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INTRODUCTION: WHY
DURKHEIM’S WORK STILL
MATTERS

In  1912,  the  French  sociologist  Émile
Durkheim  published  The  Elementary
Forms  of  Religious  Life,  a  book  that
would  forever  change  how  scholars
understand  religion,  society,  and  the
human  experience.  At  its  core,  this

landmark text asks a deceptively simple
question:  What  is  the  most  basic,
fundamental  form of  religious life,  and
what can it teach us about how societies
cohere?  Over  a  century  later,  the
answers Durkheim provides continue to
resonate across sociology, anthropology,
religious studies, and even psychology.
Understanding  the  elementary  forms
of religious life Durkheim described is
not merely an academic exercise; it is a
window into the very mechanics of social
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solidarity,  collective  identity,  and  the
power of shared belief.
Durkheim’s genius was to move beyond
the theological debates of his time and
treat religion as a social fact—something
that could be studied empirically, like a
biologist  studies  a  cell.  By  analyzing
what he considered the simplest known
religion,  the  totemism  of  Aboriginal
Australians,  he  aimed  to  uncover  the
universal building blocks of all religions.
This article explores the core concepts of
Durkheim’s  masterpiece,  examines  its
key  arguments,  and  discusses  its
enduring  relevance  in  a  world  still
shaped  by  collective  rituals,  symbols,
and moments of shared intensity.

THE GENESIS OF THE PROJECT:

CONTEXT AND MOTIVATION

To appreciate the elementary forms of
religious life Durkheim proposed, one
must  first  understand  the  intellectual
landscape of  late  19th and early  20th
century  Europe.  This  was  an  era  of
profound  secularization,  scientific
optimism,  and  anxiety  about  social
disintegration.  Durkheim,  a  founding
figure  of  sociology,  was  deeply
concerned  with  what  held  modern,
diverse  societies  together  after
traditional religious authority had waned.
He  was  not  interested  in  proving  or
disproving the existence of God. Instead,
he wanted to know what religion does
for  society  and  how it  functions  as  a
source of moral cohesion.
Durkheim  chose  to  study  the  Arunta
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(now often spelled Arrernte)  people  of
central  Australia  because  he  believed
their  religious  system represented  the
most  elementary  or  primitive  form
available for study. He reasoned that by
stripping  away  the  complexities  of
modern  institutions,  he  could  see  the
essential components of religion in their
rawest state. This methodological choice
was both brilliant and controversial, but
it provided a concrete case study for his
theories.

Why Aboriginal
Totemism?
Durkheim was not an armchair theorist.
He  relied  heavily  on  ethnographic
reports from missionaries, explorers, and

anthropologists  who  had  lived  among
Aboriginal  communities.  He  selected
totemism because it appeared to be the
s i m p l e s t  f o r m  o f  r e l i g i o n  y e t
documented.  In  totemism,  a  clan
identifies  itself  with  a  specific  animal,
plant, or natural object—the totem. This
totem was not merely a symbol; it was
considered  sacred.  Durkheim  argued
that  in  this  simple  arrangement,  the
fundamental  distinction  between  the
sacred and the profane is most clearly
visible.
For  Durkheim,  the  totem  was  not
worshipped for its own sake. Rather, it
was  the  emblem of  the  clan.  When a
clan  member  reveres  the  totem,  they
are,  in  effect,  revering  the  clan
itself—the society of  which they are a
p a r t .  T h i s  i s  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
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revolutionary claims in the elementary
forms  of  religious  life  Durkheim
offers:  religion  is  ultimately  the  worship
of  society  transfigured  by  collective
imagination.

CORE CONCEPTS OF THE
ELEMENTARY FORMS

Durkheim’s  analysis  rests  on  several
interconnected  concepts  that  form the
backbone of his argument. Each of these
ideas  contributes  to  a  comprehensive
theory  of  how  religion  originates,
persists,  and  functions.

The Sacred and

the Profane
The  first  and  most  fundamental
distinction Durkheim makes is between
the sacred and the profane. This is not
simply a matter of good versus evil or
gods versus mortals. For Durkheim, the
sacred encompasses everything that is
set apart, forbidden, and invested with
special  significance.  The  profane  is  the
realm of everyday life, the ordinary, the
routine. This binary opposition is, in his
view,  the  defining  characteristic  of
religious thought. No object is inherently
sacred; it becomes sacred only when a
community collectively designates it as
such.  This  is  a  crucial  insight  of  the
elementary  forms  of  religious  life
Durkheim  framework:  sacredness is  a
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social product.

Collective
Effervescence
One  of  Durkheim’s  most  evocative
concepts  is  collective  effervescence.
This term describes the intense energy
and  shared  emotion  that  arises  when
individuals  come  together  in  a  group.
Think of  a  religious revival  meeting,  a
political  rally,  a  festival,  or  even  a
concert.  In  these moments,  individuals
feel  a  power greater  than themselves.
They are swept up by the crowd, their
emotions  amplified  through  mutual
interaction. Durkheim believed that this
experience of collective effervescence is
the raw material out of which religious

ideas are forged.
When people experience this heightened
state,  they  attribute  it  to  something
outside themselves—to a god, a spirit, or
a  sacred  force.  But  Durkheim insisted
that the real source of this power is the
group itself. Society, through its coming
together,  generates  a  force  that
individuals interpret as religious. This is
why  rituals—which  gather  people
together—are so central to religious life.
They  recreate  the  conditions  for
collective effervescence and reaffirm the
group’s shared identity.

The Concept of
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the Totem and
the Clan
The totem serves as a material symbol
of  both the clan and the sacred force
that  animates  it.  For  the  Aboriginal
groups Durkheim studied, the totem was
not just  a name or a badge.  It  was a
living link between the individual and the
collective. When a clan member eats or
avoids  the  totem  animal,  they  are
participating in a system of beliefs and
practices  that  define  their  moral
community.  The  totem is  the  outward
and visible sign of an inward and social
grace.
Durkheim argued that the clan and the
totem are  essentially  the  same reality

perceived  under  two  different  aspects.
The totem is  the clan made manifest.
This  is  the  core  of  the  elementary
forms  of  religious  life  Durkheim
thesis: religion is society's self-worship.
By  venerating  the  totem,  the  clan
venerates itself, its unity, and its history.

THE SOCIAL FUNCTION OF
RELIGION

Durkheim  was  not  content  to  simply
describe what religion is. He wanted to
explain  what  it  does.  For  him,  the
primary  function  of  religion  is  not  to
explain the natural world or to promise
an afterlife. Its primary function is social
integration.  Religion  creates  and
maintains the collective conscience—the
shared beliefs and moral attitudes that
bind a society together.



Elementary Forms Of Religious Life Durkheim 7

7

Ritual and Social
Solidarity
Rituals  are  the  mechanism  through
which  the  collective  conscience  is
r e n e w e d .  T h e y  a r e  n o t  m e r e
performances;  they  are  acts  of  social
creation.  In  rituals,  individuals  come
together, enact shared stories, perform
symbolic actions, and enter into states of
collective  effervescence.  These
experiences  generate  feelings  of
belonging and commitment that persist
even  when  the  ritual  is  over.  The
elementary  forms  of  religious  life
Durkheim  describes  are  thus  the
blueprint  for  understanding  how  any
group,  religious  or  secular,  builds  and

maintains solidarity.
There  are  different  types  of  rituals,
Durkheim  noted:

Negative rites: These are taboos
and prohibitions that separate the
sacred from the profane. They
require abstinence, purification,
and asceticism. For example,
fasting before a holy day or
avoiding certain foods.
Positive rites: These are actions
that actively bring the sacred into
being. Sacrifices, offerings, and
communal meals are examples.
They strengthen the bond between
the individual and the group.
Piacular rites: These are rituals
of mourning, atonement, and
crisis. They help the group cope
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with loss, misfortune, or collective
anxiety. Funerals are a classic
example. Remarkably, Durkheim
noticed that even in mourning, the
group comes together, and its
solidarity is reaffirmed.

Religion as a
Source of
Categories of
Thought
One  of  the  most  ambitious  claims
Durkheim  makes  in  The  Elementary
Forms of Religious Life is that religion is
the  source  o f  the  fundamenta l

c a t e g o r i e s  o f  h u m a n
understanding—time,  space,  causality,
number,  and  classification  itself.  He
argued  that  these  categories  are  not
innate  in  the  individual  mind,  nor  are
they  der ived  f rom  raw  sensory
experience.  They  are,  in  fact,  social
products.
For example, our concept of time as a
series of distinct periods (days, weeks,
seasons)  originates  in  the  rhythm  of
collective life. The division of space into
sacred  and  profane  areas  reflects  the
organization  of  society.  The  idea  of  a
class or a kind (like a species) emerges
from the clan structure. This is a radical
extension of the elementary forms of
religious  life  Durkheim  project:
religion is not just a set of beliefs about
the  supernatural;  it  is  the  cradle  of
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human reason itself.

CRITICISMS AND DEBATES

No work of this magnitude is without its
critics.  Durkheim’s  theories  have  been
challenged  on  several  fronts.  It  is
important  to  engage  with  these
crit icisms  to  develop  a  balanced
understanding  of  the  elementary
forms  of  religious  life  Durkheim
proposed.

Ethnographic
Accuracy
Durkheim  relied  on  second-hand
accounts from observers who were not
always  reliable.  Later  anthropologists,

such  as  W.E.H.  Stanner,  argued  that
Durkheim’s picture of Aboriginal religion
was  oversimplified  and  sometimes
inaccurate.  Aboriginal  cosmology is  far
more complex, with rich concepts of the
Dreaming,  ancestral  beings,  and
intricate  kinship  systems  that  do  not  fit
neatly  into  Durkheim’s  sacred-profane
dichotomy.  Crit ics  suggest  that
Durkheim may have found what he was
looking  for:  a  simple,  totemic  religion
that  confirmed  his  theories  about  social
origins.

The Problem of



10

10 Elementary Forms Of Religious Life Durkheim 2023-07-02

Individual
Experience
Durkheim’s  theory  heavily  emphasizes
the social  and collective dimensions of
religion. Some scholars argue that this
neglects  the  importance  of  individual
religious experience, personal belief, and
private spirituality. Mystics, hermits, and
solitary  practitioners  exist  in  many
traditions. Their religion is not obviously
generated  by  collective  effervescence.
Durkheim would likely respond that even
these individual experiences are shaped
by a pre-existing religious language and
tradition that is social in origin.

Western Bias
and Universal
Claims
Durkheim  claimed  to  have  discovered
the elementary forms that underpin all
religions.  This  is  a  universalizing claim
that  many  contemporary  scholars  find
problematic. Critics argue that Durkheim
imposed  a  Western,  secular,  and
rationalistic  framework  onto  non-
Western  cultures.  The  very  idea  of
“religion”  as  a  separate  sphere  of  life
may be a modern, Western construction.
The  elementary  forms  of  religious
life Durkheim described may be more
about the anxieties of modern European
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society  than  about  the  true  nature  of
Aboriginal spirituality.

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF
DURKHEIM’S MASTERPIECE

Despite these criticisms, The Elementary
Forms  of  Religious  Life  remains  a
cornerstone  of  social  theory.  Its
influence  extends  far  beyond  the
sociology  of  religion.  The  concepts  of
collective  effervescence,  the  sacred-
profane  distinction,  and  the  social
construction  of  knowledge  have  been
taken up by scholars in fields as diverse
as cultural studies, political science, and
organizational behavior.

Application to
Secular Society
One of the most fascinating implications
of Durkheim’s work is that it applies to
secular as well as religious phenomena.
If  religion is ultimately about collective
self-worship,  then  national  flags,
anthems,  commemorative  ceremonies,
and  sporting  events  all  function  in  a
religious  manner.  They  create  sacred
symbo l s ,  gene ra te  co l l ec t i ve
effervescence,  and  reinforce  social
solidarity.  The Olympics,  a  presidential
inauguration,  or  a  national  day  of
mourning  can  be  analyzed  using  the
same framework Durkheim developed to
understand Aboriginal totemism. This is
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a  testament  to  the  power  of  the
elementary  forms  of  religious  life
Durkheim  identified—they  are  truly
elementary,  forming  the  basis  of  all
collective life.

Revival of
Interest in Ritual
Studies
In  recent  decades,  there  has  been  a
resurgence  of  interest  in  r i tual ,
performance, and embodied practice in

the  social  sciences.  Durkheim’s
emphasis  on the physical  gathering of
bodies,  the  emotional  intensity  of
collective  action,  and  the  generative
power  of  ceremony  speaks  directly  to
contemporary  concerns.  Scholars
studying  pol it ical  ral l ies,  social
movements, protest marches, and even
online  communities  often  draw  on
Durkheim’s  insights.  The  power  of
collective  effervescence  is  visible
whenever  people  gather  to  affirm  a
shared  identity.
Durkhe im  a lso  ant ic ipated  the
importance of what we now call “social
imaginaries.” The symbols, stories,


