Chapter

Definition of Religious Phenomena
and of Religion®

IF WE ARE GOING to look for the most primitive and simple
religion which we can observe, it is necessary to begin by
defining what is meant by a religion; for without this, we
would run the risk of giving the name to a system of ideas and
practices which has nothing at all religious about it, or else of
leaving to one side many religious facts, without perceiving
their true nature. That this is not an imaginary danger, and
that nothing is thus sacrificed to a vain formalism of method,
is well shown by the fact that owing to his not having taken
this precaution, a certain scholar to whom the science of com-
parative religions owes a great deal, Professor Frazer, has not
been able to recognize the profoundly religious character of
the beliefs and rites which will be studied below, where, ac-
cording to our view, the initial germ of the religious life of
humanity is to be found., So this is a prejudicial guestion,
which must be treated before all others. It is not that we
dream of arriving at once at the profound characteristics
which really explain religion: these can be determined only
at the end of our study. But that which is necessary and
possible, is to indicate a certain number of external and easily

1We have already attempted to define religious phenomens in a paper
which was published in the Annde Sociologique {Vol. II, pp. 1 f.). The defini-
tion then given differs, as will be seen, from the one we give to-day, At the
end of this chapter (p. 63, n. 65), we shall explain the reasons which have
led us to these modifications, but which inply no essential change in the
cooception of the Facts.
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recognizable signs, which will enable us to recognize religious
phenomena wherever they are met with, and which will deter
us from confounding them with others. We shall proceed to
this preliminary operation at once.

But to attain the desired results, it is necessary to begin by
freeing the mind of every preconceived idea. Men have been
obliged to make for themselves a notion of what religion is,
long before the science of religions started its methodical com-
parisons. The necessities of existence force all of us, believers
and non-believers, to represent in some way these things in
the midst of which we live, upon which we must pass judg-
ment constantly, and which we must take into account in all
our conduct. However, since these preconceived ideas are
formed without any method, according to the circumstances
and chances of life, they have no right to any credit whatso-
ever, and must be rigorously set aside in the examination
which is to follow. It is not from our prejudices, passions or
habits that we should demand the elements of the definition
which we must have; it is from the reality itself which we are
going to define.

Let us set ourselves before this reality. Leaving aside all
conceptions of religion in general, let us consider the various
religions in their concrete reality, and attempt to disengage
that which they have in commeon; for religion cannot be de-
fined except by the characteristics which are found wherever
religion itself is found. In this comparison, then, we shall
make use of all the religious systems which we can know,
those of the present and those of the past, the most primitive
and simple as well as the most recent and refined; for we have
neither the right nor the logical means of excluding some and
retaining others. For those who regard religion as only a natu-
ral manifestation of human activity, all religions, without any
exception whatsoever, are instructive; for all, after their man-
ner, express man, and thus can aid us in better understanding
this aspect of our nature. Also, we have seen how far it is
from being the best way of studying religion to consider by
preference the forms which it presents among the most civi-
lized peoples.?

But to aid the mind in freeing itself from these usual con-
ceptions which, owing to their prestige, might prevent it from

# See above, p. 15. We shall say nothing more upon the necessity of these
preliminary definition: nor upon the method to be followed to attain them.
That Iz exposed in our Régles de la Méhode sociologique, pp. 43 . Cf. Le
Suicide, pp. 1 #. (Paris, F. Alcan).
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seeing things as they really are, it is fitting to examine some of
the most current of the definitions in which these prejudices
are commonly expressed, before taking up the question on our
own account,

1

One idea which generally passes as characteristic of all that
is religious, is that of the supernatural. By this is understood
all sorts of things which surpass the limits of our knowledge;
the supernatural is the world of the mysterious, of the un-
knowable, of the un-understandable. Thus religion would be a
sort of speculation upon all that which evades science or
distinct thought in general. "Religions diametrically opposed
in their overt dogmas,” said Spencer, “are perfectly at one in
the tacit conviction that the existence of the world, with all
it contains and all which surrounds it, is a mystery calling for
an explanation™; he thus makes them consist essentially in
“the belief in the omnipresence of something which is in-
scrutable.”¥ In the same manner, Max Miiller sees in religion
“a struggle to conceive the inconceivable, to utter the unutter-
able, a longing after the Infinite.”*

It is certain that the sentiment of mystery has not been
without a considerable importance in certain religions, notably
in Christianity. It must also be said that the importance of this
sentiment has varied remarkably at different moments in the
history of Christianity., There are periods when this notion
passes to an inferior place, and is even effaced. For example,
for the Christians of the seventeenth century, dogma had
nothing disturbing for the reason; faith reconciled itself easily
with science and philosophy, and the thinkers, such as Pascal,
who really feli that there is something profoundly obscure in
things, were so little in harmony with their age that they re-
mained misunderstood by their contemporaries.® It would ap-
pear somewhat hasty, therefore, to make an idea subject to
parallel eclipses, the essential element of even the Christian
religion.

In all events, it is certain that this idea does not appear
until late in the history of religions; it is completely foreign,

3 First Principles, p. 37,

¢ Introduction to the Science of Religions, p. 18, Cf. Origin and Develop-
ment of Heligion, p. 23,

#This same frame of mind is also found in the scholastic perind, ns is
witnesged by the formula with which philosophy was defined at this time:
Fides quarens intellectum,
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not only to those peoples who are called primitive, but a]snlm
all others who have not attained a considerable degree of n-
tellectual culture. When we see them attribute extraordinary
virtues to insignificant objects, and people the universe with
singular principles, made up of the most diverse elements and
endowed with a sort of ubiquity which is hardly representable,
we are undoubtedly prone to find an air of mystery in these
conceptions. It seems to us that these men would have been
willing to resign themselves to these ideas, so disturbing for
our modern reason, only because of their inability to find
others which were more rational. But, as a matter of fact,
these explanations which surprise us so much, appear to the
primitive man as the simplest in the world. He does not regard
them as a sort of wltima ratio to which the intellect resigns
itself only in despair of others, but rather as the maost obvious
manner of representing and understanding what he sees about
him. For him there is nothing strange in the fact that by a
mere word or gesture one is able to command the elements,
retard or precipitate the motion of the stars, bring rain or
cause it to cease, etc. The rites which he employs to assure
the fertility of the soil or the fecundity of the animal species
on which he is nourished do not appear more irrational to his
eyes than the technical processes of which our agriuutmri_sts
make use, for the same object, do to ours. The powers which
he puts into play by these diverse means do not seem to him
to have anything especially mysterious about them. Undoubt-
edly these forces are different from those which the modern
scientist thinks of, and whose use he teaches us; they have a
different way of acting, and do not allow themselves to be di-

rected in the same manner; but for those who believe in them.J

they are no more unintelligible than are-gravitation and elec-
tricity for the physicist of to-day. Moreover, we shall see, in
the course of this work, that the idea of physical forces is very
probably derived from that of religious forces; then there can-
not exist between the two the abyss which separates the ra-
tional from the irrational. Even the fact that religious forces
are frequently conceived under the form of spiritual beings or
conscious wills, is no proof of their irrationality. The reason
has no repugnance a priori to admitting that the so-called in-
animate bodies should be directed by intelligences, just as the
human body is, though contemporary science accommodates
itself with difficulty to this hypothesis. When Leibniz proposed
to conceive the external world as an immense society of
minds, between which there were, and could be, only spiritual
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relations, he thought he was working as a rationalist, and saw
nothinig-in this universal animism which could be offensive
to the intellect.

Moreover, the idea of the supernatural, as we understand it,
dates only from to-day; in fact, it presupposes the contrary
idea, of which it is the negation; but this idea is not at all
primitive. In order to say that certain things are supernatural,
it is necessary fo have the sentiment that a natural order of
things exists, that is to say, that the phenomena of the uni-
versé 1€ bound together by necessary relations, called laws.
Wheni“this principle has once been admitted, all that is con-
trary to these laws must necessarily appear to be outside of
nature, and consequently, of reason; for what is natural in this
sense of the word, is also rational, these necessary relations
only expressing the manner in which things are logically re-
lated. But this idea of universal determinism is of recent
origin; even the greatest thinkers of classical antiquity never
succeeded in becoming fully conscious of it. It is a congquest
of the positive sciences; it is the postulate upon which they
repose and which they have proved by their pragress. Now as
long as this was lacking or insufficiently established, the most
marvellous events contained nothing which did not appear
perfectly conceivable. So long as men did not know the im-
mutability and the inflexibility of the order of things, and so
long as they saw there the work of contingent wills, they
found it natural that either these wills or others could modify
them arbitrarily, That is why the miraculous interventions
which the ancients attributed to their gods were not to their
eyes miracles in the modern acceptation of the term. For
them, they were beautiful, rare or terrible spectacles, or causes
of surprise and marvel (fadpara, mirabilia, miracula); but
they never saw in them glimpses of a mysterious world into
which the reason cannot penetrate. )

We can understand this mentality the better since it has not
yet completely disappeared from our midst. If the principle of
determinism is solidly established to-day in the physical and
natural sciences, it is only a century ago that it was first intro-
duced into the social sciences, and its authority there is still /
contested. There are only a small number of minds which are
strongly penetrated with this idea that socicties are subject to
natural laws and form a kingdom of nature. It follows that
veritable miracles are believed to be possible there. It is ad-
mitted, for example, that a legislator can create an institution
out of nothing by a mere injunction of its will, or transform
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one social system into another, just as the believers in so many
religions have held that the divine will created the world out
of nothing, or can arbitrarily transmute one thing into
another. As far as social facts are concerned, we still have the
mentality of primitives. However, if so many of our con-
temporaries still retain this antiquated conception for so-
ciological affairs, it is not because the life of societies appears
obscure and mysterious to them; on the contrary, if they are
so easily contented with these explanations, and if they are so
obstinate in their illusions which experience constantly belies,
it is because social events seem to them the clearest thing in
the world; it is because they have not yet realized their real
obscurity; it is because they have not yet recognized the neces-
sity of resorting to the laborious methods of the natural sci-
ences to gradually scatter the darkness. The same state of
mind is found at the root of many religious beliefs which sur-
prise us by their pseudo-simplicity. It is science and not re-
ligion which has taught men that things are complex and
difficult to understand.

But the human mind, says Jevons,® has no need of a prop-
erly scientific culture to notice that determined sequences, or
a constant order of succession, exist between facts, or to ob-
serve, on the other hand, that this order is frequently upset.
It sometimes happens that the sun is suddenly eclipsed, that
rain fails at the time when it is expected, that the moon is slow
to reappear after its periodical disappearance, etc. Since these
events are outside the ordinary course of affairs, they are at-
tributed to extraordinary exceptional causes, that is to say, in
fine, to extra-natural causes. It is under this form that the idea
of the supernatural is born at the very outset of history, and
from this moment, according to this author, religious thought
finds itself provided with its proper subject.

But in the first place, the supernatural cannot be reduced to
the unforeseen, The new is a part of nature just as well as its
contrary. If we state that in general, phenomena succeed one
another in a determined order, we observe equally well that
this order is only approximative, that it is not always precisely
the same, and that it has all kinds of exceptions. If we have
ever so little experience, we are accustomed to seeing our ex-
pectations fail, and these deceptions return too often to appear
extraordinary to us. A certain contingency is taught by experi-
ence just as well as a certain uniformity; then we have no rea-
son for assigning the one to causes and forces entirely differ-

% Introduction to the History of Religions, pp. 15 ff.
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ent from those upon which the other depends. In order to ar-
rive at the idea of the supernatural, it is not enough, there-
fore, to be witnesses to unexpected events: it is also NECessary
that these be conceived as impossible, that is to say, irrecon-
cilable with an order which, rightly or wrongly, appears to us
to be implied in the nature of things. Now this idea of a
necessary order has been constructed little by little by the pos-
itive sciences, and consequently the contrary notion could not
have existed before them,

Also, in whatever manner men have represented the novel-
Fics and contingencies revealed by experience, there is nothing
in these representations which could serve to characterize re-
ligion. For religious conceptions have as their object, before
everything else, to express and explain, not that which is ex-
ceptional and abnormal in things, but, on the contrary, that
which is constant and regular. Very frequently, the gods serve
less to account for the monstrosities, fantasies and anomalies
than for the regular march of the universe, for the movement
of the stars, the rhythm of the seasons, the annual growth of
vegetation, the perpetuation of species, ete. It is far from be-
ing true, then, that the notion of the religions coincides with
that of the extraordinary or the unforeseen. Jevons replies that
this conception of religious forces is not primitive. Men com-
n?cnced by imagining them to account for disorders and ac-
cidents, and it was only afterwards that they began to utilize
them in explaining the uniformities of nature.” But it is not
clear what could have led men to attribute such manifestly
contradictory functions to them. More than that, the hy-
pothesis according to which sacred beings were at first re-
stricted to the negative function of disturbers is quite arbitrary,
In fact, we shall see that, even with the most simple religions
we know, their essential task is to maintain, in a positive man-
ner, the normal course of life.®

: So the idea of mystery is not of primitive origin. It was not
given to man; it is man who has forged it, with his own hands,
_a!ﬂng with the contrary idea. This is why it has a place only
n a very small number of advanced religions. It is impossible
to make it the characteristic mark of religious phenomena

without excluding from the definition the majority of the facts
to be defined.

T Introduction to the History of Religi . B
8 See below, Bk, III, ch, i, S Be B
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Another idea by which the attempt to define religion is
often made, is that of divinity. “Religion,” says M. Réville,?
“is the determination of human life by the sentiment of a
bond uniting the human mind to that mysterious mind whose
domination of the world and itself it recognizes, and to whom
it delights in feeling itself united.” It is certain that if the word
divinity is taken in a precise and narrow sense, this definition
leaves aside a multitude of obviously religious facts. The souls
of the dead and the spirits of all ranks and classes with which
the religious imagination of so many different peoples has
populated nature, are always the object of rites and sometimes
even of a regular cult; yet they are not gods in the proper
sense of the term. But in order that the definition may em-
brace them, it is enough to substitute for the term “gods” the
more comprehensive one of “spiritual beings.” This is what
Tylor does. “The first requisite in a systematic study of the
religions of the lower races,” he says, “is to lay down a rudi-
mentary definition of religion. By requiring in this definition
the belief in a supreme deity . . ., no doubt many tribes may
be excluded from the category of religious. But such narrow
definition has the fault of identifying religion rather with par-
ticular developments. . . . It seems best . . . simply to
claim as a minimum definition of Religion, the belief in Spirit-
ual Beings."1® By spiritual beings must be understood con-
scious subjects gifted with powers superior to those possessed
by common men; this qualification is found in the souls of the
dead, geniuses or demons as well as in divinities properly so-
called. It is important, therefore, to give our attention at once
to the particular conception of religion which is implied in
this definition. The relations which we can have with beings
of this sort are determined by the nature attributed to them.
They are conscious beings; then we can act upon them only
in the same way that we act upon consciousnesses in general,
that is to say, by psychological processes, attempting to con-
vince them or move them, either with the aid of words (in-
vocations, prayers), or by offerings and sacrifices. And since
the object of religion is to regulate our relations with these
special beings, there can be no religion except where there are
prayers, sacrifices, propitiatory rites, etc. Thus we have a very
simple criterium which permits us to distinguish that which is

¥ Prolegomena to the History of Religions, p, 25 (tr. by Squirel.
¥ Primitive Culture, I, p. 424 (Fourth edition, 1890..)
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religious from that which is not. It is to this criterium that
Frazer,!! and with him numerous ethnographers,!® systemati-
cally makes reference.

But howsoever evident this definition may appear, thanks
to the mental habits which we owe to our religious education,
there are many facts to which it is not applicable, but which
appertain to the field of religion nevertheless.

In the first place, there are great religions from which the
idea of gods and spirits is absent, or at least, where it plays
only a secondary and minor réle. This is the case with Bud-
dhism. Buddhism, says Burnouf, “sets itself in opposition to
Brahmanism as a moral system without god and an atheism
without Mature.”8 “As jt recognizes not a god upon whom
man depends,” says Barth, “its doctrine is absolutely atheis-
tic,"1% while Oldenberg, in his turn, calls it *a faith without a
god.”¥% In fact, all that is essential to Buddhism is found in
the four propositions which the faithful call the four noble
truths.!® The first states the existence of suffering as the ac-
companiment to the perpetual change of things; the second
shows desire to be the cause of suffering; the third makes the
suppression of desire the only means of suppressing sorrow;
the fourth enumerates the three stages through which one
must pass to attain this suppression: they are uprightness,
meditation, and finally wisdom, the full possession of the doc-
trine. These three stages once traversed, one arrives at the end
of the road, at the deliverance, at salvation by the Nirvina.

Now in none of these principles is there question of a di-
vinity. The Buddhist is not interested in knowing whence came
the world in which he lives and suffers; he takes it as a given
fact,'” and his whole concern is to escape it. On the other
hand, in this work of salvation, he can count only upon him-
self; “he has no god to thank, as he had previously no god to
invoke during his struggle.”1® Instead of praying, in the ordi-
nary sense of the term, instead of turning towards a superior

U Beginning with the first edition of the Golden Bough, I, pp. 30=32,

¥ Notably Spencer and Gillen and even Preuss, who gives the name magic
to all nen-individualized religious forces.

"Blffn"-"'lip Introduction @ "histoire du bouddhisme indien, sec. edit., p.
464, The last word of the text shows that Buddhism does not even admit
the existence of an oternal MNature,

M Barth, The Religions of India, p. 110 (tr. by Wead),

¥ Dldenberg, Buddha, p. 53 (te. by Hoey).

8 Qldenberg, ibid., pp. 313 8. Cf. Kemn, Histoire du bouddhisme dans
Plnde, 1, pp. 389 #.

7 Oldenberg, p. 250; Barth, p. 110,

B Dldenberg, p. 314.
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being and imploring his assistance, he relies upon himself and
meditates. This is not saying “that he absolutely denies the
existence of the beings called Indra, Agni and Varuna;'* but
he believes that he owes them nothing and that he has nothing
to do with them,” for their power can only extend over the
goods of this world, which are without value for him. Then he
is an atheist, in the sense that he does not concern himself
with the question whether gods exist or not. Besides, even if
they should exist, and with whatever powers they might be
armed, the saint or the emancipated man regards himself su-
perior to them; for that which causes the dignity of beings is
not the extent of the action they exercise over things, but
merely the degree of their advancement upon the road of
salvation.®"

It is true that Buddha, at least in some divisions of the
Buddhist Church, has sometimes been considered as a sort of
god. He has his temples; he is the object of a cult, which, by
the way, is a very simple one, for it is reduced essentially to
the offering of flowers and the adoration of consecrated relics
or images, It is scarcely more than a commemorative cult. But
more than that, this divinization of Buddha, granting that the
term is exact, is peculiar to the form known as Morthern
Buddhism, “The Buddhist of the South,” says Kern, "and the
less advanced of the Northern Buddhists can be said, accord-
ing to data known to-day, to speak of their founder as if he
were a man.'#! Of course, they attribute extraordinary powers
to Buddha, which are superior to those possessed by ordinary
mortals; but it was a very ancient belief in India, and one that
is also very general in a host of different religions, that a great
saint is endowed with exceptional virtues;** yet a saint is not
a god, any more than a priest or magician is, in spite of the
superhuman faculties frequently attributed to them. On the
other hand, according to the most authorized scholars, all this
theism and the complicated mythology which generally ac-
companies it, are only derived and deviated forms of Bud-

¥ Barth, p. 108, In the same way, Bumouf says, “I have the profound
conviction that if Cakya had not found about him a Pantheon aleeady peo-
pled with the gods just named, he would have felt no need of inventing
them"" (Imtrod, & Uhist. du bouwddhisme indien, p. 118).

= Burnouf, op. cit., p. 117.

fl Kern, op. cit., I, p. 289.

22 “The helief, universally admitted In India, that great holiness is neces-
sarily nccompanied by supernatural faculties, is the only support which he
{Cakyn) should fnd in spirits” (Bumouf, p. 119).
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dhism. At first, Buddha was only regarded as “the wisest of
men."*® Burnouf says “the conception of a Buddha who is
something more than a man arrived at the highest stage of
holiness, is ouside the circle of ideas which form the founda-
tion of the simple Shtras”;?* and the same author adds else-
where that “his humanity is a fact so incontestably recognized
by all that the myth-makers, to whom miracles cost so little,
have never even had the idea of making a god out of him
since his death.”2% So we may well ask if he has ever really
divested himself completely of all human character, and if we
have a right to make him into a god completely;*® in any case,
it would have to be a god of a very particular character and
one whose réle in no way resembles that of other divine per-
sonalities. For a god is before all else a living being, with
whom man should reckon, and upon whom he may count; but
Buddha is dead, he has entered into the Nirvina, and he can
no longer influence the march of human events.

Finally, whatever one may think of the divinity of Buddha,
it remains a fact that this is a conception wholly outside the
essential part of Buddhism. Buddhism consists primarily in
the idea of salvation, and salvation supposes only that one
know the good doctrine and practise it. To be sure, this could
never have been known if Buddha had not come to reveal it;
but when this revelation had once been made, the work of
Buddha was accomplished. From that moment he ceased to be
a factor necessary to the religious life. The practice of the four
holy truths would be possible, even if the memory of him
who revealed them were completely obliterated.®® It is quite
another matter with Christianity, which is inconceivable with-
out the ever-present idea of Christ and his ever-practised cult;
for it is by the ever-living Christ, sacrificed each day, that the

= Bumouf, p. 120,

M I[bid., p. 107.

8 Ihid., p. 302,

@ This is what Kern expresses in the following terms: “In certain regards,
be is a man; in certain others, he is not a man; in others, he is neither the
oae nor the other™ [op. eit., I, p. 290).

7 “The conception™ “was foreign to Buddhism®™ “that the divine Head of
the Community is not absent from his people, but that he dwells powerfully
in their midst as their lord and king, so that all cultus is nothing else but the
expression of this continuing living fellowship. Buddha has entered into
Mirvina; if his believers desired to invoke him, be could not hear them™
{Oldenberg, p. 369},

® “Huddhist doctrine might be in all its essentials what it actually is, even
if the idea of Buddha remained completely foreign to it (Oldenberg, p. 322),
—hAnd whatever is said of the historic Buddha can be applied equally well to
the mythological Buddhas,



48 / Elementary Forms of Religious Life

community of believers continues to communicate with the
supreme source of the spiritual life 29

All that precedes can be applied equally well to another
great religion of India, Jainism. The two doctrines have nearly
the same conception of the world and of life. “Like the Bud-
dhists,” says Barth, “The Jainas are atheists, They admit of no
creator; the world is eternal; they explicitly deny the pos-
sibility of a perfect being from the beginning. The Jina be-
came perfect; he was not always so."”

Just as the Buddhists in the north, the Jainists, or at least
certain of them, have come back to a sort of deism; in the
inscriptions of Dekhan there is mention of a Jinapati, a sort
of supreme Jina, who is called the primary creator; but such
language, says the same author, is “in contradiction to the
most explicit declarations extracted from their most authorized
writings."#?

Moreover, if this indifference for the divine is developed to
such a point in Buddhism and Jainism, it is because its germ
existed already in the Brahmanism from which the two were
derived. In certain of its forms at least, Brahmic speculation
ended in “a frankly materialistic and atheistic interpretation
of the universe.”®1 In time, the numerous divinities which the
people of India had originally learned to adore, came to merge
themselves into a sort of principal deity, impersonal and ab-
stract, the essence of all that exists. This supreme reality,
which no longer has anything of a divine personality about it,
is contained within man himself, or rather, man is but one
with it, for nothing exists apart from it. To find it, and unite
himself to it, one does not have to search some external sup-
port outside himself; it is enough to concentrate upon himself
and meditate. “If in Buddhism,” says Oldenberg, *“the proud
attempt be made to conceive a deliverance in which man him-
self delivers himself, to create a faith without a god, it is
Brahmanical speculation which has prepared the way for this
thought. It thrusts back the idea of a god step by step; the
forms of the old gods have faded away, and besides the Brahma,
which is enthroned in its everlasting quietude, highly exalted
above the destinies of the human world, there is left remain-
ing, as the sole really active person in the great work of de-

= For the same [dea, see Max Miller, Natural Heligion, pp. 103 #. and
180,

= Op. cit., p. 148.

" Barth, in Encyclopédie des sciences religieures, VI, p. 548,
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liverance, man himself."32 Here, then, we find a considerable
pﬂrtign of religious evolution which has consisted in the pro-
gressive recoil of the idea of a spiritual being from that of a
deity. Here are great religions where invocations, propitia-
tions, sacrifices and prayers properly so-called are far from
holding a preponderating place, and which consequently do
not present that distinctive sign by which some claim to recog-
nize those manifestations which are properly called religious.

But even within deistic religions there are many rites which
are completely independent of all idea of gods or spiritual be-
ings. In the first place, there are a multitude of interdictions.
For example, the Bible orders that a woman live isolated dur-
ing a determined period each month,3% a similar isolation is
obligatory during the lying-in at child-birth:3¢ it is forbidden to
hitch an ass and a horse together, or to wear a garment in
which the hemp is mixed with flax;?% but it is impossible to see
the part which belief in Jahveh can have played in these inter-
dictions, for he is wholly absent from all the relations thus
forbidden, and could not be interested in them. As much can
be said for the majority of the dietetic regulations. These pro-
hibitions are not peculiar to the Hebrews, but they are found
under diverse forms, but with substantially the same charac-
ter, in innumerable religions.

It is true that these rites are purely negative, but they do not
cease being religious for that, Also there are others which de-
mand active and positive services of the faithful, but which
are nevertheless of the same nature. They work by themselves,
and their efficacy depends upon no divine power; they me-
chanically produce the effects which are the reason for their
existence. They do not consist either in prayers or offerings
addressed to a being upon whose goodwill the expected result
depends; this result is obtained by the automatic operation of
the ritual. Such is notably the case with the sacrifice of the
Vedic religion. “The sacrifice exercises a direct influence upon
the celestial phenomena,” says Bergaigne;®® it is all-powerful
of itself, and without any divine influence. It is this, for ex-
ample, which broke open the doors of the cavern where the
dawn was imprisoned and which made the light of day burst

2 ldenberg, op. cit, po 53,
B] Sam. xxi.,, 6.

T evit, xii.

& Dgut. xdi., 10 and 11,

8 La religion védique, I, p, 122,

pe
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forth.®" In the same way there are special hymns which, by
their direct action, made the waters of heaven fall upon the
earth, and even in spite of the gods.® The practice of certain
austerities has the same power. More than that, “the sacrifice
is so fully the origin of things par excellence, that they have
attributed to it not only the origin of man, but even that of
the gods. . . . Such a conception may well appear strange. It
is explained, however, as being one of the ultimate conse-
quences of the idea of the omnipotence of sacrifice.””®® Thus,
in the entire first part of his work, M. Bergaigne speaks only
of sacrifices, where divinities play no réle whatsoever.

Mor is this fact peculiar to the Vedic religion, but is, on the
contrary, quite general. In every cult there are practices which
act by themselves, by a virtue which is their own, without the
intervention of any god between the individual who practises
the rite and the end sought after. When, in the so-called Feast
of the Tabernacles, the Jew set the air in motion by shaking
willow branches in a certain rhythm, it was to cause the wind
to rise and the rain to fall; and it was believed that the desired
phenomenon would result automatically from the rite, pro-
vided it were correctly performed.4® This is the explanation of
the fundamental importance laid by nearly all cults upon the
material portion of the ceremonies, This religious formalism—
very probably the first form of legal formalism—comes from
the fact that since the formula to be pronounced and the
movements to be made contain within themselves the source
of their efficacy, they would lose it if they did not conform
absolutely to the type consecrated by success.

Thus there are rites without gods, and even rites from which
gods are derived. All religious powers do not emanate from
divine personalities, and there are relations of cult which have
other cbjects than uniting man to a deity. Religion is more
than the idea of gods or spirits, and consequently cannot be
defined exclusively in relation to these latter.

= I%id., p. 133,

% “No text,” says Bergalgne, "bears better witness to the consciousness
of a magic action by man upon the waters of heaven than verse x, 32, 7,
where this belief is expressed in general terms, applicable to an actual man,
as well as to his real or mythological ancestors; "The ignorant man has gques-
tioned the wise; instructed by the wise, he acts, and horo is the profit of his
imstruction: he obtains the fowing of streams’ ™ (p. 137).

® Ibid., p. 130,

# Examples will also be found in Hubert, art. Magia in the Dictionnaire des
Angiguités, VI, p. 1508,
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These definitions set aside, let us set ourselves before the
problem.

First of all, let us remark that in all these formule it is the
nature of religion as a whole that they seek to express. They
proceed as if it were a sort of indivisible entity, while, as a
matter of fact, it is made up of parts; it is a more OF T&5s com-

prex system of myihs, dogmas,. fites and _ceremonies. Now a

whole cannot be defined except in relation to its parts, It will—
te more methodical, then, to try to characterize the various
elementary phenomena of which all religions are made up, be-
fore we attack the system produced by their union. This
method is imposed still more forcibly by the fact that there are
religious phenomena which belong to no determined religion.
Such are those phenomena which constitute the matter of
folklore. In general, they are the debris of passed religions, un-
organized survivals; but there are some which have been
formed spontaneously under the influence of local causes. In
our European countries Christianity has forced itself to absorb
and assimilate them; it has given them a Christian colouring.
Mevertheless, there are many which have persisted up until a
recent date, or which still exist with a relative autonomy: cele-
brations of May Day, the summer solstice or the carnival, be-
liefs relative to genii, local demons, etc., are cases in point. If
the religious character of these facts is now diminishing, their
religious importance is nevertheless so great that they have en-
abled Mannhardt and his school to revive the science of reli-
gions. A definition which did not take account of them would
not cover all that is religious.

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

The rites can be defined and distinguished from other hu-
man practices, moral practices, for example, only by the spe-
cial nature of their object. A moral rule prescribes certain
manners of acting to us, just as a rite does, but which are
addressed to a different class of objects. So it is the object of
the rite which must be characterized, if we are to characterize
the rite itself. Now it is in the beliefs that the special nature
of this object is expressed. It is possible to define the rite only
after we have defined the belief.
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All known religious beliefs, whether simple or complex,
present one common characteristic: they presuppose a classifi-
cation of all the things, real and ideal, of which men think,
into two classes or opposed groups, generally designated by
two distinct terms which are translated well enough by the
words profane and sacred (profane, sacré). This division of
the world into two domains, the one containing all that is
sacred, the other all that is profane, is the distinctive trait of
religious thought; the beliefs, myths, dogmas and legends are

_either representations or systems of representations which ex-
__press the nature of sacred things, the virtues and powers which
are attributed to them, or their relations with each other and”
_with profane things. But by sacred things one must not under-
stand simply thoss personal beings which are called gods or
spirits; a rock, a tree, a spring, a pebble, a piece of wood, a
house, in a word, anything can be sacred. A rite can have this
character; in fact, the rite does not exist which does not have
it to a certain degree. There are words, expressions and formula
which can be pronounced only by the mouths of consecrated
persons; there are gestures and movements which everybody
cannot perform. If the Vedic sacrifice has had such an efficacy
that, according to mythology, it was the creator of the gods,
and not merely a means of winning their favour, it is because
it possessed a virtue comparable to that of the most sacred be-
ings. The circle of sacred objects cannot be determined, then,
once for all. Its extent varies infinitely, according to the dif-
ferent religions. That is how Buddhism is a religion: in de-
fault of gods, it admits the existence of sacred things, namely,
the four noble truths and the practices derived from them.%!

Up to the present we have confined ourselves to enumerat-
ing a certain number of sacred things as examples: we must
now show by what general characteristics they are to be dis-
tinguished from profane things.

One might be tempted, first of all, to define them by the
place they are generally assigned in the hierarchy of things.
They are naturally considered superior in dignity and power
to profane things, and particularly to man, when he is only a
man and has nothing sacred about him. One thinks of himself
as occupying an inferior and dependent position in relation to
them; and surely this conception is not without some truth.
Only there is nothing in it which is really characteristic of the
sacred. It is not enough that one thing be subordinated to an-

Mot to mention the sage and the saint who practise these truths and who
for that reason are sacred.
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other for the second to be sacred in regard to the first. Slaves
are inferior to their masters, subjects to their king, soldiers to
their leaders, the miser to his gold, the man ambitious for
power to the hands which keep it from him; but if it i3 some-
times said of a man that he makes a religion of those beings
or things whose eminent value and superiority to himself he
thus recognizes, it is clear that in any case the word is taken
in a metaphorical sense, and that there is nothing in these re-
lations which is really religious.!*

On the other hand, it must not be lost to view that there are
sacred things of every degree, and that there are some in rela-
tion to which a man feels himself relatively at his ease. An
amulet has a sacred character, yet the respect which it inspires
is nothing exceptional. Even before his gods, a man is not
always in such a marked state of inferiority; for it very fre-
quently happens that he exercises a veritable physical constraint
upon them to obtain what he desires. He beats the fetich with
which he is not contented, but only to reconcile himself with
it again, if in the end it shows itself more docile to the wishes
of its adorer.** To have rain, he throws stones into the spring
or sacred lake where the god of rain is thought to reside; he
believes that by this means he forces him to come out and
show himself.* Moreover, if it is true that man depends upon
his gods, this dependence is reciprocal. The gods also have
need of man; without offerings and sacrifices they would die.
We shall even have occasion to show that this dependence of
the gods upon their worshippers is maintained even in the
most idealistic religions.

But if a purely hierarchic distinction is a criterium at once
too general and too imprecise, there is nothing left with which
to characterize the sacred in its relation to the profane except
their heterogeneity. However, this heterogeneity is sufficient to
characterize this classification of things and to distinguish it
from all others, because it is very particular: ir is absolure, In
all the history of human thought there exists no other example
of two categories of things so profoundly differentiated or so
radically opposed to one another. The traditional opposition
of good and bad is nothing beside this; for the good and the
bad are only two opposed species of the same class, namely
morals, just as sickness and health are two different aspects of

@ This is not saying that these relations cannot take a religious character.
But they do not do so necessarily,

& Schultze, Fetichismus, p. 129,

W E xa:'rplr's of these usages will be found in Frazer, Golden Bough, 2 edit.,
I, pp. B1 £.
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the same order of facts, life, while the sacred and the profane
have always and everywhere been conceived by the human
mind as two distinct classes, as two worlds between which
there is nothing in common. The forces which play in one are
not simply those which are met with in the other, but a little
stronger; they are of a different sort. In different religions, this
opposition has been conceived in different ways. Here, to sepa-
rate these two sorts of things, it has seemed sufficient to local-
ize them in different parts of the physical universe; there, the
first have been put into an ideal and transcendental world,
while the material world is left in full possession of the others.
But howsoever much the forms of the contrast may varyd%
the fact of the contrast is universal,

This is not equivalent to saying that a being can never pass
from one of these worlds into the other: but the manner in
which this passage is effected, when it does take place, puts
into relief the essential duality of the two kingdoms. In fact,
it implies a veritable metamorphosis. This is notably demon-
strated by the initiation rites, such as they are practised by a
multitude of peoples. This initiation is a long series of cere-
monies with the object of intreducing the young man into the
religious life: for the first time, he leaves the purely profane
world where he passed his first infancy, and enters into the
world of sacred things. Mow this change of state is thought of,
not as a simple and regular development of pre-existent germs,
but as a transformation rotius substantine—of the whole being.
It is said that at this moment the young man dies, that the
person that he was ceases to exist, and that another is instantly
substituted for it. He is re-born under a new form. Appropri-
ate ceremonies are felt to bring about this death and re-birth,
which are not understood in a merely symbolic sense, but are
taken literally.#® Does this not prove that between the profane
being which he was and the religious being which he becomes,
there is a break of continuity?

% The conception according to which the profane is opposed to the sacred,
just as the frrational is to the rational, or the intelligible s to the mysteriouns,
is only cne of the forms under which this epposition iz expressed. Science be-
ing once comstituted, it has taken a profane character, especially in the eyes
of the Christian religions; from that it appears as though it could not be
applied to sacred things,

# Bop Frozer, On Some Ceremonies of the Cenfral Australisn Tribes in
Australian Associgtion for the Advencement of Secience, 1901, pp. 313 #. This
conception is also of an extreme generality. In India, the simple participation
in the sacrificial act has the same effects; the sacrificer, by the mere act of
entering within the circle of sacred things, changes his personality. (See,
Hubert and Mauss, Essai sur [e Sccrifice in the Annde Sociologique, II, p.
101.)
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This heterogeneity is even so complete that it frequently de-
generates into a veritable antagonism. The two worlds are not
only conceived of as separate, but as even hostile and jealous
rivals of each other. Since men cannot fully belong to one ex-
cept on condition of leaving the other completely, they are ex-
horted to withdraw themselves completely from the profane
world, in order to lead an exclusively religious life. Hence
comes the monasticism which is artificially organized outside
of and apart from the natural environment in which the ordi-
nary man leads the life of this world, in a different one, closed
to the first, and nearly its contrary. Hence comes the mystic
asceticism whose object is to root out from man all the attach-
ment for the profane world that remains in him. From that
come all the forms of religious suicide, the logical working-out
of this asceticism; for the only manner of fully escaping the
profane life 1s, after all, to forsake all life.

The opposition of these two classes manifests itself out-
wardly with a visible sign by which we can easily recognize
this very special classification, wherever it exists. Since the
idea of the sacred is always and everywhere separated from
the idea of the profane in the thought of men, and since we
picture a sort of logical chasm between the two, the mind ir-
resistibly refuses to allow the two corresponding things to be
confounded, or even to be merely put in contact with each
other; for such a promiscuity, or even too direct a contiguity,
would contradict too violently the dissociation of these ideas
in the mind. The sacred thing is par excellence that which the
profane should not touch, and cannot touch with impunity.
To be sure, this interdiction cannot go so far as to make all
communication between the two worlds impossible; for if the
profane could in no way enter into relations with the sacred,
this latter could be good for nothing. But, in addition to the
fact that this establishment of relations is always a delicate
operation in itself, demanding great precautions and a more
or less complicated initiation,*” it is quite impossible, unless
the profane is to lose its specific characteristics and become
sacred after a fashion and to a certain degree itself. The two
classes cannot even approach each other and keep their own
nalure at the same time.

Thus we arrive at the first criterium of religious beliefs. Un-
doubtedly there are secondary species within these two funda-
mental classes which, in their turn, are more or less incom-

¥ See what was said of the initlation nbove, p. 54.
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patible with each other.*® But the real -::harau:tcrjstic _uf rv_al}-
gious phenomena is that they always suppose a bipartite divi-
sion of the whole universe, known and knowable, into two
classes which embrace all that exists, but which radically ex-
clude each other. Sacred things are those which Lhe_inlcrdm-
tions protect and izolate; profane things, thnse_m whu:l'_n these
interdictions are applied and which must remain at a distance
from the first. Religious beliefs are the representations which
express the nature of sacred things and the relations whlch
they sustain, either with each other or with profane things.
Finally, rites are the rules of conduct which pr(_:scnhe how a
man should comport himself in the presence of these sacred
objects. . .

When a certain number of sacred things sustain relations of
co-ordination or subordination with each other in sulch a way
as to form a system having a certain unity, but which is not
comprised within any other system of Lhe_ same sort, th_e to-
tality of these beliefs and their corresponding rites constitutes
a religion. From this definition it is seen that a Fehgmn is not
necessarily contained within one sole and .=.1_ngl¢ idea, and di_:res
not proceed from one unique principle which, _th-_:rugh varying
according to the circumstances under whlch it is applied, s
nevertheless at bottom always the same: it is rather a whole
made up of distinct and relatively individualized parts. Each
homogeneous group of sacred things, or even each _saclred
thing of some importance, constitutes a centre 1:-_1 organization
about which gravitate a group of beliefs and rites, or a par-
ticular cult: there is no religion, howsoever unified it may ke,
which does not recognize a plurality of sacred things. Even
Christianity, at least in its Catholic form, admits, in addition to
the divine personality which, incidentally, is triple as well as
one, the Virgin, angels, saints, souls of the dead, etc. Thus a
religion cannot be reduced to one single cult gene;ally, but
rater consists in a system of cults, each endowed with a cer-
tain autonomy. Also, this autonomy is varial_:\lf:. Sometimes
they are arranged in a hierarchy, and subordinated to some
predominating cult, into which they are finally absm:bed; but
sometimes, also, they are merely rearranged and united. The
religion which we are going to study will furnish us with an
example of just this latter sort of organization.

At the same time we find the explanation of how there can

#We shall point out below how, for example, certaln species of sacred

things exist, between which there is an incompatibility as all-exclusive as that
betwesn the sacred and the profane (Bk. III, ch, v, § 4).
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be groups of religious phenomena which do not belong to any
special religion; it is because they have not been, or are no
longer, a part of any religious system. If, for some special rea-
son, one of the cults of which we just spoke happens to be
maintained while the group of which it was a part disappears,
it survives only in a disintegrated condition. That is what has
happened to many agrarian cults which have survived them-
selves as folk-lore. In certain cases, it is not even a cuit, but a
simple ceremony or particular rite which persists in this way.%®

Although this definition is only preliminary, it permits us to
see in what terms the problem which necessarily dominates the
science of religions should be stated. When we believed that
sacred beings could be distinguished from others merely by
the greater intensity of the powers attributed to them, the
question of how men came to imagine them was sufficiently
simple: it was enough to demand which forces had, because
of their exceptional energy, been able to strike the human
imagination forcefully enough to inspire religious sentiments.
But if, as we have sought to establish, sacred things differ in
nature from profane things, if they have a wholly different
essence, then the problem is more complex. For we must first
of all ask what has been able to lead men to see in the world
two heterogeneous and incompatible worlds, though nothing

in sensible experience seems able to suggest the idea of so
radical a duality to them.

4

However, this definition is not yet complete, for it is equally
applicable to two sorts of facts which, while being related to
each other, must be distinguished nevertheless: these are magic
and religion.

__Magic, too, is made up of beliefs and rites, Like religion, it
_has its myths and its dogmas; only they are more elementary,
-undoubtedly becatise, seeking technical and utilitarian ends, it
_does not waste its time in puré speculation. It has its ceremo-
“nies, sacrifices, lustrations, prayers, chanfs and dances as well.
The beings which the magician invokes and the forces which
he throws in play are not merely of the same nature as the
forces and beings to which religion addresses itself; very fre-
quently, they are identically the same. Thus, even with the
most inferior societies, the souls of the dead are essentially
sacred things, and the object of religious rites. But at the same

® This is the case with certain marrisge and funeral rites, for example,




