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A commodity appears, at first sight, a very trivial thing, and easily understood. Its

analysis shows that it is, in reality, a very queer thing, abounding in metaphysical
subtleties and theological niceties. So far as it is a value in use, there is nothing
mysterious about it, whether we consider it from the point of view that by its
properties it is capable of satisfying human wants, or from the point that those
properties are the product of human labour. It is as clear as noon-day, that man, by his
industry, changes the forms of the materials furnished by Nature, in such a way as to
make them useful to him. The form of wood, for instance, is altered, by making a
table out of it. Yet, for all that, the table continues to be that common, every-day thing,
wood. But, so soon as it steps forth as a commodity, it is changed into something
transcendent. It not only stands with its feet on the ground, but, in relation to all other
commodities, it stands on its head, and evolves out of its wooden brain grotesque

ideas, far more wonderful than “table-turning” ever was. (Karl Marx,Capital)
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In this book we propose to study the most primitive and simple religion which 1S

actually known, to make an analysis of it, and to attempt an explanation of 1t. A
religious system may be said to be the most primitive which we can observe when 1t
fulfils the two following conditions: in the first place, when it is found in a society
whose organization is surpassed by no others in simplicity;[1] and secondly, when it 1s
possible to explain it without making use ot any element borrowed from a previous
religion.

We shall set ourselves to describe the organization of this system with all the
exactness and fidelity that an ethnographer or an historian could give 1t. But our task
will not be limited to that: sociology raises other problems than history or

ethnography. It does not seek to know the passed forms of civilization with the sole
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end of knowing them and reconstructing them. But rather, like every positive science,
it has as 1ts object the explanation of some actual reality which is near to us, and
which consequently 1s capable of affecting our ideas and our acts: this reality is man,
and more precisely, the man of to-day, for there is nothing which we are more
interested 1n knowing. Then we are not going to study a very archaic religion simply
for the pleasure of telling its peculiarities and its singularities. If we have taken it as
the subject of our research, it 1s because 1t has seemed to us better adapted than any
other to lead to an understanding of the religious nature of man, that 1s to say, to show

us an essential and permanent aspect of humanity. (Emile Durkheim, The Elementary
Forms of the Religious Life)



