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EXPLANATORY NOTE 

It is necessary to forewarn readers of some technical points in the format 
of this book. 

Lukes’ dating-enumeration has been followed throughout (see Biblio
graphy). Since the book is a commentary on another book, references to 
the latter are inevitably numerous. Instead of continually referring to Les 
Formes elementaires as 1912a, the dating-enumeration ‘1912a’ is omitted. In 
many cases a bracket contains two numbers, e.g. (589/412). This means 
that the quotation or reference is to be found on page 589 of Les Formes 
elementaires and on page 412 of Swain’s translation, perhaps corrected (see 
below). Where only one number appears, e.g. (133), this relates to page 133 
of the French text. If the quotation from Les Formes élémentaires is in English 
with no translation dating-enumeration, it is assumed that the translation 
has been made by the author. Further, unless otherwise stated, English trans
lations of pieces in Italian or German have also been made by the author 
of the chapter. If the reference is of the kind (1968c/1975b 2:18-19), it 
means that it is located by referring to Durkheim 1968c in the Bibliography, 
but the reference is also to be found, reprinted, in Durkheim 1975b, volume 
2, with the page numbers 18-19, also located in the Bibliography. 

Where contributors have used an English translation of passages in Les 
Formes élémentaires, they have nearly all drawn on Swain’s translation of 1915. 
As is well known, it is often inaccurate. Unfortunately the new translation 
by Karen Fields did not appear until 1995, just before the conference, and 
the editors decided against the wholesale changes that would have been 
involved in adopting it throughout. Instead, quotations using the Swain 
translation have been retained, and where necessary corrected. At least, 
giving the page number in Swain’s translation allows the reader to see the 
context of the reference in English. We have followed Fields’ translation of 
the title of Durkheim’s book however, by omitting the word ‘the’ before 
‘Religious Life’. 

It is the common practice in writing on Durkheim and Annee Sociologique 
group to keep certain terms in French since there is no satisfactory equiv
alent in English. The practice is followed here, as with the words, conscience 
and représentation. The first of these means either consciousness or conscience; 
the second, image, reflection, idea. The reader has to judge the meaning 
from the context. 





INTRODUCTION 

The object of the following essays is certainly not a collective plea, an 
apologia, for people to read The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. Suffice it 
to say that it was Durkheim’s most powerful book - his most demanding 
and exciting. As readers may know, it has become a classic in the realm of 
sociology and the study of religion. Further, its importance has become 
increasingly recognized, not least by the demands made in the production 
of a new, commendable English translation which appeared in 1995. 
Whether Durkheim’s book on ethics which was planned to follow The 
Elementary Forms, but of which only the opening sections were written, would 
have been more outstanding is anyone’s guess. To be sure, ethics was his 
overriding concern, more so perhaps than religion, though for him the two 
had a common origin and were very closely intertwined. 

But if this book does not go out of its way to ‘sell’ The Elementary Forms, 
neither is it an exposition of the book viewed as a whole - a book that has 
so many themes relating to sociology, anthropology and the ‘scientific’ study 
of religion. Anyone wishing to be convinced of the importance today of 
Durkheim’s book should consult the introduction in Karen Fields’ new trans
lation mentioned above (1995:xvii—lxxiii). For a more general appreciation, 
the reader’s attention is drawn to the relevant sections in Steven Lukes’ 
unique intellectual biography of Durkheim, published in 1973. 

If The Elementary Forms is not systematically treated here as a whole, neither 
are all its main academic issues. Rather, this book forms an occasion for 
scholars of various disciplines, who would call themselves serious students 
of Durkheim, to reflect on key issues which have been the subject of debate 
over the years, such as the method Durkheim adopted in his study, the role 
of ritual and belief in society, and the nature of contemporary religion. In 
one or two cases, relatively less-discussed problems are analysed which are 
beginning to come to the fore, such as the notion of the soul and collective 
effervescence. 

Where well-known issues are raised, the intention is not simply to rehearse 
them according to the inclination of individual writers but to bring to them 
new light and insights. Before these are mentioned in more detail, something 
of the origins and the internal problems of the book might be mentioned. 

The reader has gleaned enough already to realize that the book is the 
product of a conference. It took place over three days in July 1995 and was 
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organised by the British Centre for Durkheimian Studies in Oxford. The 
year 1995 was in fact the centenary of the ‘revelation’ which came to 
Durkheim when he read the work of Robertson Smith: it consequendy made 
him take seriously the sociological study of religion (Durkheim 1907b:613). 
Les Formes elementaires de la vie religieuse published in 1912 was in fact the culmi
nation of that ‘revelation’. 

As mentioned, a large number of subjects is covered in the book. This 
gives rise to many possibilities in the presentation of papers at a conference 
where the participants have freedom in the choice of topics. Whilst a certain 
openness might be acceptable for a conference, a book based on its papers 
is a different matter. Publishers rightly make certain demands about uniform
ity, coherence and length. For such reasons not all the 28 papers given at 
the Oxford conference could be accepted for this book. The editors were 
faced with the unenviable problem of choosing some and eliminating others, 
and the even more exacting task of arranging in a coherent order the papers 
which had been selected. The structure finally adopted was that used by 
Durkheim in his book. Thus, the papers here included fall into four sections 
- methodology, belief, ritual and epistemology. Not surprisingly some of the 
papers cross the rigidity of such boundaries. 

Where is the contemporary interest in issues raised by Les Formes elemen
taires? The response of scholars to the internationally advertised conference 
provides some, albeit limited, indication of this. In terms of reinterpretation 
or criticism nothing was offered with regard to defining religion or to overall 
theories about religion per se, such as functionalism and structuralism (but 
see Chapters 7 and 13). Issues relating to belief and ritual received approx
imately equal attention. But popular areas proved to be epistemology; the 
sociology of knowledge; and the cult of individual, seen as the religion of 
today’s western world. Many of the contributions of this kind were made 
by those who would call themselves philosophers rather than sociologists or 
anthropologists. A narrower issue which appeared in many of the papers, 
irrespective of their titles, was collective effervescence or effervescent assembly 
(see Pickering 1984:Chs 21 and 22). Although this is a phenomenon which 
has usually been kept in the background in Durkheimian studies, it appeared 
in many papers across the board. For many years it was not discussed in 
any systematic or comprehensive way and little was done to develop the 
idea. In part this may have been because it was thought that such a phenom
enon could not be fitted into a scientific approach to social change in society 
as well as to religion. 

Another observation arising from the conference was the relatively large 
number of American participants who attended it and a corresponding 
lack of those from France. This, it might be argued, is a reflection of the 
place of Les Formes elementaires within Durkheimian studies, not least perhaps 
in the teaching of undergraduates. It is probably not far wrong to say that 
in France, of all Durkheim’s works published in his lifetime and most 
frequently referred to in books and articles, relatively few citations consider 
in detail the classic which is the subject of this book. Preference is for 
issues raised by De la Division du travail social (1893b), Les Regies (1895a) and 
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Le Suicide (1897a). This is reflected in the fact that in France, of these four 
books, Les Formes -elementaires is the one that has sold the fewest copies. 
Nor are epistemological issues relating to the sociology of knowledge as 
prominent in France as they seem to be amongst American and English 
scholars. Again, it might be argued that the relative popularity of Les Formes 
elementaires in the United States reflects the fact that the United States still 
considers itself to be a religious or Christian country and that in the acad
emic world issues of religion are still prominendy debated. Might one be so 
bold as to say this is in stark contrast to the position in the academic world 
in France? 

Now to a brief examination of the issues raised by this book. 

I 

Since Durkheim made the claim that sociology was in some sense a scien
tific study and that truth comes from science, his approach to religion was 
one that inevitably meant it had to comply with the canons of the natural 
sciences - at least to the degree that this was possible and in accordance 
with the canons of science as they were seen in his day (see 1895a). In Les 
Formes elementaires he asserted that all that was required scientifically was ‘one 
well carried out experiment’ to prove his conclusions (593/415).1 The ‘exper
iment’ written up in the book was based on a study of what he along with 
others held to be one of the most primitive and simple of all societies then 
known to scholars, the Arunta of Australia which had been so well described 
by ethnographers (1/1). In such a society, he assumed, it was possible to 
see religion in its most basic form, to observe how it functioned and its 
place in social behaviour. 

These methodological axioms have not been without their opponents. 
Criticism was levelled against his definition of religion, which was based on 
the notion of the sacred as a universal concept (49-65/36-42). More basic 
questions centred on the validity of studying religion by the method of the 
natural sciences. These two issues, which were once so prominent, have 
receded into the background as being either irresolvable or of little prac
tical merit, seen against the development of the sociology of religion. Most 
anthropologists and sociologists now side with Durkheim on these well-worn 
matters, not with his opponents. The word scientific has become more flex
ible with the growth of the philosophy of science. The notion of the sacred 
as being at the heart of religion is no longer openly rejected: it is a matter 
for refinement. The area, however, which has from time to time been raised 
concerns the ‘material’ used in the ‘experiment’. How well did Durkheim 
carry out his work? Was the ’material’ adequate to make generalizations 
which, once formulated, would apply without reference to culture or time? 

With the exception of Mauss, Durkheim was probably one of the last, if 
not the last, great armchair anthropologist. It seems generally agreed that 
his knowledge of Australian ethnography proved to be quite outstanding, and 
Evans-Pritchard certainly thought so (1960:24). In his task Durkheim was 
aided by Mauss’ extensive reading of the data. Nevertheless, Durkheim may 
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well have made mistakes in detail and his assumptions may have been wrong. 
The fact that he chose preliterate groups based on totemism, which he held 
to be the most primitive form of social organization, and through which every 
society had passed, is a case in point. But there is the question of the inter
pretation of what the ethnographers wrote, especially Spencer and Gillen. Did 
he read too much into them? Did he overlook important material? 

To a limited extent these issues have been raised before, though infre
quently by anthropologists specializing in the Arunta. One post-war excep
tion was W. E. H. Stanner, who worked in the 1950s and ’60s amongst the 
Aborigines of northern and central Australia (see also Hiatt 1996). Howard 
Morphy, a younger scholar in Australian ethnography, raises the question 
of ethnography and theory in Durkheim’s approach to the data he had 
available (see Chapter 1). It is not so much a matter of error or false deduc
tion that distances the theorist from the ethnographers, Spencer and Gillen, 
as one of emphasis. For example, Durkheim saw totemism and religion as 
being more important than magic for the upholding of social solidarity. In 
his concept of religion he made a clear differentiation between the sacred 
and the profane, and indeed postulates them as a universal socio-religious 
characteristic. Not so for Spencer and Gillen. They accepted the notion of 
the sacred and the profane but held that it had great variations and related 
to a person’s life-cycle and to seasonal activities. The older a man, the more 
sacred he was seen to be. Nor is the separation between the sacred and the 
profane as rigid in Spencer and Gillen as it was in Durkheim. Durkheim 
associated totemism with social organization: the clan was seen as a socially 
tight group, something Spencer and Gillen did not suggest. They showed a 
more complex relation between the clan and social organization. Totems 
went across territorial organization. Durkheim reified the clan in the way 
the ethnographers did not. Further, his lack of attention to Aboriginal myths, 
songs and dances excluded a fruitful area which became overlooked by 
scholars (see also Chapter 13). 

Do these and other criticisms of a similar ilk nullify the ‘experiment’? 
Here scholars remain divided. No one would see The Elementary Forms fit 
only for the wastepaper basket. The book remains a classic, not so much 
on account of the rigour of its scientific method but because of the imagin
ative and penetrating ideas it contained, and which were later verified. 
Morphy argues that The Elementary Forms is not dependent on the ethnog
raphy for its merits. 

Arising from the publication of Les Formes elementaires and also within a some
what wider debate, was the question of whether ‘primitive peoples’, as they 
were then termed, exhibited a mentality far from that of modern, western 
man, which might be called ‘prelogical’. If it could be demonstrated that those 
tribes to which Durkheim referred had a mentality that both preceded and 
was radically different from that of modern, rational man, then doubts might 
be raised about our understanding of the religion of man in preliterate soci
eties. If early man possessed quite a different mentality, would our established 
‘scientific’ deductions about religion and its evolution, extending to mankind 
today, be wrong? Hence the debate about the mentality of preliterate man 
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was, in at least one respect, of considerable importance to Durkheim’s enter
prise. His deductions would be invalid if they were held to be inapplicable to 
modern man. Levy-Bruhl, standing just outside the Durkheim circle, had in 
1911 posited the idea of a prelogical mentality, maintaining a clear distinc
tion between the thinking abilities of primitive man and those of modern man. 
For various reasons, one of which we have just mentioned, Durkheim attacked 
this position in a review and opposed the notion of a sharp and distinctive 
break in the development of man’s mentality (1913a(ii)(6) and (7)). Rather 
than positing discontinuity, Durkheim argued in terms of a gradual evolution. 
But there was another type of evolution. The nature of religion was such 
that it gave birth to science. Science gained its autonomy to the degree it was 
able to sever itself from the religious womb and leave dogma behind. There 
was, however, no decisive break or sudden emergence, the birth was a long 
and gradual process. 

The debate, heightened by the ideas of Levy-Bruhl and Durkheim, was 
to continue, and the outcome has never been clearly resolved, although 
Levy-Bruhl supposedly changed his mind. There is little doubt that he did 
change his mind, the problem is over what? Nomenclature or substance? 
Certainly Levy-Bruhl can be applauded for attempting to explore the partic
ular ‘logic’ of preliterate societies. The contest with Durkheim was far from 
useless (Merllie in Chapter 2). 

Durkheim’s commitment to science in terms of its method and its ability 
to deliver ‘truth’ — something absent from other human activities — is, hardly 
surprisingly, not without its problems. When he was at the Ecole Normale 
Superieure as a student he was very much the young philosopher who was 
nicknamed the ‘Metaphysician’. To be sure, he quickly asserted that a great 
deal of the philosophy taught in his days was dilettantism. How, then, did 
he become so committed to science? In this it would appear that he was 
much influenced by one of his teachers, Emile Boutroux, a philosopher and 
especially a philosopher of science, who is not much known in the English-
speaking world (Jones in Chapter 3). Two problems engaged the men -
the nature of science and whether there can be a science of religion. 
Durkheim followed Boutroux’s thinking in holding that in any science one 
set of phenomena had to be explained by another set within the orbit of 
that science; for example, electrical facts are to be explained by electrical 
facts. But what of social facts? They were to be ‘explained’ by other social 
facts. And more pertinendy, what of religious facts? Here the two men 
differed. Surely religious facts would have to be explained by religious facts? 
Events showed this was not acceptable to Durkheim. Boutroux, a Catholic 
modernist, felt that a science of religion was a contradiction in terms, because 
such a science would dissolve the very material the scientist was studying. 
This point Durkheim never responded to. 

I I 

Every religion contains a belief system - intellectual ideas, a credo or a set 
of doctrines. They may not be coherent or systematized in the eyes of 
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modern, western thinkers but they exist, and it is impossible to imagine a 
religion without them. To rational-minded thinkers beliefs are usually held 
to be the most important element of a religion. It is argued that action 
emerges from thought, and so thought is prior. Belief is the means by which 
a religion is communicated to others. Through it religion is comprehensible 
to an observer. 

The prime issue which faced rationalists, and amongst them one would 
initially place Durkheim, was that of the truth of religious beliefs. No thor
ough-going rationalist could accept the proclaimed truth of any religion, let 
alone that in which they found themselves, namely Christianity. They were 
atheists or agnostics and that was certainly Durkheim’s position religiously 
speaking. But for him, and here he differed from other rationalists, it did 
not mean that religious beliefs were illusory. He calmly proclaimed ‘there 
are no false religions’ (3/3). If they were completely false, they would quickly 
dissolve. Truth persists: the lie disappears. Durkheim holds that the ’truth’ 
of religious beliefs is that they are socially effective and constitute part of 
the social reality that is the subject matter of sociology. There is a parallel 
here in the approach of William James to religion - a parallel however 
which also has sharp divergences (Stedman Jones in Chapter 4). Durkheim 
went beyond James’ pragmatism (Durkheim 1955a). It was not just a ques
tion of their being ‘true practically’ (113/80. Durkheim’s emphasis), but that 
religious beliefs, even of preliterate peoples, revealed in their own way certain 
truths about the human condition in its social and individual modes. 

But the question arises, what exacdy did Durkheim mean by religious 
belief and how was it to be distinguished from other beliefs? Religious belief 
relates to the ‘otherworldly’, to God or the gods, and is deemed to be sacred 
but is expressed in terms of this world. In order to explore the idea what 
Durkheim emphasized was not so much individual beliefs but collective 
beliefs. Many of these ideas can be traced back to Kant, who held that reli
gious belief was not of the order of pure reason but of practical reason, that 
is, while failing to satisfy the canons of logic, it is necessary for human living. 
But Durkheim goes further and asserts that gods and the sacred are not 
only the objects of belief but that they become such through belief. Some 
support for this comes from Renouvier, whom Durkheim recognized as an 
influence on his own thinking. Renouvier, while praising Kant for his analysis 
of religious belief, criticized him for leaving belief suspended in a void. 
Durkheim would seem to provide an answer in positing that beliefs spring 
from the community and through individuals return to the community by 
which they are reinforced. 

There has been widespread neglect of Durkheim’s discussion of ideas of 
the soul. Perhaps this is because the subject seems of purely academic interest, 
with little bearing on contemporary issues. But his treatment of the idea of 
the soul has recendy been explored by Karen Fields (1995; 1996; and see 
Chapter 7 of this book). Watts Miller also enters this deserted area in exam
ining Durkheim’s general interpretative strategy in dealing with particular 
religious beliefs and in considering their modern secular substitutes (see 
Chapter 5). Durkheim opposes the view that ideas of the soul are nonsense 
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and illusion. He first tries to make sense of them as ritual beliefs and a 
subsidiary move allows for their metaphorical expression in story-like myths. 
It is only then that he interprets beliefs as a more or less obscure social 
symbolism, in which, for example, the idea of the soul represents the indi
vidual’s membership of an enduring group. 

Can modern society dispense with the immortal soul and God? Kant 
insists it is necessary to believe in them, as postulates required by any 
coherent understanding of morality. Durkheim, in his engagement with 
Kant, is more sensitive than philosophers of today are to the dangers of 
secularization. Watts Miller argues that it is particularly disastrous if, in 
giving up the soul, we fall back on a highly individualistic idea of the self, 
so completely annihilated at death that it cannot have post-mortal concerns. 
We need a Durkheimian ‘organic’ self to have, as mortality requires, a 
commitment in our lives to concerns that go beyond us and to ideals that 
may never be realized until long after death. This is different from aban
doning God - the one ‘religious’ belief so many people in our secular world 
continue to hold. God might be a Durkheimian symbol of society, man and 
the moral dualism of duty and the good. This still leaves out a wider cosmo-
logical function. But also, Watts Miller argues, it is precisely as a symbol of 
the good - in the Kantian sense of all the happiness consistent with virtue 
- that God does not and cannot have a secular substitute. 

A set of beliefs may not consist of logically related statements, and indeed 
beliefs may not be expressed intellectually. Particular beliefs may be held 
in myths or in physical objects - in short through symbols. Such a position 
seems most applicable to preliterate societies. Here stands the pioneering 
work of Durkheim and the claim could well be made for Durkheim as the 
father of the sociological study of symbolism. His unshakeable stand was 
that if the literal content of religious beliefs cannot be accepted as ‘truth’, 
other truths can be postulated which are hidden or implied, apart from the 
general assertion that they are part of the social reality. These hidden mean
ings often relate to things, objects, actions, events, be they sacred or otherwise. 
The hidden meanings have to be communicated and interpreted. 

Probably the most profound and extensively debated part of Les Formes 
élémentaires is Chapter VII of Book II, which is Durkheim’s final considera
tion of the origin of totemic beliefs. In it symbol or image as a key concept 
stand between knowledge and religion, between intellectual proposition and 
worship. One of Durkheim’s much quoted assertions is that ’social life, in 
all its aspects and at every moment of its history, is made possible only by 
a vast symbolism’ (331/231). A problem that calls for exploration is why a 
society needs to have symbols in order to be a society. In trying to answer 
this question, Durkheim holds that a symbol has properties of materiality 
and represents a sets of ideas. He points to a flag, but in referring to a flag 
with contemporary connotations he opened up an area of controversy. In 
a symbol there exists a relation between reality, image and observer, which 
in turn is related to the individual and to society. Paoletti argues that rules 
about symbolic images follow rules about social facts as Durkheim conceived 
them in The Rules of Sociological Method (1895a) (see Chapter 6). 
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While concentrating on the ‘well carried out experiment’, and always 
basing his argument on ethnographic material, Durkheim not only suggests 
generalizations but links his findings to examples current in his day. If 
Durkheim did this, it seems legitimate for those who follow him to apply 
his ideas to the contemporary scene. Thus, it might be argued that the 
notion of the clan and the soul help us to understand modern social forma
tions, not least in marginal groups, such as ethnic groups and new social 
movements, whose ideology and practice have certain affinities with early 
societies. Indeed, Thompson holds that one way of reading Les Formes élémen-
taires is seeing it as a contribution to the theory of ideology. Ideology acts 
in a such a way as to produce or reproduce social order largely through 
the agency of symbolic representation (see Chapter 7). Amongst marginal 
groups in a post-modern setting, as it is called, body-symbolism may well 
play an important part as an individual appropriates collective symbolism. 
Once again Durkheim showed himself to be a pioneer in developing a soci
ology of the body in his analysis of tattooing amongst the Arunta. But 
tattooing is making its reappearance in today’s marginal groups which are 
highly dependent on symbolism and here Durkheim’s analysis is helpful in 
accounting for such trends. 

III 

If religious belief is not illusory but is to be regarded in a positive way as 
being ‘true’ for society, indeed necessary, then surely the same thing is to 
be said for the other side of the religious coin, namely ritual. It is indeed 
the other side of the coin, not least because Durkheim defined religion in 
terms of ‘a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things’ 
(65/47). The question of the relation of belief and action and their relative 
importance or primacy, is one of continual debate, as is evident in several 
of the essays of this book (e.g. Chapter 4). It raises problems of logic, history, 
and anthropological evidence. 

To the observer, ritual per se is not causally effective or instrumental, as 
believers would assert; but neither in Durkheimian thought is it valueless or 
wasted action. Like belief, its real virtue is perceived by the ’scientist’ to be 
in its value to society. In utilizing the ethnographic material from the Arunta 
for an analysis of ritual, Durkheim surpassed any other thinker who preceded 
him. One result was that he created an ideal which others have attempted 
to follow, if not emulate. 

How then is ritual to be studied if scholars either deny its literal virtue as 
asserted by believers, or assume its irrelevance? We have just said that it is in 
its relation to the collective. One British anthropologist, Radcliffe-Brown, 
supposedly basing his reasoning on Durkheim, adopted a functional account, 
in which ritual was seen to be an expression of the unity of society (Radcliffe-
Brown 1933). But not only does it express this unity it helps to create it 
(Ruel, Chapter 8). The weakness of Radcliffe-Brown’s position, which was to 
become very influential, is that he did not really differentiate ritual from, on 
the one hand, religion or, on the other, religious belief. Indeed, belief plays a 
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very secondary role in his analysis, which is not the case in Durkheim. Evans-
Pritchard, while adopting a symbolic stance, held that one must take into 
consideration the beliefs of the participants in any interpretation of ritual. The 
point is that religious action cannot be separated from belief. This is all the 
more necessary where it is not a question of the analysis of one ritual but of 
a system of interlocking rituals. Durkheim emphasized that rituals are actions 
supported by tradition and authority, and therefore by belief. What is of 
importance is that they exert a force and beyond that, Malcolm Ruel argues, 
generalizations cannot be made. What is more important is to relate a ritual 
to its associated objects and to see the place of ritual in particular societies. 
At least Durkheim stressed one methodological canon — the necessity of focus
ing on ritual in a specific society or culture. 

Amongst religious rituals perhaps none is more complicated or open to dif
ferent interpretations than sacrifice. It is commonly found in a large number 
of religions, be the sacrifice a bloody one involving animals or a spiritualized 
form of sacrifice as in Christianity. Durkheim devoted a whole chapter to the 
Intichiuma, the ‘sacrifice’ of the Arunta (Book III, Ch.II). It should be noted in 
passing that many today, such as Testart, the French anthropologist, deny 
that the Australian ritual is a sacrifice in the true sense of the word. However, 
the debate which was raging in Durkheim’s time was fuelled by what he said 
about the intention of the sacrifice. Robertson Smith’s writing changed 
Durkheim’s attitude towards religion and encouraged him to see it as the fons 
et origo of society (see Pickering 1984:62ff.). Durkheim is also said to have fol
lowed Robertson Smith’s radical theory of sacrifice in holding that sacrifice 
is a communal meal at which one eats the deity or with the deity. But also 
present in Les Formes élémentaires is the theory of sacrifice as gift and consecra
tion. Much evidence shows that Durkheim’s final theory of sacrifice was influ
enced by the theories of the Indologist, Sylvain Levi, a relatively little known 
scholar in Britain or the United States. Lévi’s ideas were taken up by 
Durkheim through his disciples, Hubert and Mauss (Strenski in Chapter 9). 

If a religion needs to recall past events through myth and ritual, so does a 
society. This is very much the message of Les Formes élémentaires, where certain 
conclusions derived from studying the Arunta may be seen to be applicable 
to modern, western society — a society no longer based on a religious belief 
system. As we have noted, Durkheim gave little place to myth in his use of 
Australian ethnography. With the cult of the individual, which he held was 
the secular religion of modern society, myth also plays little or no part, and 
that is what is evident in what Durkheim wrote about the cult of the individ
ual. Indeed, can there be a myth within such a religion? Perhaps it is more 
fruitful to turn to the notion of social memory, for it stands at the heart of 
a society’s system of rituals. The notion of the social memory is strongly 
evident in Durkheim and was later developed by his disciple, Maurice 
Halbwachs. Social memory, it can be argued, is the best way of interpreting 
Durkheim’s social theory (Gephart in Chapter 10). The unity of a society is 
closely connected with its collective memory which guarantees social identity. 
But this memory is dependent on organization and on collective symbols 
which need to be ritualized. One problem of modern, western societies is 
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how to ritualize its changing social memory - changed through historical 
events. How does one ‘successfully’ hold a celebratory ritual for, say, the 
French Revolution, the founding of a city, the end of Communist rule? How 
is one to recall the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes? Different and perhaps 
hostile interpretations of great historical events emerge, even in one society. 
Probably no such attempt is more problematic than in finding an adequate 
ritual which recalls the Holocaust. It is to be remembered: but how is it to be 
remembered? Does uncertainty or various readings of past events mean no 
rituals are possible and therefore the social memory fades? 

Much overlooked by traditional commentators is the concept of collec
tive effervescence or collective assembly. It is held to be a sui generis experience 
or event and is analysed in creative and ritualistic terms. The nature of the 
phenomenon was such that it did not fit into a sociological framework and 
its ‘explanation’ was better suited to psychology. But its significance socio
logically is now being understood. Excitable gatherings, regularly convened 
or otherwise, heighten people’s passions and energies. Role reversals may 
take place: moral norms may be deliberately broken. In the delirium unimag-
ined actions may occur and radical ideas emerge. A revolution or a period 
of revolution, or a national crisis, exemplified in the Dreyfus Affair (Durkheim 
1898c), is very much an effervescent occasion. One general appraisal of 
effervescent assemblies is that of celebration and the creation of social cohe
sion, but it is also one of violence, suffering and differentiation (Ramp in 
Chapter 11). Unity and disunity co-exist, as creativity and destruction. There 
is a parallel with sacrifice in which there is controlled violence, not least in 
the slaying of the victim. Sometimes difficult to accept by contemporary 
religious thinkers is the fact that for a very long time there has been a violent 
side to religion. But it should be noted that the suffering and disunity 
produced by collective effervescence is never that of social chaos. Great 
effervescent happenings have to be remembered and this is achieved through 
ritual re-enactment (see also Chapter 13). 

Durkheim held that all institutions stem from religion and in Les Formes 
élémentaires he attempted to analyse and derive the origin of religion itself. 
It can be argued, as Allen does, that by extension the book can shed light 
on the origin of society, despite the fact that it was written many years ago 
and that paleoanthropology has made great advances since then. If it is 
held that human societies were originally quadripartite, which is arguably 
the simplest imaginable kinship-based structure and is exemplified by many 
Australian tribes, how is it that they have emerged, since such holistic struc
tures are absent among non-human primates? The key is to be found in 
collective effervescence as the locus par excellence of human and social creativity 
(see Chapter 12). 

IV 
Durkheim never really lost his love for philosophy, although he distanced 
his. cherished sociology from it in order to give the new discipline its 
autonomy. His brand of sociology was always close to philosophy, however, 
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in a way that that of Max Weber was not. Removed from it also was the 
empirical sociology that later developed in the English-speaking world. 
Durkheim’s interest turned full circle, for in The Elemehtary Forms he goes so 
far as to assert that sociology can solve at least two age-old philosophical 
problems. One question was concerned with epistemology. From where does 
man gain knowledge, what are its origins? Here Durkheim established a 
close link with the social, for knowledge is socially mediated. And in origin, 
the social was in fact religious, since the two were scarcely separable. Another 
issue was the problem of categories. From whence come the basic categories 
- concepts of number, class, space, time? Between the a priori and empiri
cist arguments, Durkheim postulated that the origin of categories again lay 
in society, in social causes. Both these solutions implied relativism and a 
denial of absolutes, since societies vary one from another in the matter of 
specific categories. 

Némedi in seeing a weakness in Durkheim’s arguments holds that in 
searching for the origin of religious categories Durkheim adopted contra
dictory approaches (see Chapter 13). He first focused on religious institutions 
as the observable side of religion, but then he had to go beyond practices 
to an initial state - to an original beginning. Durkheim’s epistemological 
position is unsatisfactory because he sees religion as being at the heart of 
knowledge and indeed the seed-bed of categories. Earlier, in 1903, Durkheim 
and Mauss’ essay on primitive classification showed the connection between 
social institutions and classification, but by 1912, it has been argued, 
Durkheim felt forced to focus on religion by itself as the key to the origin 
of categories (see also Pickering 1993). 

Nemedi asserts that Durkheim posited three concepts which had cat
egorical status - sacred-profane, impersonal force (mana) and soul. Was 
Durkheim not too ambitious in thinking that a study of religion could provide 
the key to a multitude of social issues? Durkheim’s book contained flaws of 
several kinds, including the assertion that religion is the centre of the under
standing of society. He juggled with institutionalization but was forced to 
turn to creative effervescence, which can in no way be regarded as a theory 
of change. Indeed, attractive though it may be, collective effervescence has 
little to commend it in terms of theory or epistemology. Although Nemedi’s 
views on collective effervescence may be contrary to those of many 
Durkheimians, he poses a problem which will not go away. In itself effer
vescent assembly is difficult to accommodate in a general theory of society, 
even though it can be classified as a social phenomenon. 

Plenty of scholars have turned against Durkheim’s relativist sociological 
solution to the origins of categories. It can be shown in a new analysis 
that the notion of category in Durkheim’s hands contains an ambiguity and 
assumes an essentialist model of explanation which combines causal and func
tional accounts and denies the plurality of causes (Schmaus in Chapter 14). 
What vary with social causes are not categories but classificatory concepts -
ways of representing time, space and causality. If categories are necessary 
for the existence of society they must be the same for all societies. Indeed, all 
societies have categories of time and space, etc. but each can have different 
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measurements of time and of space. In this way, Durkheim’s relativism can 
be challenged. 

If all knowledge is in fact relative and there are no absolutes, no univer
sal, how can one hope to establish universal truths? There are only truths 
which exist for certain societies and cultures. Is there nothing which can be 
an exception to this rule? One possibility is the law of non-contradiction or 
the principle of contradiction in the language of Aristotle. It stands at the 
heart of all reason and knowledge. Whether Durkheim held that the law of 
contradiction was subject to relativism is open to debate. One author here 
considers the possibility that Durkheim is an undaunted relativist and that 
the basic canon of logic is context-dependent - dependent on social struc
ture (Godlove in Chapter 15). Durkheim’s relativism at this point is in terms 
of a religious person speaking of God as one and many. Godlove relates 
the problem to several thinkers such as Russell, and Bloor and Barnes and 
puts forward the thesis that it is useless trying to demonstrate precisely why 
we must conform to the principle of contradiction. 

These chapters provide examples of Durkheim’s ideas where in some 
instances the authors not only revise and go beyond them but show the 
importance of grappling with his thought at the most fundamental level. 

W. S. F. P. 

Notes 
1 For this type of referencing to Les Formes elementaires, see Explanatory Note on 

p. xi. 


