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Reflections
Reflections on The Elementary Forms of Religious Life

George Ikkos and Daniel McQueen

The Elementary Forms of Religious Life was first published in 1912. It is a text that relies on accounts by others of pre-20th
century lives of Australian Aborigines. It was written by Emile Durkheim (1858–1917), the son of a 3rd generation rabbi,
who himself was a committed Atheist. Durkheim was a philosopher by training and, initially a Lycée teacher, he remained
a pedagogue throughout life. He was the first appointed French professor of sociology, initially in Bordeaux and then in
Paris. He is better known to psychiatrists for his book Suicide (1897); he formed a formidable research team and published
a succession of seminal works including The Division of Labour in Society (1893) and The Rules of Sociological Method
(1895), and established the foundational and still-live professional journal L’Année Sociologique. His associates peopled the
chairs of social science departments across France and beyond.

Elementary Forms is armchair sociology at its best. Having considered religion to be the foundation of anything that might be
legitimately called society, Durkheim relished the opportunity to make sense of what was the best available living evidence of
the earliest origins of religion. Dismissing psychologistic and animistic explanations in this book, he sought understanding in
social facts. There are careful descriptions of the terms clan, tribe, totem and religion (transcendental or not). He also describes
the nature of the sacred and profane, the soul and magic. Durkheim made the then radical claim that the minds of Aborigines
were no less sophisticated than those of contemporary Europeans. In this book Durkheim claimed that Totemism, which relies
on the perception of and belief in specific affinities and distinctions between different individuals, clans, tribes, objects and
natural phenomena, was the first step towards modern science.

Totemism and science share the categorising of observed phenomena, making causal inferences and depending on peer con-
sensus. He saw the experience of the sacred and the rise of Totemism as a response to the bewildering intensity of feeling
experienced by family groups, normally living isolated and dull lives, when they came together with others in larger groups.
He referred to observers’ reports of their appearing overpowered and running wild, gesticulating, copulating or aggressing
as each small group joined others. In the face of such ‘effervescence’ they developed beliefs in a superior force (he adopts
the Melanesian word ‘mana’ for this).Mana penetrates people and connects them to others and their environment. He argued
that, though serving as foundation of religious belief, it is not perceived as transcendental, ergo religion is a natural social
phenomenon.

The book’s most profound implication is that organised social existence and Totemism imply each other and, through the
experience of effervescence and the practice of ritual, Totemism encompasses the activities through which social meaning
is expressed. Though education and convention have moderated our responses over time – street gangs; the attraction of
presidential inaugurations and royal weddings; moral panics; epidemic hysterias; and clusters of cult suicides – even our
own experiences at conferences and at work confirm the enduring importance of mana (and effervescence) in our daily life.

Reflecting a dedicated study of evidence and illuminated by brilliant conceptual analysis, Elementary Forms remains a work of
formidable originality and immediate relevance, and is the best introduction to understanding in abstract and concrete detail
the living force of the ‘social’ in the biopsychosocial model of psychiatry.
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