
1 
A New Humanism 

Despite the manuals, periodicals, and bibliographies today avail
able to scholars, it is progressively more difficult to keep up with 
the advances being made in all areas of the history of religions.1 

Hence it is progressively more difficult to become a historian 
of religions. A scholar regretfully finds himself becoming a spe
cialist in one religion or even in a particular period or a single 
aspect of that religion. 

This situation has induced us to bring out a new periodical. 
Our purpose is not simply to make one more review available 
to scholars (though the lack of a periodical of this nature in the 
United States would be reason enough for our venture) but more 
especially to provide an aid to orientation in a field that is con
stantly widening and to stimulate exchanges of views among spe
cialists who, as a rule, do not follow the progress made in other 
disciplines. Such an orientation and exchange of views will, we 
hope, be made possible by summaries of the most recent advances 
achieved concerning certain key problems in the history of re
ligions, by methodological discussions, and by attempts to improve 
the hermeneutics of religious data. 

This chapter is a revised and expanded version of an article originally 
entitled "History of Religions and a New Humanism," which was first pub
lished ill History of Religions, 1 (1g61); 1-8. (© 1961 by The University of 
Chicago.) 

1. Since Religlonswissenschaft is not easily translatable into English, we are 
obliged to use "history of religions" in the broadest sense of the term, in
cluding not only history properly speaking but also the comparative study of 
religions and religious morphology and phenomenology. 
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Hermeneutics is of preponderant interest to us because, inevi
tably, it is the least-developed aspect of our discipline. Preoccu
pied, and indeed often completely taken up, by their admittedly 
urgent and indispensable work of collecting, publishing, and an
alyzing religious data, scholars have sometimes neglected to study 
their meaning. Now, these data represent the expression of vari
ous religiOUS experiences; in the last analysis they represent 
positions and situations assumed by men in the course of history. 
Like it or not, the scholar has not finished his work when he has 
reconstructed the history of a religiOUS form or brought out its so
ciological, economic, or political contexts. In addition, he must 
understand its meaning - that is, identify and elucidate the situa
tions and positions that have induced or made possible its appear
ance or its triumph at a particular historical moment. 

It is solely insofar as it will perform this task - particularly by 
making the meanings of religious documents intelligible to the 
mind of modern man - that the science of religions will ful611 its 
true cultural function. For whatever its role has been in the past, 
the comparative study of religions is destined to assume a cultural 
role of the first importance in the near future. As we have said on 
several occasions, our historical moment forces us into confronta
tions that could not even have been imagined fifty years ago. 
On the one hand, the peoples of Asia have recently reentered his
tory; on the other, the so-called primitive peoples are preparing 
to make their appearance on the horizon of greater history (that 
is, they are seeking to become active subjects of history instead of 
its passive objects, as they have been hitherto). But if the peoples 
of the West are no longer the only ones to "make" history, their 
spiritual and cultural values will no longer enjoy the privileged 
place, to say nothing of the unquestioned authority, that they en
joyed some generations ago. These values are now being analyzed, 
compared, and judged by non-Westerners. On their side, Western
ers are being increasingly led to study, reflect on, and understand 
the spiritualities of Asia and the archaic world. These discoveries 
and contacts must be extended through dialogues. But to be gen
uine and fruitful, a dialogue cannot be limited to empirical and 
utilitarian language. A true dialogue must deal with the central val
ues in the cultures of the participants. Now, to understand these 
values rightly, it is necessary to know their religiOUS sources. For, 
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as we know, non-European cultures, both oriental and primitive, 
are still nourished by a rich religious soil. 

This is why we believe that the history of religions is destined 
to play an important role in contemporary cultural life. This is 
not only because an understanding of exotic and archaic religions 
will significantly assist in a cultural dialogue with the representa
tives of such religions. It is more especially because, by attempting 
to understand the existential situations expressed by the documents 
he is studying, the historian of religions will inevitably attain to 
a deeper knowledge of man. It is on the basis of such a knowledge 
that a new humanism, on a world-wide scale, could develop. We 
may even ask if the history of religions cannot make a contribu
tion of prime importance to its formation. For, on the one hand, 
the historical and comparative study of religions embraces all the 
cultural forms so far known, both the ethnological cultures and 
those that have played a major role in history; on the other hand, 
by studying the religious expressions of a culture, the scholar ap
proaches it from within, and not merely in its sOciological, eco
nomic, and political contexts. In the last analysis, the historian of 
religions is destined to elucidate a large number of situations un
familiar to the man of the West. It is through an understanding 
of such unfamiliar, "exotic" situations that cultural provincialism 
is transcended. 

But more is involved than a widening of the horizon, a quanti
tative, static increase in our "knowledge of man." It is the meeting 
with the "others" - with human beings belonging to various types 
of archaic and exotic societies - that is culturally stimulating and 
fertile. It is the personal experience of this unique hermeneutics 
that is creative (see below, p. 62). It is not beyond possibility that 
the discoveries and "encounters" made possible by the progress 
of the history of religions may have repercussions comparable to 
those of certain famous discoveries in the past of Western culture. 
We have in mind the discovery of the exotic and primitive arts, 
which revivified modern Western aesthetics. We have in mind 
especially the discovery of the unconscious by psychoanalysis, 
which opened new perspectives for our understanding of man. In 
both cases alike, there was a meeting with the "foreign," the 
unknown, with what cannot be reduced to familiar categories
in short, with the "wholly other."2 Certainly this contact with the 

2. Rudolf Otto described the sacred as the gam; andere. Although occurring 
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"other" is not without its dangers. The initial resistance to the mod
ern artistic movements and to depth psychology is a case in point. 
For, after all. recognizing the existence of "others" inevitably 
brings with it the relativization, or even the destruction, of the of
ficial cultural world. The Western aesthetic universe has not been 
the same since the acceptance and assimilation of the artistic crea
tions of cubism and surrealism. The "world" in which preanalytic 
man lived became obsolete after Freud's discoveries. But these "de
structions" opened new vistas to Western creative genius. 

All this cannot but suggest the limitless possibilities open to his
torians of religions, the "encounters" to which they expose them
selves in order to understand human situations different from 
those with which they are familiar. It is hard to believe that ex
periences as "foreign" as those of a paleolithic hunter or a Bud
dhist monk will have no effect whatever on modern cultural life. 
Obviously such "encounters" will become culturally creative only 
when the scholar has passed beyond the stage of pure erudition -
in other words, when, after having collected, described, and classi
fied his documents, he has also made an effort to understand them 
on their own plane of reference. This implies no depreciation of 
erudition. But, after all, erudition by itself cannot accomplish 
the whole task of the historian of religions, just as a knowledge 
of thirteenth-century Italian and of the Florentine culture of the 
period, the study of medieval theology and philosophy, and fa
miliarity with Dante's life do not suffice to reveal the artistic value 
of the Divina Commedia. We almost hesitate to repeat such 
truisms. Yet it can never be said often enough that the task of the 
historian of religions is not completed when he has succeeded in 
reconstructing the chronological sequence of a religion or has 
brought out its social, economic, and political contexts. Like every 
human phenomenon, the religiOUS phenomenon is extremely com
plex. To grasp all its valences and all its meanings, it must be 
approached from several points of view. 

It is regrettable that historians of religions have not yet suffi
ciently profited from the experience of their colleagues who are 
historians of literature or literary critics. The progress made in 
these diSciplines would have enabled them to avoid unfortunate 

on the nonreligious plane, the encounters with the "wholly other" brought 
about by depth psychology and modern artistic experiments can be reckoned 
as parareligious experiences. 
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misunderstandings. It is agreed today that there is continuity and 
solidarity between the work of the literary historian, the literary 
sociologist, the critic, and the aesthetician. To give but one ex
ample: If the work of Balzac can hardly be understood without 
a knowledge of nineteenth-century French society and history (in 
the broadest meaning of the term - political, economic, social, 
cultural, and religious history), it is nonetheless true that the 
Comedie humaine cannot be reduced to a historical document pure 
and simple. It is the work of an exceptional individual, and it is 
for this reason that the life and psychology of Balzac must be 
known. But the working-out of this gigantic reuvre must be studied 
in itself, as the artist's struggle with his raw material, as the 
creative spirit's victory over the immediate data of experience. 
A whole labor of exegesis remains to be performed after the his· 
torian of literature has finished his task, and here lies the rolE 
of the literary critic. It is he who deals with the work as an au
tonomous universe with its own laws and structure. And at least 
in the case of poets, even the literary critic's work does not exhaust 
the subject, for it is the task of the speCialist in stylistics and the 
aesthetician to discover and explain the values of poetic universes. 
But can a literary work be said to be finally "explicated" when the 
aesthetician has said his last word? There is always a secret mes
sage in the work of great writers, and it is on the plane of philos
ophy that it is most likely to be grasped. 

We hope we may be forgiven for these few remarks on the her
meneutics of literary works. They are certainly incomplete,S but 
they will, we believe, suffice to show that those who study literary 
works are thoroughly aware of their complexity and, with few 
exceptions, do not attempt to "explicate" them by reducing them 
to one or another origin - infantile trauma, glandular accident, 
or economic, social, or political situations, etc. It serves a purpose 
to have cited the unique situation of artistic creations. For, from 
a certain point of view, the aesthetic universe can be compared 

3. It is also necessary to consider, for example, the vicissitudes of the work 
in the public consciousness, or even "unconscious." The circulation, assimila
tion, and evaluation of a literary work present problems that no discipline 
can solve by itself. It is the SOCiologist, but also the historian, the moralist, 
and the psychologist, who can help us to understand the success of Werther 
and the failure of The Way of All Flesh, the fact that such a difficult work as 
Ulysses became popular in less than twenty years, while Senilita and Co
scienza di Zeno are still unknown, and so on. 
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with the universe of religion. In both cases, we have to do at once 
with individual experiences (aesthetic experience of the poet and 
his reader, on the one hand, religious experience, on the other) and 
with transpersonal realities (a work of art in a museum, a poem, 
a symphony; a Divine Figure, a rite, a myth, etc.). Certainly it is 
possible to go on forever discussing what meaning one may be 
inclined to attribute to these artistic and religious realities. But one 
thing at least seems obvious: Works of art, like "religious data," 
have a mode of being that is peculiar to themselves; they exist 
on their own plane of reference, in their particular universe. The 
fact that this universe is not the physical universe of immediate 
experience does not imply their nonreality. This problem has been 
sufficiently discussed to permit us to dispense with reopening it 
here. We will add but one observation: A work of art reveals its 
meaning only insofar as it is regarded as an autonomous creation; 
that is, insofar as we accept its mode of being - that of an artistic 
creation - and do not reduce it to one of its constituent elements 
(in the case of a poem, sound, vocabulary, linguistic structure, 
etc.) or to one of its subsequent uses (a poem which carries a 
political message or which can serve as a document for SOCiology, 
ethnography, etc.). 

In the same way, it seems to us that a religious datum reveals 
its deeper meaning when it is considered on its plane of reference, 
and not when it is reduced to one of its secondary aspects or its 
contexts. To give but one example: Few religiOUS phenomena are 
more directly and more obViously connected with sociopolitical 
circumstances than the modem messianic and millenarian move
ments among colonial peoples (cargo-cults, etc.). Yet identifying 
and analyzing the conditions that prepared and made possible 
such messianic movements form only a part of the work of the his
torian of religions. For these movements are equally creations of 
the human spirit, in the sense that they have become what they 
are - religious movements, and not merely gestures of protest and 
revolt - through a creative act of the spirit. In short, a religiOUS 
phenomenon such as primitive messianism must be studied just as 
the Divina Commedia is studied, that is, by using all the possible 
tools of scholarship (and not, to return to what we said above 
in connection with Dante, merely his vocabulary or his syntax, 
or simply his theological and political ideas, etc.). For, if the his-
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tory of religions is destined to further the rise of a new human
ism, it is incumbent on the historian of religions to bring out the 
autonomous value - the value as spiritual creation - of all these 
primitive religious movements. To reduce them to sociopolitical 
contexts is, in the last analysis, to admit that they are J;lot suffi
ciently "elevated," sufficiently "noble," to be treated as creations 
of human genius like the Divina Commedia or the Fioretti of St. 
Francis" We may expect that sometime in the near future the in
telligentsia of the former colonial peoples will regard many social 
scientists as camouflaged apologists of Western culture. Because 
these scientists insist so perSistently on the sociopolitical origin 
and character of the "primitive" messianic movements, they may 
be suspected of a Western superiority complex, namely, the con
viction that such religiOUS movements cannot rise to the same level 
of "freedom from sociopolitical conjuncture" as, for instance, a 
Gioachino da Fiore or St. Francis. 

This does not mean, of course, that a religiOUS phenomenon 
can be understood outside of its "history," that is, outside of its 
cultural and socioeconomic contexts. There is no such thing as 
a "pure" religiOUS datum, outside of history, for there is no such 
thing as a human datum that is not at the same time a historical 
datum. Every religious experience is expressed and transmitted in 
a particular historical context. But admitting the historicity of re
ligious experiences does not imply that they are reducible to non
religiOUS forms of behavior. Stating that a religious datum is always 
a historical datum does not mean that it is reducible to a non
religious history - for example, to an economic, social, or political 
history. We must never lose sight of one of the fundamental 
principles of modem science: the scale creates the phenomenon. 
As we have recalled elsewhere,1I Henri Poincare asked, not with
out irony, "Would a naturalist who had never studied the elephant 
except through the microscope consider that he had an adequate 
knowledge of the creature?" The microscope reveals the structure 
and mechanism of cells, which structure and mechanism are ex-

4. We may even wonder if, at bottom, the various "reduction isms" do not 
betray the superiority complex of Western scholars. They have no doubt that 
only science - an exclusively Western creation - will resist this process of 
demystifying spirituality and culture. 

5. Traite d'histoire des rel/giom (Paris, 1949, p. ii (English translation: 
Patterns in Comparative Religion [New York, 1958], p. xi). 
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actly the same in all multicellular organisms. The elephant is cer
tainly a multicellular organism, but is that all that it is? On the 
microscopic scale, we might hesitate to answer. On the scale of 
human vision, which at least has the advantage of presenting the 
elephant as a zoological phenomenon, there can be no doubt 
about the reply. 

We have no intention of developing a methodology of the 
science of religions here. The problem is far too complex to be 
treated in a few pages.6 But we think it useful to repeat that the 
homo religiosus represents the "total man"; hence, the science of 
religions must become a total discipline in the sense that it must 
use, integrate, and articulate the results obtained by the various 
methods of approaching a religious phenomenon. It is not enough 
to grasp the meaning of a religious phenomenon in a certain cul
ture and, consequently, to decipher its "message" (for every re
ligious phenomenon constitutes a "cipher"); it is also necessary to 
study and understand its "history," that is, to unravel its changes 
and modifications and, ultimately, to elucidate its contribution to 
the entire culture. In the past few years a number of scholars have 
felt the need to transcend the alternative religious phenomenol
ogy or history of religions 7 and to reach a broader perspective 
in which these two intellectual operations can be applied together. 
It is toward the integral conception of the science of religions that 
the efforts of scholars seem to be orienting themselves today. To 
be sure, these two approaches correspond in some degree to dif
ferent philosophical temperaments. And it would be naive to sup
pose that the tension between those who try to understand the 

6. Certain preliminary suggestions will be found in some of our preceding 
publications. See especially Patterns in Comparative Religion, pp. 1-33; 
Images et symboles (Paris, 1951), pp. 33-52, 211-35 (English translation: 
Images and Symbols [New York, 1961), pp. 27-41, 16-78); Mythes, 
r~ves et mysMres (Paris, 1957), pp. 7-15, 133-64 (English translation: Myths, 
DreaTTl.'; and Mysteries [New York, 1961], pp. 13-20, 99-122); "Method
ological Remarks on the Study of Religious Symbolism," in The History of 
Religion: Essays in Methodology, ed. M. Eliade and Joseph M. Kitagawa 
(Chicago, 1959), pp. 86-107. 

7. These terms are used here in their broadest sense, including under "phe
nomenology" those scholars who pursue the study of structures and mean
ings, and under "history" those who seek to understand religious phenomena 
in their historical context. Actually, the divergences between these two 
ayproaches are more marked. In addition there are a certain number of 
differences - sometimes quite perceptible - within the groups that, for the 
sake of simplification, we have termed "phenomenologists" and "historians." 
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essence and the structures and those whose only concern is the 
history of religious phenomena will one day be completely done 
away with. But such a tension is creative. It is by virtue of it that 
the science of religions will escape dogmatism and stagnation. 

The results of these two intellectual operations are equally val
uable for a more adequate knowledge of homo religiosus. For, 
if the "phenomenologists" are interested in the meanings of re
ligious data, the "historians," on their side, attempt to show how 
these meanings have been experienced and lived in the various 
cultures and historical moments, how they have been transformed, 
enriched, or impoverished in the course of history. But if we are 
to avoid sinking back into an obsolete "reductionism," this history 
of religious meanings must always be regarded as forming part 
of the history of the human spirit. 8 

More than any other humanistic discipline (i.e., psychology, 
anthropology, sociology, etc.), history of religions can open the 
way to a philosophical anthropology. For the sacred is a universal 
dimension and, as we shall see later (p. 68), the beginnings of 
culture are rooted in religious experiences and beliefs. Further
more, even after they are radically secularized, such cultural crea
tions as social institutions, technology, moral ideas, arts, etc., can
not be correctly understood if one does not know their original 
religious matrix, which they tacitly criticized, modified, or rejected 
in becoming what they are now: secular cultural values. Thus, 
the historian of religions is in a position to grasp the permanence 
of what has been called man's specific existential situation of 
"being in the world," for the experience of the sacred is its cor
relate. In fact, man's becoming aware of his own mode of being 
and assuming his presence in the world together constitute a "re
ligious" experience. 

8. In one of his last works, the ~eat historian of religions Raffaele Pettaz
zoni reached similar conclusions. 'Phenomenology and history complement 
each other. Phenomenology cannot do without ethnology, philology and 
other historical disciplines. Phenomenology, on the other hand, gives the his
torical disciplines that sense of the religious which they are not able to cap
ture. So conceived, religious phenomenology is the religious understanding 
(VerstiindnMs) of history; it is history in its religious dimension. ReligiOUS 
phenomenology and history are not two sciences but are two complementary 
aspects of the integral science of religion, and the science of religion as such 
has a well-deflned character given to it by its unique and proper subject 
matter" ("The Supreme Being: Phenomenological Structure and Historical 
Development," in HMtOry of Religion, ed. Eliade and Kitagawa, p. 66). 
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Ultimately, the historian of religions is forced by his herme
neutical endeavor to "relive" a multitude of existential situations 
and to unravel a number of presystematic ontologies. A historian 
of religions cannot say, for example, that he has understood the 
Australian religions if he has not understood the Australians' mode 
of being in the world. And as we shall see later on, even at that 
stage of culture we find the notion of a plurality of. modes of being 
as well as the awareness that the singularity of the human con
dition is the result of a primordial "sacred history" (see below, 
p.80). 

Now, these points cannot be successfully realized if the inves
tigator does not understand that every religion has a "center," in 
other words, a central conception which informs the entire cor
pus of myths, rituals, and beliefs. This is evident in such religions 
as Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, notwithstanding the fact that 
the modifications introduced in the course of time tend, in some 
cases, to obscure the "original form:' For example, the central role 
of Jesus as Christ is transparent no matter how complex and elab
orated some contemporary theological and ecclesiastical expres
sions may seem in comparison to "original Christianity." But th~ 
"center" of a religion is not always so evident. Some investigators 
do not even suspect that there is a "center"; rather, they try to 
articulate the religiOUS values of a certain type of society in com
pliance with a fashionable theory. Thus, for almost three-quarters 
of a century the "primitive" religions were understood as illus
trating one of the dominant theories of the day: animism, ancestor 
cult, mana, totemism, and so on. Australia, for example, was con
sidered almost the territory par excellence of totemism, and be
cause of the supposed archaism of the Australians, totemism was 
even proclaimed the most ancient form of religious life. 

Whatever one may think of the various religious ideas and be
liefs 'brought together under the name of "totemism," one thing 
seems evident today, namely, that totemism does not constitute 
the center of Australian religiOUS life. On the contrary, the totemic 
expressions, as well as other religious ideas and beliefs, receive 
their full meaning and fall into a pattern only when the center 
of religiOUS life is sought where the Australians have untiringly 
declared it to be: in the concept of the "Dreaming Time," that 
fabulous primordial epoch when the world was shaped and man 
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became what he is today. We have discussed this problem at length 
elsewhere and it is unnecessary to take it up again here.' 

This is only one example among many others, and perhaps not 
even the most illuminating, for the Australian religions do not pre
sent the complexity and the variety of forms that confront the 
student of Indian, Egyptian, or Greek religions. But it is easy to 
understand that the failure to' search for the real center of a religion 
may explain the inadequate contributions made by the historians 
of religions to philosophical anthropology. As we shall see later 
( chap. 4), such a shortcoming reflects a deeper and more complex 
crisis. But on the other hand, there are also signs that this crisis is 
in the process of being resolved. We shall examine some aspects 
of the crisis and the subsequent renewal of our discipline in the 
following three chapters of this book. 

9. "Australian Religion: An Introduction," History of Relig/om, 6 (1966); 
108-34, 208-37. 
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The History of Religi(Jfls in Retrospect: 

1912 and After 

The year 1912 was a significant date in the history of the scientific 
study of religion. Emile Durkheim published his Formes elemen
taires de la vie religieuse and Wilhelm Schmidt finished the first 
volume of his monumental work Ursprung der Gottesidee, which 
was to be completed only after forty years, with vols. XI and XII 
appearing posthumously in 1954 and 1955. Also in 1912, Raffaele 
Pettazzoni brought out his first important monograph, La reli
gione primitiva in Sardegna, and C. G. Jung published his Wand
lungen und Symbole der Libido. Sigmund Freud was correcting 
the proofs of Totem und Tabu, to be issued in book form the fol
lowing year. 

Four different approaches to the study of religion - none really 
new-were illustrated by these works: the sociological, the ethno
logical, the psychological, and the historical. The only potentially 
new approach, that of the phenomenology of religion, was not to 

In 1962 I was invited by the editors of The JourMl of Bible and Religion 
to present, in no more than 7,000 words, a survey of the history of religions 
over the last fifty years. As other contributors were entrusted with discussing 
the progress of Old and New Testament scholarship, I did not include these 
areas in my essay. In preparing the present volume, I have revised and com
pleted the text, but I have respected the original plan, notwithstanding the 
fact that some trends in biblical studies have been directly related to the 
discoveries of historians of religions working in other fields. 

The original article was entitled "The History of Religions in Retrospect: 
1912-1962," and was published in The JourMl of Bible and Religion, 
31 (1963): 98-107. (Copyright © 1963 by the American Academy of Religion, 
used with permission.) 
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be attempted for another ten years. But Freud, Jung, Durkheim, 
and Wilhelm Schmidt did apply new methods and claimed to have 
obtained more enduring results than their predecessors. Signifi
cantly enough, with the exception of Pettazzoni, none of these men 
was a historian of religions. Nevertheless, their theories were to 
playa considerable role in the cultural life of the follOwing dec
ades. Though very few historians of religion have been exclu
Sively dependent on them, Freud, Jung, Durkheim, and Schmidt, 
and especially the first two, have contributed highly to the Zeit
geist of the last generations, and their interpretations of religion 
still enjoy a certain prestige among nonspecialists. 

In the course of elaborating their hypotheses, all these authors 
were reacting, positively or negatively, to their immediate prede
cessors or contemporaries. Around 1910-12, the German astral
mythological and pan-Babylonian schools were declining. From 
a rather abundant production,l only P. Ehrenreich's Die allge
meine Mythologie und ihre ethnologischen Grundlagen (1910) and 
A. Jeremias' Handbuch der altorientalischen Geisteskultur (1913; 
2d ed., 1929) retained a certain value for the ensuing generations 
of scholars. The most important contributions to the history of re
ligions appearing in Germany between 1900 and 1912 depended, 
directly or indirectly, on E. B. Tylor's theory of animism.2 But, 
as against the situation for the previous thirty years, this theory 
was no longer universally accepted. In 1900, R. R. Marett pub
lished his "Preanimistic Religion," an article destined to become 
famous, in which he tried to prove that the first stage of religion 
was not a universal belief in souls, but an emotion of awe and 
wonder aroused by the encounter with an impersonal power 
(mana).3 A large number of scholars accepted and elaborated 
this theory. Mana (or orenda, wakan, and the like) became almost 

1. More than one hundred volumes and pamphlets were published in about 
fifteen years. On these schools, cf. Wilhelm Schmidt, The Origin and Growth 
of Religion: Facts and TheOries, trans. H. J. Rose (New York, 1931), pp. 91-
102. 

2. One might recall A. Dietrich, Mutter Erde (Leipzig, 1905); L. von 
Schroeder, Mysterium und Mimus im Rig Veda (Leipzig, 1908); W. Bousset, 
Dos Wesen der Religion dargestellt an ihrer Geschtchte (Halle, 1903); and 
W. Wundt, My thus und Religion, 3 vols. (Leipzig, 1905-9). 

3. In Folklore (1900): 162-82; republished in The Threshold of Religion 
(London, 1909), pp. 1-32. 
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a cliche, and, in spite of criticism by competent ethnologists,· 
it is still believed in many scientific circles to represent the pri
mordial stage of religion. 

Another very popular preanimistic hypothesis was brought for
ward by J. G. Frazer in his famous Golden Bough (zd ed., 1900). 
The learned anthropologist assumed that in the history of the hu
man race magic preceded religion. In the same work Frazer 
adopted W. Mannhardt's concept of corn spirits and developed 
a very rich morphology of the dying and reviving gods of vegeta
tion. With all its shortcomings, due mostly to his disregard of cul
tural stratification,!) i.e., of history, Frazer's Golden Bough became 
a classic and exercised a tremendous influence on a multitude of 
fields of scholarship. Equally important, though less popular, was 
his Tatemism and Exogamy (4 vols., 1910),6 without which it is 
difficult to imagine Freud writing Totem und Tabu. 

Durkheim, Freud, and Jung adopted and reelaborated the pre
animistic hypotheses (i.e., mana and the precedence of magic) 
and insisted on the importance of totemism, which signified for the 
Srst two of these authors the initial manifestations of the religious 
life. The only one who rejected all the widely acclaimed theories 
of his time - Tylor's animism as well as preanimism, totemism, 
and vegetation gods - was Wilhelm Schmidt, who refused to see 
in these religious forms the source of religion or the most primitive 
religious experience. As we shall elaborate later, Schmidt thought 
that the most archaic form of religious life was the belief in a 

4. Cf. P. Radin, "Religion of the North American Indians," Journal of 
American Folk-Lore, 27 (1914): 335-73, especially pp. 344 if.; Schmidt, 
Origin and Growth of Religion, pp. 160-65; M. Eliade, Patterns in Compara
tive Religion, trans. R. Sheed (New York, 1958), pp. 19 if., 35-36. 

5. For a criticism of Frazer's theories, cf. Robert H. Lowie, Primitive Re
ligion (New York, 1924), pp. 137-47; Lowie, The History of Ethnological 
Theory (New York, 1937), pp. 101-4; Schmidt, Origin and Growth of Re
ligion, pp. 123-24; Eliade, PatteTf18 in Comparative Religion, pp. 362-65. 
Theodor H. Gaster has recently summarized the main pOints on which Frazer's 
views were criticized or modified; cf. his Foreword to The New Golden Bough 
(New York, 1959), pp. xvi-xx. See also the discussion between Edmund 
Leach and I. C. Jarvie, "Frazer and Malinowski," Current Anthropology, 7 
(1966): 560-75. 

6. Frazer published his first contribution in a little book, Totemism (Edin
burgh, 1887), followed by two important articles, "The Origin of Totemism," 
Fortnightly Review, April-May, 1899, and "The Beginnings of Religion and 
Totemism among the Australian AbOrigines," in ibid., July-September, 1905. 
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High God. He believed that he could prove this historically 
with the help of a new discipline: historical ethnology. 

Sociological Approaches 

For Durkheim, religion was a projection of social experience. 
Studying the Australians, he noticed that the totem symbolizes 
sacredness and the clan at the same time. He concluded that sa
credness (or "God") and the social group are one and the same 
thing. Durkheim's explanation of the nature and origin of re
ligion was emphatically criticized by some outstanding ethnolo
gists. Thus, A. A. Goldenweiser pOinted out that the simplest tribes 
do not have clans and totems. Whence, then, do nontotemist peo
ples derive their religion? Furthermore, Durkheim detected the 
origin of religious sentiment in the collective enthusiasm typified 
by the atmosphere of the Australian ritual. But Goldenweiser re
marked that if the assembly itself gives rise to the sentiment of 
religion, why is it that the secular dances of North American In
dians are not transformed into religious occasions? 7 Wilhelm 
Schmidt criticized the fact that Durkheim limited his information 
to the Central Australians, especially the Arunta, and ignored the 
Southeastern Australians, who form the oldest stratum and do not 
have totemism.8 No less serious objections were brought forth by 
Robert Lowie.9 

Notwithstanding these criticisms, Les formes elementaires con
tinued to enjoy a certain prestige in France. This was due espe
cially to the fact that Durkheim was the founder of the French 
sociological school and the editor of Annee Sociologique. Though 
Durkheim identified religion with society, Les formes elemen
taires does not, properly speaking, represent a contribution to the 
SOciology of religion. Later on, however, some of the most bril
liant colleagues and pupils of Durkheim published important 
works in this area. Special reference must be made to Marcel 

7. A. A. Goldenweiser, "Religion and Society: A Critique of Emile Durk
heim's Theory of the Origin and Nature of Religion," Jou71UJl of Philosophy, 
Psychology and Scientific Method, 14 (1917): 113-24; Early CiVilization 
(New York, 1922), pp. 360 fl.; History, Psychology and Culture (New York, 
1933), p. 373· 

8. Schmidt, The Origin and Growth of Religion, pp. 115 fl. 
9. Lowie, Primitive Religion, pp. 153 fl.; The History at Ethnological 

Theory, pp. 197 fl. 



16 HISTORY OF RELIGIONS IN RETROSPECT 

Granet's interpretation of ancient Chinese religion 10 and to L. Ger
net's studies on Greek religious institutions. ll 

As for Lucien Levy-Bruhl, his position within the French so
ciological school is more peculiar.12 A philosopher by vocation 
and training, he became famous for his notion of the "primitive 
mentality." He claimed that the "primitive" is engaged in a sort of 
participation mystique with the surrounding world and for that 
reason is unable to think correctly. Uvy-Bruhl believed that an 
understanding of this type of prelogical mind helps the modern 
scholar to grasp the meaning and the function of symbols and 
myths, and ultimately of primitive and archaic religions. The hy
pothesis of a prelogical mentality met with great success. Though 
never accepted by ethnologists,13 it was passionately discussed by 
psychologists and philosophers. C. G. Jung thought that he found 
in the participation mystique one of the proofs for the existence 
of a collective unconscious. But Levy-Bruhl was a very honest 
scholar. In his last years he meditated anew on his hypothesis 
and finally rejected it. He died without having had the opportunity 
to present his new views on the problem. (His Garnets were 
published posthumously by M. Leenhardt in 1948.) Though based 
on an erroneous hypothesis, Levy-Bruhl's early works are not 
without merit; they helped to arouse interest in the spiritual crea
tions of archaic societies. 

Less manifest but even more profound and widespread was 
the influence of Marcel Mauss, one of the most learned and modest 
scholars of his time. His articles on sacrifice, magic, and the gift 

10. La Religion des Chino is (1922); Danses et Ugendes de la Chine an
cienne, 2 vols. (Paris, 1926); La Civilisation chinoise (1929); and La Pensee 
chlnoise (1934). 

11. Cf. L. Gernet and A. Boulanger, Le Genie grec dans la Religion (Paris, 
1932). 

12. Levy-Bruhl presented his hypotheSiS of a "J;>relogical mentality" in Les 
FonctiOWI mentales dans lea sociMes inferieures (Paris, 1910), and La men
ta1ite primitive (Paris, 1922). For the historian of religion some of his sub
sequent works are no less significant; cf. especially, L'dme primitive (1927); 
Le surnaturel et 1a nature dans la menta lite primitive (1931); and La mythol
ogle primitive (1935). 

13. Cf. W. Schmidt, in Anthropos, 7 (1912): 268-69; O. Leroy, La Raison 
primitive (Paris, 1927). pp. 47 H.; Raoul Allier, Le non-civilise et nous (1927); 
R. Thurnwald, in Deutsche Literaturzeitung (1928), pp. 486-94; Golden
weiser, Early Civilization, pp. 380-89; and Lowie, History of Ethnological 
Theory. pp. 216-21. See also E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Theories of Primitive 
Religion (Oxford, 1965), pp. 78-99. 
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as an elementary form of exchange are worth mentioning.14 Un
fortunately, he did not finish his opus magnum, a treatise on 
ethnology considered as the science of le fait social total. Mauss's 
teaching and example influenced a great number of French his
torians of religions. We may cite Georges Dumezil and Maurice 
Leenhardt. The latter's Do Kamo represents one of the most vivid 
and stimulating contributions to the understanding of myth and 
ritual among the primitives.15 

No less important are the works of the French Africanists, es
pecially M. Griaulle and his disciples.16 In a fascinating book, Dieu 
d'Eau (1948), Griaulle presented the esoteric mythological tradi
tions of the Dogon. The book has had considerable consequences 
for the reappraisal of "primitive religions": it revealed an amazing 
capacity for systematic speculations, not the childish lucubra
tions expected from a "prelogical mentality"; it also revealed the 
inadequacy of our information concerning the real religious think
ing of the "primitives." For Griaulle was not introduced to the 
esoteric doctrine until he had made repeated sojourns among the 
Dogon, and only then thanks to a series of fortunate circumstances. 
One is entitled to suspect, therefore, that most of the writings 
on "primitive religions" present and interpret almost exclUSively 
the exterior, and the least interesting, aspects. 

Other French ethnologists and sociologists made significant con
tributions to the understanding of the religiOUS life of nonliterate 
societies. We may cite Alfred Metraux's studies in South American 
and Haitian religions, G. Balandier's monographs on African so
ciology, and especially Claude Levi-Strauss' writings on totemism, 
the structure of myth, and the operations of the "savage mind" 
in general, which enjoy a wide and growing popularity. As a 
matter of fact, Levi-Strauss is the only one to have recaptured the 
interest of the cultivated public in the "primitives" enjoyed by 
Levi-Bruhl fifty years beforeY 

14. Most of these studies have been reprinted in a posthumous work, 
Sociologie et Anthropologie (PariS, 1950), with an important introduction by 
Cl. Levi-Strauss. 

15. Maurice Leenhardt, Do Kamo. La personne et le my the dans le monde 
melanesien (Paris, 1947). 

16. See, inter alia, M. GriauIle, Dieu d'eau. Entret/ens avec Ogotemmeli 
(Paris, 1948); G. Dieterlen, Essai sur la religion bambara, (1951); do also 
Eo Michael Mendelson, "Some Present Trends of Social Anthropology in 
France," The British Journal of SOciology, 9 (1958) : 251-70. 

170 Alfred Metraux, Le Vaudou hattien (Paris, 1958), and Religions et 


