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For a long time it has been known that
the first systems of representations with
which men have pictured to themselves

the world and themselves were of reli-
~ gious origin. There is no religion that is
not a cosmology at the same time that it is
a speculation upon divine things. If phi-
losophy and the sciences were born of re-
ligion, it is because religion began by
taking the place of the sciences and phi-
losophy. But it has been less frequently
noticed that religion has not confined it-
self to enriching the human intellect,
formed beforehand, with a certain num-
ber of ideas; it has contributed to forming
the intellect itself. Men owe to it not only
a good part of the substance of their
knowledge, but also the form in which
this knowledge has been elaborated.

At the roots of all our judgments there
are a certain number of essential ideas

which dominate all our intellectual life;
they are what philosophers since Aristotle
have called the categories of the un-
derstanding: ideas of time, space, class,
number, cause, substance, personality,
etc. They correspond to the most univer-
sal properties of things. They are like the
solid frame which encloses all thought;...
for it seems that we cannot think of ob-
jects that are not in time and space, which
have no number, etc. Other ideas are con-
tingent and unsteady; we can conceive of
their being unknown to a man; a society
or an epoch; but these others appear to be
nearly inseparable from the normal work-
ing of the intellect. They are like the
framework of the intelligence. . .. .
Religion is something eminently social.
Religious representations are collective
representations  which express collective
realities; the rites are a manner of acting
which take rise in the midst of the
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assembled groups and which are destined
to excite, maintain or recreate certain
mental states in these groups. So if the
categories are of religious origin, they
ought to participate in this nature com-
mon to all religious facts; they too should
be social affairs and the product of collec-
tive thought....
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Religious phenomena are naturally ar-
ranged in two fundamental categories:
beliefs and rites. The first are states of

opinion, and consist in representations;

the second are determined modes of ac-
tion. Between these two classes of facts
there is all the difference which separates
thought from action.

The rites can be defined and distin-
guished - from other human practices,
moral practices, for example, only by the
special nature of their object. A moral
rule prescribes certain manners of acting
to us, just as a rite does, but which are ad-
dressed to a different class of objects. So it
is the object of the rite which must be
characterized, if we are to characterize
the rite itself. Now it is in the beliefs that
the special nature of this object is ex-
pressed. It is possible to define the rite
only after we have defined the belief.

All known religious beliefs, whether sim-
pleor complex, present one common char-
acteristic: they presuppose a classification
of all the things, real and ideal, of which
men think, into two classes or opposed
groups, generally designated by two dis-
tinct terms which are translated well
enough by the words profane and sa-
¢red. . . . This division of the world into two
domains, the one containing all that is sa-
¢red, the other all that is profane, is the dis-
tinctive trait of religious thought; the beliefs,
myths, dogmas and legends are either rep-
resentations or systems of representations

which express the nature of sacred things,
the virtues and powers which are attributed
to them, or their relations with each other
and with profane things. But by sacred
things one must not understand simply
those personal beings which are called gods
or spirits; arock, atree, a spring, a pebble, a
piece of wood, a house, ina word, anything
can be sacred. A rite can have this charac-
ter; in fact, the rite does not exist which
does not have it to a certain degree. There
are words, expressions and formulae which
can be pronounced only by the mouths of
consecrated persons; there are gestures
and movements which everybody cannot
perform....The circle of sacred objects
cannot be determined, then, once for all,
Its extent varies infinitely, according to the
different religions. That is how Buddhism
is a religion: in default of gods, it admits the
existence of sacred things, namely, the four
noble truths and the practices derived from
them.

Up to the present we have confined
ourselves to enumerating a certain num-
ber of sacred things as examples: we must
now show by what general characteristics
they are to be distinguished from profane
things. .

One might be tempted, first of 211, to de-
fine them by the place they are generally
assigned in the hierarchy of things. They
are naturally considered superior in dig-
nity and power to profane things, and par-
ticularly to man, when he is only a man and

has nothing sacred about him, One thinks.

of himself as occupying an inferior and de-
pendent position in relation to them; and
surely this conception is not without some
truth. Only there is nothing in it which is
really characteristic of the sacred. It is not
enough that one thing be subordinated to
another for the second to be sacred in re-
gard to the first, Slaves are inferior to their
masters, subjects to their king, soldiers to
their leaders, the miser to his gold, the man

ambitious for power to the hands which -
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keep it from him; but if it is sometimes said
of a man that he makes a religion of those
beings or things whose eminent value and
superiority to himseif he thus recognizes, it
is clear that in any case the word is taken in
a metaphorical sense, and that there is
‘nothing in these relations which is really
religious. : :

On the other hand, it must not be lost
to view that there are sacred things of
every degree, and that there are some in
relation to which a man feels himself rela-
tively at his ease. An amulet has a sacred
character, yet the respect which it inspires
is nothing exceptional. Even before his
gods, a man is not always in such a
marked state of inferiority; for it very fre-
quently happens that he exercises a veri-
table physical constraint upon them to
obtain what he desires. ... To have rain,
he throws stones into the spring or sacred
lake where the god of rain is thought to
reside; he believes that by this means he
forces him to come out and show himself.
Moreover, if it is true that man depends
upon his gods, this dependence is recip-
rocal. The gods also have need of man;
without offerings and sacrifices they
would die. . ..

But if a purely hierarchic distinction is
a criterion at once too general and too im-
precise, there is nothing left with which to

characterize the sacred in its relation to’

the profane except their heterogeneity.
However, this heterogeneity is sufficient
to characterize this classification of things
and to distinguish it from all others, be-
cause it is very particular: it is absolute. In
all the history of human thought there
exists no other example of two categories
of things so profoundly differentiated or
so radically opposed to one another. The
traditional opposition of good and bad is
nothing beside this; for the good and the
bad are only two opposed species of the
same class, namely morals, just as sickness
and health are two different aspects of
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the same order of facts, life, while the sa-
cred and the profane have always and
everywhere been conceived by the human
mind as two distinct classes, as two worlds
between which there is nothing in com-
mon. The forces which play in one are
not simply those which are met with in
the other, but a little stronger; they are of
a different sort. In different religions,
this opposition has been conceived in dif-
ferent ways. Here, to separate these two
sorts of things, it has seemed sufficient to
localize them in different parts of the
physical universe; there, the first have
been put into an ideal and transcendental
world, while the material world is left in
full possession of the others. But howso-
ever much the forms of the contrast may
vary, the fact of the contrast is universal.

" This is not equivalent to saying that a
being can never pass from one of these
worlds into the other: but the manner in
which this passage is effected, when it
does take place, puts into relief the essen-
tial duality of the two kingdoms. In fact, it
implies a veritable metamorphosis, This is
notably demonstrated by the initiation
rites, such as they are practised by a mul-
titude of peoples. This initiation is 2 long
series of ceremonies with the object of in-
troducing the young man into the reli-
gious life: for the first time, he leaves the
purely profane world where he passed his
first infancy, and enters into the world of
sacred things. Now this change of state is
thought of, not as a simple and regular
development of pre-existent germs, but as
a transformation totius substantiae—of the
whole being. It is said that at this moment
the young man dies, that the person that
he was ceases to exist, and that another is
instantly substituted for it. He is re-born
under a new form. Appropriate cere-
monies are felt to bring about this death
and re-birth, which are not understood in
a merely symbolic sense, but are taken lit-
erally. Does this not prove that between
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the profane being which he was and the
religious being which he becomes, there is
a break of continuity?

~ This heterogeneity is even so complete
that it frequently degenerates into a veri-
table antagonism. The two worlds are not
only conceived of as separate, but as even
hostile and jealous rivals of each other.
Since men cannot fully belong to one ex-
cept on condition of leaving the other
completely, they are exhorted to with-

- draw themselves completely from the

profane world, in order to lead an exclu-
sively religious life. Hence comes the
monasticism which is artificially organized
outside of and apart from the natural en-
vironment in which the ordinary man
leads the life of this world, in a different
one, closed to the first, and nearly its con-
trary, Hence comes the mystic asceticism
whose object is to root out from man all
the attachment for the profane world that
remains in him. From that come all the
forms of religious suicide, the logical
working-out of this asceticism; for the
only manner of fully escaping the pro-
fane life is, after all, to forsake all life.
The opposition of these two classes
manifests -itself outwardly with a visible
sign by which we can easily recognize this
very special classification, wherever it ex-
ists. Since the idea of the sacred is always
and everywhere separated from the idea
of the profane in the thought of men, and
since we picture a sort of logical chasm
between the two, the mind irvesistibly re-
fuses to allow the two corresponding
things to be confounded, or even to be
merely put in contact with each other; for
such a promiscuity, or even too direct a
contiguity, would contradict too violently
the dissociation of these ideas in the
mind. The sacred thing is par excellence
that which the profane should not touch,
and cannot touch with impunity. To be
sure, this interdiction cannot go so far as

to make all communication between the
two worlds impossible; for if the profane
could in no way enter into relations with
the sacred, this latter could be good for
nothing. But, in addition to the fact that
this establishment of relations is always a
delicate operation in itself, demanding
great precautions and a more or less com-
plicated initiation, it is quite impossible,
unless the profane is to lose its specific
characteristics and become sacred after a
fashion and to a certain degree itself. The
two classes cannot even approach each
other and keep their own nature at the
same time.

Thus we arrive at the first criterion of
religious beliefs. . . . They always suppose
a bipartite division of the whole universe,
known and knowable, into two classes
which embrace all that exists, but which
radically exclude each other. Sacred things
are those which the interdictions protect
and isolate; profane things, those to which
these interdictions are applied and which
must remain at a distance from the first.
Religious beliefs are the representations
which express the nature of sacred things
and the relations which they sustain, either
with each other or with profane things. Fi-
nally, rites are the rules of conduct which
prescribe how a man should comport him-
self in the presence of these sacred ob-
jects. . ..
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However, this definition is not yet com-
plete, for it is equally applicable to two
sorts of facts which, while being related to
each other, must be distinguished never-
theless: these are magic and religion.
Magic, too, is made up of beliefs and
rites. Like religion, it has its myths and its
dogmas; only they are more elementary,
undoubtedly because, seeking technical
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and utilitarian ends, it does not waste its
time in pure speculation. It has its cere-
monies, sacrifices, lustrations, prayers,
chants and dances as well. The beings
which the magician invokes and the forces
which he throws in play are not merely of
the same nature as the forces and beings to
which religion addresses itself; very fre-
quently, they are identically the same. . . .

- Then will it be necessary to say that magic
is hardly distinguishable from religion; that
magic is full of religion just as religion is full
of magic, and consequently that it is impos-
sible to separate them and to define the one
without the other? It is difficult to sustain
this thesis, because of the marked repug-
nance of religion for magic, and in return,
the hostility of the second towards the first.
Magic takes a sort of professional pleasure
in profaning holy things; in its rites, it per-
forms the contrary of the religious cere-
mony. On its side, religion, when it has not
condemned and prohibited magic rites, has
always looked upon them with disfa-
vour. . . . Whatever relations there may be be-
tween these two sorts of institutions, it is
difficult to imagine their not being opposed
somewhere; and it is still more necessary for
us to find where they are differentiated, as we
plan to limit our researches to religion, and to
stop at the point where magic commences.

Here is how a line of demarcation can
be traced between these two domains.

The really religious beliefs are always
common to a determined group, which
makes profession of adhering to them
and of practising the rites connected with
them. They are not merely received indi-
vidually by all the members of this group;
they are something belonging to the
group, and they make its unity. The indi-
viduals which compose it feel themselves
united to each other by the simple fact
that they have a common faith. A society
whose members are united by the fact
that they think in the same way in regard
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to the sacred world and its relations with
the profane world, and by the fact that
they translate these common ideas into
common practices, is what is called a
Church. In all history, we do not find a
single religion without a Church. Some-
times the Church is strictly national,
sometimes it passes the frontiers; some-
times it embraces an entire people (Rome,
Athens, the Hebrews), sometimes it em-
braces only a part of them (the Christian
societies since the advent of Protes-
tantism); sometimes it is directed by a
corps of priests, sometimes it is almost
completely devoid of any official directing
body. But wherever we observe the reli-
gious life, we find that it has a definite
group as its foundation. . . .

It is quite another matter with magic.
To be sure, the belief in magic is always
more or less general; it is very frequently
diffused in large masses of the popula-
tion, and there are even peoples where it
has as many adherents as the real reli-
gion, But it does not result in binding to-
gether those who adhere to it, nor in
uniting them into a group leading a com-
mon life. There is no Church of magic. Be-
tween the magician and the individuals
who consult him, as between these indi-
viduals themselves, there are no lasting
bonds which make them members of the
same moral community, comparable to
that formed by the believers in the same
god or the observers of the same cult.
The magician has a clientele and not a
Church, and it is very possible that his
clients have no other relations between
each other, or even do not know each
other; even the relations which they have
with him are generally accidental and
transient; they are just like those of a sick
man with his physician. The official and
public character with which he is some-
times invested changes nothing in this sit-
uation; the fact that he works openly does
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not unite him more regularly or more
durably to those who have recourse to his
services.

It is true that in certain cases, magicians
form societies among themselves: it hap-
pens that they assemble more or less pe-
riodically to celebrate certain. rites in
common; it is well known what a place
these assemblies of witches hold in Euro-
pean folk-lore. But it is to be remarked that
these associations are in no way indispensa-
ble to the working of the magic; they are
even rare and rather exceptional. The ma-
gician has no need of uniting himself to his
fellows to practise his art. More frequently,
he is a recluse; in general, far from seeking
society, he flees it.... Religion, on the
other hand, is inseparable from the idea of
a Church. From this point of view, there is
an essential difference between magic and
religion. But what is especially important is
that when these societies of magic are
formed, they do not include all the adher-
ents to magic, but only the magicians; the
laymen, if they may be so called, that is to
say, those for whose profit the rites are cel-
ebrated, in fine, those who represent the
worshippers in the regular cults, are ex-
cluded. . .. A Church is not a fraternity of
priests; it is a moral community formed by
all the believers in a single faith, laymen as
well as priests. But magic lacks any such
community,

But if the idea of a Church is made to

“enter into the definition of religion, does
that not exclude the private religions
which the individual establishes for him-
self and celebrates by himself? There is
scarcely a society where these are not
found. Every Ojibway, as we shall see
below, has his own personal manitou,
which he chooses himself and to which he
renders special religious services; the
Melanesian of the Banks Islands has his
tamaniu,; the Roman, his genius; the Chris-
tian, his patron saint and guardian angel,
etc. By definition all these cults seem to be

independent of all idea of the group. Not
only are these individual religions very
frequent in history, but nowadays many
are asking if they are not destined to be
the pre-eminent form of the religious life,
and if the day will not come when there
will be no other cult than that which each
man will freely perform within himself.

But if we leave these speculations in re-
gard to the future aside for the moment,
and confine ourselves to religions such as
they are at present or have been in the
past, it becomes clearly evident that these
individual cults are not distinct and au-
tonomous religious systems, but merely
aspects of the common religion of the
whole Church, of which the individuals
are members. The patron saint of the
Christian is chosen from the official list of
saints recognized by the Catholic Church;
there are even canonical rules prescribing
how each Catholic should perform this
private cult. In the same way, the idea
that each man necessarily has a protecting
genius is found, under different forms, at
the basis of a great number of American
religions, as well as of the Roman religion
(to cite only these two examples). ... In a
word, it is the Church of which he is a
member which teaches the individual
what these personal gods are, what their
function is, how he should enter into rela-
tions with them and how he should hon-
our them. When a methodical analysis is
made of the doctrines of any Church
whatsoever, sooner or later we come
upon those concerning private cults, So
these are not two religions of different
types, and turned in opposite directions;
both are made up of the same ideas and
the same principles, here applied to cir-
cumstances which are of interest to the
group as a whole, there to the life of the
individual. . ..

Thus we arrive at the following defini-
tion: A religion is a unified system of beliefs
and practices relative to sacred things, that is to
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say, things set apart and forbidden— beliefs
and practices which unite into one single moral
commaunity called a Church, all those who ad-
here to them. The second element which
- thus finds a place in our definition is no

less essential than the first; for by showing
that the idea of religion is inseparable
from that of the Church, it makes it clear
that religion should be an eminently col-
lective thing.




