The anthropological tradition
: e e and

The four major theorists whose work I have briefly revilewed - Mf_?I]Fr.
Spencer, Tylor, and Frazer — though tl‘._tey postulalr,ed different or:gms
of religion shared certain basic assumptions. All viewed human culture
in an evolutionary perspective and approached 1:ehg|0n_ ‘I.'-’lT.h_ a psycho-
logical or empiricist bias. They theorized that the idea of religion sprang
from rational inferences based on individual human experiences of one-
self or the world. In the decades that followed, this tlhecretlcz!l_appmach
was strongly challenged within the ?nthlwopuh:_rgu:ul tradition, most
strongly by the French sociologist, Emile Durkheim.

Durkheim's sociology

In the early decades of the present century there was a m:‘u‘ked rea_l:uoz
against evolutionary theory on the part uf social scientists. Boas an
Lowie in America, Malinowski and Radeliffe-Brown in Britain, though
by no means repudiating cultural evolutionism en bloc, were nontheless
all critical of the early anthropological th:epnf:s, Iesp-_e-:mllw{r those that
purported to outline the evolution of specific institutions like Tchglon.
Radcliffe-Brown, for example, provisionally accegted_ﬁptnccrs n:Tml:rIur-r
tionism but rejected what he called the “pseudo-historical speculations
that had been added to it (1952: 8). , .

By the 1930s there was a general retreat of evuluuqnar}-' thought in
social science, but, as Robert Bellah noted, nowhere did the retreat go
further nor the intensity of the opposition go deeper than in the field
of religion. Recently there has been a resurgence of interest in evluler:-
tionary theory, exemplified in the writings of Julian Steward, and Bellah,
in a now classic article (1964), has attempted to formulate a more so-
phisticated theory of religious evolution, one th_al remains firmly in the
tradition of Tylor and Spencer. The rejection of elvo_lutmqlsmf howe;rer,

{ also involved the repudiation of historical anz?tlysm_ itself in f?xr‘nr o aln
organic functionalism. This latter mode of M|ol?glml analysis is cim:d}-'
associated with Durkheim, although, as Kenneth Thompson hazr; argued,
it is misleading to view Durkheim as the founder of an ahistorical, con-
servative theory of society (1982: 17). _ :

Of all the writers who have proposed sociological explanations of nz
ligion, Emile Durkheim is the most rr:r_mwneq; :ndeeq Evans—Prlt;gar
suggested that he was the “greatest figure in the hismr}r_ of T1 r:Ln
sociology and the most potent influence on anthropologica thought
(1965: 5;3}. The writings of Douglas, Turner, [zach,_and Lé‘l:rll—btraEss
become intelligible only if set within the anthropological tradition that
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Durkheim founded. Certainly he has had a profound influence on the
social sciences, and stands with Marx and Freud as a seminal influence
on twentieth-century thought. Born in 1858, Durkheim was the son of
a Jewish rabbi. At school he experienced a brief crisis of mysticism under
the influence of a Catholic schoolteacher, but for most of his life he was
a confirmed atheist. Evans-Pritchard feels it necessary to stress that Durk-
heim was not simply an unbeliever but a militant atheist and propa-
gandist who wished to undermine religion and whose “sociological
metaphysic” should be seen in this light (1981: 157). Durkheim is usually
looked upon as the heir to Comtean positivism, but Durkheim always
spoke of himself as a rationalist and was hostile both to Comte’s dogmatic
positivism and to the mysticism associated with his contemporary, the
philosopher Henri Bergson. In essence Durkheim attempted all his life
to establish sociology as an independent scientific discipline based on
empirical methods. He was therefore much less involved in the political
events of his time than Marx, Weber, or Spencer, and thus his writings
are less propagandist and polemical in style (Giddens 1971: 65). He was
an austere, dedicated, and dogmatic academic, and, as Hughes suggests,
in personal terms Durkheim “does not strike one as a particularly trou-
bled individual” (1958: 288). For most of his life he was a professor of
education and social science.

It is not my main purpose here to outline Durkheim’s approach to
sociological theory, or the foundations of his epistemology. On such
issues there are a number of important studies and reviews (Parsons
1937, Lukes 1973, Tiryakian 1978, K. Thompson 1982). But a few gen-
eral comments may be made on his sociology.

First, Durkheim had an evolutionary approach to social life, but it was
expressed at a highly abstract level involving an ideal-type dichotomy
between what he termed “mechanical” and “organic” forms of social
solidarity. It was an etiolated version of Spencer’s theory, profoundly
nonhistorical, with a focus on the question of the nature of social cohe.
sion. (But see Wallwork 1984, who suggests that underlying this ideal
typology is a six-stage theory of sociocultural change.) The question he
asked and that he discussed in his study The Division of Labour in Society
(1964a) was “What are the bonds which unite men one with another?”

In traditional societies with a low division of labor, the social structure,
he maintained, consisted of a “system of homogeneous segments,” and
integration was achieved by a common value system, the conscience
collective, individuals in the society showing identical beliefs and senti-
ments. In such societies collective norms are maintained by repressive
sanctions. In societies with a high division of labor, social groups and
institutions are heterogeneous, and solidarity is the outcome not of {

107




|

FRi u'fwtf‘qﬂ!wﬁibul LrLpLerseiie

shared beliefs but of mutual interdependence. In this situation, legal
sanctions are restitutive rather than repressive.

With respect to his sociology of religion, two points are worth noting
about this formulation that forms the basis of the typology opposing the
traditional to the modern that is accepted by many contemporary soci-
ologists and economists. The first point is that the collective represen-
tations characteristic of mechanical solidarity — that is, the belief systems
of preliterate communities — are seen by Durkheim as essentially reli-
gious. The following extract succinctly expresses Durkheim’s thoughts
on this question:

But if there is one truth that history teaches us beyond doubt, it is that

Originally it pervades everything; everything social is religious; the two
worlds are synonymous. Then, little by little, political economic, scientific
functions [ree themselves from the religious function, constitute them-
selves apart and take on a more and more acknowledged temporal char-
acter, God, who was at first present in all human relations, progressively
withdraws from them; he abandons the world to men and their disputes.
{1964b: 169)

The multiplex nature of social relations in small-scale societies, dis-
cussed by Gluckman and others, is an adequate description of such
relationships. But Durkheim’s idealist bent is clearly conveyed in this
extract, for one could with equal justification argue that “originally”
everything was economic. A second point is his assertion that societies
based on mechanical solidarity are characterized by repressive sanctions.
Durkheim has been severely criticized for this suggestion, for generally
speaking the legal systems of preliterate communities aim to restore
social relationships rather than administer repressive justice. Interest-
ingly, however, Durkheim's discussion of such issues focuses not on tribal
communities but on the early theocratic states. The “luxuriant devel-
opment of repressive legislation” that he wrote about was the product
of literate civilizations, expressed in the Bible, in the laws of Manu, and
in other sacerdotal writings.

A second important aspect of Durkheim's sociology is his antipathy
toward all theories that attempt to explain social facts by reference
individual or psychological factors. Hence his hostility to Spencer’s
“methodological individualism,” the theory that “all social phenomena
should always be understood as resulting from the decisions, actions,
attitudes, etc. of human individuals,” to use a phrase of Karl Popper's
(1969: 98). His rejection of this theory leads Durkheim to stress that
social facts are external and constraining to the individual: “We speak

t a language we did not make; we use instruments we did not invent; we
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{ religion tends 1o embrace a smaller and smaller portion of social life,
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in'lmke rights that we did not found; a treasury of i '
mitted o Farh generation that it did not gathm}- its‘r:;lfr"]'(?;‘!fﬁﬁgeﬁl; Et}mns_
Durkhem_m thus viewed the individual and society as a rigid .;ii-::hnllum
and maintained that social facts could be understood only in terms c}
other Slﬂ-l:_la].fﬂl.'.ts. In attempting to establish the “autonomy of sociology”
as a discipline, Durkheim, as Steven Lukes, in his admirable stud}rgif
;'.l.lm remarks, badly overstated his case, as well as virtually severing social
ife from its natural and economic moorings (1973a: 20). This dichotom
bttween_ the indri'uir]ual and society is, as Lukes puts it, the “keystone D}i:
Durkheim’s entire system of thought” (22). Moreover, like social behay-
iorists a_nfd contemporary structural Marxists, Durkheim conce tualized
the individual as an organism. Durkheim's famous definition cﬂ‘ the na-
ture nfl‘ the Ihuman subject runs as follows: “Man is double. There are
two beings in him: an individual being which has its foundation in the
orgamism...and a social being which represents the highest
the mtr:lh_ectual and moral order that we can know by crbsc:rval;i-:-n -1
mean society” (1964b: 16). Like Comte, Durkheim gave little scope for
a science gf psychology. In an important sense Durkheim retail:lid a
ueu-IKanuan paradigm” (see Rose 1981: 13-18).

Third, although Durkheim puts a primary emphasis on social facts
as pl:lEHGIHEHE} sui generis and, like Weber, is hostile to crude eco-
nomic determinism, his mode of analysis is essentially materialist Jo-
sep Llobera (1981) has drawn attention to the way in which Durkh-éim
came to dE]’l}’ Marxism’s claim to scientificity by focusing on the vulgar
thrEretaunns of Marx by certain of his followers, Nevertheless Dugl’-k-
heim's own mode of analysis implies a social-structuralist method that
was causal and materialist as well as functional. For Durkheim, social
reality consisted of several structural levels. In his review of A'nton?n

Labriola's Essay: i g : :
= wmte.”ﬂ.’l" on the Materialist Conception of History (1897), Durk-

reality in

We regard as fruitful this idea that social life must be eaplained, not by
the conception of it held by those who participate in it, but by p;ofouné
causes which escape consciousness; and we also think that these causes
must be sought chiefly in the way in which the associated individuals are
grouped. .. For in order that collective representations should be intelligible
they must come from something and, since they cannot form a drcle c?rnsed
upon itself, the source whence they derive must be found outside them
Either the conscience collective floats in the void, or it is connected with thF.:
rest of the world through the intermediary of a substratum on which, in
‘consequence, it depends. (Quoted in Lukes 1973a: 231). 1

Signiﬁcanl%}r, however, this substratum does not,
of productive relations but of the manner in whic
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upon the earth.” It has demographic rather than economic connotations.
The “multilayered” model of social reality implied by Durkheim — sub-
stratum, institutions, and collective representations — is discussed by Ken-
neth Thompson (1982: 59-69). Also important in this context is the
distinction Durkheim makes between collective representations that have
been “crystallized” and “social currents” expressed by ecstatic movements
(Durkheim 1938: 4).

Fourth, in arguing against the utilitarian and laissez-faire liberals, who
suggested a methodological individualism, and also against the conserv-
ative and idealist tradition of social philosophy, Durkheim came to sug-
gest as a fundamental methodological postulate that one should
“consider social facts as things" (1938: 14). He advocated a scientific
approach that is both empirical and comparative. The Rules of Sociological
Method, in fact, is something of a manifesto, suggesting two basic forms
of explanation: causal analysis and functionalist interpretation. When
the explanation of a social phenomenon is undertaken, Durkheim wrote,
“we must seek separately the efficient cause which produces it and the
function it fulfils” (95). Whereas Hughes has stressed the “unhistorical
character” of Durkheim’s thought and its positivistic tenor, which the
text just quoted implies, Thompson has suggested that Durkheim and
his colleagues always set this kind of analysis in a comparative-historical
framework (1982: 106-7). Moreover, it is important to stress that Durk-
heim was not a contemplative materialist or an empiricist, for, as the
quotation also suggests he postulated the necessity of going beyond peo-
ple’s ideological preconceptions, as these are reflected in their collective
representations. But, above all, Durkheim argued for the necessity of
engaging in empirical study: “Social reality cannot be grasped by anyone
I who refuses to plunge into the detailed empirical investigation of social
life” (Giddens 1978: 35). Durkheim's study “Suicide” (1897) was intended
to be a demonstration of his method. Significantly, it was not published

in English until 1951,

Finally, it is worth noting Durkheim’s relationship to socialism. Durk-
heim’s sociology has long been characterized as being concerned with
order and stability and as being essentially conservative, a part of a
counterreaction against the implications of the French Revolution. Emile
Benoit-Smullyan remarked that it is a “sociology of a static and monistic
type, with no adequate explanation for social change” (1948: 224). The
general tenor of Durkheim’s work appears to justify such an assessment,
although it is worth noting that his concept of “anomie™ has a critical
aspect, implying that contemporary capitalism is, in a sense pathological.
The causes of this Durkheim put down to regimented and meaningless
work, class conflict, and an unregulated market economy. Even though
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relationship to a species of animal, their sacred totem. Between the clan
and the animal in question a bond of kinship was envisaged.

For Smith this clan totemism was the earliest form of religion, and it
involved the idea that the clan was idealized and deified and was ma-
terially represented by the totemic animal. He also argued that the act
of sacrifice was the key ritual, involving an attempt to establish com-
munion with the deity. “The fundamental idea of sacrifice,” he wrote,
“is not that of a sacred tribute, but of communication between the god
and his worshipers by joint participation in the fesh and blood of a
sacred victim" (345). Sacrifice was deemed to be a sacramental meal in |
which the clan periodically expressed its unity and solidarity, binding its
members to each other and their god. In this, in Evans-Pritchard's view,
he led both Durkheim and Freud astray.

Although Robertson-Smith’s study is a model of scholarship, it is ques-
tionable whether his thesis is supported by the ethnographic evidence.
His theory is, of course, an evolutionary one in which he utilizes Tylor's
doctrine of “survivals” to adduce evidence for an original totemic stage.
As Evans-Pritchard has written, "All one can say of the theory as a
whole . ..is that whilst eating the totem animals could have been the
earliest form of sacrifice and the origin of religion, there is no evidence
that it was" (1965:52). Moreover, though Robertson-Smith thought his
theory to be true of preliterate people generally, many, particularly
hunter-gatherers, lack any sacrificial rites, and others have sacrifices that
are in no sense communal meals. And it is even questionable whether
the idea of communion was a feature of the early forms of Hebrew

sacrifice. An important aspect of Robertson-5mith’s theory was his notion
that in primitive religion rituals had primacy over beliefs. From the outset
he wrote that “ritual and practical usage were the sum total of ancient
religions” (20). His emphasis therefore is on religion in terms of the
social group rather than, as with Tylor, on religion as a form of spec-
ulative thought. And he interpreted such rituals primarily with respect
to their social function in binding people together in the community.
As he succinetly put it: “Religion did not exist for the saving of souls
but for the preservation and welfare of society.” (For interesting studies
of Robertson-Smith, particularly of his relationship to Durkheim, see
Beidelman 1974 and R. ]. Jones 1977.) The classic studies of Fustel de
Coulanges and Robertson-Smith provide the essential foundations on
which Durkheim built his theory of religion.
Durkheim’s classic study The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1915)
has given rise to such a plethora of exegesis and critical commentary
and has had such an important influence on later students of comparative
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own theoretical approach both to the sociology of knowledge and to
religion.

Durkheim argues that there are two basic doctrines with regard to the
problem of knowledge. On the one hand there are those, such as Kant,
who view the categories of thought as prior to experience; they are
immanent in the human mind itself and part of what it means o be
human. He calls this approach apriorist. On the other hand there are
those like Locke who see the categories as having been derived from
experience, made up of “bits and pieces” with the individual being the
“artisan of this construction.” Durkheim is dissatisfied with both ap-
proaches. The first he considered no explanation at all, whereas the
second he felt was essentially individualist and subjective, with a tendency
to collapse into irrationalism. His own theory, he thought, united these
two conceptions; it was a form of rationalism that was midway between
classical empiricism and apriorism. And with respect to the categories
of understanding, it suggested that they were neither innate nor derived |
from individual experiences but were socially derived, the product of
human groups, and the intellectual capital accumulated through the
centuries.

To understand Durkheim is to see that he applies the same mode of
reasoning to the study of religious phenomena. But first he faces the
task of defining religion. He is unwilling to define it specifically in terms
of the supernatural or the extraordinary, nor is he satisfied with Tylor’s
minimal definition of religion as a “belief in spiritual beings.” Buddhism,
he felt, was a religion, but the idea of gods and spirits was absent, or at
least played a secondary role. Then there were many ceremonies and
ritual observances that did not directly involve “spirits.”

S0 Durkheim was led to seek a broader definition. “Religion is more
than the idea of gods and spirits,” he wrote, "and consequently cannot

be defined exclusively in relation to these” (35). So he came to define
religion in terms of the sacred:

All known religious beliefs, whether simple or complex, present one com-
mon characteristic; they presuppose a classification of all the things, real
or ideal, of which men think into two classes . . . generally designated by

two distinct terms which are translated well enough by the words profane
and sacred.

Thus he arrived at his classic definition of religion as

a unified set of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is o say,
things set apart and forbidden, — beliefs and practices which unite one
single moral community - all those who adhere to them. (37) {

115







