to become tribal divinities themselves. It was 
therefore natural that these two sorts of mythic figures partially 
merged; hence one of the two basic totems of the tribe lent his 
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features to the high god. But since it was necessary to explain why 
only one of them was called to this honour and not the other, it was 
assumed that the latter had lost a fight against his rival and been 
excluded after his defeat. The idea was all the more easily accepted 
as it accorded with the mythology as a whole, since the phratry 
totems are generally considered each other's enemies. 

A myth that Mrs Parker observed among the Euahlayi' confirms 
this explanation, for it merely translates it into figurative form. In 
this tribe, it is said, the totems were at first only names given to 
different parts ofBaiame's body. The clans would then be, in a sense, 
fragments of the divine body. Is this not another way of saying that 
the high god is a synthesis of all the totems, and consequently the 
personification of tribal unity? 

At the same time, it takes on an international character. Indeed, 
members of the tribe to which the young initiates belong are not the 
only ones who witness the ceremonies of initiation; representatives 
of neighbouring tribes are specially summoned to these festivals, 
which are rather like international fairs, at once religious and secular. 
Beliefs elaborated in these social settings cannot remain the exclusive 
patrimony of one nationality. The foreigner to whom they are 
revealed shares them with his native tribe once he has returned 
home; and since sooner or later he is obliged in turn to invite his 
hosts, there is a continual exchange of ideas from one society to 
another. In this way an international mythology was constituted in 
which the high god was quite naturally the essential element since he 
had his origin in the rites of initiation that he personified. His name 
thus passed from one language to the other with the representations 
attached to it. The fact that the names of the phratries are generally 
common to very different tribes could only facilitate this diffusion. 
The internationalism of phratry totems paved the way for the 
internationalism of the high god. 

v 
So we arrive at the most advanced idea that totemism achieved. This 
is the point at which it converges with and paves the way for the 

' Park.er and Parker, The EU11hlayi Tribe, 7. Among the same people, Baiame's princi­
pal wife is equally represented as the mother of all totems, without being a totem herself 
(ibid. 7 and 78). 
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religions that will follow, and helps us to understand them. But at the 
same time, we can see that this culminating notion is seamlessly 
connected to the cruder beliefs we analysed at the outset. 

The tribal high god is, in fact, simply an ancestral spirit who 
managed in the end to win a prominent place. The ancestral spirits 
are simply beings forged in the image of individual souls whose 
genesis they are meant to account for. The souls, in turn, are simply 
the form taken by the impersonal forces we have found at the basis of 
totemism when they become individualized in particular bodies. The 
unity of the system equals its complexity. 

In this work of elaboration, the idea of soul has no doubt played an 
important role: through it the idea of personality was introduced 
into the religious domain. But it is far from true that-as the theor­
ists of animism claim-it contains the seeds of the whole religion. 
First of all, it presupposes the notion of mana or the totemic prin­
ciple, of which it is merely a particular mode. Then, although the 
spirits and gods could not be conceived before the idea of soul, they 
are none the less something different from a simple human soul 
freed by death. For what is the source of their superhuman powers? 
The idea of soul has only served to orient the mythological imagin­
ation in a new direction, to suggest constructions of a new kind. But 
the material of these constructions was borrowed, not from the rep­
resentation of the soul, but from that reservoir of anonymous and 
diffuse forces that constitute the primitive foundation of religions. 
The creation of mythic personalities was merely another way of 
conceiving those essential forces. 

As for the notion of a high god, it is entirely owing to a feeling we 
have already observed operating in the genesis of the most specific­
ally totemic beliefs: the tribal feeling. We have seen, indeed, that 
totemism was not the isolated work of the clans, but that it was 
always elaborated in the bosom of a tribe that was to some degree 
conscious of its unity. It is for this reason that the different indi­
vidual cults of each clan converge and complete each other to form a 
unified whole. So indeed the same causes are operating from the 
bottom to the top of this religious system. 

However, until now we have regarded religious representations as 
though they were self-sufficient and could be self-explanatory. In 
fact, they are inseparable from rites, not only because they are mani­
fest in them but because, conversely, they are influenced by them. 
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Undoubtedly the cult rests on beliefs, but it also acts on them. To 
understand them better, it is therefore important to have a better 
understanding of the cult. The moment has come to undertake that 
study. 



BOOK III 

PRINCIPAL RITUAL CONDUCT 





CHAPTER I 

THE NEGATIVE CULT AND ITS FUNCTIONS 

ASCETIC RITES 

IN what follows, we do not intend to offer a complete description of 
the primitive cult. Since our main concern is to discover what is 
most elementary and basic in religious life, we will not try to 
reconstitute in detail the often confusing multiplicity of all ritual 
acts. But out of the great variety of practices, we would like to cull 
the primitive's most characteristic conduct as he celebrates his cult, 
to classify the most general forms of his rites and determine their 
origins and meaning, and finally to verify and specify the conclusions 
to which this analysis of beliefs has led us. 1 

Every cult presents two aspects: one negative, the other positive. 
In reality these two kinds of rites are closely associated; as we shall 
see, they presuppose one another. But they are different none the 
less, and we must distinguish between them, if only to understand 
their connections. 

I 

Sacred beings are, by definition, separate beings. They are character­
ized by a discontinuity between them and profane beings. Normally, 
the sacred and the profane are outside each other. A whole set of rites 
exists to bring about this crucial state of separation. Since their 
function is to prevent unwarranted mixing and contact, to prevent 
one of the two domains from encroaching on the other, these rites 
can only decree abstentions, or negative acts. For this reason we 
propose to call the system formed by these special rites a 'negative 
cult'. They do not instruct the faithful to engage in acts of homage 
but are restricted to prohibiting certain ways of acting; thus such 
rites take the form of the prohibition, or, as we say in ethnography, 
the taboo. This word is used in Polynesian languages to designate the 

' We will leave aside altogether one form of ritual, oral ritual, which will be examined 
in a special volume of the collection of L 'Annie sociologique. 
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institution by virtue of which certain things are withdrawn from 
ordinary use;' it is also an adjective that expresses the distinctive 
character of such things. We have already had occasion to show how 
problematic it is to transform a narrowly local and dialectical expres­
sion into a generic term. There is no religion in which prohibitions 
do not exist and in which they do not play a considerable role; so it is 
regrettable that the official terminology seems to make a peculiarity 
specific to Polynesia into such a universal The terms 
prohibitions or interdictions seem much preferable. However, the 
word 'taboo', like the word 'totem', has such currency that it would 
be excessively purist to prohibit it altogether. Besides, its drawbacks 
are reduced if we are careful to specify its scope and meaning. 

But there are different kinds of prohibitions, and it is important to 
distinguish between them. We shall not treat every sort of prohibition 
in this chapter. 

First of all, apart from those revealed by religion, there are some 
that arise from magic. Both sorts rule that certain things are 
incompatible and prescribe the separation of things thus declared. 
But there are also serious differences between them. First, the sanc­
tions are not the same in both cases. Of course, as will be mentioned 
below, the violation of religious prohibitions is often automatically 
regarded as the cause of physical disorders from which the guilty 
person is thought to suffer, and which are considered a punishment 
for his act. But even if it does happen, this spontaneous and auto­
matic sanction never stands alone; it is always accompanied by 
another that assumes human intervention. Either a punishment 
proper is added to it-if it does not precede it-and this punishment 
is deliberately inflicted by men; or at the very least there is blame and 
public disapproval. Even when a sacrilege has been punished by its 
author's illness or natural death, he is also stigmatized. It offends 
public opinion, which reacts against it, putting the person who 
committed it in a state of sin. By contrast, a magical prohibition is 

' See the article 'Taboo' by Frazer in the Enryclopaedia Britmmica (Edinburgh: A. &: 
C. Black, 1887). 

• The facts prove this to be a real drawback. Many writers have thought, on the 
strength of the word, that the institution designated this way was limited either to 
primitive societies in general or even to the Polynesian peoples themselves (see Albert 
Reville, Religion et des peuples primitifs (Paris: Fischbacher, 1883), ii. 55; Gaston Richard, 
La Femme Jans l'histoire: ltude sur l'ivolution de la condition socU,k de la femme (Paris: Q 
Duin et Fils, 1909), 435). 



The Elementary Forms of Religious Life 223 

sanctioned only by material consequences, which the forbidden act is 
thought to produce with a kind of physical necessity. Disobedience 
incurs risks, like those run by a patient who does not follow his 
doctor's advice; but in this case., disobedience does not constitute a 
sin; it is not worthy of that. There is no sin in magic. 

This difference in sanctions, moreover, implies an underlying dif­
ference in the nature of the prohibitions. The religious prohibition 
necessarily implies the notion of the sacred; it comes from the 
respect that the sacred object inspires, and its aim is to prevent any 
lack of that respect. By contrast, magical prohibitions presuppose 
only the utterly secular notion of property. The things the magician 
recommends keeping separate are those that, because of their 
characteristic properties, cannot be mixed or brought into contact 
safely. Although he may ask his clients to keep their distance from 
certain sacred things, it is not out of respect for them and fear 
that they might be profaned-for magic, as we know, thrives on 
profanations-but only for reasons of secular utility. fu short, 
religious prohibitions are categorical imperatives, whereas magical 
prohibitions are utilitarian maxims, the earliest form of hygienic and 
medical prohibitions.* Since two such different orders of facts can­
not be studied simultaneously and under the same rubric without 
utter confusion, we must concern ourselves here only with religious 
prohibitions.' 

But we must make a further distinction among religious prohib­
itions. There are religious prohibitions whose aim is to separate 
different kinds of sacred things. Recall, for example, how, among the 
Wakelbura, the platform on which the dead person is laid out must 
be built exclusively of materials that come from the phratry of the 
deceased. All contact is forbidden between the dead person, who is 
sacred, and things belonging to the other phratry, which are sacred 
too, but on different grounds. Elsewhere, weapons used for hunting 
an animal must not be made from a wood that is classified in the 
same social group as the animal itself. But the most important of 
these interdictions will be studied in a later chapter: those meant to 

' This is not to say that there is a radical discontinuity between religious and magical 
prohibitions; on the contrary, there are some whose true nature is ambiguous. It is often 
hard to say whether certain prohibitions in folklore are religious or magical. Making the 
distinction is none the less necessary; for magical prohibitions can be understood, we 
believe, only in terms of religious prohibitions. 



The Elementary Forms of Religious Life 

prevent all communication between the pure sacred and the impure 
sacred, between the auspicious sacred and the inauspicious sacred. 
All these prohibitions have one common characteristic: they come 
about not because some things are sacred things and others are not, but 
because there are relations of disparity and incompatibility between 
sacred things. So they do not depend on what is essential to the idea of 
the sacred. And observance of these prohibitions can lead only to 
isolated, particular, and quite unusual rites. But it would not consti­
tute a cult properly speaking, for a cult is the result, first and foremost, 
of regular relations between the profane and the sacred as such. 

There is another, much more extensive and important system of 
religious interdictions that separates, not different sorts of sacred 
things, but all that is sacred from all that is profane. It comes directly 
from the very notion of the sacred, which it expresses and enacts. It 
also provides the material for a real cult, and indeed a cult that forms 
the basis of all others, for in their dealings with sacred beings, the 
faithful must never depart from the conduct it prescribes. This is 
what we call the negative cult. It can be said, then, that these prohib­
itions are religious prohibitions par excellence. 1 And they will be the 
exclusive subject of the pages that follow. 

They t.ake many forms. Here are the principal types observed in 
Australia. 

First and foremost are prohibitions of contact. These are the pri­
mary t.aboos, and the others are hardly more than particular varieties 
of them. They rest on the principle that the profane must not touch 
the sacred. We have already seen that the churingas or bull-roarers 
must under no circumstances be handled by the uninitiated. If adults 
are free to use them, this is because initiation has conferred on them 

' Our view is that many prohibitions among sacred things amount to the prohibition 
between sacred and profane. This is the case with prohibitions of age or rank. In 
Australia, for example, there are sacred foods reserved exclusively for the initiated. But 
these foods are not all sacred to the same degree; there is a hierarchy among them. On 
their side, the initiates are not all equal. They do not all enjoy their religious rights to the 
full, but enter into the domain of sacred things only step by step. They must pass 
through a whole series of ranks conferred upon them, one after the other, after special 
trials and ceremonies. It takes months, sometimes even years, to achieve the highest 
rank. Now, at each rank, special foods are assigned; men of the lower ranks cannot touch 
food that belongs by right to men of the upper ranks. [ ... ] The more sacred therefore 
repels the less sacred; but this is because the second is profane in relation to the first. In 
short, all religious interdictions fall into two categories: interdictions between the sacred 
and the profane, and those between the pure sacred and the impure sacred. 
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a sacred character. Blood, especially blood that is spilled during the 
initiation, has a religious force; it falls under the same prohibition. 
The same is true for hair. The dead person is a sacred being because 
the soul that animated the body adheres to the corpse; for this rea­
son, it is sometimes forbidden to carry the bones of the dead unless 
they are wrapped in a piece of bark. The very place where death 
occurred must be avoided, for it is believed that the soul of the 
deceased continues to linger there. This is why they break camp and 
move some distance away. In certain cases, they destroy the camp 
and all it contains, and a certain amount of time must pass before 
they can return to the same place. Sometimes the dying person 
already creates a kind of void around him, and is abandoned after 
being settled as comfortably as possible. 

One exceptionally intimate contact results from the consumption 
of a particular food. Hence the interdiction against eating sacred 
animals or plants, notably those that serve as totems. Such an act 
seems to be so sacrilegious that it is prohibited even to adults, or at 
any rate to most of them. Only elderly men have achieved sufficient 
religious rank sometimes to escape this prohibition.[ ... ] 

Moreover, while certain sacred foods are forbidden to profane 
persons, other profane foods are forbidden to sacred persons. Thus it 
often happens that specific animals are especially designated for 
women's consumption; for this reason they are thought to partici­
pate in female nature and are, as a consequence, profane. In contrast, 
the young initiate is subject to a particularly harsh set of rites. An 
exceptionally powerful beam of religious forces is trained on him so 
as to transmit to him the powers he needs to enter the world of 
sacred things from which he was previously excluded. He is there­
fore in a state of holiness that strongly repels all that is profane. And 
he is prohibited from eating the game that is considered appropriate 
for women.' 

' A. W. Howitt, The Native Tribes of Sourh-Easr Australia (London: Macmillan, 
u.104), 674. There is a prohibition of contact which is not part of our discussion because 
its precise nature is not very easily determined: that is sexual contact. There are 
religious periods when men must not have intercourse with women (B. Spencer and F. J. 
Gillen, The Nor1hem Tribes ofCenlral Australia (London: Macmillan, 1904), 293, 295; 
Howitt, Native Tribes, 387). Is this because women are profane or because the sexual act 

is so dreaded? The question cannot be resolved in passing. We postpone it, along with 
everything that concerns conjugal and sexual rites. They are too closely bound to the 
problem of marriage and family to be separated from it. 
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However, contact can be made in ways other than touch. One 
establishes relations with a thing simply by gazing on it: the gaze is a 
way of making contact. This is why the sight of certain sacred things 
is, in some cases, forbidden to the profane. A woman must never see 
the instruments of the cult, or at most she is allowed to glimpse them 
from afar.' This is also true for totemic paintings made on the 
body of celebrants for particularly important The 
exceptional solemnity of the initiation rites dictates that, in certain 
tribes, women cannot even see the places where those rites are cele­
brated3 or the neophyte himself. The sacredness inherent in the 
whole ceremony naturally resonates in those who direct it or partici­
pate in it in some way; so the novice cannot lift his eyes to look at 
them, and the prohibition lasts even after the rite is completed. [ ... ] 

Speech is another way of entering into relations with persons or 
things. The exhaled breath establishes a connection since it is a part 
of us that is released to the outside. So profane beings are forbidden 
to address speech to sacred beings or even to speak in their presence. 
Just as the neophyte must look at neither celebrants nor spectators, he 
is prohibited from conversing with them other than by signs. [ ... ] 

In addition to sacred things, there are words and sounds that have 
the same quality and must not be found on the lips of the profane or 
within their hearing. There are ritual songs that women must not 
hear on pain of death. 4 They can hear the noise of the bull-roarers, 
but only from a distance. Any proper name is considered an essential 
element of the person who bears it. The name is so closely associated 
in people's minds with the idea of that person that it participates in 
the feelings the person inspires. So, if that person is sacred, the name 
itself is sacred, and cannot be pronounced in the course of ordinary 
life. Among the Warramunga, there is a totem that is particularly 
venerated; this is the mythic serpent called Wollunqua, and its name 
is taboo. Likewise with Baiame, Daramulun, and Bunjil: the esoteric 
forms of their names cannot be revealed to the uninitiated. During 
mourning, the name of the dead person must not be mentioned, at 
least by his kin, unless it is absolutely necessary, and then only in 

' B. Spencer and E J. Gillen, Narive Tribes of Central Australia (London: Maanillan, 
1899), 134; Howitt, Native Tribes, 354. 

• Spencer and Gillen, Narive Tribes, 1>24. 
3 Howitt, Native Tribes, 572. 
4 Ibid. 581. 
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whispers. [. . . ] There is more: friends and relations are sometimes 
forbidden to use certain words of the usual language, no doubt 
because they were used by the dead person; these gaps are filled by 
means of paraphrase or loan words from a foreign dialect. In addition 
to their common public name, men bear a second secret name. 
Women and children do not know it, and it is never used in ordinary 
life due to its religious character.' There are even ceremonies which 
are conducted in a special language, normally forbidden in profane 
matters. This is a beginning of sacred language. 

Not only are sacred beings separated from profane ones, but noth­
ing that directly or indirectly concerns profane life must be mingled 
with religious life. Complete nudity is often required of the native as 
a prerequisite for being allowed to participate in the rite; he is 
required to shed all his usual ornaments, even those most precious to 
him and from which he is reluctant to part because of the protective 
powers he attributes to them. If he is obliged to decorate himself to 
play his ritual role, this decoration must be done specially for the 
occasion; it is a ceremonial costume, a vestment. Because these 
ornaments are sacred by virtue of their usage, it is forbidden to use 
them in profane activities. Once the ceremony is over, they are 
buried or burned. Men must even wash themselves so as to leave no 
trace of the decorations that adorned them. 

More generally, the typical acts of ordinary life are forbidden 
while those that are part of religious life are going on. The act of 
eating is, in itself, profane; for it takes place every day, it satisfies 
essentially utilitarian and physical needs, and is part of our daily 
existence.a[ ... ] 

For the same reason, all secular occupations are suspended when 
the great religious festivals take place. According to an observation 
of Spencer and Gillen, 3 which we have already had occasion to cite, 
the life of the Australian falls into two quite distinct parts: one is 
taken up with hunting, fishing, and war; the other is devoted to the 

' Ibid. 657; Spencer and Gillen, Native Tribes, 139; Non/rem TriheJ, 58off. 
• Granted, this act takes on a religious character when the food consumed is sacred. 

But the act itself is so profane that the consumption of a sacred food always constitutes a 
profanation. The profanation can be allowed or even ordered, but, as we shall see below, 
on the condition that rites precede or accompany it that mitigate or expiate the viola­
tion. The very existence of these rites indicates that the sacred thing resists being 
consumed. 

l Spencer and Gillen, Northern Tribes, 33. 
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cult. And these two forms of activities are mutually exclusive and 
resistant. The universal institution of religious days of rest is based 
on this principle. The distinctive character of holidays in all known 
religions is the cessation of work and the suspension of public and 
private life, insofar as it has no religious objective. This time of rest is 
not simply a kind of temporary respite men may have granted them­
selves so as to indulge more freely in the feelings of elation that 
holidays generally arouse, since it is no less mandatory during those 
sad holidays devoted to mourning and penance. But work is the pre­
eminent form of profane activity: its only apparent aim is to meet the 
secular necessities of life; it connects us exclusively with ordinary 
things. On holidays, on the other hand, religious life reaches an 
exceptional degree of intensity because the contrast between these 
two aspects of life is particularly marked at this time, hence they 
cannot coexist. Man cannot draw near to his god while he still bears 
the marks of his profane life; conversely, he cannot return to his 
usual occupations when the rite has just sanctified him. Ritual cessa­
tion of work, then, is merely a particular case of the general 
incompatibility that separates the sacred from the profane; it is the 
result of a prohibition. 

There is no way to list every sort of prohibition observed, even if 
we limit ourselves to Australian religions. Like the notion of the 
sacred on which it rests, the system of prohibitions extends to the 
most disparate relations, and is even deliberately used for utilitarian 
ends. 1 As complex as this system may be, however, it finally comes 
down to two basic prohibitions that embody and govern it. 

First, religious life and profane life cannot coexist in the same 

' Because inside every man there is a sacred principle, the soul, the individual is 
surrounded by prohibitions from the beginning; these were the original form of the 
moral prohibitions that isolate and protect the human person today. Hence the body of 
his victim is considered dangerous to the murderer (Spencer and Gillen, Native Tribes, 
492) and is forbidden to him. The prohibitions that have this origin are often used by 
individuals as a means of withdrawing certain things from common usage and establish­
ing proprietary rights over them. 'Does a man depart from camp, leaving weapons, food, 
etc. there?' asks Walter Edmund Roth with regard to the Palmer River tribes (North 
Qiieensland). 'If he urinates near objects that he has left behind, they become tawn 
(equivalent of the word "taboo"), and he can be assured of finding them intact upon his 
return' ('North Queensland Ethnography', Records oftlte Australian Museum, 7/z: 75). 
This is because urine, like blood, is thought to contain a part of the sacred force that is 
unique to the individual. It keeps strangers at a distance. For the same reasons, speech 
can also serve as a vehicle of these same influences. This is why it is possible to prohibit 
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space. For religious life to flourish, a special place must be arranged 
from which profane life is excluded. Hence the institution of temples 
and sanctuaries: these spaces are assigned to sacred things and beings, 
and serve as their residence, for they can claim this ground for them­
selves only by appropriating it entirely within a specific radius. 
Arrangements of this kind are so indispensable to all religious life 
that even the simplest religions cannot dispense with them. The 
ertnatulunga, that place where the churingas are placed, is a true sanc­
tuary. And the uninitiated are forbidden to come near. Engaging in 
any sort of profane occupation is also forbidden there. [. . . ] 

Similarly, religious life and profane life cannot coexist in the same 
time frames. Therefore, specific days or periods must be assigned to 
religious life in which all profane occupations are suspended. This is 
how holidays came about. There is no religion, and consequently no 
society, that has not known and practised this division of time into 
two separate parts that alternate with one another according to a law 
that varies with people and civilizations. It is even very likely, as we 
have said, that the necessity for this alternation led man to impose 
external distinctions and differentiations upon the continuity and 
homogeneity of duration. Of course it is nearly impossible for 
religious life ever to be concentrated hermetically in the spatial and 
temporal settings thus attributed to it; something inevitably filters 
through from the outside. There are always sacred things outside 
the sanctuaries, and there are rites that can be celebrated on work­
days. But these are sacred things of the second rank and of lesser 
importance. Concentration remains the chief characteristic of this 
organization. And it is generally total with regard to everything 
involving the public cult, which can be celebrated only collectively. 
The private, individual cult is the only one that mingles rather 
intimately with secular life. Therefore, the contrast between these 
two successive phases of human life is greatest in lower societies 
such as the Australian tribes, for here the cult of the individual is 
least developed. 

access to a particular object by simple verbal declaration. Moreover, this power to create 
prohibitions varies according to individuals-the more sacred they are, the greater this 
power. Men have the privilege of this power to the virtual exclusion of women (Roth 
cites a single example of taboo imposed by women). It is at its maximum among chiefs 
and elders, who use it to monopolize the things that suit them (ibid. 77). So religious 
prohibition becomes the right of property and administrative regulation. 
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II 

Thus far the negative cult has impressed us as a system of absten­
tions. It seems capable only of inhibiting activity, not stimulating and 
invigorating it. And yet, by an unexpected reversal of this inhibiting 
effect, it exercises a positive and highly important influence on the 
religious and moral nature of the individual. 

Indeed, because of the barrier that separates the sacred from the 
profane, man can enter into intimate relations with sacred things 
only by ridding himself of what is profane in him. He cannot live a 
religious life of any intensity unless he begins by withdrawing more 
or less completely from secular life. The negative cult is, in a sense, a 
means to an end: it is the condition of access to the positive cult. Not 
restricted to protecting sacred beings from ordinary contact, it acts 
on the worshipper himself and modifies his state in a positive way. 
Afterward, the man who has submitted to prescribed prohibitions is 
not the man he was. Before, he was an ordinary being who, for this 
reason, had to keep at a distance from religious forces. Afterward, he 
is on a more equal footing with those forces, since he has approached 
the sacred merely by distancing himself from the profane. He has 
been purified and sanctified by detaching himself from the base and 
trivial things that were weighing down his nature. Negative rites 
thus confer efficacious powers, as do positive rites; both can serve to 
raise the religious tonus of the individual. It has been rightly 
observed that no one can engage in a religious ceremony of any 
importance without submitting to a kind of preparatory initiation 
that introduces him gradually into the sacred world. 1 This can take 
the form of anointings, purifications, and blessings-all essentially 
positive operations. But the same result can be achieved through 
fasts, vigils, retreat, and silence, that is, by ritual abstinences that are 
nothing more than the practical application of specific prohibitions. 

When we are looking at specific, isolated instances of negative 
rites, their positive influence is generally too trivial to be easily seen. 
But there are circumstances when a whole system of prohibitions is 
concentrated on a single head; in this case, their effects accumulate 
and become more manifest. This is what happens in Australia during 
the initiation rite. The neophyte is subjected to an extreme variety of 

' See Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss, 'Essai sur la nanue et la fonction du 
sacrifice', in Melanges tl'histoire ties religions (Paris: Alcan, l909), 22 ff. 
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negative rites. He must withdraw from the society in which he has 
spent his life, and from almost all human society besides. He is not 
only barred from seeing women and the uninitiated, 1 but he must go 
away to live in the bush, far from his peers, under the direction of 
several elders who serve as his godfathers.[ ... ] For him this time is a 
period of abstinence of all kinds. Many foods are forbidden; he is 
allowed only the amount of nourishment that is strictly necessary to 
sustain life.[ ... ] Likewise, he sleeps only as much as is necessary. He 
must abstain from speaking unless he is spoken to; he uses gestures 
to indicate his needs. All recreation is prohibited. He must not wash 
himself; at times he must not move. He lies on the ground, 
immobile, without clothing of any sort. The result of these multiple 
prohibitions is to bring about a radical change of status in the initi­
ate. Before the initiation, he was living with women; he was excluded 
from the cult. Henceforth he is admitted into the society of men; he 
takes part in the rites, he has acquired a sacred character. The meta­
morphosis is so complete that it is often represented as a second 
birth. People imagine that the young man's formerly profane char­
acter is now dead, that it was killed and removed by the god of 
initiation-Bunjil, Baiame, or Daramulun-and that an entirely dif­
ferent individual has taken the place of the one that no longer exists. 
So we can grasp in this instance, in the flesh, the frequently positive 
effects of negative rites. Of course, we do not mean to claim that 
these negative rites alone produce this great transformation; but 
surely they make a large contribution to it. 

In the light of these facts, we can understand what asceticism is, 
what place it occupies in religious life, and the source of the powers 
widely attributed to it. Indeed, there is no prohibition whose obser­
vance is not ascetic to some degree. To abstain from something 
useful, or from a form of activity that, since it is habitual, must 
answer to some human need, is of necessity to impose discomfort 
and renunciation on onese1£ This becomes asceticism proper when 
these practices develop in such a way that they become the basis of a 
true way of life. Normally, the negative cult serves only as an intro­
duction and preparation for the positive cult. But sometimes it goes 
beyond this subordination to the highest level, and the system of 

' Howitt, N11tive Tribes, 560, 657, 659, 66r. Even a woman's shadow must not fall on 
him (ibid. 633). What he touches cannot be touched by a woman (ibid. 621). 
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prohibitions is inflated and exaggerated to the point of invading all 
of life. Thus systematic asceticism is born, which is merely a hyper­
trophied version of the negative cult.[ ... ] The pure ascetic is a man 
who raises himself above men and acquires a particular holiness 
through fasting, vigils, retreat, and silence, in a word, through priva­
tions more than through acts of positive piety (offerings, sacrifices, 
prayers, and so on). History shows, moreover, what religious prestige 
can be achieved this way: the Buddhist saint is essentially an ascetic, 
and he is equal or superior to the gods. 

It follows that asceticism is not, as we would have thought, a rare, 
exceptional, and almost abnormal product of religious life; on the 
contrary, it is one of its essential elements. Every religion contains an 
ascetic kernel, for there is none without a system of prohibitions. 
The only difference between cults in this regard is that this kernel is 
more or less highly developed. Still, it should be added that probably 
no religion exists in which this development does not take on, at least 
temporarily, the characteristic features of asceticism proper. This 
takes place at certain critical periods, when in a relatively short time 
an individual must be made to undergo a serious change of status. 
Then, so as to introduce him more rapidly into the circle of sacred 
things with which he must be put in contact, he is violently separ­
ated from the profane world. This does not occur without increased 
abstinence and an extraordinary intensification of the system of pro­
hibitions. This is exactly what happens in Australia at the moment of 
initiation. In order to transform boys into men, they are made to live 
as ascetics. Mrs Parker calls them, very aptly, the monks ofBaiame. 

But abstinences and privations are not without suffering. We cling 
to the profane world with all the fibres of our sensual being-our 
very life depends on it. Not only is it the natural theatre of our 
activity, it penetrates us from every direction; it is part of us. We 
cannot, then, detach ourselves from it without doing violence to our 
nature, without painfully offending our instincts. In other words, the 
negative cult cannot be developed without inflicting suffering. Pain 
is one of its necessary conditions. So people were led to consider 
pain to be a rite in itself; suffering was seen as a state of grace that 
had to be sought and sustained, even artificially, because of the 
powers and privileges it confers by the same right as those systems of 
prohibitions it naturally accompanies.[ ... ] 

Many of the rites that are practised during initiations involve 
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systematically inflicting specific suffering on the neophyte so as to 
modify his status and endow him with the distinguishing qualities of 
manhood. [ ... ] Among the Arunta, the first rite of initiation consists 
of tossing the subject in a blanket; the men throw him into the air, 
catch him when he falls, then throw him up again. 1 In the same 
tribe, at the close of this long series of ceremonies, the young man 
stretches out on a bed of leaves with live coals underneath; he con­
tinues to lie still amid suffocating heat and smoke.[ ... ] It is true that 
all these practices are often presented as ordeals meant to test the 
neophyte's mettle and determine whether he is worthy of being 
admitted into religious society. But in reality, the probationary func­
tion of the rite is only another aspect of its efficacy. For the way he 
submits to this ordeal proves that it has indeed been effective, 
namely that it has conferred the qualities that are its primary 
justification. 

In other cases, these ritual torments are performed not on the 
body as a whole, but on a particular organ or tissue, the goal being to 
stimulate its vitality. [. . . ] We are sure, in any case, that the purpose 
of the cruel rites of circumcision and subincision is to confer particu­
lar powers on the genital organ. Indeed, the young man is not 
allowed to marry until he has submitted to these practices; hence he 
owes special virtues to them. This unique initiation is indispensable 
because in all lower societies the union of the sexes is marked by a 
religious character. It is thought to set in motion awesome forces that 
man cannot approach without danger, unless he has acquired the 
necessary immunity through ritual procedures. 2 This is the purpose 

' Spencer and Gillen, Native Tribes, 214 ff. We see by this example that the rites of 
initiation sometimes display all the features of hazing. Hazing is in fact a true social 
institution that arises spontaneously whenever two groups, unequal morally and socially, 
find themselves in close contact. In this case, the one that considers itself superior to the 
other resists the intrusion of the newcomers, reacting against them in a way that makes 
them feel this experienced superiority. This reaction, which is automatic and naturally 
takes the form of more or less serious sorts of maltreatment, is meant at the same time to 
mould the individuals to their new existence, to assimilate them to their new setting. 
Therefore, it constitutes a kind of initiation. We understand, then, that on its side, the 
initiation constitutes a sort of hazing. The group of elders is superior in religious and 
moral dignity to the young men, and yet they must assimilate them. All the conditions 
of hazing are therefore present. 

• Information on this question is to be found in my article 'La Prohibition de 
l'inceste et ses origines' (L'Annie sociologi1J114, I (1898), I ff.), and in Alfred Ernest 
Crawley, The Mystic Rose (London: Macmillan, 1902), 37ff. 
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of a whole series of positive and negative practices, of which circwn­
cision and subincision are the prototypes. By painfully mutilating an 
organ, one gives it a sacred character, for this enables it to resist 
equally sacred forces that it could not otherwise confront. 

We said at the beginning of this work that all the essential 
elements of religious life and thought must be found, at least in 
embryonic form, in the most primitive religions; the preceding facts 
confirm this assertion. If there is a belief that is thought peculiar to 
the most recent and most idealistic religions, it is the notion that pain 
has a sanctifying power. Yet, this same belief is at the basis of the 
rites that have just been examined. Of course, it is understood differ­
ently depending on the historical moments under consideration. For 
the Christian, pain is thought to act above all on the soul, which is 
purified, ennobled, and spiritualized. For the Australian it is thought 
to act most effectively on the body, increasing its vital energies, mak­
ing the beard and hair grow, and strengthening the limbs. But in 
either case, the principle is the same. Whether among Christians or 
Australians, pain is thought to generate exceptional powers. And this 
belief is not unfounded. Indeed, the way he braves pain is the best 
indication of the greatness of man. Never does he rise more bril­
liantly above himself than when he subdues his nature and makes it 
follow a path contrary to its inclinations. By so doing, he singles 
himself out from among all other creatures who go blindly where 
pleasure calls, and he gives himself a special place in the world. Pain 
is the sign that certain ties that bind him to the profane world are 
broken; because it is proof that he has partially freed himself from 
this world, it is considered an instrument of deliverance. And the 
man who is delivered in this way is not the victim of pure illusion 
when he believes that he is endowed with a kind of mastery over 
things: he has truly risen above them merely by renouncing them; he 
is stronger than nature because he has silenced it. 

Moreover, this virtue has more than an aesthetic value: it is at the 
basis of all religious life. Sacrifices and offerings are not without 
privations that exact a price from the faithful. While rites do not 
require payment in material things, they take his time and his energy. 
To serve the gods, he must forget himself; to make a proper place for 
them in his life, he must sacrifice his profane interests. The positive 
cult is possible, then, only if man is led to practise renunciation, 
abnegation, detachment from the self, and consequently suffering. 
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He should not dread suffering-he can even accomplish his duties 
joyfully if he embraces it to some degree. But to do this, he must be 
fit for it, and ascetic practices exist to this end. The sufferings they 
impose are not, therefore, arbitrary and sterile cruelties, but a neces­
sary discipline in which man is shaped and tempered, in which he 
acquires the qualities of disinterestedness and endurance without 
which there is no religion. Indeed, to achieve this result, it helps if 
the ascetic ideal is embodied pre-eminently in particular figures, 
whose speciality is, as it were, to represent this aspect of ritual life. 
For they are like living models that stimulate effort. Such is the 
historical role of the great ascetics. When their acts and deeds are 
analysed in detail, we wonder what useful end they serve. It is strik­
ing how extreme they are in their professed contempt for all that 
usually excites men's passions. But these extremes are necessary to 
sustain in the faithful a sufficient disgust for easy living and ordinary 
pleasures. An elite must set the goal too high so that the masses 
should not set it too low. Some must go to extremes so that the 
average man should stay at an appropriate level. 

But asceticism serves other purposes than religious ones. Here, as 
elsewhere, religious interests are only social and moral interests in 
symbolic form. The ideal beings to whom cults are addressed are not 
the only ones to demand of their supplicants a certain contempt for 
pain. Society, too, is only possible at this price. While exalting the 
powers of man, it is often hard on individuals: of necessity it 
demands perpetual sacrifice. It does unceasing violence to our nat­
ural appetites, precisely because it raises us above ourselves. So that 
we may fulfil our duties toward society, we must be prepared to 
violate our instincts at times-to go against the grain of our natural 
inclinations. Thus, there is an asceticism that is inherent in all social 
life and destined to survive all mythologies and dogmas; it is an 
integral part of all human culture. And fundamentally, that is the 
rationale and justification for the asceticism that religions have 
taught in every era. 

III 

Having examined the system of prohibitions with its negative and 
positive functions, we must now discover how it arose. 

In a sense, it is logically implicit in the very notion of the sacred. 
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Everything that is sacred is an object of respect, and every feeling of 
respect is translated into inhibitions by the person who feels it. 
Because it inspires such emotion, a respected being, in fact, is always 
expressed in consciousness by a representation that is charged with a 
high dose of mental energy. Consequently, this representation is 
armed to stave off any other representation that contradicts it, 
whether wholly or in part. The sacred world sustains an antagonistic 
relationship to the profane world. They correspond to two forms of 
life that are mutually exclusive, or at least that cannot be lived at the 
same moment with the same intensity. We cannot be entirely devoted 
to the ideal beings to which the cult is addressed, and at the same 
time entirely devoted to ourselves and our material interests­
entirely to the collectivity and entirely to our egos. These are two 
systems of conscious states that are directed, and direct our conduct, 
toward two opposite poles. The more powerful tends to push the 
other out of consciousness. When we think of holy things, the idea of 
a profane object cannot come to mind without finding resistance­
something in us opposes letting it in. It is the representation of the 
sacred that does not tolerate this nearness. But this psychic antagon­
ism, this mutual exclusion of ideas must naturally issue in the exclu­
sion of corresponding things. So that the ideas should not coexist, 
the things must not touch each other or be in any way related. This is 
the very principle of prohibition. 

Moreover, the world of the sacred is by definition a world apart. 
Since in every respect mentioned above it is opposed to the profane, 
it must be treated in an appropriate way: we misunderstand the 
nature of the sacred and confuse it with what it is not if, in our 
relations with sacred things, we use the gestures, language, and atti­
tudes that serve us in our relations with those that are profane. We 
are free to handle profane things and we speak freely to secular 
beings, therefore we will not touch sacred beings, or we will touch 
them only cautiously; and we will not speak in their presence, or we 
will not speak in ordinary language. All that is usual in our dealings 
with one must be excluded from our dealings with the other. 

But while this explanation is not inaccurate, it is still insufficient. 
In fact, there are many beings who are objects of respect without 
being protected by systems of strict prohibitions like those we have 
described. Of course, the mind has a general tendency to locate 
different things in different settings, especially when they are 
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incompatible. But the profane world and the sacred world are not 
only distinct, they are closed to one another-there is a gulf between 
them. In the nature of sacred beings, then, there must be a particular 
reason for this state of exceptional isolation and mutual occlusion. 
And in fact, paradoxically, the sacred world is prone by its very 
nature to infiltrate that same profane world it otherwise excludes. 
Even as it repels it, it tends to flow into it as soon as it comes near. 
This is why they must be kept apart from one another and a kind of 
gulf must be maintained between them. 

These precautions are made necessary by the extraordinary con­
tagiousness of the sacred. Far from remaining attached to the things 
marked as its own, the sacred is endowed with a kind of fluidity. 
Even the most superficial or indirect contact is enough to extend 
sacredness from one object to the other. Religious forces are 
imagined in such a way that they always seem ready to escape from 
the places they reside and to invade everything within their reach. 
The nanja tree, where the spirit of an ancestor lives, is sacred for the 
individual who is considered the reincarnation of that ancestor. But 
every bird who stops to rest on that tree participates in the same 
character: touching the bird is equally forbidden. We have already 
had occasion to show how simple contact with a churinga is adequate 
to sanctify people and things; moreover, it is on this principle of the 
contagiousness of the sacred that all rites of consecration are based. 
The holiness of the churingas is such that their influence is even felt 
at a distance. We remember how it extends not only to the cave 
where they are kept but to the whole neighbouring region, to the 
animals who take shelter there and which it is forbidden to kill, as 
well as to the plants that grow nearby and must not be touched.[ ... ] 

This contagiousness of the sacred is too well known to need dem­
onstration by numerous examples; we merely wanted to establish 
that it is as true of totemism as it is of more advanced religions. Once 
verified, it easily explains the extreme strictness of the prohibitions 
that separate the sacred from the profane. By virtue of this extra­
ordinary power of expansion, the slightest contact, the least 
proximity-whether material or simply moral-with a profane 
being is enough to draw religious forces outside their domain. And 
since they do this only by contradicting their nature, a whole system 
of measures is indispensable to maintain the two worlds at a respect­
ful distance from one another. This is why lay people are forbidden 
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not only to touch but also to see and hear what is sacred, and why 
these two kinds oflife must not mingle in consciousness. Precautions 
to keep them apart are all the more necessary since, even while 
opposing each other, they have a tendency to merge. 

While we understand the multiplicity of these prohibitions, we 
also understand how they function and the sanctions attached to 
them. As a consequence of the inherent contagiousness of sacred 
things, a profane being cannot violate a prohibition without the 
religious force that he has improperly approached extending itself to 
him and establishing its rule over him. But since there is antagonism 
between him and that force, he finds himself subject to a hostile 
power, whose hostility must take the form of violent reactions that 
aim to destroy him. This is why sickness or death are considered 
natural consequences of every transgression of this kind; and these 
are consequences that are thought to be automatic, a sort of physical 
necessity. The guilty man feels invaded by a force that dominates 
him and against which he is helpless. Has he eaten some of the 
totemic animal? He feels it penetrate inside him and gnaw at his 
entrails; he lies down on the ground and waits for death. Every 
profanation implies a consecration, but one that is dreadful to the 
consecrated person and even to those who come near him. It is 
the aftermath of this consecration that in part sanctions the 
prohibition.' 

It will be noticed that this explanation of prohibitions does not 
depend on the varying symbols that help us to imagine religious 
forces. It hardly matters whether they are imagined as anonymous 
and impersonal energies or embodied in personalities gifted with 
consciousness and feeling. Of course, in the first instance they are 
thought to react against profaning transgressions automatically and 
unconsciously, while in the second they are thought to obey the 
dictates of passion roused by the offence. Basically, however, these 
two conceptions-which have the same practical effects-also 
express one and the same psychic mechanism in two different lan­
guages. Both are based on the antagonism of the sacred and the 
profane, combined with the remarkable aptitude of the first to 

' We recall that when the prohibition is religious, these sanctions are not the only 
ones; in addition there is either a punishment, properly speaking, or public 
condemnation. 
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contaminate the second. And this antagonism and this contagious­
ness act in the same way, whether the sacred character is attributed 
to blind forces or to conscious minds. So, it is far from true that 
religious life proper begins only with mythic personalities, since we 
see that in this case the rite is the same, whether or not religious 
entities are personified. [ ... ] 

IV 

But while the contagiousness of the sacred helps to explain the sys­
tem of prohibitions, how do we explain this contagiousness itself? 

People believed they could account for it by the well-known laws 
ruling the association of ideas. The feelings inspired in us by a 
person or a thing are extended contagiously from the idea of that 
person or this thing to the representations with which they are 
associated, and subsequently to the objects that these representa­
tions express. The respect we have for a sacred being is therefore 
communicated to everything that touches it, to everything that 
resembles it and reminds us of it. Of course, the cultivated man is 
not fooled by these associations; he knows that these derivative emo­
tions are simple plays of images, entirely mental combinations, and 
he does not give in to the superstitions that these emotions tend to 
evoke. But, it is said, the primitive naively objectifies his impressions 
without subjecting them to criticism. Does something inspire him 
with reverent fear? He concludes that it really does contain a majes­
tic and awesome force; so he maintains a safe distance from this thing 
and treats it as if it were sacred, though it has no right to that 
designation. 1 

However, this explanation neglects the fact that the most primitive 
religions are not alone in attributing this power of propagation to the 
sacred. Even the most recent religions have a set of rites that rest on 
this principle. Every consecration by anointing or washing transfers 
the sanctifying virtues of a sacred object to a profane one. Yet it is 
difficult to regard today's enlightened Catholic as a kind of belated 
savage who continues to be duped by his association of ideas, with 
nothing in the nature of things to explain and justify these ways of 

' See F. B. Jevons, An Introdtu:tion ta the History of Religion (London: Methuen, 
] 896), 67--8. 
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thinking. Besides, it is quite arbitrary to endow the primitive with 
this tendency to objectify all his emotions blindly. In his ordinary 
life, in the details of his secular occupations, he does not impute to a 
thing the properties of its neighbour, or vice versa. If he is less 
enamoured than we of clarity and distinctions, it is far from true that 
he has some inherent and deplorable aptitude for mixing and mer­
ging things. It is just that religious thought has a distinct penchant 
for fusions of this kind. Therefore, we must seek the source of these 
predispositions in the special nature of religious things, and not in 
the general laws of human intelligence. 

When a force or a property seems to us to be an integral part, a 
constituent element, of the thing it informs, we have trouble 
imagining that it can detach itself and transport itself elsewhere. 
A body is defined by its mass and its atomic composition; and we 
do not imagine that it can communicate any of its distinctive 
features through contact. But on the other hand, if we are speak­
ing of a force that has entered the body from the outside, some­
thing that is not attached to it, something alien to it, it is not 
unthinkable that it might escape. So the heat or electricity any 
object has received from an external source can be transmitted to 
the surrounding setting. The mind readily accepts the possibility 
of this transmission. The extreme ease with which religious forces 
radiate and become diffused is therefore not in the least surprising 
if they are generally conceived as external to the beings in which 
they reside. And that is indeed implicit in the theory we have 
proposed. 

This theory consists, in fact, of transfigured collective forces, that 
is, moral forces. They are made of ideas and feelings that awaken in 
us the spectacle of society, not of the sensations that come to us from 
the physical world. They are different in kind from the tangible 
things in which we locate them. Indeed, they can borrow the 
external and material forms in which they are represented from 
these things, but they owe them none of their power. Such forces 
maintain no internal bonds to the various supports on which they 
come to rest; they have no roots in these things. Using a word that we 
have already used,' and which can best characterize them, they are 
superimposed. And no object is exclusively predestined to receive 

' See above, p. I74. 
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them; the most trivial, the most ordinary object can play this role: 
chance circumstances determine which is chosen.[ ... ] 

If religious forces have no proper place of their own, however, 
their mobility can be easily explained. Since nothing binds them to 
their material form, they are naturally inclined to fly off at the 
slightest contact, in spite of themselves as it were, and propagate 
elsewhere. Their intensity stimulates this highly favoured propaga­
tion. That is why the soul itself, while bound to the body by very 
personal ties, always threatens to leave it: all the body's openings are 
paths by which the soul tends to spread out and become diffused 
outside it. 

But we shall more effectively account for the phenomenon we are 
trying to understand if, instead of considering the already estab­
lished notion of religious forces, we go back to the mental process 
that formed it. 

We have seen that the sacred character of an entity does not inhere 
in any of its intrinsic attributes. [. . . ] Religious feelings are consti­
tuted by impressions of consolation and dependence which society's 
influence provokes in one's consciousness. Through such impres­
sions, these emotions are not tied to the idea of any specific object, 
but because they are emotions and they are particularly intense, they 
are also eminently contagious. They are like a drop of oil that 
spreads to all the other mental states that occupy the mind at the 
time. They especially penetrate and contaminate representations 
that come to express the various objects a man has in his hands or 
before his eyes at the same time: the totemic drawings that cover his 
body, bull-roarers in his possession, rocks that surround him, the 
ground beneath his feet, and so on. In this way these objects them­
selves take on a religious value which is not really inherent in them 
but is conferred upon them from the outside. Therefore, contagion 
is not a kind of secondary procedure by which the sacred character, 
once acquired, is propagated; it is the very process by which it is 
acquired. Sacredness sets in by contagion, so it is not surprising that 
it is transmitted by contagion as well. A special emotion gives it 
reality; it is attached to an object because this emotion has 
encountered that object on its path. Therefore it is natural that it 
should spread from that object to all those it finds in proximity, that 
is, to all those that for any reason, physical contiguity or mere 
similarity, have come close to the original object in one's mind. 
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Thus the contagiousness of the sacred is explained by the theory 
of religious forces that we have proposed, and thereby confirms it.' 
At the same time, it helps us to understand a feature of the primitive 
mentality to which we have called attention previously. 

We have seen how easily the primitive confuses the different king­
doms of nature and sees the most heterogeneous things as iden­
tical-men, animals, plants, stars, and so on. We now understand 
one of the causes that has most contributed to facilitating these 
confusions. Because religious forces are eminently contagious, the 
same principle is always found to animate the most disparate things: 
it passes from one to the other either by simple physical proximity or 
by quite superficial similarities. So men, animals, plants, and rocks 
are thought to participate in the same totem: the men because they 
bear the animal's name; the animals because they resemble the 
totemic emblem; the plants because they provide nourishment for 
the animals; the rocks because they are found in the place where 
ceremonies are celebrated. Now, religious forces are then considered 
the source of all efficacy; beings who had the same religious prin­
ciple therefore must have appeared to have the same essence, and 
to differ from one another only in secondary features. That is 
why it seems quite natural to place them in the same category and to 
see them merely as varieties of the same genus, hence reciprocally 
transmutable. 

This established relationship sheds a new light on the phenomena 
of contagion. Taken in themselves, they seem to be alien to logical 
life. Do they not mingle and fuse disparate beings, despite their 
natural differences? But we have seen that these fusions and partici­
pations have played a logical and highly useful role: they have served 
to connect things that sensation leaves quite separate. It is far from 
true, then, that contagion, the source of these yokings and com­
minglings, is marked by that kind of fundamental irrationality which 
one is at first inclined to attribute to it. It opens the way to future 
scientific explanations. 

' It is true that this contagiousness is not unique to religious forces; magical forces 
have the same property, and yet it is clear that they do not correspond to objectified 
social feelings. But this is because magical forces have been conceived on the model of 
religious forces. We shall return at length to this point (seep. 268). 



CHAPTER 2 

THE POSITIVE CULT 

I. THE ELEMENTS OF SACRIFICE 

DESPITE the importance of the negative cult and its indirectly posi­
tive effects, this is not its intrinsic rationale; it is an introduction to 
religious life, but it presupposes more than it constitutes that life. It 
enjoins the worshipper to flee the profane world so that he may 
approach the sacred. Man has never imagined that his duties toward 
religious forces could be reduced to a simple abstention from all 
involvement. He always thought that he maintained positive and 
bilateral relations with those forces, relations that are regulated and 
organized by a set of ritual practices. We shall call this special system 
of rites the positive cult. 

For a long time we were almost entirely ignorant of what the 
positive cult involves in totemic religion. We knew a little about rites 
of initiation, and yet our knowledge of these was inadequate. But 
Spencer and Gillen's observations of the tribes of central Australia, 
anticipated by Schulze and confirmed by Strehlow, have in part filled 
this gap in our data. There is one celebration in particular that these 
explorers liked to depict for us that indeed seems to dominate the 
whole totemic cult: this is what the Arunta, according to Spencer 
and Gillen, call the lntichiuma. [ ... ] 

The date on which the Intichiuma takes place depends largely on 
the season. In central Australia, two clearly defined seasons exist: the 
dry season, which lasts a long time; and the rainy season, which is by 
contrast short and irregular. As soon as the rains have come, the 
plants sprout as if by magic, the animals multiply, and the country­
side, which only yesterday was sterile desert, is quickly covered with 
luxuriant flora and fauna. The Intichiuma is celebrated just when 
the good season seems about to arrive.[ ... ] 

Each totemic group has, in fact, its own Intichiuma. But while 
the rite is a general practice in central Australia, it is not the same 
everywhere. [ ... ] Though to tell the truth, the different mechan­
isms employed are too closely related to one another to be able to be 
dissociated completely.[ ... ] 
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I 

The celebration consists of two successive phases. The rites prac­
tised in the first phase are meant to ensure the prosperity of the 
animal or plant species that serves as the clan totem. The means 
employed to this end can be reduced to several main types. 

We recall that the fabulous ancestors from which each clan is 
thought to descend formerly lived on the earth and left traces of 
their passage. These traces consist notably of stones or rocks that 
they left in certain places or that would have been formed at spots 
where they sank into the ground. These rocks and stones are 
regarded as the bodies or body parts of the ancestors whose memor­
ies they preserve; they represent the ancestors. Consequently, they 
also represent the animals and plants that served as totems to these 
ancestors, since an individual and his totem are one. So they are 
endowed with the same reality, the same properties as the animals or 
plants of the same kind living today. But they have the great advan­
tage over these living things of being imperishable, of knowing nei­
ther sickness nor death. So they constitute a permanent, immutable, 
and ever-available store of animal and plant life. In certain cases, 
people go annually to draw on this store to ensure the reproduction 
of the species. 

Here, for example, is how the Witchetty Grub clan carries out its 
Intichiuma at Alice Springs. 

On the day set by the chief, all the members of the totemic group 
gather at the main camp. The men of other totemic groups withdraw 
some distance away, for among the Arunta they are prohibited from 
being present at the celebration of a rite that has all the features of a 
secret ceremony. [ ... ] 

Once the members of the totem are gathered, they set off, leaving 
only two or three men back at the camp. Completely naked, 
unarmed, without any of their usual ornaments, they go forward one 
after the other in total silence. Their attitude and pace are marked by 
religious solemnity: the act in which they are taking part has, in their 
eyes, an exceptional importance. And until the end of the ceremony 
they are made to observe a strict fast. 

The land they cross is filled with mementoes left by glorious 
ancestors. They arrive at a place where a large block of quartz is sunk 
into the ground and surrounded by small, round stones. The block 
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represents the witchetty grub in its adult state. The Alatunja* strikes 
it with a kind of small wooden bucket called apmara, while at the 
same time he intones a chant inviting the animal to lay eggs. He does 
the same with the stones, which represent the animal's eggs, and he 
rubs the belly of every participant with both. This done, they all 
walk down toward the foot of a rock that is equally celebrated in the 
myths of the Alcheringa, at whose base another stone is found that 
also represents the witchetty grub. The Alatunja strikes it with his 
apmara; the men who accompany him do the same with gum tree 
branches, which they have gathered along the way, while continuing 
to chant the previous invitation addressed to the animal. Nearly 
ten different places are visited in succession, several of which are 
often situated a mile apart. In each of them, in the depths of a sort of 
cave or hole, there is some stone that is thought to represent the 
witchetty grub in one of its aspects or one of the phases of its 
development, and the same ceremonies are repeated with each of 
these stones. 

The meaning of the rite is obvious. The Alatunja strikes the sac­
red stones to lift some dust from them. The grains of this sacred 
dust are regarded as the seeds of life; each of them contains a spirit­
ual principle that, incorporated into an organism of the same species, 
will give birth in it to a new being. The tree branches carried by 
the participants serve to disperse this precious dust in all 
directions; it flies off on every side to do its work of fertilization. By 
this means people believe they have ensured the abundant reproduc­
tion of the animal species protected by the clan and on which it 
depends. [ ... ] 

A slightly different method is used for the plain-dwelling Kanga­
roo. Some kangaroo dung is collected and wrapped in a certain grass 
that this animal is very fond of and that therefore belongs to the 
Kangaroo totem. The wrapped dung is then placed on the ground 
between two layers of the same grass and set on fire. Tree branches 
are lit from the rising flame and then shaken so that the sparks fly off 
in all directions. These sparks play the same role as the dust in the 
previous case. 

In a certain number of clans men mix something of their own 
substance with the substance of the stone to make the rite more 
efficacious. The young men open their veins and let their blood spurt 
onto the rock. [ ... ] The purpose of this practice is in a sense to 
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revitalize the powers of the stone and to reinforce its efficacy. 
Indeed, it must not be forgotten that the men of the clan are kin to 
the plant or animal whose name they carry; the same life principle 
resides in them, and especially in their blood. So it is natural to make 
use of this blood and the mystic seeds it carries to ensure the regular 
reproduction of the totemic species. When a man is sick or tired, it is 
usual among the Arunta that one of his young companions will open 
his veins and sprinkle him with his blood to revive him. If blood can 
reawaken life in a man this way, it is not surprising that it may also 
serve to awaken it in the animal or plant species with which the men 
of the clan are fused. [ ... ] 

In several cases, the main vitalizing agent is the same substance 
they are trying to produce. Among the Kaitish, in the course of a 
rain-making, water is sprinkled on a sacred stone that represents the 
mythic heroes of the Water clan. It is clear that by this means people 
believe they are increasing the productive powers of the stone, just as 
is done with blood and for the same reasons. Among the Mara, the 
celebrant goes to draw water from a sacred hole, drinks it, and spits 
in all directions. Among the Worgaia, when the yams begin to 
sprout, the chief of the Yam clan sends the men of the phratry to 
which he does not belong himself to gather the plants; they bring 
some back to him and ask him to intervene so that the species may 
develop properly. He takes one, bites into it, and spits the pieces in 
all directions. Among the Kaitish, when-after various rites that we 
will not describe-a certain grain called erlipinna has reached matur­
ity, the chief of the totem brings a little of it to the men's camp and 
grinds it between two stones. The men piously gather up the flour 
obtained this way and several grains are placed on the chief's lips: he 
blows, dispersing them in all directions. Since the chief possesses a 
special sacramental power, this contact with his mouth is certainly 
meant to stimulate the vitality of the seeds these grains contain. 
Propelled to every corner of the horizon, they will communicate 
their fertilizing properties to the plants. 

For the native, the efficacy of these rites is never questioned; he is 
convinced that they must inevitably produce the results he expects. 
If, in the event, his hopes are dashed, he simply concludes that they 
were counteracted by the evil deeds of some hostile group. In any 
case, it does not occur to him that a favourable result might be 
obtained by other means. If, by chance, the vegetation sprouts or the 
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animals reproduce before he can participate in the Intichiuma, he 
imagines that another Intichiuma was celebrated, underground, by 
the souls of the ancestors, and that the living are reaping the benefits 
of this subterranean ceremony. 

II 

This is the first act of the festival. 
In the period that immediately follows, there is no ceremony 

properly speaking. Yet religious life remains intense, made manifest 
by an exaggeration of the ordinary system of prohibitions. It is as 
though the sacred character of the totem is reinforced, so it is less 
likely to be touched. While in normal times the Arunta can eat the 
animal or plant that is their totem, provided this is done in moder­
ation, after the Intichiuma this right is suspended; the dietary pro­
hibition is strict and unconditional. It is believed that any violation 
of this prohibition would neutralize the beneficial effects of the rite 
and stop the increase of the species. It is true that the members of 
other totemic groups who find themselves in the vicinity are not 
subject to the same prohibition. However, at this moment they are 
less free than usual. They cannot consume the totemic animal any­
where at all, for example in the brush, but must bring it to the camp, 
which is the only place it may be cooked. 

A final ceremony brings these extraordinary prohibitions to an 
end and definitively brings this long series of rites to a close. It varies 
slightly among the different clans, but the essential elements are 
always the same. These are two of the main forms it takes among the 
Arunta, one among the Witchetty Grub clan, the other among the 
Kangaroo. 

Once the caterpillars are fully grown and appear in abundance, the 
people of the totem, as well as others, go out to gather as many of 
them as possible. Then everyone brings what they have found to the 
camp and cooks them until they become hard and crunchy. The 
products of this cooking are then preserved in wooden vessels called 
pitchi. [ ... ] The A/atunja takes one of these pitchi and, with the aid 
of his companions, grinds its contents between two stones. After­
ward, he eats a little of the resulting powder, his assistants do the 
same, and the rest is distributed to the people of the other clans who 
can then freely dispose of it. The same procedure is followed for the 
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supply made by the Alatunja. From this moment on, the men and 
women of the totem can eat it, but only a little; for if they surpassed 
the prescribed amount, they would lose the necessary powers to 
celebrate the Intichiuma, and the species would not reproduce itsel£ 
And if they ate none at all, and especially if, under the circumstances 
just described, the Alatunja totally abstained from eating it, they 
would be struck with the same incapacity. 

In the totemic group of the Kangaroo, which is based in Undiara, 
certain features of the ceremony are marked in a more obvious way. 
After the rites we have described are completed on the sacred rock, 
the young men go out to hunt the kangaroo and bring their game 
back to the men's camp. There, the elders, among them the Alatunja, 
eat a little of the animal's flesh and smear the bodies of those who 
took part in the Intichiuma with its fat. The rest is shared among the 
assembled men. Then, the people of the totem decorate themselves 
with totemic drawings, and the night is spent in chants that recall the 
exploits accomplished by the kangaroo men and animals in the time 
of the Alcheringa. The following day, the young men return to hunt 
in the forest, bringing back more kangaroos than the first time, and 
the ceremony is performed again. 

With variations in detail, we find the same rite in other Arunta 
clans. [. . . ] Some specimens of the totemic plant or animal are pre­
sented to the chief of the clan, who solemnly eats it as he is obliged to 
do. If he did not perform this duty, he would lose his power to 
celebrate the lntichiuma effectively, that is, to recreate the species 
each year. Sometimes, the ritual consumption is followed by an 
anointing done with the fat of the animal or certain parts of the 
plant. Generally, the rite is then repeated by the men of the totem, or 
at least by the elders, and once it is accomplished the exceptional 
prohibitions are lifted. 

III 

The system of rites that has just been described is of interest because 
it contains, in the most elementary form now known, all the essential 
principles of a great religious institution that was destined to become 
one of the foundations of the positive cult in the more advanced 
religions-the institution of sacrifice. 

We know how revolutionary the works of Robertson Smith have 
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been in the traditional theory of sacrifice.' Until his contribution, 
sacrifice was seen as merely a sort of tribute or homage, whether 
compulsory or freely offered, analogous to those that subjects owe to 
their princes. Robertson Smith was the first to observe that this 
classic explanation did not account for two essential features of the 
rite. First of all, it is a meal, consisting of foodstuffs. Moreover, it is 
a meal in which the faithful who offer it take part along with the god 
to whom it is offered. Certain parts of the victim are reserved for the 
deity; others are distributed to the sacrificers, who consume them. 
This is why, in the Bible, the sacrifice is sometimes called a meal 
eaten before Yahweh. And meals eaten in common are thought in 
many societies to create a bond of artificial kinship among the parti­
cipants. Kin are, in fact, beings naturally created of the same flesh 
and blood. But food constantly refashions the substance of the 
organism. A common food can therefore produce the same effects as 
a common origin. According to Robertson Smith, the purpose of 
sacrificial banquets is precisely to make a communion in flesh 
between the worshipper and his god, to establish a bond of kinship 
between them. From this point of view, sacrifice appeared in a 
completely new light. Its essence, then, was no longer-as it was 
long believed-the act of renunciation which the word 'sacrifice' 
ordinarily expresses, but above all an act of dietary communion. 

Of course, this way of explaining the efficacy of sacrificial ban­
quets might need qualification in some details. It is not, for instance, 
exclusively the result of sharing a meal. Man is sanctified not only 
because he eats, as it were, at the same table as the god, but above all 
because the food he consumes at this ritual meal has a sacred char­
acter. We have shown, indeed, how, in sacrifice, a whole series of 
preliminary operations-washings, anointings, prayers, and so on­
transform the animal that must be destroyed into a holy thing, whose 
holiness is then communicated to the faithful who eat it.a None the 
less, dietary communion is one of the essential elements of sacrifice. 
Now, going back to the rite that provides closure to the Intichiuma 
ceremonies, it too consists of such an act. Once the totemic animal is 
killed, the Alatunja and the elders solemnly eat it. In this way they 

' See William Robertson Smith, Lectures on the Religion of the Semites (znd edn., 
London: A. & C. Black, 1894), lectures VI to XI, and the article 'Sacrifice' in the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica. 

• See Hubert and Mauss, 'Essai sur la nature et la function du sacrifice', 40Jf. 
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commune with the sacred principle residing in the animal and they 
literally incorporate that principle. The difference here is that the 
animal is sacred naturally, whereas they acquire this quality only 
artificially in the course of the sacrifice. 

Moreover, the purpose of this communion is quite clear. Every 
member of a totemic clan bears within him a sort of mystic substance 
that constitutes the pre-eminent part of his being-the essence of 
his soul. From his soul he draws the powers he attributes to himself 
and his social role; his soul is the source of his personhood. There­
fore he has a vital interest in preserving it intact, in maintaining it as 
much as possible in a state of perpetual youth. Unfortunately, all 
forces, even the most spiritual, are worn away over time if nothing 
comes along to restore the energy they lose in the natural course of 
things. This creates a primary need that is, as we shall see, the 
underlying reason for the positive cult. The members of a totem can 
remain themselves, then, only if they periodically restore the totemic 
principle that is in them. And since they imagine this principle in 
plant or animal form, they will ask that corresponding plant or ani­
mal for the supplementary forces they need to renew and rejuvenate 
that principle. A man of the Kangaroo clan thinks and feels he is a 
kangaroo; he defines himself by this quality and it marks his place in 
society. To preserve it, he incorporates some of the flesh of this 
animal into his own substance from time to time. A few bites are 
enough, in accordance with the rule: the part is as good as the whole.' 

Yet, for this operation to produce the best possible results, it must 
not take place at just any moment. The most opportune time is when 
the new generation has just completed its development, for this is 
also the moment when the forces that animate the totemic species 
fully blossom. They have only just been extracted from those rich 
reservoirs of life that are the sacred trees and rocks. Moreover, every 
means has been used to enhance their intensity-this is the purpose 
of the rites performed during the first part of the Intichiuma. In any 
case, the first fruits of the harvest manifest in their very appearance 
the energy they contain; the totemic god affirms himself in every 
burst of youth. That is why from time immemorial the first fruits 
have been considered sacred food, reserved exclusively for holy 
beings. So it is natural for the Australian to help himself to these for 

' For an explanation of this rule, see above, p. 174. 
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the purpose of spiritual regeneration. This explains the date and 
circumstances of the ceremony. 

Perhaps it seems surprising that such sacred food is consumed by 
mere secular beings. But[ ... ] there is no positive rite that does not 
in essence constitute a real sacrilege; for man cannot deal with sacred 
beings without crossing the line that usually keeps them apart. The 
important thing is that the sacrilege be accomplished with mitigating 
precautions. Among those employed, the most usual consist of pre­
paring for the transition and introducing the faithful into the circle 
of sacred things only slowly and gradually. [ ... ] This is essentially a 
religious period, which the participants cannot undergo without a 
transformation in their religious status. The fasts, the contact with 
sacred rocks, the churingas, the totemic decorations, and so on have 
gradually conferred on them a character they did not have previ­
ously, and which allows them to approach this desired and dreaded 
food, which would be prohibited to them in ordinary times, without 
shocking and dangerous profanation.' 

If the act by which a sacred being is offered up and then eaten by 
those who worship it is called a sacrifice, then the rite that has just 
been discussed is entitled to the same name. Besides, its striking 
resemblance to other practices encountered in a great many agrarian 
cults makes its meaning quite clear. Indeed, it is a general rule, even 
among peoples who have attained a high degree of civilization, that 
the first fruits of the harvest are the stuff of ritual meals-the pas­
chal meal being the best-known example. Moreover, since agrarian 
rites are at the basis of the most advanced forms of the cult, we see 
that the Intichiuma of the Australian societies is closer to us than we 
might have thought, given its apparent crudeness. 

By a stroke of genius, Robertson Smith intuited these facts with­
out knowing them. By a series of ingenious deductions-which 
there is no need to reproduce here since they are of merely historical 
interest now-he thought he could establish that originally, the ani­
mal offered up in the sacrifice must have been considered semi­
divine and close kin to those who offered it. And these are exactly the 
same features that define the totemic species. Robertson Smith also 
came to assume that totemism must have known and practised a rite 

' We should not lose sight of the fact that among the Arunta, it is not completely 
forbidden to eat the totemic animal. 
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quite similar to the one we have just examined. [. . . ] We have just 
seen that in an impressive number of societies, totemic sacrifice is or 
was practised as Robertson Smith imagined it. Of course, we have no 
proof that this practice is necessarily inherent in totemism, or that it 
is the seed from which all other types of sacrifice have sprung. But 
while the universality of the rite is hypothetical, its existence is no 
longer in dispute. It must henceforth be regarded as established that 
the most mystic form of dietary communion is encountered in the 
most rudimentary form of religion known today. 

IV 

On another point, however, the new facts available to us undermine 
Robertson Smith's theories. 

According to him, communion was not only an essential element 
of the sacrifice but, at least in the beginning, it was the only element. 
Not only was it misguided to reduce sacrifice to a mere tribute or 
offering, but the very idea of an offering was initially absent from it. 
This idea was introduced only later, under the influence of external 
circumstances, and masked the true nature of this ritual mechanism 
rather than contributing to our understanding of it. Indeed, Robert­
son Smith believed that the notion of oblation itself was too crude an 
absurdity for it to be seen as the underlying reason for such a great 
institution. One of the most important functions of the divinity is to 
ensure the foods necessary for man's survival. Therefore, it would 
seem impossible that sacrifice should consist of a presentation of 
foods to the divinity. It seems contradictory that the gods should 
expect their nourishment from man, when it is through them that he 
is nourished. How could they need his help to take their fair portion 
of the things he receives from their hands? From these consider­
ations, Robertson Smith concluded that the idea of the sacrifice­
offering could have been conceived only in the great religions, in 
which the gods were disengaged from the things with which they 
were fused in primitive times and imagined as rather like kings, 
eminent proprietors of the earth and its products. From that time, 
Robertson Smith thought, sacrifice was assimilated to the tribute 
that subjects pay to their prince, in exchange for rights conceded to 
them. But this new interpretation was, in reality, a modification and 
even a corruption of the primitive idea. For 'the idea of property 
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materializes everything it touches'. By being introduced into the 
notion of sacrifice, it distorts it and turns it into a kind of bargain 
between man and the deity. 1 

The facts we have set forth derail this argument. The rites we have 
described certainly count among the most primitive that have ever 
been observed. No clear, mythic personality has yet appeared in 
them; there are no gods or spirits, properly speaking, but only vague, 
anonymous, and impersonal forces. And yet the reasoning they pre­
suppose is precisely the reasoning Robertson Smith declared to be 
impossible because of its absurdity. 

Let us go back to the first act of the Intichiuma, to the rites that 
are meant to ensure the fecundity of the animal or plant species that 
serves as totem to the clan. This species is the sacred thing par 
excellence; it embodies the essence of what we could call, meta­
phorically, the totemic divinity. We have seen, however, that in order 
to perpetuate itself, this species needs man's help. It is he who dis­
penses life to the new generation each year; without him, it would 
not see the light of day. If he stopped celebrating the Intichiuma, the 
sacred beings would disappear from the face of the earth. It is there­
fore from him, in a sense, that they take their life; and yet, in another 
sense, it is from them that he takes his. For once they have reached 
maturity, he will borrow from them the forces necessary to sustain 
and restore his spiritual being. So, we can say that it is man who 
makes his gods, or at least makes them endure, but at the same time 
it is through them that he himself endures. Thus he regularly closes 
the circle that, according to Smith, would be implied in the very 
notion of sacrificial tribute: he gives the sacred beings a little of what 
he receives from them, and receives from them everything he gives. 

There is more. The offerings he must make each year do not differ 
in nature from those that will be made later in sacrifices proper. If 
the sacrificer offers up an animal, it is so that the life principle within 
it may disengage from the organism and ascend to feed the divinity. 
Similarly, the dust fragments that the Australian detaches from the 
sacred rock are so many principles he disperses into space to animate 
the totemic species and ensure its renewal. The gesture by which this 
dispersal is made is also that which normally accompanies offerings. 
In certain cases, the resemblance between the two rites is found even 

' Robertson Smith, Lectures M the Religion of tlie Semites, 390 ff. 
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in the specific movements performed. We have seen that the Kaitish 
spill water on a sacred stone to bring rain; among certain peoples, the 
priest spills water on the altar for the same purpose. [ ... ] 

Now we see in what sense it is permissible to say that the 
Intichiuma contains the seeds of the sacrificial system. In its fully 
constituted form, sacrifice is composed of two essential elements: an 
act of communion and an act of offering. The worshipper communes 
with his god by ingesting a sacred food, and at the same time he 
makes an offering to this god. We find these two acts in the 
Intichiuma, as it has just been described. The only difference is that 
in the sacrifice proper' they are done simultaneously, or in quick 
succession, whereas in the Australian ceremony they are separated. 
[ ... ] The Intichiuma, taken as a whole, is the sacrifice, but its parts 
are not yet joined and organized. [. . . ] 

This helps us to understand better the nature of sacrifice itself. 
First of all, the equal importance of the two elements that enter into 
it has been firmly established. If the Australian makes offerings to his 
sacred beings, there is no reason to assume that the idea of oblation 
was alien to the primitive organization of the sacrificial institution 
and disturbed its natural economy. Robertson Smith's theory must 
be revised on this point. Of course, sacrifice is in part a process of 
communion; but it is also, and no less crucially, a gift, an act of 
renunciation. It always assumes that the worshipper abandons to 
the gods something of his substance or his goods. Any attempt to 
subtract one of these elements from the other is futile. Perhaps the 
offering is even more permanent than communion. 

Secondly, it seems generally the case that sacrifice, and especially 
sacrificial offering, can be addressed only to personal beings. Yet, the 
offerings we have just enountered in Australia imply no notion of 
this kind. This means that sacrifice is independent of the varying 
forms in which religious forces are conceived; it stems from deeper 
causes, which we shall investigate below. 

However, it is clear that the act of offering naturally awakens 
in people's minds the idea of a moral subject which this offering 
is meant to satisfy. The ritual gestures that we have described 
become more intelligible when we believe that they are addressed to 

' At least when it is complete. In a sense, it can be reduced to a single one of these 
elements. 
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personalities. The practices of the lntichiuma, while activating only 
impersonal powers, lead the way to a different conception. Granted, 
they were not sufficient to evoke fully the idea of mythic person­
alities. But once the idea took shape, the very nature of these rites 
drew it into the cult. Similarly, it became less speculative; mingled 
more directly with action and with life, it took on more reality. It is 
credible, then, that-doubtless as a secondary but still noteworthy 
effect-the practice of the cult favoured the personification of 
religious forces. 

v 
We have yet to explain the contradiction that Robertson Smith saw 
as inadmissibly illogical. 

If sacred beings always manifested their powers in a perfectly 
balanced way, it would indeed seem inconceivable that man could 
have thought to offer them his services, since they would appear to 
have no need of them. But first, as long as they are fused with things 
and seen as containing the principles of cosmic life, they too are 
subject to its rhythms. That life proceeds in successive oscillations 
according to a fixed law. At times it asserts itself in all its glory; at 
others it is so weak that one wonders if it will continue. Every year, 
the plants die. Will they be reborn? The animal species tend to 
diminish through natural or violent death. Will they renew them­
selves in time and in the proper way? The rain, especially, is capri­
cious; there are long periods when it seems to have disappeared 
altogether. These periodic collapses of nature bear witness to the fact 
that in corresponding epochs, the sacred beings on which the ani­
mals, plants, rain, and so on depend pass through the same critical 
states; so they, too, have their periods of collapse. But man cannot 
watch these spectacles as a neutral witness. So that he may live, 
universal life must continue, and therefore the gods must not die. He 
tries to sustain them, to help them; for this reason, he puts at their 
service the forces available to him, which he mobilizes for that pur­
pose. The blood that flows in his veins has fecundating powers: he 
will spill it. He will take the seeds of life that sleep in his clan's 
sacred rocks and he will sow them in space. In short, he will make 
offerings. 

These external and physical crises are matched, moreover, by 
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internal and mental crises that tend to have the same result. Sacred 
beings exist only because they are imagined as such. If we cease to 
believe in them, they will cease to exist.' [ ... ] If we think of them 
less keenly, they count less for us and we count less on them; they 
exist to a lesser degree. Again, from this point of view man's services 
are necessary to them. This second reason for helping them is even 
more important than the first, for it has existed throughout the 
ages. [ ... ] 

Moreover, it is because the gods depend on man's thoughts that 
he can believe that his help is effective. The only way of rejuvenating 
the collective representations of sacred beings is to steep them once 
again in the very source of religious life-in the assembled groups. 
The emotions provoked by these periodic crises of external things 
make the men who witness them determined to reunite and consult 
one another on an appropriate course of action. But they find mutual 
comfort in the very fact of assembling; they find the remedy because 
they seek it together. Common faith is naturally revived in the bosom 
of the reconstituted collectivity; it is reborn because it is rediscov­
ered in the same conditions in which it was born. Once restored, it 
easily triumphs over all the private doubts that surfaced in individual 
minds. The image of sacred things recovers strength enough to 
resist the internal or external causes that tended to weaken it. 
Despite their apparent collapse, it is no longer believed that the 
gods will die since people feel them revive deep within themselves. 
However crude, the methods used to help the gods cannot seem 
futile since everything seems to be proof of their efficacy. People 
feel more confident because they feel stronger, and they really are 
stronger because the forces that were languishing have been 
reawakened in their minds. 

We must refrain, then, from believing, along with Robertson 
Smith, that the cult was exclusively instituted for the benefit of men, 
and that the gods have no use for it; they need it as much as their 
faithful. Certainly, without the gods, men could not live. But on the 
other hand, the gods would die if the cult were not celebrated. The 
purpose of the cult, then, is not only to bring profane subjects into 

' In a philosophical sense, the same is true of anything:, for nothing exists except by 
representation. But as we have shown (pp. 17z--3), the proposition is doubly true of 
religious forces because there is nothing in things that inherently corresponds to the 
sacred character. 
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communion with sacred beings, but also to sustain those sacred 
beings in life, to restore them and ensure their perpetual regener­
ation. Of course, the material offerings do not produce this renewal 
through their own virtues, but through the mental states that these 
otherwise futile manreuvres awaken or accompany. The true ration­
ale of these cults, even the most seemingly materialistic, must not be 
sought in the gestures they prescribe but in the internal and moral 
renewal these gestures help to bring about. What the worshipper 
really gives his god is not the food he places on the altar, or the blood 
he spills from his veins, but his thought. Still, there is an exchange of 
mutually invigorating good deeds between the divinity and his faith­
ful. The rule do ut des,"' by which the principle of sacrifice has some­
times been defined, is not a late invention of utilitarian theorists; it 
simply makes explicit the mechanism of the sacrificial system itself 
and, more generally, of the whole positive cult. The circle Robertson 
Smith indicated is therefore quite real, but there is nothing about it 
that shames the rational mind. It comes from the fact that sacred 
beings, while superior to men, can live only in human consciousness. 

This circle will seem even more natural to us and we will under­
stand its meaning and rationale better if we push our analysis further 
and, substituting for religious symbols the realities they express, 
examine how these realities are used in the rite. If, as we have tried to 
establish, the sacred principle is nothing but society hypostasized* 
and transfigured, it should be possible to interpret ritual life in secu­
lar and social terms. And indeed, like ritual life, social life moves in a 
circle. On the one hand, the individual takes from society the best of 
himself, everything that gives him a distinctive personality and a 
place among other beings, his intellectual and moral culture. Take 
away language, the sciences, the arts, and moral beliefs, and he falls 
to the level of brutishness. The characteristic attributes of human 
nature therefore come to us from society. But on the other hand, 
society exists and lives only in and through individuals. Extinguish 
the idea of society in individual minds, let the beliefs, traditions, and 
aspirations of the collectivity cease to be felt and shared by the 
particular people involved, and society will die. We can therefore 
repeat here what was said above with respect to the divinity: society 
has reality only to the extent that it has a place in human conscious­
ness, and we make this place for it. We now perceive the underlying 
reason why the gods can no more do without their faithful than the 
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faithful can do without their gods. For society, of which the gods are 
merely the symbolic expression, can no more do without individuals 
than individuals can do without society. 

Here we reach the bedrock on which all cults are built and which 
has ensured their endurance as long as human societies have existed. 
When we see what rites consist of and where they seem to lead, we 
wonder with amazement how men could have conceived them and, 
indeed, remained so faithfully attached to them. Where could they 
have come up with the illusion that with a few grains of sand tossed 
to the wind, with a few drops of blood spread on a rock or on the 
stone of an altar, it was possible to sustain the life of an animal 
species or a god? [ ... ] In order to justify our view of the efficacy 
attributed to rites as something other than the product of humanity's 
chronic delirium, we must be able to establish that the cult really 
does periodically recreate a moral entity on which we depend, as it 
depends on us. And this entity does exist: it is society. 

In fact, if religious ceremonies have any importance, it is because 
they set the collectivity in motion-groups gather to celebrate them. 
Their first effect, then, is to bring individuals together, to increase 
contacts between them, and to make those contacts more intimate. 
This in itself causes a change of consciousness. During ordinary 
days, utilitarian and individual occupations are uppermost in 
people's minds. Each one devotes himself to his personal task. For 
most people this involves satisfying the necessities of physical life, 
and the chief motive of economic activity has always been private 
interest. Of course, social feelings would not be entirely absent. We 
remain in relationship with our fellow men; the habits, ideas, and 
tendencies that education has instilled in us and which normally 
preside over our relations with others continue to make their influ­
ence felt. But they are constantly countered and held in check by 
antagonistic tendencies, which the demands of the daily struggle 
awaken and sustain. They resist more or less successfully, depending 
on their intrinsic energy; but this energy is not renewed. They live 
on their past, and consequently they would dwindle over time if 
nothing came along to restore the strength they lose in these inces­
sant conflicts and friction. When the Australians, dispersed into 
small groups, hunt or fish, they lose sight of the concerns of their 
clan or tribe: they think only of catching as much game as possible. 
On holidays, in contrast, these preoccupations are forcibly eclipsed; 
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since they are essentially profane, they are excluded from sacred 
periods. What then occupies their thoughts are common beliefs, 
common traditions, the memories of great ancestors, the collective 
ideal of which they are the incarnation-in short, social things. Even 
the material interests that the great religious ceremonies are meant 
to satisfy are public in nature, and hence social. The whole society is 
interested in the abundance of the harvest, in timely but not exces­
sive rainfall, in the regular multiplication of the animals. Society, 
then, is foremost in people's minds; it dominates and directs their 
conduct; which amounts to saying that at this time society is more 
alive, more active, and consequently more real than in ordinary 
times. [ ... ] The individual soul is regenerated, too, by immersing 
itself once more in the wellspring of its life; subsequently, it feels 
stronger, more in control of itself, less dependent on physical 
necessities. 

We know that the positive cult naturally tends to take periodic 
forms, that is one of its distinctive characteristics. Of course, there 
are rites that man celebrates occasionally, to deal with transient situ­
ations. But these episodic practices never play more than an acces­
sory role, and even in the religions we are studying in this book, they 
are rather exceptional. The essence of the cult is the cycle of festivals 
that regularly recur at fixed periods. We are now able to understand 
the source of this periodicity; the rhythm religious life obeys merely 
expresses the rhythm of social life and results from it. Society can 
revive its sense of itself only by assembling. But it cannot remain 
perpetually in session. The demands of life do not allow this indefin­
itely; so it disperses in order to reassemble anew when, once again, it 
feels the need to do so. These necessary alternations correspond to 
the regular alternation of sacred and profane time. Because the ini­
tial purpose of the cult seems, at least, to be to regularize the course 
of natural phenomena, the rhythm of cosmic life has marked the 
rhythm of ritual life. This is why festivals have long been seasonal 
events; we have seen that this was already characteristic of the 
Australian lntichiuma. But the seasons provided only the external 
framework of this organization, not the principle on which they rest; 
for even cults that have exclusively spiritual aims have remained 
periodic. And this periodicity must have other causes. Since seasonal 
changes are critical times in nature, they are a natural occasion for 
gatherings and, consequently, for religious ceremonies. But other 
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events could play, and ha.ve indeed played, the role of occasional 
causes. It must be recognized tha.t this framework, however purely 
external, is evidence of a singular force of resistance; for traces 
of it are found in religions that are furthest removed from any 
physical basis. Many Christian festivals are connected, without 
any break in continuity, to the pastoral and agrarian festivals of the 
ancient Hebrews, although in themselves they have no vestige of 
any agrarian or pastoral content. [ ... ] 



CHAPTER 3 

THE POSITIVE CULT (Continued) 

II. MIMETIC RITES AND THE PRINCIPLE OF CAUSALITY 

THE methods just discussed are not the only ones used to ensure 
the fertility of the totemic species. There are others with the same 
purpose that either accompany them or take their place. 

I 

In the same ceremonies we have described, various rites are often 
performed that are meant to supplement or consolidate the effects of 
blood or other sacrifice. These rites consist of cries and gestures 
meant to imitate the different postures or aspects of the animal 
whose reproduction the clan is hoping to ensure. For this reason we 
call these rites mimetic. 

Among the Arunta, the Intichiuma of the Witchetty Grub clan 
involves not only the rites performed on sacred rocks, as mentioned 
before. When these are completed, the participants set off on their 
return to the camp. When they are around a mile away, however, they 
stop to decorate themselves ritually, then resume their march. The 
decorations that now adorn them announce that an important cere­
mony is about to take place. And, indeed, while the group was away, 
one of the old men left to guard the camp has built a shelter of long, 
narrow branches called Umbana, which represents the chrysalis 
from which the insect emerges. Those who have taken part in the 
prior ceremonies gather near the place where this construction has 
been made; then they go forward slowly, stopping from time to time, 
until they arrive at the Umbana and go inside. Immediately, all those 
who do not belong to the phratry of the Witchetty Grub totem, but 
who are witnessing the scene from a distance, lie face down on the 
ground. They must stay in this position, without moving, until they 
are allowed to get up. During this time, a chant rises from within the 
Umbana telling of the different phases the animal passes through in 
the course of its development, and of the myths concerning the 
sacred rocks. When this chant stops, the Alatunja, still crouching, 
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glides out of the Umbana and slowly advances along the ground 
in front of it. He is followed by all his companions, who reproduce 
his gestures; these are clearly meant to imitate the insect emerging 
from its chrysalis. At the same moment, a chant is heard that is like 
an oral commentary on the rite which consists of a precise descrip­
tion of the movements made by the animal at this stage of its 
development.[ ... ] 

Spencer and Gillen again point out several analogous if less 
important practices among the Arunta. For example, in the Emu 
clan's Intichiuma, the actors try to reproduce this bird's look and 
manner in their behaviour. In the Water clan's Intichiuma, the 
members of the totem give the characteristic cry of the plover, a 
cry that they naturally associate with the rainy season. [ ... ] In 
Strehlow's work, such examples are too numerous to cite; there 
are hardly any ceremonies in which the imitative gesture is not 
noted. According to the nature of the totems whose festival is 
celebrated, they jump like kangaroos and imitate their motions 
while eating; they imitate the flight of winged ants, the character­
istic sound of bats, the cry of the wild turkey, the cry of the eagle, 
the hissing of the snake, the croaking of the frog, and so on. 
When the totem is a plant, they gesture as though picking it or 
eating it.[ ... ] 

Living beings are not the only ones they attempt to imitate. In 
many tribes, the Intichiuma of the Rain clan basically consists of 
imitative rites. One of the simplest is performed among the 
Urabunna. The head of the clan, decorated with white down and 
holding a lance in his hands, sits on the ground. He moves around in 
every direction, probably to remove the down stuck to his body, and 
scatters it in the air to represent clouds. In this way he is imitating 
the cloud-men of the Alcheringa who, according to legend, used to 
climb up to the sky and form rain clouds. In short, the purpose of 
the rite is to represent the formation and ascent of rain-bearing 
clouds.[ ... ] 

II 

All these rites belong to the same category. Their underlying 
principle is also found, among others, at the basis of what is 
commonly-and improperly-called sympathetic magic. 
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These principles ordinarily fall into two groups.' 
The first may be stated as follows: whatever touches an object also 

touches everything in any relationship of proximity or solidarity 1Pith 
that object. Thus, whatever affects the part affects the whole; every 
influence exerted on an individual is transmitted to his neighbours, 
to his relatives, to everyone with whom he is connected in any way. 
All these cases are simple applications of the law of contagion, which 
we examined previously. Any given state or quality, good or bad, is 
communicated contagiously from one subject to another with whom 
there is any relationship. 

The second principle is usually summed up by the formula like 
produces like. The representation of a being or a state produces that 
being or that state. This maxim sets in motion the rites that have just 
been described, and its main features can best be grasped during 
their performance. The classic example of casting spells, usually 
offered as the typical application of this precept, is much less signifi­
cant. Indeed, casting spells largely involves a simple phenomenon of 
transference. The idea of the image is associated in people's minds 
with the idea of the model; the effects of the act performed on the 
statuette are then communicated contagiously to the person whose 
features it reproduces. In relation to the original, the image plays the 
role of the part in relation to the whole: it is an agent of transmis­
sion. And so people believe they can obtain the same result by burn­
ing the hair of the person they want to affect. The only difference 
between these two sorts of operations is that in one, communication 
is made by way of similarity, in the other, by way of contiguity. 

The rites that concern us are quite different. They presuppose not 
only the shift of a given state or quality from one object to another, 
but the creation of something entirely new. The mere fact of repre­
senting the animal generates that animal and creates it; by imitating 
the sound of wind or falling water, the clouds are made to form and 
dissolve in rain, and so on. Certainly resemblance plays a role in both 
cases, but in very different ways. When a spell is cast, resemblance 
merely turns the influence exerted in a particular direction; it guides 
a force that is not its own. In the rites in question, resemblance acts 

' On the subject of this classification, see]. G. Frazer, Ltttures <>11 the Early History of 
Kingship (London: Macmillan, r905), 371£.; Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss, 'Esquisse 
d'une theorie gCn.erale de la magie', L'Annee sociologique, 7 (r904), 61 ff. 
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by itself and is directly efficacious. Also, contrary to the usual def­
initions, what really differentiates the two principles of so-called 
sympathetic magic and its corresponding practices is not that con­
tiguity acts in one and resemblance in the other, but that in the first 
there is simply contagious communication, whereas in the second 
there is production and creation.• 

To explain mimetic rites, then, is to explain the second of these 
principles, and vice versa.[ ... ] 

So instead of consolidating the principle on which it rests in its 
general and abstract form, let us place it back in the moral setting in 
which we have just observed it and reconnect it to the web of ideas 
and feelings that generate the rites in which it figures. Then we will 
have a better understanding of its causes. 

The men who gather to perform these rites really believe that they 
are the animals or plants of the species whose name they bear. They 
feel they have either an animal or a vegetable nature, and they believe 
it is this nature that constitutes what is most essential and most 
excellent in them. Once assembled, their first act must then be to 
affirm to one another this quality by which they define themselves. 
The totem is their rallying sign, and for this reason, as we have seen, 
they draw it on their body; but it is just as natural for them to try to 
resemble the totem in their movements, their cries, and their 
behaviour. Since they are emus or kangaroos, they behave like the 
animals of that name. By this means they offer mutual testimony that 
they are members of the same moral community, and they become 
conscious of the kinship that unites them. The rite is not only an 
expression of this kinship, but it fashions or refashions it. For it 
exists only insofar as it is believed, and all these collective demon­
strations have the effect of supporting the beliefs on which this 
kinship rests. So these leaps, cries, and movements of all sorts, 
bizarre and grotesque as they seem, have a meaning that is, in reality, 
quite human and profound. The Australian tries to resemble his 
totem just as the worshipper in more advanced religions tries to 
resemble his god. For both, this is a way of communing with the 
sacred being, that is, with the collective ideal it symbolizes. This is a 
primary form of 6µoi(l)<Jlr; 'tcP 9EQ>. * 

' We are not speaking about what is called the law of contraries. As Hubert and 
Mauss have shown, the contrary produces its contrary only by means of its like 
('Esquisse', 70). 



The Elementary Forms of Religious Life 

However, since this first cause involves what is most specific in 
totemic beliefs, if it were the only cause, the principle of like produces 
like could not have survived totemism. Yet there is perhaps no 
religion in which rites derived from it are not found. So another 
cause must accompany this one. 

Indeed, the ceremonies in which we have seen it applied have a 
purpose beyond the very general one we have just recalled, essential 
as it is. They have, in addition, a more immediate and conscious goal, 
which is to ensure the reproduction of the totemic species. The idea 
of this necessary reproduction therefore haunts the minds of the 
faithful, becoming the intense focus of their will and attention. Now, 
such a preoccupation cannot obsess a group of men to this extent 
without being externalized in a material form. Since everyone is 
thinking about the animal or plant with whose fate the clan is allied, 
it is inevitable that this common thought should manifest itself out­
wardly through gestures, and those most marked for this role repre­
sent this animal or that plant in one of its most characteristic forms. 
For there are no movements that so closely conform to the idea that 
fills the group's consciousness at that moment, since these move­
ments are its immediate and nearly automatic expression. People do 
their best, then, to imitate the animal: they cry like it, they jump like 
it, they reproduce scenes in which the plant is put to daily use. All 
these methods of representation are so many ways of outwardly 
marking the goal on which all minds are focused, of saying, calling, 
and evoking the thing they want to bring about. And this need is not 
bound to a particular moment in time, it does not depend on the 
beliefs of this or that religion; it is essentially human. This is why, 
even in religions that are very different from the one we are studying, 
worshippers who gather together to ask their gods for something 
they ardently desire are compelled to represent it. Certainly speech 
is another way of expressing it, but the gesture is no less natural: it 
bursts quite spontaneously from the body, coming even before 
speech, or, at any rate, along with it. 

But if we can now understand how these gestures have become 
part of the ceremony, we must still explain the power ascribed to 
them. If the Australian regularly repeats them at every new season, 
it is because he believes they are necessary to the success of the 
rite. Where does he get the idea that by imitating an animal he can 
influence its reproduction? 
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Such an obvious mistake seems scarcely comprehensible as long as 
we see the rite merely in terms of its apparent material goal. But we 
know that beyond its imagined effect on the totemic species, it exerts 
a profound influence on the souls of the faithful who take part. They 
relate it to an impression of well-being that is quite justified, though 
its causes are unclear. People are conscious that the ceremony is good 
for them; and indeed, in it they refashion their moral being. How 
could this sort of euphoria fail to give them the feeling that the rite 
has succeeded, that it was what it was supposed to be, that it 
achieved its goal? And since the only goal consciously pursued was 
the reproduction of the totemic species, this seems to be assured by 
the means employed, whose efficacy is thus demonstrated. So men 
came to attribute creative powers to gestures that are, in themselves, 
useless. The moral efficacy of the rite, which is real, creates belief in 
its physical efficacy, which is imaginary; the efficacy of the whole 
leads to belief in the efficacy of each part, taken separately. The truly 
useful effects that the ceremony as a whole produces act as an 
experimental justification of discrete practices, while in reality all 
these practices are in no way indispensable to its success. Indeed, 
proof that these practices do not act by themselves is that they can be 
replaced by others of a very different kind without modifying the 
final outcome.[ ... ] 

This state of mind is easy for us to understand since we can 
observe it around us. Especially among more cultivated peoples and 
societies, believers are often encountered who, while having doubts 
about the special efficacy that dogma attributes to each rite taken 
separately, continue none the less to practise their religion. They are 
not sure that the prescribed observances are justifiable in detail, but 
they feel that they could not dispense with them without falling into 
an undesired moral confusion. The very fact that among them faith 
has lost its intellectual roots lays bare its deeper rationale. This is 
why facile critiques, which sometimes submit ritual prescriptions to 
a simplistic rationalism, generally leave the faithful quite indifferent. 
This is because the true justification of religious practices is not in 
their apparent ends but in the invisible influence they work on con­
sciousness, in the way they affect our mental state. Similarly, when 
preachers try to convince someone, they devote much less energy to 
establishing directly, and through methodical proofs, the truth of a 
particular proposition or the usefulness of this or that observance, 
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than to awakening or reawakening the feeling of moral comfort that 
the regular celebration of the cult provides. They create a predis­
position for belief which precedes proofs, leads the intelligence to 
bypass the inadequacy of logical reasons, and prompts it to go, as if 
on its own, beyond the propositions it is asked to accept. This 
favourable prejudice, this leap to believe, is precisely what consti­
tutes faith; and it is faith that gives authority to rites in the believer's 
view, whoever he is-Christian or Australian. The Christian is 
superior only in his greater consciousness of the psychic process that 
results in his belief; he knows 'that we are saved by faith'. 

Because faith originates in this way, it is, in a sense, 'impervious to 
experience'. 1 If the intermittent failures of the Intichiuma do not 
shake the Australian's confidence in his rite, this is because he clings 
with all the strength of his soul to these practices in which he period­
ically renews himself. He could not possibly deny them in principle 
without causing an upheaval of his entire being, which resists this. 
But great as this force of resistance may be, it does not radically 
distinguish the religious mentality from other forms of human men­
tality, even those usually considered its opposites. In this regard, the 
mentality of the scientist differs only in degree. When he endows a 
scientific law with the authority of numerous and varied experi­
ments, it is contrary to all method to renounce it too easily upon the 
discovery of a fact that seems to contradict it. He must still make 
sure that this fact bears only one interpretation, and that he cannot 
account for it without abandoning the proposition it seems to invali­
date. Now, the Australian proceeds no differently when he attributes 
the failure of an Intichiuma to some sorcery, or the abundance of a 
premature harvest to some mystic lntichiuma celebrated in the other 
world. He is all the more justified in not doubting his rite on the 
basis of a contrary fact since the value of that rite is, or seems to be, 
established by a much greater number of supporting facts. First of 
all, the moral efficacy of the ceremony is real, and this is directly 
experienced by everyone who participates in it. This experience is 
constantly repeated, and no contradictory experience can diminish 
its reach. Moreover, even its physical efficacy finds a less apparent 
confirmation in the data of objective observation. In effect, it is 

' Lucien Uvy-Bruhl, Les Fon&tions ment11/es dllns les so&iitls inflriaires (Paris: Alcan, 
1910), 61--8. 
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normal for the totemic species to reproduce itself regularly; so in 
most cases everything happens as if the ritual gestures really had 
produced the desired and expected effects. The failures are the 
exception. Since rites, especially periodic rites, demand nothing 
more of nature than that it should follow its regular course, it is not 
surprising that most often it seems to obey them. So if the believer 
happens to be resistant to certain lessons of experience, this is 
because he is relying on other experiences that seem more conclu­
sive. The scientist does no differently; he is merely more methodical. 

Magic is not, then, as Frazer claimed/ a primary fact from which 
religion is merely a derivative form. Quite the contrary, it is under 
the influence of religious ideas that the precepts are constituted on 
which the magician's art is based, and these have been applied to 
purely secular matters only through a secondary extension. Because 
all the forces of the universe have been conceived on the model of 
sacred forces, the inherent contagiousness of these forces was 
extended to the others, and people believed that, under certain 
conditions, all the properties of the body could be transmitted by 
contagion. Similarly, once the principle of 'like produces like' was 
articulated to satisfy specific religious needs, it was detached from its 
ritual origins and became, through a sort of spontaneous generaliza­
tion, a law of nature.• But in order to understand these fundamental 
maxims of magic, it is necessary to place them back in the religious 
settings in which they emerged and which alone allow us to account 
for them. When they are regarded as the work of isolated indi­
viduals, of solitary magicians, one wonders how human minds could 
have such an idea, since nothing in experience could either suggest 
or verify it. Above all, we cannot explain how such a deceiving art 
could impose itself for so long on man's trust. But the problem 
disappears if the faith that inspires magic is merely a particular case 
of religious faith in general, if it is itself the product, at least 
indirectly, of a collective effervescence. [ ... ] 

The results of our analysis, then, confirm the conclusions of 

' J. G. Frazer, T"4 Golden Bough, 2 vols. (London: Macmillan, 1890), i. 69"-75· 
• We do not mean to say that there was a time when religion existed without magic. 

Probably, as religion was formed, certain of these principles were extended to non­
religous relations, and it was thus complemented by a magic that was more or less 
developed. But if these two systems of ideas and practices do not correspond to distinct 
historical phases, there is none the less a definite relationship of derivation between 
them. This is all we have proposed to establish. 
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Hubert and Mauss when they studied magic directly.' They have 
shown that magic was something entirely different from a crude 
industry based on distorted science. Behind the magician's manipu­
lations, which appear to be purely secular, Hubert and Mauss have 
revealed a whole background of religious conceptions, a whole world 
of forces that magic borrowed from religion. Now we can under­
stand why magic is so full of religious elements: it was born from 
religion. 

III 

The principle just explained does not have a merely ritual function 
but bears directly on the theory of knowledge. Indeed, it is a con­
crete expression of the law of causality, and very likely one of its 
most primitive expressions. A whole conception of the causal rela­
tionship is implied in the power that is thus attributed to 'like pro­
duces like'; and this conception dominates primitive thought since it 
serves as the basis of both cultic practices and the techniques of the 
magician. The origins of the precept on which mimetic rites rest can 
therefore clarify the origins of the principle of causality. The genesis 
of the first must help us to understand the genesis of the second. 
Now, we have just seen that the precept underpinning mimetic rites 
is a product of social causes: groups elaborated this precept with a 
view to collective ends, and it translates collective feelings. We can 
therefore assume that the same is true of the origins of the principle 
of causality. 

To verify that this is indeed the origin of the disparate elements 
that make up the principle of causality, it is enough to analyse that 
principle itself. 

The very first thing that is implied in the notion of a causal 
relationship is the idea of efficacy, of productive power, of active 
force. The concept of cause is commonly understood to mean that 
which is likely to produce a specific change. Cause is force before it 
has demonstrated its power; effect is the same power actualized. 
Humanity has always imagined causality in dynamic terms. Of 
course, certain philosophers* refuse to grant this concept any 
objective value; they see it as merely an arbitrary construct of the 

' Hubert and Mauss, 'Esquisse', Io8ff. [Actually, pp. 
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imagination that corresponds to nothing in things themselves. But 
for the moment our task is not to wonder whether or not it is based 
in reality; we need only affirm that it exists, that it constitutes and 
has always constituted an element of communal mentality, and this is 
recognized even by its critics. Our immediate goal is to discover, not 
its logical value, but how it can be explained. 

It derives from social causes. Analysis of the facts has already 
allowed us to see that the prototype of the idea of force was mana, 
wakan, o,.enda, the totemic principle-various names given to the 
collective force as it is objectified and projected onto things. Indeed, 
the first power men have imagined as such seems, therefore, to be the 
power that society exerted on its members. Reasoning confirms this 
result of observation. It is possible, in fact, to establish why this 
notion of power, of efficacy, of active force cannot come from another 
source. 

First, it is obvious and widely acknowledged that we could not 
possibly deduce this notion from external experience. The senses 
allow us to see only phenomena that coexist or follow one another, 
but sensory perception cannot give us the idea of that controlling 
and determining action that is characteristic of what is called a 
power or a force. The senses apprehend only states that are realized, 
acquired, external to one another. But the internal process that con­
nects these states escapes them. Nothing they teach us could suggest 
the idea of influence or efficacy. It is precisely for this reason that the 
philosophers of empiricism have regarded these different concep­
tions as so many mythological aberrations. But even assuming that 
these are all merely hallucinations, we must still account for their 
genesis. [ ... ] 

It has often been thought that the act by which our will concludes 
a deliberation, reins in our inclinations, and rules our bodies could 
have served as a model for this construct. In volition, it was said, we 
grasp ourselves directly as power in action. It seems that once man 
had this idea, he needed only to extend it to things to create the 
concept of force. 

As long as the animist theory passed for a demonstrable truth, this 
explanation could appear to be confirmed by history. If the forces 
with which human thought primitively peopled the world had really 
been minds, that is, personal and conscious beings more or less like 
man, it might be thought that our individual experience was enough 
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to provide us with the constitutive elements of the notion of force. 
But we know that the first forces men imagined were, on the con­
trary, anonymous, vague, diffuse powers that resemble cosmic forces 
in their impersonality and so contrast in the clearest way with that 
eminently personal power, human will. So they could not have been 
conceived in its image.[ ... ] 

The concept of causality, then, suggests that the idea of force must 
have a dual character. First, it can come to us only from inner experi­
ence; moral forces are necessarily the only ones we can touch dir­
ectly. At the same time, they must be impersonal, since the notion of 
impersonal power came first. Now, the only forces that satisfy this 
dual condition are those that arise from our common life-collective 
forces. On the one hand, they are entirely psychic, made up 
exclusively of objectified ideas and feelings. But on the other hand, 
they are by definition impersonal, since they are the product of 
cooperation. Since they are the work of all, they belong to no one 
in particular. They belong so little to the personality of the subjects 
they inhabit that they are never fixed there. Just as they enter 
from the outside, they are always ready to detach themselves. They 
have an inherent tendency to spread out and invade new territory. 
As we know, nothing is more contagious and, as a result, more 
communicable. 

Of course, physical forces have the same property, but we cannot 
be directly conscious of this. We cannot even perceive them as such, 
because they are external to us. When I run up against an obstacle, I 
experience a sensation of irritation and discomfort; however, the 
force that causes this sensation is not in me but in the obstacle, and 
so it is outside the circle of my perception. We perceive its effects; we 
do not touch it in itself. Social forces are a different matter: they are 
part of our inner life and consequently we not only know the prod­
ucts of their action, we also see them act. The force that isolates the 
sacred being and holds the profane at a distance is not, in reality, in 
this being; it lives in the consciousness of the faithful. [ ... ] 

Furthermore, the idea of force openly bears the mark of its origin. 
Indeed, it implies an idea of power that includes mastery, domin­
ation, and their correlatives, dependence and subordination. Now, 
the relations that all these ideas express are eminently social. It is 
society that has classified beings as superior and inferior, as masters 
who give orders and subjects who obey; it is society that has conferred 
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on the masters that singular quality that makes their orders effica­
cious and constitutes power. So everything would indicate that the 
first powers the human mind could imagine are those that societies 
established as they became organized. It is in their image that the 
powers of the physical world were conceived. And man could man­
age to conceive of himself as a dominating force of the body in which 
it resides only by introducing concepts borrowed from social life into 
the idea he created of himself. In fact, he had to distinguish himself 
from his physical double and attribute to himself a sort of superior 
dignity in relation to it. In short, he had to think of himself as a soul. 
And indeed, he has always imagined the force he believes himself to 
be in the form of the soul. But we know that the soul is something 
quite different from a name given to the abstract faculty of moving, 
thinking, or feeling; it is above all a religious principle, a particular 
aspect of the collective force. In short, man feels he is a soul and 
consequently a force because he is a social being.[ ... ] 

But the notion of force is not the whole principle of causality. This 
principle includes a judgement that every force develops in a specific 
way, that its state at any given moment of its evolution predeter­
mines the next state. The first state is called 'cause', the second 
'effect', and causal judgement asserts the existence of a necessary 
link between these two moments of any force. The mind posits this 
relationship in advance of any proof, bound by a kind of constraint 
that it cannot break through. It postulates this relationship, as we say, 
a priori. 

Empiricism has never succeeded in accounting for that apriorism 
and that necessity. The philosophers of this school could not explain 
how an association of ideas, reinforced by habit, could produce any­
thing but a state of expectation, a greater or weaker predisposition 
for ideas to come to mind in a certain order. But the principle of 
causality has an entirely different character. It is not simply an inher­
ent tendency of our thought to unfold in a certain way; it is a norm 
that is external and superior to the flow of our representations, 
which it dominates and rules absolutely. It is invested with an 
authority that binds the mind and goes beyond it; this means that the 
mind is not its creator. [. . . ] 

The rites just studied allow us to glimpse a generally unsuspected 
source of this authority. Let us recall how the causal law that imita­
tive rites put into practice was born. The group assembles in the grip 



The Elementary Forms of Religious Life 273 

of the same preoccupation: if the species whose name it bears does 
not reproduce, the clan is lost. The common sentiment that animates 
all its members, then, is translated outwardly in the form of specific 
gestures that are always the same in the same circumstances; and 
once the ceremony is completed, the desired outcome seems to be 
achieved-for the reasons explained above. An association is then 
formed between the idea of this outcome and the idea of the gestures 
that preceded it. And this association does not vary from one subject 
to another; it is the same for all those who participate in the rite, 
since it is the product of a collective experience. However, if no other 
factor intervened, it would produce merely a collective expectation; 
after completing the mimetic gestures, everyone would more or less 
trustingly expect to see the desired event come next. This would not 
be sufficient to engender an imperative rule of thought. 

Since a social interest of primary importance is at stake, however, 
society cannot leave things to follow their course at the whim of 
circumstance; therefore it intervenes actively by regulating the train 
of events according to its needs. It requires that this ceremony, which 
it cannot bypass, be repeated whenever necessary, and that the 
movements that are the condition of success be regularly performed; 
society makes them obligatory. Now, these movements imply a spe­
cific mental attitude that, in response, shares this same obligatory 
character. To prescribe that one must imitate the animal or plant in 
order to ensure its rebirth is to pose 'like produces like' as an axiom 
that cannot be questioned. Opinion cannot allow individuals to deny 
this principle in theory without allowing them at the same time to 
violate it in practice. Public opinion therefore imposes it, just as it 
does the practices that derive from it, and thus the ritual precept is 
doubled by a logical precept that is merely its intellectual aspect. 
Both precepts derive their authority from the same source: society. 
The respect society inspires is extended to the ways of thinking and 
acting it values. One cannot turn aside from either without running 
up against the resistance of prevailing opinion. This is why such 
ways of thinking require intellectual assent before any examination, 
just as such ways of acting immediately demand submission of the 
will. 

Using this example, we can verify once again how a sociological 
theory of the notion of causality, and more generally of categories, 
both departs from the classic doctrines on this question and accords 
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with them. Along with apriorism, it maintains the prejudicial and 
necessary character of the causal relationship; but it is not confined 
to asserting causality; it accounts for it without making it disappear 
under the pretext of explanation, as empiricism does. Moreover, it 
does not in any way deny the part played by individual experience. 
There is no question that, on his own, the individual observes regu­
lar sequences of phenomena and thus acquires a certain sensation of 
regularity. But this sensation is not the category of causality. The first 
is individual, subjective, incommunicable; we create it ourselves 
from our personal observations. The second is the work of the col­
lectivity and comes to us ready-made. It frames our empirical obser­
vations and allows us to think about them-to see them from an 
angle that allows us to understand each other on the subject. Of 
course, if the framework applies to the contents, this is because it 
bears some relation to the material it contains; but it is not to be 
confused with it. The framework goes beyond the material and dom­
inates it. This is because it has another source. It is not simply a 
completion of individual memory; it is above all created to answer 
the needs of communal life. 

In sum, the mistake of empiricism was to see the causal connec­
tion as merely a scientific construction of speculative thought and 
the product of a more or less methodical generalization. On its own, 
pure speculation can generate only provisional, hypothetical views 
that are more or less plausible but must always be subject toques­
tion. For we do not know whether some new observation will come 
along to invalidate them in the future. An axiom that the mind 
accepts and is bent on accepting, unreservedly and unconditionally, 
could not come to us from this source. The necessities of action 
alone, and especially collective action, can and must be expressed in 
categorical, peremptory, and decisive formulas that admit no contra­
diction; for collective movements are possible only on the condition 
that they are concerted movements, and consequently regulated and 
defined. They exclude casting about in the dark, which is the source 
of anarchy; they tend toward an organization that, once established, 
imposes itself on individuals. And as activity cannot dispense with 
intelligence, intelligence is led along the same path and adopts 
without discussion the theoretical postulates that practice requires. 
The imperatives of thought and the imperatives of will are, in reality, 
two sides of the same coin. 
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It is far from our desire, however, to present the preceding 
remarks as a complete theory of the concept of causality. The ques­
tion is too complex to resolve in this way. The principle of cause was 
understood in different ways in different times and places; in the 
same society it varies with social setting, and with the realms of 
nature to which it is applied.• We cannot determine with sufficient 
precision the causes and conditions on which it depends after con­
sidering only one of the forms this principle has presented historic­
ally. The views just articulated must be regarded only as indications 
that must be tested and completed. However, since the causal law 
we have just considered is certainly one of the most primitive that 
exists, and since it has played a major role in the development of 
human thought and industry, it constitutes a privileged experiment, 
and so presumably the observations it has allowed us to make may be 
generalized to some extent. 

' The idea of cause is not the same for a scientist and for a man lacking all scientific 
culture. On the other hand, many of our contemporaries understand the principle of 
causality di1ferently, depending on whether they apply it to social data or to physico­
chemical data. People often have a conception of causality as it operates in the social 
order that is highly reminiscent of the conception that was for so long the basis of magic. 
We may well wonder whether a physicist and a biologist imagine the causal relation in 
the same way. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE POSITIVE CULT (Continued) 

III. REPRESENTATIVE OR COMMEMORATIVE RITES 

THE explanation we have given of the positive rites just considered 
in the two preceding chapters attributes a meaning to them that is 
primarily moral and social. The physical efficacy ascribed to them 
by the faithful is the product of an interpretation that dissimulates 
their essential rationale. It is because they provide the moral 
renewal of individuals and groups that they are thought to have an 
influence on things. But while this hypothesis has allowed us to 
account for the facts, it has not been directly demonstrated. It even 
seems, at first sight, to accord rather poorly with the nature of the 
ritual mechanisms we have analysed. Whether these consist of offer­
ings or of imitative practices, the gestures that compose them are 
aimed at purely material ends; their sole purpose is, or seems to be, 
to provoke the rebirth of the totemic species. Under these condi­
tions, it is surprising that their real role should be to serve moral 
ends. 

Granted, their physical function might have been exaggerated by 
Spencer and Gillen, even in the most incontestable cases. According 
to these authors, every clan would celebrate its Intichiuma in order 
to ensure useful nourishment to the other clans, and the entire cult 
would consist of a kind of economic cooperation among different 
totemic groups. Each clan would work for all the others. But accord­
ing to Strehlow, this conception of Australian totemism is utterly 
foreign to the native mentality. He says, 

If, while doing their utmost to multiply the animals or plants of the 
consecrated species, the members of a totemic group seem to be working 
for their fellow men of other totems, we must refrain from seeing this 
collaboration as the fundamental principle of Arunta or Loritja totemism. 
Never have the black men themselves told me that the point of their 
ceremonies was any such thing. Of course, when I suggested this idea to 
them and explained it, they understood and went along. But no one will 
blame me if I have a certain mistrust for responses obtained under these 
conditions. 
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Strehlow observes, moreover, that this way of interpreting the 
rite is contradicted by the fact that not all totemic animals or 
plants are edible or useful; some serve no purpose, and some are 
even dangerous. The ceremonies could not, then, have a nutritional 
purpose.' 

Our author concludes: 'When the natives are asked the decisive 
reason for these ceremonies, they reply unanimously: it is because 
the ancestors have so instituted things. That is why we act in this 
way and not some other. '2 But to say that the rite is observed because 
it comes from the ancestors is a recognition that its authority is 
merged with the authority of tradition, a social matter of the first 
order. People celebrate it to remain faithful to the past, to preserve 
the collectivity's moral profile, and not because of the physical 
effects it can produce. Thus we are given a glimpse of its underlying 
reasons in the very way that the faithful explain it. 

There are cases in which this aspect of the ceremonies is readily 
apparent. 

I 

This aspect can be best observed among the Warramunga. 3 

Among these people, every clan is thought to descend from a 
single ancestor who, after his birth in a specific place, spent his entire 
earthly existence travelling around every part of the country. He is 
the one responsible, in the course of these journeys, for giving the 
country its present shape; he is the one who made the mountains and 
the plains, the watering holes and the streams, and so on. At the 
same time, along the way he sowed the seeds of life that were shed 
from his body and became, by successive reincarnations, the present 
members of the clan. Now, among the Warramunga the ceremony 
that corresponds precisely to the Arunta's lntichiuma is observed for 

' C.Ul Strehlow, Die Aranda- und Loritia-Stiitlftlfe in Zentral-Australien (Frankfurt: 
Joseph Baer, r907), iii. 96 • 

• Ibid. 8. 
3 The Warrarnunga are not the only people among whom the Intichiuma takes the 

form we are about to describe. It can also be observed among the Tjingilli, the Umbaia, 
the Wulmala, the WaJpari, and even among the Kaitish, although the Kaitish ceremony 
is reminiscent in certain respects of that of the Arunta (Spencer and Gillen, Northern 
Tribes, z91, 309, 3n, 3r7). We take the Warramunga as the type case because they have 
been studied so well by Spencer and Gillen. 
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the purpose of commemorating and representing the mythic history 
of the ancestor. There is no question either of sacrifice or, except in a 
single case, of mimetic practices. The rite consists exclusively of 
recalling the past and making it in some way present by means of an 
actual dramatic representation. This term is all the more apt as the 
celebrant, in this case, is considered not an incarnation of the ances­
tor he represents but an actor playing a role. 

Here, for example, is the Intichiuma of the Black Snake clan as 
Spencer and Gillen observed it. 1 

[ ••• ] 

These commemorative ceremonies re-enact the mythic history of 
the ancestor Thalaualla, from the time he emerges from the ground 
to the moment when he definitively re-enters it. The ceremonies fol­
low him through all his travels. According to the myth, he celebrated 
the totemic ceremonies in every place he sojourned. These cere­
monies are repeated in the same order in which they happened ini­
tially. The movement that recurs most often consists of a kind of 
rhythmic and violent trembling of the whole body: this is how the 
ancestor shook himself all over in mythic times to shed the seeds oflife 
contained within him. The actors cover their skin with down that 
sheds and flies off as they shake themselves. This is a way of represent­
ing the flight of these mythic seeds and their dispersal into space. [ ... ] 

Apart from the properly religious ceremonies that the ancestor is 
thought to have celebrated in former times, simple episodes from his 
earthly career, whether epic or comic, are also represented. Thus, at 
a given moment, while three actors are on the stage, busy with an 
important rite, another hides behind a stand of trees situated at some 
distance. Around his neck is attached a packet of down that repre­
sents a wallaby. When the main ceremony is over, an old man traces a 
line on the ground that points toward the place where the fourth 
actor is hidden. The others walk behind, their eyes lowered and fixed 
on this line, as though they were following a path. When they dis­
cover the man, they pretend to be stupefied, and one of them strikes 
him with a stick. This whole mime represents an incident in the life 
of the great black snake. One day, his son went off alone to hunt, 
caught a wallaby, and ate it without giving any to his father. His 
father followed his tracks, surprised him, and forced him to vomit; 
this is alluded to by the beating that ends the performance. 

' Northern Tribes, 300 ff. 
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We will not review here all the mythic events that are represented 
in sequence. The preceding examples are adequate to show the char­
acter of these ceremonies: they are dramas, but of a particular sort, 
which influence-or are thought to influence-the course of nature. 
When the commemoration of the Thalaualla is completed, the 
Warramunga are convinced that the black snakes cannot fail to 
increase and multiply. These dramas are therefore rites, and even 
rites that are comparable by virtue of their efficacy with those that 
constitute the Intichiuma of the Arunta. 

And both shed light on one another. Indeed, comparing them is all 
the more legitimate as there is no discontinuity between them. Not 
only is their purpose the same, but what is most characteristic of the 
Warramunga ritual is already found in the Arunta ceremony in an 
embryonic state. The Intichiuma, as it is generally practised by the 
Arunta, indeed contains a kind of implicit commemoration. The 
places where it is celebrated are necessarily those that the ancestors 
have made famous. The paths taken by the faithful in the course of 
their pious pilgrimages are those that the heroes of the Alcheringa 
have taken. The places where they stop to enact the rites are those 
where the ancestors themselves sojourned, where they disappeared 
into the ground, and so on. Everything evokes their memory to the 
minds of the spectators. Furthermore, the physical rites are often 
complemented by songs that recount ancestral exploits. Let these 
narratives be mimed instead of told, let them develop in this new 
form and become the essential part of the ceremony, and we have the 
Warramunga ceremony.[ ... ] 

Now, what is peculiar to the Warramunga ceremonies just dis­
cussed is that no gesture is made whose immediate objective is to 
help or promote the rebirth of the totemic species. If we analyse the 
movements performed as if they were words pronounced, we find in 
general nothing that reveals any intention of this kind. The form this 
enactment takes can only serve to resurrect the clan's mythic past. 
But the mythology of a group is the whole set of its common beliefs. 
The traditions whose memory this mythology perpetuates are 
expressed in the way the society imagines man and the world; it is a 
morality and a cosmology, even as it is a history. The rite, then, does 
and can only serve to support the vitality of these beliefs, to prevent 
them from fading from memory-that is, in short, to revive the most 
essential elements of the collective consciousness. By this means, the 
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group periodically reanimates the feeling it has of itself and its unity; 
at the same time, the nature of individuals as social beings is re­
affirmed. The glorious memories that are revived before their eyes, 
and with which they feel allied, give them a feeling of strength and 
confidence. One is more certain of one's faith when one sees its 
relation to the distant past and the great things it has inspired. It is 
this aspect of the ceremony that makes it instructive. It acts on 
consciousness, and on this alone. If, however, people believe that it 
acts on things, that it ensures the prosperity of the species, this can 
only be a counterpart to the moral influence it exerts, which is obvi­
ously the only influence that is real. Thus the hypothesis that we 
have advanced is verified by a significant experiment, and the verifi­
cation is all the more conclusive because, as we have just established, 
there is no qualitative difference between the ritual system of the 
Warramunga and that of the Arunta. One merely brings out more 
clearly what we had already conjectured about the other. 

II 

But there are ceremonies in which this representational aspect is still 
more pronounced. 

In those just discussed, the dramatic representation was not done 
for its own sake but as a means to an entirely material end-the 
reproduction of the totemic species. But there are other dramatic 
representations that do not differ in detail from these and yet involve 
no preoccupation of this kind. The past is represented for the sole 
purpose of representing it, of engraving it more deeply in people's 
minds, without any expectation that the rite will have a specific 
influence on nature. At any rate, the physical effects sometimes 
ascribed to it are entirely secondary and unconnected to the litur­
gical importance it is given. 

This is the case with the festivals that the Warramunga celebrate 
in honour of the snake Wollunqua. 

The Wollunqua is a totem of a very particular kind. It is not a 
species of animal or plant, but a unique being: there is only one 
Wollunqua. Moreover, this being is purely mythical. The natives 
imagine it as a kind of colossal snake, so enormous that when it rises 
up on its tail, its head is lost in the clouds. [ ... ] It serves as the 
collective name and emblem of a whole group of individuals, who see 
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it as their common ancestor. [ ... ] In the times of the Alcheringa/ 
the Wollunqua travelled around every part of the country. It stopped 
in different places where it sired spirit-children, spiritual principles 
that still provide souls for those living today. [ ... ] 

Now, the Wollunqua is the object of ceremonies that are not quali­
tatively different from those we have just studied: they are drama­
tizations in which the main events of its fabulous life are repre­
sented. It is shown coming out of the ground, moving from one place 
to another; various episodes from its travels are represented, and so 
on. [. . . ] The constituent rites of this long festival are indistinguish­
able in detail from the ordinary Intichiuma of the Warramunga. [ ... ] 
On the other hand, it is an Intichiuma whose purpose cannot be to 
ensure the fertility of an animal or plant species, since the Wollunqua 
is a species unto itself and does not reproduce. It simply is, and the 
natives do not seem to think it needs a cult to preserve its being. 

Not only do these ceremonies lack the efficacy of the classic 
Intichiuma, they appear to have no material efficacy of any kind. The 
Wollunqua is not a divinity in charge of a fixed order of natural 
phenomena, and so no specific service is expected of it in exchange 
for cultic observance. It is said, of course, that if the ritual prescrip­
tions are poorly observed, the Wollunqua is angry, leaves its retreat, 
and comes to take revenge on its worshippers for their negligence. 
Conversely, when everything is done properly, people believe that all 
is well, and that some happy event will occur. But the idea of possible 
sanctions evidently came to mind after the fact, to account for the 
rite. Once the ceremony was instituted, it seemed natural that it 
should serve some purpose, and consequently that the omission of 
prescribed observances exposed the community to danger. But it was 
not instituted to prevent these mythic dangers, or to gain particular 
advantages. 

These advantages, moreover, are imagined only in the vaguest 
way. The elders, for example, announce, when everything is done, 
that the Wollunqua, if it is satisfied, will send rain. But the festival is 
not celebrated to bring rain. It is celebrated because the ancestors 
celebrated it, because people are attached to it as a venerable 
tradition, and because they leave it with an impression of moral 

' Not to complicate the terminology, we are using the Arunta word; among the 
Warramunga, this mythic period is called Wingara. 
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well-being. As for other considerations, they play only a comple­
mentary role; they can confirm the faithful in the attitude that the 
rite prescribes, but they are not the rationale for this attitude. 

So here we have a collection of ceremonies intended solely to 
awaken certain ideas and feelings, to link the present to the past, the 
individual to the collectivity. In fact, not only do these ceremonies 
serve no other ends, but the faithful themselves ask nothing more of 
them. This is new proof that the psychic state of the assembled 
group is indeed the sole solid and stable basis for what we might call 
the ritual mentality. As for beliefs that attribute this or that physical 
efficacy to the rites, they are merely accessory and contingent, since 
such beliefs can be absent without changing anything essential in 
the rite. Thus the ceremonies of the Wollunqua, even more than 
those discussed above, reveal in its nakedness-as it were-the 
fundamental function of the positive cult. 

Moreover, if we have particularly emphasized these solemnities, it 
is because of their exceptional importance. There are others, how­
ever, that have exactly the same character. For instance, among the 
Warramunga, there is a totem of 'the laughing boy'. [ ... ] The rites 
attached to this totem are indistinguishable from those devoted to 
animal and plant totems. Yet it is obvious that they could have no 
physical efficacy. They consist of a series of four ceremonies, 
repeated one after the other, which are meant solely to amuse, to 
provoke laughter through laughter-in short, to bring cheer and 
good hwnour to the group, which specializes in these moral 
dispositions. [ ... ] 

While these ritual enactments give us a better understanding of 
the nature of the cult, they also reveal an important element of 
religion: its recreational and aesthetic element. 

We have already had occasion to show that they are closely akin to 
dramatic representations. This kinship appears even more clearly in 
the ceremonies just discussed. Indeed, not only do they use the same 
methods as drama proper, but they pursue a similar goal. Alien to 
utilitarian aims, they make men forget the real world in order to 
transport them into another in which their imagination is more at 
ease; they entertain. They even have the external trappings of recre­
ation, with the participants laughing and openly enjoying them­
selves. 

Representational rites and collective recreation are, indeed, so 
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closely related that people shift from one to the other with no sense 
of discontinuity. [ ... ] Perhaps even certain representations that are 
meant only to entertain today are really former rites whose function 
has changed. In fact, the boundaries between these two kinds of 
ceremonies are so fluid that it is impossible to say with any certainty 
to which category they belong. 

It is a well-known fact that games and the major art forms seem to 
have emerged from religion, and that they long preserved a religious 
character. We can see why. The cult, while aiming directly at other 
ends, was at the same time a form of recreation. Religion did not play 
this role by chance, thanks to some fortunate coincidence, but out of 
an inherent necessity. Indeed, although religious thought is some­
thing quite different from a system of fictions, as we have estab­
lished, the realities to which it corresponds are expressed religiously 
only if they are transfigured by imagination. There is a considerable 
distance between society as it is objectively and the sacred things that 
represent it symbolically. The impressions men really felt, which 
served as raw material for this construction, had to be interpreted, 
elaborated, and transformed until they became unrecognizable. In 
its outward form, then, the world of religious things is in part an 
imaginary world, and for this reason it lends itself more readily to 
the free creations of the mind. Moreover, because the intellectual 
forces that create it are intense and tumultuous, the singular task of 
expressing the real with the help of suitable symbols is not enough to 
occupy those forces. A surplus remains generally available to engage 
in supplementary, superfluous works of luxury-that is, in works 
of art. 

Practices of this kind exist along with beliefs. The state of effer­
vescence in which the assembled worshippers find themselves is 
necessarily expressed outwardly by exuberant movements that are 
not easily subordinated to narrowly defined ends. They escape, in 
part, to no purpose, performed strictly for the pleasure of perform­
ing and delighting in something like games. Furthermore, to the 
extent that the beings to which the cult is addressed are imaginary, 
they are unfit to contain and regulate this exuberance. It requires the 
pressure of tangible and resistant realities to channel this activity 
into specific and economical adaptations. So we may miscalculate 
when we try to assign each gesture a precise purpose and a well­
defined rationale. There are some that serve no purpose at all;* they 
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answer simply to the worshippers' feeling that they need to act, to 
move, to gesticulate. They may leap, turn, dance, shout, and sing, 
and this agitation may have no discernible meaning. 

Thus religion would not be religion if it did not make some place 
for the free combinations of thought and activity, for play, for art, for 
all those things that renew the spirit worn down by the constraints of 
daily labour; the very causes that called religion into existence make 
it a necessity. Art is not simply an external ornament donned by the 
cult to conceal its excessively harsh and austere side; rather the cult 
has an aesthetic aspect in itself. Due to the well-known relationship 
between mythology and poetry, people sometimes wanted to place 
mythology outside religion;' the truth is that there is poetry inherent 
in all religion. The representational ceremonies just studied make 
this aspect of religious life palpable, but there are almost no rites that 
do not express it to some extent. 

To be sure, it would be a grave error to see only that aspect of 
religion or to exaggerate its importance. When a rite functions only 
as entertainment, it is no longer a rite. The moral forces that 
religious symbols express are real forces to be reckoned with, and we 
cannot simply do as we please with them. Although the purpose of 
the cult is not to produce physical effects but is deliberately confined 
to acting on minds, its influence is directed differently from that of a 
pure work of art. The representations it awakens and sustains in us 
are not vain images that correspond to nothing in reality, evoked to 
no purpose but simply for the satisfaction of seeing them appear and 
combine before our eyes. They are as necessary to the proper func­
tioning of our moral life as food is to sustain our physical life. For it 
is through them that the group affirms and maintains itself, and we 
know how indispensable it is to the individual. A rite is therefore 
something other than a game; it belongs to the serious side of life. 

But if the unreal and imaginary element is not essential, it none 
the less plays a role that is far from trivial. It enters into that feeling 
of comfort that the worshipper takes away from the completed rite; 
for recreation is one of the forms of this moral rebuilding that is the 
chief purpose of the positive cult. Once we are acquitted of our ritual 
duties, we re-enter profane life with more courage and enthusiasm, 
not only because we have put ourselves in touch with a higher source 

' See above, pp. 71-z. 
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of energy, but also because our forces have been reinvigorated by 
living briefly a life that is more relaxed, more free and easy. In this 
way, religion has a charm that is not the least of its attractions. 

That is why the very idea of a religious ceremony of some import­
ance naturally awakens the idea of festival. Conversely, every festival, 
even one purely secular in origin, has certain features of the religious 
ceremony, for it always has the effect of bringing individuals 
together, setting the masses in motion, and so inducing that state of 
effervescence, sometimes even delirium, that is not unrelated to the 
religious state. Man is transported outside himself, distracted from 
his ordinary occupations and preoccupations. And we observe the 
same displays in both cases: cries, songs, music, violent movements, 
dances, the search for stimulants that increase vitality, and so on. It 
has often been observed that popular festivals lead to excess, blur the 
boundaries between licit and illicit. Religious ceremonies also define 
a need to violate rules that are usually among the most highly 
respected. This is certainly not because there is no difference 
between the two forms of public activity. Simple rejoicing, the pro­
fane corroboree, has no serious purpose, whereas a ritual ceremony 
taken as a whole has a serious goal. Yet it must be observed that there 
is no rejoicing in which the serious side of life has no echo. Basically, 
the difference lies rather in the unequal proportions in which these 
two elements are combined. 

III 

A more general fact confirms the preceding views. In their first work, 
Spencer and Gillen presented the Intichiuma as a perfectly defined 
ritual entity: they spoke about it as an operation exclusively meant to 
ensure the reproduction of the totemic species, and it seemed to lose 
any kind of meaning outside this single function. But in their North­
ern Tribes of Central Australia, the same authors, perhaps without 
realizing it, use a different language. They recognize that the same 
ceremonies can just as well take place in the Intichiuma proper or in 
the rites of initiation. Therefore, they serve equally to make animals 
and plants of the totemic species, or to confer on novices the qual­
ities necessary for them to become regular members of the society of 
men. From this point of view, the Intichiuma can be seen in a new 
light. It is no longer a distinct ritual mechanism, based on principles 
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intrinsic to it, but a particular application of more general cere­
monies that can be utilized for very different ends. [. . . ] 

Hubert and Mauss have already indicated a functional ambiguity 
of the same kind in the case of sacrifice, especially Hindu sacrifice.' 
They have shown how the sacrifices of communion, expiation, vow, 
and contract were merely simple variants of one and the same mech­
anism. We now see that the fact is much more primitive, and that it is 
in no way limited to the institution of sacrifice. Perhaps no rite exists 
that does not display a similar indeterminacy. The mass is said for 
marriages as well as for burials; it redeems the sins of the dead, it 
ensures the living the favours of the divinity, and so on. Fasting is an 
expiation and a penance; but it is also a preparation for communion; 
it even confers positive virtues. This ambiguity demonstrates that 
the real function of a rite consists, not in the particular and well­
defined effects it seems meant to achieve and by which it is usually 
characterized, but in a general action that, while remaining always 
and everywhere the same, is yet capable of taking different forms 
according to the circumstances. 

The theory we have proposed assumes precisely this. If the true 
role of the cult is to awaken a certain state of soul in the faithful that 
consists of moral force and confidence, and if the disparate effects 
ascribed to the rites are due only to a secondary and variable 
determination of this fundamental state, then it is not surprising that 
the same rite, while preserving the same contents and the same 
structure, seems to produce multiple effects. For the mental disposi­
tions it serves to bring about remain the same in all cases and depend 
on the fact that the group is assembled, not on the special reasons for 
which it assembled. On the other hand, these are interpreted differ­
ently according to the circumstances to which they are applied. Do 
people want to obtain a physical result? The experienced confidence 
enhances the belief that this result is or will be obtained by the 
means employed. Has someone committed a sin he wants to efface? 
The same state of moral assurance will lend the same ritual gestures 
expiatory powers. Thus, the apparent efficacy will seem to change, 
while the real efficacy remains invariable, and the rite will seem to 
fulfil disparate functions, although in fact it has only one, which is 
always the same. 

' Hubert and Mauss, 'Essai sur la nature et fonction du sacrifice', 83. 
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Conversely, just as a single rite can serve several ends, several rites 
can produce the same effect and are mutually interchangeable. In 
order to ensure the reproduction of the totemic species, one can turn 
equally to offerings, practical initiatives, or commemorative repre­
sentations. This capacity of rites to substitute for one another dem­
onstrates once again, as does their plasticity, the extreme generality 
of the useful influence they exert. The essential thing is that indi­
viduals should be reunited, that common feelings should be re­
experienced and expressed by common acts. As to the particular 
nature of these feelings and acts, that is something relatively second­
ary and contingent. To become conscious of itself, the group does 
not need to produce these particular gestures rather than those. It 
must commune through the same thought and the same action; but 
the kinds of thought or action in which this communion takes place 
are of little importance. Of course, these external forms are not 
determined by chance; they have their reasons; but these reasons are 
not essential to the cult. 

All this leads us back to the same idea: that rites are, above all, the 
means by which the social group periodically reaffirms itsel£ And in 
this way perhaps we can manage to reconstruct hypothetically the 
way the totemic cult must have first arisen. Some men, who felt 
united in part by blood ties but even more by a community of inter­
ests and traditions, gathered and took stock of their moral unity. For 
the reasons we have proposed, they were led to imagine this unity 
in the form of a special kind of consubstantiality: they thought of 
themselves as participating in the nature of a specific animal. For 
them, under these conditions, there was only one way of affirming 
their collective existence, and that was to affirm themselves as ani­
mals of this same species, not only in the silence of consciousness but 
through physical acts. It was these acts that constituted the cult, and 
clearly they must have consisted of movements imitating the animal 
with whom man identified. So understood, imitative rites seem to be 
the first form of the cult. Some will find that this is attributing a 
rather major historical role to practices that at first glance resemble 
childish games. But as we have shown, these naive and clumsy ges­
tures, these crude methods of representation, express and support a 
feeling of pride, confidence, and veneration quite comparable to that 
expressed by the faithful of the most idealist religions, who proclaim 
themselves the children of the almighty god. In both cases, this 
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feeling issues from the same impressions of security and respect 
aroused in individual consciousness by the great moral force that 
dominates and sustains them: the collective force. 

Very likely, all the other rites we have examined are merely modal­
ities of this essential rite. Once the close solidarity of animal and man 
was accepted, people felt the urgent necessity of ensuring the regular 
reproduction of the totemic species, and they made this reproduc­
tion the chief object of the cult. Those imitative practices, which had 
originally, perhaps, only a moral purpose, were thus subordinated to 
a utilitarian and material end, and were conceived as the means to 
produce the desired result. But with the development of the myth­
ology that first confused the ancestral hero with the totemic animal, 
the ancestor became a more distinct and more personal figure; imita­
tion of the ancestor was substituted for imitation of the animal or 
juxtaposed with it, and representational ceremonies replaced or sup­
plemented mimetic rites. Finally, to be sure of reaching his goal, man 
felt the need to employ all the means at his disposal. He had at hand 
reserves of life-energy that had accumulated in the sacred rocks, and 
so he used these; since man's blood was of the same nature as that of 
the animal, he used it to the same purpose, and shed it. Conversely, 
because of this kinship, man used the flesh of the animal to renew his 
own substance. Hence the rites of oblation and communion. All in 
all, however, these diverse practices are merely variants of one and 
the same theme: fundamentally, we encounter everywhere the same 
state of mind interpreted differently according to the situations, 
historical moments, and inclinations of the faithful. 



CHAPTER 5 

PIACULAR RITES AND THE 
AMBIGUITY OF THE NOTION OF THE SACRED 

As different as the gestures they involve may be, the various posi­
tive rites we have just reviewed have a common character: they are 
all performed in a state of confidence, alacrity, and even enthusi­
asm. Although the expectation of a future and contingent event is 
not free from uncertainty, it is none the less normal for the rain to 
fall at the proper season, for the animal and plant species to repro­
duce themselves regularly. An experience, once repeated, has dem­
onstrated that in principle the rites produce the hoped-for effect, 
and this is their rationale. People celebrate them with security, 
enjoying in advance the happy event they promote and announce. 
The movements executed contribute to this state of mind. Of 
course they are marked by the seriousness that always attends 
a religious ritual, but this seriousness excludes neither animation 
nor joy. 

These are joyous festivals. But there are also sad festivals, whose 
purpose is either to cope with a catastrophe or quite simply to 
recall and deplore it. These rites take a particular form, which we 
shall try to characterize and explain. Since they reveal to us a new 
aspect of religious life, it is even more crucial to examine them 
separately. 

We propose to call ceremonies of this kind 'piacular'. * The term 
piaculum, while suggesting the idea of expiation, has the advantage of 
a much more extended meaning. Any misfortune, anything that is a 
bad omen, anything that inspires feelings of anguish or fear necessi­
tates a piaculum and is consequently called piacular.' Therefore, the 
word seems appropriate to designate rites that are celebrated in 
worry or sadness. 

' 'Piacularia auspicia appeUabant quae sacrificantibus tristia portendebant' (Paul ex. 
Fest., p. 244, ed. Muller). The word piatulum is even used as synonymous with mis­
fortune. 'Vetonica herba', says Pliny the Elder, 'tantum gloriae habet ut dam.us in qua 
sata sit tuta existimetur a piaculis omnibus' (Natval History 25. 8. 46). 
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I 

Mourning offers us a first and important example of piacular rites. 
However, it is necessary to distinguish between the different rites of 
mourning. There are some that consist of pure abstentions: it is 
forbidden to pronounce the name of the dead, to linger in the place 
where the death took place; relatives, especially those of the female 
sex, must abstain from all communication with strangers; the ordin­
ary occupations of life are suspended, as they are during festivals, 
and so on. All these practices belong to the negative cult and are 
explained as rites of that kind, so they do not concern us here. They 
arise from the fact that the dead person is a sacred being. Hence, 
everything that is or was connected to the deceased is, by contagion, 
in a religious state that excludes all contact with the things of pro­
fane life. 

But mourning is not made up exclusively of the observance of 
prohibitions. Positive acts are required for which the relatives are 
both the agents and the sufferers. 

Often, these rites begin the moment when death seems imminent. 
Here is a scene Spencer and Gillen witnessed among the War­
ramunga. A totemic ceremony had just been celebrated, and the 
troop of actors and spectators were leaving the consecrated ground, 
when suddenly a piercing cry rose from the camp: a man was dying. 
Instantly, the entire company began to run as quickly as possible, and 
most of them, while running, began to cry out. 'Between us and the 
camp', these observers recount 

there was a deep stream on whose banks sat several men; scattered here 
and there, heads down between their knees, they cried and lamented. 

As we crossed the stream, we found the camp broken up, as required by 
custom. Some of the women, who had come from all directions, lay upon 
the body of the dying man; others stood or knelt all around it, pushing the 
points of their digging sticks into the tops of their heads, thereby causing 
wounds from which the blood ran down over their faces. They kept up a 
continuous wailing all the while. 

At this juncture, some men run up to the body, throwing themselves 
down upon it as the women get up; after a few moments, nothing is visible 
but a writhing mass of interlaced bodies. To one side, seated with their 
backs to the dying man, and still dressed in their ceremonial decorations, 
three men of the Thapungarti class let out piercing cries. After a minute 
or two, another man of the same class rushes onto the scene, screaming 
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with pain and brandishing a stone knife. As soon as he reaches the camp, 
he makes such deep incisions across his thighs, into the muscles, that, 
unable to hold himself up, he finally falls on the ground in the midst of a 
group; two or three of his female relatives pull him away and apply their 
lips to his gaping wounds while he lies senseless. 

The sick man died only later that evening. As soon as he had 
breathed his last, the same scene began all over again; only this time, 
the screams were even more piercing. Caught in a kind of frenzy, 
men and women ran around in an agitated way, wounding them­
selves with knives and pointed sticks. The women struck each other 
without trying to fend off the blows. Finally, after an hour, a torch­
light procession set off toward the plain, to the tree in whose 
branches the body was placed.' 

Despite the violence of these demonstrations, they are strictly 
governed by etiquette. The individuals who inflict the bloody inci­
sions on themselves are designated by custom: they must be related 
to the dead person in a particular way. Among the Warramunga, in 
the case observed by Spencer and Gillen, those who slashed their 
thighs were the maternal grandfather of the deceased, his maternal 
uncle, and his wife's maternal uncle and brother. Others are required 
to cut their whiskers and hair, and then to cover their shorn heads 
with pipe clay. The women have particularly severe obligations. 
They must cut their hair and cover their whole bodies with pipe clay; 
what is more, an absolute silence is imposed on them for their entire 
mourning period, which can last up to two years. Because of this 
prohibition, it is not rare among the Warramunga for all the women 
of a camp to be condemned to the most complete silence. They 
become so accustomed to it that even after the mourning period 
expires, they voluntarily renounce spoken language, and prefer to 
use a sign language, which they employ with remarkable facility. 
Spencer and Gillen knew an old woman who had not spoken for 
more than twenty-four years.2 

The ceremony we have described inaugurates a long series of rites 

' Northern Tribes, 516--17. 
• Ibid. This prohibition on speaking, which is peculiar to wumen, while it 

consists of a simple abstention, has all the trademarks of a piaculai rite. It is a way of 
inconveniencing oneself. This is why we mention it here. Fasting can also constitute a 
piaculai rite, depending on the circumstances, or an ascetic rite. It all depends on the 
conditions in which it takes place and its purpose (on the di1ference between these two 

kinds of rites, see below, p. 295). 
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that unfold, one after the other, over a period of weeks and months. 
It is repeated on the following days in various forms. Groups of men 
and women sit on the ground, crying, lamenting, and embracing at 
specified times. These ritual embraces are frequently repeated dur­
ing the mourning period. It seems the individuals feel the need to 
draw near and commune more closely; they can be seen pressed 
against one another and intertwined to form a single mass emitting 
loud groans. Meanwhile, the women again begin to lacerate their 
heads and aggravate their wounds, even using the points of sticks 
heated in the fire. 

These kinds of practices are common throughout Australia. 
Funeral rites-the ritual care given to the corpse, the way it is bur­
ied, etc. -change from tribe to tribe, and in the same tribe they vary 
with an individual's age, sex, and social status. But the mourning 
ceremonies proper reproduce the same theme everywhere and vary 
only in detail. Everywhere there is the same silence punctuated by 
groans, the same obligation to cut the hair or beard, to cover the 
head with pipe clay or ashes, indeed even excrement. Everywhere 
there is the same frenzy for self-inflicted beatings, lacerations, 
and burnings. [. . . ] 

According to a narrative by Brough Smyth, this is what happens 
in the southern tribes of the same state.* Once the body is lowered 
into the grave, 

the widow begins her funeral observances. She shears off the hair above 
her forehead, and, reaching outright frenzy, takes hold of red-hot sticks 
and applies them to her chest, arms, legs, and thighs. She seems to enjoy 
the tortures she inflicts on herself. It would be rash and, besides, useless to 
try to stop her. When she is so exhausted that she can no longer walk, she 
goes on trying to kick the ashes of the fire and throw them in all directions. 
Having fallen on the ground, she takes ashes into her hands and rubs her 
wounds with them; then she scratches her face (the only part of her body 
that the sticks passed through the fire have not touched). The blood that 
flows mingles with the ashes that cover her wounds and, still scraping 
herself, she laments and cries out.' 

[ ... ] 
Sadness is not the only feeling expressed in the course of these 

ceremonies; generally a kind of anger is present as well. The relatives 

' Robert Brough Smyth, The Aborigines of V1etoria (Melbourne: J. Ferres, 1878}, 
i. 104. 
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need in some way to avenge the death that has occurred. They are 
seen to assault one another in an attempt to wound. Sometimes the 
attack is real, sometimes it is faked. There are even cases in which 
bouts of single combat are regularly organized. Among the Kai­
tish, the deceased's hair belongs by right to his son-in-law. And he 
must go, accompanied by a troop of relatives and friends, to chal­
lenge one of his tribal brothers, that is, a man who belongs to the 
same matrimonial class as he, and who as such might also have 
married the dead man's daughter. The challenge cannot be 
refused, and the two combatants inflict serious wounds on each 
other's shoulders and thighs. Once the duel is over, the challenger 
gives his adversary the hair he had provisionally inherited. This 
man then goes off, in turn, to challenge and fight another of his 
tribal brothers to whom the precious relic is transmitted, but 
always provisionally. In this way it passes from hand to hand and 
circulates from group to group. Moreover, some of these same 
feelings enter into the kind of rage each relative experiences as he 
beats, burns, or slashes himself. Pain that reaches such intensity 
cannot be without anger. 

The resemblance of these practices to the vendetta is quite strik­
ing. Both issue from the same principle: death calls for the shedding 
of blood. The difference is that in one case the victims are relatives, 
and in the other they are strangers. We need not deal specifically 
with the vendetta, which belongs rather to the study of juridical 
institutions; yet it is appropriate to show how it is connected to the 
rites of mourning, whose end it heralds. 

In some societies, mourning concludes with a ceremony whose 
effervescence reaches or even surpasses that of the inaugural cere­
monies. Among the Arunta, this rite of closure is called Urpmil­
chima. Spencer and Gillen have witnessed two of these rites. One was 
celebrated in honour of a man, the other of a woman. Here is their 
description of the woman's ceremony.' 

They begin by making ornaments of a very particular kind, called 
Chimurilia by the men and Aramurilia by the women. Small animal 
bones that were previously collected are fixed with a kind of resin to 
the locks of hair provided by the relatives of the dead woman. They 
attach these pendants to one of those headbands commonly worn by 

• Native Tribes, 508-10. 
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the women, adding to it white cockatoo and parrot feathers. Once 
these preparations are completed, the women gather in their camp. 
They paint their bodies with different colours, according to their 
degree ofkinship with the deceased. After holding one another in an 
embrace for ten minutes or so, wailing without let-up, they begin 
walking toward the tomb. At a certain distance, they meet the dead 
woman's blood brother, accompanied by several of his tribal 
brothers. Everyone sits on the ground and lamentations begin once 
again. A pitchi1 that contains the Chimurilia is then presented to the 
elder brother, who presses it against his stomach; it is said to be a 
way of easing his pain. They take out one of these Chimurilia, and 
the mother of the dead woman puts it on her head for a few 
moments; then it is returned to the pitchi, which the other men take 
turns pressing against their chests. Finally, the brother puts the 
Chimurilia on the head of two elder sisters, and everyone continues 
on their way to the tomb. En route, the mother throws herself 
repeatedly on the ground, trying to slash her head with a pointed 
stick. Each time the other women lift her up and seem concerned 
with trying to stop her from hurting herself. Once they arrive at the 
tomb, she throws herself on the mound, determined to destroy it 
with her hands, while the other women literally dance on top of her. 
The tribal mothers and aunts (the sisters of the dead woman's 
father) follow her example; they too throw themselves on the 
ground, beating and tearing at one another, and their bodies finally 
stream with blood. After a certain time, they are pulled away. The 
elder sisters then make a hole in the earth of the tomb where they 
put the Chimurilia, now in pieces. Once more, the tribal mothers 
throw themselves on the ground and slash each other's heads. At this 
moment, 'the crying and wailing of the women who had remained 
all around seemed to rouse them to the ultimate degree of excite­
ment. The blood that flowed the length of their bodies, over the pipe 
clay with which they were covered, gave them the appearance of 
ghosts. At the end, the old mother remained alone lying on the tomb, 
completely exhausted and groaning feebly.' Then the others lift her 
up and remove the pipe clay with which she is covered. This is the 
end of the ceremony and of the mourning. [ ... ] 

' A small wooden vessel mentioned above, p. 247. 



The Elementary Forms of Religious Life 295 

II 

These rites belong to a type very different from those we have previ­
ously described. This is not to say that there are no important simi­
larities between them that should be noted; but the differences are 
perhaps more obvious. Instead of joyful dances, songs, dramatic per­
formances that amuse and relax the mind, there is weeping and 
wailing, in short the most varied displays of anguished sorrow and a 
kind of mutual pity that dominates the scene. To be sure, in the 
course of the Intichiuma blood is also shed; but these are offerings 
made in a gesture of pious enthusiasm. If the gestures are similar, the 
feelings they express are different and even opposite. Likewise, 
ascetic rites certainly involve privations, abstinences, and mutila­
tions, but these must be borne with a sort of impassive firmness and 
a kind of serenity. Here, by contrast, despondency, cries, and tears 
are the rule. The ascetic tortures himself to prove to himself and to 
his peers that he is above suffering. In mourning, self-inflicted 
wounds are made to prove that one is suffering. We recognize in 
these signs the characteristic features of piacular rites. 

How should these rites be explained? 
One initial fact is constant: mourning is not the spontaneous 

expression of individual emotions. If the relatives weep, lament, and 
beat each other and themselves, it is not because they feel personally 
touched by the death of their kinsman. No doubt it may happen, in 
particular cases, that the sorrow expressed is sincerely felt. But more 
generally, there is no connection between the feelings experienced 
and the gestures performed by the actors of the rite.* If, at the very 
moment when the mourners seem most overcome by pain, you speak 
to them about some secular interest of theirs, it often happens that 
they instantly change their expression and tone, take on a cheerful 
air, and talk with all the gaiety in the world. Mourning is not a 
natural impulse of the private sensibility bruised by a cruel loss; it is 
a duty imposed by the group. They lament, not simply because they 
are sad, but because they are obliged to lament. This is a ritual 
attitude they are compelled to adopt out of respect for custom, but 
which is in large measure independent of the affective state of indi­
viduals. Moreover, this obligation is sanctioned by mythic or social 
punishments. For example, they believe that when a relative does not 
mourn as he should, the soul of the dead person dogs his steps and 
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kills him. In other cases, the society does not leave it to religious 
forces to punish the negligent parties; it intervenes to check the 
ritual lapses. If a son-in-law does not perform the funerary duties 
owed to his father-in-law, ifhe does not cut himself in the prescribed 
way, his tribal fathers-in-law reclaim his wife and give her to some­
one else. To comply with custom, they sometimes force tears to flow 
by artificial means. 

Where does this obligation come from? 
Ethnographers and sociologists have generally been satisfied with 

the answer that the natives themselves give to this question. They 
say that the dead person wants to be wept for, that by refusing him 
his rightful tribute of regrets, they off end him, and that the only way 
of preventing his anger is to abide by his wishes. 

But this mythological explanation merely modifies the terms of 
the problem without resolving it, since we still need to know why the 
dead make an imperative claim to mourning. [. . . ] It is far from true 
that the desire to survive in the memory of those who live on should 
be considered the origin of mourning. Rather, we begin to wonder 
if it was not mourning itself that, once established, might have 
awakened the idea and the taste for posthumous regrets. 

The classic interpretation seems even more untenable when we 
know what primitive mourning is. It consists not simply of pious 
regrets accorded to one who no longer exists, but of harsh abstinence 
and cruel sacrifice. The rite requires not only that the mourner think 
of the deceased with melancholy, but that he inflict brutal beatings, 
lacerations, and burns on himsel( We have even seen that people in 
mourning set about torturing themselves with such abandon that 
sometimes they do not survive their wounds. What reason would the 
dead person have to impose these tortures?[ ... ] 

The mythic explanation expresses the native's idea of the rite, but 
not the rite itsel( We can therefore put it aside in order to discover 
the reality it expresses but distorts. If mourning differs from other 
forms of the positive cult, there is one way in which they are similar: 
it, too, consists of collective ceremonies that bring about a state of 
effervescence among the participants. The feelings of overexcite­
ment are different, but the overexcitement is the same. It is therefore 
a safe assumption that the explanation of joyful rites can be applied 
to sorrowful rites, provided the terms are transposed. 

When an individual dies, the family group to which he belongs 
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feels diminished, and in order to react against this diminishment, it 
assembles. A common misfortune has the same effects as the arrival 
of a happy event: it awakens collective feelings that impel individuals 
to seek each other out and come together. We have even seen this 
need affirmed with special energy-people kiss, embrace, and press 
against one another as much as possible. But the emotional state in 
which the group finds itself reflects the immediate circumstances. 
Not only do the relatives most directly affected bring their personal 
pain to the gathering, but society exerts a moral pressure on its 
members to put their feelings in harmony with the situation. To 
allow them to remain indifferent to the blow that strikes and dimin­
ishes them would be to proclaim that society does not hold its right­
ful place in their hearts, and this would be to deny itsel£ A family 
that tolerates a death among its members without weeping bears 
witness that it lacks moral unity and cohesion: it abdicates, it 
renounces its being. 

For his part, when the individual is firmly attached to the society 
to which he belongs, he feels morally compelled to share its joys and 
sorrows; to remain a disinterested observer would be to break the ties 
that bind him to the collectivity, to give up wanting the collectivity, 
and to contradict himse1£ If the Christian fasts and mortifies himself 
during the commemorative festivals of the Passion, and the Jew does 
so on the anniversary of the fall of Jerusalem, it is not to give vent to 
a spontaneously experienced sadness. In these circumstances, the 
inner state of the believer is not comparable to the harsh abstinence 
to which he submits. If he is sad, it is above all because he is con­
strained to be sad, and he constrains himself to affirm his faith. The 
Australian's attitude during mourning is explained in the same way. 
If he weeps and wails, it is not simply to express an individual grief, 
but to fulfil a duty to the feeling that the surrounding society does 
not fail to remind him of in the event. 

We know from other sources how human feelings are intensified 
when they are affirmed collectively. Sadness, like joy, is exalted and 
amplified by its reverberation from consciousness to consciousness, 
and is then expressed outwardly in the form of exuberant and violent 
movements. This is no longer the joyful agitation we were observing 
earlier; these are cries, shouts of pain. Each person is led along by all 
the others, and the result is something like a panic of sadness. When 
pain reaches such a degree of intensity, it is mingled with a kind of 
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anger and exasperation. One feels the need to break and destroy 
something, and this is taken out on oneself or on others. One beats, 
wounds, and burns oneself, or one throws oneself on someone else to 
beat, wound, and burn him instead. So the custom during mourning 
of indulging in veritable orgies of torture is established. It seems to 
us very likely that the vendetta and head hunting have the same 
origin. If every death is attributed to some magic spell, and for that 
reason people believe that the deceased must be avenged, this is 
because they feel the need to find a victim on whom to discharge the 
collective pain and anger at any price. Naturally, this victim is sought 
outside the group, for a stranger is a subject minoris resistentiae. * 
Since he is not protected by the feelings of sympathy attached to a 
relative or neighbour, there is nothing in him that repels and neutral­
izes the bad and destructive feelings that death has aroused. This is 
no doubt the same reason why the woman, more often than the man, 
serves as the passive object of the cruellest rites of mourning. 
Because she has a lower social value, she is more promptly singled 
out as a scapegoat. 

We see that this explanation of mourning entirely leaves out the 
notion of soul or spirit. The only forces that are really in play are of 
an utterly impersonal nature: the emotions aroused in the group by 
the death of one of its members. But the primitive is unaware of the 
psychic mechanism that generates all these practices. So when he 
tries to account for them, he is obliged to construct a very different 
explanation. All he knows is that he is compelled to mortify himself 
painfully. Since every obligation awakens the idea of a will to oblige, 
he searches around him for the source of the constraint to which he 
submits. Now, there is a moral power whose reality seems certain to 
him, and which seems marked out for this role: that is the soul set 
free by death. For what party could be more interested in the reper­
cussions of its own death on the living? Therefore, he imagines that 
if the survivors inflict upon themselves such an unnatural treatment, 
this is to conform to the soul's demands. Thus the idea of soul must 
have intervened after the fact in the mythology of mourning. On the 
other hand, since it is endowed with such inhuman demands, it must 
indeed be assumed that in leaving the body it animated, it shed all 
human feeling. This explains the metamorphosis that turns yester­
day's relative into a dreaded enemy. This transformation is not the 
source of mourning, but rather its consequence. It translates the 
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change tha.t has come about in the affective state of the group: they 
do not weep for the deceased because they fear him; they fear him 
because they weep for him. 

But this change in emotional state can be only temporary, for the 
ceremonies of mourning both issue from it and bring it to a close. 
They gradually neutralize the very causes that engendered them. 
The origin of mourning is the impression of diminishment that the 
group feels when it loses one of its members. But this very impres­
sion has the effect of bringing individuals together, putting them 
into closer contact, making them participate in the same state of the 
soul. And all this releases a sensation of comfort that compensates 
for the initial diminishment. They weep together because they value 
one another and because the collectivity, despite this blow; is not 
damaged. Of course, in this instance they share only sad emotions; 
but to commune in sadness is still to commune, and every com­
munion of consciousness, of whatever kind, increases the social vital­
ity. And the exceptional violence of the displays by which communal 
pain is necessarily and compulsorily expressed attests to the fact that 
at this moment, society is even more vigorous and active than ever. 
In fact, when social feeling is painfully bruised, it reacts with more 
force than usual: we never value our family as much as when it has 
just been tested. This surge of energy effaces all the more completely 
the disabling effects that originally occur, and the sensation of cold 
tha.t death always brings in its wake. The group feels its strength 
gradually return; it begins to hope and to live again. Mourning is left 
behind, thanks to mourning itself. But since the idea of the soul 
reflects the moral state of society, this idea must change when that 
state changes. During the period of dejection and anguish, people 
imagined the soul in the guise of an evil being, bent on persecuting 
men. Now that they feel their confidence and safety renewed, they 
must admit that the soul has recovered its original nature and its 
original feelings of tenderness and solidarity. This can explain the 
very different way it is conceived at different moments of its 
existence. 

Not only do mourning rites determine some of the secondary 
characteristics ascribed to the soul, but the idea tha.t the soul survives 
the body is probably not alien to them. In order to understand the 
practices to which he submits upon the death of a relative, man is 
obliged to believe that these practices must matter to the deceased. 
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The shedding of blood that is so widely practised during mourning 
is actually a sacrifice offered to the dead. This is surely because 
something of the dead person survives; and since it is not the body, 
which is clearly lifeless and decomposing, it can only be the soul. Of 
course, it is impossible to say with precision what part these con­
siderations played in the genesis of the idea of survival. But it is 
probable that the influence of the cult here was the same as it was in 
other instances. Rites are more easily explained when one imagines 
that they are addressed to personal beings. Therefore men have been 
inclined to extend the influence of mythic personalities in religious 
life. To account for mourning, they have prolonged the existence of 
the soul beyond the grave. This is a new example of the way that 
rites influence beliefs. 

III 

But death is not the only event that might disturb a community. 
There are many other occasions for sadness and anguish among men, 
and consequently we can imagine that even the Australians know and 
practise piacular rites other than mourning. Yet it is noteworthy that 
only a small number of examples are found in the accounts of 
observers. 

One rite of this sort closely resembles those just examined. We 
recall that among the Arunta, each local group attributes exception­
ally important powers to its collection of churingas: it is a collective 
palladium, whose fate is thought to be linked to that of the collectivity. 
And when enemies or whites manage to steal one of these religious 
treasures, this loss is considered a public calamity. Now this mis­
fortune is the occasion of a rite that has all the features of mourning: 
people cover their bodies with white pipe clay and remain in camp for 
two weeks weeping and wailing. This is new proof that mourning is 
determined not by the way the soul of the dead is imagined but by 
impersonal causes, by the moral state of the group. [ ... ] 

Another circumstance that calls for ceremonies of the same kind is 
the society's distress following an inadequate harvest. [. . . ] The suf­
ferings the natives inflict on themselves in order to appease malevo­
lent forces sometimes leave them in such a state of fatigue that they 
are incapable of going hunting for many days. 

These practices are employed especially to combat drought, for 
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the general scarcity is due to a lack of water. To remedy this ill, they 
have recourse to violent means. One that is frequently used is the 
extraction of a tooth. Among the Kaitish, for example, an indi­
vidual's incisor is pulled and hung on a tree. Among the Dieri, the 
idea of rain is closely associated with that of bloody incisions, which 
are made in the skin of the chest and arms. [ ... ] 

Under the influence of these ideas, mutila.tions or shedding blood 
are sometimes considered an effective way of curing illnesses. 
Among the Dieri, when a child has an accident, his rela.tives inflict 
blows on their own heads with either a stick or a boomerang, until 
the blood flows over their face. They believe that by this means they 
are alleviating the child's condition.' [ ... ] The main thing is always 
to deflect an evil or expiate a misdeed by extraordinary ritual acts. 

[ ... ] If the only piacular rites that have been discovered, apart 
from mourning, are so few in number, this is most likely because 
they are not central to the cult. The fact that rites expressing painful 
emotions are rela.tively rare suggests that primitive religions are 
hardly the offspring of anguish and fear. This is probably because, 
although the Australian leads a wretched existence compared to that 
of more civilized peoples, he makes so few demands of life that he is 
content with very little. He requires only that nature follow its nor­
mal course, that the seasons follow one another in a regular fashion, 
that the rain fall at the right time, in abundance but not excessively. 
And great disturbances in the cosmic order are always exceptional. It 
was noteworthy that most of the regular piacular rites reported above 
were observed in the tribes of central Australia, where droughts are 
frequent and constitute real disasters. Granted, it is still surprising 
that piacular rites especially meant to expiate sin seem almost 
entirely absent. Yet the Australian, like every man, commits ritual 
sins that he would like to redeem; so we wonder if the silence of texts 
on this point is not due to the inadequacy of observation. 

Yet, although the number of facts we have been able to collect are 
few, they are none the less instructive. 

' S. Gason, 'The Dieyerie Tribe', in Edward Micklethwaite Curr, The Australian 
Race: Its Origin, Languages, Customs, Place of Landing in Australia, and the Routes by 
Which it Spread Itself over That Continent (Melbourne: J. Ferres, I 886--7), ii. 61). The 
same method is employed to expiate ridicule. When, through clumsiness or otherwise, a 
person has provoked the laughter of onlookers, he asks one of them to hit him on the 
head until the blood flows. At this moment, things are set to rights and the person who 
was mocked participates himself in the amusement of those around him (ibid. 70). 
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When we study piacular rites in the more advanced religions, in 
which religious forces are individualized, they seem to be closely 
allied to anthropomorphic conceptions. If the worshipper imposes 
privations on himself and subjects himself to maltreatment, this is to 
disarm the malevolence he ascribes to some of the sacred beings on 
which he believes he depends. In order to appease their hatred or 
their anger, he anticipates their demands; he beats himself so as not 
to be beaten by them. Therefore it seems that these practices could 
emerge only when gods and spirits were conceived as moral person­
alities capable of passions analogous to those of human beings. For 
this reason, Robertson Smith thought he could trace expiatory sacri­
fices and sacrificial offerings to a relatively recent date. According to 
him, the shedding of blood that characterizes these rites was at first 
simply a communion process: man spilled his blood on the altar in 
order to strengthen the ties that bind him to his god. The rite would 
have taken on a piacular and penal character only when its first 
meaning was forgotten and the new idea of sacred beings allowed 
people to ascribe another function to it.' 

But since piacular rites are encountered in Australian societies, it 
is impossible to assign them such a late origin. Moreover, all those we 
have just observed, except one, are independent of any anthropo­
morphic conception: there are no gods or spirits. Abstinence and the 
shedding of blood stop scarcity and cure illnesses on their own, 
directly. No spiritual being mediates between the rite and the effects 
it is thought to produce. Mythic personalities therefore intervened 
only later. Once the ritual mechanism was established, they func­
tioned to make it easier to imagine, but they are not necessary to its 
existence. The rite was instituted for other reasons and owes its 
efficacy to another cause. 

It acts through the collective forces it sets in motion. Does a 
misfortune seem about to threaten the collectivity? People come 
together, as they do during mourning, and of course a feeling of 
worry and anguish prevails in the assembled group. The sharing of 
these feelings has, as always, the effect of intensifying them. In being 
affirmed, the feelings are exalted, inflamed, and reach a degree of 
violence that is translated by the corresponding violence of the ges­
tures that express them. As with the death of a close relative, people 

' Robertson Smith, Lettures on the Religion of the Semites, lecture XI. 
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shriek and become carried away, feeling the need to tear and destroy; 
it is to satisfy this need that they beat and wound themselves, making 
blood flow. When emotions are so vivid, they may well be painful but 
they are not depressing. On the contrary, they indicate a state of 
effervescence that suggests a mobilization of all our active forces and 
even an influx of external energies. It matters little that this exalt­
ation was provoked by a sad event, it is no less real and does not 
differ in detail from the exaltation observed in joyous festivals. 
Sometimes it even manifests itself through the same sorts of 
movements.'[ ... ] 

Just by being collective, these ceremonies raise the vital tone of the 
group. Now, when people feel the life within them-whether in the 
form of painful irritation or joyous enthusiasm-they do not think 
of death; thus they are reassured, they take heart, and subjectively it 
is as though the rite really had repelled the dreaded danger. This is 
how people attribute curative or preventive virtues to the movements 
that constitute the rite-the shrieks, the shedding of blood, the 
wounds inflicted on oneself or on others. And since these various 
torments necessarily involve suffering, suffering in itself comes to be 
considered a means of banishing evil or curing Later, when 
most religious forces took the form of moral personalities, people 
explained the efficacy of these practices by imagining that they func­
tioned to appease a malevolent or irritated god. But these concep­
tions merely reflect the rite and the feelings it arouses; they are one 
interpretation of it, and not the determining cause. 

A ritual lapse works no differently. It, too, is a threat to the collect­
ivity; it touches on its moral existence, since it touches on its beliefs. 
But when the anger it provokes is affirmed outwardly and energetic­
ally, it compensates for the harm done. For if it is vividly felt by 
everyone, this is because the infraction committed is an exception, 
and because the common faith remains intact. The moral unity of 
the group is therefore not endangered. Now, the punishment 
inflicted as expiation is merely the manifestation of this public anger, 
the material proof of its unanimity. Therefore, it really does have the 
ameliorating effect attributed to it. Basically, the feeling that is at the 

' Ibid. 262. 

• Moreover, it is possible that belief in the morally tonic virtues of su1fering (see 
p. 232 above) may have played some role. Since pain sanctifies, since it raises the 
worshipper's religious level, it can also raise it when it has fallen below normal. 
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root of properly expiatory rites does not differ in kind from that 
which we have found at the basis of other piacular rites: it is a kind of 
exacerbated pain that tends to be expressed by acts of destruction. 
Sometimes, this pain is eased to the detriment of the person who 
feels it; sometimes it is at the expense of an outside third party. But 
in both cases, the psychic mechanism is essentially the same. 1 

IV 

One of the greatest services that Robertson Smith rendered to the 
science of religion is to have shed light on the ambiguity of the 
notion of the sacred. 

Religious forces are of two kinds. Some are benevolent, guardians 
of the physical and moral order, dispensers of life, health, all the 
qualities that men value. This applies to the totemic principle that 
permeates every species, to the mythic ancestor, to the animal pro­
tector, to the civilizing heroes, and to tutelary gods of every kind and 
degree. Whether they are imagined as distinct personalities or as 
diffuse energies is of little importance; in both forms they play the 
same role and affect the consciousness of the faithful in the same 
way: the respect they inspire is a mixture oflove and gratitude.[ ... ] 

On the other hand, there are negative and impure powers that 
produce disorder, cause death and illnesses, and instigate sacrilege. 
Man's only feeling for them is fear usually tinged with horror. Such 
are the forces on which and through which the magician acts, the 
forces that come from corpses and menstrual blood, that unleash 
every profanation of sacred things, and so on. The spirits of the dead 
and evil geniuses of all kinds are its personified forms. 

The contrast between these two categories of forces and beings is 
as complete as possible, even radically antagonistic. The good and 
salutary powers strongly repel the others, which deny and contradict 
them. And the first are forbidden to the second: any contact between 
them is considered the worst of profanations. This is the type par 
excellence of those prohibitions between different kinds of sacred 
things that we have mentioned in passing. 2 During menstruation, 

' Cf. what we have said about expiation in our De /1,1 division du tr1,1wil social (Jrd 
edn., Paris: Alcan, 1902). 641£. 

• See above, pp. 223-4. 
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and especially at the first onset of menses, women are impure; and at 
this time they are strictly sequestered; the men must have nothing to 
do with them. The bull-roarers, the churingas, are never in contact 
with the dead. The sacrilegious person is excluded from the society 
of the faithful and forbidden access to the cult. Thus all religious life 
gravitates around two opposite poles, which share the opposition 
between pure and impure, holy and sacrilegious, divine and dia­
bolical. 

But even as these two aspects of religious life oppose each other, 
they are closely related. First of all, they both sustain the same 
relationship with profane beings, who must abstain from any rela­
tionship with holy things. The impure are no less forbidden than the 
pure, and they, too, are taken out of circulation, meaning that they 
are also sacred. To be sure, the two do not evoke the same feelings. 
Disgust and horror are one thing and respect another. None the less, 
for actions to be the same in both cases, the feelings expressed must 
not be different in kind. In fact, there is a certain horror in religious 
respect, particularly when it is very intense; and the fear inspired by 
malignant powers is not without a certain reverential quality. Indeed, 
the nuances of difference between these two attitudes are sometimes 
so elusive that it is not always easy to determine the state of mind of 
the faithful. Among certain Semitic peoples, pork was forbidden, but 
it was not always certain if it was forbidden as an impure thing or as 
something holy.' And the same point can be made about a large 
nwnber of dietary restrictions. 

What is more, an impure thing or an evil power often becomes a 
holy thing or a tutelary power-and vice versa-without changing in 
nature, but simply through a change in external circumstances. We 
have seen that the soul of the dead person, at first a dreaded prin­
ciple, is transformed into a protective genius when the mourning is 
over. Similarly, the corpse, which at first inspires only terror and 
distance, is treated later as a venerated relic. [. . . ] The totemic ani­
mal is the holy being par excellence; but it is a death principle for 
anyone who improperly consumes its flesh. In a general way, sacri­
lege is simply something profane that has been affected through 
contagion by a benevolent religious force. Changing its nature by 

' Robertson Smith, Le&tures 011 the Religion of the Semites, 153; cf. 446, the additional 
note titled 'Holiness, Uncleanness and Taboo'. 
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changing its habitat, this force pollutes rather than sanctifies. The 
blood that comes from the woman's genital organs, although obvi­
ously as impure as menstrual blood, is often used as a remedy against 
illness.' The victim immolated in expiatory sacrifices is laden with 
impurity, since it has been heaped with sins that must be redeemed. 
Yet once it has been slaughtered, its flesh and blood are put to the 
most pious uses. 2 By contrast, while communion is a religious oper­
ation that normally functions to consecrate, it sometimes produces 
the same effects as sacrilege. Individuals who have participated in 
such communion are, in some cases, forced to flee like outcasts. It is 
as if they have become a source of dangerous contamination for one 
another: the sacred bond that unites them separates them at the 
same time.[ ... ] 

Therefore, the pure and the impure are not two separate genera 
but two varieties of the same genus that includes all sacred things. 
There are two kinds of sacred, one auspicious, the other inauspi­
cious. And not only is there no discontinuity between the two forms, 
but the same object can pass from one to the other without changing 
its nature. The pure can be made impure, and vice versa. The possi­
bility of these transmutations accounts for the ambiguity of the 
sacred. 

But while Robertson Smith had a strong sense of this ambiguity, 
he never explained it explicitly. He confines himself to observing 
that since all religious forces are without distinction intense and 
contagious, it is wise to approach them only with respectful precau­
tions, no matter how their influence is manifest. It seemed to him 
that he could thus account for the sense that they are related, despite 
the contrasts that make them otherwise opposed to one another. But 
first of all, this only shifted the question; it remained to be seen how 
evil powers come to have the intensity and contagion of benevolent 
ones. In other words, how is it that they, too, are inherently religious? 
Further, their shared energy and power of expansion do not help us 
understand how, in spite of the conflict that divides them, they can 
transform into one another or substitute for one another in their 

' Spencer and Gillen, Native Trihes, 46.j.; Northern Tribes, 599. 
• For example, among the Hebrews, the blood of the expiatory victim is smeared on 

the altar (Leviticus 4: s ff.). The flesh is burned and the ashes are used to make a 
purifying water (Numbers l9). 
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respective functions-how the pure can contaminate just as the 
impure sometimes serve to sanctify.' 

The explanation of piacular rites that we previously proposed 
allows us to answer this double question. 

We have seen, indeed, that negative powers are a product of these 
rites and symbolize them. When society encounters circumstances 
that sadden, anguish, or irritate it, it exerts pressure on its members 
to bear witness to their sadness, their anguish, or their anger through 
expressive acts. It imposes on them something like a duty to weep, 
wail, and inflict wounds on themselves or others, for these collective 
demonstrations and the moral communion they express restore to 
the group the energy that events were threatening to take away, and 
this enables the group to recover itself. This is the experience man is 
interpreting when he imagines malevolent beings outside himself 
whose hostility, inherent or provisional, can be disarmed only by 
human suffering. These beings are none other than collective states 
objectified; they are society itself seen in one of its aspects. On the 
other hand, we know that benevolent powers are constituted in the 
same way. They, too, issue from and express collective life; they, too, 
represent society, but captured in a very different attitude-at the 
moment when it confidently affirms itself and ardently urges things 
to contribute to realizing its ends. Since these two kinds of forces 
have a common origin, it is not surprising that while aiming in 
opposite directions, they share the same nature: they are equally 
intense and contagious, and consequently forbidden and sacred. 

This allows us to understand how they can transform into one 
another. Since they reflect the affective state in which the group 

' It is true that Robertson Smith does not accept the reality of these substitutions and 
these transformations. According to him, if the expiatory victim served to purify, this is 
because in itself it contained nothing impure. Originally, it was a holy thing; it was 
meant to re-establish, by means of a communion, the bonds of kinship that united the 
worshipper to his god when a ritual lapse had relaxed or broken those bonds. They even 
chose for this operation an exceptionally holy animal so that the communion should be 
more efficacious and more completely efface the effects of the transgression. It is only 
when they ceased to understand the meaning of the rite that the sacrosanct animal was 
considered impure (Lectures on tAe Religion of the Semites, 347!£.). But it is inadmissible 
that beliefs and practices as universal as those we find at the basis of expiatory sacri.fice 
are the product of a simple error of interpretation. In fact, there is no doubt that the 
expiatory victim is laden with the impurity of sin. Furthermore, we have just seen that 
these transformations of pure into impure, or vice versa, are encountered in the simplest 
societies we know. 
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finds itself, this state has merely to change for them to change direc­
tion. Once mourning is over, the domestic group is calmed by the 
mourning itself. It regains its confidence, individuals are relieved of 
the painful pressure exerted upon them, and they feel more at ease. 
It seems to them, therefore, that the spirit of the deceased has laid 
aside its hostile feelings and become a benevolent protector. The 
other transmutations we have cited as examples can be explained in 
the same way. What makes a thing holy is, as we have shown, the 
collective feeling attached to it. Let it come into contact with a 
profane person, in violation of the prohibitions that isolate it, and 
this same feeling will spread contagiously to that person and mark 
him with a special character. When this happens, however, that char­
acter is very different from his original one. Offended, irritated by 
the profanation this abusive and unnatural extension implies, he has 
become aggressive and inclined to destructive violence; he is 
inclined to take revenge for the suffered offence. For this reason, the 
subject of contagion seems invaded by a virulent and noxious force 
that threatens anyone who comes near. Subsequently, he inspires 
only distancing and repugnance, as if marked by a taint or stain. And 
yet this stain is caused by the same psychic state that in other cir­
cumstances consecrated and sanctified. Now, let the anger thus pro­
voked be satisfied by an expiatory rite and assuaged, and it subsides; 
the offended feeling is appeased and returns to its initial state. It acts 
once again as it did at first: instead of contaminating, it sanctifies. 
Since it continues to infect the object to which it is attached, that 
object cannot become again profane and religiously neutral. But the 
direction of the religious force that seems to occupy it is trans­
formed: from being impure it has become pure and an instrument of 
purification. 

In sum, the two poles of religious life correspond to the two 

opposite states through which all social life passes. There is the same 
contrast between the auspicious sacred and the inauspicious sacred 
as between states of collective euphoria and dysphoria. But because 
both are equally collective, there is an intimate inherent kinship 
among the mythological constructions that symbolize them. The 
feelings made common vary from extreme dejection to extreme joy, 
from painful irritation to ecstatic enthusiasm; but in all cases there is 
a communion of consciousness and mutual comfort in this com­
munion. The basic process is always the same, only circumstances 
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give it a different colouring. Finally, it is the unity and the diversity 
of social life that creates both the unity and the diversity of sacred 
beings and things. 

This ambiguity, moreover, is not peculiar to the notion of the 
sacred. We find something of the same character in all the rites just 
studied. Certainly it was essential to distinguish between them. 
Mingling them indiscriminately would have been to misunderstand 
the multiple aspects of religious life. But on the other hand, as dif­
ferent as they can be, there is no discontinuity between them. Q!.iite 
the contrary, they overlap and can even replace one another. We have 
already shown that rites of oblation and communion, mimetic rites, 
and commemorative rites often fulfil the same functions. We might 
have thought that at least the negative cult is more clearly separate 
from the positive cult. And yet we have seen that it can have positive 
effects identical to those produced by the positive cult. The same 
results are obtained with fasting, abstinence, and self-mutilation as 
with communions, oblations, and commemorations. Conversely, 
offerings and sacrifices imply privations and renunciations of all 
sorts. The continuity between ascetic rites and piacular rites is still 
more apparent: both consist of sufferings, accepted or endured, to 
which an analogous efficacy is attributed. Like the beliefs, then, the 
practices do not fall into separate genera. However complex the 
external manifestations of religious life, it is essentially unitary and 
simple. Everywhere it answers to the same need and derives from the 
same state of mind. In all its forms its purpose is to raise man above 
himself and make him live a life superior to the one he would lead if 
he were only to obey his individual impulses. Beliefs express this life 
in terms of representations; rites organize it and regulate its 
functioning. 



CONCLUSION 

WE said at the beginning of this work that the religion we were about 
to study contained within it the most characteristic elements of 
religious life. The accuracy of this proposition can now be con­
firmed. As simple as it is, the system we have studied contains all the 
great ideas and all the major forms of ritual conduct that are at the 
basis of even the most advanced religions: the distinction between 
sacred and profane things, the notions of soul, of spirit, of mythic 
personalities, of a national and even international divinity, the nega­
tive cult and its extreme form of ascetic practices, rites of oblation 
and communion, imitative rites, commemorative rites, piacular 
rites-nothing essential is missing. Therefore we have reason to 
hope that our results are not peculiar to totemism alone but can help 
us understand the nature of religion in general. 

Some will object that a single religion, whatever its geographic 
reach, constitutes a narrow basis for such an inference. We would 
not dream of dismissing the advantage of extended testing of a 
theory's authority. But it is equally true that when a law has been 
proved by a well-designed experiment, this proof is universally 
valid. If a scientist managed to unearth the secret of life in even a 
single case, even if this were the case of the simplest conceivable 
protoplasmic being, the truths obtained would apply to all living 
things, even the most advanced. So if, in the very humble societies 
just studied, we have really managed to perceive several of the elem­
ents that make up the most fundamental religious notions, there is 
no reason not to extend the most general results of our research to 
other religions. Indeed, it is inconceivable that the same effect 
should have been sometimes due to one cause, sometimes to another, 
depending on the circumstances, unless the two causes were basic­
ally one. The same idea cannot express one reality here and a differ­
ent reality there, unless this duality is merely apparent. If, among 
certain peoples, the ideas of sacredness, of soul, of gods is explained 
sociologically, we must assume scientifically that in principle the 
same explanation is valid for all peoples among whom the same 
ideas are found with the same essential features. Assuming we are 
not mistaken, at least some of our conclusions can legitimately be 
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generalized. The time has come to state these clearly. And an 
inference of this kind, having as its basis a well-defined experiment, 
is less audacious than so many summary generalizations that-in 
trying to grasp the essence of religion in one stroke, without relying 
on the analysis of any religion in particular-run the grave risk of 
getting lost in the void. 

I 

Most often, the theorists who have endeavoured to express religion 
in rational terms have seen it, above all, as a system of ideas that 
correspond to a definite object. This object has been conceived in 
different ways: nature, the infinite, the unknowable, the ideal, and 
so on. But these differences are unimportant. In all cases, it was 
ideas and beliefs that were considered the essential element of 
religion. As for rites, they seem from this point of view to be merely 
an external, contingent, and material expression of these inner 
states that were singled out as having intrinsic value. This concep­
tion is so widespread that, for the most part, debates about religion 
revolve around the question of knowing whether it can be recon­
ciled with science or not, that is, if there is a place next to scientific 
knowledge for another form of thought that would be specifically 
religious. 

But believers, men who live the religious life and sense its sub­
stance directly, object that this way of seeing does not correspond to 
their daily experience. They feel, in fact, that the true function of 
religion is not to make us think, to enrich our knowledge, to add 
thoughts from another source and of another kind to the thoughts 
we owe to science, but to make us act, to help us live. The worship­
per who has communed with his god is not only a man who sees 
new truths that the unbeliever does not know; he is a man who is 
capable of more. He feels more strength in himself, either to cope 
with the difficulties of existence or to defeat them. He is raised 
above human miseries because he is raised above his condition 
as man; he believes he is saved from evil, in whatever form he 
conceives of evil. 

The first article of all faith is the belief in salvation by faith. Now, 
we do not see how a single idea could have this efficacy. An idea, in 
fact, is merely an element of ourselves; how could it confer on us 
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powers superior to those we have by nature? As rich as it may be in 
affective virtues, it could not add to our natural vitality; for it can 
merely unleash the emotive forces that are in us, not create them or 
increase them. We may imagine an object as worthy of being loved 
and desired, but it does not follow that we feel stronger for that. This 
object must release energies superior to those we have at our dis­
posal, and, in addition, we must have some way of making them 
enter us and mingle with our inner life. Now, for this to happen, 
thinking about them is not enough, but it is indispensable that we 
place ourselves in their sphere of action, that we turn in the direction 
where we can best feel their influence. In a word, we must act and 
repeat the necessary acts every time it is useful to renew their effects. 
We glimpse how, from this point of view, the set of regularly 
repeated acts that constitute the cult takes on its central importance. 
In fact, anyone who has really practised a religion knows very well 
that it is the cult that evokes these impressions of joy, of inner peace, 
of serenity, of enthusiasm, which the faithful hold as the experi­
mental proof of their beliefs. The cult is not simply a system of signs 
by which faith is expressed outwardly, it is a collection of means by 
which it is created and periodically recreates itself. Whether it con­
sists of physical manreuvres or mental operations, it is always the cult 
that is efficacious. 

Our entire study rests on this postulate: that this unanimous 
feeling of believers across time cannot be purely illusory. Echoing 
a recent apologist for faith,'* we allow that religious beliefs rest on 
a specific experience whose demonstrative value is, in a sense, not 
inferior to that of scientific experiments, while being quite different. 
We, too, think 'that a tree is known by its fruits', a and that its fecund­
ity is the best proof of its roots' worth. But given the fact that, if you 
will, 'religious experience' is grounded in some way-and what 
experience is not?-it does not in the least follow that the reality that 
grounds it must objectively conform to the idea that believers have of 
it.* The very fact that the way it has been conceived has varied infin­
itely at different times suffices to prove that none of these concep­
tions adequately expresses it. If the scientist poses as an axiom that 
man's sensations of warmth and light correspond to some objective 

' William James, The Varieties ofReliKious E:i:perience (London: Longmll.llS, r902). 
• Ibid. (p. 19 of the French translation). 
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cause, he does not conclude from this that this cause is accessible to 
the senses. Similarly, if the impressions the faithful feel are not 
imaginary, none the less, they do not constitute privileged intuitions; 
there is no reason to think that they inform us better about the 
nature of their object than vulgar sensations inform us of the nature 
of bodies and their properties. To discover what this object is, we 
must subject these impressions to an elaboration analogous to the 
one that substituted a scientific and conceptual notion for the 
sensory notion of the world. 

Now, this is precisely what we have tried to do, and we have seen 
that this reality-which mythologies have represented in so many 
different forms but which is the objective, universal, and eternal 
cause of those sui generis sensations that make up the religious 
experience-is society. We have shown what moral forces it develops, 
and how it awakens that feeling of support, of security, of tutelary 
dependence that attaches the worshipper to his cult. It is society that 
raises him above himself. Indeed, it is society that makes him. For 
man is made by the whole array of intellectual goods that constitutes 
civilization, and civilization is the work of society. This explains the 
preponderant role of the cult in all religions, whatever they are. 
Society can make its influence felt only if it is in action, and it is in 
action only if the individuals who compose it are assembled and act 
in common. It is through common action that it becomes conscious 
of itself and affirms itself; it is above all an active cooperation. Even 
collective ideas and sensations are possible only than.ks to the 
external movements that symbolize them, as we have established. r 
Therefore, action dominates religious life for the very reason that 
society is its source. 

To all the reasons that have been given to justify this conception, a 
last one can be added that emerges from this work. We have estab­
lished along the way that the fundamental categories of thought, and 
consequently of science, have religious origins. We have seen that 
this is true of magic as well, and of the various techniques derived 
from it. On the other hand, it has long been known that until a 
relatively advanced period in evolution, the rules of morality and law 
were indistinguishable from ritual prescriptions. In short, it can be 

' See above, pp. 17 S ff. 
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said that nearly all great social institutions are born of religion.' 
Now, in order for the chief aspects of collective life to have begun as 
merely diverse aspects of religious life, religious life clearly must 
have been the pre-eminent form and abbreviated expression of the 
whole of collective life. If religion generated everything that is essen­
tial in society, this is because the idea of society is the soul of religion. 

Religious forces, then, are human forces, moral forces. Of course, 
because collective feelings can become conscious of themselves only 
by fixing onto external objects, those forces could not be constituted 
without talcing some of their features from things. Thus they have 
acquired a kind of physical nature; as such they came to be mingled 
with the life of the material world, and it is through them that people 
thought they could explain what happens in that world. But when 
one considers them only from this angle and in this role, one sees 
only their most superficial side. In reality, their essential elements are 
borrowed from consciousness. It seems normal for them to have a 
human character only when they are conceptualized in human 

but even the most impersonal and most anonymous forces are 
none other than objectified feelings. 

Only by viewing religions from this perspective is it possible to 
perceive their real significance. On the level of appearances, rites 
often have the effect of purely manual operations: there are anoint­
ings, cleansings, meals. A thing is consecrated when it is put into 
contact with a source of religious energy, just as today a body is put 
into contact with a source of heat or electricity in order to warm or 
electrify it. In either case, the methods employed are not essentially 
different. Understood in this way, religious technique seems to be a 
kind of mystic mechanism. But these material manreuvres are merely 
the external envelope concealing mental operations. Finally, the 
point is not to exercise a kind of physical constraint on blind and 
even imaginary forces but to touch minds, reinvigorate them, and 

' Only one form of social activity has not yet been explicitly linked to religion: 
namely, economic activity. However, techniques derived from magic are found, by that 
very fact, to have indirectly religious origins. Moreover, economic value is a kind of 
power, of efficacy, and we know the religious origins of the idea of power. Wealth can 
confer mana; this is how it comes to have it. In this way, we see that the idea of economic 
value and that of religious value cannot be unrelated. But the nature of these relation­
ships has not yet been studied. 

• For this reason Frazer and even Preuss put impersonal religious forces outside or, at 
most, on the threshold of religion. in order to link them to magic. 
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discipline them. It has sometimes been said that lower religions were 
materialist. This expression is imprecise. All religions, even the 
crudest, are in a sense spiritualist: for the powers they put into play 
are above all spiritual and, moreover, it is their chief function to act 
on the moral life. We understand, then, that what has been done in 
the name of religion would not have been done in vain; for it is 
necessarily the society of men, or humanity, that has reaped its fruits. 

Some may ask, what society is it, precisely, that in this way 
becomes the substrate of religious life? Is it the real society as it 
exists and functions before our eyes, with the moral and juridical 
organization it has laboriously fashioned over the course of history? 
But this society is full of impurities and imperfections. In it, evil 
jostles good, injustice often prevails, truth is constantly obscured by 
falsehood. How could an entity so crudely constituted inspire the 
sentiments of love, ardent enthusiasm, the spirit of sacrifice that all 
religions require of their faithful? Those perfect beings, the gods, 
cannot have borrowed their features from a reality so mediocre, 
sometimes so base. 

Or are we speaking of the perfect society, where justice and truth 
are sovereign, where evil in all its forms is abolished? Unquestion­
ably, such a society would be in close rapport with religious feeling, 
for all religions are conducive to its realization. Only, this society is 
not an empirical fact, fixed and observable; it is an illusion, a dream 
men have used to soothe their miseries but which they have never 
lived in reality. It is a simple idea that consciously expresses our more 
or less obscure aspirations toward the good, the beautiful, the ideal. 
Now, these aspirations have their roots in us; they come from the 
very depths of our being; so there is nothing outside of us that might 
account for them. Besides, they are already religious in themselves; 
the ideal society, then, presupposes religion rather than explains it.' 

First of all, it is an arbitrary simplification to see only the idealistic 
side of religion-in its way, it is realistic. There is no physical or 
moral ugliness, no vice, no evil that has not been deified. There were 
gods of thievery and trickery, lechery and war, illness and death. 
Christianity itself, even with its elevated idea of the divinity, was 
obliged to give the evil spirit a place in its mythology. Satan is an 

' Emile Boutroui:, S&ien&e et religion dans la phi/osophie contemporaine (Paris: E. 
Flammarion, 1907), 200--7. 
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essential part of the Christian system; and if he is an impure being, 
he is not a profane one. The anti-god is a god, lower and subordinate, 
true, yet endowed with extensive powers; he is even the object of 
rites, at the very least negative ones. Far from ignoring real society 
and turning it into an abstraction, religion is the very image of it. 
It reflects all its aspects, even the most ordinary and repulsive. 
Everything is found in religion, and if it often represents the tri­
umph of good over evil, life over death, the powers of light over 
the powers of darkness, this is because reality is no different. If the 
relation between these opposite forces were reversed, life would be 
impossible; whereas in fact it sustains itself and even tends to evolve. 

But while reality can be clearly glimpsed through mythologies and 
theologies, it is quite true that it appears there enlarged, trans­
formed, idealized. In this respect, the most primitive religions do not 
differ from those more recent and more refined. We have seen, for 
example, how the Arunta place at the origin of time a mythic society 
whose organization exactly reproduces that which still exists today; 
it includes the same clans and the same phratries, it is subject to the 
same matrimonial rules, it practises the same rites. But the person­
alities that compose it are ideal beings, endowed with powers and 
virtues to which no common mortal can aspire. Their nature is not 
only higher, it is different, belonging to animality and humanity at 
the same time. Evil powers in this society submit to a similar meta­
morphosis: evil itself is sublimated and idealized. The question that 
arises is where this idealization comes from. 

One answer is that man has a natural faculty for idealizing, that is, 
for substituting for the world of reality a different world to which he is 
transported by thought. But this is changing the terms of the prob­
lem; it neither resolves nor even advances it. This systematic idealiza­
tion is an essential feature of religions. To explain them by an innate 
power to idealize is therefore simply to replace one world with 
another that is equivalent to the first, as if one were saying that man 
created religion because he had a religious nature. Yet, the animal 
knows only one world: the world he perceives through experience, 
which is as much internal as external. Man alone has the capacity to 
conceive the ideal and add to the real. Where does this singular privil­
ege come from? Before turning it into a primary fact, a mysterious 
virtue that eludes science, we must still make sure that this privilege 
does not depend on conditions that can be empirically determined. 
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Our proposed explanation of religion has precisely the advantage 
of offering an answer to this question. For what defines the sacred is 
that it is superimposed on the real; and the ideal answers to the same 
definition: we cannot explain one without explaining the other. 
Indeed, we have seen that when collective life reaches a certain 
degree of intensity it awakens religious thought, because it deter­
mines a state of effervescence that changes the conditions of psychic 
activity. Vital energies become overstimulated, passions more power­
ful, sensations stronger; there are even some that are produced only 
at this moment. Man does not recognize himself; he feels he is 
transformed, and so he transforms his surroundings. To account for 
the very specific impressions he feels, he endows the things with 
which he is most directly in contact with properties that they do not 
have, exceptional powers, virtues that the objects of ordinary experi­
ence do not possess. In a word, on the real world in which his 
profane life unfolds he superimposes another one that, in a sense, 
exists only in his thought, but to which he ascribes a kind of higher 
dignity in relation to the first. It is an ideal world, then, in this 
double sense. 

Thus the formation of an ideal does not constitute an irreducible 
fact that eludes science; it depends on conditions that observation 
can grasp; it is a natural product of social life.* For society to become 
conscious of itself and sustain its feeling of itself with the necessary 
degree of intensity, it must gather individuals together in sufficient 
concentration. Now, this concentration determines an exaltation of 
moral life that is expressed by a set of ideal conceptions in which the 
new life thus awakened is portrayed. These conceptions correspond 
to that influx of psychic forces which are then superimposed onto 
those at our disposal for the ordinary tasks of existence. A society can 
neither create itself nor recreate itself without at the same time 
creating the ideal. This creation is not a kind of optional step, a 
finishing touch that society adds once it has been formed; it is the act 
by which it fashions and refashions itself periodically. And when we 
oppose the ideal society to the real society, like two antagonists that 
would lead us in opposite directions, we are invoking and opposing 
abstractions. The ideal society is not outside the real society; it is 
part of it. Far from being torn between them, as between two mutu­
ally repellent poles, we cannot insist on one without insisting on 
the other. For a society is not simply constituted by the mass of 
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individuals who compose it, by the land they occupy, by the things 
they use, by the movements they make, but above all by the idea that 
it fashions of itself. And of course it may hesitate over its conception 
of itself: it feels pulled in divergent directions. But these conflicts, 
when they erupt, take place not between the ideal and reality but 
between different ideals, between the ideal of yesterday and the ideal 
of today, between one that has the authority of tradition and one that 
is still evolving. There is certainly a place for investigating how ideals 
have evolved; but whatever the solution to this problem, it all unfolds 
none the less in the ideal world. 

The collective ideal that religion expresses, then, is not due to 
some innate power of the individual, but rather to the school of 
collective life that the individual has learned to idealize. It is by 
assimilating the ideals elaborated by society that he has become cap­
able of conceiving of the ideal. It is society that, by bringing him into 
its sphere of influence, has infected him with the need to raise him­
self above the world of experience and has, at the same time, pro­
vided him with the means of conceiving of another. Society has 
constructed this new world by constructing itself, because it is soci­
ety that this new world expresses. So, in the individual as in the 
group, the capacity to idealize has nothing mysterious about it. It is 
not a kind of luxury that man might do without but a condition of 
his existence. He would not be a social being, that is, he would not be 
a man, if he had not acquired it. Of course, by embodying them­
selves in individuals, the collective ideals tend to become individual­
ized. Each person understands them in his own way, marks them 
with his imprint; they are divided into their constituent elements, 
others are added to them. The personal ideal thus departs from the 
social ideal to the extent that the individual personality is developed 
and becomes an autonomous source of action. But if we want to 
understand this evidently singular aptitude for living outside the 
real, it is enough to reconnect it with the social conditions on which 
it depends. 

One must be on guard, then, against seeing this theory of religion 
as a simple revival of historical materialism, since this would be a 
singular misapprehension of our thought. By showing something 
essentially social in religion, we do not in the least mean that it is 
confined to expressing the material forms of society and its immedi­
ately vital necessities in another language. Of course, we take it as 
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obvious that social life depends on and bears the mark of its material 
substrate, just as the mental life of the individual depends on the 
brain and indeed on the whole body. But collective consciousness is 
something different from a simple epiphenomenon of its morpho­
logical base, just as individual consciousness is something different 
from a simple efflorescence of the nervous system. For the first to 
appear, it must be produced by a sui generis synthesis of particular 
consciousnesses. Now, this synthesis has the effect of unlocking a 
whole world of feelings, ideas, and images that, once born, obey their 
own laws. They are mutually attractive and repellent, they fuse, 
segment, and proliferate without being directly ordered and 
required to do so by the state of underlying reality. The life thus 
conjured up even enjoys such great independence that it sometimes 
plays out in aimless, useless manifestations for the sole pleasure of 
affirming itself. Indeed, we have shown that this is often the case 
with ritual activity and mythological thought. I 

But if religion is a product of social causes, how do we explain the 
individual cult and the universalist character of certain religions? If 
it is born in faro externo,* how could it pass into the individual's 
innermost self and become ever more deeply embedded there? If it is 
the work of specific, individualized societies, how could it be separ­
ate from those societies and conceived as something common to 
humanity as a whole? 

We have encountered in the course of our enquiry the first seeds 
of individual religion and religious cosmopolitanism, and we have 
seen how they were formed; so we do have the most general elements 
of the answer to this dual question. 

We have shown, indeed, how the religious force that animates the 
clan, by becoming embodied in particular consciousnesses is particu­
larized itself. In this way, secondary sacred beings are formed; each 
individual has his own, made in his image, associated with his inner 
life, allied to his fate: these are the soul, the individual totem, the 
protective ancestor, and so on. These beings are objects of rites that 
the worshipper can celebrate alone, outside any group, hence the 
primary form of the individual cult. Certainly, this is still only a very 
rudimentary cult, but that is because the individual personality is 

' See above, pp. 282 ff. Cf. on this same question our article 'Representations indivi­
duelles et representations collectives', Revue de mhaphysique et de morale, 6 (18g8), 
273 ff. 
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still indistinct, since it is given little value, and so the cult that 
expresses it cannot yet be very developed. But to the extent that 
individuals are more differentiated from one another and the person 
has increased in value, the corresponding cult has a larger place in 
the whole of religious life, even as it is more hermetically closed to 
the outside. 

The existence of individual cults suggests nothing, then, that con­
tradicts or confounds a sociological explanation of religion; for the 
religious forces to which they are addressed are merely individual­
ized forms of collective forces. Thus, while religion seems to dwell 
entirely in the innermost self of the individual, the living spring that 
feeds it is still to be found in society. We can now judge the worth 
of that radical individualism that would make religion something 
purely individual: it is a misperception of the fundamental condi­
tions of religious life. If it has remained until now in the state of 
theoretical aspirations that have never been realized, this is because 
it is unrealizable. A philosophy can indeed be elaborated in the 
silence of inner meditation, but not a faith. For a faith is above all 
warmth, life, enthusiasm, the exaltation of all mental activity, the 
transport of the individual beyond himself. Now, without leaving the 
self, how could he add to the energies he has? How could he surpass 
himself with his forces alone? The only source of heat where we 
might warm ourselves morally is that formed by the society of our 
peers; the only moral forces with which we might sustain and 
increase our own are those we attribute to others. Let us even allow 
that there really are beings more or less analogous to those that 
mythologies represent to us. For them to exercise the useful influ­
ence that is their rationale, one must believe in them. Now, beliefs 
work only when they are shared. One can certainly maintain them 
for a time through wholly personal effort; but they are neither born 
nor acquired in this way. It is even doubtful that they can be pre­
served under these conditions. In fact, the man who has real faith has 
an irrepressible need to spread it; to do this, he leaves his isolation, 
approaches others, and seeks to convince them, and it is the ardour 
of their convictions that sustains his own. His faith would quickly 
subside if it remained alone. 

What is true of religious individualism is true of religious univer­
salism as well. Far from being an exclusive attribute of a few great 
religions, we have found it not at the base, of course, but at the 
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summit of the Australian system. Bunjil, Daramulun, Baiame are not 
simple tribal gods; each of them is recognized by a plurality of 
different tribes. Their cult is, in a sense, international. This concep­
tion is therefore quite close to that found in the most recent theolo­
gies. So certain writers have believed that for this reason they should 
deny its authenticity, unquestionable as it is. 

Now, we have been able to show how this conception was formed. 
Neighbouring tribes, even of the same civilization, cannot avoid con­
stant contact with one another. All sorts of circumstances provide 
occasion for such contact: outside of commerce, which is rudimen­
tary, there are marriages, for international marriages are very fre­
quent in Australia. In the course of these encounters, men naturally 
become conscious of the moral kinship that unites them. They have 
the same social organization, the same division into phratries, clans, 
matrimonial classes; they practise the same rites of initiation or very 
similar rites. Mutual borrowings or conventions serve to reinforce 
these spontaneous similarities. The gods to which such clearly iden­
tical institutions are attached could hardly remain separate in 
people's minds. Everything brought them together; and so, even 
supposing that each tribe has elaborated the notion in its own way, 
they must necessarily have tended to fuse with one another. More­
over, it is likely that they were originally conceived at intertribal 
assemblies. For they are above all gods of initiation, and different 
tribes are generally represented at ceremonies of initiation. Sacred 
beings were then formed that were not attached to any geo­
graphically fixed society, not because they had an extra-social 
origin, but because beyond these geographical groupings, others 
already exist whose contours are more indistinct. They do not have 
clear borders but include all sorts of neighbouring and related 
tribes. The very particular social life that emerges tends, therefore, 
to spread over an unlimited area. Quite naturally, the mythological 
personalities that correspond to it have the same character; their 
sphere of influence is not circumscribed; they glide above the par­
ticular tribes and above space. They are the great international 
gods. 

Now, there is nothing in this situation that is peculiar to Austral­
ian societies. There is no people, no state, that is not involved with 
another society that is more or less unlimited and includes all 
peoples, or states with which they are directly or indirectly in 
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contact. There is no national life that is not dominated by an inher­
ently international collective life. As we go forward in history, these 
international groupings take on greater importance and scope. Thus 
we glimpse how in certain cases, the universalist tendency could have 
developed to the point of affecting not only the highest ideas of the 
religious system but the very principles on which they rest. 

II 

There is something eternal in religion, then, that is destined to sur­
vive all the particular symbols in which religious thought has succes­
sively cloaked itself. No society can exist that does not feel the need 
at regular intervals to sustain and reaffirm the collective feelings and 
ideas that constitute its unity and its personality. Now, this moral 
remaking can be achieved only by means of meetings, assemblies, or 
congregations in which individuals, brought into close contact, 
reaffirm in common their common feelings: hence those ceremonies 
whose goals, results, and methods do not differ in kind from prop­
erly religious ceremonies. What essential difference is there between 
an assembly of Christians commemorating the principal moments in 
the life of Christ, or Jews celebrating either the exodus from Egypt 
or the giving of the ten commandments, and a meeting of citizens 
commemorating the institution of a new moral charter or some great 
event in national life? 

If we have some difficulty today imagining those festivals and 
ceremonies of the future, that is because we are in a period of transi­
tion and moral mediocrity. The great things of the past, those that 
inspired our fathers, no longer excite the same ardour in us, either 
because they have entered into common usage to the point where we 
take them for granted, or because they no longer answer to our 
current aspirations; and yet nothing has come along to replace them. 
We can no longer become passionate about principles in whose name 
Christianity enjoined masters to treat their slaves humanely, and 
furthermore, Christianity's idea of equality and human brotherhood 
seems to us today to leave too much room for unjust inequalities. Its 
pity for the humble seems too platonic; we would wish for a pity that 
was more efficacious. But we do not yet see clearly what this should 
be nor how it might be realized in the world of facts. In short, the 
ancient gods grow old or die, and others are not yet born. Hence the 
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futility of Comte's attempt to organize a religion with old historic 
memories artificially reawakened: it is from life itself, and not from a 
dead past, that a living cult can emerge. 

But this state of uncertainty and confused agitation cannot go on 
for ever. A day will come when our societies will once again experi­
ence times of creative effervescence and new ideas will surge up, new 
formulas will arise that will serve to guide humanity for a time. And 
having lived during these times, men will spontaneously experience 
the need to revive them through thought now and then, that is, to 
sustain the memory of them by means of festivals that regularly 
recreate their fruits. We have already seen how the French Revolu­
tion instituted a whole cycle of festivals to preserve the principles 
that inspired it in a state of perpetual youth. If the institution 
quickly perished, that is because revolutionary faith lasted only for a 
little while; disappointments and discouragement rapidly followed 
after the first moment of enthusiasm. But although the work was 
aborted, it allows us to imagine what it might have been under other 
conditions; and everything leads us to think that sooner or later it 
will be taken up again. There are no immortal gospels, and there is 
no reason to believe that humanity is henceforth incapable of con­
ceiving new ones. As for knowing in advance the symbols in which 
the new faith will be expressed, if they will or will not resemble those 
of the past, if they will be more adequate to the reality they are 
meant to translate, this is a matter that surpasses human faculties of 
prediction and is, moreover, beside the point. 

But festivals, rites-in a word, the cult-are not all there is to 
religion. It is not only a system of practices, it is also a system of 
ideas whose purpose is to express the world; we have seen that even 
the most humble religions have their cosmology. Whatever the rela­
tion between these two elements of religious life, they are none the 
less very different. One is turned toward action, which it solicits and 
regulates; the other toward thought, which it enriches and organizes. 
They do not then depend on the same conditions, and consequently 
there is reason to wonder if the second answers to necessities as 
universal and as permanent as does the first. 

When we ascribe specific features to religious thought, when we 
believe that it functions to express, through its own unique methods, 
an aspect of the real that eludes ordinary knowledge and science, we 
naturally refuse to grant that the speculative role of religion might 
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ever fall into decline. But the analysis of the facts has not seemed to 
us to demonstrate this specificity. The religion we have just studied 
is one of those in which the symbols used are the most disconcerting 
to reason. Everything in it seems mysterious. Those beings that 
participate at once in the most heterogeneous realms, multiply end­
lessly without ceasing to be one, fragment without diminishing, seem 
at first sight to belong to an entirely different world from the one we 
live in. Some have even gone so far as to say that the thought that 
built this world was utterly ignorant of the laws of logic. Never, 
perhaps, has the contrast between reason and faith been more pro­
nounced. Therefore, if there were one moment in history when their 
heterogeneity ought to have been clearly in evidence, this was it. Yet, 
contrary to appearances, we have verified that the realities to which 
religious speculation is applied are the same realities that will later 
serve as the objects of scientific reflection: nature, man, and society. 
The mystery that seems to surround them is entirely superficial and 
dissipates upon closer observation: lift the veil with which the 
mythological imagination has cloaked them, and they appear as they 
are. Religion endeavours to translate these realities into an intelli­
gible language that is no different in kind from the language 
employed by science; both involve connecting things to one another, 
establishing internal relations between them, classifying them, and 
systematizing them. 

We have even seen that the basic notions of scientific logic have a 
religious origin. Of course, in order to use them science submits 
them to a new elaboration; it purges them of any adventitious elem­
ents; in general, in all its projects science brings to bear a critical 
spirit that religion ignores; science surrounds itself with precautions 
in order to 'avoid haste and bias', to hold passions, prejudice, and all 
subjective influences at arm's length. But these methodological 
improvements are not enough to differentiate science from religion. 
Both, in this respect, pursue the same goal; scientific thought is 
merely a more perfect form of religious thought. It seems natural, 
then, that religion should progressively fade as science becomes 
more adept at completing its task. 

And indeed, there is no doubt that this regression has taken place 
over the course of history. Offspring of religion, science tends to 
be substituted for religion in all areas that concern the cognitive 
and intellectual functions. Christianity has already definitively 



The Elementary Forms of Religious Life 

consecrated this substitution with regard to material phenomena. 
Seeing matter as the profane thing par excellence, it has easily aban­
doned knowledge of it to an alien discipline, tradidit mundum homi­
num disputationi. • So the natural sciences could be established and 
their authority recognized without great difficulties. But Christianity 
could not so easily detach itself from the world of souls; for it is 
above all over souls that the god of the Christians aspires to reign. 
This is why, for a long time, the idea of submitting psychological life 
to science seemed like a sort of profanation; even today it is still 
repellent to many minds. Yet experimental and comparative psych­
ology now exists and we must reckon with it today. But the world of 
religious and moral life still remains off limits. The great majority of 
men continue to believe that this is an order of things where the 
mind can penetrate only by special paths. Hence the strong resist­
ance one encounters every time one tries to treat religious and moral 
phenomena scientifically. But despite oppositions, these attempts are 
repeated and this persistence itself allows us to anticipate that this 
last barrier will give way in the end, and that science will become 
master even of this protected reahn. 

This is what the conflict between science and religion is about. 
People often have an inaccurate idea of it. Some say that science 
denies religion in principle. But religion exists; it is a system of given 
facts; in short, it is a reality. How could science deny a reality? 
Moreover, insofar as religion is action, insofar as it is a human way of 
living, science could not possibly take its place, for if it expresses life, 
it does not create it. Science can indeed seek to explain faith, but by 
this very fact it presupposes it. So there is no conflict except on one 
limited point. Of the two functions that religion originally per­
formed, one exists, but only one, which tends increasingly to escape 
it: that is the speculative function. What science disputes in religion 
is not its right to exist but the right to be dogmatic about the nature 
of things, the kind of special competence it claimed for its knowledge 
of man and the world.• In fact, religion does not know itsel£ It knows 
neither what it is made of nor what needs it satisfies. Far from 
handing down the law to science, it is itself an object of scientific 
study! And on the other hand, since apart from the reality to which 
scientific reflection applies, religious speculation has no proper 
object, religion clearly cannot play the same role in the future that it 
has in the past. 
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Yet it seems called upon to transform itself rather than to 
disappear. 

We have said that there is something eternal in religion, namely 
the cult, the faith. But men cannot celebrate ceremonies for which 
they see no rationale, nor accept a faith they cannot understand. To 
spread it, or simply to maintain it, one must justify it-in other 
words, generate a theory of it. A theory of this kind is, of course, 
bound to rely on various sciences from the moment they exist: first, 
the social sciences, since religious faith has its origins in society; then 
psychology, since society is a synthesis of human consciousnesses; 
and of course the natural sciences, since man and society are a func­
tion of the universe and can be separated from it only artificially. 

But as important as these borrowings from the sciences might he, 
they would not suffice; for faith is above all an impulse to act, and 
science, even pushed to its limits, always remains at a distance from 
action. Science is fragmentary, incomplete; it progresses slowly and 
is never finished; life cannot wait. Theories that are meant to pro­
mote living and acting are therefore compelled to run ahead of sci­
ence and complete it prematurely. They are possible only if the 
demands of practice and vital necessities, such as we feel without any 
clear perception, push thought ahead of what science allows us to 
confirm. Thus religions, even the most rational and secularized, 
cannot and will never be able to dispense with a very special sort of 
speculation that, while having the same objects as science itself, 
could never be properly scientific: in it, the obscure intuitions of 
sensation and sentiment often take the place of logic. On the one 
hand, this speculation resembles the kind we encounter in older 
religions; but on the other, it is quite distinctive. While claiming the 
right to go beyond science, it must begin by knowing science and 
finding inspiration in it. 

Once the authority of science is established, it must be reckoned 
with; one can go further than science under the pressure of necessity, 
but science is the starting point. One can affirm nothing that science 
denies, deny nothing that it affirms, establish nothing that does not 
rest, directly or indirectly, on the principles borrowed from it. From 
then on, faith no longer exerts the same hegemony as before over the 
system of ideas that we can continue to call religious. It is countered 
by a rival power that, born from it, submits it henceforth to its 
criticism and control. And all indicators predict that this control will 
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become ever more extensive and effective, with no possibility of 
assigning a limit to its future influence. 

III 

But if the basic notions of science are religious in origin, how could 
religion generate them? The connections between logic and religion 
are not immediately apparent. Since the reality that religious 
thought expresses is society, the question can even present itself in 
the following terms, which will make the difficulty even more evi­
dent: what could make social life such an important source of logical 
life? Nothing, it seems, predestined it for this role; for it was obvi­
ously not to satisfy their speculative needs that men associated with 
one another. 

Many will perhaps think us foolhardy to broach a problem of such 
complexity here. To treat it properly, the sociological conditions of 
knowledge ought to be better known than they are; we are only 
beginning to glimpse a few of them. Yet the question is so serious, 
and it is so directly implied by all that has gone before, that we must 
make an effort not to leave it unanswered. Moreover, it may now be 
possible to set forth a few general principles that are at least of a kind 
to shed light on the solution. 

The material of logical thought is concepts. To discover how soci­
ety could have played a role in the genesis of logical thought there­
fore amounts to wondering how it could have taken part in the 
formation of concepts. 

If, as usually happens, we consider the concept as merely a general 
idea, the problem seems insoluble. Indeed, the individual on his own 
can compare his perceptions or images, sort out what they have in 
common, and-in a word-generalize. So it is not easy to perceive 
why generalization would be possible only in and through society. 
But first, it is inadmissible that logical thought should be character­
ized exclusively by the widest scope of the representations that con­
stitute it. If particular ideas have nothing logical about them, why 
should general ideas be any different? The general exists only in the 
particular: it is the particular simplified and impoverished. The gen­
eral, then, cannot have virtues and privileges that the particular does 
not have. Conversely, if conceptual thought can apply to the genus, 
species, and variety, however limited, why could it not extend to the 
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individual, in other words, to the limit toward which the representa­
tion tends as its scope narrows? In fact, concepts certainly exist that 
have individuals as objects. In every kind of religion, the gods are 
individualities distinct from one another; yet they are conceived, not 
perceived. Every people imagines its historical or legendary heroes 
in a certain way, which varies according to the times. These repre­
sentations are conceptual. Finally, each of us devises a certain notion 
of individuals with regard to their character, their appearance, the 
distinctive features of their physical and moral temperament: these 
notions are real concepts. Of course, they are generally rather 
crudely formed; but even among scientific concepts, are there many 
that are perfectly adequate to their object? In this respect, there are 
merely differences of degree between the two. 

Therefore, the concept must be defined by other features. It is the 
antithesis of perceptible representations of any kind-sensations, 
perceptions, or images-owing to the following properties. 

Perceptible representations are in perpetual flux; they push each 
other like currents in a stream, and while they last they are con­
stantly transformed. Each one is a function of the precise moment it 
takes place. We are never certain of finding a perception again as we 
first experienced it; for if the thing perceived has not changed, it is 
we who are no longer the same. The concept is, by contrast, outside 
of time and becoming; it is set apart from all agitation; we might say 
that it is situated in a different region of the mind, one that is more 
serene and calm. The concept does not move on its own, by an 
internal and spontaneous development; on the contrary, it resists 
change. It is a way of thinking that is fixed and crystallized at any 
moment in time.' To the extent that it is what it must be, it is 
immutable. If it changes, it is not because it is its nature to change, 
but because we have discovered some imperfection in it and it must 
be rectified. The system of concepts with which we think in every­
day life is one that expresses the vocabulary of our mother tongue; 
for each word translates a concept. Now, language is fixed; it changes 
only very slowly, and consequently it is similar to the conceptual 
organization it expresses. The scientist finds himself in the same 
situation in relation to the special terminology used by the science to 

' William James, Tise Principles of Psychology, vol. i (New York: Macmillan, 1890}, 
464. 
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which he is dedicated, and consequently in relation to the special 
system of concepts to which this terminology corresponds. He can 
innovate, of course, but his innovations are always a sort of violence 
done to ways of established thinking. 

Even as it is relatively immutable, the concept is, if not universal, 
at least universalizable. A concept is not my concept; it is common to 
me and to others, or at least it can be communicated to them. It is 
impossible for me to pass a sensation of my consciousness along to 
someone else's consciousness; it has the stamp of my body and my 
personality, and it cannot be detached from me. All I can do is to 
invite someone else to confront the same object as I have done and 
open himself to its influence. By contrast, conversation, intellectual 
commerce between men, consists of an exchange of concepts. The 
concept is an essentially impersonal representation: through it, 
human intellects commune.' 

The nature of the concept, defined in this way, speaks of its ori­
gins. If it is common to everyone, this is because it is the work of the 
community. It does not bear the imprint of any particular intelli­
gence, since it is elaborated by a unique intelligence in which all 
others meet and come, in some sense, to nourish themselves. If it has 
more stability than sensations or images, this is because collective 
representations are more stable than individual representations. For 
while the individual is sensitive even to slight changes in his internal 
or external surroundings, only events of sufficient importance can 
manage to affect society's mental position. Every time we are in the 
presence of a type2 of thought or action that uniformly imposes 
itself on particular wills or intellects, that pressure exerted on the 
individual discloses the intervention of the collectivity. Moreover, we 

' This universality of the concept must not be confused with its generality: these are 
very different things. What we call universality is the concept's property of being 
communicated to a number of minds, and even in principle to all minds. But this 
communicability is entirely independent of its scope. A concept that applies only to a 
single object, whose scope is thereby minimal, can be universal in the sense that it is the 
same for all understandings. The concept of a deity is of this kind. 

• Some will object that often, in the individual, solely by the effect of repetition, 
ways of acting or thinking become fixed and crystallized in the form of habits that resist 
change. But habit is merely a tendency to repeat an action or an idea automatically 
whenever circumstances provoke it. Habit does not imply that the idea or action is an 
exemplary type, proposed or imposed on the mind or the will. It is only when a type of 
this kind is pre-atablished, that is, when a rule or norm is instituted, that social action 
can and must be presumed. 
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were saying earlier that the concepts with which we ordinarily think 
are those that are consigned in the vocabulary. Now, it is unquestion­
ably true that language, and consequently the system of concepts 
that it translates, is the product of a collective elaboration. What it 
expresses is the way that society as a whole imagines the objects of 
experience. The notions that correspond to the diverse elements of 
language are therefore collective representations. 

The very contents of these notions are revealing in the same way. 
Indeed, there are hardly any words, even among those we commonly 
use, whose meanings do not to some extent surpass the limits of our 
personal experience. A term often expresses things we have never 
perceived, experiences we have never had or have never witnessed. 
Even when we know some of the objects to which it is related, this is 
merely by way of particular examples that illustrate the idea, but 
which in themselves alone would never have sufficed to constitute it. 
A word contains a condensed version of a whole body of knowledge 
in which I have not collaborated, a body of knowledge that is more 
than individual; and it reaches so far beyond me that I cannot even 
appropriate all its results. Who among us knows all the words of the 
tongue he speaks, and the integral meaning of every word? 

This remark allows us to determine what we mean by saying that 
concepts are collective representations. If they are common to a 
whole social group, this is not because they represent a simple aver­
age among corresponding individual representations; for then they 
would be poorer than these (individual representations) in intel­
lectual content, while in reality they are rich with a knowledge that 
surpasses that of the average individual. They are not abstractions 
that would have reality only in particular minds but representations 
every bit as concrete as those that the individual can construct from 
his personal surroundings: they correspond to the way in which that 
special entity, society, thinks about the things from its own experi­
ence. If, in fact, concepts are most often general ideas, if they express 
categories and classes rather than particular objects, this is because 
the singular and variable qualities of beings only rarely interest soci­
ety; because of its scope, it can hardly be affected by any but their 
more general and permanent properties. Thus society's attention is 
turned to generalities: its nature is most often to see things in large 
masses and in the form they most generally take. But this is not a 
necessity; and in any case, even when these representations appear in 
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their usual generic character, they are still the work of society and are 
rich with its experience. 

And this, moreover, is why we value conceptual thought. If con­
cepts were merely general ideas, they would not do much to enrich 
our knowledge; for the general, as we have already said, contains 
nothing more than the particular. But if those concepts are above all 
collective representations, they add all the wisdom and knowledge 
the collectivity has accumulated in the course of the centuries to 
what our personal experience can teach us. To think in concepts is 
not simply to see the real through the most general; it is to project 
onto sensation a light that illuminates, penetrates, and transforms it. 
To conceive of a thing is, in addition to apprehending more clearly 
its essential elements, to situate it as a whole; for every civilization 
has its own particular organized system of concepts. Confronted by 
this system of notions, the individual mind is in the same situation as 
Plato's vouc;* confronted by the world of Ideas. It endeavours to 
assimilate them, for it needs them to be able to communicate with its 
peers; but this assimilation is always imperfect. Each of us sees them 
in his own way. There are some that escape us altogether, that remain 
outside our circle of vision; and there are others that we perceive 
only in certain aspects. There are some, indeed many, that we distort 
by thinking about them; for since they are collective in nature, they 
cannot be individualized without being retouched, modified, and 
consequently distorted. As a result, we have so much trouble under­
standing that we often lie to one another without meaning to. This is 
because we all use the same words without giving them the same 
meaning. 

We can now begin to see society's part in the origin of logical 
thought. This is possible only from the moment when, beyond the 
transitory representations he owes to tangible experience, man has 
begun to conceive a whole world of stable ideals, the common 
ground of intellects. To think logically, in effect, is always in some 
measure to think impersonally; it is also to think sub specie aeternita­
tis. *Impersonality and stability-these are the two characteristics of 
truth. Now, logical life obviously presupposes that man knows, even 
in a muddled way, that there is a truth distinct from tangible appear­
ance. But how could he arrive at this idea? People most often argue 
the point as though this idea must have spontaneously occurred to 
man when he opened his eyes on the world. Yet there is nothing in 
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immediate experience that might suggest it, and a great deal to con­
tradict it. Furthermore, the child and the animal have no notion of 
it. History shows, moreover, that it took centuries to emerge and 
evolve. In our western world, it is with the great thinkers of Greece 
that it first became clearly conscious of itself and its implicit con­
sequences. And when the discovery was made, it was cause for 
wonder, which Plato expressed magnificently. 

But while it was only in this period that the idea was expressed in 
philosophical formulas, it necessarily pre-existed in a state of 
obscure feeling. The philosophers sought to elucidate this feeling; 
they did not create it. So that they might reflect on it and analyse it, 
they had to receive it first and to know where it came from, that is, 
what experience it was based on. It was based on collective experi­
ence. Impersonal thought was revealed to humanity for the first time 
in the form of collective thought; and it is impossible to see how this 
revelation could have been made any other way. Solely because soci­
ety exists, there also exists-outside of individual sensations and 
images-a whole system of representations that enjoy marvellous 
properties. Through them, men understand one another, intellects 
can intermingle. These representations have a kind of force, a moral 
ascendancy by virtue of which they affect particular minds. 

When the individual realizes, even vaguely, that above his private 
representations a world of generic notions exists according to which 
he must regulate his ideas, he begins to see a whole intellectual realm 
in which he participates but that surpasses him. This is a first intu­
ition of the realm of truth. Of course, as soon as he became conscious 
of this higher intellectuality, he used it to scrutinize nature; he tried 
to discover where these eminent representations derived their pre­
rogatives and, to the extent that he thought he had discovered their 
causes, he undertook to put these causes into operation himself in 
order to elicit their implicit effects through his own powers; that is, 
he granted himself the right to invent concepts. Thus, the faculty of 
conceptualization was individualized. But in order to understand the 
origins of this function, it must be linked to the social conditions on 
which it depends. 

Some will object that we are showing only one side of the concept, 
that its role is not only to ensure the agreement of minds but also, 
and even more, their agreement with the nature of things. It seems 
that its whole rationale rests solely on the condition of being true, or 
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objective, and that its impersonality must be merely a consequence 
of its objectivity. It is in things, conceived as adequately as possible, 
that minds should communicate. We do not deny that conceptual 
development goes partly in this direction. The concept that was 
originally taken as true because it is collective tends to become col­
lective only if it is held as true: we demand its credentials before 
granting it credence. But in the first place, we must not lose sight of 
the fact that still today, the great majority of the concepts we use are 
not constituted methodically; we take them from language, that is, 
from common experience, without submitting them to any prior 
criticism. Scientifically elaborated and criticized concepts are always 
in the very weak minority.* In addition, between these and those 
that take their authority solely from the fact that they are collective, 
there are merely differences of degree. A collective representation, 
because it is collective, already presents guarantees of objectivity, 
for otherwise it could not be generalized and maintained with suf­
ficient persistence. If it were in disagreement with the nature of 
things, it could not have acquired an extensive and prolonged hold 
on people's minds. Basically, the confidence that inspires scientific 
concepts rests on the fact that they are capable of being methodic­
ally controlled. Now, a collective representation is necessarily sub­
jected to an indefinitely repeated test: the men who adhere to it 
verify it by their own experience. Therefore it could not possibly 
be inadequate to its object. It can express it, of course, with the 
help of imperfect symbols, but scientific symbols themselves are 
never anything but approximate. It is precisely this principle that is 
at the basis of the method that we are following in the study of 
religious phenomena: we regard as axiomatic that religious beliefs, 
as odd as they sometimes seem, have a truth that must be 
discovered. I 

Conversely, it is hardly the case that concepts, even when they are 
constructed according to all the rules of science, derive their author­
ity only from their objective value. It is not enough for them to be 
true for them to be believed. If they are not in harmony with other 
beliefs, other opinions, in a word with the whole gamut of collective 
representations, they will be denied; minds will be closed to them; 

' Far from lacking social value, the very fact that a representation has a social origin 
confirms it. 
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they will be as if they never were. If today the stamp of science is 
usually sufficient to give them a kind of privileged credit, that is 
because we have faith in science. But this faith is not essentially 
different from religious faith. The value that we ascribe to science 
depends, in short, on the idea that we, collectively, have of its nature 
and its role in life-that is, it expresses a state of opinion. This is 
because everything in social life, even science itself, rests on opinion. 
Of course, we can make opinion a subject of study and make a 
science of it-this is the chief aim of sociology. But the science of 
opinion does not make opinion; it can only shed light on it, make it 
more self-conscious. And this, it is true, can lead to changing it. Yet 
science continues to depend on opinion even when it seems to legis­
late it, for as we have shown, it is from opinion that science takes the 
necessary force to act on opinion.' 

To say that concepts express the way that society imagines things 
is to see, too, that conceptual thought is contemporaneous with 
humanity. We refuse, therefore, to see it as the product of a later 
culture. A man who did not think in concepts would not be a man; 
for he would not be a social being. Reduced to only individual per­
ceptions, he would be inseparable from the animal. If the contrary 
thesis could be sustained, that is because the concept was defined by 
features that are not essential to it. It was identified with the general 
idea2 and with a general idea that was clearly delimited and circum­
scribed. 3 Under these conditions, it could seem that lower societies 
are not familiar with the concept properly speaking, for they have 
only rudimentary processes of generalization, and the notions they 
employ are not generally defined. But most of our present concepts 
have the same indeterminacy; we hardly bother defining them except 
in discussions and when we are doing scholarly work. On the other 
hand, we have seen that to conceptualize is not to generalize. To 
think conceptually is not simply to isolate and group together qual­
ities common to a certain number of objects; it is to subsume the 
variable to the permanent, the individual to the social. And since 
logical thought begins with the concept, it follows that it has always 
existed; there was no historical period when men would have lived in 

' Cf. above, p. 156. 
• Lucien Uvy-Bruhl, Les Fonttions menta/es dans /es soriites mftritures (Paris: Alcan, 

19rn), 131-8. 
J Ibid. 446. 
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chronic confusion and contradiction. Certainly, we must grant the 
enormous differences between logic at diverse historical moments; it 
develops like societies themselves. But as real as these differences 
are, they must not obscure the similarities, which are no less 
essential. 

IV 

We can now broach a final question that was already posed in our 
Introduction,' and which has been implicit throughout this entire 
work. We have seen that at least some categories are social things. 
The question is, where does this quality come from? 

Of course, since categories are themselves derived from concepts, 
we readily understand that they are the work of the collectivity. 
No concepts present the signs of a collective representation to the 
same degree. Indeed, their stability and their impersonality are such 
that they have often passed for being absolutely universal and 
immutable. Moreover, since they express the fundamental condi­
tions of understanding between minds, it seems obvious that they 
could be elaborated only by society. 

But the problem is more complex where categories are concerned. 
For they are social in another sense and to the second degree. Not 
only do they come from society, but the very things they express are 
social. Not only has society instituted them, but they are different 
aspects of the social entity that serves as their contents. The category 
of genus began by being indistinguishable from the concept of 
human group; it is the rhythm of social life that is at the basis of the 
category of time; it is the space occupied by society that has provided 
the material for the category of space; it is the collective force that 
was the prototype for the concept of efficacious force, an essential 
element of the category of causality. However, categories are not 
constructed to be applied uniquely to the social realm; they extend to 
the whole of reality. How is it, then, that the models on which they 
were built were borrowed from society? 

The answer is that these are major concepts that play a leading 
part in knowledge. Indeed, the function of categories is to domin­
ate and encompass all other concepts: they are the permanent 

' See above, pp. r8--r9. 
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frameworks of mental life. Now, to encompass such an object, they 
must be modelled on a reality of equal scope. 

Of course, the relations they express exist implicitly in individual 
consciousnesses. The individual lives in time, and, as we have said, 
he has a certain sense of temporal orientation. He is situated at a 
fixed point in space, and one could argue, with good reason, that all 
his sensations have some spatial content.' He has a feeling for 
resemblances; similar representations attract one another, come 
together inside him, and the new representation formed by their 
coming together already has a certain generic character. We also 
sense a certain regularity in the order of succession of phenomena; 
even the animal is not incapable of this. Only all these relations are 
personal to the individual who is engaged in them, and so the notion 
that he can profit from them cannot extend beyond his narrow 
horizon. 

The generic images that are formed in my consciousness by the 
fusion of similar images represent only the objects that I have dir­
ectly perceived; nothing here can give me the idea of a class, that is, 
of a framework capable of comprehending the total group of all 
possible objects that satisfy the same condition. Yet the idea of the 
group would have to be prior, and the spectacle of our inner life 
alone would not be enough to awaken it in us. But above all there is 
no individual experience, however broad and prolonged, that could 
make us even suspect the existence of a total genus that would 
encompass the universality of beings, and of which other genera 
would be merely species coordinated among, or subordinate to, one 
another. This notion of the whole, which is at the basis of the classifi­
cations we have cited, cannot come to us from the individual who 
is himself merely a part in relation to the whole, and who never 
reaches more than an infinitesimal fraction of reality. And yet 
there is no category more essential; for since the role of categories 
is to encompass all other concepts, the category par excellence 
must apparently be the very concept of totality. The theorists of 
knowledge ordinarily postulate totality as if it were self-generated, 
although it infinitely surpasses the contents of any individual 
consciousness, taken separately. 

For the same reasons, the space that I know through my senses, 

' James, The Prinaples of Psyc/10/ogy, i. 134. 
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where I am the centre and everything is arranged in relation to me, 
could not be total space, which contains everyone's particular spatial 
scope and in which, moreover, these are coordinated in relation to 
impersonal reference points common to all individuals. Similarly, the 
concrete duration that I sense flowing in me and with me could not 
approach the idea of total time, for my sense of duration expresses 
merely the rhythm of my individual life; the idea of total time, on the 
other hand, corresponds to the rhythm of a life that does not belong 
to any individual in particular but is one in which everyone partici­
pates.' Likewise, the regularities I can perceive in the way that my 
sensations succeed one another can indeed have value for me; they 
explain how, when I observe the first of two phenomena whose con­
stant linkage I have experienced, I then expect the second. But this 
state of personal expectation should not be confused with the con­
ception of a universal order of succession that overlays the totality of 
minds and events. 

Since the world expressed by the total system of concepts is the 
world that society represents, society alone can provide us with the 
most general notions according to which it must be represented. 
Only a subject that encompasses all particular subjects is capable of 
encompassing such an object. Since the universe exists only insofar 
as it is thought about, and since it is thought about in its totality only 
by society, it takes place within it; it becomes an element of its inner 
life, and thus the universe is itself the total genus outside of which 
nothing exists. The concept of totality is merely the abstract form of 
the concept of society: it is the whole that includes all things, the 
supreme classification that encloses all other classifications. Such is 
the underlying principle of those primitive classifications in which 
the beings of all realms are situated and classified in social frame­
works by the same right as But if the world is inside society, 
the space society occupies merges with space as a whole. We have 
seen, indeed, how everything has its assigned place in the social 
space; and the best indication of just how much this total space 

' We often speak of space and time as if they were merely concrete extension and 
duration-things that can be experienced by individual consciousness but diminished 
by abstraction. In reality, they are entirely different kinds of representations, built out of 
other elements, following a very different plan, in pursuit of equally different ends. 

• Basically, the concepts of totality, society, and deity are really just different aspects 
of one and the same notion. 
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differs from the concrete scopes we perceive through our senses is 
the fact that this localization is entirely ideal and in no way resembles 
what it would be if it were dictated to us by tangible experience.• 
For the same reason, the rhythm of collective life dominates 
and encompasses the varied rhythms of all the constituent lives that 
produce it. And so the time that expresses it dominates and 
encompasses all particular durations. This is total time. 

The history of the world was for a long time merely one aspect of 
the history of society. One begins with the other; the world's histor­
ical eras are determined by those of society. What measures this 
impersonal and global duration, what fixes the reference points 
that determine its division and organization, are society's move­
ments of concentration and dispersal-more generally, the periodic 
necessities of collective renewal. If those critical instants are most 
often attached to some material phenomenon, like the regular recur­
rence of a particular planet or the change of seasons, that is because 
objective signs are necessary to make all this essentially social organ­
ization tangible. Similarly, the causal relation as collectively posited 
by the group is independent of any individual consciousness; it 
glides above all minds and all particular events. It is a law having 
impersonal value. We have shown that the law of causality seems to 
have been born in this way. 

There is another reason why the constituent elements of categor­
ies must have been borrowed from social life: the relations they 
express could become conscious only in and through society. If they 
were in a sense immanent in the life of the individual, that individual 
had no reason or means to grasp them, to think about them, to make 
them explicit, and to develop them into distinct notions. To orient 
himself personally in space, to know when he had to satisfy different 
organic needs, he had no need to fashion for himself, once and for all, 
a conceptual representation of time or space. Plenty of animals know 
how to find their way back to familiar places; they return to these 
places at the appropriate time, without having any category for them; 
sensations are adequate to guide them automatically. They would be 
adequate for man if his movements had to satisfy only individual 
needs. In order to recognize that one thing resembles others with 

' See Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss, 'De quelques formes primitives de clas­
sification', L'Annee so&io/ogiqf4e, 6 (1903), 40ff. 
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which we already have some experience, it is in no way necessary to 
rank these things in genera and species: the way that similar images 
attract each other and fuse is adequate to suggest resemblance. The 
impression of having already seen or experienced something does 
not imply any classification. In order to distinguish between the 
things we must seek and the things we must flee, we merely have to 
connect their effects to their causes by a logical link, when individual 
convenience alone is at stake. Purely empirical sequences, strong 
connections between concrete representations, are equally sure 
guides where the will is concerned. Not only does the animal have no 
others, but very often our private practice assumes nothing more. 
The wise man is he who has a very clear sense of what he must 
do, but for the most part he is incapable of translating this sense 
into law. 

It is different where society is concerned. Society is possible only 
if the individuals and things that compose it are distributed into 
different groups, that is, classes, and if these groups themselves are 
classified in relation to each other. Society presupposes, therefore, a 
self-conscious organization that is none other than a classification. 
This organization of society is naturally communicated to the space 
it occupies. To prevent any collision, a fixed portion of space must be 
allocated to every particular group. In other words, the total space 
must be divided, differentiated, oriented, and these divisions and 
orientations must be known to every mind. In addition, every sum­
mons to a feast, a hunt, or a military expedition implies that dates are 
fixed and agreed upon, and as a consequence that a common time is 
established that everyone conceives in the same way. Finally, the 
cooperation of several people in pursuit of a common goal is possible 
only if they agree on the relation between this goal and the means to 
attain it, namely if a similar causal relation is granted by all the 
participants in the enterprise. Therefore, it is not surprising that 
social time, social space, social classes, and collective causality are at 
the basis of corresponding categories, since it is in their social forms 
that different relations were grasped for the first time with any 
clarity by human consciousness. 

To sum up, society is in no way the illogical or alogical, incoher­
ent, and chimerical being people too often like to imagine. Quite the 
contrary, the collective consciousness is the highest form of psychic 
life, since it is a consciousness of consciousnesses. Situated outside 
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and above individual and local contingencies, it sees things only in 
their permanent and essential aspect, which it embodies in notions 
that can be communicated. Even as it sees things from above, it sees 
far ahead; at any moment of time it encompasses all ofknown reality; 
that is why it alone can provide the mind with frameworks that apply 
to the totality of beings and that allow us to think about them. The 
collective consciousness does not create these frameworks artificially; 
it finds them in itself, merely by becoming conscious of them. They 
express the ways of being that are encountered at all degrees of 
reality but appear in true clarity only at the swnmit, because the 
extreme complexity of the psychic life that unfolds there necessitates 
a more highly developed consciousness. 

To attribute social origins to logical thought, then, is not to 
degrade it, diminish its value, or reduce it to a system of artificial 
combinations; on the contrary, it is to relate it to a cause that implies 
it naturally. This does not mean, of course, that notions elaborated in 
this way are instantly adequate to their objects. If society is some­
thing universal in relation to the individual, it has a certain individu­
ality as well, with its own physiognomy and idiosyncrasies; it is a 
particular subject that, as a result, particularizes what it thinks. 
Therefore, collective representations also contain subjective elem­
ents, and must be progressively purified to come closer to things. But 
as crude as these representations may have been at first, they still 
bore the seed of a new mentality to which the individual could never 
have raised himself by his own powers. Henceforth, the way was 
open to stable, impersonal, and organized thought, which needed 
only to develop its nature from that point on. 

Moreover, the causes that determined this development do seem 
not to differ specifically from those that brought the initial seed into 
being. Iflogical thought tends increasingly to shed the subjective and 
personal elements it still carried with it in the beginning, that is not 
because extra-social factors intervened, but because a social life of a 
new kind was becoming increasingly developed: that international 
life which was already universalizing religious beliefs. As it extends 
itself, the collective horizon is enlarged. Society no longer seems like 
the ultimate whole but becomes part of a much larger whole, one 
with vague and infinitely expandable borders. As a result, things can 
no longer stay within the social frameworks in which they were 
originally classified; they beg to be organized according to their own 
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principles, and thus logical organization is differentiated from social 
organization and becomes autonomous. This, it seems, is how the 
bond that first attached thought to fixed collective individualities 
becomes increasingly tenuous and thought becomes more im­
personal and universalized. Thought that is truly and properly 
human is not an original given but a product of history; it is an ideal 
limit, to which we come ever closer but in all likelihood will never 
attain. 

Thus the kind of antinomy so often accepted between science, on 
the one hand, and morality and religion, on the other, is far from 
being the case. These different modes of human activity derive, in 
reality, from one and the same source. Kant understood this, and 
that is why he made speculative reason and practical reason two 
different functions of the same faculty. According to him, they are 
united because they are both oriented toward the same universal. To 
think rationally is to think according to laws that are everywhere 
obvious to all reasonable beings. To act morally is to behave accord­
ing to maxims that might without contradiction be extended to all 
wills everywhere. In other words, science and morality imply that the 
individual is capable of raising himself above his own point of view 
and of living from an impersonal perspective. And, indeed, there is 
no doubt that this is a feature common to all superior forms of 
thought and action. Yet the Kantian position does not explain the 
source of the kind of contradiction man embodies. Why is he com­
pelled to do violence to himself in order to go beyond his individual 
nature, and conversely, why must the impersonal law lose force as it 
becomes embodied in individuals? Shall we say that two antagonistic 
worlds exist in which we participate equally: the world of matter and 
the senses, on the one hand, and the world of pure and impersonal 
reason, on the other? But this is merely repeating the question in 
slightly different terms; for the real point is to know why we must 
lead two lives at the same time. Why do these two worlds, which 
seem mutually contradictory, not remain separate, and what makes it 
necessary for them to mingle, despite their antagonism? The only 
explanation that has ever been given for this singular necessity is the 
hypothesis of the fall,* with all the difficulties it implies and which are 
useless to review here. 

By contrast, all mystery disappears once we have recognized that 
impersonal reason is simply another name for collective thought. For 
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collective thought is possible only by the grouping together of indi­
viduals; so it assumes them, and they in their turn assume it because 
they can survive only by grouping together. The reign of impersonal 
aims and truths can come into being only through the cooperation 
of particular wills and sensibilities, and the reasons they partici­
pate in it are the same reasons they cooperate. In short, there is 
something impersonal in us because there is something social in us, 
and since social life includes both representations and practices, this 
impersonality is extended quite naturally to ideas just as it is to acts. 

It will be surprising, perhaps, to see us relate the most elevated 
forms of human mentality to society: the cause seems quite humble 
with respect to the value we place on the effect. Between the world of 
the senses and appetites, on the one hand, and that of reason and 
morality on the other, the distance is so considerable that the second 
seems it must have been added on to the first only by some creative 
act. But to attribute this dominant role in the genesis of our nature to 
society is not to deny that creation; for society indeed wields a cre­
ative power that no palpable being can equal. Indeed, all creation, 
unless it is a mystical operation that eludes science and intelligence, 
is the product of a synthesis. Now, if the syntheses of particular 
representations produced within every individual consciousness are 
already, by themselves, productive of novelties, how much more 
effective are those vast syntheses of whole consciousnesses that pro­
duce societies! A society is the most powerful bundle of physical and 
moral forces observable in nature. Nowhere else do we find such a 
wealth of diverse raw material brought to such a degree of concen­
tration. So it is not surprising that a higher life emerges from it that 
acts on the elements that compose it, raising them to a superior form 
of existence and transforming them. 

Thus, sociology seems called upon to open a new way to the 
science of man. Until now, we were faced with the following alterna­
tive: either to explain man's superior and specific faculties by relat­
ing them to inferior forms of being-reason to the senses, mind to 
matter-which amounted to denying their specificity; or to attach 
them to some supra-experiential reality that was postulated, but 
whose existence no observation could establish.* The mind was put in 
this bind because the individual was taken to be finis naturae:* it 
seemed there was nothing beyond him, at least nothing that science 
could grasp. But as soon as we recognize that above the individual 
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there is society, and that society is a system of active forces-not 
a nominal or rationally created being-a new way of explaining 
man becomes possible. For him to preserve his distinctive attributes, 
it is no longer necessary to place them outside experience. At the 
very least, before going to this extreme, it is appropriate to enquire 
as to whether what is inside the individual but surpasses him 
comes from that reality which is supra-individual yet inherent in 
experience-namely, society. 

Of course, we cannot say at this juncture how widely these 
explanations can be applied and whether they are capable of solving 
all problems. But it is equally impossible to set limits in advance on 
how far they can go. What must be done is to test the hypothesis and 
submit it to the control of facts as methodically as possible. This is 
what we have tried to do. 
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SELECT LIST OF ANTHROPOLOGISTS AND 
ETHNOLOGISTS WHO INFORMED DURKHEIM'S 

WORK 

Franz Boas (1858-1942), US anthropologist and founder of the Inter­
national Journal of American Linguistics, specialized in the cultures and 
languages of Native Americans; author of The Mind of Primitive Man 
(1911). 

Charles Hill-Tout ( 18 58-1944), Canadian anthropologist, produced many 
ethnographies of Native Americans in western Canada, culminating in 
The Far West: The Home of the Salish and Dene (1907). 

Alfred William Howitt (1830--1908), British anthropologist, author of 
Kamilaroi and Kurnai (with Lorimer Fison, 1880) and Native Tribes of 
South-East Australia (1904). 

Sir Walter Baldwin Spencer (1860--1929) and Francis James Gillen 
(1855-1912). Spencer made available Australian field data to European 
and American anthropologists and social theorists. In 1894 he met the 
posnnaster E J. Gillen, and they subsequently produced several joint 
publications on Australian Aboriginal societies: The Native Tribes of 
Central Australia (1899); The Northern Tribes of Central Australia (1904); 
The Arunta (1927). 

Matilta Coxe Stevenson (184<}-1915), US ethnologist and founder of the 
Women's Anthropological Society of America, specialized in the cultures 
and languages of Native Americans, especially of Pueblo and Hopi. 
Author of'The Sia' (18g4) and 'The Zuni Indians' (1904), both appearing 
in Annual Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology. 

Carl Strehlow (1870--1922), German clergyman and anthropologist who 
worked extensively in Australia, author of the multi-volwne Die Aranda­
und Loritja-Stiimme in Zentral-Australien (1907). 

John Reed Swanton (1873-1958), US ethnologist, focused on migrations 
of Native Americans, especially in the south-eastern United States. 
Durkheim, however, was most interested in his work on north-west 
Native Americans. His work on social structure challenged nineteenth­
century evolutionist asswnptions. Author of Contribution to the Ethnologies 
of the Hait.la (1905). 
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3 the most primitive: throughout this book, Durkheim refers to primitive 
religion and primitive people. To our ears, this vocabulary may sound 
condescending, and in many ways it is. However, 'primitive' was the 
standard term to refer to traditional societies marked by a minimal div­
ision of labour and by non-industrial technologies. Durkheim, unlike his 
contemporaries, argued that there is much continuity between traditional 
and modern societies. 

positive science: scientific positivism, the view that knowledge is generated 
by rigorous observation and analysis, greatly influenced French intel­
lectual life. For Durkheim, positivism is the view that social facts, just 
like any other facts, can be studied by scientific methods, in this case, the 
methods established by sociology. 

5 developed historically: Durkheim, like many other turn-of-the-century 
European intellectuals, held as a scientific principle that it was necessary 
to provide a genetic account of a phenomenon, tracing it from its most 
simple to its most complex form, in order to discover its essential nature. 

Cartesian principle: Rene Descartes (1596-1650) argued that knowledge 
can only be established, link by link, on indubitable first principles. 

8 Bachofen ... McLennan, Morgan: Jacob Johann Bachofen (1815-87), 
John Ferguson McLennan (1827-81), and Lewis Henry Morgan (1818-
81). Bachofen added the concept of matriarchy to that of patriarchy; 
McLennan and Morgan had initially reduced kinship to blood lines. 
McLennan was one of the first to argue, erroneously, that totemism was 
the most primitive form of religion. 

12 Hamelin ... Kant: Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), a German philosopher, 
argued that such categories as time and space are universally the same 
and are imposed on objective reality by the knowing mind. Octave Hame­
lin (1856-1907), a neo-Kantian, maintained that space is not experienced 
universally the same. This view contributed toward Durkheim's social­
izing Kantian categories of understanding. 

14 Viilkerpsychology: folk psychology; a school of thought, associated with 
Wilhelm Wundt, that investigated the language, myth, and customs of a 
people to understand better the individual psychology. 

17 sui generis: a category of its own; unique. 

25 Frazer: Sir James George Frazer (1854-1941), Scottish anthropologist, 
author of The Golden Bough (18go), a comparative study in folklore, 
magic, and religion. 

26 Spencer: Herbert Spencer (1820-1903), an English philosopher who 
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promoted social evolutionary theories, and coined the phrase 'survival of 
the fittest'. 

27 Max Muller: Friedrich Maximilian Millier (1823-1900), a German phil­
ologist, who argued in his Ler:tures on the Science of Language (1861-4) 
that philology and mythology reveal the origins of religion. 

ultirna ratio: final argument or last resort. 

29 Jevons: Frank Byron Jevons (185S-1936), a British classicist and phil­
osopher, argued that religion began as an effort to explain such extta­
ordinary events as solar eclipses. Author of Introduction to the History of 
Religion (1902), Religion in Evolution (1906), and Idea of God in Early 
Religions (1910). 

31 Tylor: Sir Edward Burnett Tylor (183z-1917), English anthropologist 
and author of Anthropology (1881). Specialized in animism and what he 
called the 'primitive mentality'. 

34 Man contains ... focus on the self and meditate: one need not search 
outside the self because the true self, Atman, and the 'supreme reality', 
Brahman, are one and the same. Atman is Brahman. 

39 totius substantiae: of the entire substance . 

. p science of religions: Durkheim, like William James, held that religion 
could be investigated with the objective tools of the scientist. 

43 church: Durkheim used the French word eglise to refer to any religious 
group or institution. 

44 magic: Durkheim's utilitarian and privatized definition of magic is prob­
lematic. In his argument, the distinction between religion and magic is 
parallel to the distinction between the moral and the utilitarian. The 
distinction between religion and magic may be helpful in a moral argu­
ment, but not in a sociological account, for it docs not distinguish types 
of institutions, but types of human ends. Durkheim himself made the 
following qualification in the accompanying footnote: 'in making this 
distinction between magic and religion, we do not mean to imply that 
they are entirely discontinuous. The borders between the two are often 
blurred.' 

54 Today the existence of God . . . basic principles of morality: Durkheim is 
referring to neo-Kantians who, following Kant, argued that the moral life 
is unimaginable without positing the existence of God (who provides 
universal standards of morality) and immortality (which permits happi­
ness to be in proportion to virtue). 

62 natural phenomena: throughout Durkheim's career, he argued that 
humans are naturally social creatures and that the social world belongs to 
the natural world. Hence, such social facts as population densities, 
religious institutions, or currents of opinions can be studied as an 
independent reality just like other natural facts. 
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63 philology: the study of language-historical and comparative linguis­
tics-especially as it illuminates cultural histories. 

6.j. Nihil est in intel/ectu quod non ante .fuerit in sensu: nothing is in the mind 
that was not first in the senses. 

87 The /1IJo parts of the analysis ... overlap: the structure of the book follows 
Durkheim's definition of religion. After having defined religion as a set 
of beliefs and practices that divide the universe between the sacred and 
profane and that create moral community, Durkheim first discusses 
religious beliefs and then he turns to religious practices. However, this 
structure must not obscure Durkheim's profound observation: practices 
are shaped by beliefs, but they also inform beliefs. 

95 subincision: a cut made along the underside of the penis. 

98 Holy Ark: the Holy Ark (l'arche sainte), also known as the ark of God, the 
ark of the Lord, or the ark of the covenant, contained the sacred treasures 
of Israel, namely, the two tablets of the law (see 1 Kings 8: 9), and 
perhaps also Aaron's rod and an urn holding manna. It represented the 
presence of God, and it was considered sacred to such an extent that if an 
unauthorized person touched it, that person was to be put to death (see 
2 Samuel 6: 1>---7). 
the nurtunja and the -ninga: subject to much variation, these are typic­
ally made of a vertical support, for example several lances tied together, 
and then decorated from top to bottom with grass, cords of hair, or 
feathers. 

118 the nomen and the cognomen: of the usually three names of an ancient 
Roman, the nomen is the second and the cognomen is the third. 

twthing ktwwn that is not classified: here Durkheim suggested that the 
concept 'totality' springs from religious origins. In the Conclusion, 
Durkheim noted that 'the concepts of totality, society, and deity are really 
just different aspects of one and the same notion'. 

119 'lt6.Vta. W..ftptJ GEii>v: everything is full of gods. 

128 metempsychosis: transmigration; at death, the passing of the soul into 
another body, human or animal. 

Wundt: Wilhelm Max Wundt (1832-1920), a German social and experi­
mental psychologist and author of the ten-volume work Folk Psychology. 
He developed techniques to investigate the psychology of a people as 
opposed to that of individuals. 

129 hlood-covenant: oaths taken by two or more individuals who swear mutual 
loyalty, usually on pain of death, after exchanging blood with one another 
through cuts made on each of their bodies. 

131 fetishism: reverence toward an object believed to have magical power to 
protect or lend aid. 

134 Thus the primary form of individual religion ... public religion: this is the 
conclusion for which Durkheim had been preparing the reader: private 
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religion is not the source of public religion, but rather the private pre­
supposes the public. 

141 real forces: social forces, like physical forces, impinge on humans from the 
outside and can be measured and compared. Durkheim was eager to 
describe the subject matter of sociology as something which could be 
investigated scientifically. 

1 SS An individual or collective object ... harmful effects: in Durkheim's view, 
respect and moral authority, not fear or utilitarian calculation, lie at the 
heart of religion. 

1 s6 But science ... from opinion itself. since the Enlightenment it has become 
standard to oppose opinion and authority, which are associated with 
religion, to facts and knowledge, which are associated with science. Here 
Durkheim put forth the radical view that science itself is a social institu­
tion that depends on opinion. 

1s7 4 August: France's newly established National Assembly abolished all 
feudal privileges on 4 August 1789. Durkheim often referred to the 
French Revolution as an example of religious effervescence. He often 
employed a religious vocabulary to describe what others interpreted as 
secular events. 

159 We spealt a language . . . not of our malting: here Durkheim challenges 
modern subjectivism, that is, the view that the individual alone creates 
his or her own moral and aesthetic world. 

161 The ties ... slaclt and wealt: here one must remember that the tribe is the 
'larger society' that includes the various clans. 

169 Primus in orbe deosfecit timor: first in the world, fear created the gods. 

Leviathans: formidable sea monsters depicted in the Bible; also, thanks to 
Thomas Hobbes, a totalitarian, or at least an exceedingly muscular, 
government. 

170 we cannot malte something unlimited from something limited: the opposition 
of the French etendu (something extended) to inetendu (something unex­
tended) is parallel to Rene Descartes's mind-body opposition, res extensa 
and res inextensa. 

173 They can turn . .. very powerful being: here Durkheim battled with a form 
of materialistic empiricism that maintains that the complete description 
of an object is derived from the senses alone. 

187 Alcheringa ... the period in which these fabuwus beings are thought to have 
lived: current literature on Australian Aboriginal religion often-and 
somewhat misleadingly-refers to this as 'dream time'. This term 
attempts to capture the idea that one today can participate in this mytho­
logical age of the past. 

200 Leihniz: Gottfried Wilhelm, Baron von Leibniz (1646--1716), a German 
philosopher and mathematician, who held that the basic building blocks 
of the universe are simple substances which he called monads. 
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Above and beyond ... in contact: Durkheim rejected modern notions of 
freedom as radical, self-authoring autonomy; rather, he held that all 
human freedom is .situated freedom, that is, all autonomy is relative to, or 
constrained by, socio-linguistic frameworks. 

213 the hypothesis of St Paul: that is, sudden enlightenment, as in the case of 
St Paul's seeing 'the light' on his way to Damascus. 

223 In .short . .. medical prohibitions: although this religion-magic distinction 
is problematic and not absolute, as Durkheim himself suggests at 223 
n. 1, it does highlight that which is most distinctive of Durkheim's 
account of religion, namely, religion's capacity to raise the individual 
above narrow, utilitarian pursuits. 

245 Alatunja: the chief of the totemic group. 

257 do ut des: I give so that you might give. 

hypostasized: hypostasi.ze = to construe a conceptual entity as a real, 
material one. Members of early society, in Durkheim's view, possessed 
only a vague and inchoate mental notion of themselves as a group until 
the group was symbolized by a physical object such as a totem. 

264 bµoicoou; 'tcP 9EciJ: imitation of god. 

269 certain philosophers: Durkheim has in mind those empiricists who would 
deny the reality of social forces because they believe that these forces 
cannot be tested and measured empirically. 

283 serve no purpose at all: here Durkheim opposed a strict utilitarian inter­
pretation of ritual. Ritual often resembles art, game, and play; yet this, 
too, enables a group to recreate and reaffirm itself. 

289 piacular. Durkheim introduced this concept of rites, piacular, from the 
Latin piaculum (a victim, sacrifice, atonement, punishment, crime, or 
sin). Piacular rites perform the function of expressing community 
solidarity in the face of such crises as the death of one of its members. 

292 same state: Victoria, Australia. 

295 But more generally . .. the a&tors of the rite: Durkheim was eager to high­
light the sociological, not psychological, dimensions of mourning. 

298 minoris resistentiae: less able to resist. 

312 a recent apologist for faith: William James (1842-1910), an American phil­
osopher, psychologist, and author of The Varieties of Religious Experience 
(1902), had argued that the truth of a proposition should be judged by its 
practical consequences. 

But given the fact that ... the idea that believers have of it: here Durkheim 
made a fundamental distinction that has informed the discipline of 
religious studies. The scholar of religion describes the 'religious experi­
ence' in terms that the believers themselves could recognize; next, how­
ever, the scholar may proceed to explain that experience in ways that the 
believers may not recognize or accept. 
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317 a natural product of social life: rejecting the tyranny of the natural-social 
dichotomy, Durkheim intentionally brought the polarities together in 
this phrase. 

319 inforo externo: in the external world. 

325 tradidit mundum hominum disputationi: it abandoned the world to the 
disputes of men. 

What science disputes . . . of man and the world: throughout his career, 
Durkheim respected religion yet challenged the notion that religious 
truth claims be granted a privileged status, free from all unwelcome 
criticism. 

331 voile;: the 'mind' or 'intellect' which is informed by the Platonic realm of 
eternal forms or ideas. 

sub specie aeternitatis: in its essential or universal form. 

333 elaborated ... weak minority: Durkheim, like Wittgenstein, 
held that the majority of our beliefs and concepts are not the product of 
Cartesian scrutiny, by which beliefs and conceptE are tested and subject 
to doubt. Rather, most of our beliefs, most of the time, are based on trust, 
and are received by way of language, tradition, and custom. 

341 the fall: in some Christian theology, the fall of Adam and Eve in the 
garden inflicted humanity with an abiding and painful dividedness 
between matter and spirit, or between the senses and appetites, on the 
one hand, and reason and morality, on the other. 

342 either to ... estahlish: in Durkheim's view, the choice had been to view 
human cognition and moral existence as (1) the product of the indi­
vidual's senses and the material substratum of the brain; or as (2) the 
work of a supernatural force that transforms the individual organism into 
a reasoning, moral human. Rejecting both options, Durkheim argued 
that society, in conjunction with materiality, is the force that transforms 
the individual human organism into a moral, thinking being. 

finis naturae: the conclusion or culmination of nature. 
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idealism xxxi 
idealization as essential feature of 

religions 316--18 
ideas, classification of 66-? 
identity, principle of 14 
inimortality, see soul: immortality 
inipcratives, moral and religious 194, 223 
inipurity,seeprofane 
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incarnation 1119"-90 
Indians, North American, m North 

America 
individualism xiii, xv, 45--6, 319, 34'J; 

atomistic xxiv; moral xxiii, 
xxviii-xxix; totem 121-4 

individuation of religious furces 
I 9C)-202, :20C)-IO 

industrialization xxviii 
initiation rites 31i--9, 70 11. I, ¢, 91i--9, 

123-4, 169; one supreme god :211-12; 
and prohibitions :z30-1; uniformity of 
:210, :216 

innateness 17 11. I 

instruments used in rites, see fhumigo.s; 
11urtU11jo.s; 1P41fi11gM 

interdictions, see prohibitions 
interpretation, difficulties of social xxxii 
lnti&liiuma celebration :243--8, :z53-5, 

285--6; by Black Snake clan :z71i--9; by 
Kangaroo clan 245, 247-8; by 
Witchetty Grub clan :z+3-4, :247, 
261-:z; containing seeds of sacrificial 
system 25+; Spencer and Gillen on 
262, 276, 285 

Jainism 33-4 
James, William xvi, xviii, 349 
JaurCs, Jean x 
Java 127 
Jevons,F. H. 29, 30, 55 n. 2, 129, 131,3.,6 
Judaism x, xxviii, xxxiii, 35 
justice, social xxxiv 

Kangaroo xix,245,247--8 
Kant, Immanuel xxvii, 1:2, :zoo, 341, 

345 
Karween 214 
Kern, H. 33 
kinship 88, 11s-16, 122, 138; with the 

supernatural 124)-30; with totemic 
species 167; see also clans; phratries 

knowledge; categories of understanding 
11, is, 18--19; problem of 14-15; 
theory of, see epistemology 

Lang, Andrew +8 n. r, SS n. I, 58, 137-8, 
212-13 

language; and ideas 66--9, 191; and 
prohibitions 227 

Lapie, Paul xv 
Leibniz, G. 28, 200, 34'J 

Uvy-Bruhl, Lucien xvi 
logic 327-35, 340 
logical necessity 19 11. 2 

Long, John (N alive American 'Indian' 
interpreter) 77 

Lucifer, see devil, the 

McLennan, J. E 8, 345 
magic: born from religion :z61i--9, 3.¢; 

compared with religion xxiii-iv, 41-4, 
70 n. I, 115, 141>--7, 209; prohibitions 
arising from :z2z-3; and religion, 
mana r50; 'sympathetic' 26z-3 

majesty as religious idea st>--? 
Malay archipelago 127 
maft4 14c-i, 149, 153-4; individualized 

as soul I94-'7 
Mangarkunjerkunja 191, 214 
Marrett, R. R. I so 
Marx, Karl xxxi 
masks of tutems 95 
materialism xxxi-xxxii, 318--19 
matrimonial class, see phratries: 

matrimonial class 
Mauss, Marcel xi, 42, 1so, 269, 286 
meaning of religious beliefs and rites 

xxxu 
Melanesia 41, 44 
menstruation 304-5 
metempsychosis, see transmigration of 

souls 
methodology of study xxxi-xxxiii, 5, 

71)-83 
mimesis :z6r-:z, :z64-5, :z69, :z73 
miracles :zli--9 
monasticism 39 
morality: conscience 208; modern 

32z-3; moral obligation 19 n. 2, 15s; 
and religion xxvi-xxvii, 193-4 

Morgan, L. H. 8, 345 
mourning rites 57, 203, 290-3, 308, 349; 

for bad harvests/weather 300-1; 
crowd beliaviour 297--8; for loss of 
sacred objects 300; necessity for 
21)6--300; need for scapegoat 298; 
ornaments ceremony 293-4; as social 
obligation 295-'7 

Muk-Kutnais 204 
Muller, Max xvi, xvii, 27; and 

mythology 6+--6, 69, 71, 346 
Mullian 215 
Muramura 204 
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mystery 27--8, 30-1; see also 

supernatural, notion of the 
mysticism 39 
mythology 9, 14, 63, 68--4), 71-z; mythic 

figures at origin of time :204; totemic 
78, 87, 102, 105, III 

namatrma 189 
name: of gods linguistically connected 

64-5, 68--4), 347; personal and totemic 
121-2, 226-7; totem as 87-C}4, 137-8 

nanja tree or rock :205, 207 
Native Tribes ofCentralAwtralia 

(Spencer and Gillen) 77-8 
Native Tribes of Sou1h-Eas1 Awtrt1lia 

(Howitt) 78 
natural forces 28, 2<)-30, 65-6, 346 
nature: and culture x:xxii; sacred and 

profane 76; of thing and of individual 
121-z; uniformity and regularity of 

73-5 
naturism xvii, 6, 47, 63-']5 
negativity in rites 221-30 
nominalism 20 
North America 13, 61, 81-3; reasons for 

studying totemism in 8:z.-3; 
reincarnation doctrine 19r-z; 
totemism in 77, 92-41 99-100, 133-4; 
tribes studied 94, 105-6, IIO-II, 143; 
underlying force of totemism 1431 

Northern Tribes ofCentralAwtralia 
(Spencer and Gillen) 78, 285 

nudity and sacredness 227 
number II 
Nuralie 214-15 
nurtunjas 98,99, 103-4, ro6,347 

offerings 32, 38, 51, 234-5, 253-5; 
duality of all rites 309; gods' need for 
255-8 

olmanikiUa (sanctuaries) 187-8 
old age, sacredness of 107 
Oldenburg, H. 32 
orerula (power in absolute sense) 144, 

147, 148 11. r, 151-2 

pain and suffering as rite 23:z.-5 
Parker, C. S. F. 207, 216 
perception xxv 
personality and the soul u, 199-:202, 217 
phenomena, cosmic 70, 73, 75, 89; see 

also nature 
philology 63, 346 

philosophy and religion 10-1 1 
phratries xviii,91>-2, 110,III, ll:Z.-IJj 

and genesis of religious thought 
II5-:20i matrimonial class 91-z; in 
North America 93-4; totems 
becoming divinities 215-16 

piacular rites 28c)--go, 300, 309, 349; see 
also death; funeral rites; mourning rites 

planes of human experience xxiii 
plants: as ancesb>rs of human beings 6i; 

as souls of human beings 135-6; as 
totems 101-3, ro5, 108, 178 

population xxxii 
positivism 21, 345 
power: as basis for religion l40o-52, l 69, 

288, 314, see t1lso 111ana; duality of 
271-z; of society over members 155, 
166, 270; two kinds of religious force 

prayers 32 
pret1'11imist religious phase 1 50 
pregnancy belief 135, 191 
Preuss, K. T. [ 50 
priests 43, 44, 62 
'primitive', use of term 345 
Procopius of Gau 177 
profane: distinct from the sacred 36--40, 

56, 74, r6o; foods 225; and magic 42; 
notion of the x:xiii, xx:v; and religiOll8 
life :128--30, JO 5 

prohibitions 34-5, 2211, 228--4) n. r; 
arising from magic 22:z.-3; of contact 
224-6; festivals 227-9; principle of 
236--8; separation of sacred objects 
223-4; of sight 226; of speech and 
sound 226-7; see also diet prohibitions 

pure and impure 306; see t1lso profane; 
sacredness 

Putiaputia 2 I4 

rainmaking :246 
rt1tapt1 189-90 
rationalism 20 n. 2 

recreation and the cult 283 
recurrence of cults, periodic 57 
reincarnation 189, I9r-z, 195-6, 198, 

204-5 
religion: ambiguity of religious forces 

168; in Australian social life 164-5; 
and church as moral community 43-4, 
46, 34'1; collective idea expressed by 
3r8; complex 7; contagiousness of the 
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sacred 180-1, 237--8, 239-42; in the 
corroboree setting l 64; definition xx, 
xxi-nii, 6-r/. 25-6, 31, 35, 40-1, 46, 
347; distinct from mythology 71, 
148--50; eternal character of 322, 326; 
explanation of 3 17-22, 347; funned of 
complex parts 35-6; games originzting 
in 283; genesis of religious thought 
n5-20; and history 5-6; human's 
place in the system 104-8; 
internationalism of beliefs 212, 216, 
321; leading to psychic exaltation 
l71-2j and logic 327-35; and magic 
xxiii-xxiv, 41-4; main purpose of 
170-1, 309, 3n; and morality 
xxvi-xxvii, 314; objective reality of 
all religions xviii; origin C}-10, 147; 
and philosophy lO-n; power as basis 
l4Q-521 169; 'primitive' 3, 5, 8--10, IO 

n. I, r26; ranking of different religions 
3-5; role and relevance of xxvii-xxviii; 
and science xxix-xxxi, 5-6, 62, 71, 
72, 324-'7i systematic idealization as 
essential feature 316; truth of all 
religions 4-5; two aspecbl in one 47, 
21z-13; two kinds of religious force/ 
power 304-i); universalism 320-1; see 
also belief; faith; totemism; religious 
character 

Renouvier, Charles x-xi 
renunciation, sacrifice as act of 254 
representations: collective xxv; 

individual and collective 17-18 
respect for moral authority of society 

155-6 
Reville, A. 3 I' 58 
rites II, 34-5, 36, 40, 149, 171, 349; 

ambiguities of function 286-r/; 
collective forces of 302-5; 
homogenity and generality of some 
210; lapses in ritual 303-4; in magic 
41-2; minietic 261-2; negativity in 
221-30, 307; nudity required in 227; 
positive 243, 259--60, 276; purpose of 
287-8; representative or 
commemorative 276-83; see also 
asceticism; communion; individually 
named rites; mimesis; sacrifice; 
totemism; worship 

Robertson Smith, William xiv, 44 11. z, 
58; ambiguity of notion of the sacred 

304-iJi expiatory sacrifices 302; and 
the Intichiuma 24B--9, 251-2, 253, 
255,256 

Roman Catholicism xxviii, 40 

sacred beings SU gods 
sacredness: contagiousness ofthe l8o-1, 

237-8, 231}-42, 263, 308; created by 
society 16o-1, r93; distinct from 
profane 36--40, 56, 74. 107, 160, 221, 
and prohibitions 235-'7i notion of the 
sacred xv, xx, xxii, 148, r70, ambiguity 
of part equal to the whole 174. 
250, 263; personal sanctity 104; and 
religious prohibitions 223, 22411. Ij 

source 76-r/; of totems 96, 168; see also 
blood; prohibitions; soul 

sacrifice 321 37, 38, 7011. I, 234-5; duality 
of all rites 309; elements of 243-'7, 
254; functional ambiguity of 286-rf; 
sharing a meal as communion 241}-52; 
as tribute 25z-3 

sacrilege 304-6 
saints 42, 44. 45 
Samoa r43 
sanctity, see sacredness 
Satan, see devil, the 
scapegoat needed in mourning rites 298 
Schultze, Louis r36 
science and religion xxix-xxxi, 2 l, 62, 72, 

324-'7 
science of religions 62, 71, 3,,,IJ 
sexual beliaviour 163 
sexual totemism 124-5 
silence imposed on women 291 
Silenus 6o 
sleep +B--9, 61, 195; see also dreams 
society: authority of 19, 155-'7i as basis 

for religious life 315-16, 339"-43; 
capacity to create gods 16o-r; 
collective forces of xxii, 17 5-6, 
257-{io, 25B--9; as higher moral power 
170, l73i influence on illl members 
154-5, 159, 296; lower v. advanced 7, 
57--8, 126, 127; nature of 20-r; and 
physical constraint 156 n. 4; power of 
the group 166; religious character of 
social institutions xiii-xiv, xxxiii; 
religious interpretation of modern xiv, 
xx-xxi; and symbolism 176-r/; unique 
source of sacred 193, 313-14; see also 
corroboree 
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sociology 3, 34:a-3; of knowledge, see 
epistemology; of religion xix, 4 

solidarity, social xxxii 
songs, ritual 226 
Sorbonne University xi, xii 
soul xvii, xxiii, 31, 41, 45; collective 194; 

contradictory notions of l !4; 
'doubling' of 49, 5:a-3, 54, 55, 61, 
207--8; finite stock of souls 187; 
'hiding' the 131--2, 184; as idea of 
personality 199--202; idea of the 4!1--9, 
6o, 61, 69, 104 ft. I, 183--6, 19:2-3, 
objective aspect 194; immortll.l.ity 54. 
185--6, 190 ft. I, 197-9, 300j of 
inanimate objects 5 l; individuation 
201--2, 205--'7; location of 185; in 
mourning rites 298--300; Spencer and 
Gillen on 187--i)o, 207; Strehlow on 
189, 190--1; as totemic principle 
18!1--9; transmigration r27, 131; see 
also animism; death; reincarnation; 
spirits 

space XXV, II, 1:2-14 
speaking, prohibition on 291 
speech and sound prohibitions 226--7 
spell casting 263-4 
Spencer, B.; on the lntichium11 262, 276, 

285, 344; on piacular rites 290--1 
Spencer, Herbert xii, xvi, 15 n. I, 26, 48, 

5!1--9, 61--2 ft, I' 345 
Spencer, W. Baldwin 77, 78, 102, 104, 

189--iJo 
spirits 203-4; ancestral 205; benevolent/ 

harmful 20!1--9 
spiritual beings 31--2; see 11/so animism; 

gods 
Stevenson, Matilta Coxe 344 
Strehlow, Carl 78, 136, 186, 18C)-90, 207, 

344; on the lntichiuma 262, 276--7 
subincision rite 95--6, 99, 2 ro, 233, 347 
substance II, 346 
sWfering and pain as rite 23:a-5, 303 
suicide, religious 39 
Suicide (Durkheim) xiii 
Sumatra 127 
supernatural, notion of the 26--Jo, 

124)-30 
superstitions 7 
Swanton, J. R. 130, 344 
symbols and emotions 165--6, 176--8; see 

also totemism 
syncretism 36 

taboo, see prohibitions 
tattooing of sacred symbols 95, 96, 177 
Thalualla 27!1--9 
theology 9 
thought: collective 34r--2j gods' 

dependence on man's thoughts 256--7; 
and language origin of religious 
70--1, 147, r81 

time XXV, II-12, 20 ft, 2, 27 ft, .2 

tjurung11S, see churing11S 
tooth extraction as rite 95, 124, 210, 301 
totality, concept of xxv 
totemism viii-ix, xvi-xvii, xix; as 

ancestor cult 127-30; in Australia 
77--Sr; collective 123, 130, 13:2-4, 
166--7; conceptional (primitive) 135; 
cosmological system of 109--20; 
definition of xviii-xix; essential 
elements of totemic beliefs 166--7; and 
fetishism 131--2; force underlying 
140--7, 151--2; historical review 76--i); 
individual 12r-4, 130--r, 133-4, 
206--8; joyous confidence at root of 
169; method of treating subject 79--83; 
in North America 77; reasons for 
studying 81, 126; religious character 
96-100, 13!1--9; reproduction of 
totemic species 265--6, 279, 288; and 
supreme gods 214-15; totem: 
accessory/secondary 117-18, animals 
as 90,92,101--8, 116-17, 153,attached 
to localities 135, becoming divinity 
215-16, on bodies 9 5--6, 
carvings and sculptures 94-5, C)9-IOO, 

and the corroboree 165--6, as emblem 
94--6, 153, 167, 175, ensuring fecundity 
of 244--'7, hierarchy of totems 140, 
human's ownership of 108, individual 
206--8, multiple images 166, as nanie 
87--<)4, I 37--8, as nanIC, main governing 
principles 8C)-9o, paintings and 
drawings 99, as patron of clan 122-3, 
and phratries 91, relationship between 
man and 107-8, as sacred object 
8!1--9, 96-100, 103-4, sexual 124-5, 
subtotem u7-I8, 347, as symbol 154. 
165--6, transmitted by heredity 89--iJo, 
136--7, 190; totemic organization 
u9--20; totemic principle (m11n11) 
140--7, 151--2, I88, 304; see also clans; 
cult; individ1111l 111riters; m11na; rites 

Totnnism and Exogamy (Frazer) 79 
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transference 263 
transmigration of souls 127--8, lJl, 

347 
Tylor, E. B. xvi, xvii, 31, 48, 52, 61, 346; 

and religious internationalism :212; 
theory of totemism 127--9 

Umbana. (ritual shelter) 261-:z 
understlmding, categories of II, 1 S 
uniformity of 'lower societies' 7--8 
universalism, religious 3:20-1 
universe, conception of the 109-II, 

n8--19, 141 
Urpmikliirna rite of closure 293 

Vedas 63,64-5,68,69 
vendetta aspect of funeral rites 293 
Virgin Mary 4:2 
vocabulary, religious xiii, xv 

wa.ka.n (power in absolute sense) 143-4, 
151-:Z 

11111ningas 98,99,103,347 
Warramunga people 277--82, 290--1 

water prohibition 103 
water as vitalizing agent 246 
Weber, Mu xvi, xix, xxxv 
Wilken, A. C. K. 127 
Witchetty Grub clan and lnticliiurna 

244-5, 261-:z 
Wollunqua people 28<>--2 
women: believed to be without souls 183, 

183-4 n. 2; conception and pregnancy 
beliefs 135, 188, 191, 205; in the 
corroboree r6:2-3; in funeral rites :292; 
inipurity during menstruation 304-5, 
3o6; in mourning rites 291; and the 
profane miv, 97, 107; prohibitions 
34, 210, 21:2, :z:z5--6, :2:28--<} n. I, 231j 
subincision rite 95--6; and totems 
89-90, 103, 1o6, 125 

words, see l:znguage 
worship, aclli of r71 
worship of animals l 28 
Wundt, W. M. 128, 345.347 

Zeus 65, 71 
Zuni people 13 
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