SOPHIA PROJECT

PHILOSOPHY ARCHIVES

The Social Origins of Religion
Emile Durkheim

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 worshippers. 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 abstract forces
such as those in play in totemism, the worshipper, in the one case as in the other, believes
himself held to certain manners of acting which are imposed upon him by the nature of the
sacred principle with which he 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 individual 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.

Even if society were unable to obtain these concessions and sacrifices from us except
by a material constraint, it might awaken in us only the idea of a physical force to which
we must give way of necessity, instead of that of a moral power such as religions adore.
But as a matter of fact, the empire which it holds over consciences is due much less to the
physical supremacy of which it has the privilege than to the moral authority with which it
is invested. If we yield to its orders, it is not merely because it is strong enough to triumph
over our resistance; it is primarily because it is the object of a venerable respect.

We say that an object, whether individual or collective, inspires respect when the
representation expressing it in the mind is gifted with such a force that it automatically
causes or inhibits actions, without regard for any consideration relative to their useful
or injurious effects. When we obey somebody because of the moral authority which we
recognize in him, we follow out his opinions, not because they seem wise, but because a
certain sort of physical energy is imminent in the idea that we form of this person, which
conquers our will and inclines it in the indicated direction. Respect is the emotion which
we experience when we feel this interior and wholly spiritual pressure operating upon us.
Then we are not determined by the advantages or inconveniences of the attitude which
is prescribed or recommended to us; it is by the way in which we represent to ourselves
the person recommending or prescribing it. This is why commands generally take a short,
peremptory form leaving no place for hesitation; it is because, in so far as it is a command
and goes by its own force, it excludes all idea of deliberation or calculation; it gets its
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efficacy from the intensity of the mental state in which it is placed. It is this intensity which
creates what is called a moral ascendancy.

Now the ways of action to which society is strongly enough attached to impose them upon
its members, are, by that very fact, marked with a distinctive sign provocative of respect.
Since they are elaborated in common, the vigour with which they have been thought of by
each particular mind is retained in all the other minds, and reciprocally. The representations
which express them within each of us have an intensity which no purely private states of
consciousness could ever attain; for they have the strength of the innumerable individual
representations which have served to form each of them. It is society who speaks through
the mouths of those who affirm them in our presence; it is society whom we hear in hearing
them; and the voice of all has an accent which that of one alone could never have. The very
violence with which society reacts, by way of blame or material suppression, against every
attempted dissidence, contributes to strengthening its empire by manifesting the common
conviction through this burst of ardour. In a word, when something is the object of such a
state of opinion, the representation which each individual has of it gains a power of action
from its origins and the conditions in which it was born, which even those feel who do
not submit themselves to it. It tends to repel the representations which contradict it, and
it keeps them at a distance; on the other hand, it commands those acts which will realize
it, and it does so, not by a material coercion or by the perspective of something of this
sort, but by the simple radiation of the mental energy which it contains. It has an efficacy
coming solely from its psychical properties, and it is by just this sign that moral authority
is recognized. So opinion, primarily a social thing, is a source of authority, and it might
even be asked whether all authority is not the daughter of opinion. It may be objected
that science is often the antagonist of opinion, whose errors it combats and rectifies. But
it cannot succeed in this task if it does not have sufficient authority, and it can obtain this
authority only from opinion itself. If a people did not have faith in science, all the scientific
demonstrations in the world would be without any influence whatsoever over their minds.
Even to-day, if science happened to resist a very strong current of public opinion, it would
risk losing its credit there.

Since it is in spiritual ways that social pressure exercises itself, it could not fail to give
men the idea that outside themselves there exist one or several powers, both moral and, at the
same time, efficacious, upon which they depend. They must think of these powers, at least
in part, as outside themselves, for these address them in a tone of command and sometimes
even order them to do violence to their most natural inclinations. It is undoubtedly true
that if they were able to see that these influences which they feel emanate from society,
then the mythological system of interpretations would never be born. But social action
follows ways that are too circuitous and obscure, and employs psychical mechanisms that
are too complex to allow the ordinary observer to see whence it comes. As long as scientific
analysis does not come to teach it to them, men know well that they are acted upon, but they
do not know by whom. So they must invent by themselves the idea of these powers with
which they feel themselves in connection, and from that, we are able to catch a glimpse
of the way by which they were led to represent them under forms that are really foreign to
their nature and to transfigure them by thought.

But a god is not merely an authority upon whom we depend; it is a force upon which
our strength relies. The man who has obeyed his god and who, for this reason, believes the
god is with him, approaches the world with confidence and with the feeling of an increased
energy. Likewise, social action does not confine itself to demanding sacrifices, privations
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and efforts from us. For the collective force is not entirely outside of us; it does not act
upon us wholly from without; but rather, since society cannot exist except in and through
individual consciousnesses, this force must also penetrate us and organize itself within
us; it thus becomes an integral part of our being and by that very fact this is elevated and
magnified.

There are occasions when this strengthening and vivifying action of society is especially
apparent. In the midst of an assembly animated by a common passion, we become
susceptible of acts and sentiments of which we are incapable when reduced to our own
forces; and when the assembly is dissolved and when, finding ourselves alone again, we
fall back to our ordinary level, we are then able to measure the height to which we have
been raised above ourselves. History abounds in examples of this sort. It is enough to think
of the night of the Fourth of August, 1789, when an assembly was suddenly led to an act
of sacrifice and abnegation which each of its members had refused the day before, and at
which they were all surprised the day after. This is why all parties, political, economic or
confessional, are careful to have periodical reunions where their members may revivify
their common faith by manifesting it in common. To strengthen those sentiments which,
if left to themselves, would soon weaken, it is sufficient to bring those who hold them
together and to put them into closer and more active relations with one another. This is
the explanation of the particular attitude of a man speaking to a crowd, at least if he has
succeeded in entering into communion with it. His language has a grandiloquence that
would be ridiculous in ordinary circumstances; his gestures show a certain domination;
his very thought is impatient of all rules, and easily falls into all sorts of excesses. It is
because he feels within him an abnormal over-supply of force which overflows and tries
to burst out from him; sometimes he even has the feeling that he is dominated by a moral
force which is greater than he and of which he is only the interpreter. It is by this trait that
we are able to recognize what has often been called the demon of oratorical inspiration.
Now this exceptional increase of force is something very real; it comes to him from the
very group which he addresses. The sentiments provoked by his words come back to him,
but enlarged and amplified, and to this degree they strengthen his own sentiment. The
passionate energies he arouses re-echo within him and quicken his vital tone. It is no longer
a simple individual who speaks; it is a group incarnate and personified.

Beside these passing and intermittent states, there are other more durable ones, where
this strengthening influence of society makes itself felt with greater consequences and
frequently even with greater brilliancy. There are periods in history when, under the
influence of some great collective shock, social interactions have become much more
frequent and active. Men look for each other and assemble together more than ever. That
general effervescence results which is characteristic of revolutionary or creative epochs.
Now this greater activity results in a general stimulation of individual forces. Men see
more and differently now than in normal times. Changes are not merely of shades and
degrees; men become different. The passions moving them are of such an intensity that
they cannot be satisfied except by violent and unrestrained actions, actions of superhuman
heroism or of bloody barbarism. This is what explains the Crusades, for example, or many
of the scenes, either sublime or savage, of the French Revolution. Under the influence of
the general exaltation, we see the most mediocre and inoffensive bourgeois become either
a hero or a butcher. And so clearly are all these mental processes the ones that are also at
the root of religion that the individuals themselves have often pictured the pressure before
which they thus gave way in a distinctly religious form. The Crusaders believed that they
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felt God present in the midst of them, enjoining them to go to the conquest of the Holy
Land; Joan of Arc believed that she obeyed celestial voices.

Butitis not only in exceptional circumstances that this stimulating action of society makes
itself felt; there is not, so to speak, a moment in our lives when some current of energy does
not come to us from without. The man who has done his duty finds, in the manifestations
of every sort expressing the sympathy, esteem or affection which his fellows have for him,
a feeling of comfort, of which he does not ordinarily take account, but which sustains him,
none the less. The sentiments which society has for him raise the sentiments which he has
for himself. Because he is in moral harmony with his comrades, he has more confidence,
courage and boldness in action, just like the believer who thinks that he feels the regard of
his god turned graciously towards him. It thus produces, as it were, a perpetual sustenance
for our moral nature. Since this varies with a multitude of external circumstances, as our
relations with the groups about us are more or less active and as these groups themselves
vary, we cannot fail to feel that this moral support depends upon an external cause; but we
do not perceive where this cause is nor what it is. So we ordinarily think of it under the
form of a moral power which, though immanent in us, represents within us something not
ourselves: this is the moral conscience, of which, by the way, men have never made even a
slightly distinct representation except by the aid of religious symbols.

In addition to these free forces which are constantly coming to renew our own, there
are others which are fixed in the methods and traditions which we employ. We speak a
language that we did not make; we use instruments that we did not invent; we invoke rights
that we did not found; a treasury of knowledge is transmitted to each generation that it did
not gather itself, etc. It is to society that we owe these varied benefits of civilization, and
if we do not ordinarily see the source from which we get them, we at least know that they
are not our own work. Now it is these things that give man his own place among things; a
man is a man only because he is civilized. So he could not escape the feeling that outside
of him there are active causes from which he gets the characteristic attributes of his nature
and which, as benevolent powers, assist him, protect him and assure him of a privileged
fate. And of course he must attribute to these powers a dignity corresponding to the great
value of the good things he attributes to them.

Thus the environment in which we live seems to us to be peopled with forces that are
at once imperious and helpful, august and gracious, and with which we have relations.
Since they exercise over us a pressure of which we are conscious, we are forced to localize
them outside ourselves, just as we do for the objective causes of our sensations. But the
sentiments which they inspire in us differ in nature from those which we have for simple
visible objects. As long as these latter are reduced to their empirical characteristics as shown
in ordinary experience, and as long as the religious imagination has not metamorphosed
them, we entertain for them no feeling which resembles respect, and they contain within
them nothing that is able to raise us outside ourselves. Therefore, the representations
which express them appear to us to be very different from those aroused in us by collective
influences. The two form two distinct and separate mental states in our consciousness, just
as do the two forms of life to which they correspond. Consequently, we get the impression
that we are in relations with two distinct sorts of reality and that a sharply drawn line of
demarcation separates them from each other: on the one hand is the world of profane
things, on the other, that of sacred things.

Also, in the present day just as much as in the past, we see society constantly creating
sacred things out of ordinary ones. If it happens to fall in love with a man and if it thinks it
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has found in him the principal aspirations that move it, as well as the means of satisfying
them, this man will be raised above the others and, as it were, deified. Opinion will invest
him with a majesty exactly analogous to that protecting the gods. This is what has happened
to so many sovereigns in whom their age had faith: if they were not made gods, they
were at least regarded as direct representatives of the deity. And the fact that it is society
alone which is the author of these varieties of apotheosis, is evident since it frequently
chances to consecrate men thus who have no right to it from their own merit. The simple
deference inspired by men invested with high social functions is not different in nature
from religious respect. It is expressed by the same movements: a man keeps at a distance
from a high personage; he approaches him only with precautions; in conversing with him,
he uses other gestures and language than those used with ordinary mortals. The sentiment
felt on these occasions is so closely related to the religious sentiment that many peoples
have confounded the two. In order to explain the consideration accorded to princes, nobles
and political chiefs, a sacred character has been attributed to them. In Melanesia and
Polynesia, for example, it is said that an influential man has mana, and that his influence
is due to thismana. However, it is evident that his situation is due solely to the importance
attributed to him by public opinion. Thus the moral power conferred by opinion and that
with which sacred beings are invested are at bottom of a single origin and made up of the
same elements. That is why a single word is able to designate the two.

In addition to men, society also consecrates things, especially ideas. If a belief is
unanimously shared by a people, then, for the reason which we pointed out above, it is
forbidden to touch it, that is to say, to deny it or to contest it. Now the prohibition of
criticism is an interdiction like the others and proves the presence of something sacred.
Even to-day, howsoever great may be the liberty which we accord to others, a man who
should totally deny progress or ridicule the human ideal to which modern societies are
attached, would produce the effect of a sacrilege. There is at least one principle which those
the most devoted to the free examination of everything tend to place above discussion
and to regard as untouchable, that is to say, as sacred: this is the very principle of free
examination.

This aptitude of society for setting itself up as a god or for creating gods was never more
apparent than during the first years of the French Revolution. At this time, in fact, under
the influence of the general enthusiasm, things purely laical by nature were transformed by
public opinion into sacred things: these were the Fatherland, Liberty, Reason. A religion
tended to become established which had its dogmas, symbols, altars and feasts. It was to
these spontaneous aspirations that the cult of Reason and the Supreme Being attempted
to give a sort of official satisfaction. It is true that this religious renovation had only an
ephemeral duration. But that was because the patriotic enthusiasm which at first transported
the masses soon relaxed. The cause being gone, the effect could not remain. But this
experiment, though short-lived, keeps all its sociological interest. It remains true that in
one determined case we have seen society and its essential ideas become, directly and with
no transfiguration of any sort, the object of a veritable cult.

All these facts allow us to catch glimpses of how the clan was able to awaken within
its members the idea that outside of them there exist forces which dominate them and at
the same time sustain them, that is to say in fine, religious forces: it is because there is no
society with which the primitive is more directly and closely connected. The bonds uniting
him to the tribe are much more lax and more feebly felt. Although this is not at all strange
or foreign to him, it is with the people of his own clan that he has the greatest number of
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things in common; it is the action of this group that he feels the most directly; so it is this
also which, in preference to all others, should express itself in religious symbols.

3k 3k 3k 3k %k %k %k %k %k k %k

Our entire study rests upon this postulate that the unanimous sentiment of the believers of
all times cannot be purely illusory. Together with a recent apologist of the faith we admit
that these religious beliefs rest upon a specific experience whose demonstrative value is,
in one sense, not one bit inferior to that of scientific experiments, though different from
them. We, too, think that “a tree is known by its fruits,” and that fertility is the best proof
of what the roots are worth. But from the fact that a “religious experience,” if we choose
to call it this, does exist and that it has a certain foundation—and, by the way, is there any
experience which has none?—it does not follow that the reality which is its foundation
conforms objectively to the idea which believers have of it. The very fact that the fashion
in which it has been conceived has varied infinitely in different times is enough to prove
that none of these conceptions express it adequately. If a scientist states it as an axiom[Pg
418]that the sensations of heat and light which we feel correspond to some objective cause,
he does not conclude that this is what it appears to the senses to be. Likewise, even if the
impressions which the faithful feel are not imaginary, still they are in no way privileged
intuitions; there is no reason for believing that they inform us better upon the nature of
their object than do ordinary sensations upon the nature of bodies and their properties.
In order to discover what this object consists of, we must submit them to an examination
and elaboration analogous to that which has substituted for the sensuous idea of the world
another which is scientific and conceptual.

This is precisely what we have tried to do, and we have seen that this reality, which
mythologies have represented under so many different forms, but which is the universal
and eternal objective cause of these sensations sui generis out of which religious experience
is made, is society. We have shown what moral forces it develops and how it awakens this
sentiment of a refuge, of a shield and of a guardian support which attaches the believer to
his cult. It is that which raises him outside himself; it is even that which made him. For that
which makes a man is the totality of the intellectual property which constitutes civilization,
and civilization is the work of society. Thus is explained the preponderating role of the cult
in all religions, whichever they may be. This is because society cannot make its influence
felt unless it is in action, and it is not in action unless the individuals who compose it are
assembled together and act in common. It is by common action that it takes consciousness
of itself and realizes its position; it is before all else an active co-operation. The collective
ideas and sentiments are even possible only owing to these exterior movements which
symbolize them, as we have established. Then it is action which dominates the religious
life, because of the mere fact that it is society which is its source.

In addition to all the reasons which have been given to justify this conception, a final
one may be added here, which is the result of our whole work. As we have progressed,
we have established the fact that the fundamental categories of thought, and consequently
of science, are of religious origin. We have seen that the same is true for magic and
consequently for the different processes which have issued from it. On the other hand, it
has long been known that up until a relatively advanced moment of evolution, moral and
legal rules have been indistinguishable from ritual prescriptions. In summing up, then, it
may be said that nearly all the great social institutions have been born in religion. Now in
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order that these principal aspects of the collective life may have commenced by being only
varied aspects of the religious life, it is obviously necessary that the religious life be the
eminent form and, as it were, the concentrated expression of the whole collective life. If
religion has given birth to all that is essential in society, it is because the idea of society is
the soul of religion.

Religious forces are therefore human forces, moral forces. It is true that since collective
sentiments can become conscious of themselves only by fixing themselves upon external
objects, they have not been able to take form without adopting some of their characteristics
from other things: they have thus acquired a sort of physical nature; in this way they have
come to mix themselves with the life of the material world, and then have considered
themselves capable of explaining what passes there. But when they are considered only
from this point of view and in this role, only their most superficial aspect is seen. In reality,
the essential elements of which these collective sentiments are made have been borrowed
by the understanding. It ordinarily seems that they should have a human character only
when they are conceived under human forms; but even the most impersonal and the most
anonymous are nothing else than objectified sentiments.

Itis only by regarding religion from this angle that it is possible to see its real significance.
If we stick closely to appearances, rites often give the effect of purely manual operations:
they are anointings, washings, meals. To consecrate something, it is put in contact with a
source of religious energy, just as to-day a body is put in contact with a source of heat or
electricity to warm or electrize it; the two processes employed are not essentially different.
Thus understood, religious technique seems to be a sort of mystic mechanics. But these
material manceuvres are only the external envelope under which the mental operations are
hidden. Finally, there is no question of exercising a physical constraint upon blind and,
incidentally, imaginary forces, but rather of reaching individual consciousnesses, of giving
them a direction and of disciplining them. It is sometimes said that inferior religions are
materialistic. Such an expression is inexact. All religions, even the crudest, are in a sense
spiritualistic: for the powers they put in play are before all spiritual, and also their principal
object is to act upon the moral life. Thus it is seen that whatever has been done in the name
of religion cannot have been done in vain: for it is necessarily the society that did it, and it
is humanity that has reaped the fruits.

But, it is said, what society is it that has thus made the basis of religion? Is it the real
society, such as it is and acts before our very eyes, with the legal and moral organization
which it has laboriously fashioned during the course of history? This is full of defects and
imperfections. In it, evil goes beside the good, injustice often reigns supreme, and the truth
is often obscured by error. How could anything so crudely organized inspire the sentiments
of love, the ardent enthusiasm and the spirit of abnegation which all religions claim of their
followers? These perfect beings which are gods could not have taken their traits from so
mediocre, and sometimes even so base a reality.

But, on the other hand, does someone think of a perfect society, where justice and truth
would be sovereign, and from which evil in all its forms would be banished for ever? No one
would deny that this is in close relations with the religious sentiment; for, they would say, it
is towards the realization of this that all religions strive. But that society is not an empirical
fact, definite and observable; it is a fancy, a dream with which men have lightened their
sufferings, but in which they have never really lived. It is merely an idea which comes to
express our more or less obscure aspirations towards the good, the beautiful and the ideal.
Now these aspirations have their roots in us; they come from the very depths of our being;

SophiaOmni 7
www.sophiaomni.org



then there is nothing outside of us which can account for them. Moreover, they are already
religious in themselves; thus it would seem that the ideal society presupposes religion, far
from being able to explain it.

But, in the first place, things are arbitrarily simplified when religion is seen only on its
idealistic side: in its way, it is realistic. There is no physical or moral ugliness, there are no
vices or evils which do not have a special divinity. There are gods of theft and trickery, of
lust and war, of sickness and of death. Christianity itself, howsoever high the idea which
it has made of the divinity may be, has been obliged to give the spirit of evil a place in
its mythology. Satan is an essential piece of the Christian system; even if he is an impure
being, he is not a profane one. The anti-god, is a god, inferior and subordinated, it is true,
but nevertheless endowed with extended powers; he is even the object of rites, at least of
negative ones. Thus religion, far from ignoring the real society and making abstraction of
it, is in its image; it reflects all its aspects, even the most vulgar and the most repulsive. All
is to be found there, and if in the majority of cases we see the good victorious over evil,
life over death, the powers of light over the powers of darkness, it is because reality is not
otherwise. If the relation between these two contrary forces were reversed, life would be
impossible; but, as a matter of fact, it maintains itself and even tends to develop.

But if, in the midst of these mythologies and theologies we see reality clearly appearing,
it is none the less true that it is found there only in an enlarged, transformed and idealized
form. In this respect, the most primitive religions do not differ from the most recent and
the most refined. For example, we have seen how the Arunta place at the beginning of time
a mythical society whose organization exactly reproduces that which still exists to-day; it
includes the same clans and phratries, it is under the same matrimonial rules and it practises
the same rites. But the personages who compose it are ideal beings, gifted with powers and
virtues to which common mortals cannot pretend. Their nature is not only higher, but it is
different, since it is at once animal and human. The evil powers there undergo a similar
metamorphosis: evil itself is, as it were, made sublime and idealized. The question now
raises itself of whence this idealization comes.

Some reply that men have a natural faculty for idealizing, that is to say, of substituting
for the real world another different one, to which they transport themselves by thought. But
that is merely changing the terms of the problem; it is not resolving it or even advancing
it. This systematic idealization is an essential characteristic of religions. Explaining them
by an innate power of idealization is simply replacing one word by another which is the
equivalent of the first; it is as if they said that men have made religions because they have a
religious nature. Animals know only one world, the one which they perceive by experience,
internal as well as external. Men alone have the faculty of conceiving the ideal, of adding
something to the real. Now where does this singular privilege come from? Before making
it an initial fact or a mysterious virtue which escapes science, we must be sure that it does
not depend upon empirically determinable conditions.

The explanation of religion which we have proposed has precisely this advantage, that it
gives an answer to this question. For our definition of the sacred is that it is something added
to and above the real: now the ideal answers to this same definition; we cannot explain one
without explaining the other. In fact, we have seen that if collective life awakens religious
thought on reaching a certain degree of intensity, it is because it brings about a state of
effervescence which changes the conditions of psychic activity. Vital energies are over-
excited, passions more active, sensations stronger; there are even some which are produced
only at this moment. A man does not recognize himself; he feels himself transformed and
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consequently he transforms the environment which surrounds him. In order to account for
the very particular impressions which he receives, he attributes to the things with which
he is in most direct contact properties which they have not, exceptional powers and virtues
which the objects of every-day experience do not possess. In a word, above the real world
where his profane life passes he has placed another which, in one sense, does not exist
except in thought, but to which he attributes a higher sort of dignity than to the first. Thus,
from a double point of view it is an ideal world.

The formation of the ideal world is therefore not an irreducible fact which escapes
science; it depends upon conditions which observation can touch; it is a natural product of
social life. For a society to become conscious of itself and maintain at the necessary degree
of intensity the sentiments which it thus attains, it must assemble and concentrate itself.
Now this concentration brings about an exaltation of the mental life which takes form in a
group of ideal conceptions where is portrayed the new life thus awakened; they correspond
to this new set of psychical forces which is added to those which we have at our disposition
for the daily tasks of existence. A society can neither create itself nor recreate itself without
at the same time creating an ideal. This creation is not a sort of work of supererogation
for it, by which it would complete itself, being already formed; it is the act by which it is
periodically made and remade. Therefore when some oppose the ideal society to the real
society, like two antagonists which would lead us in opposite directions, they materialize
and oppose abstractions. The ideal society is not outside of the real society; it is a part
of it. Far from being divided between them as between two poles which mutually repel
each other, we cannot hold to one without holding to the other. For a society is not made
up merely of the mass of individuals who compose it, the ground which they occupy, the
things which they use and the movements which they perform, but above all is the idea
which it forms of itself. It is undoubtedly true that it hesitates over the manner in which
it ought to conceive itself; it feels itself drawn in divergent directions. But these conflicts
which break forth are not between the ideal and reality, but between two different ideals,
that of yesterday and that of to-day, that which has the authority of tradition and that which
has the hope of the future. There is surely a place for investigating whence these ideals
evolve; but whatever solution may be given to this problem, it still remains that all passes
in the world of the ideal.

Thus the collective ideal which religion expresses is far from being due to a vague innate
power of the individual, but it is rather at the school of collective life that the individual
has learned to idealize. It is in assimilating the ideals elaborated by society that he has
become capable of conceiving the ideal. It is society which, by leading him within its
sphere of action, has made him acquire the need of raising himself above the world of
experience and has at the same time furnished him with the means of conceiving another.
For society has constructed this new world in constructing itself, since it is society which
this expresses. Thus both with the individual and in the group, the faculty of idealizing
has nothing mysterious about it. It is not a sort of luxury which a man could get along
without, but a condition of his very existence. He could not be a social being, that is to say,
he could not be a man, if he had not acquired it. It is true that in incarnating themselves in
individuals, collective ideals tend to individualize themselves. Each understands them after
his own fashion and marks them with his own stamp; he suppresses certain elements and
adds others. Thus the personal ideal disengages itself from the social ideal in proportion
as the individual personality develops itself and becomes an autonomous source of action.
But if we wish to understand this aptitude, so singular in appearance, of living outside of
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reality, it is enough to connect it with the social conditions upon which it depends.

Therefore it is necessary to avoid seeing in this theory of religion a simple restatement of
historical materialism: that would be misunderstanding our thought to an extreme degree.
In showing that religion is something essentially social, we do not mean to say that it
confines itself to translating into another language the material forms of society and its
immediate vital necessities. It is true that we take it as evident that social life depends upon
its material foundation and bears its mark, just as the mental life of an individual depends
upon his nervous system and in fact his whole organism. But collective consciousness is
something more than a mere epiphenomenon of its morphological basis, just as individual
consciousness is something more than a simple efflorescence of the nervous system. In order
that the former may appear, a synthesis sui generis of particular consciousnesses is required.
Now this synthesis has the effect of disengaging a whole world of sentiments, ideas and
images which, once born, obey laws all their own. They attract each other, repel each other,
unite, divide themselves, and multiply, though these combinations are not commanded and
necessitated by the condition of the underlying reality. The life thus brought into being
even enjoys so great an independence that it sometimes indulges in manifestations with no
purpose or utility of any sort, for the mere pleasure of affirming itself. We have shown that
this is often precisely the case with ritual activity and mythological thought.

But if religion is the product of social causes, how can we explain the individual cult
and the universalistic character of certain religions? If it is born in foro externo, how has it
been able to pass into the inner conscience of the individual and penetrate there ever more
and more profoundly? If it is the work of definite and individualized societies, how has it
been able to detach itself from them, even to the point of being conceived as something
common to all humanity?

In the course of our studies, we have met with the germs of individual religion and of
religious cosmopolitanism, and we have seen how they were formed; thus we possess the
more general elements of the reply which is to be given to this double question.

We have shown how the religious force which animates the clan particularizes itself, by
incarnating itself in particular consciousnesses. Thus secondary sacred beings are formed;
each individual has his own, made in his own image, associated to his own intimate life,
bound up with his own destiny; it is the soul, the individual totem, the protecting ancestor,
etc. These beings are the object of rites which the individual can celebrate by himself,
outside of any group; this is the first form of the individual cult. To be sure, it is only a very
rudimentary cult; but since the personality of the individual is still only slightly marked,
and but little value is attributed to it, the cult which expresses it could hardly be expected
to be very highly developed as yet. But as individuals have differentiated themselves more
and more and the value of an individual increased, the corresponding cult has taken a
relatively greater place in the totality of the religious life and at the same time it is more
fully closed to outside influences.

Thus the existence of individual cults implies nothing which contradicts or embarrasses
the sociological interpretation of religion; for the religious forces to which it addresses
itself are only the individualized forms of collective forces. Therefore, even when religion
seems to be entirely within the individual conscience, it is still in society that it finds
the living source from which it is nourished. We are now able to appreciate the value
of the radical individualism which would make religion something purely individual: it
misunderstands the fundamental conditions of the religious life. If up to the present it
has remained in the stage of theoretical aspirations which have never been realized, it is
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because it is unrealizable. A philosophy may well be elaborated in the silence of the interior
imagination, but not so a faith. For before all else, a faith is warmth, life, enthusiasm, the
exaltation of the whole mental life, the raising of the individual above himself. Now how
could he add to the energies which he possesses without going outside himself? How could
he surpass himself merely by his own forces? The only source of life at which we can
morally reanimate ourselves is that formed by the society of our fellow beings; the only
moral forces with which we can sustain and increase our own are those which we get from
others. Let us even admit that there really are beings more or less analogous to those which
the mythologies represent. In order that they may exercise over souls the useful direction
which is their reason for existence, it is necessary that men believe in them. Now these
beliefs are active only when they are partaken by many. A man cannot retain them any
length of time by a purely personal effort; it is not thus that they are born or that they are
acquired; it is even doubtful if they can be kept under these conditions. In fact, a man who
has a veritable faith feels an invincible need of spreading it: therefore he leaves his isolation,
approaches others and seeks to convince them, and it is the ardour of the convictions which
he arouses that strengthens his own. It would quickly weaken if it remained alone.

It is the same with religious universalism as with this individualism. Far from being
an exclusive attribute of certain very great religions, we have found it, not at the base,
it is true, but at the summit of the Australian system. Bunjil, Daramulun or Baiame are
not simple tribal gods; each of them is recognized by a number of different tribes. In a
sense, their cult is international. This conception is therefore very near to that found in the
most recent theologies. So certain writers have felt it their duty to deny its authenticity,
howsoever incontestable this may be.

And we have been able to show how this has been formed.

Neighbouring tribes of a similar civilization cannot fail to be in constant relations with
each other. All sorts of circumstances give an occasion for it: besides commerce, which is
still rudimentary, there are marriages; these international marriages are very common in
Australia. In the course of these meetings, men naturally become conscious of the moral
relationship which united them. They have the same social organization, the same division
into phratries, clans and matrimonial classes; they practise the same rites of initiation,
or wholly similar ones. Mutual loans and treaties result in reinforcing these spontaneous
resemblances. The gods to which these manifestly identical institutions were attached could
hardly have remained distinct in their minds. Everything tended to bring them together and
consequently, even supposing that each tribe elaborated the notion independently, they must
necessarily have tended to confound themselves with each other. Also, it is probable that it
was in inter-tribal assemblies that they were first conceived. For they are chiefly the gods of
initiation, and in the initiation ceremonies, the different tribes are usually represented. So if
sacred beings are formed which are connected with no geographically determined society,
that is not because they have an extra-social origin. It is because there are other groups
above these geographically determined ones, whose contours are less clearly marked:
they have no fixed frontiers, but include all sorts of more or less neighbouring and related
tribes. The particular social life thus created tends to spread itself over an area with no
definite limits. Naturally the mythological personages who correspond to it have the same
character; their sphere of influence is not limited; they go beyond the particular tribes and
their territory. They are the great international gods.

Now there is nothing in this situation which is peculiar to Australian societies. There
is no people and no state which is not a part of another society, more or less unlimited,
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which embraces all the peoples and all the States with which the first comes in contact,
either directly or indirectly; there is no national life which is not dominated by a collective
life of an international nature. In proportion as we advance in history, these international
groups acquire a greater importance and extent. Thus we see how, in certain cases, this
universalistic tendency has been able to develop itself to the point of affecting not only the
higher ideas of the religious system, but even the principles upon which it rests.

Thus there is something eternal in religion which is destined to survive all the particular
symbols in which religious thought has successively enveloped itself. There can be no
society which does not feel the need of upholding and reaffirming at regular intervals the
collective sentiments and the collective ideas which make its unity and its personality. Now
this moral remaking cannot be achieved except by the means of reunions, assemblies and
meetings where the individuals, being closely united to one another, reaffirm in common
their common sentiments; hence come ceremonies which do not differ from regular
religious ceremonies, either in their object, the results which they produce, or the processes
employed to attain these results. What essential difference is there between an assembly
of Christians celebrating the principal dates of the life of Christ, or of Jews remembering
the exodus from Egypt or the promulgation of the decalogue, and a reunion of citizens
commemorating the promulgation of a new moral or legal system or some great event in
the national life?...
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In summing up, then, we must say that society is not at all the illogical or a-logical,
incoherent and fantastic being which it has too often been considered. Quite on the
contrary, the collective consciousness is the highest form of the psychic life, since it is
the consciousness of the consciousnesses. Being placed outside of and above individual
and local contingencies, it sees things only in their permanent and essential aspects, which
it crystallizes into communicable ideas. At the same time that it sees from above, it sees
farther; at every moment of time, it embraces all known reality; that is why it alone can
furnish the mind with the moulds which are applicable to the totality of things and which
make it possible to think of them. It does not create these moulds artificially; it finds them
within itself; it does nothing but become conscious of them. They translate the ways of
being which are found in all the stages of reality but which appear in their full clarity
only at the summit, because the extreme complexity of the psychic life which passes there
necessitates a greater development of consciousness. Attributing social origins to logical
thought is not debasing it or diminishing its value or reducing it to nothing more than a
system of artificial combinations; on the contrary, it is relating it to a cause which implies
it naturally. But this is not saying that the ideas elaborated in this way are at once adequate
for their object. If society is something universal in relation to the individual, it is none the
less an individuality itself, which has its own personal physiognomy and its idiosyncrasies;
it is a particular subject and consequently particularizes whatever it thinks of. Therefore
collective representations also contain subjective elements, and these must be progressively
rooted out, if we are to approach reality more closely. But howsoever crude these may have
been at the beginning, the fact remains that with them the germ of a new mentality was
given, to which the individual could never have raised himself by his own efforts: by them
the way was opened to a stable, impersonal and organized thought which then had nothing
to do except to develop its nature.
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Also, the causes which have determined this development do not seem to be specifically
different from those which gave it its initial impulse. If logical thought tends to rid itself
more and more of the subjective and personal elements which it still retains from its
origin, it is not because extra-social factors have intervened; it is much rather because
a social life of a new sort is developing. It is this international life which has already
resulted in universalizing religious beliefs. As it extends, the collective horizon enlarges;
the society ceases to appear as the only whole, to become a part of a much vaster one, with
indetermined frontiers, which is susceptible of advancing indefinitely. Consequently things
can no longer be contained in the social moulds according to which they were primitively
classified; they must be organized according to principles which are their own, so logical
organization differentiates itself from the social organization and becomes autonomous.
Really and truly human thought is not a primitive fact; it is the product of history; it is the
ideal limit towards which we are constantly approaching, but which in all probability we
shall never succeed in reaching.

Thus it is not at all true that between science on the one hand, and morals and religion on
the other, there exists that sort of antinomy which has so frequently been admitted, for the
two forms of human activity really come from one and the same source. Kant understood
this very well, and therefore he made the speculative reason and the practical reason two
different aspects of the same faculty. According to him, what makes their unity is the fact
that the two are directed towards the universal. Rational thinking is thinking according to
the laws which are imposed upon all reasonable beings; acting morally is conducting one’s
self according to those maxims which can be extended without contradiction to all wills.
In other words, science and morals imply that the individual is capable of raising himself
above his own peculiar point of view and of living an impersonal life. In fact, it cannot
be doubted that this is a trait common to all the higher forms of thought and action. What
Kant’s system does not explain, however, is the origin of this sort of contradiction which
is realized in man. Why is he forced to do violence to himself by leaving his individuality,
and, inversely, why is the impersonal law obliged to be dissipated by incarnating itself in
individuals? Is it answered that there are two antagonistic worlds in which we participate
equally, the world of matter and sense on the one hand, and the world of pure and impersonal
reason on the other? That is merely repeating the[Pg 446]question in slightly different
terms, for what we are trying to find out is why we must lead these two existences at the
same time. Why do these two worlds, which seem to contradict each other, not remain
outside of each other, and why must they mutually penetrate one another in spite of their
antagonism? The only explanation which has ever been given of this singular necessity is
the hypothesis of the Fall, with all the difficulties which it implies, and which need not be
repeated here. On the other hand, all mystery disappears the moment that it is recognized
that impersonal reason is only another name given to collective thought. For this is possible
only through a group of individuals; it supposes them, and in their turn, they suppose it,
for they can continue to exist only by grouping themselves together. The kingdom of ends
and impersonal truths can realize itself only by the co-operation of particular wills, and the
reasons for which these participate in it are the same as those for which they co-operate. In
a word, there is something impersonal in us because there is something social in all of us,
and since social life embraces at once both representations and practices, this impersonality
naturally extends to ideas as well as to acts.

Perhaps some will be surprised to see us connect the most elevated forms of thought
with society: the cause appears quite humble, in consideration of the value which we
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attribute to the effect. Between the world of the senses and appetites on the one hand, and
that of reason and morals on the other, the distance is so considerable that the second would
seem to have been able to add itself to the first only by a creative act. But attributing to
society this preponderating rdle in the genesis of our nature is not denying this creation;
for society has a creative power which no other observable being can equal. In fact, all
creation, if not a mystical operation which escapes science and knowledge, is the product
of a synthesis. Now if the synthesis of particular conceptions which take place in each
individual consciousness are already and of themselves productive of novelties, how much
more efficacious these vast syntheses of complete consciousnesses which make society
must be! A society is the most powerful combination of physical and moral forces of which
nature offers us an example. Nowhere else is an equal richness of different materials,
carried to such a degree of concentration, to be found. Then it is not surprising that a higher
life disengages itself which, by reacting upon the elements of which it is the product, raises
them to a higher plane of existence and transforms them.

Thus sociology appears destined to open a new way to the science of man. Up to the
present, thinkers were placed before this double alternative: either explain the superior and
specific faculties of men by connecting them to the inferior forms of his being, the reason
to the senses, or the mind to matter, which is equivalent to denying their uniqueness; or else
attach them to some super-experimental reality which was postulated, but whose existence
could be established by no observation. What put them in this difficulty was the fact that
the individual passed as being the finis naturce—the ultimate creation of nature; it seemed
that there was nothing beyond him, or at least nothing that science could touch. But from
the moment when it is recognized that above the individual there is society, and that this
is not a nominal being created by reason, but a system of active forces, a new manner of
explaining men becomes possible. To conserve his distinctive traits it is no longer necessary
to put them outside experience. At least, before going to this last extremity, it would be well
to see if that which surpasses the individual, though it is within him, does not come from
this super-individual reality which we experience in society. To be sure, it cannot be said at
present to what point these explanations may be able to reach, and whether or not they are
of a nature to resolve all the problems. But it is equally impossible to mark in advance a
limit beyond which they cannot go. What must be done is to try the hypothesis and submit
it as methodically as possible to the control of facts. This is what we have tried to do.

Emile Durkheim. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. Book VII and Conclusion. Trans. Joseph Ward
Swain. London: George Allen & Unwin, 1915.
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