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Emile Durkheim

THE ELEMENTARY
FORMS OF THE
RELIGIOUS LIFE

Few books on the science of religion stand out as powerfully as Emile
Durkheim’s ‘The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, published
originally in 1912 in France under the title Les Formes élémentaires de
la vie religieuse: Le Systéme totémique en Australie. The author had

already foreshadowed his views on religion in his Le Suicide (1897} and -

an article in the Année Sociologique (1899), and had even published
some of the first portions of his forthcoming book. What Durkheim had
to say has had a deep impact on subsequent theoreticians, particularly
Radcliffe-Brown, Evans-Pritchard, and Warner. Durkheim’s realization
that religion plays a vital part in social life was impressed upon him by
the writings of Robertson Smith and those British anthropologists who
had been concerned with the subject of religion. While Durkheim was
in Paris in 1885 for the purpose of rounding out his training, Lucien
Herr, the librarian of the Ecole Normale, guided him toward Frazer’s
articles on totemism, and from then on he made it his concern to study
primitive religion so that he could understand the role of religion in
general.

Durkheim became convinced that in order to understand this role one
must examine religion in its simplest and original form, totemism;
therefore he used materials from Australia to make his analysis. Tote-

mism, he maintained, embodies all the essential aspects of religion: the

division of things into sacred and profane; the notion of the soul, spirits,

Reprinted with permission of Macmillan Publishing Go., Inc. from Emile Durkheim, The
Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, trans. Joseph-Ward Swain. Copyright 1915 by Allen and
Unwin, Ltd. First Free Press Paperback Edition 1963.
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mythical personalities, and divinity; a negative cult with ascetic prac-
tices; rites of oblation and communion; imitative rites; commemorative
rites; and expiatory rites. The sacred attitude necessary for religion is to
be seen in the totem, which derives its sacredness from the fact that it is
essentially the symbol of society. The totem represents the clan, which
to the aborigine is virtually society itself. Primitive man, especially as a
consequence of the social environment that results when he meets in
large ceremonial gatherings, realizes, however unconsciously, that as a
member of society he can survive but that as a lone individual he
cannot. He comes to view society as something sacred because he is
utterly dependent on it as a source of strength and culture. But it is
easier for him to visualize and direct his feeling of awe and respect
toward a symbol than toward so complex a thing as a clan. The totem
becomes the object of the sacred attitude. It is virtually God. Society, in
effect, deifies itself. Durkheim equates Society with God. Not only are
the members of society sacred, but so are all thlngs which stand for
society: the totemic plants and animals and the images of such totems.
They become the object of a cult because they possess mana. As Lowie
(Primitive Religion, 1948) has so aptly put it, “In this interpretation of
totemism there is something like an anticipation of the Freudian inter-
pretation of dreams. Things are not what they seem on the surface but
have a hidden meaning.”

His preoccupation with origins was merely incidental to Durkheim’s
main goal, which was to study the role of religion. In effect, Durkheim
saw religion as a vast symbolic system which made social life possible
by expressing and maintaining the sentiments or values of the society.
He especially analyzed the role of ceremonial and ritualistic institu-
tions, and concluded that they are disciplinary, integrating, vitalizing,
and euphoric forces. His method was what only in later years came to
be labeled “functional.” It stemmed from such predecessors as Fustel
de Coulanges (who was one of his professors at the Ecole Normale and
whose La Cité antique [1864] linked religion with political organization
and other institutions in a complex of interdependent relations) and
Robertson Smith.

Religious phenomena are naturally arranged
into two fundamental categories: beliefs and
rites. The first are states of opinion, and
consist in representations; the second are
determined modes of action. Between these
two classes of facts there is all the difference
which separates thought from action.

The rites can be defined and distinguished
from other human practices, moral practices,
for example, only by the special nature of
their object. A moral rule prescribes certain
manners of acting to us, just as a rite does,
but which are addressed to a different class
of objects. So it is the object of the rite which
must be characterized, if we are to character-
ize the rite itself. Now it is in the beliefs that
the special nature of this object is expressed.
It is possible to define the rite only after we
have defined the belief.

All known religious beliefs, whether sim-
ple or complex, present one common charac-
teristic: they presuppose a classification of all
the things, real and ideal, of which men
think, into two classes or opposed groups,
‘generally designated by two distinct terms

which are translated well enough by the
words profane and sacred (profane, sacré).
This division of the world into two domains,
the one containing all that is sacred, the
other all that is profane, is the distinctive
trait of religious thought; the beliefs, myths,
dogmas, and legends are either representa-
tions or systems of representations which
express the nature of sacred things, the vir-
tues and powers which are atiributed to
them, or their relations with each other and
with profane things. But by sacred things one
must not understand simply those personal
beings which are called gods or spirits; a
rock, a tree, a spring, a pebble, a piece of
wood, a house, in a word, anything can be
sacred. A rite can have this character; in fact,
the rite does not exist which does not have it
to a certain degree. There are words, expres-
sions, and formulae which can be pro-

 nounced only by the mouths of consecrated
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Emile Durkheim

the gods, and not merely a means of winning
their favor, it is because it possessed a virtue
comparable to that of the most sacred beings.
The circle of sacred objects cannot be deter-
mined, then, once for all. Its extent varies
infinitely, according to the different reli-
gions. That is how Buddhism is a religion: in
default of gods, it admits the existence of
sacred things, namely, the four noble truths
and the practices derived from them.

... The real characteristic of religious phe-
nomena is that they always suppose a bipar-
tite division of the whole universe, known
and knowable, into two classes which em-
brace all that exists, but which radically ex-
clude each other. Sacred things are those
which the interdictions protect and isolate;
profane things, those to which these interdic-
tions are applied and which must remain at a
distance from the first. Religious beliefs are
the representations which express the nature
of sacred things and the relations which they
sustain, either with each other or with pro-
fane things. Finally, rites are the rules of

‘conduct which prescribe how a man should

comport himself in the presence of these
sacred objects.

The really religious beliefs are always
common to a determined group, which
makes profession of adhering to them and of
practicing the rites connected with them.
They are not merely received individually
by all the members of this group; they are
something belonging to the group, and they
make its unity. The individuals which com-
pose it feel themselves united to each other
by the simple fact that they have a common
faith. A society whose members are united

-by the fact that they think in the same way in

regard to the sacred world and its relations
with the profane world, and by the fact that
they translate these common ideas into com-
mon practices, is what is called a “Church.”
In all history, we do not find a single religion
without a Church. Sometimes the Church is
strictly national, sometimes it passes the
frontiers; sometimes it embraces an entire
people (Rome, Athens, the Hebrews), some-
times it embraces only a part of them (the
Christian societies since the advent of Prot-
estantism); sometimes it is directed by a
corps of priests, sometimes it is almost com-
pletely devoid of any official directing body.
But wherever we observe the religious life,
we find that it has a definite group as its
foundation. Even the so-called ‘“private”
cults, such as the domestic cult or the cult of

a corporation, satisfy this condition; for they
are always celebrated by a group, the family,
or the corporation. Moreover, even these
particular religions are ordinarily only spe-
cial forms of a more general religion which
embraces all; these restricted Churches are
in reality only chapels of a vaster Church
which, by reason of this very extent, merits
this name still more.

It is quite another matter with magic. To be
sure, the belief in magic is always more or
less general; it is very frequently diffused in
large masses of the population, and there are
even peoples where it has as many adher-
ents as the real religion. But it does not result
in binding together those who adhere to it,
nor in uniting them into a group leading a
common life. There is no Church of magic.
Between the magician and the individuals
who consult him, as between these individ-
uals themselves, there are no lasting bonds
which make them members of the same mor-
al community, comparable to that formed by
the believers in the same god or the observ-
ers of the same cult. The magician has a
clientele and not a Church, and it is very
possible that his clients have no other rela-
tions between each ather, or even do not
know each other; even the relations which
they have with him are generally accidental
and transient; they are just like those of a
sick man with his physician. The official and
public character with which he is sometimes
invested changes nothing in this situation;
the fact that he works openly does not unite
him more regularly or more durably to those
who have recourse to his services.

Thus we arrive 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 forbidden—beliefs
and practices which unite into one single
moral community called a Church, all those
who adhere to them. The second element
which thus finds a place in our definition is
no less essential than the first; for by show-
ing that the idea of religion is inseparable
from that of the Church, it makes it clear that
religion should be an eminently collective
thing.

LEADING CONCEPTIONS OF

THE ELEMENTARY RELIGION
Even the crudest religions with which history
and ethnology make us acquainted are al-
ready of a complexity which corresponds
badly with the idea sometimes held of primi-
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THE ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF RELIGION

tive mentality. One finds there not only a
confused system of beliefs and rites, but also
such a plurality of different principles, and
such a richness of essential notions, that it
seems impossible to see in them anything but
the late product of a rather long evolution.
Hence it has been concluded that to discover
the truly original form of religious life, it is
necessary to descend by analysis beyond
these observable religions, to resolve them
into their common and fundamental ele-
ments, and then to seek among these latter
some one from which the others were de-
rived.

To the problem thus stated, two contrary
solutions have been given.

There is no religious system, ancient or
recent, where one does not meet, under dif-
ferent forms, two religions, as it were, side by
side, which, though being united closely and
mutually penetrating each other, do not
cease, nevertheless, to be distinct. The one
addresses itself to the phenomena of nature,
either the great cosmic forces, such as winds,
rivers, stars, or the sky, etc., or else the

objects of various sorts which cover the sur- -

face of the earth, such as plants, animals,
rocks, etc.; for this reason it has been given
the name of naturism. The other has spiritual
beings as its object, spirits, souls, geniuses,
demons, divinities properly so-called, ani-
mated and conscious agents like man, but
distinguished from him, nevertheless, by the
nature of their powers and especially by the
peculiar characteristic that they do not affect
the senses in the same way: ordinarily they
are not visible to human eyes. This religion
of spirits is called animism. Now, to explain
the universal coexistence of these two sorts
of cults, two contradictory theories have
been proposed. For some, animism is the
primitive religion, of which naturism is only
a secondary and derived form. For the oth-
ers, on the contrary, it is the nature cult
which was the point of departure for reli-
gious evolution; the cult of spirits is only a
peculiar case of that.

These two theories are, up to the present,
the only ones by which the attempt has been
made to explain rationally the origins of
religious thought.

Finally, the animistic theory implies a con-
sequence which is perhaps its best refuta-
tion.

If it were true, it would be necessary to
admit that religious beliefs are so many hal-
lucinatory representations, without any ob-
jective foundation whatsoever. It is supposed

that they are all derived from the idea of the
soul because one sees only a magnified soul
in the spirits and gods. But according to Tylor
and his disciples, the idea of the soul is itself
constructed entirely out of the vague and
inconsistent images which occupy our atten-
tion during sleep: for the soul is the double,
and the double is merely a man as he ap-
pears to himself while he sleeps. From this
point of view, then, sacred beings are only
the imaginary conceptions which men have
produced during a sort of delirium which
regularly overtakes them every day, though it
is quite impossible to see what useful ends
these conceptions serve, nor what they an-
swer to in reality. If a man prays, if he makes
sacrifices and offerings, if he submits to the
multiple privations which the ritual pre-
scribes, it is because a sort of constitutional
eccentricity has made him take his dreams
for perceptions, death for a prolonged sleep,
and dead bodies for living and thinking be-
ings. Thus not only is it true, as many have
held, that the forms under which religious
powers have been represented to the mind
do not express them exactly, and that the
symbols with the aid of which they have
been thought of partially hide their real na-
ture, but more than that, behind these images
and figures there exists nothing but the
nightmares of private minds. In fine, religion
is nothing but a dream, systematized and
lived, but without any foundation in reality.
Thence it comes about that the theorists of
animism, when looking for the origins of
religious thought, content themselves with a
small outlay of energy. When they think that
they have explained how ‘men have been
induced to imagine beings of a strange, va-
porous form, such as those they see in their
dreams, they think the problem is resolved.

In reality, it is not even approached. It is
inadmissible that systems of ideas like reli-
gions, which have held so considerable a
place in history, and from which, in all times,
men have come to receive the energy which
they must have to live, should be made up of
a tissue of illusions. Today we are beginning
to realize that law, morals, and even scienti-
fic thought itself were born of religion, were
for a long time confounded with it, and have
remained penetrated with its spirit. How
could a vain fantasy have been able to fash-
ion the human consciousness so strongly and
so durably? Surely it ought to be a principle
of the science of religions that religion ex-
presses nothing which does not exist in na-
ture; for there are sciences only of natural
phenomena.
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Emile Durkheim

The spirit of the naturistic school is quite
different.

They talk about the marvel which men
should feel as they discover the world. But
really, that which characterizes the life of
nature is a regularity which approaches
monotony. Every morning the sun mounts in
the horizon, every evening it sets; every
month the moon goes through the same cy-
cle; the river flows in an uninterrupted man-
ner in its bed; the same seasons periodically
bring back the same sensations. To be sure,
here and there an unexpected event some-
times happens: the sun is eclipsed, the moon
is hidden behind clouds, the river overflows.
But these momentary variations could only
give birth to equally momentary impressions,
the remembrance of which is gone after a
little while; they could not serve as a basis
for these stable and permanent systems of
ideas and practices which constitute reli-
gions. Normally, the course of nature is uni-
form, and uniformity could never produce
strong emotions. Representing the savage as
filled with admiration before these marvels
transports much more recent sentiments to
the beginnings of history. He is much too
accustomed to it to be greatly surprised by it.
It requires culture and reflection to shake off
this yoke of habit and to discover how mar-
vellous this regularity itself is. Besides, as we
have already remarked, admiring an object
is not enough to make it appear sacred to us,
that is to say, to mark it with those character-
istics which make all direct contact with it
appear a sacrilege and a profanation. We
misunderstand what the religious sentiment
really is, if we confound it with every im-
pression of admiration and surprise.

But, they say, even if it is not admiration,
there is a certain impression which men

‘cannot help feeling in the presence of na-

ture. He cannot come in contact with it,
without realizing that it is greater than he. It
overwhelms him by its immensity. This sen-
sation of an infinite space which surrounds
him, of an infinite time which has preceded
and will follow the present moment, and of
forces infinitely superior to those of which
he is master, cannot fail, as it seems, to
awaken within him the idea that outside of
him there exists an infinite power upon
which he depends. And this idea enters as
an essential element into our conception of
the divine.

But let us bear in mind what the question
is. We are trying to find out how men came
to think that there are in reality two categor-

3

ies of things, radically heterogeneous and
incomparable to each other. Now how could
the spectacle of nature give rise to the idea of
this duality? Nature is always and every-
where of the same sort. It matters little that it
extends to infinity: beyond the extreme limit
to which my eyes can reach, it is not differ-
ent from what it is here. The space which I
imagine beyond the horizon is still space,
identical with that which I see. The time
which flows without end is made up of mo-
ments identical with those which I have
passed through. Extension, like duration, re-
peats itself indefinitely; if the portions which
I touch have of themselves no sacred charac-
ter, where did the others get theirs? The fact
that I do not see them directly, is not enough
to transform them. A world of profane things
may well be unlimited; but it remains a
profane world. Do they say that the physical
forces with which we come in contact exceed
our own? Sacred forces are not to be distin-
guished from profane ones simply by their
great intensity, they are different; they have
special qualities which the others do not
have. Quite on the contrary, all the forces
manifested in the universe are of the same
nature, those that are within us just as those
that.are outside of us. And especially, there
is no reason which could have allowed giv-
ing a sort of pre-eminent dignity to some in
relation to others. Then if religion really was
born because of the need of assigning causes
to physical phenomena, the forces thus imag-
ined would have been no more sacred than
those conceived by the scientist today to
account for the same facts. This is as much as
to say that there would have been no sacred
beings and therefore no religion.

TOTEMISM AS AN ELEMENTARY
RELIGION

Since neither man nor nature have of them-
selves a sacred character, they must get it
from another source. Aside from the human
individual and the physical world, there
should be some other reality, in relation to
which this variety of delirium which all reli-
gion is in a sense, has a significance and an
objective value. In other words, beyond
those which we have called animistic and
naturistic, there should be another sort of
cult, more fundamental and more primitive,
of which the first are only derived forms or
particular aspects.

In fact, this cult does exist: it is the one to
which ethnologists have given the name of
totemism.
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THE ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF RELIGION

With one reservation which will be indi-
cated below, we propose to limit our re-
search to Australian societies. They are
perfectly homogeneous, for though it is possi-
ble to distinguish varieties among them, they
all belong to one common type. This homo-
geneity is even so great that the forms of
social organization are not only the same, but
that they are even designated by identical or
equivalent names in a multitude of tribes,
sometimes very distant from each other.
Also, Australian totemism is the variety for
which our documents are the most complete.
Finally, that which we propose to study in
this work is the most primitive and simple
religion which it is possible to find. It is
therefore natural that to discover it, we ad-
dress ourselves to societies as slightly
evolved as possible, for it is evidently there
that we have the greatest chance of finding it
and studying it well. Now there are no socie-
ties which present this characteristic to a
higher degree than the Australian ones. Not
only is their civilization most rudimentary—
the house and even the hut are still un-
known—but also their organization is the
most primitive and simple which is actually
known; it is that which we have elsewhere
called organization on basis of clans.

Among the beliefs upon which totemism
rests, the most important are naturally those
concerning the totem; it is with these that we
must begin.

At the basis of nearly all the Australian
tribes we find a group which holds a prepon-
derating place in the collective life: this is the
clan. Two essential traits characterize it.

In the first place, the individuals who com-
pose it consider themselves united by a bond
of kinship, but one which is of a very special
nature. This relationship does not come from
the fact that they have definite blood connec-
tions with one another; they are relatives
from the mere fact that they have the same
name. They are not fathers and mothers,
sons or daughters, uncles or nephews of one
another in the sense which we now give
these words; yet they think of themselves as
forming a single family, which is large or
small according to the dimensions of the
clan, merely because they are collectively
designated by the same word. When we say
that they regard themselves as a single fam-
ily, we do so because they recognize duties
toward each other which are identical with
those which have always been incumbent

32

upon kindred: such duties as aid, vengeance,
mourning, the obligations not to marry
among themselves, etc.

The species of things which serves to des-
ignate the clan collectively is called its totem.
The totem of the clan is also that of each of
its members.

Each clan has its totem, which belongs to it
alone; two different clans of the same tribe
cannot have the same. In fact, one is a
member of a clan merely because he has a
certain name. All who bear this name are
members of it for that very reason; in what-
ever manner they may be spread over the
tribal territory, they all have the same rela-
tions of kinship with one another. Conse-
quently, two groups having the same totem
can only be two sections of the same clan.
Undoubtedly, it frequently happens that all
of a clan does not reside in the same locality,
but has representatives in several different
places. However, this lack of a geographical
basis does not cause its unity to be the less
keenly felt.

In a very large proportion of the cases, the
objects which serve as totems belong either
to the animal or the vegetable kingdom, but
especially to the former. Inanimate things
are much more rarely employed. Out of
more than 500 totemic names collected by
Howitt among the tribes of southeastern Aus-
tralia, there are scarcely forty which are not
the names of plants or animals; these are the
clouds, rain, hail, frost, the moon, the sun,
the wind, the autumn, the summer, the win-
ter, certain stars, thunder, fire, smoke, water,
or the sea. It is noticeable how small a place
is given to celestial bodies and, more gener-
ally, to the great cosmic phenomena, which
were destined to so great a fortune in later
religious development.

But the totem is not merely a name; it is an
emblem, a veritable coat-of-arms whose
analogies with the arms of heraldry have
often been remarked. In speaking of the
Australians, Grey says, “each family adopt
an animal or vegetable as their crest and
sign,” and what Grey calls a family is incon-
testably a clan. Also Fison and Howitt say,
“the Australian divisions show that the totem
is, in the first place, the badge of a group.”

These totemic decorations enable us to see
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Emile Durkheim

that the totem is not merely a name and an
emblem. It is in the course of the religious
ceremonies that they are employed; they are
a part of the liturgy; so while the totem is a
collective label, it also has a religious charac-
ter. In fact, it is in connection with it, that
things are classified as sacred or profane. It
is the very type of sacred thing.

The tribes of Central Australia, especially
the Arunta, the Loritja, the Kaitish, the Un-
matjera, and the Ilpirra, make constant use
of certain instruments in their rites which are
called the churinga by the Arunta according
to Spencer and Gillen, or the tjurunga, ac-
cording to Strehlow. They are pieces of wood
or bits of polished stone, of a great variety of
forms, but generally oval or oblong. Each
totemic group has a more or less important
collection of these. Upon each of these is
engraved a design representing the totem of
this same group. A certain number of the
churinga have a hole at one end, through
which goes a thread made of human hair or
that of an opossum. Those which are made of
wood and are pierced in this way serve for
exactly the same purposes as those instru-
ments of the cult to which English ethno-
graphers have -given the name of “bull-
roarers.” By means of the thread by which
they are suspended, they are whirled rapidly
in the air in such a way as to produce a sort
of humming identical with that made by the
toys of this name still used by our children;
this deafening noise has a ritual significance
and accompanies all ceremonies of any im-
portance. These sorts of churinga are real
bull-roarers. But there are others which are
not made of wood and are not pierced; con-
sequently they cannot be employed in this
way. Nevertheless, they inspire the same
religious sentiments.

In fact, every churinga, for whatever pur-
pose it may be employed, is counted among

" the eminently sacred things; there are none

which surpass it in religious dignity. This is
indicated even by the word which is used to
designate them. It is not only a substantive
but also an adjective meaning sacred. Also,
among the several names which each Arunta
has, there is one so sacred that it must not be
revealed to a stranger; it is pranounced but
rarely, and then in a low voice and a sort of
mysterious murmur.

Now in themselves, the churinga are ob-
jects of wood and stone like all others; they
are distinguished from profane things of the
same sort by only one particularity; this is
that the totemic mark is drawn or engraved
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upon them. So it is this mark and this alone
which gives them their sacred character.

But totemic images are not the only sacred
things. There are real things which are also
the object of rites, because of the relations
which they have with the totem: before all
others, are the beings of the totemic species
and the members of the clan.

Every member of the clan is invested with
a sacred character which is not materially
inferior to that which we just observed in the
animal. This personal sacredness is due to
the fact that the man believes that while he is
a man in the usual sense of the word, he is
also an animal or plant of the totemic spe-
cies.

In fact, he bears its name; this identity of
name is therefore supposed to imply an iden-
tity of nature. The first is not merely consid-
ered as an outward sign of the second; it
supposes it logically. This is because the
name, for a primitive, is not merely a word or
a combination of sounds; it is a part of the
being, and even something essential to it. A
member of the Kangaroo clan calls himself a
kangaroo; he is therefore, in one sense, an
animal of this species.

We have seen that totemism places the
figured representations of the totem in the
first rank of the things it considers sacred;
next come the animals or vegetables whose
name the clan bears, and finally the mem-
bers of the clan. Since all these things are
sacred in the same way, though to different
degrees, their religious character can be due
to none of the special attributes distinguish-
ing them from each other. If a certain species
of animal or vegetable is the object of a
reverential fear, this is not because of its
special properties, for the human members
of the clan enjoy the same privilege, though
to a slightly inferior degree, while the mere
image of this same plant or animal inspires
an even more pronounced respect. The simi-
lar sentiments inspired by these different
sorts of things in the mind of the believer,
which give them their sacred character, can
evidently come only from some common
principle partaken of alike by the totemic
emblems, the men of the clan and the indi-
viduals of the species serving as totem. In
reality, it is to this common principle that the
cult is addressed. In other words, totemism is
the religion, not of such and such animals or
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men or images, but of an anonymous and
impersonal force, found in each of these
beings but not to be confounded with any of
them. No one possesses it entirely and all
participate in it. It is so completely indepen-
dent of the particular subjects in whom it
incarnates itself, that it precedes them and
survives them. Individuals die, generations
pass and are replaced by others; but this
force always remains actual, living, and the
same. It animates the generations of today as
it animated those of yesterday and as it will
animate those of tomorrow. :

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

From the analysis to which we have been
giving our attention, it is evident that it ex-
presses and symbolizes two different sorts of
things. In the first place, it is the outward and
visible form of what we have called the
totemic principle or god. But it is also the
symbol of the determined society called the
clan. It is its flag; it is the sign by which each
clan distinguishes itself from the others, the
visible mark of its personality, a mark borne
by everything which is a part of the clan
under any title whatsoever, men, beasts, or
things. So if it is at once the symbol of the
god and of the society, is that not because the
god and the society are only one? How could
the emblem of the group have been able to
become the figure of this quasidivinity, if the
group and the divinity were two distinct
realities? The god of the clan, the totemic
principle, can therefore be nothing else than
the clan itself, personified and represented
to the imagination under the visible form of
the animal or vegetable which serves as to-
tem.

But how has this apotheosis been possible,
and how did it happen to take place in this
fashion?

In a general way, it is unquestionable that
a society has all that is necessary to arouse
the sensation of the divine in minds, merely
by the power that it has over them; for to its
~ members it is what a god is to his worshipers.
In fact, a god is, first of all, a being whom
men think of as superior to themselves, and
upon whom they feel that they depend.
Whether it be a conscious personality, such
as Zeus or Jahveh, or merely abst:\act forces
such as those in play in totemism, the wor-
shiper, in the one case as in the other, be-
lieves himself held to certain manners of
acting which are imposed upon him by the
nature of the sacred principle with which he
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feels that he is in communion. Now society
also gives us the sensation of a perpetual
dependence. Since it has a nature which is
peculiar to itself and different from our indi-
vidual nature, it pursues ends which are
likewise special to it; but, as it cannot attain
them except through our intermediacy, it
imperiously demands our aid. It requires
that, forgetful of our own interests, we make
ourselves its servitors, and it submits us to
every sort of inconvenience, privation, and
sacrifice, without which social life would be
impossible. It is because of this that at every
instant we are obliged to submit ourselves to
rules of conduct and of thought which we
have neither made nor desired, and which
are sometimes even contrary to our most
fundamental inclinations and instincts.

Since religious force is nothing other than
the collective and the anonymous force of
the clan, and since this can be represented in
the mind only in the form of the totem, the
totemic emblem is like the visible body of the
god. Therefore, it is from it that those kindly
or dreadful actions seem to emanate, which
the cult seeks to provoke and prevent; conse-
quently, it is to it that the cult is addressed.
This is the explanation of why it holds the
first place in the series of sacred things.

But the clan, like every other sort of soci-
ety, can live only in and through the individ-
ual consciousnesses that compose it. So if
religious force, in so far as it is conceived as
incorporated in the totemic emblem, appears
to be outside of the individuals and to be
endowed with a sort of transcendence over
them, it, like the clan of which it is the
symbol, can be realized only in and through
them; in this sense, it is immanent in them
and they necessarily represent it as such.
They feel it present and active within them,
for it is this which raises them to a superior
life. This is why men have believed that they
contain within them a principle comparable
to the one residing in the totem, and conse-
quently, why they have attributed a sacred
character to themselves, but one less marked
than that of the emblem. It is because the
emblem is the pre-eminent source of the
religious life; the man participates in it only
indirectly, as he is well aware; he takes into
account the fact that the force that transports
him into the world of sacred things is not
inherent in him, but comes to him from the
outside.

But for still another reason, the animals or
vegetables of the totemic species should have
the same character, and even to a higher
degree. If the totemic principal is nothing
else than the clan, it is the clan thought of
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Emile Durkheim

under the material form of the totemic em-
blem; now this form is also that of the con-
crete beings whose name the clan bears.
Owing to this resemblance, they could not
fail to evoke sentiments analogous to those
aroused by the emblem itself. Since the latter
is the object of a religious respect, they too
should inspire respect of the same sort and
appear to be sacred. Having external forms
so nearly identical, it would be impossible
for the native not to attribute to them forces
of the same nature. It is therefore forbidden
to kill or eat the totemic animal, since its
flesh is believed to have the positive virtues
resulting from the rites; it is because it re-
sembles the emblem of the clan, that is to
say, it is in its own image. And since the
animal naturally resembles the emblem
more than the man does, it is placed on a
superior rank in the hierarchy of sacred
things. Between these two beings there is
undoubtedly a close relationship, for they
both partake of the same essence: both incar-
nate something of the totemic principle.
However, since the principle itself is con-
ceived under an animal form, the animal
seems to incarnate it more fully than the
man. Therefore, if men consider it and treat
it as a brother, it is at least as an elder
brother.

But even if the totemic principle has its
preferred seat in a determined species of
animal or vegetable, it cannot remain local-
ized there. A sacred character is to a high
degree contagious; it therefore spreads out
from the totemic being to everything that is
closely or remotely connected with it. The
religious sentiments inspired by the animal
are communicated to the substances upon
which it is nourished and which serve to
make or remake its flesh and blood, to the
things that resemble it, and to the different
beings with which it has constant relations.

Thus, little by little, subtotems are attached
to the totems and form the cosmological sys-
tems expressed by the primitive classifica-
tions. At last, the whole world is divided up
among the totemic principles of each tribe.
We are now able to explain the origin of
the ambiguity of religious forces as they ap-
pear in history, and how they are physical as
well as human, moral as well as material.
They are moral powers because they are

made up entirely of the impressions this -

moral being, the group, arouses in those oth-
er moral beings, its individual members; they
do not translate the manner in which phys-
ical things affect our senses, but the way in
which the collective consciousness acts upon
individual consciousnesses. Their authority
is-only one form of the moral ascendancy of
society over its members. But, on the other
hand, since they are conceived of under
material forms, they could not fail to be
regarded as closely related to material things.
Therefore they dominate the two worlds.
Their residence is in men, but at the same
time they are the vital principles of things.
They animate minds and discipline them,
but it is also they who make plants grow and
animals reproduce. It is this double nature
which has enabled relig:sn to be like the
womb from which come all the leading
germs of human civilization. Since it has
been made to embrace all of reality, the
physical world as well as the moral ene, the
forces that move bodies as well as those that
move minds have been conceived in a reli-
gious form. That is how the most diverse
methods and practices, both those that make
possible the continuation of the moral life
(laws, morals, beaux-arts) and those serving
the material life (the natural, technical, and
practical sciences), are either directly or in-
directly derived from religion.
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