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TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION:

RELIGION AS AN EMINENTLY
SOCIAL THING

[W]hat I ask of the free thinker is that he should confront
religion in the same mental state as the believer. . . . [H]e
who does not bring to the study of religion a sort of reli-
gious sentiment cannot speak about it! He is like a blind
man trying to talk about colour.

Now I shall address the free believer. . . . Without going so
far as to disbelieve the formula we believe in, we must for-
get it provisionally, reserving the right to return to it later.
Having once escaped from this tyranny, we are no longer in
danger of perpetrating the error and injustice into which
certain believers have fallen who have called my way of in-
terpreting religion basically irreligious. There cannot be a
rational interpretation of religion which is fundamentally ir-
religious; an irreligious interpretation of religion would be
an interpretation which denied the phenomenon it was try-
ing to explain.!
Emile Durkheim (1858-1917)

Easily the most striking feature of Emile Durkheim’s 1912 masterpiece, Les
Formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse, is his insistence that religions are founded
on and express “the real” The most casual skim through the book’s very first
pages—even through the Contents—will reveal that insistence. And it is
continually present, like a heartbeat. At the same time, however, as a reader
might well mutter, the most striking feature of religions is that they are full to
overflowing with spectacular improbabilities. As if anticipating that thought,
Durkheim challenges it from the start: “There are no religions that are false.”
More than that: “If [religion] had not been grounded in the nature of things,
in those very things it would have met resistance that it could not have over-

xvii
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come.”? A hostile reviewer writing in the American Anthropologist said flatly
that Durkheim’s “search for a reality underlying religion does not seem to
rest on a firm logical basis.”® Judgment about the logic of that search belongs
to readers of Durkheim’s greatest book, which I offer in its first full retrans-
lation since Joseph Ward Swain’s, in 1915.4

To gauge Durkheim’s claim about the roots of religion in “the real,” it
will be necessary to follow an argument that is provocative through and
through. Pressing that claim to its very limit, Durkheim announces that his
case in point will be the totemic religions of Australia, with totemism’s jar-
ring identification of human beings and animals or plants—on its face, to
readers in 1912, anything but a religious milieu with anything like credible
roots in the real and, to some of them, not even a religious milieu. Au con-
traire, cautions Durkheim. Totemism qualifies as a religion; furthermore, all
religions are “true after their own fashion,” and all, including totemism, meet
“needs” (besoins) that are part and parcel of human life.> Then or now, any-
one encountering the first pages of Formes for the first time must wonder
straightaway what he intends by “the real,” or by “needs” built into the hu-
man makeup that religion fulfills. Here are claims likely to draw the reli-
giously committed and the religiously uncommitted to the edge of their
seats. From the start, it is clear that the questions Durkheim has set himself
about religion concern the nature of human life and the nature of “the real.”
(From now on I drop the quotation marks around the phrase, noting that
part of Durkheim’s agenda in Formes is to apply his conception of the real to
all social forms of existence. Philosophers in Durkheim’s milieu were re-
working the old polarity of appearance versus essence, as handled by Im-
manuel Kant. We can flash forward to Edmund Husserl, and again, regarding
the social world specifically, from Husserl to Alfred Schutz.)

It is equally clear from the start that received ideas offer Durkheim few
intellectual park benches along the route toward the answers. The opening
chapters (Book One) define religion and totemism. They then demolish two
earlier families of theory, animism and naturism, certain of whose received
ideas about what is fundamental to religion still have a certain currency—for
example, naturism’s thesis that religion arises from human awe before the
grandeur of the natural world. Gone there and then (to many, maddeningly)
is religion as “ultimate concern” and as encounter with a power transcend-
ing the human, or with “the holy”® The middle chapters (Book Two) sys-
tematically examine what Durkheim calls représentations collectives: shared
mental constructs with the help of which, he argues, human beings collec-
tively view themselves, each other, and the natural world. Having adopted
totemism as an especially challenging system of collective representations,
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Durkheim develops a theory of how society constitutes itself, one that is si-
multaneously (and in his view, necessarily) a theory of how human mental-
ity constitutes itself. That theory, in turn, encloses another, about those
“unified systems” of représentations concerning nature and humanity that re-
ligions always contain.

The final chapters (Book Three) deal with forms of collective conduct
that can be thought of as collective representations in action and, at the same
time, as action that makes collective representations real in individual minds.
Here are echoes of Marx, in The German Ideology, where reality is above all
done: “Consciousness can never be anything else than conscious existence.”
As though hearing that echo, Durkheim cautions against understanding his
thought as “merely a refurnishment of historical materialism.”” In fact, his
common ground with Marx on the subject of religion is far from negligible
and yet far from total. For Durkheim, religions exist because human beings
exist only as social beings and in a humanly shaped world. Religion is “an
eminently social thing.”®

In the Australians’ world, as we come to know it through Formes, to have
the clan name Kangaroo is not merely to postulate an amazing inner bond of
shared essence with animals, whose inherent distinctness from humans is ob-
vious. It is also to postulate a just as amazing inner bond of shared essence
with other humans, by sharing a name. Human individuals are inherently
distinct from one another, and so the potential for mutually recognized iden-
tity is far from obvious. On this subject, the early critical voice is unamazed,
settling for well-worn park benches of thought: “The experience of all times
and places teaches that the rapport of the individual, as such, with the religious
object is of prime importance in religious situations.”® But Durkheim’s chal-
lenge in Formes is to detect questions, not self-evidences, in phrases like
“individual, as such,” “religious object,” and “religious situation.” His expe-
dition goes to a place where “[t]he kangaroo is only an animal like any other;
but, for the Kangaroo people, it has within itself a principle that sets it apart
from other beings, and this principle only exists in and through the minds of
those who think of it”” On that expedition, “in a philosophical sense, the
same is true of any thing; for things exist only through representation.”°

By many, usually benchless, routes through Australian ethnography,
Durkheim brings us to what he intends by the real that human beings in gen-
eral come to know through the distinctively human means of knowing.
Those means begin, he argues, with human sociability. Society is the form in
which nature produced humankind, and religion is reason’s first harbor. In
Formes, we meet the mind as a collective product and science as an offspring
of religion. In those very processes of abstraction that enabled the Australian
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to imagine who he was by imagining his relationship with other Australians
and with the natural world, we meet the beginning of abstract thought. And
we meet the concept, ours via the social treasury of language, defined as “a
beam that lights, penetrates, and transforms” sensation.!! Durkheim’s query-
ing of the Australians and their totems is thus the point of departure for his
investigation into distinctive traits of humankind: reason, identity, and com-
munity—three subjects that we tend neither to place under the heading “re-
ligion” nor to treat together. Few people today would end a sentence that
begins, “Religion is . . ” in the way he does: “. . . above all, a system of ideas
by which men imagine the society of which they are members and the ob-
scure yet intimate relations they have with it.”'2

If Durkheim’s sustained insistence on religions’ basis in the real is the
most striking feature of Formes, his provocative, sharp-witted mode of expo-
sition comes a close second.!® And if the book has a heartbeat about the na-
ture of the real, it has a rhetorical body built to subvert received notions. As
he admits in the Introduction, some readers were bound to find his approach
“unorthodox.”!* He chose to explore huge questions about humankind in
general via the stone-tool-using specificity of Aboriginal Australia, and his
argument moves in ways that could not fail to scandalize many readers, on
various grounds. We can begin to feel the specific texture of scandale if we
consider another hostile reviewer’s observation about the academically or-
thodox view of totemism, in a long article titled “Dogmatic Atheism in the
Sociology of Religion.” There we learn that totemism, “[a]s currently taught
in Anglican universities, . . . appeared to fit with the providential mission of
the Jews and the possibility of Christian revelation.”!® In other words, some
scholars dealt with totemism by making it into a “Christianity in embryo.”
Being born and reared a Jew and the son of a rabbi, Durkheim lacked the
nearsightedness that made totemism as embryonic Christianity seem a nec-
essary lens. What is more, he doubtless had no investment in preserving high
evolutionary rank for any religion at all. As a young man, he had rejected re-
ligious commitment outright, a fact to which the article’s neon title alludes.

For the scholars referred to and addressed in that article, in any case,
totemism was anything but well adapted to showing religion’s roots in the
real. It could be relegated to the category of magic, as the critic points out
that Herbert Spencer did (which Durkheim disputed, since that amounted to
disconnecting it from the real).!® Or it could be adapted to that role if imag-
ined with an arrow on it, pointing forward in an evolutionist sense to reli-
gions whose connections with the real seemed a priori more credible than
totemism’s. But there stood Durkheim, firing argument in two directions:
claiming that religion would not have survived if it had not been grounded
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in the real and claiming to study religion in general by juxtaposing the al-
legedly lowest and highest. For many reasons, in that unself-consciously self-
satisfied era, Formes must have been a shocker. Looking back, the French
sociologist Raymond Aron described the immediate reaction to it in France
as violent. Being highly sophisticated, Durkheim no doubt expected that.
Notice the rhetorical sandpits in the quotations I used as an epigraph,
taken from extemporaneous remarks he made in 1914 to the Union of Free
Thinkers and Free Believers. Now picture the sinuous road to be traveled in
any attempt to represent him in a comprehensive portrait as the great con-
tributor to empirical science that he was.

Durkheim’s commentators have often expressed dismay about the
rthetorical mode in which Formes is written. Dominick LaCapra spoke of an
“oceanic form of discourse” in a text “which has had the power to allure and
repel at the same time.”!” Steven Lukes wrote of Durkheim’s style that it “of-
ten tends to caricature his thought: he often expressed his ideas in an extreme
or figurative manner.”'® I imagine that Talcott Parsons was reacting in part to
some of those very qualities when he claimed, essentially, that in Formes
Durkheim was feeling his way uneasily between the naiveté of positivism and
something far smarter.!” Raymond Aron disliked the book, said so in no un-
certain terms (including the term “impiety”), and professed to be so unsure
in his understanding of it that he deliberately included long sections of ver-
batim quotation, to enable more sympathetic readers to do better than he.?
I will not tarry over those who, finding the posture of Formes enigmatic, re-
spond by characterizing the book as mystical, metaphysical, and even theo-
logical, charges that must make Durkheim’s soul shake its head. If it is true
that he rejected not only religion but also his family’s intention for him to
become a rabbi, in his father’s and grandfather’s footsteps, he must have paid
full fare for a secular voyage through the mysteries and commonplaces of
life.2! As far as I am concerned, it is sufficient to say that Durkheim was ex-
perimenting with ideas that deeply mattered to him, and there is every rea-
son to imagine that he often ran up against the expressive limits of his
medium. Up against those same limits, no less a sociological theorist than
Talcott Parsons used the unsettling term “nonempirical reality”’??

Durkheim’s rhetoric is often remarked upon but generally not built into
the systematic commentary about him.?* Traditional accounts usually stop at
saying sociology was a new science at the turn of the century, Durkheim one
of those battling to define a tenable version of its subject matter and method,
and his mode (alas) polemical. But if polemic in the midst of developing
something new is stigmatized as antithetical to systematic thought, then the
very notion of systematic thought is impoverished. Left unimagined is the
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sense of absorbing puzzles to be solved and a living sense of inspiration be-
fore it becomes “system.” It is easy to see a calculated polemical edge in Dur-
kheim’s Suicide, where he tackles as a sociological puzzle an act that received
notions even today hold to be quintessentially individual. Often noticed as
well is the sinewy argument to be expected of a-philosophically trained prod-
uct of the Ecole normale supérieure, France’s créme de la créme in higher edu-
cation. But seldom imagined is what must have been the high humor of
working against received ideas and toward fundamental truth. To miss those
features is to miss the freshness of the work he did, at the time he was doing
it: gone is the sense of experiment and excitement he shared with the many
talented students he taught at the Sorbonne, and with the scholars who
joined him in creating the celebrated journal Année sociologique; gone too is
his wit on the page. If those elements are missed, Formes is by the same stroke
uplifted as a classic and downgraded to a tome.

Durkheim breathed the air of turn-of-the-century Paris, a place that
fizzed with experiments in artistic representation, and a time when philoso-
phy, science, and art existed in nothing like today’s isolation from one an-
other.?* Picasso painted his Demoiselles d’ Avignon in 1907, launching cubism
and, therewith, a new vocabulary for the art of the new century. It may turn
out that illuminating connections can be drawn between Durkheim’s trans-
gressing the boundaries between “primitive” and “civilized” in the search for
a vocabulary suited to comprehending, and then representing, the real, and
Picasso’s own encounters with those same boundaries as he reconceived per-
spective. To give attention to Durkheim’s rhetorical leaps is not to show
where he fell short as a systematic thinker; it is to amplify his voice and hear
him better. In Formes, one of his tasks is to show how a kangaroo can be, at
one and the same time, a powerful sacred being, a man or woman, and just a
kangaroo—all in the real. His rhetorical tactics in representing these barely
representable things are in themselves interesting to observe. That they have
succeeded in some way accounts for the book’s capacity over the years to
motivate fruitful empirical work in a range of fields.

ANATOMY OF A CLASSIC

As a classic in the sociology and anthropology of religion, Formes is widely
mentioned and characterized, if not so widely read. My purpose in under-
taking a new translation is to re-present Durkheim’s ideas about what he
called the “religious nature of man” in the English of our own day while ren-
dering Durkheim’s French as faithfully as I can. I have undertaken this new
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translation at a time when the serious study of religion has finally begun to
return to center stage in our culture, after an unfortunate hiatus of many
decades. My hope is that this book will be more widely read and studied, and
not only by sociologists and anthropologists or scholars of religion. Ameri-
can postmodernist theorizers of discursive practices and representations will
recognize through Formes the Durkheimian pedigree of Michel Foucault.?
Psychologists will repeatedly glimpse old and not-so-old ways of thinking
about phenomena that the scientific study of memory, identity, language, and
intelligence must be able to account for. Philosophers will find old problems
interestingly tackled, if not necessarily solved.?®

My hope for a broadened readership raises a larger question, about
Formes in particular and the genus “classic” to which it belongs: Why read
classics? Of late, that question and sundry answers to it have framed a some-
times poisonous debate over which ancestors should be so honored in mem-
ory. This conversation is largely impersonal, as short on “I’s” as it is long on
impersonal, puritanical “shoulds”; it is outspoken about discipline but inar-
ticulate about individual pleasure, and mute as the grave about excitement.
Like broccol, classics are said to be good for one, even if swallowed unwill-
ingly. My view is that dead ancestors should stay dead to us unless pleasure
and excitement come from getting to know them. While in the midst of this
project, I heard Wynton Marsalis, the virtuoso classical and jazz trumpeter,
tell a cautionary tale of honesty about the point of classics and about the
work involved in translating them for new audiences. His introduction to
some new settings of old work by Duke Ellington brought out problems that
both bedevil such work and inspire its product.

To begin with, Marsalis said, he was unenthusiastic about Ellington. His
friend, the choreographer Garth Fagan, invited him to see a rehearsal per-
formance set to an old piece by Ellington. A period piece, Marsalis thought.
“That’s just some boring old ballroom music. I know I should want to hear it
but I don’t” But Fagan pressed, sure about his rendering. Marsalis went, and
then reconsidered: “Everybody said Ellington was great. But what made him
so great? Nobody said. Well, that night, I understood.” He, in turn, trum-
peted some “old ballroom music” to us, his audience. As Fagan had inter-
preted to Marsalis, so Marsalis interpreted to his own audience, who were
invited to discover Ellington’s greatness, partly through the original work it-
self but also with Marsalis present as a “translator,” with all the complexities
that implies. It was Marsalis’s “translation” that gave us access to the greatness
of some out-of-style music, and irremediably so, for we had no access to the
music except by hearing someone render it in sound (unless we decided to
experience the music by sight, from Ellington’s page). No two renderings
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could be the same. None could be exactly what Ellington meant. We cannot
know exactly what he meant. The only certainty was that rendering the mu-
sic freed it to win the audience over, or not to.

But what is true about music that begins its public life with popular au-
diences is not true about the high culture of old books. When that seems at
stake, the answer to the question, “Why read classics?” too often hides be-
hind the busy boredom of Ecclesiastes: “That which has been done is that
which shall be done.” I think otherwise. Every classic should be free to win
the right to be read again with pleasure, not just to be set to labor as a cap-
tive servant of tradition, trapped in the highbrowed storage of a museum dis-
play. The case for studying old works now needs to be made now, partly
through the manner of their presentation. If the classics really are good
enough to keep reading, in spite of their age and flaws, then they are due the
respect of being allowed to win their audience over. “Because they are clas-
sics” amounts to saying, “Because they are there.” And that is the unhappy
fate of captives in those Smithsonians of the mind that college reading lists
can be, on permanent exhibition to pedants, connoisseurs, and cranky tourists,
indiscriminately. Every schoolchild learns that Mount Everest was scaled
“because it was there” and can understand from a distance what makes it
“great” But the superlatives about great books are not the same. To know
there, as a character of Zora Neale Hurston says, you have to go there. I have
taken it to be my task, in retranslating this classic, not only to make the way
straight to go there but to say why go there atall.

I recommend this classic in sociology for reading today, even though the
ethnography is outdated, and the outlook upon gender quaint, because it pre-
sents the opportunity to encounter a dazzlingly complex soul whose burden
of life animates the work. It is this same burden that animates great art. Formes
has not only the steady brilliance of a classic but also a certain incandescence.
It is like a virtuoso performance that is built upon but leaps beyond the tech-
nical limits of the artist’s discipline, beyond the safe striving merely to hit the
correct notes, into a felt reality of elemental truth. To read it is to witness such
a performance. The illuminations are public, the performance personal.

Durkheim is usually remembered as the no-nonsense advocate of science
positive—*positive?” science”—in the study of social life, as a man who set
out to rescue social science from undisciplined subjectivity, from philosoph-
ical argument that delicately minuetted with facts or touched them not at all,
from parochial sentimentality, and from the naive individualisms of his time.
But the argument of Formes is markedly personal in both rhetorical style and
scientific substance, revealing a man who was far more than the hard-nosed
opponent of the second-rate and the sentimental in social science (although
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he was that too). We hear the heartbeat of Formes in Durkheim’s stunning
theme throughout: that religious life (la vie religieuse) both expresses and con-
structs the logical life (la vie logique) of humankind. We hear it in the auda-
cious claim he makes, ostensibly as a secondary issue but in fact throughout
the book, that the elemental categories in which we think—time, space,
number, cause, class, person, totality—have their origins in religious life.

It is gripping drama to see how a man of science positive could possibly
make such claims, how he could go about arguing them in an era when sci-
ence seemed to be dismembering religion, and most of all, why such a man
would ever choose to. This drama is gripping for us still: The dispute be-
tween science and religion is at least as loud now as it was in his time. In the
book, Durkheim’s feet seem at one moment to be on the solid ground of im-
mensely detailed scientific observation and at the next on the high wire of
faith. But whose? His Aboriginal Australian subjects’? His contemporaries’?
His own? Ours? We keep listening in order to find out which it is, when, in
what, and in what capacity. People sleepwalk even in the company of the
powerful, if they are uninteresting men and women of shallow dilemmas.
Durkheim was an interesting man, because he had the capacity to sustain the
manifold internal tension of his own ideas, and because he had a dilemma
and a subject capable of earning prolonged attention.

Religion still arouses passionate interest, and passion too. If it is an opium
of the oppressed, it is not only the opium that puts people to sleep but also
the one that makes legions of people go to great lengths to get their own
dose of it. If religion is incompatible with scientific rationality and secular
political life, those conflicts are public and active ones, not the passive with-
ering away into self-evident defeat that observers of right and left long imag-
ined. Doom has not followed from religions demonstrated setbacks in
describing nature. Indeed, one cannot describe today’s world without the
collective identities that religions sustain: quietly worshipping churches in
some places, churches militant in others. Religion is the steady, day-in-day-
out reality of millions, their routine framework of everyday activity, their
calm certainty of life and its steady, but sometimes racing, pulse.

In 1979, we watched as crowds shouting “Allahu Akbar!”—*“God is
great!”’—destroyed the Iranian monarchy and consecrated Ruhollah Kho-
meini as Imam. In 1989, we saw the reconsecration of the People’s House of
Culture in Vilnius as the Cathedral of Vilnius, the replacement there of St.
Casimir’s bones after some forty years, and then the dignified filing past of
Lithuanians reconstituting themselves as a religiously and ethnically defined
nation-state. And who would have thought in 1912 that, three generations
later in America, religion would be a hot button political topic, the object of
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undignified excitement, the locus of dispute over where the authoritative
designation of where right conduct lies and must lie?®® As a scholar and
teacher, I advocate the dignified excitement of studying religion with disci-
pline—and Durkheim’s shuttling between science positive and the high wire of
faith exemplifies a sort of discipline that we can cultivate.

Yet discipline cannot be the whole point. Works of genius ultimately are
disrespected by being touted as mere calisthenics for the mind. They are di-
minished to the extent that, like aids to physical exercise, they become tools
fitted to known tasks, captive servants of mental “training” in the school years.
The improvisational high-wire mode of the unexpected is lost thereby and,
with it, the special work and worth of genius. In the end, Formes would not
be worth reading again and again if all it did was help us cultivate intellectual
discipline in our attempts to understand what we call “religion.” In fact it does
much more. In this sometimes sober, sometimes high-wire, exploration of
what he calls “the religious nature of man,” Durkheim carries his readers be-
yond ordinary ideas about what religion is and does. We meet the man who
could say, to the sober assent of believers down the ages, that “the man who
has communed with his god . . . is stronger”? but who could also say, to the
boisterous dissent of true believers down the ages, “There are no religions that
are false”” We meet the man who said both—and in a work of science positive.

AN ARCHAEOLOGY OF THE SOUL

Little is known about Durkheim’s personal life. I will not repeat the tidbits
here but instead refer readers to W. S. E Pickering’s and Steven Lukes’s com-
pilations of what is known, and portray the man as we meet him in Book
One, Chapter 2, in his mode of virtuoso play—and display. There, in the
posture of demolishing mistaken theory, he takes up one of religions ele-
mental représentations collectives. 1 propose that we make our acquaintance with
him by observing how he acquaints us with the great nineteenth-century
scholar of religion, Edward Burnett Tylor.

Tylor put forward a very influential theory about the origin of an idea
that a great many peoples have developed and variously conceived of as a sin-
gular thing (the or a soul), or yet as a generic substance (soul, period),* im-
mortal yet sometimes susceptible to annihilation, attached to persons yet
migratory despite such attachments, intimately known yet almost impossible
to describe, personal yet transmissible to objects and animals, ethereal yet
powerful, and much else, but above all conceived as mysterious, contradic-
tory, and hard to conceive. Introducing us to Tylor, the man of science positive
introduces us to the idea of soul. In Chapter 8, Durkheim returns to soul at
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length, in a hauntingly beautiful construction of how human beings in the
full dignity of reason might have come to postulate the idea of soul in order
to theorize aspects of the real. In his view, those human beings were not, like
St. Augustine, able to “believe precisely because it was absurd” He trained
his heavy rhetorical guns against scholars whose logic entailed that they must
have been able to do so.

By Durkheim’s day, comparative studies on religion had long since re-
vealed that soul, as a concept, is to be found virtually wherever religion is
found. The question scholars asked themselves was why such an inherently
confusing idea came to be such a widespread idea, even in societies nothing
like those of the Australians. The existence of individual souls had to be ac-
commodated even in the society inhabited by Descartes. And everywhere, ac-
commodating their existence led to questions about where they might reside
and about their relationship to those residences. R eaders who remember their
Descartes (who, of course, was at Durkheim’s intellectual fingertips and those
of his readers) will remember that, via his Cogito, ergo sum, the mind/body du-
alism, hence the soul/body dualism, was rooted in his search for that which
cannot be doubted. Bear in mind, too, that Descartes conceived of a me-
chanics that held for all things that possessed “‘extension”—but not for God
or soul, whose existence in the real included neither extension nor subordi-
nation to the laws of mechanics. Speculating about the soul’s localization,
Descartes postulated that it resides in the (still mysterious) pineal gland.

Durkheim addressed the matter of localization differently. Free from the
hot breath of the Inquisition, as Descartes (1596—1650) was not, and freed
also by his interpretive use of exotic materials, Durkheim repeated the solu-
tions his Australian subjects gave the same empirical problem—for example,
in many rituals, notably those conducted in the midst and aftermath of
mourning. The practicalities of ritual doing localized the soul in certain or-
gans and in the blood, which were thereby revealed, in his phrase, as “the
soul itself seen from outside™ (a formulation that may have suggested to
Durkheim’s audience certain philosophers of antiquity).>? The Australians’
urge to localize the soul set them beside not only the Catholic Descartes but
also the pagan Empedocles®® and the Jewish writers of Leviticus and
Deuteronomy (whom Durkheim cites), all solving it rather more like the
Australians than like Descartes. By Tylor’s more secularized day, the question
was not merely where the soul might be but a more radical one that would
surely have provoked the Inquisition into action: why people ever imagined
any such thing. Tylor held that the idea arose from the universal but individ-
ual experience of dreaming. For Tylor, dreaming posed a theoretical problem
that nagged nightly at earliest humanity’s consciousness until it was solved
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with the invention of a double, or a soul. Demolishing this argument was the
Durkheim who had already pronounced religious ideas to be grounded in
and to express the real. The solution Tylor imputed to “primitives” failed
that test.

After reviewing the merits of Tylor’s enterprise, Durkheim proceeded to
carry out an intellectual death of a thousand cuts. According to Tylor, the idea
of the soul, or double, explained ecstasy, catalepsy, apoplexy, and fainting; ill-
nesses and health, good fortune, bad fortune, special abilities, or anything else
that departed slightly from the ordinary; and on down an expanding list ap-
plied to an expanding population of souls. Thus did an idea of great import
for religions everywhere come to explain everything. Thus did the power of
souls increase. And thus did Tylor’s primitive man, having come up with the
concept of soul to solve a merely speculative problem, finally end up as “a cap-
tive in this imaginary world, even though he is its creator and model.”** Here
is Durkheim’s coup de grice: “Even if the hypothesis of the double could satis-
factorily explain all dreaming, and all dreaming could be explained in no other
way, one would still have to say why man tried to explain it at all. . . . {H]abit
easily puts curiosity to sleep””®® Indeed, even if curiosity had been awake,
dreaming would not by any stretch have posed the most obvious problem:
“There was something incomprehensible in the fact that a luminous disc of
such small diameter could be adequate to light the Earth—and yet, centuries
went by before humanity thought of resolving that contradiction.” So, why
should humanity, especially Tylor’s materially hard-pressed primitive human-
ity, have invented an idea fundamental to virtually all religions, in order to solve
the nighttime puzzle of dreaming, a trivial puzzle by comparison with the one
they bypassed in the light of day? Durkheim then moves on to stiletto Herbert
Spencer’s amendments to Tylor’s theory. He ends on his point about the real:

In the end, religion is only a dream, systematized and lived but without
foundation in the real. . . . Indeed, whether, in such conditions, the term
“science of religions” can be used without impropriety is questionable. . . .
What sort of a science is it whose principal discovery is to make the very
object it treats disappear?>

Returning in Chapter 8 to treat the idea of soul according to his own
principle about the roots of religion in the real, Durkheim gives his argu-
ment a striking end and then a still more striking coda. The idea of soul, he
concludes, actually was needed to solve a problem that the daytime course of
social life forced human reason to confront: the indisputable reality that there
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is death, yet communities live on, and there is birth: “In sum, belief in the
immortality of souls is the only way man is able to comprehend a fact that
cannot fail to attract his attention: the perpetuity of the group’s life.”>” So-
cially, he argued, it stood for that collective life; individualized, it stood for
the social part of every human being, the human (as distinct from the animal)
part. It is at once a discrete being and an ethereal substance, at once individ-
ual par excellence and yet social .38

In the coda, Durkheim’s evocations of Leibniz and Kant begin far from
ethnography, but close to us. Using their ideas, he reminds us that soul, how-
ever slippery as a concept, is something humankind has come to know very
well from our experience of the real: “The idea of soul long was, and in part
still is, the most universally held form of the idea of personality”*® At the
very end, therefore, we arrive at the notion of soul as an utterly indispensable
daytime concept by which humankind has expressed a vivid sense of “per-
son” characterized by discreteness and yet by continuity through time. De-
spite the analytical prickliness for science positive of this reality, to call its reality
“nonempirical” would be odd.** After all, we do not ordinarily have some-
thing nonempirical in mind when we think of “person” as a physical body
plus something more. At the same time, however, to tackle the soul as an em-
pirical matter is alive with difficulties. Perhaps for this reason, Durkheim’s at-
tempt to set study of it into the frame of empirical scholarship has been
almost completely ignored. So far as I am aware, the only recent scholarship
that puts to use Durkheim’s elegant reconstruction of soul on secular terrain
of the real is Michel Foucault’s, in Discipline and Punish.*!

I suspect that this reconstruction of the soul from the raw material of real
experience takes us close to the intuitional sources of Durkheim’s work on re-
ligion. I suddenly felt those sources nearby me one hot August afternoon as I
contended with the chapter on mourning rites (Book Three, Chapter 5),
which is full of evidence from Australia about sin, the soul, and the things that
happen to or are done about both. At one point, the Book of Common Prayer
phrase “remission of sin” suddenly came unbidden from depths of the heard
but dimly understood formulas of my own churchgoing childhood. It came to
me in a flash that Durkheim’s mind must have had strata of the same sort. Con-
sider the Modeh, a prayer of thanks said from early childhood every morning,
even before washing, by means of which Jews thank God for the return of the
soul after its departure each night.*? I suspect that, on an inherently elusive
topic like soul, Durkheim’s own personal archaeology, available consciously
and unconsciously, enabled him to encounter religious notions other than as
“a blind man trying to talk about colour.” Consider this from Durkheim:



XXX Translator’s Introduction

The soul is not merely distinct from its physical envelope, as the inside is
from the outside. ... [I]t elicits in some degree those feelings that are
everywhere reserved for that which is divine. If it is not made into a god, it
is seen at least as a spark of the divinity. This fundamental characteristic
would be inexplicable if the idea of the soul was no more than a prescien-
tific solution to the problem of dreams. Since there is nothing in dreaming
that can awaken religious emotion, the same must be true of the cause that
accounts for dreaming. However, if the soul is a bit of divine substance, it
represents something within us that is other than ourselves.**

Now consider this passage by a Jewish authority of our own day:

To be sure, the world as a whole may be viewed as a divine manifestation,
but the world remains as something else than God, while the soul of man,
in its depths, may be considered a part of God. . . . [W]e speak of only an
aspect of God, or of a divine spark, as constituting the essence of the inner
life of man. . . . Every soul is thus a fragment of the divine light.*#

Not to belabor a point that cannot be developed here, let me invite fur-
ther study by noting that Durkheim analyzes Australian notions such as
transmigration and an original fund of souls and that the passage just quoted
from goes on to talk about Knesset Israel, “the pool in which all the souls in
the world are contained as a single essence.” If Durkheim’s personal experi-
ence is part of Formes in this way and if religion’s roots in the real preoccupy
him, as I have shown they do, then we must take very seriously his remarks
addressed to “free believers” about the injustice of anathematizing Formes as
“irreligion.” To make this point, however, is not to launch a silly search for
correspondences between Durkheim’s religious upbringing and his theoriz-
ing.*> Rather, just as my own understandings of religion could unpredictably
mediate my attempt to understand Durkheim, so too must his own early re-
ligious experience have given him an unavoidable—and yet invaluable—
door into the subject of this work.

In justifying his methodological choice of studying totemism as a useful
lens through which to study religion in general, Durkheim observes that
sometimes “nature spontaneously makes simplifications”*® Analogously, I
suggest, Durkheim’s own experience provided a “spontaneous simplifica-
tion” that enabled him to move the topic of religion away from its capacity
(or its confused and confusing incapacity) to give an account of the natural
world, but instead to explore, and explore profoundly, its capacity to deliver
a humanly shaped world to that very world’s human shapers. As he says in the
Conclusion, “[D]ebates on the topic of religion most often turn around and
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about on the question of whether religion can or cannot be reconciled with
science. . . . But the believers—the men who, living a religious life, have a
direct sense of what religion is made of—object that, in terms of their day-
to-day experience, this way of seeing does not ring true. . . . Its true function
is to make us act and to help us live.”¥’

This once-practicing member of a tightly knit religious community who
abandoned religion, but whose scientific work was enriched by the fact that
certain core intuitions of religion did not abandon him, knew an off-the-
mark theory of religion when he saw one. It is no surprise to find him scorn-
ful of writers who think they have undone religion merely by debunking its
account of nature. To mix a metaphor, the human Kangaroo clan members
we view through his lens had bigger theoretical fish to fry than the kangaroos
leaping around them. And so it will not be Durkheim who discovers among
the Australians “the thoroughgoing idiocy” that some authors ascribed to
“primitives.”*® It will be Durkheim who again and again refutes that discov-
ery, out of those same authors’ own evidence.

But for my own chance encounter with a problem of translation, I
would not have guessed the complex strata that underlie Formes. Most com-
mentators walk back and forth on the ground directly above them. W. S. E
Pickering and Lewis A. Coser at least point out that those layers are down
there and are important.** But consider Alvin Gouldner’s stunning charac-
terization of Durkheim’s thought as “Catholic organicism.”>® And Aron, in
his magisterial comparative portraiture of nineteenth-century masters, paints
Durkheim first, ignoring the question of religious background altogether
until he arrives at his second portrait, of Max Weber, a great sociologist of re-
ligion who, he observes, “belong[ed] to a profoundly religious family (al-
though probably a nonbeliever himself)”>! But it is Weber who called
himself religiously “unmusical,” while Durkheim told an audience that he
was not blind to religions’ color. In general, I found little confirmation for
my own sense that Durkheim’s religious background mattered in what he
said and wrote.>? Some writers apparently believe that truth can be arrived at
from nowhere in particular, or from everywhere at once, and that the person
is irrelevant. In the case of testing hypotheses, that view is doubtless correct.
In the case of genius, however, it is self-contradictory. Creative genius is by
its nature individual, and its sources are quintessentially personal.
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INDIVIDUAL MINDS AND YET COLLECTIVE
CONSCIOUSNESS: SOME KEY ARGUMENTS
IN FORMES

Ordinarily my task would now be to render an account of Durkheim’s intel-
lectual world: the influences he inherited and passed on, the debates he
waged with his contemporaries, the understandings he took for granted but
that we cannot—in short, a world of texts into which Formes fits. There is,
of course, such a world, but understanding it can be left for later without im-
mediate loss to understanding the central arguments of Formes. One set of
questions to be delved into elsewhere would certainly be Durkheim’s con-
versations with Kant, about the problem of knowledge and about moral
obligation, which merits a kind of attention that his traditional audience of
sociologists and anthropologists has in general not given it; and so does his
dialogue with Auguste Comte, a philosopher now remembered by most of
us only via two or three canned characterizations—academic sound bites, so
to speak.>> Another would be the book’s relation to the versions of psychol-
ogy that represented the state of the art in Europe at the turn of this cen-
tury.>* Finally, there is a whole set of questions that are perennial and that
have the same rewards as playing scales: whether Formes (like Durkheim’s
work generally) is or is not ahistorical®®*—and, in connection with that, does
or does not belong to the miscellany of theoretical notions that came to be
called functionalism.>® I leave all those questions aside for now.

I note but leave aside controversies about the use Durkheim made of the
Australian ethnography available in his time (and, to a lesser extent, Native
American and others), on the grounds that even furious and emotional aca-
demic debates of the past are not always riveting, or especially enlightening,
in the present. This is not to say that the ethnographic details can safely be
skipped. As we learn right from the introduction, Durkheim intends that his
own route through the Australian ethnography should lead to “man in gen-
eral”—and “more especially,” he says, “present-day man, for there is none
other that we have a greater interest in knowing well.” Totemism seemed to
him a usefully simplifying case that would reveal “the religious nature of
man . . . a fundamental and permanent aspect of humanity”> So although
Formes displays his grasp of the ethnographies on totemism that were avail-
able to him, it is far less an investigation of how or why human beings come
to imagine themselves as plants or animals than an investigation of how they
come to imagine themselves as human beings. Since the fact jumps off the
page that totemic communities must be imagined, their study enables us to
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grasp the same fact in relation to our own: To exist at all, all communities
must be imagined. What his intellectual descendant Benedict Anderson has
so well shown for large-scale twentieth-century anticolonial nationalism is
also true of any face-to-face community and of the smallest Australian clan.5®
But clearly, no one today should read Formes if he or she is only interested in
the religions of Australia.>

Finally, I will not repeat here what nearly three generations of critique
have by now shown in great detail about where lie the shortcomings of Formes
and of Durkheim’s work more generally. I cannot do better than Steven Lukes’s
intellectual biography of Durkheim,* Robert Nisbet’s analysis of his thought
in its intellectual context,’! or W. S. E Pickering’s close study of his sociology
of religion,® to name only three quite different studies out of a long and often
distinguished list. I make no attempt here to review the vast and growing liter-
ature. In addition, since I have made it my task to show why the book can still
be read with excitement, I bypass many difficulties and legitimate qualifica-
tions. Instead, I focus on key bits and pieces of Durkheim’s argument that are
still immediately provocative, and that move through the world as canned char-
acterizations of the book, part of an intellectual world about Durkheim’s soci-
ology of religion. After briefly considering the elements of his famous but
contested definition of religion, let us turn to three such traditional academic
sound bites, each of which has always implied potentially hostile queries: Dur-
kheim’s “equation” of religion and society, or God and society,®® his use of col-
lective concepts, and, foremost among those, his sacred/profane dichotomy.

This world about Durkheim contains a good deal of distortion, in part
the legacy of Joseph Ward Swain’s monumental 1915 translation. Distortions
arise not only from inaccuracies in Swain’s translating, but also from the chal-
lenges of an English text that discourages readers from tackling Formes under
their own intellectual steam. Its difficult English invites reliance on interpre-
tational clues from various “trots.” If we follow the out-of-context bites to
their intellectual places in Formes itself, however, we gain keys to the book as
a whole. Some of the most persistently troublesome of those bites are found
in Book Two, Chapter 7. There, the ideas of totemic principle and force are
derived as outputs of collective life, that is, as outputs of the mechanisms by
which collective life is produced. If those ideas did not exist, they or some-
thing quite like them would have to be invented. I will turn to this centrally
important chapter of Formes after examining Durkheim’s manner of defining
his overall subject.
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Religion Defined
Durkheim defines religion in Book One, Chapter 1:

A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred
things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden—beliefs and practices
which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those
who adhere to them.%

Bear three points in mind. First, religion is not defined in terms of anything
that would turn a man of science positive away from observable phenomena, or
the real-——not divinity, the otherworldly, the miraculous, or the supernatural.
Second, the phrase “unified system” postulates that religious beliefs and rites
are not hodgepodges but are internally ordered. Third, the objects of those
rites and beliefs acquire their religious status as sacred, or “set apart and for-
bidden,” as a result of joint action by people who set them apart and who, by
the same stroke, constitute themselves a “moral community” or “a Church.”
Once again, then, religion is social, social, social. In addition, the “moral” in
the term “moral community” specifies that the groups are not hodgepodges
either but are made up of individuals who have mutually recognized and rec-
ognizable identities that set them, cognitively and normatively, on shared
human terrain. Hence, the quality of sacredness exists in the real, and its cre-
ation is the observable product of collective doing. Here is one reason that
Durkheim found it attractive to handle rites analytically as being prior to be-
liefs.®

This definition foreshadows the organization of Formes as a whole. Book
Two examines totemic beliefs insofar as they seem to him jointly to consti-
tute a “unified system” of core beliefs; at the same time it associates those be-
liefs with one kind of moral community, which Durkheim calls “social
organization based on clans. "¢ Book Three examines those beliefs as they are
being collectively done, entering the real through the performance of rites. It
makes an analytical distinction between two moments of ritual doing that
typically occur simultaneously on the ground: differentiation, or doing that
creates the sacredness of people or things (negative rites, characterized by set-
ting apart people and things, through the various procedures described), and
integration, or doing that takes place amid already sanctified people or things
(positive rites, characterized by the bringing together of sanctified things and
people, again by various procedures).®’
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The God/Society Equation

Virtually everyone who has encountered Formes is stopped dead when Durk-
heim says, “Is it not that the god and the society are one and the same?”” From
this passage has fallen the nugget that by “equating” the god with the society,
Durkheim “reduces” the god to the society (sometimes revealingly short-
handed as God, capital “G,” and society). Many discussions about the inter-
pretation of Formes converge here, at his famous “equation.”” Now, if we go to
the actual statement in the actual argument, we recover a fact that is sometimes
lost sight of: Durkheim’s question in that chapter is how it comes about that
rationally constituted Australians ascribe power to totemic beings and indeed
to symbolic representations of them. As usual, he seeks to find the basis of that
in the real. His problem is not who, what, or how great the god is but how a
science of religion can turn its beam of light on the religious object without
“making it disappear.” The argument surrounding the nugget will clarify:

[The totem] expresses and symbolizes two different kinds of things. From
one point of view, it is the outward and visible form of what I have called
the totemic principle or god; and from another, it is also the symbol of a
particular society that is called the clan. It is the flag of the clan, the sign by
which each clan is distinguished from the others, the visible mark of its dis-
tinctiveness, and a mark that is borne by everything that in any way belongs
to the clan: men, animals, and things. Thus if the totem is the symbol of both
the god and the sodiety, is this not because the god and the society are one and the
same? How could the emblem of the group have taken the form of that
quasi-divinity if the group and the divinity were two distinct realities? Thus
the god of the clan, the totemic principle, can be none other than the clan
itself, but the clan transfigured and imagined in the physical form of the
plant or animal that serves as totem.%

Durkheim’s question and his answer have tended to bring out curiously the-
ological anxieties and reticences.

Suppose he had committed a “reduction.”®® Would it mean that some
necessary thing is lost? If so, what? For certain believers, the answer obviously
is that God, capital “G,” is lost (and so is “the god,” if we have in mind be-
lievers ecumenical enough to battle for the pagan Greeks’ Zeus, say, or for
those aspects of the emperor of mid-twentieth-century Japanese that went
beyond the ordinarily human). But who is God that secular social scientists
should take note of him?’® For secular social scientists, or for men and
women of science positive, religion cannot be altered by subtracting a super-
natural being from it. Their methods begin from unbelief (professionally,
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not necessarily in terms of personal conviction) in anything that cannot in
principle be observed by anyone who uses those methods. Through those
methods of observation, people with God look exactly the same as people
without God.”! No supernatural realm or being is available to a (method-
ologically) unbelieving social scientist, who can claim access only to nature,
not to supernature. To a believer, on the other hand, it is unclear that anyone
else’s supernatural realm is available. So unless sociology must be made con-
sonant with theology, nothing necessary is lost. A reader now wondering
whether the integrity of theology is thereby compromised has arrived on the
fascinating and ambiguous spiritual territory promised by the quotations
from Durkheim with which I began this Introduction. There is no need to
resolve the question. To keep it open is to keep pace with an agile guide to
this territory.

If, alternatively, we asked what necessary thing must be kept or added,
some would argue that not God or gods but belief oriented to him or her, or
to them, must be included.”? For Durkheim, however, religion was “a fun-
damental and permanent aspect of humanity,” though gods were not a fun-
damental and permanent aspect of religion. It thus followed that neither gods
themselves nor beliefs about gods could be essential. What if we disagreed,
insisting that observed believing was essential, contending something like this:
If gods and the supernatural cannot be observed by scientific means, action
oriented to them or presupposing belief in them can be. But if only belief
in supernatural beings is the victim, then Durkheim has a powerful reply:
Nothing durable is lost, for what is more fleeting or hard to observe than
subjective belief? What is more open to derailment, from one moment to the
next, whimsically or in the cold light of observable fact (recall those very
things whose “resistance” religions “could not have overcome”)? And be-
sides, from the standpoint of the social scientist, believers in gods look ex-
actly the same as unbelievers in gods—and exactly the same as people with
beliefs in or about other things. The subjective is no handier than the super-
natural, and but slightly more accessible. In those terms, we can begin to see
the advantage in Durkheim’s choice of observing religious ideas (représenta-
tions, the subject of Book Two) as being (observably) done (as attitudes rituelles,
the subject of Book Three) and, hence, why even his exposition of the ideas
(Book Two) resorts to slow-motion, set-piece depictions of totemic rites,
giving them an almost you-are-there vividness.

As a way out of the predicament of evaporating tools, it might be tempt-
ing to accept belief as given, taking up the W. I. Thomases’ famous socio-
logical crutch: Whatever is believed in as real is real in its consequences. But
to regard belief as a simple given is also to skirt the obvious question of how
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people come to treat something as real that to the unbelieving onlooker can-
not be. The world of religion is full of improbable things: Christians’ Im-
maculate Conception or their life from death; Aztecs’ sunrises caused by
human sacrifices; Lithuanians’ gaining well-being from the bones of St.
Casimir; Australians’ black men who are also white cockatoos. And as Durk-
heim himself points out, deadpan, people look most like relatives and friends,
not like plants or animals.”> “Real in its consequences” quickly wears thin.
Which consequences? What reality? If the faithful are thought of as rationally
constituted human beings, what would cause them to fly in the face of what
they can observe from moment to moment and year after year? And is our
understanding advanced if we assume the religious faithful of all ages merely
to be people who can be sold the Brooklyn Bridge, not just once but over
and over again? Ultimately, then, to leave belief unexamined is to gain a
mentally incompetent human.

Hence, once again, Durkheim’s point about the real holds importance: A
human institution that endures must necessarily be founded on something that
anyone, not just those certifiably afflicted with “thoroughgoing idiocy,” can
accept as being really real—not just “believed in” as real and not just patron-
ized as “believed in.” The whole of Book One spectacularly demolishes theo-
ries of religion that want to be scientific but whose logic implies that religion’s
objects are unreal, and its subjects eternally open to being sold the Brooklyn
Bridge.”* How the objects of religion can be real for a secular social scientist is
the question Durkheim asks his reader to explore with him. His point is not to
diminish God but to lift into view the reality of God worshipped, the reality
of the experience of God, and the rationality of those who experience God.

The Chapter 7 academic sound bite just picked apart belongs to an ex-
tended argument establishing that “religious forces are real forces,” not mere
figments of mythic or mystic belief. If we begin again, not at that memorable
show-stopping line about the god and the society as being one but in its in-
tellectual context within Formes, we need not hop around to avoid treading
on the theological and metaphysical feet of social researchers and their sub-
jects. To start, all we have to do is concede that sometimes the objects of re-
ligion strain the sense of what is real but do not necessarily lose the adherent
for that reason. (Besides, for Durkheim, the very warp and woof of religions
is something other than reality “as the senses show it to him.””> And yet
without this human imagining beyond reality as the senses show it, science
would be impossible.) Religious conceptions that do strain credulity pose the
question Durkheim tries to answer. His religious human is capable of notic-
ing religion’s empirical discrepancies. Even if it was true, as LaCapra has (I
think, mistakenly) suggested, that Durkheim is on a “Thomist” mission of
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reconciling faith with reason, he would be doing so precisely because it is be-
lieving that is inherently problematic for the faithful.’”® Doing, on the other
hand, is not; hence, yet another route to the priority Durkheim gives to rites
over beliefs and its usefulness as a way of thinking about the persistence of
beliefs that are nonsensical on their face.”” But not only that: Since we speak
of “Thomism,” let us remember that Thomas Aquinas came centuries after
Jesus’s personal friend Thomas, whom the sophisticated faithful of antiquity
passed down the ages as an eternal figment of religious life: doubt.”® If reli-
gion could exist only on condition of being believed or even believable, its
life would have had numbered days, speedily exhausted.

The line about the god and the society as one and the same can be
thought about in yet another way. Consider the religious world into which
God, or “the god,” sent the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20). Note that the
first five concern the relationship of humans to God, and the second five,
that of humans to one another. Furthermore, the passage contains no invita-
tion to regard either set as having a different or higher status than the other,
as being obligatory in a way that the other is not—or, for that matter, as be-
ing separately conceived. In terms of that theological world, the conceptions
of the god and of the society are inseparable. To say that “the god and the so-
ciety are one and the same” is not necessarily to say any more than God did,
speaking through Moses. It seems to me that Formes throughout has that
world in view. If the point just made is at all contentious, and I have no
doubt it is, then the contentiousness itself gives a point to Durkheim’s strat-
egy in choosing an exotic case.

The Case for a Simplifying Case

Let us now notice how Durkheim prepares the tool of using an exotic case
to simplify. First, he assumes the Australians to be rationally constituted hu-
mans, as are their Parisian contemporaries. There is no question of one’s be-
ing civilized and the other not, or of the two groups’ having different mental
constitutions. He presumes the Australians to hold the same title of “man” as
Parisians do, and in the same right. “Man is man only because he is civilized,”
he says.”” Therefore Australia is as good a place as any other for studying “the
religious nature of man,” and it has an advantage: Small-scale, stone-tool-
using societies were “simple” and thus permitted a degree of clarity and
distinctness in thinking that France did not. Formes exemplifies a single
well-conducted experiment whose results may be put forward as holding for
all cases that can be shown to be of the same kind. Furthermore, as Comte
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had said, “The simplest phenomena are the most general”®® Boiled down
to its constituent elements, religion in Australia is religion anywhere else.
Second, in using ethnography to study religion, Durkheim follows ex-
actly a procedure others had used in attacking religion: taking exotic facts to
expose religion universally as delusion, fabrication, and the like. What is
delusion and so on in religion among the naked “X’s” is also delusion and
so on in religion among the well-covered consumers of haute couture. But
he then stands that procedure on its head, making Australia serve as a sim-
ple and, by the same stroke, a tough case for religion’s roots in the real.
Demonstrating the tough case will carry the easier one: What is true for the
turn-of-the-century Australian will then be true for the turn-of-the-century
Parisian.®!

Durkheim uses the same rhetorical tactic in arguing the reality of “reli-
gious forces”: taking the idea of mana or totemic principle as the truly tough
case. What is shown to be true of the less credible real will be established for
the more credible one. Before showing how this tough case also simplifies,
however, I briefly digress, for there is one criticism against Durkheim’s use of
ethnography that can derail us if bypassed. Durkheim was wrong, it is said,
to imagine that the societies and religions of Australia were “simple.” Their
ideas were as elaborate or sophisticated as anyone else’s, and since those ideas
were as much subject to historical development and change as anyone else’s,
he had a mistaken fantasy (shared with others in his time) that Australia’s
stone-tool users preserved in primitive form what must have existed at the
dawn of humanity. Although he did not in fact think that,®? such criticisms
are nevertheless partly valid. Yet simplicity is not only a way of characteriz-
ing (or stigmatizing) things but also a way of setting problems with clarity—
for example, physicists’ calculating gravitational force under the (never true)
assumption of a perfect vacuum. Since we easily understand why it is useful
to simplify by assuming away the atmosphere, we can easily set aside as irrel-
evant someone’s insistence that it is really there.®? Similarly, rather than settle
for the generous discovery that little about the Australians was simple, we do
better to imagine what might have been complicating about the French.?*

What might Durkheim have thought simplifying about looking as far
afield from France as he did to investigate “the religious nature of man”?
One answer surely was the uncontrollably vague, half-formulated notions
that are characteristic of the familiar. (Think back to my contentious state-
ment about the Ten Commandments.) If the discipline of ethnographic
study is to uncover what is familiar in the strange, it is also to uncover what
is strange about the familiar. From that angle, things Europeans vaguely
“know” about the “power of God” look strange enough to make the exotic
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case of mana a usefully simplifying place to begin. Why is it, for example, that
from within the judeo-Christian tradition, even for thoroughly secular peo-
ple, it is somehow less troublesome to speak about “the power of God” and
mean a transcendental deity than to use the same phrase in respect to a phys-
ical object? To borrow Parsons’s phrase again, both deity and mana should
probably be classified together, as “nonempirical reality.” Yet somehow, for
no logical reason, it feels like a different matter to speak of a transcendent de-
ity than to speak of mana, the totemic principle, or someplace in the real
where objects speak with lips of wood and smite from painted pedestals (and
inversely, where lips and smiting hands of flesh are alleged to be only human
in appearance but superhuman in essence).

Think of how we read the encounter between the ancient Israelites and
their enemies, the people of Ashdod, who built a towering god with feet of
clay. That phrase “feet of clay” contains in itself, and takes as given, a com-
plicated and complicating discourse about obviously misplaced (as opposed
to well-placed) faith. And consider this: It is a transcendent God whose ex-
istence a long tradition in Western philosophy attempts to prove rationally,
while living with the culturally given safety net that the failure of proof need
not impose the conclusion that that God does not in fact exist.35 If [ am right
about what we “know” culturally about the “power of God,” even the most
secular among us, in contrast to the ideas Durkheim explores (mana, kwoth,
orenda, etc.), I have just turned up the volume of our own half-heard cultural
Muzak, as it were, of an especially troublesome case for the real. Why should
this be so? For the same reason that an “equation” of society and God should
be troublesome for social scientists supposedly operating nontheologically. A
moral equivalent to the material perfect vacuum was called for.

Conscience Collective

Mana, Durkheim says, is the “quasi-divine principle” immanent in things
that gives power to certain plants or animals, and to representations of them. Be-
fore tackling it, he reminds his reader (in the last paragraph of the preceding
chapter) that Comte, in calling the idea of force metaphysical, and meta-
physics the direct descendant of theology, had already implied that the idea
of force began in religion, from which it was borrowed first by philosophy
and later by science. But Comte mistakenly concluded that, because of this
ancestry, the idea of force had no objective counterpart in reality and thus
would eventually disappear from science. To the contrary, however, the con-
cept of force was alive and well in the modern science of Durkheim’s day.
In fact, the English term “vector” (which appeared in English in 1867) en-




Translator’s Introduction xli

tered French (vecteur) in 1899, and Durkheim used the term “resultant” (a
vector sum) to mean a social sum of individual forces. Therefore, in contrast
to Comte, Durkheim “will show . . . that religious forces are real, no matter
how imperfect the symbols with whose help they were conceived of. From
this it will follow that the same is true for the concept of force in general %

The reality of religious forces is to be found in the real experience of
social life, according to Durkheim. Just as, in the case of soul, psychology
sought a physical basis for what humankind had long since discovered in so-
cial life, so too force. Contrary to what Comte anticipated, by the end of the
nineteenth century, the idea of force had completed its transit from religion,
to metaphysics, to scence positive. To appreciate Durkheim’s context, note that
cutting-edge work on the fundamental forces was being done no farther
away than the laboratories of Marie and Pierre Curie. From 1906 on, Mme.
Curie continued her work on radioactivity as a professor at the Sorbonne.
Durkheim’s account of rites is meant to seize the idea of force at its “birth,”
as he says. He found the birth of that idea in rites, at moments of collective
effervescence, when human beings feel themselves transformed, and are in fact
transformed, through ritual doing. A force experienced as external to each
individual is the agent of that transformation, but the force itself is created by
the fact of assembling and temporarily living a collective life that transports
individuals beyond themselves. Those moments he conveys in a set piece
drawn from ethnographic description.

Durkheim’s set piece opens with the practical occupations of life sus-
pended, the validity of ordinary rules adjourned, people dressed and painted to
resemble one another and the animal or plant by which they name their shared
identity, the objects around them “uniformed” in the same way, the whole
taking place under a night sky, the scene dotted with firelight, and frenzy—a
collective effervescence. Swept away, the participants experience a force external
to them, which seems to be moving them, and by which their very nature is
transformed. They experience themselves as grander than at ordinary times;
they do things they would not do at other times; they feel, and at that moment
really are, joined with each other and with the totemic being. They come to
experience themselves as sharing one and the same essence—with the totemic
animal, with its representation, and with each other. In addition, since a sym-
bolic representation of the totemic being stands at the center of things, the real
power generated in the assembly comes to be thought of as residing in the
totemic object itself. Symbols of the totemic object extend the effects of the
effervescence into life after the assembly is dispersed. Seen on objects, and some-
times on bodies, totemic representations of various kinds will fill the role of
what would be called today a secondary stimulus—a reminder that reactivates
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the initial feelings, although more dimly.*” Since the transformation cannot be
done once and for all and fades despite the symbolic reminders, it must peri-
odically be redone—hence, the cyclically repetitive performance of rites.

Through real experience, then, the participants come to ascribe power
to sacred objects, that power having nothing to do with the physical charac-
teristics of those objects. It is also through real experience that they arrive at
the concept of force, but the real experience they have is that of human be-
ings assembled—or to use Durkheim’s abstract formulation, that of society’s
“concentrating” or “pulling itself together” and thus becoming a unity in
the real. This depiction will no doubt seem contrived and mechanical at
first glance and on that account may tempt discounting, until the historical
memory it activates in us brings us to similar events that we ourselves know
operated mechanically—uniformed, firelit, nighttime effervescences of the
Nazis or the Ku Klux Klan, with individuals led to impute to themselves
shared inborn essences and fabulous collective identities,®® with symbolic re-
minders shaping everyday life afterward, and with individual doubt in large
part not requiring physical violence to be overcome. The mechanism itself is
neither good nor evil. If Durkheim is right that it is universal, then we
should expect to find it, and do find it, from tattooed street gangs to the Sal-
vation Army, from the habits of the convent to those of the exclusive club.

In all cases an outcome of joint doing, the real that comes into being in
the rite, as Durkheim describes it, is independent of (but not necessarily ex-
clusive of) individual belief. The power felt is real, and is felt not only in the
physical being of humankind but also in its mental being—humankind’s con-
science collective, that is, in both “conscience” and “consciousness.” Besides, its
reality can be dramatically transforming. During the exaltation of the French
Revolution, for example, “[w]e see the most mediocre or harmless bour-
geois transformed . . . into a hero or an executioner.”® In undramatic times,
it is undramatically transforming, as Durkheim says a few sentences later:

There is virtually no instant of our lives in which a certain rush of energy
fails to come to us from outside ourselves. In all kinds of acts that express
the understanding, esteem, and affection of his neighbor, there is a lift that
the man who does his duty feels, usually without being aware of it.*°

What creates the transformation is a product of thought, but thought that
cannot be accommodated by our usual vocabulary of mere individuals’
thinking. It exists only in the mind; but if it exists in only one mind, it does
not belong to what can be experienced by any and everyone as the real. We ar-
rive by this route at Durkheim’s superficially troublesome term pensée collec-
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tive, “collective thought” It is in collective thought, built into the experience
of social life, that the idea of a divinity to which human beings are subordi-
nate gains its foothold in the real.

Yet—and this is a big “yet”—far from erasing the thought of individuals,
collective thought is found nowhere else. Throughout Chapter 7 and indeed
the whole of Formes, we find statements such as this, periodically inserted
with teacherly repetition:

[Blecause society can exist only in and by means of individual minds, it
must enter into us and become organized within us. That force thus be-
comes an integral part of our being and, by the same stroke, uplifts it and
brings it to maturity.’!

[L]ike any other society, the clan can only live in and by means of the indi-
vidual consciousnesses of which it is made. Thus, insofar as religious force
is conceived of as embodied in the totemic emblem, it seems to be exter-
nal to individuals and endowed with a kind of transcendence; and yet from
another standpoint, and like the clan it symbolizes, it can be made real only

within and by them %2

Durkheim has not postulated some outside mind hovering in the human
midst. He is striving conceptually to represent aspects of the real that are
readily observable but that cannot possibly be there to observe or represent at
all, if the lone individual is our conceptual unit. To see those aspects of the
real, let us turn now to sacredness, an extraordinary quality that ordinary
objects acquire only within moral communities. Sacredness is eminently a
représentation collective, eminently a feature of pensée and conscience collectives. As
a quality of things—or, rather, as Durkheim insists, a quality superadded to
things—sacredness can come to be its real self only within the domain of col-
lective consciousness (that is, in the domain of conscience and of conscious-
ness). Sacredness is an aspect of the real that exists only in the mind but cannot
possibly exist as the real in only one mind.”

The Sacred/Profane Dichotomy

Over the years, it has proved easy to make heavier weather than need be of
both le sacré and la conscience collective. W. E. H. Stanner’s careful and respect-
ful article on Formes called the sacred/profane dichotomy “unusable except
at the cost of undue interference with the facts of observation.”** Try as he
might in his fieldwork, he said, he could not find it. If there is in fact noth-

ing about the idea that connects us with our own sense of the real in a way
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that illuminates it, then Durkheim would rightly be patronized as the writer
of a classic freighted with intractable concepts, to be suffered through and
forgotten. But this classic suggests more interesting mental activity than the
exercise involved in logically dissecting the term “sacred” itself. In any case,
Lukes has already shown in detail its logical rough surfaces.® The sacred
points to aspects of the real that were doubtless amazing to Durkheim, and
that are still there in the social world to amaze us.

Consider first the biblical example of the Holy Ark. Reading at Exodus
25, we see it being made to exact specifications (two carved cherubim on top,
the tablets inside, etc.), using materials collected from the community and
manufactured in full view of all those present (and subsequently, all readers of
the Bible). Thousands of years and miles from that biblical scene, we find very
powerful sacred objects called churingas in the same state: “[E]ven among the
Arunta, there are churingas that are made by the elders of the group, with the
full knowledge of and in full view of everyone.””® Whatever is added to make
those objects’ sacredness is, like soul, real but without extension. Jewish tra-
dition wonderfully presents that feature by saying of the Ark that even though
its dimensions were known, it “miraculously occupied no space in the Holy
of Holies.””” The real, yet nonphysical, characteristic we can observe in both
cases cannot be the feature, or the creature, of an individual mind. In both
cases, the physical characteristics of the things cannot possibly disclose what
they are in the real. In Durkheim’s words, “The sensations that the physical
world evokes in us cannot, by definition, contain anything that goes beyond
that world. From something tangible one can only make something tangible;
from extended substance one cannot make unextended substance.”*®

At the same time, both objects’ nonphysical reality is available to the in-
dividual mind only as it participates in mind both inside and outside itself.
And because sacredness originates as it does, it is inherently impermanent
and so must be added to the object again and again, just as it was originally:
by collective human doing. Equally, because sacredness originates as it does,
there necessarily is no unifying characteristic that is shared by everything des-
ignated as sacré, no all-purpose key to preordain the outcome of fieldwork.
“Things so disparate cannot form a class [the sacred] unless a class can be
marked by a property, its absence, and its contrary,”®® Stanner wrote. By
thinking in such terms, he created for himself the un-Durkheimian night-
mare I will now indicate by moving from the Ark to other examples: Aya-
tollah Khomeini, the bones of St. Casimir, the louse, and Mt. Sinai.

Remember the tumultuous arrival in 1979 of Ruhollah Khomeini at
Tehran airport, with a million people crowding to welcome him. During the
evening news, the effervescence of that moment could be felt worldwide re-
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gardless of language and in every household of secularized America. Despite
the haze of TV distance, the vocal flatness of TV correspondents, dissonant
shouting in a language most Americans do not understand, and ritual ges-
tures specific to the moral community Khomeini shared with the crowd,
every viewer witnessed the elevation of Khomeini to sacredness. Before our
eyes, Khomeini became something other than what he had been as he left
Paris only hours before. That Khomeini’s elevation was attached to a partic-
ular moral community was evidenced straightaway. He had put on sacredness
there, but not everywhere—a moral distance marked in America by continu-
ing to call “Ayatollah” a man who had gained, there, a higher title, “Imam,”
by acclamation. What was done could only have been done within a group
of assembled faithful and could not be undone by individual doubt or unbe-
lief. It was the real to anyone going to Iran then, no matter where they were
coming from. Like the Ark, Khomeini’s human measurements were known
and the same as before; the beard, the turban, and the robes looked exactly
as before, but the man was not the same as before. What was added belonged
to the real, but it took up no space.

We have also witnessed the inverse process, in which the other crucial
term, moral community, is created. In 1989, leaders of a newly independent
territory of Lithuania returned relics said to be the bones of St. Casimir to
the People’s House of Culture, which they reconstituted and reconsecrated
as the Cathedral of Vilnius. Lithuanians filed through the new cathedral
and past the bones, participants in the birth of a nation. In this example,
the sanctification preceded, and was a tool in, the construction of a new
moral community, now added to (or superadded to) the already existing
physical territory, population, and apparatus of statehood. To the possible
objection that such community “always existed,” the answer we find in the
doing is the late-twentieth-century revival of old bones; the answer we find
in Formes is that nothing that must be imagined “always exists,” but must be
continually re-imagined through human doing. This is just as true of moral
community as it is of sacred objects. By the selfsame process, those dry bones
were made to live again as the sacred objects they once had been.!” They
were resurrected in postcommunist Lithuania and rehabilitated from their
lowly state for forty years as the dusty trove of the reactionary and the super-
stitious. The known physical characteristics and population of Lithuania
were the same as before, but the moral community was not. What was added
was objectively real, but it took up no space. Imagine the confusion many
Americans would feel if asked to pay their respects to the bones.

Sacredness is not a quality inherent in certain objects, nor is it available
to the unaided senses of just any individual human observer. It is a quality
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that objects acquire when they are, in the phrase from Durkheim’s definition,
“set apart and forbidden.” They are made sacred by groups of people who set
them apart and keep them bounded by specific actions; they remain sacred
only so long as groups continue to do this. Humans acting collectively make
and remake this quality of sacredness but then encounter it after the fact as if
it had always been built into objects and was ready-made. In the religious vo-
cabulary used within communities of faith, those things that have been sanc-
tified, “set apart and forbidden,” are intrinsically “holy”—and have always
been. In the technical vocabulary developed in Formes, they are “sacred”—
but made so by doing.'”! The same process can make a man or woman, a
piece of cloth, a lizard, a tree, an idea or principle (anything, including ex-
crement, which Durkheim slides into a footnote) into a sacred thing and the
mandatory recipient of elaborated deference. Durkheim makes this point
over and over again, hammering it home one last time in Book Three, Chap-
ter 2. There we come upon ritual celebrations that center on, of all things,
the louse.

Sacredness is not merely a set of peculiar relationships between people
and certain designated objects. The very act that constitutes those peculiar
relationships also relates a designated group of people to one another and sets
them apart from others to whom they are not bound and who do not have
the same relationship to designated physical objects. Turn the Thomases’ for-
mula around: Whatever is obviously real, given its obviously real conse-
quences, tends to be accepted as real. Whatever power they acquire, and it
can be quite considerable, is real power. Notice that there is no question of
debunking native beliefs about that power as imaginary. To do so would be
the same as saying that social life itself is merely imaginary and society itself
changeable merely by an impulse to change one’s mind. So far as sacred ob-
jects are concerned, the question is how to describe and explicate the nature
of that power, which Durkheim posits as real.

“Power” in what sense and “real” in what sense may be observed in the
following passage from Exodus (19), when Mount Sinaf evolves by a set of
human actions into a place where the power of God may “break forth upon”
the people and destroy them:

And the Lord said unto Moses, Go unto the people, and sanctify them to
day and to morrow, and let them wash their clothes. . . . And thou shalt set
bounds unto the people round about saying, Take heed to yourselves, that
ye go not up into the mount, or touch the border of it: whosoever toucheth
the mount shall be surely put to death. There shall not an hand touch it, but
he shall surely be stoned, or shot through; whether it be beast or man, it shall




Translator’s Introduction xlvii

not live. . . . And Moses went down from the mount unto the people, and
sanctified the people; and they washed their clothes. (Exodus 19:10, 12, 13)

Remember by what agency transgressors would be “stoned” or “shot
through.” As the people did their part, the mountain did its own, and by the
“third day” of God’s instructions to Moses, it had become enveloped in
smoke and it quaked.

And the Lord said unto Moses, Go down, charge the people, lest they break
through unto the Lord to gaze, and many of them perish. . . . And Moses
said unto the Lord, The people cannot come up to mount Sinai: for thou
chargedst us, saying, Set bounds about the mount and sanctify it. (Exodus
19:21, 23)

Notice that the biblical text explains natural power in natural terms (who-
ever violates the sacredness of the mountain will be “stoned,” “shot through,”
or “surely put to death”) but that the power of the mountain is not thereby
explained away. The Bible writers presumably could see what we do in what
they themselves wrote quite matter-of-factly yet without diminishing the real
power of their God. It came to be the case that whoever went up into the
mountain, apart from Moses and Aaron, would surely die. I think this is what
Durkheim found remarkable about the natural means by which sacred objects
move above and beyond—really above and really beyond—their natural ordi-
nariness and about how the people who exert those natural means thereafter
move in and out of awareness of how what was done was done. In other
words, “Man makes God,” as Marx wrote, but not in any way he pleases.

An object such as that mountain moves above and beyond its natural
ordinariness in this way only within the ambit of a conscience collective—col-
lective conscience normatively, in conduct, and collective consciousness cog-
nitively, in thought. The two are not separate. Conscience collective is the
achievement of mind that transfigures the real world and makes it a shared
world that is in fact the real world as known and knowable by some group,
some moral community. It. would not be obvious to an ignorant foreign
passerby how Mount Sinai was different from other mountains. He might
well climb it with his shoes on, travel its slopes at will, and, caught in this
profanation, might be “shot through.” Readers may recognize this ignorant
passerby as the sort favored by old-fashioned movies of colonization, in
which the colonial officer in his pith helmet and shorts steps on the sacred
spot or shoots the sacred animal for a drawing-room trophy, and to whom
knowledge about the real power of the ordinary-seeming object arrives si-
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multaneously with a real native rising, unwittingly detonated. The com-
monsense approach that would be satisfied with thinking about the power of
the spot or the animal as merely imaginary, merely an amazing figment of su-
perstition ablaze in each individual native mind but in no colonialist’s, seems
an unnecessarily roundabout route to grasping the real events that follow.!%?

Some years ago, as I was teaching Formes to an especially responsive
group, my students demanded that we see as a class Stephen Spielberg’s (and
Harrison Ford’s) first-rate adventure movie, Raiders of the Lost Ark. The story
turns on ignorant passersby, good guys and bad guys, engaged in archaeolog-
ical excavation in a race to acquire the power of the Ark as a kind of ultimate
weapon. With a sophistication that thrilled their teacher, my students pro-
nounced judgment on Raiders’s ark: The real Ark was a far more interesting
object than the fantasy one because it had a complex human nature. The Ark’s
power inhered in its sacredness, and its sacredness was a feature of its collective
life. But what is true of sacred objects is also true of the transcendent beings
that communicate with humankind. Strip away the collectivity that makes sa-
credness real, and you are left with what individuals can manage, acting alone:
Freud’s patients with the oddball reverences for animals that occasioned their
going to the doctor,!% the bag lady out of whose mouth Jehovah God speaks
incessantly in the unknown tongue, the innocuous bourgeois who secretes
living and dead things in a hideous private shrine. Strip away sacredness as a
feature of that maddening Durkheimian reality pensée collective, and you have
not a collectively knowable world at all but a whole set of problems about
how this or that person could leap to believing this or that strange thing. Your
hands are tied to do anything other than suspend disbelief about the ontolog-
ical claims for whatever it is, incant the formula about things believed in as real
as real in their consequences, humor the believer, or just believe the claims.

The real Ark was what it was by virtue of what Durkheim calls “moral”
or “ideal” forces, that is, collective human forces. Depending on its life within
some given collectivity, anything can become the container of such forces,
not just a wooden box made in a certain way. But like the fantasizers of the
movie, some theorists have imagined the process to be otherwise, beginning
somehow in the inherent grandeur of the object (the naturists’ mistake) or in
the inherent confusion of the believer’s mind (the animists’ mistake). Anyone
who thinks either way will miss Durkheim’s point that the same human ca-
pacities that make society possible make what Durkheim calls la vie religieuse
inevitable. The truth of the mind is in the fictions!®* that, via conscience collec-
tive, construct the real. If there is ever to be a general theory of the mind that
can be reduced to specific capacities of the brain, or an “artificial intelli-
gence” whose discriminations and combinations have anything like the
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complexity of what we observe in even commonplace acts and facts of hu-
man life, then the theory of the brain’s perceptual capacity must include
things like the collective representation that makes it possible for a man, a
mountain, a box of bones, or a louse to be perceived as themselves one mo-
ment and as themselves-plus, the next.

Religious Life in Seemingly Nonreligious Life

Durkheim sums up what makes la vie religieuse inevitable:

[1]n all its aspects and at every moment of its history, social life is only pos-
sible thanks to a vast symbolism. The physical emblems and figurative rep-
resentations with which I have been especially concerned in the present
study are one form of it, but there are a good many others.” 1%

With that summing up, he suggests that we could apply the same analysis in
domains remote from anything we could call “religious”—politics certainly,
from which Durkheim draws some of his own examples, and status orders of
various kinds (think of the notion “blueblood,” a racialized shorthand for the
“set apart and forbidden” qualities of West European aristocrats, and white
bones for those of Russia, as opposed to the black bones of Russian serfs). %
All such phenomena seem the more outlandish, and the more distinct from
reason, the further they seem to be from our own experience of the real. But
the burden of Durkheim’s argument is that they are not to be separated from
human reason, in full operation—hence, from us. Toward the end of Chap-
ter 7, he uncovers the roots of scientific abstraction in the same processes of
abstraction that make collective identities possible. Therefore, it is no more
remarkable that a man should in totemic observances manage to affirm his
kinship with a white cockatoo (despite physical dissimilarities) than that
he should manage to affirm his kinship with men and women of the
White Cockatoo clan (for, again, it is physical dissimilarities that must be
overcome). Both involve abstraction, by which invisible qualities are added to
what is visible, for there is no other route to unifying the discrete individu-
alities that our sensory experience gives us. That the manner in which this is
done may be crude is beside the point:

The great service that religions have rendered to thought is to have con-
structed a first representation of what the relations of kinship between things
might be. Given the conditions in which it was tried, that enterprise could
obviously lead only to makeshift results. But then, are the results of any such
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enterprise ever definitive, and must it not be taken up again and again? Fur-
thermore, it was less important to succeed than to dare. What was essential
was not to let the mind be dominated by what appears to the senses, but in-
stead to teach the mind to dominate it and to join together what the senses
put asunder. As soon as man became aware that internal connections exist
between things, science and philosophy became possible.'?”

That which makes la vie religieuse inevitable also links our ways of knowing
community and identity with our ways of knowing the natural world. Soul
was needed to account theoretically for aspects of our human experience, and
empirical needs localized it in selected parts of natural bodies. The experience
of force arose first in human relations, but it was found again in nature, in re-
lations among things. By so doing, Durkheim says, humankind made room for
nature in society, imagining it on the model provided by schemes for ordering
collective life. But by the same stroke, the way nature’s order was imagined in
turn became consequential for human order. Like the Australians, all human
beings acquire a world of nature, as if it was the world of nature, knowledge of
which is mediated by relations with human contemporaries. Although that real
world varies from place to place and from one historical epoch to another, the
fact that it is consequential for the way humans live in common does not vary.

Thinking through what those connections still mean is one of the intel-
lectual demands that Durkheim’s expedition in Formes leads us to confront. It
is not true that science is consequential only for those who do science. Early
in this century, the Russian philosopher Lev Shestov contrasted the way a
child learned that ghosts do not exist but at the same time was “given reliable
information, the implausibility of which surpasses absolutely every fib ever
told . . . that the earth is not motionless, as the evidence indicates, that the Sun
does not revolve around the Earth, that the sky is not a solid, that the horizon
is only an optical illusion and so on.”1%® Once that child’s view was the world
of nature, as adult human beings knew it. That knowledge, in turn, was con-
sequential for their relations to one another. For the kind of reason that Formes
draws attention to, it was obvious straightaway that Copernicus’s discovery af-
fected not only ideas of the relationships heavenly bodies have to one another
but ideas of relationships among earthly, human bodies, a connection that the
Inquisition did not fail to notice. Cosmology was not imagined in isolation
from morality. Not then, but also not now: Our own recent debates in Amer-
ica today over creation science and evolution turn on questions of how citi-
zens should be taught morally (and legally) to regard and relate to one another.
Creationism dresses itself in the forms of scientific discourse, if not their spirit;
evolutionism sheds the open-endedness of scientific discourse and reclothes
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itself as hard nuggets of constitutionally correct scientific content for school-
children’s unexperimental consumption. The heat on both sides points to the
dual aspect of conscience collective—normative and cognitive—to which Durk-
heim’s intellectually demanding expedition takes us.

That expedition is morally demanding as well, if we reflect on further im-
plications of its discoveries. The passage I just quoted seems to ennoble reli-
gion as the source of quintessentially human achievements. But like every
other human achievement, its mechanism can turn in more than one way. If
Durkheim’s analysis is right, it suggests that this century’s monstrosities in col-
lective life arise not from aberrations in human reason but from what is fun-
damental to it. That analysis also leads to a disturbing suggestion: that the
ordinary human agents who serve as raw material for extraordinary abusers of
human dignity are, in vast majority, the normal and the socially responsible—
not deviants, sociopaths, or the crazy. It suggests, finally, that the human na-
ture on which we depend, our social nature, is our uplift and our downfall.
The only exit from this dilemma appears to be individualism. But the incom-
patibility of individualist assumptions with human nature as it can be observed in
the real world was chief among Durkheim’s discoveries in Formes and through-
out his work. What we see, through his theoretical lens of conscience collective, is
present in a social world of the real that cannot be arrived at with notions of
individual conscience, alone. We see that Socrates’ individualistic preference for
the cup of hemlock over intellectual conformity has appealed down the ages
precisely because, in that respect, he was not human in the sense we can ob-
serve day in and day out—in social life as empirically available to us. There, we
see individual doubt, inherently present, and we see how doubt is overcome.
Thus, in the end, there is a deep and tragic tension in Durkheim’s discoveries.

FORMES IN FRENCH AND IN ENGLISH

A new translation need not be the occasion to deny the merit of an old one.
Joseph Ward Swain gave Formes monumental life in English to generations of
scholars, and that life in English has been richly productive. No one with a full
understanding of what translating Formes demands even now should do any-
thing but salute Dr. Swain’s achievement. I re-do that work now with the ben-
efit of the use I have made of the book, in English and in French. That use itself
has benefited from almost ninety years of critique, the availability of specialized
readings and field applications by some of the great anthropologists (Claude
Lévi-Strauss, E. E. Evans-Pritchard, and Bronislaw Malinowski, to name only
three), various English translations of Durkheim’s other work, and good partial
retranslations of Formes itself. These are aids that Swain did not have. Although
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my main purposes are both to re-present Formes in idiomatic English and cor-
rect Swain’s inaccuracies, I differ with Swain without immodesty. The accu-
racy of many passages cannot be improved upon. Indeed, the very alienness of
Swain’s English, to our ears, is in a sense faithful to Durkheim, whose ideas are
not idiomatic to English speakers—and ultimately, of course, there is no sub-
stitute for reading a work in its native language. Whatever its aims, translation
requires scholarly, interpretive, and stylistic judgments at many levels.

Readable English has been my goal throughout. To this end, I have cho-
sen resonant English equivalents whenever I could—for example, “outward
and visible” for externel et visible, and “neighbor” for semblable, in cases where
religious resonance seems important. (Compare “Thou shalt love thy neigh-
bor as thyself.”) To the same end, I have replaced French with English word
order, dividing or moving Durkheim’s frequent parenthetical insertions ac-
cordingly, and I have not hesitated to change the punctuation and division
into paragraphs, if such changes seemed to me to improve the text’s clarity in
English or its accessibility to a well-educated reader. I have, in addition, re-
peated the subject in those new, shortened, sentences—grammatical gender
and verb endings are not signposts in English for what goes with what. Fur-
thermore, I have done whatever I had to in the service of good English style,
avoiding double genitives and multiple uses of “it” with multiple antecedents
(besetting sins in the older work).

In the service of future scholarly work, I have also checked, supple-
mented, and in some instances corrected as many of the original footnotes as
I could, abbreviating the journal titles differently than Durkheim did and
bracketing the new information in Durkheim’s footnotes. In many cases, I did
not change those very short paragraphs, sometimes only a sentence long, that
Durkheim used more or less as section headings. Where I did make changes
in structure, they are not marked, to avoid riddling the text. In any case, we
still have Joseph Ward Swain’s text, which makes few concessions to readable
English and can serve as a rough-and-ready check for readers who do not
wish to tackle the French. In their high-quality partial retranslation of Formes,
Pickering and Redding deliberately keep the original structure.!® I have de-
cided differently. My own aim, besides accuracy, is removal of structural and
stylistic impediments to encountering the book as the exciting read that I
consider it to be. ‘

A sample passage will illustrate my changes. In the Introduction, Dur-
kheim draws an analogy to make his point about studying the simplest case
available, in order to uncover the fundamental sources of religious life. His
own enterprise is like that of a doctor seeking to uncover the cause of a delu-
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sion. The French passage seems reminiscent of Freud; Swain’s English passage
does not; mine recovers the resemblance to Freud. Here is Swain’s passage:

In order to understand a hallucination perfectly, and give it its most appro-
priate treatment, a physician must know its original point of departure.
Now this event is proportionately easier to find if he can observe it near its
beginnings. The longer the disease is allowed to develop, the more it evades
observation [au contraire, plus on laisse & la maladie le temps de se développer, plus
il se dérobe a I’observation]; that is because all sorts of interpretations have in-
tervened as it advanced, which tend to force the original state into the
background [qui tendent a refouler dans Iinconscient I’état originel], and across
which it is sometimes difficult to find the initial one.!!

Now consider the same passage as it appears in the new translation:

To understand a delusion properly and to be able to apply the most appro-
priate treatment, the doctor needs to know what its point of departure was.
That event is more easily detected the nearer to its beginning the delusion
can be observed. Conversely, the longer the sickness is left to develop, the
more that original point of departure slips out of view. This is so because all
sorts of interpretations have intervened along the way, and the tendency of
those interpretations is to repress the original state into the unconscious and
to replace it with other states through which the original one is sometimes
not easy to detect.

It is the point of departure of an illness (not the illness itself) that is screened
from view. That, plus the terms “repress” and “unconscious,” instead of
“force” and “background,” allow the new passage to sound reminiscent of
Freud. I probably have not uncovered a missing link between Durkheim and
Freud; Steven Lukes’s exhaustive research turned up “no evidence” that
Durkheim knew of Freud’s work.'!! On the other hand, there is good reason
to think Durkheim knew of the celebrated work being done in the 1880s at
the Hépital Salpétriére in Paris by Jean-Martin Charcot, Freud’s predecessor
in the study of hysteria, and of the huge controversy about that work in the
mid-1890s.!"? So for now, we can be tantalized. Present in the passage is the
notion that today we term “screen memories,” which is generally credited to
Freud, not Charcot.!’® The plot thickens when we realize that Freud cer-
tainly knew of and cited Durkheim’s work (including Formes) in his 1912 pa-
per, “The Return of Totemism in Childhood”!'* In this way, correcting
Swain’s inaccuracies can add nuance to a scholarly question.
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My goal, though, was not merely to correct Swain’s work. I tackled the
French originals''® with an eye to the difficulties I have wrestled with and to
the characteristic problems I have found in teaching this work to American
students. For those reasons, I did not settle for merely literal renderings. If a
literal translation conveyed nothing definite in English, I sought a clearer al-
ternative. Of course, the search for expressive equivalents has its limits. Re-
garding the phrase solution de continuité, my colleague Andrée Douchin told
me, “Let’s face it. That phrase goes back to 1314.”!1® She meant there are
things about that phrase, literally “dissolution of continuity,” that cannot be
naturalized. Try naturalizing this illustration from the Petit Robert, quoting
Victor Hugo, “Between present and future, there is solution de continuité.”
Hence, although the translator’s responsibility is to move Durkheim’s text
linguistically toward the reader, part of the reader’s own responsibility is to
move intellectually toward Durkheim."'” Still, it does not follow that the
English itself must sound alien. Literal equivalents of the words and most of
the syntax are to be found in Swain. But as I have just shown, literalness is no
guarantee against all mistakes.

Moreover, to be literal is not necessarily to be faithful. Durkheim’ lan-
guage was precise and scholarly, to be sure, but his text reads well in French.
As a rule, his sentences do not force a calisthenics of decipherment upon the
reader. Nor do they assail the reader’s ear with ugly rhythms, rhymes, and as-
sonances or with images that clash. I have tried not to let Formes read less well
in English than it does in French. I have also tried as much as possible to ren-
der a feature of Durkheim’s personal style that can be lost in translation that is
not literal enough: the metaphorical content in his word choices. Durkheim,
the workmanlike scientist, deliberately avoided literary flights in scientific
writing, but he sometimes thought in poetic ways. His word choices push a
whole world of images into the text, and I have tried to keep that world in
the new English Formes. Durkheim’s images give us insight into his mode of
thinking and thus into some of the intuitive leaps that mobilized his work.
Still, the notes in the mind of the creative genius are not available to be played
by his interpreter. Even when the translator’s search for equivalents is well in-
formed and resolute, the results stand at a distance from the original text.

Every translation is a reconstruction. Many words and turns of phrase
have no exact equivalents between one language and another. Often the same
is true even of words that move bodily. Consider the French words opinion
and attitude. Durkheim’s opinion could have been rendered as “public opin-
ion,” if that term had not come to mean discrete bits of mental material to be
drawn from individual minds by pollsters and measured as to their frequency
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of occurrence. That meaning of “public opinion” carries us to the diametri-
cal opposite of what Durkheim meant by représentation collective.''® In a simi-
lar vein, it is now hard to extract “attitude” from the mind—the senses of
“doing” or “conduct” are no longer on its surface. To dramatize the French
term, as well as an older English sense, consider the painted attitudes of Jesus’s
disciples in The Last Supper. Now consider “virtue.” which no longer has
some of the meanings that are present in Durkheim’s vertu. Just as, in the
King James Bible, the salt can lose its savor, so a medicine or magical object
could lose its virtue (or virtues), meaning its material potency, as well as the
moral meaning evident in the phrase “a man of virtue,” or the curiously dif-
ferent one if we shift gender. In the text, vertu goes with other words, efficace
and efficacité, whose English equivalents are oldish but whose more modern-
sounding equivalents seem out of place. Hence: The potency of the chemical
called fluoxetine hydrochloride makes Prozac effective, but the virtues in blood
sprinkled on the sacred rock make the Intichiuma rites efficacious.

In some instances, Durkheim’s meaning and our own everyday one inter-
sect but then diverge so far that our own familiar word becomes strange to us.
One such word is “moral.” In Formes, moral is often synonymous with “social,”
very nearly the inverse of what we usually mean by “moral”!!? Its most im-
portant antonym is not “immoral,” as we might think, but “material “tangi-
ble,” and “physical” Consequently, “moral” is real but not material. “Good”
is often not its synonym; together with “social,” “spiritual” and “mental” of-
ten are. “Individual” stands with the antonyms of “moral” because Durk-
heim’s “individual” denotes the body, its drives and appetites, its sensory
apparatus—in short, our bodily being considered as distinct from our human
being. The “social” is the source from which comes the humanizing discipline
of the “individual” that creates the “person.” Hence, the following distinction
between “individual” and “person”: “Our sensations are in their essence in-
dividual. But the more emancipated we are from the senses, and the more ca-
pable we are of thinking and acting conceptually, the more we are persons.”120

Not only is “moral” not necessarily “good”; it is often not even on the
same terrain as abstract judgments of “good” and “bad” For Durkheim,
those judgments can be made only in particular social settings.'! What is
“moral” is “social”; both vary with time and place. Accordingly, the domain
of the “moral” is not private, with its origin in some mysterious somewhere
in the depths of the physical individual, as our commonsense usage suggests.
Clearly, by that point, we are on ground quite alien to our own. On Durk-
heim’s ground, there can be no full-fledged person standing apart from the
“moral,” as instituted in some historically given social setting. Thus, whereas
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in our own habitual way of thinking, that which is best in us stands apart
from the social, in Durkheim’s it is that, precisely, which is at war with our
humanity.'??> For Durkheim, what stands apart is a being that is no more than
the body, and all that the body tows along with it: The brain is there but not
what we recognize as thinking; movement is there but not what we recog-
nize as human doing. The mere co-presence of many such bodies is just that,
a mere co-presence, as lacking in mutually recognizable identity as so many
potatoes in a sack. With nothing but the merely physical and material col-
lection of “individuals,” there is neither reason nor identity nor community.
There is no language and no kinship; there are age differences but no gener-
ations; there are sex differences but no genders.

Unlike morale, which can broaden along with its place in a distinctive sys-
tem of thought, the term culte narrows in American English. Although “cult”
once meant “a system of religious worship, especially with reference to its rites
and ceremonies,” it now has a pejorative connotation that gives an odd ring to
such sentences as these of Durkheim: “But feasts and rites—in a word, the
cult—are not the whole of religion.”'?* Again: “Although in principle derived
from the beliefs, the cult nevertheless reacts upon them, and the myth is often
modeled on the rite so as to account for it. . . ”12* “Cult” now connotes not
just feasts and rites but excessive and perhaps obsessive ones, attached to be-
liefs assumed to be outlandish.!?® For that reason, used without warning today,
it can plant in the American reader’s mind a different attitude toward the
totemic cults than Durkheim had. I decided nevertheless, to retain “cult” in
most contexts, for this reason: If it is dropped in favor of terms like “worship”
and “practice;” which sometimes will do, Durkheim’s own use of le culte
decouples from the cognate term “culture” But that will not do at all.
Durkheim’s own formidable exploration of religious beliefs and rites—of
représentations collectives, and consdence collective, that is, of shared ways of thinking
and acting—was seminal to the vast twentieth-century exploration of “culture.”

Different problems arise with the use of “essential,” which is nearly, but
not entirely, synonymous in English and French. In both, it means “funda-
mental” and “necessary”’; but in America today, if I quote Durkheim as hav-
ing called religion “an essential and permanent aspect of humanity,” he may
seem to be saying that religion is “indispensable” and, possibly, advocating it.
Some readers might expect a case for prayer in schools to follow or other re-
suscitations of old-time religion in the public realm. But when Durkheim
calls religion an “essentiel et permanent” aspect of humanity, he means no such
thing. His use of a similar phrase, “integral and permanent,” to describe so-
ciety, brings out what he does mean: Society “arouses in us a whole world of
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ideas and feelings that express it but at the same time are an integral and per-
manent part of ourselves.”'?¢ A third phrase, describing conscience collective,
works similarly: “Being outside and above individual and local contingen-
cies, collective consciousness sees things only in their permanent and funda-
mental aspect””'®” Therefore, noting Durkheim’s own substitutions of
“integral” and “fundamental” for “essential,” treating the three synony-
mously, and taking into account subtle differences of shading in different
contexts of use, I have sometimes rendered essentiel as “essential” but far more
often as “fundamental” or “basic.”'?® These are, unavoidably, choices. That
virtually every one could have been made otherwise inserts the translator’s
own response to the text into what cannot help but appear to be what it can-
not possibly be: the original text “itself,” only put into English.

Now, finally, three smaller matters of choice need to be noted here; oth-
ers will appear in footnotes, as they come up in the text. First, now that we
have animated cartoons, the word “animate,” as a verb, has a certain incon-
gruous humor. But in Formes, “animate” goes with the quite serious ideas of
“soul” and “spirit.” For one reason or another, though, the alternatives are
just as hard to naturalize—or they are humorous as well: “quicken” (as in
“the quick and the dead”), “enliven,” “vivify,” “vitalize.” Since we have Ty-
lor and “animist” theory, I kept “animate”” The next matter concerns senti-
ment, which in today’s American English strongly connotes a feeling that is
said (as on a Hallmark card) or at least formulated (sentiment against inter-
vening militarily). In French, it often means direct “feeling,” or “awareness”
rather than their formulized versions. In English, we cannot say, “I have the
sentiment that it will rain.” T dropped Swain’s “sentiment” almost every-
where. Finally, se représenter means to “present to the mind”’—in other words,
to “conceive” or “imagine.” Translating literally, one can arrive at “represent
to oneself,” and that can mislead. In my first reading of Swain’s, “Religion is,
above all, a system of ideas by which men represent to themselves the society of
which they are members,” I pictured them creating emblems. Wrong.

But left untouched are certain famous set phrases that after eighty-plus
years I feel cannot be extricated from Durkheim’s life in English without do-
ing violence to that life—for example, Swain’s rendering of Durkheim’s cel-
ebrated definition of religion and his marvelous phrase “thoroughgoing
idiocy” for illogique fonciére, a brilliantly nonliteral rendering that captures not
only Durkheim’s sense but also his attitude toward certain accounts of a sup-
posed mentalité primitive to which logic is utterly alien.

Sometimes the problem of equivalents lies at a different level from terms
and phrases or structure. There is no serviceable American equivalent
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for Durkheim’s nineteenth-century French and academic mode of expres-
sion, even in most scholarly writing. Therefore, paradoxically, the search for
equivalence led me to one change that may at first seem radical. What, for ex-
ample, could be our idiomatic equivalent to Durkheim’s editorial “we”’?
Michael Gane recounts a parody by Maurice Roche that brings out part of
the problem.? In it, a hapless lecturer, sleepwalking annually through Durk-
heim’s classic The Rules of Sociological Method, collides with a wide-awake un-
dergraduate. The student refuses to grant anything, not least Durkheim’s
“we,” the very first word in that text, as it is in Formes. The student brings the
class to a halt by demanding to know who precisely “we” are. What is more,
he refuses to cooperate when what he calls an authoritarian voice addresses
him with the “we” that apparently means “you and I”: It was unearned com-
mon ground.

I too stumble over the editorial “we” in the existing English translations.
In Durkheim’s day, it was the simply the modest, objective voice of academic
or scientific writing (as it is still in the preferred rhetoric of some disciplines).'*
As such, that modest, objective “we” formally gestured toward a scientific col-
lectivity standing behind every published work, despite solo authorship.!*!
Nonetheless, it is merely a rhetorical device.!* So to render the text in an En-
glish rhetoric that does not draw the wrong sort of attention to itself, we have
substituted “I” for “we,” except when “we” seems in context to mean “you
and I,” including the reader. We have, however, retained the first-person plural
in the many statements Durkheim makes about the behavior of human beings
generally, including both himself and the reader, or in reference to himself as a
member of a group that excludes the reader. We have shifted to the editorial
“we” to illustrate our point about how the text sounds without our effort, in
retranslating, to reconstruct the plain-sounding neutrality of the original.

We have not changed the text in one respect that may disconcert some
readers: homme is translated as “man” or “mankind.” “Human being” renders
étre humain; and “person,” personne. This translation does not try to reconstruct
Durkheim’s gender vocabulary or his outlook. Durkheim’s homme, “man,” in-
cludes “woman,” at least some of the time; but nowadays we insist on saying
“human being” or “person” all of the time. In Formes, however, “person” (as
used in everyday speech) will not work. Why not? We quote Durkheim: “The
two terms [person and individual] are by no means synonymous. In a sense,
they oppose more than they imply one another.”!>* Besides, while Durkheim
is a theorist of social conduct, considered globally and embracing all human
beings, it would be an abuse to mark this by inserting a modern terminology
that achieves this embrace by means of linguistic affirmative action—in our
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own time, and for us (a pronoun which from now on does not designate an
editorial “we,” but is meant to include me and the reader). Our own usage im-
plies the (ideally) inclusive gender conventions that belong to our own day;
Durkheim’s implies the quite different gender conventions of his own.

These conventions are implicit in all his writing, and sometimes they are
explicit. Like many of his contemporaries, he believed woman’s brain and
mental capacity to be smaller than man’s. Much to take issue with followed
from that belief. Although the temptation arises to improve upon the elegant
old furniture that is Formes, I have resisted it. To give in would amount to
Durkheim’s posthumous “reconstruction” by me, in a different and unac-
ceptable sense. I cannot be in the business of rehabilitating Durkheim’s un-
enlightened attitudes about women. If sufficient to sink him forever, they
should be allowed to. Reconstruction on this account is doubly unaccept-
able, because it would profoundly alter Durkheim’s meaning as that meaning
can be objectively known from the passage just cited, and at the same time
introduce a deep illogic into the book as a whole. The argument is con-
structed using evidence from rituals that Durkheim imagines as having had
almost exclusively male participation. When Durkheim says “he,” referring
to an Australian or to a deity, that is most often what he literally means.'?*

Moreover, conducting repairs would displace certain possible critiques.
For example, Nancy Jay, a feminist sociologist of religion, argued that inso-
far as exclusively male rituals provide the empirical foundation for Durk-
heim’s social account of reason, it commits him to one of two anomalous
conclusions: Women cannot reason, which is false, or women’s ability to rea-
son would require a separate theory.'*> Additionally, reconstructing Durk-
heim’s gender outlook would conceal the sense in which his grand
oppositions between sacred and profane, social and individual, mind and
body, person and individual, moral and material, are latently an opposition
between male and female.'?¢ Surely it must be the goal of translation to leave
intact the internal tensions of the original text—in this case, the limits of the
boldly universalistic argument, stunning for its time, that the book attempts.
Reconstruction of elegant old furniture must not mean sanding away char-
acteristic features of its original design.

Swain’s own reconstruction of Durkheim’s French title as “The Elemen-
tary Forms of the Religious Life” now carries the patina of respectable age.
This title has become so much part of the book’s life in English that, except
in the deletion of one “the,” I have not changed it. But I would have pre-
ferred the term “el