
Excerpts from Emile Durkheim's The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1915) 
 
Before all, [religion] is a system of ideas with which the individuals represent to 

themselves the society of which they are members, and the obscure but intimate relations which 
they have with it.  This is its primary function; and though metaphorical and symbolic, this 
representation is not unfaithful.  Quite on the contrary, it translates everything essential in the 
relations which are to be explained: for it is an eternal truth that outside of us there exists 
something greater than us, with which we enter into communion. 
 That is why we can rest assured in advance that the practices of the cult, whatever they 
may be, are something more than movements without importance and gestures without efficacy.  
By the mere fact that their apparent function is to strengthen the bonds attaching the believer to 
his god, they at the same time really strengthen the bonds attaching the individual to the society 
of which he is a member, since the god is only a figurative expression of the society. (257-58) 

 
If, as we have attempted to establish, the sacred principle is nothing more nor less than 

society transfigured and personified, it should be possible to interpret the ritual in lay and social 
terms.  And, as a matter of fact, social life, just like the ritual, moves in a circle.  On the one 
hand, the individual gets from society the best part of himself, all that gives him a distinct 
character and a special place among other beings, his intellectual and moral culture.  If we 
should withdraw from men their language, sciences, arts and moral beliefs, they would drop to 
the rank of animals.  So the characteristic attributes of human nature come from society.  But, on 
the other hand, society exists and lives only in and through individuals.  (388-89) 

 
If we are to see in the efficacy attributed to [religious] rites anything more than the 

product of a chronic delirium with which humanity has abused itself, we must show that the 
effect of the cult really is to recreate periodically a moral being upon which we depend as it 
depends upon us.  Now this being does exist: it is society. 
 Howsoever little importance the religious ceremonies may have, they put the group into 
action; the groups assemble to celebrate them.  So their first effect is to bring individuals 
together, to multiply the relations between them and to make them more intimate with one 
another.  By this very fact, the content of their consciousness is changed.  On ordinary days, it is 
utilitarian and individual avocations which take the greater part of the attention.  Every one 
attends to his own personal business; for most men, this primarily consists in satisfying the 
exigencies of material life, and the principal incentive to economic activity has always been 
private interest. . . . On feast days, on the contrary, these preoccupations are necessarily eclipsed 
. . . At this time, their thoughts are centred upon their common beliefs, their common traditions, 
the memory of their great ancestors, the collective ideal of which they are the incarnation; in a 
word, upon social things. . . . So it is society that is in the foreground of every consciousness; it 
dominates and directs all conduct; this is equivalent to saying that it is more living and active, 
and consequently more real, than in profane times.  So men do not deceive themselves when they 
feel at this time that there is something outside of them which is born again, that there are forces 
which are reanimated and a life which reawakens.  This renewal is in no way imaginary and the 
individuals themselves profit from it.  For the spark of a social being which each bears within 
him necessarily participates in this collective renovation.  The individual soul is regenerated too, 
by being dipped again in the source from which its life comes . . . . (389-90) 

 

 



[on "the preponderating role of the cult in all religions:]  [S]ociety cannot make its 
influence felt unless it is in action, and it is not in action unless the individuals who compose it 
are assembled together and act in common.  It is by common action that it takes consciousness of 
itself and realizes its position; it is before all else an active co-operation.  The collective ideas 
and sentiments are even possible only owing to these exterior movements which symbolize 
them . . . . (465-66) 

 
For a society is not made up merely of the mass of individuals who compose it, the 

ground which they occupy, the things which they use and the movements which they perform, 
but above all is the idea which it forms of itself. (470) 
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