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. LEVY-BRUHL' S
.LEVY-BRUHL'
3 THEORY OF PRIMITIVEMENTALI'lY
L

*

This essay is a continuation of my paper on "The Intellectuallst 1
..(Enclish)
(EnGlish) Interpretation of Magic" in the last number of our Bulletin.
In that paper I gave an account, and made a critical analysis of the
theories of Tylor and Frazer about primitive thought, especially thought
relating to magical practices.- These theories were severely criticised
from two camps.
Marett and a number of subsequent writers attacked
them for paying attention exclusively to the cognitive processes of
primitive thought and neglecting the affective states which give rise
to them.
Durkheim and his School
3chool attaoked them for trying to explain
orimitive thought in terms of individual psychology and totally
~eglecting its social character.
tevy-Bruhl's
~eglecting
On its critical side Levy-Bruhl's
theory of primitive mentality is Similar
similar to that of the Annee
si~'has a
Sociologigue group of writers but on its constructive si~'has
character of its
i ts ow~ and has had wide enough' influence to merit
seoarate treatment.
.
•-

II

In France and Germany LBvy-Bruhl's ~iews have been extensively
why they have
examined and critioised and it is difficult to understand Why
met with so great neglect and derision among English anthropologists.
expreSSions used by
Their reception is perhaps partly due to the key expressions
ISvy-Bruhl
writings. such as "prelogique", "representations
Levy-Bruhl in his writings,
collectives", "mystique", "participations", and so forth.
Doubtless
manne~ in which IevnJ-Bruhl
teV'J-Bruhl
it is also due in part to the uncritical manne~
handled his material which' was often of a poor quality in any case.
But responsibility must be shared by his critics who made little effort
to grasp the ideas which lay behind the cumbrous terminology in which
they were frequently expressed and who were far too easily contented to
pick holes1n the detail of his arguments without mastering his main
TOO often they merely repeated his views under the impression
thesis.
Too
Levy-Bruhl's. main thesis
that they were refuting them.
In this essay Levy-Bruhl's
is examined. and is tested in its application to the facts of magic.
Its application to other departments of social life, e.g. language
and systems of numeration. is not considered.
Like Durkheim Levy-~ defines sooial facts by their generality,
by their transmission from generation to generation, and by their
cotripulsive character.
School make the mistake of trying
compulsive
The English SChool
to explain social facts by processes of individual thought, and, worse
still. by analogy with'
with their
their.own
still,
.own patterns of thought which are the
produot of different environmental oonditions from those which have
moulded the minds which they seek to understand.
"!.es 'explications r de l'
"Les
I' ecole anthropologique angla1se.. n' etant
Jamais que vraisemblables~ restenttouJoursaffectees d'un coefficient
de doute,
Elles 'prennent pour accorde que les
doute. variable selo11 les cas.
voies qui nous paraissent,
nous, conduire naturellement
certaines
,
~
croyances et a" certaines pratiques, sont precisement
celles par ou"
ont passe les membres des societes ou se manifestentces croyances
et ces pratiques.· Rien de plus hasardeux que ce postulat, qui ne se
verifierait peut-etre pas einq fois sur cent".}
.

a

a

The mental content ·of the ind1vidual is derived from, and explained
by. the collective representations of his society.
An explanation of
by,
the social content of thought in terms of individual psychology is '
disastrous.
How oan we understand belief in spirits merely by saying,
as Tylor does, that they arise from an intellectual need to account for
phenomena. of
phenomena? Why should there be a need to explain the phenomena
dreams when this need makes itself so little felt about other phenomena?
Rather should we try to explain such notions as belief in spirits by .
stressing the fact that they are collective notions and are imposed on
the individual from without and, therefore, are a product in his mind

*
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of faith and not of reason.
LevY-Bruhl then develops his own point of view.
Levy-Bruhl
Collective
representations explain individual thought and these collective
functloIlS""of.
of. institutions # so that we may suppose
representations are functioIlS
vary the collective 'representations
'representat1ons wIll show
as social structures vari
concomitant variations.
"Les
illes series de faits sociaux sont solidaires les unes ('}s autres,
autres#
t~ de societe delini,
et elles se conditionnent reciproquement.
Un tYPe
delini#
qui
done aussi,
qUi a ses institutions et ses moeurs propres, aura dono
aussi#
d1fferents
necessairement# sa mentalite propre.
A des types sociaux differents
mentalltes differentes.
oorrespondront des mentalites
differentes# d'autant plus que les
institutions et les moeurs memes ne sont au fond qu'un certain aspect
des representations collectives# que ces representations# pour ainsi
dire,
dire# considerees objectivement.
On se trouve ainsi conduit
concevoir que
l'etude comparative des differents types de societes humaines ne se
"
separe pas de l'etude comparative des representations collectives et des
liaisons de ces representations qui
qUi dominent dans ces societies".4

a

Levy-Brubl in his works
Nevertheless it may be said at the outset that Levy-Bruhl
does not attempt to correlate the beliefs which he describes with the
social structures of the peoples among whom they have been recorded.
He
makes no effort to prove the determinist assumption set forth in the
above quotation nor to explain why we find similar beliefs in two
societies with quite
qUite different structures.
He contents himself with
the broad generalization that all primitive peoples present uniform "
patterns of thought when contrasted with ourselves.
We are logically orientated# or; as one might say# scientifically
orientated# in our thought.
Normal+y we seek the causes of phenomena
in natural processes and even when we face a phenomenon whioh we cannot
account for SCientifically
scientifically we assume that it appears mysterious to us
insuffici~nt to explain it.
only because our knowledge is as yet insuffici~nt
While
to primitive minds there is only one world in which causation is normally
attributed to mystical influences, even those among us who accept theological
teaohings distinbruish
distiIl{"ruish a world subject to sensory impressions
impreSSions from a
teachings
spiritual world which is invisible and intangible.
We either believe
entirely in natural laws or if we admit mystical influences we do not
think that they interfere in the workings of an ordered universe.
vivons est# pour
"Ainsi# la nature au milieu de laquelle nouS vivona
a1nsi dire. intellectualisee d'avance.
Elle est ordre et raison#
ment.
aotivite quotidienne,
quotidienne.
comme l'esprit qui la pens&; et qui s'y mente
Notre activite
jusque dans ses'plus humbles details# implique une tranquille et parfaite
confiance dans l'invariabilitedes lois naturelles".5
mystioally orientated in
Primitive peoples on the other hand are mystically
their thought# that is to"say their thought is orientated towards the
supernatural.
They normally seek the causes qfphenomena in supernatural
processes and they refer'any new or unusUal occurrence"to one or other of
their supernatural categories.
primi tU •
"Bien d1fterente
d1f(erente (from oUrs) est 1l'' attitude de l' esprit du primitif•

La nature au milieu de laquelle il vit
Ia
vit se present~
present~ ai lui sous un tout

y

obJets et toUS" les ;tres
dans
autre aspect.
Tous les objets
sont imp1iques dana
un reseau de participations et d'exclusions mystiques: c'est elles qui
l'ordre.
C'est
stimposeront
en font la contexture et l'
ordre.
C' est donc elles qui s'
imposeront
dtabord son attention et qui.
d'abord
qUi. seules, le retiendront.
S'il est
pa's'i le percevoir# pour
interesse par un phenomene
phenomene#.. s'il ne se borne pas-a
ainsl dire passivement et sans reagir#
reagir. i1 songera aussitot.
ainsi
aussitot'# comme par
puissanoe occulte
ooculte et invisible d9nt ce
une sorte de reflexe mental, ai uge pUissance
phenomene est la manifestation".

a

LeVy-Bruhl asks why primitive peoples do not inquire into causal
leVy-Bruhl
self-evident.
connections which are not self-eVident.
In his opinion it is useless to
reply that it is because they do not take the trouble to inquire
inqUire into
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them for we are left~'wi
trouble.
The correct answer is that savages are prevented from pursuing
enquiries into the workings of nature by their collective representations.
These formalised patterns of thought, feeling, and behaviour, inhibit
any cognitive,affective,
cognitive, affective, o~ motor, activities whioh conflict with them.
For example, when a savage is killed by a buffalo, he'often
heorten enough refers
witchthe occurrence to 5upernaturalcauses, normally to the action of witch
craft.
In his sooiety death is' due to witchcraft and witchcraft is
proved by death.
There is obviously no opening for a purely scientific
a~cluded ~J social
explanation of how death has occurred for it is a~cluded
riot mean that· the savage is incapable of rational
doctrines.
This does not
is well aware that the dead man was killed by a buffalo
observation.
He is'
but he believes that the buffalo' would not have killed him unless
supernatural foroeshad also operated.

~vy-Bruhl's point of view is perhaps best set forth by giving a
ritvy-Bruhl's
couple of examples from his works of the type of thought which he
'oharacterises
oharacterises as primitive and prelogical.
Thus he quotes Miss
Kingsley about the belief of West African Negroes that they will suatain
writes:an injury iiff they lost their shadows.
Miss Kingsley writes:

"It strikes one as strange to see men who have been walking, say,
through forest or grassland, on a blazing hot morning quite happily, on
thrOUgh
arrival at a piece of clear ground or a village square, most carefully
go round it, not ac~oss,
ac~oss, and you will soon notice that they only do this
at noontime, and learn that they fear losing their shadow.
I asked
ac~oss who we~e partioularly
particularly careful in this
some Bakwire I once came ac~oss
why they were not anxious about losing their shadows when night
matter, Why
,came down and they disappeared in the surrounding darkness, and was
·came
told that was alright; because at night all·shadows lay down in the
Had. I not seen,
seen. how
shadow of the Great God, and so got stronger.
Had,
o£ the great
strong and how long a shadow, be it of man or trr or of
mountain itself, was in the early morning time?"
It is evident from Miss Kingsley's account that
tha't the West African
idea of a shadow is qUite different from ours and that, indeed, it
exoludes ours since a man cannot both hold our idea of a shadow as a
participates
negation of light and at the same time believe that a man so partioipates
in his shadow that,if he cannot See it he has lost it ,and will beoome
ill in oonsequence.
The seoond example, from New GUinea, illustrates
same manner the incompatibility of our View
view of the universe with
in the Sattle
savages:that held by savages:
"A man returning from hunting or fishing is disappointed at his
discover who
empty game-bag, or canoe, and turns over in his mind how to disoover
bewitched his nets.
He perhaps raises his eyes an
would be likely to have bawitched
- and sees a member of a neighbouring friendly village on his way to pay
-and
occurs to him that this man is the sorcerer and
It at once ooours
a visit.
attacks him
him'and
him".B
watching his opportunity, he suddenly attaoks
'and kills him".s
failure· is- known beforehand and the socially
Responsibility for failure,
determined'
determined cause excl.udes
excludes any endeavour to discover the natural cause of
absenoeof fish or game or inability
inabi1.1ty to catch them.
From many hundreds of examples of the kind .Just
,Just cited emerge the
two propositiona
propositions which together form Levy-Bruhl'
Levy-Bruhl'ss thesis: that there
'two
are two distinct types of thought,9 mystical thought and logical thought;
characteristic
and. that of these two types of thought the mystical type is charaoteristic
of primitive sooieties and the logioal type is characteristic of
oivilized sooieties.
These two propositions are stated Qy Levy-Bruhl
in his Herbert Spenoer Lecture as follows:fol.lows:
"I.
Il
"1.
II existe une 'mentalite primitive', caracterisee par son
orientation mystique, par un certain membre d'habitudes mentales, et
coex1ste avec les
lea
speoialement par la loi de participation~
participation, qui y coexiste
Elle est remarquablement constante dans les
prinoipes logiques.
societas d1tes inferieures.
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notre , mals elle n'en est
2.
Elle se dlstingue nettement de la notre,
contraire~l dans les societes
societas
pas separee par une sorte de fosse.
Au contraire
civilisees I' on en
e.n apercoit sans peine des traces et plus que
les plus I'civilisees
des traces.
Dans nos campagnes
jusquedans nos grandes villes
campagnes~l et jusque.dans
villes~l on
n'aurait pas
chercherloin pour rencontrer des gens qui pensent~
pensent l sentent,
mame agissent commedes primitifs.
et meme
Peut-etre faut-il aller plus
reconna!tre que dans tout esprit humain
humain.l quel qu'en
loin encore, et reconnaftre
indBr~cinable de
soit le
Ie d.eveloppement intellectuell subsiste un fond indBr~cinable
mentalite primitive ••• "10
lila

a

I)1aSS of material
As often happens when an author has to sif'tagreat I)'laSS
quality~ Levy-Bruhl has sometimes handled his
of uneven range and qualitYI
material carelessly and he has been much criticised on this score.
score l the
works contra Levy-Bruhl being by this time almost as numerous as his own.
detail. they aim
Insofar as these worksll are more than mere criticism of detail,
·at
'at proving that savages have a body of practical knowledge; that they
think logioally and are capable of sustained interest and effort; that
thought we find in primitive societies can be paralleled in
the mystical thOUght
our own; and that many of the ideas regarded by Levy-Bruhl as mystical
may not be so lacking in objective foundations as he imagines.
In my
noopinion most of this criticism is very ineffective, disproving what no
one holds to be proved.
It seldom touches Levy-Bruhl's main propositions.
His theory of primitive mentality may distort savage thought but it would
seem better to correct the distortion than to dismiss the theory
completely.
I ·shall
'shall not repeat here all the charges which have been brought
against Levy-Bruhl· but shall draw attention only to the more serious
These obvious deficiencies
methodological deficiencies of his work.
firstly~he
are as follows: firstly
I
he makes savage thought far more mystical than
is.; secondly
secondly~ he makes civilised thought
thol..lght far more rational than iitt
it is;
third1y~ he treats. all sagage cultures as though they were uniform
is; third!YI
and writes of civilised cultures without regard to their historical
development.
I

(1)
Levy-Bruhl relies on biased accounts of primitive mentality.
Most of his facts are taken from missionary and travel reports and he
uses uncritically inferences of untrained observers.
We have to bear
in mind that these observers were dominated by the representations
collectives of their own culture which often prevented them from seeinG
critics. thereby attributing to savages
the admirable logic of savage critics,
impermeability to experience which in some matters might with greater
justice be ascribed to themselves.
Whom is one to accuse of 'prelogical
mentality',
mentality'. the South African missionaries
miSSionaries or the Negroes of whom they
record that "they only believe what they see" and that "in the midst of
the laughter and applause of the populace~
populace I the heathen enquirer is heard
the· white men be se~n \'Ti
\'11 th our eyes •••••••••••
saying 'Can the God of the'
inviSible how can a reasonable being
and if Morimo (God) is absolutely invisible
worship a hidden ·thiJ?g?'
,thiJ?g?' "~
.
for. reasoning?".
reasoning?lI.
. Who, in this instance disp],ays "a de9ided dis.taste
dis-taste for,
beings· butoonsidered
These Negroes belieyed in their ,own invisible beings'
The m1ssionaries
m1ssionaries~l
ridiculous the invisible beings of the missionaries.
believed· in the invisible beings of their own culture
on their Side,'
side l ' believed'
who~ they
but rejected with scorn the invisible beings of the Negroes who
concluded, were impermeable to experience.
Both missionaries and Negroes
alike were dominated by the collective representations of their cultures.
Both were alike oritical when their thought was not determined by social
doctrines.
l

It is also necessary to bear in mind, when assessing the value of
belief.l that Europeans are inclined to
reports on savage custom and belief
record the peculiar in savage cultures rather than the commonplace.
M1ssionaries~l moreover
moreover,I naturally show a keener interest in ideas
Missionaries
expressed by savages about the supernatural than in their more mundane
activities,I and consequently they have stressed religious
thoughts and activities
and magical belief to the disadvantage of other aspects of social life.
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Levy-Bruhl's thesis is weakened not only by uoeritical
uoeri tical use of
authorities, but also by the comparative method which he us<;d
us~d
company
In my criticism of ~~azer
~~azer I have
with most writers of the period.
already shown wherein lies the weakneSS of this method•
method. .. Social'facts
Social facts
are.described adequately only in terms of their interrelations with other
social facts and in compilations like the works of Frazer and L6vy-Bruhl
ulvy-Bruhl
~e·torn from their network of inter-connectionS and presen~ed
presen~ed in
they ~e·torn
isolation and therefore shorn of much of their meaning.
Nevertheless
we ought not to exaggerate the distortion due to the Comparative Method
and we must remember that when an author describes sooial life 'from
a single angle it is not encumbent on him to describe all the social
characters of eaoh fact.
He expects a margin of error but hopes that
it will be minimised by the vast. number of phenomena taken into
consideration.

in

!

' . .

.

Levy..Bruhl's authorities to record mystical practices
The tendency of Levy..Bruhl's
rather than familiar and empirioal ocoupations, and the method he
select. from hundreds of societies customs
employed which allowed him to select
~Qc.iated with·mystioal
with· mystioal beliefs without describing from the same
~QQiated
activI~les which depend upon observation and
societies the many activI~les
a'vast
experiment, have unduly distorted savage mentality.
OUt of a'
vast.
number of social facts observers have tended to select facts· of the
mystioal type rather than of other types and in Ikvy-Bruhl' s· writings
a secondary selection has taken plaoe through which only facts of a
mystical type have been recorded, the final result of this double
selection being a picture of savages almost oontinually and exclusively
conscious of mystical forces.. He presents us with a caricature of
primitive mentality.
Most specialists who are also fieldworkers are agreed that primitive
p~oples are predominantly interested in practioal economic pursuits;
p~oples
gardening, hunting,
hunting. fishing,
fishing. care of their oattle, and the manufacture of
weapons, utensils, and ornaments, and in their social contacts; the life
of household and family and kin, relations with friends and neighbours,
with superiors and
and. inferiors, dances and feasts, legal disputes, feuds
and warfare.
Behaviour of a mystical type in the main is restricted to
certain situations in social life.
Moreover it is generally linked up
with practical activities in such a way that to describe it by itself,
as Levy-Bruhl has done, deprives it of the meaning it derives from its
si~uation and
and. its cultural accretions.
social sl~uation
~vy-Bruhl compares the savage With
with 'us' and. contrasts 'our!
(2)
~vy-Bruh1
thoUght,
mentality with savage mentality.
"The discursive operations of thought,
of reasoning and reflection" are to 'us' "the natural and almost
oontinuous oooupation of the human mind".
'\'/e' live in an intellectualised
banished the supernatural to a vague indefinite horizon
world and have be.nished
where it never obscures the landscape of natural order and uniformity.
men, .
But who are "we'?
f we '?
Are, we students of science or unlettered men,'
urbani~ed
can
urbani~ed bourgeoisie or remotely sItuated peasants?
Can we group
together Russian peasants, English miners, German shopkeepers, French
politici~, and Italian priests; and oontrast their logical thought.
politici~,
warriors. Melanesian
Malanesian fishermen,
with the mystical thought of Zulu warriors,
Bedauin nomads, and Chinese peasantS?
Bedouin
Is 'the thought of European
peasants so scientifically orientated and
and. the thought or" Negro peasants
ti'lO mentalities, civilislW.
so mystically orientated that we can speak of two
civilis~
aIJd primitive mentality?
mentality and
.
.

.'

/

. . It is aa. defioiency in !kvy-Bruh1
levy-Bruhl'1 s writings that whilst insisting on
'the difference between primitive mentality and civilised mentality
and devoting several volumes to a minute description of the former, he
and.
~vy-Bruhl
entirely neglects to describe the latter with equal care.
~vy-Bruhl
about. the mentality of
of··our
our culture;tells us about
culture:

a

"n'autre
lamentalit~ propre a. notre
"D'autre part, en ce qui concerne lamentalitfJ
societe, qui doit me servir simplement de terme de comparaison, je la
philosoph~s.
considererai comme assez bien definie par les travaux des philosoph~s.
logioiens et psychologues, anciens et modernes, sans preJuger de ce .
qu'une analyse sooiologique ulterieure pourra modifier dans les resultats
obtenus par eux jusqu'a.
present". 13
jusqu'a present".13
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But; whilst he tells us what missionaries, traders, pol~tical
pol~tical
officers, and explorers, say about savage thought, he does not inform us
what philosophers, logicians, and psychologists, ancient and modern, say
about civilised thought.
This procedure is inadmissible.' Clearly it
is necessary to describe the colle'ctJ.ve
collective representations of Englishmen
ty and minuteness with which
and Frenchmen with the same iJripartiali
impartiality
anthropologists describe the' collective representations of Polynesians,
Melanesians, and the aborigines of Central and Northern Australia, if we
are to make a comparison between the two.
Moreover, in describing the
thought of Europeans it is desirable to distinguish between social and
occupational strata.
If ~VY-BrUhl
~VY-BrUh1 had stated that when he spoke of civilised mentality
he referred to the type of thought found among the better educated classes
of Europe in the twentieth century he would have exposed himself less to
the criticism that it is possible to produce a parallel belief among
European peasants to almost every belief instanced by him as typical of
primitive mentality.
This criticism would then have been irrelevant
because such beliefs are regarded as superstitious by the educated
classes.
Levy-Bruhl admits that there are many evidences of primitive
mentality in civilised countries, even among educat~d
educat~d people, so that my
criticism of Frazer for comparing the European scientist with the savage
magician instead of comparing ritual with scientific behaviour in the
same culture. either savage or civilised, is also pertinent to Levy
LevyBruhl's
To this point I return later.
Bruhl r s writings.
u{vy-Bruhl treats all peoples whom we
(3) Like many other writers L6vy-Bruhl
regard as savages or barbarians as though they were culturally uniform.
If patterns of thought are functions of institutions, as he himself
asserts, we might reasonably demand that a classification of institutior.a.l
institutior~l
types should precede a study'of
study' of ideational types.
There are grave
objections to illustrating primitive mentality by taking examples from
Polynesians, Africans, Chinese, and North American Indians and treating
these examples as of equivalent
eqUivalent significance, for even in contrast with
European culture the cultures of these peoples present little uniformity.
In the same way he writes of European culture in vague terms as though it
also were uniform.
I,have already mentioned his failure to distingUish
between social and occupational strata.
Also Europeans peoples have
not an identical culture.
But from this point of view the most damag:j.ng
damag:!.ng
criticism of r..evy-Bruhl
beb/E?en
Levy-Bruhl is that he makes no effort to distinguish betw~en
prevalent modes of thought in Europe at different historical periods.
Mystical and scientific thought can best be compared, as suggested above,
as normative ideational types in the same society, or their historical
development in relation to one another can be traced over a long period
of history in a single culture.
I.e-;ty-Bruhl argues that mystical
thought is distinctive of primitive cultures and scientific thought is
distinctive 'of civilised cultures.
If this is
:i.s correct then it'ought
to be possible to show how we who at the present tim~ ar~ civilised
changed our collective representations on our emergePce from barbarism.
Do the English of the 12th century'
exemplHy civilised
Civilised mentality or
century'exemplify
primitive mentality? , This question is not only relevant but it is
imperative that we should know LeVy-Bruhl's anSwer to it if we are to,
consent to his views.
But he neglects the issue.
If we are to regard English thought in the early Middle Ages as
Pre'iogique,
Pr~logique, and it is difficult to see how we can avoid doing so when
such peoples as the Chinese furnish Ievy-Bruhl
Levy-Bruhl with many of his examples
mentality,.. then it is desirable to trace the history of
of primitive mentality
the development of scientific thought in England and to investigate the,
the
sociological conditions that have allowed its emergence and"growth.
Moreover, if an author compares civilised with primitive mentality and
illustrates these from the cultures of different peoples, one expects
a clear definition of 'civilisation' and 'primitiveness' so that one may
test his theory historically.
The criticisms of Levy-Bruhl's theories which I have already
mentioned, and I have by no means exhausted the objections to his views,
are so obvious and so forcible that only books of exceptional brilliance
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Yet each year fresh polemics
appear to contest his writings and pay tribute to their vi~d.lity.
vi~d.lity.
I
suggest that the reason for his writings, in spite of their methodological
deficiencies, still exercising a powerful
powerfUl influence on anthropological
anthropologIcal
thought is due to the facts that he perceived a scientific problem of ,.
cardinal importance and that he approached this problem along soOiological
inste~ of contentiDg himself' witl;1 the,
lines inste~
the· usual psychological platitudes.
We must not, therefore, dismiss his writings with contempt, as many
anthropologists do, but must try to discover what in them will stand
the test of criticism and may at th~
th~' same, time be considered an original
contribution to science. , We can best Undertake this task by asking
ourselves the following questionS: (a) Are primitive modes of thought
So different from modes of thought current among educated.
educated Europeans that
the need arises to define wherein the difference lies and to explain it?
(b) What does I.evy-Bruhl
Levy-Bruhl mean when he says that primitive thought is
'prelogical t ?
'prelogical'?
(c) What does he mean by tcollective
'collective representations'?
(d) What does he mean by 'mystical
t ?
'mystical'?
(e) What does he mean by
t
part1cipations
?
participations'?
(a) In his writings I.evy-Bruhl
levy-Bruhl cites the observations of dozens
of educated Europeans on primitive custom and belief and shows that 'they
frequently found savage ideas incompatible with their way of thinking.
MaDy of these Europeans ~lere observers who had ,long
. long experience of
savages and were of the highest integrity.
Thus no one knew the Maori
better than Elsdon Best who wrote of them:
"The
tiThe mentality of the Maori ,is of an intensely mystical nature ••••
••••••We
• •• •We hear of many singular theories about Maori
Maori beliefs and Maori
thought, but the truth is that we do not understand either, and, what
is more, we never shall.
We shall never know the inwardness of the
native mind.
For that would mean retracing our steps for many
centuries, back into the dim past, far back to the time when we also
possessed the mind of ~rimitive
'possessed
~rimitive man.
And the gates have long closed
on that hidden road".l
rOad".l
'.
Miss Kingsley is recognised to have been an incomparable observer
of the life of the West African Negro of whom she wrote:
"The African mind naturally approaches all things from a spiritual
point of view •••••• things happen because of the action of spirit upon
spirit". 15
However, in order to meet the possible objeotion that these
Europeans were not trained anthropologists and were unused to striotly
scientific methods of investigation, I will quote passages from the .
recent writings of three anthropologists who have had Wide
wide fieldwork
experience as further evidence that this incompatibility between savage
and civilised modes of thought really ~ists
~ists and was not imagined by
I.evy-Bruhl.
Prof. and Mrs. Seligmariwrlteofthe
Seligmeulwrlteofthe tribes.
tribes, of
o.f the Pagan
Levy-Bruhl.
Sudan,:'
..
,
,.
',
...,
.'
"On this subject (of magic) the black man and the white regard.
regard,
each other with amazement; each considers the behaviour of the other.
other,
incomprehensible, totally unrelated.
unrelated to everyday exgerience, and entirely
disregarding the known laws of cause and effect".1
Mr. Fortune writes of the Dobuans:

"Behind this ritual idiom there stands a most rigid and never
naverquestioned dogma, learnt by every child in infancy, and forCed home by
countless instances of everyday usage based upon it and. meaningless
without
dogma, in general, is that effects
Without it or in its despite.
This dogma.,
are secured by incantation, and that without incantation such effects
oannot aome
come to pass ••••• In brief, there is no natural theory of yam
growth, of the powers of canoe lashings of fish nets"
nets, of gift exchange
in strange places
plaoes overseas, of disease and death, of wind and rain, of
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All these things oannot possibly exist in
their own right.
All are supernatural];
supernatural]:r oreated by the ritual of
inoantation with the help of the appropriate technologioal lJ:cooesses in
mqre
agrioulture l canoe makingl fishing preparation, and with the help of more
mundane wooing in overseas gift exchange and in love-makingl but without
any suoh extra work in making wind
wind. and rain l disease and death or in
their counteracting (apart only from the practice of bleeding the patient
in some oaSes of illness).
This latter tJ~e of unaided incantation
expresses truly the attitude of the native towards incantation throughout.
effeot".17
It is the really important factor in producing an effeot"
.17
Cb) These modes of thought which appear so true to the savage and
(b)
'prelo~ical'.
so absurd to the European I.evy-Bruhl
Levy-Bruhl calls 'prelo~ical'.
By' prelogioal'
he appears to mean something quite different to what many of his oritios
attribute to him.
He asserts simply that primitive beliefs when tested
by the rules of thought laid down by logioians are found to contravene
these rules.
This does not mean that savages are incapable of thinking
cioherentlYI
teV1T-Bruhl would be the last to defend~
defend~
oherentlyI a proposition whioh LeV1T-Bruhl
but it means that if we examine patterns of belief in savage cultures
we shall find they often run counter to a scientific view of the universe
moreover I what a logioian would oall inherent contradiotiQns.
and Qontain l moreoverI
Maoni' of r.evy-Bruhl's oritics
oritics seem to imagine that he implies oerebral
Man;i
inferiority when he speaks of savages as prelogioal -and think that if
they can show that savages perform oognitive prooesses of a more
elaborate type than mere peroeption of sensations they will have
contraverted him.

a

Of oriticisms of this type he writes:
"Mais beaucoup d'entre elles proviennent d'un ma.lentendu l et
trleorie dont personnel Je
s'adressent
une tt.leorie
je pense l ne voudrait prendre
aura it deux espeoes d'esprits
la responsabilite l et selon laquelle il y aurait
humains: les uns l les notres l pensant confOrniement aux principes de la
logique l et les autres l les esprits des primitifs l d'ou oes principes
seraient absents.
Mais l qui pourrait soutenir serieusement une pareille
these?
these?'
Comment mettre en doute un seul instant I que la struoture
fondamentale de l'esprit ne soit partout la meme.
Ceux en qui elle
sera it autre ne seraient plus des honnnes
hommes l de meme que nous n'appelerions
serait
qui ne presenteraient pas la meme
pas non plus de ce nom des etres quine
structure anatomique et lesmemes fonctions physiologiques que nous".18

a

suggesting~that the savage is intellectually inferior to
Far from suggesting'that
civilised man l Levy-Bruhl admits that primitive peoples show great
tl.at their children
intelligenoe when their interest is stimulated and tl>at
show themselves as capable of learning as the ohildren of civilised
problem·is
peoples.
Indeed his problem
'is why peoples who show such great
intelligenoe support beliefs whioh are so obviously absurd.
intelligence
In view
of the opinions so often attributed to Levy-Bruhl l I may quote a single
seleoted from many like p~sages
p~sages in his works:
passage selected

"Ce.
rt' est Ras inoapac i t'e 'ou impUissance
impuissanoe I ,puisque ceux memes' qui
"Ce, Ii'
nous font connaitre
oonnaitre cette disposition de lainentalit6
aJoutent
la~entalit6 primitive ajoutent
oapables des Sciences
expreSS$ment qu'il se trouve la 'des esprits aussi capables
oeux des Europeens'
Europeens'lI puisque nous voyons les enfants
que le
Ie sont ceux
~australlensll melanesiens l etc'
eto' l apprendre aussi ais6ment que les
lea enfants
'australlens
oe que le
franqais ou anglais ce
Ie missionnaire leur enseigne.
Ce n'est
d'une
u'un
pas non plUS la consequence d'
une torpeur intelleotuelle profonde lI d'
un
~ngourdissement et comme d'un sommeil invincible I oar ces
oes m~mes
m~rnes primitifs
~ngourdissement
qui la moindre
mOindre pensee abstraite semble un effort insupportableI
insupportable I et qui
a qUi
souoier de raisonner jamais l se montrent l ·,au
au o.ontraire..
o.ontraire ..
ne paraissent pas se soucier
obJet '
penetrants I Judicieux l adroitsl
adroits l habiles l subtils meme l quand un objet.
interesse I et surtout des qulil
qulils
les interesse,
qU'il s'agit d'atteindre une qu'ils
desirent ardemment".19
In spite of such olear statements Levy-Bruhl has,
has· often been acoused
aooused
inferenoes.
of denying to savages the oapaoity of making observations and inferences.
oritios; . my friend Mr. Driberg
To take a single example frOin among his critics;
savage'· is "incapable
"inoapable of
attributes to I.evy-Bruhl
Levy-Bruhl the thesis that the savage"
prelogioal".20
reasoning logioallYI that he 1'SI to use the technical term l prelogical".20
Mr. Driberg is easily able to refute a thesis so obviously absurd yetI
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it I he brings the fullwe!ght of h~ .Deat
..Ereat
though he is unaware of it,
~ll~
African experienoe not against, but in support of,
of" I..evy--.Bruhll~
contentions.
Mr. Driberg asks what it is which differentiates one
culture
cUlture from another and answers that it is lithe categories or
assumptions on which belief is based ll ,I and
and. he gives an example to explain
what he means by categories or assumptionss
"Why,
IIWhy" for instance,'
instance,,' should a man be afraid to tell a stranger his
name?
Why should he believe that it would prejudice his life to do so?
with' his personality, and
BecauSe names have an intimate connection with'his
knowledge of his name would give the stranger a magical power over him".2l

irt

IVIr.
Mr~ Driberg it" th~ above quotations merely calls categories or
assumptions what Levy-Bruhl calls representations collectives and speaks
~vy-Bruhl speaks of participation mystique.
of intimate connection where ~vy-Bruhl
The sense is the same; only the words differ.
Levy-Bruhl might have'
written Mr. Driberg's conclusion:

"But between them (savage cultures) and
and. our more developed
oultures there is no bridge, because Without
without our more scientific
cultures
knowledge they oannot share our oivilisation 'or' adjust their outlook to
ours.
They approaoh the manifestations of our oulture through categories
which are not able to cope with them". 22

or

.

.
'

I have chosen passages from Mr. Driberg's book, because they sum up
ooncisely the usual forms of criticism direoted against Levy-Bruhl.
This fOnD of criticism is by no means peculiar to Mr. Driberg. 23

, I have quoted at length from the writings of Levy-Bruhl and his
critics to show to what oonfusion the use of a word like 'prelogique'
a pity that Levy-Bruhl did not use the expression
can lead. ' It is 'a
'unscientifio'
are
'unscient.ifio' or even 'uncritical' for many of his readers 'are
mea~
apparently ignorant that when a philosQl)her speaks of 'logic' he mea~
a scientific discipline and technique2~-whereasthey
technique2~-whereasthey translate the word
olearly'.
into some such phrase as 'ability to think clearly'.
L6'vy-Bruhl is
misund~standing which had led his
himself mainly responsible for the misund~standing
oritios
nO~ere makes a clear statement
critios to judge him so harshly since he nOWhere
of what he means by I prelogique ' ~
In his latest discussion of the
that ·by 'prelogique' he does not mean:
subject he says that.
esp~ts des primitifs soi~nt
soi~nt etrangers aux ~rinc~pes
~rinc~pes
"que les esp~t.s
logiques; conceptLon dont l'absurdit.e
l'absurdite eolate au moment merne
mame ou on la
10giquesJ
fo~e.
rre1-2s.~)! .ne
~!.<?~_;9..~1 n1 @.tg.?giq~e.
@.tg.?giq~e.
fo~e.
rre1-2s.~)!
pe vent dirs, ~!.C?~_;9.~1
~loE1~e, applique
primitive, signifie simplement
~lo,g1J1,1.le.
appliqu.e a la mentalite primitive.
n~tre.
eviter
qu'elle ne s'astreint pas avant toutl
tout" oomme la n~tre:.
eViter la
Elle n'a pas les memes exigences logiques toujours
contradiotion.
Ella
presentee.
Ce
absurde, elle l'admettra
presentes.
C'e qui
nos'yeux est impossible ou absurde.
l'aClmet.tra
25
difficulte".25
parfois sans y voil' de difficulte".

a

a

in the above quotation
Those who disoover philosophical subtle.ties in
understand if.
if':
may find it and other passages of the same sort easier to underst.and
they will remember that by 'log1oal'Levy-Bruhl
'log1cal'Levy-Bruhl means 'conforming to the
syst.em
thought t
system of logic which regulates modern soience
soience'I and that by I'thought'
ot thought which forms part of the cultural
he means 'the
't.he social content at
cult.ural
fro~ the community
heritage which a man acquires from
communit.y into which he is born'.
Unless these two points are grasped Levy-Bruhl's theories will appear
The first point tarms
torms the SUbject
subject of the present seotion
nonsensical.
subject of section (c).
.
and the second point the SUbject
prelogioal
I conclude that when Levy-Bruhl says primitive thought is prelogical
chaotio, being devoid of all order and system.
he does not mean it is chaotic.
that thought is
It would then
t.hen not be thought at
at. all.
One may say that.
'logical' in the sense inwhioh this term is employed in everyday
speech but not logical in the sense in which a modern logician would use
the term"
terml or that
ls not the lo~ic
lo~ic of
t.hat thought may have a logic whioh is
pattern of thought may be deduoed from false premises
science.
Hence a patt.ern
and for this reason must be regarded as unscientific thought.
Levy-Bruhl
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uses the word 'logical' in this sense of 'scientific' and for a clearer
presentation of his views I prefer to substitute 'unscientific' for
'prelogical'.
As Ievy-Bruhl
Levy-Bruhl has seen, primitive thought is eminently coherent,
perhaps over-coherent.
One mystical idea follows another in the: same
way as one scientific idea in our own society engenders another.
Beliefs
are co-ordinated with other beliefs and with behaviour into an organised
system.
Hence it happens that when an anthropologist has resided for
many months among a savage people he can forseehow they will speak and
act in any given situation.
I have tested this fact again and again
in Central Africa where I found that my questions to the peoples among
whom I carried out ethnological research eventually
even~lly became more and
more formalities since I was able to supply the answers to my questions
them, often in almost the identical phraseology in'which
before I asked them.
given~
the replies were afterwards given~
For once we have understood wherein
lie the interests of a primitive people we can easily guess the direction
take.~or it presents the same intel~ectual
intel~ectual
which their thinking will take.~or
characters as our own thinking.
~vY-Bruhl meant by 'prelogical'
(c)
Besides misunderstanding what ~vY-Bruhl
his critics have also misrepresented the meaning he attaches to the word
'thought' •
According to them I.evy-Bruhl
Levy-Bruhl contends that savages think '
illogically whereas II understand him to say that savage thought is mainly
unscientific and also mystical.
In my opinion he refers to the content
thought while in their view he is speaking of the psycho-physical
of thoUght
functions of thought. 27 The one is mainly a social fact while the other
is an individual physiological
To say that a person thinks
phYSiological process.
scientifically is like saying that his heart beats and his blood
circulates scientifically.
Levy-Bruhl on the contrary is speaking of
which .. after eliminating individual
patterns or modes of thought which..
same among all members of a primitive community and
variations. are the sarne
are what we call their beliefs.
These modes or patterns of thought are
transmitted from generation to generation either by organised teaching
or more usually by participation in their ritual expression. as in
initiation ceremonies. etc.
Every individual is compelled to adopt
these beliefs by pressure of social circumstances.

the' 'representations collectives'
These 'patterns of thought' are the
of LeVy-Bruhl's writings.
A collective representation is an ideational
pattern. which may be assooiated with emotional states. and which is
generally expressed not only by Language but also by ritual action.
When Levy-Bruhl says that ~ representation is collective he means that it
is a socially determined mode of thought and is therefore common to all
w.ill be readily under
undermembers of a society or of III~ social segment.
It will
representati~ns' or 'patterns of thought'
stood that these 'collective representati~ns'
or 'like ideas' are 'collective' or 'patterns' or' 'like' because they are
functions of institutions. that is to saY. they are constantly associated
with uniform modes of behaviour.
,If
-If the mystical thought of a savage is ,socially determined so also
person.", Ther~fore.
Ther~fore. any ,
is the scientific thought of a civilised person.,,'
evaluation between the savage's capacity for 'logical thinking' and the
civilised man's.oapacity for 'logical thinking' iS,irrelevant to the
question at issue which is whether patterns of thought are oriehtated
mystically in primitive societies and orientated scientifically in
civilised societies.
As a matter of fact Levy-Bruhl does no~ introduce
notions of value so that there is no need for his critics to defend the
savage so vigourously since no-one attacks him.
The fact that we attribute rain to meteorological causes alone
while savages believe that Gods or ghosts or magic can influence the
rainfall is no evidence that our brains function differently from their
brains.
It does not show that we 'think more logically' than savages.
at least not if this expression suggests some kind of hereditary psychic
superiority.
It is no sign of superior intelligence on my part that I
physic~ causes.
attribute rain to physic~
I did not come to this conclusion
~owledge
myself by observation and inference and have
have.... in fact. little ~owledge
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of the meteorological processes that lead to rain.
I merely accept
what everybody else in my sooiety accepts, namely that rain is due to
natural causes.
This particular idea formed part of my culture long
before I was born into it and little more was required of me than
sufficient
linguistic ability to learn it.
Likewise
a savage who
,
'
, I
believes that under suitable, natural and ritual conditions the rainfall
can be influenced by use of appropriate magic is not ort aocount of this
belief' to be considered of'inferior intelligence.
He did not build up
this belief from his own observations and inferences but adopted it in
the, same way as he adopted the- rest of his cultural heritage. namely, by
the
~'ing born into it.
He and I are ,both' thinking in patterns of thought
provided for us by the societies 1n which we live,.
l'

.•

It would be absurd to say that th~ $avage is thinking :'mystically
thinkiilg scientificallY' about rainfall. In either case
and that we S+'e
a+'e thinking
and~mor.eover,
like mental prooesses are involved and~
mor,eover, the content of thought
derivect.
is similarly derived.
But we' can say that the sooial oontent of our
thought about rainfall is scientific, is in accord with objective facts,
whereas the social oontent of savage thought is unscientific sinoe it is
not in accord with reality and may also be mystical where it assumes the
existence of supra-sensible forces.
lIlhat we are asked to accept is that
a man who is born into a community of savages acquires as a consequence
notions about reality whioh differ remarkably from the notions he would
have aoquired had he been born into a community of civilised people. and
partly in the
that the difference between these two sets of notions lies partlr
degree of scientific accuracy they express and partly in the importance
they attach to mystical causation.
Iivy-Bruhl commonly speaks about savage
(d) We have seen that !ivy-Bruhl
thought as 'mystique'.
This is another term which has done much to
alienate English anthropologists from his theories.
Yet he means no
more by this term than is meant by English writers when they speak of
be.lief in the supernatural which they often divide into magic, religion,
Levy-Bruhl' s
and mythology.
It must be remembered, however, that in Levy-Bruhl's
'supernatural'.28
view there is no 'natural' to the savage and therefore no 'supernatural'
.28
Hence we may say that mystical beliefs are what we would call beliefs in
supernatural beings and forces or the endowment of natural objects with
maIlltind and each other, but that
supernatural powers and relations with manldnd
to the savage, who has no notion of the natural as distinot from the
supernatural. these beings and forces and powers and relations are
merely supra.-sensible.
In his own words:
terme, faute d'un Meilleur,
meilleur, non pas par allusion au
"J'emploierai oe teme,
, ,mystioisme religieux de nos sooietes, qui est quelque chose d'assez
<lans le sens etroitement
etroitement defini au
ou I mystique' se d1t
d1 t de
different, mais dans
des forces,
~nfluences,
la croya-nce
des ~nfluences,
des actions imperceptibles
aux sens, et oependant reelles". 9

a

a

a

disoussion,of the way in which mystioal doctrines oombine
In his disoussionof
Levywith the most elementary sensations informing savage peroeptions, Levy
Bruhl embarks upon psychological'speculatlons which are irrelevant to
According to Levy-Bruhl as soon as savage's
his main argument.
Aocordingto
become conscious perceptions they are combined with the
sensations beoome
oollective representations which they evoke.
colleotive
As far as the sensory
processes of perception are concerned the savage sees an object as we
representasee it but when gives oonscious attention to it the colleotive representa
tion of the object has already intruded to dominate the image of its
purely objective properties.
For colleotive representations form integral
objects apart from
parts of perception and the savage cannot perceive objeots
their oollective representations.
The savage perceives the collective
peroeive a
representation in the object.
Hence a savage does not perceive
shadow and then apply to it the doctrine of his society according
aocording to
consoious of his shadow he
which it is one of his souls.
When he is oonsoious
perceives his soul. ,Levy-Bruhl's view can be best understood if we
say that 'belief' only arises late in the development of human thought
\'1e
when perception and representation have already fallen apart.
We can
then say that a person 'perceives' his shadow and 'believes' it to be
sa~ages, be~li\Wge
be~~~e
his soul. The quest1an
quest;11i1n of belief does not arise among sliL'\(sges,
:t
tt
.,."....

I.•
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the shadow is the belief and the savage cannQt
cannot be oonsoious of his
shadow without being oonscious of the belief.
In the same way a savage
does not perceive a leopard and believe that it is his totem-brother.
He does' not perceive a leopard at all as we'perceive it but he peroeives
his totem-brother.
We see the physical qualities of the leopard and our
perception of it in the higher oognitive processes is limited to these
physical
physical qualities but in savage oonsciousness these same physical
qualities become merely a part of the mystical representation implied
by the word I tbtem' and are in fact subordinated to it.
The following passages from Les fonctions mentales will show that
Levy-Bruhl an inSustiae
injustiae Inmy·-aoo."iyS'lS···of his theory of
I have ~ot done I.evy-Bruhl
mystical peroeption.

"En d'autres termes,
termes. ·la
°la realite ou'se
ouse meuvent les primitifs est
elle-meme mystique.
Pas un etre,
obJet, pas un phEmomene naturel
etre. pas un objet.
n'est dans leurs representations collectives oe qulil nous parait etre
echappe, au
ou leur est
Ii nous. Presque tout oe que nous y voyons leur echappe.
indiff'erent.
indifterent.
En revanche,
revanche. ils y voient beaucoup de chases dont nous
ne nous doutons pas" .30

a

"Quel que soit l'objet qui se presente,
eux. il implique des
presente. a eux,
proprietes mystiquesqui
l'esprit, du primitif
mystiques qui en sont inseparables,
inseparables. et l'esprit.
ne les en separe pas,
le par90it.
per90it.
lUi, il nl~
pas. en effet,
effet. quand il Ie
Pour lUi.
~.
mat" .)1
~ pas de fait proprement physique,
physique. au sens que nous donnons a oe mot"
In committing himself to the statement that primitives do not
distinguish between the supra-sensible world and the sensible world and
that the former is just as real
th~ir
real. to them as the latter owing to th~ir
inability to perceive obJeots
Isvyobjeots apart from their mystical values. Isvy
Bruhl has, in my. opinion,
opinion. not been careful enpugh to define his terms.
It is diffioult to state his point of view because one is not certain
how one ought to interpret such expressions as 'distinguish'.
'distinguish', 'real'.
'real',
and 'peroeption'.
Nevertheless I will attempt to explain his point of
view as I understand
~vy-Bruhl is in danger of the accusation
Understand it.
:uavy-Bruhl
that he does preoisely what he .0bJects
doing, namely.
namely, using
obJects to others doing.
psychologioal terms where they do not apply.
We may leave to the
psychologists to determine to what extent perception is influenced by
emotional states and by sooially standardised representations,
Thought
as, and only when.
when, it is
becomes
beoomes data for the sociologist as soon as.
expressed in speech and action.
We cannot.know what people think in
any other way than by listening to what they say and observing what they
do.
Once thought is expressed in words it is sooialised.
Hence what
. applies to savage perception in this respect applies also to civilised
peroeption.
If the savage expresses in speech and aotion the mystical
qualities of an object so also does oivilised man express in speech
speeoh and
action stereotyped representations of objects which.
which, thoughmystlcal
properties may not be attributed to them_
them. are none the less social or
collective
The very fact that an object is named
colleotive representations.
shows its social indication.
As James;, Rignano32 and others, have shdwn, any sound. or sight may
'We
reaoh the brain of a person without entering into his oonsoiousness.
oonsoiousness.We
may say that he 'hears'or 'sees' it but does not lnotioe'
'notice' it.
In a
stream of sense impressions only a few beoome consc"ious' impressions and
these are selected on aooount of their greater affeotiV1ty.
affeotiV1~y.
A man's
interests are the seleotive agents and these are to a great eJttent
~tent
sooially
socially determined for it is generall.y
generaUy the value attaohed to an obJeot
by all members of a sooial
social group tha\ Qireots
c;lireots the attention of an
individual towards it.
' .
It is,
that, savages peroeive mystioally
is. therefore,'
therefore.' a mistake to say that.
or that their
'their perception is mystical.
On the other hand we may say that
savages pay attention to phenomena on aQc.ount of the mystioal properties
with whioh their sooiety has endowed them.
interest
thelll. and that often their interest·
in phenomena is mainly,
mainly. even exclusively. que, to these mystic properties.
It is a mistake to say that savages percei'\lEl
percei'll8;.- a plant mystioe.lly or that
thei%' perception of it is mystioal, but
we Ii" y that asavage~s'
asavage~s'
butJlle

rrl_
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interested in, a plant is due to its mystical properties.
In emphasizing that attention is largely determined by collective
representations and that it is they which control selective interests,
~vy-~ has stressed a sociological fact of the greatest importance.
~vy-~
Klngsley, pay attention
It is evident that the Bakwiri, mentioned by Miss Kingsley,
to their shadows because in their society shadows have a mystical
significance.
Educated Europeans, on the other hand, do not notice
discover the points
their shadows unless influenced to do so by desire to disoover
~r by some aesthetic interest.
of the compass "Ir
It is not so much that
perception of a shadow causes the belief to enter into consciousness but
it is rather the belief which oaUSes the savage to pay attention to his
shadow.
It is the belief which translates purely psychological
i~to conscious images.
sensations into
,A.shadow is seen by us in the sense
that we"'z,eoeive "a visual sensation of it but 'we may not oonsoiously
shadol'ls.
perceive it since we are not'interested in shado\'ls.
In the same way,
when a savage sees a beast or a bird or a tree he pays attention to
them beoause they are totems 'or spirits or possess magioal potency.
We may also pay attention to them but, if we do so, it is for a
different reason.
Our interests in phenomena are not the same as
savage interests in them because our collective representations differ
widely from theirs.
l
~VY-Bruhl!s
A restatement of rS"vy-Bruhl
s main oontentions about the mystical
following, propositions both
thought of savages is contained in the two following
~hich appear to me to be acceptable:
of ~hioh

(1) Attention to phenomena depends upon affective choice and this
selective interest is oontrolled to a very large extent by the values
society and
given to phenomena by sooiety
lind these values are expressed in patterns
o~,thought
and
representations).•
o~,thought
behaviour
(collective
representations)
."-.
"'-.

---.....

(2 fSince
(2)'
Since patterns of thought and behaviour differ widely between
savages and edUCated Europeans their selective interests also differ
widely and, therefore, the degree ot:
of attention
attention they pay to phenomena.
phenomena and
Widely
the reasons for their attention are also different.

,.I

..Bruhl speaks of mystiaal participations he means that'
(e) When ~y ..Bruh1
things are often connected in savage thought so that what affects one is
obJectively but by a mystical
believed also to affect the others, not obJeotively
action.
(The savage, however, does not distinguish between obJeotive
action
aotion and mystical action).
Savages, indeed, are often more concerned
about these mystical relations 'between things than about their obJective
,relations.
This mystical dependence of one thing on another, ',usually
a reoiprocaldependence between man and something in nature, is best
explained
'by~examples.
particiexplained'by~examples.
Several good illustrations of mystical partici
pation have already been quoted in this
this paper.
Thus the Bakwiri might
be said to participate in their shadows so that what affects their
shadows likewise affects them.
Hence were a man to lost his shadow it
would be a calamity.
We have seen also that savages often participate
in their names so that if you can discover a mants name you will have
not only it but its owner also in your power.
Among many savage
peoples it is necessary for the parents of an unborn child to observe a
whole series of taboos because it is thought that what happens to the
tather and mother during this period will affect also their child.
This
participation between child and parents may continue after birth as
among the Boro;;os of Brazil where if the child
ohild is ill the father drinks
medicine.:~
Frazerts theory of magic we were
the medicine.:.7
In our analysis of Frazer's
., examining a typical form of mystical participation under the title of
Sympathetic Magic
MagiC in which things are held to influence one another in
similar~ty or contiguity.
a ritual situation in virtue of their similar~ty
These participations form a network in which the savage lives.
The sum total of his participations .are his social personality.
There
~ and the land on which he dwells,
is a mystical partioipation between a man
ohief, between a man and his totem, between a
between a tribe and its chief,
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man and his kin, and so on,
L{vy-Bruhl's exposition of mystical participation is abundantly
defined by the examples which he cites in his books and does not stand
in need of explanatory comment.
What I have said in the preceding
seotion of this essay in criticism of his conception of 'mystical'
applies equally to his conception of 'participation'.
This paper attempts to be explanatory rather than critical and any
adequate criticism of ~VY-Bruhl's
~VY-Bruhl's conception of primitive thought wou+d
involve a detailed analysis based.
based_ on my own and other ethnological
researches too lengthy for the present communication.
In this essay I
will do little more than enumerate headings under which criticism can be
arranged.
It is not in fact true that the whole of nature and social life is
permeated with mystical beliefs.
In the greater part of his social
contacts and in his exploitation of nature the savage acts and speaks in
an empirical manner without attributing to persons and things supernatural
powers.
An impression is erroneously gained that everything in which
savages are interested has always a mystical value for them by presenting
a composite and hypothetical primitive culture, as L§vy-Bruhl has done,
consisting of a selection of customs from many different oultures.
Since it is possible to find among some tribe a belief which attributes
mystical significance to almost every phenomenon one may, by selecting
examples from a great number of tribes show that in primitive mentality
every phenomenon is regarded as a repository of mystical power.
It may be said that in societies where we find such amorphous and
ubiquitous notions as those of the witchcraft---sorcery type or those
of the mana-wakanda type almost any object may on occasions be assooiated
associated
with mystical thought.
It is, therefore, necessary to investigate
the situations in social life which evoke patterns of mystical thOUght
thought
towards objects whioh at other times evoke no such ideas.
It is probable that when a savage pays attention to objects which
have for him an exclusively mystical value, a pattern of mystical thought
evoked since his sole interest in these objects is in their
is easily e'Toked
mystical powers.
There are many
many· plants in the bush which have no
utilitarian value but which, insofar as they are used by man, are used for
ritual purposes alone.
Such also are the objects which are fashioned
to be used as ritual implements and have no other functions, the bull
bullroarer, the decorated Jaw-bone
jaw-bone of a dead king,' oracular rubbing-boards,
and so forth.
But even when objects are essentially ritual obJeots
objeots I have observed
that savage attention is directed towards them on occasions by interests
quite
fieldqUite other than interest in their sacredness.
I suppose that all field
workers have been struck·
m!3-nner in which savages
s.avages frequently
struck by the casual manner
speak of and even handle sacred objects. .IL have often noticed Azande
lean their spears up against, or hang baskets on"
on, the shrines they build
for the spirits of their ancestors in the centre'of their homesteads,
judge from their behaviour"
behaviour, they have no
and as far as it is possible to Judge
other interest in the shrine than'as
than-as a convenient post or peg.
At
religious oeremonies their attitude is very different.
Among the
Ingassana of the Tabi hills God is the sun and on occasions they pray to
it but,
but" as far as I could Judge, in ordinary situations they looked upon
the sun very muoh as I did, as a convenient means of telling the time,
as the cause of intense heat at midday, and Soon.
If one were not
present at some religious ceremony on a special occasion, one would remain
ignorant that the sun is God.
Mystical thought is a function of
particular
partiCUlar situations.
I think that Levy-Bruhl made a serious error in failing to under
understand this point.
His error is understandable because he was not really
comparing what savages think with what Europeans think but the systemat
systematized ideology of savage cultures with the content of individual minds in
Europe.
His authorities had collected all the information they could

.
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get about the mystical beliefs held by a community of savages about some
~'
phenomenon and pieced them together into a co-ordinated ideological
/
'
structure.
reoord~
These beliefs. like the myths which Europeans also reoord,.-/'
pf
may have been collected over a long period of time and from dozens pi
sipoe it
informants.
The resulting pattern of belief may be a-fiction
a fiction sipae
man's
tjme and
may never be actually present in a man
I s conSciousness at any t;iJtie
may not even be known to him in its entirety.
This fact would have
emerged if records of everything a savage does and says throughout a
single day were recorded for then we would be able to compare our own
thoughts more adequately with the real thoughts of savages instead of
with an abstraotion pieced together from persistent enquiries conducted
in an atmosphere quite unlike that of the savage's ordinary milieu and
in which it is the European who evokes the beliefs by his questions
rather than the objects with which they are assooiated.
It would also
have emerged had Levy-Bruhl attempted to contrast the formalised beliefs
of Europe with those of savages. had he. for instance. attempted to
.contrast the formal doctrine of Christianity with the formal doctrines
of savage religions.
What he has done. in fact. is to take the
formalised doctrines of savage religions as though they were identical
see with the actual mental experience of individuals.
It is easy to see·
that it would never do to regard as identical the thoughts of a Christian
with Christian thought.
Moreover. primitive thought as pieoed together
in this manner by European observers is full of contradictions which
~ife because the bits of belief are evoked in
do not arise in real ~ife
different situations.
./

.-

Moreover. these same observers upon whom Levy-Bruhl relied often
neglected to inform their readers whether objects associated with
mystical t~ought
t~ought do not also f1~ure
fi~ure in other contexts in which they
I believe.
have no mystical values.
So Ievy-Bruhl considered. and. as I·
incorrectly considered. that the sensations produced by an object and
the mystical doctrines associated with it were interdependent to suoh
an extent that the object would not be perceived by savages if it were
not evoked by mystical interests and that the elementary sensations
conscio~ness by its objective properties are inevitably
produced in consciol,lSness
ineVitably
and always blended with collective representations of a mystical kind.

We have already notioed that this error is likewise to be found in
relationFrazer's writings on magic where he suggests that the mystical relation
ship between objects which are similar or have once been in contact with
one another is invariable.
He does not see that they are assooiated
only in particular situations.
r.tv observations on this point may.
with those I made on the gold-Jaundioe
gold.. Jaundioe association
therefore. be compared With
..
of Greek peasants in the last number of our bulletin.
But in Iidvy
~vy
obsoures his lengthy
Bruhl's writings the error goes muoh deeper and obscures
discussion of mystical participations.
He will not admit that when
the elementary sensations produced by the sight of an object reach
consciousness any other images can be evoked to oombine with them in
perception than~. those of its mystical qualities even if these qualities
~tuation.
are irrelevant to a pa~icular
particular :n
tuation.
It would appear from his
/thesis
objeot is to be perceived at all these images cannot
_,thesis that if the object
excluded.
be exclUded.
That different ideas are evoked by objects in different situations
that -many
can be shown in other ways.
It can be shown that·
many of the most
sacred objects of primitive cult only become sacred when man deliberately
endows them with mystic powers which they did not possess before.
Thus
the fetish and idol are repositaries of mystical foroe because man after
ri tual._ As we have
having made them infuses this force
f'orce into them by ritual..
already seen magic is always man-made.
It is the rite itself which
~ia mediQ~
mediQ~ and often only for the duration of the
gives virtue to ~ia
rite.
.Or again it can be shown that mystical notions about nature are
part of culture and. therefore. have to be acquired by every individual.
slowly throughout the years.
They are learnt slOWly
Hence there are periods
in the life history of every individual ...tthen
hen mystic notions oannot be
evoked in perceptions
peroeptions to complete elementary sensations because the
mystic notions are unknown to the person who experiences the sensations.
Also many objects have a mystical value for some members of a SOCiety
society
but not for others.
A plant has mystical value for the person who
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knows its ritual uses but riot for those \'lho ignorant of them.
An animal
has a totemio relationship with members of a single clan while members
of other olans· eat it with relish.
From many
man;y points of view. therefore, it would be easy to demonstrate
that the interests whioh savages have in obJects are not always of a
mystical type; that often they are entirely utilitarian and empirical;
and that the same objects may at different times or in different
situations evoke different ideas.
Savage thought has not the fixed
~vy-Bruhl gives it.
inevitable construotion that ~vy-Bruhl
/

The very contradictions which according to Levy-Bruhl characterise
thO~lt and distinguish it from our thought. are to be
prelogical thO~lt
aocounted for by the fact that a single elementary sensation may evoke
perception.
in different situations different images in percep~ion.
An object may
be perceived in different ways aocording to different affective interests.
interests which in their turn are evoked by different situations.
Hence it comes about that a savage can be both himself and a bird, that
a shadow can be both a shadow and a soul, that a plant can be both a
plant·
As suggested above. the
plant and a magioal substance,
substance# and so on.
contradiction only becomes glaring when European observers try to piece
s~tuations into a consistent ideological
together ideas evoked in different s~tuations
structure.
.

When a particular situation evokes one set of ideas other ideas are
inhibited. especially if they contradict those evoked, at any rate as far
action. are concerned.
as speech
speeoh a~ action
But it is a mistake to suppose
that because· a savage attributes some happening to a mystical cause that
he does not also observe the natural cause even if no particular attention
is paid to it in formalised belief and traditional behaviour.
Thus I
have ample evidence from my own researoh in Central Africa that while
death is attributed to witchcraft people are not oblivious
obliVious to the natural
cause of death whether it be the spear of an enemy. the claws or horns
of a beast~
beast, or disease.
They fully recognise these causes but they are
socially irrelevant.
Their irrelevancy arises from thesooial
the social action
which follows death, namely vengeance.
It is evident that of the natural
and mystical causes of death the mystical cause is usually the only one
which allows any intervention (exoept when a man is murdered by a fellow
fellowtribesman) and when it is a social rule that death must be avenged it
it is
clearly the only cause towards which social action can
oan be directed.
The other cause whilst perfectly well known to the people is socially
irrelevant and,
the' persons directly
and# therefore, excluded as far as the
. involved (the kin) are con(lerned
conQerned though it' may be more readily admitted
by others.
The same'
same· mixture of sound knowledge with mystical notions
is found
found. in primitive ideas of causation in procreation, in disease. etc.
As I· intend to deal with this subJ!,!ct. in. a forthcoming publication, I
will
not discuss it further here.34
I may add, however, that the .
will.not
selective interest which directs attention to
to. one oause rather than to
another, to the mystioal cause than to the natural one.
one, may be derived
from an individual and psyohological
psyohological. situation, e.g. sometimes a savage
attributes his misfortune to witchcraft
witohcraft while his neighbours attribute
it to incompetence or to some other cause.
Patterns of thought of a mystioal kind are never exclusively
mystical.
They are never fantastic for they are bound by limits imposed
mystioal.
by psychological and biological
At the core of mystical
biological. requirements.
thought we find recognition
of natural causation and other scientific
recogndtionof
scientifio
observations which lie, as it were, dormant,.
dormant,. known yet socially inhibited
because they are irrelevant to the particular Situation
situation which evokes the
pattern of thought or because they contradict it.
If this were not the
case it would be diffioult to understand how scientific thought could
could
ever have emerged.
Since it is the case, it is easy to understand how
social change involving reorientation of interests has directed attention
to elements in a chain of causation or to the objective properties of
things which had hitherto been known but socially unemphasised.
We may now consid~r
consid~r shortly the theories of. ~vy-Bruhl
~vy-Bruhl and: of Tylor
and Frazer in relation to eaoh other.
If the theories of Frazer and
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qualities, of equal, if not
magioalritual but have neglected other qualities
di~tortion should be evident when we compare
greater importance, this dis,tortion
\,lith the writings of I..evy-Bruhl whose focus of interest was quite
qUite
them \'lith
different.
I

r.evy-Bruhl, are in agreement that magical practices
Tylor, Frazer and Levy-Bruhl,
are typical of primitive societies and tend to disappear and to be
regarded as superstitions in societies of higher cultural development.
This is most strikingly seen if \'le compare, as te'vy-Bruhl has done,
the thought of savage cultures with 'ideas current among educated Europeans
of the 20th century.'
~vy-Bruhl is totally uninterested in distinctions drawn by scholars
~vy-Bruhl
between magic and religion and therefore his theories do not bear upon'
the lengthy arguments devoted by Frazer and so many other writers to
devising ritual categories. 35
L§vY-Bruhl seeks to understand the
characteristics of mystical thought and to define these qualities and
to compare them with the qualities of scientific thought.
Since magic
religion. as separated by Frazer,
Frazer. have,
have. from the point of view of '
and religion,
investigation. the same mystical character,
character. there is no need
Levy-Bruhl's investigation,
distinction. nor,
nor. indeed,
indeed. any distinction"
distinction.,
to maintain this particular distinction,
insisted. on ,in The
between them.
The sharp division which Frazer has insisted
arbitrary. and even futile,
futile. to !ilvy-Bruhl.
U!vy-Bruhl.
Golden Bough milst
must appear quite arbitrary,

But it is in their analyses of the ideology of magic that the English
To Tylor and Frazer the
savage believes in magic because he reasons incorrectly from his perception
of similarities and contiguities.
Tb Levy-Bruhl the savage'reasons
incorrectly because he believes in magic.
magi~.
Now there can be no doubt that
if we study the manner in which any individual acquires a magical belief
in a savage society we shall have to admit the accuracy of I.evy-Bruhl's
Levy-Bruhl's
contention.
An individual does not note similarities between objects
and. then come to the conclusion that in consequence of these similarities
the objects are mystically connected.
He simply learns the pattern of
establiShed.
thought in which this mystical connection is socially established.
Nevertheless. Levy-Bruhl has not paid sufficient regard to the fact that
oollective representations have an intellectual structure and indeed must
have for mnemonic rsasons.
Unless there is a mutual dependence between
ca~ot speak of thought at all.
ideas we ca~ot
Thought requires, in order to
be thought, notions of similarity and contiguity.
For when we speak of
thought we mean ooherent thought and without these notions magic would be
perSist.
chaotic and could not possibly persist.
Tylor and Frazer have shown us
r,e'vy-Bruhl has shown us its sooial
the intellectual character of magic.
c
haracter.'
,
character.
and French Schools are at greatest variance.

(

LOoking
woking at magic from this point of view of its ideational or
intellectual structure,
structure. Tylor and Frazer felt that tqey were called upon
to account for savages not observing that magical rites do not achieve
similarithe end they aim at achieving.
Since savages reason, observe similari
contiguities,-ang. make inferences~
inferences~ even V incorreot
iQ.correot ones,
ones. from
ties and contiguities,-anq.
their observations how is it that they do not apply these intellectual
re suits it is
powers to discovering whether magic really produces 'the resuits
supposed to produce.
This was the problem that confronted Tylor and
suffiCiently
Frazer and in their attempts to solve it they did not sufficiently
reasoning.
appreciate the difference between ratiocination and. scientific reasoning,
between intellectual operations and logic.
Men may reason brilliantly
may-display
in defence of the most absurd theses; their arguments may.
display
great intellectual ability and yet be illogical.
To prove this we need
intellectnot go further than the writings of our metaphysicians.
The intellect
and
ual operations of the mind are subordinated to affective interests and.
representatiOns.
are above all subservient to collective representations.
We know what
happens to people whose intellectual operations lead them to conclusions
tevy-Bruhl therefore saw no need
which contradiot social doctrines.
Levy-Bruhl
to ask why savages do not ob3erve haw baseless are'their beliefs and
why they do not pay attention to the oontradiotions they embody, for in
his opinion savages are inextricably enmeshed in a network of mystical
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ool.l..1i1~
t1~ representations.
part.ic1patlons· and CQ!IlP1e-tely
There is no room for doubt or scepticism.
There is not even need to avoid
oontradiotions.
beca~se
But a representation is not acceptable to the mind merely beca~se
oollective.
experienc~b
it is oolleotive.
It must also accord with individual experienc~b
explanaand if it does not do so then the representation must contain an explana
transcendental thought
tion of its failure to do so.
Uo doubt in purely transoendental
matter. as theology amply illustrates.
illustrates, but thought
contradiotipns do not matter,
whioh directs
direots experience must not contradict it.
which
A pattern of thought
which decrees that a man may put
puthls
his hand in the fire with immunity has
chanoe of persisting.
Magical thought whioh claims that a man who
little chance
lIBgical
Qan
eats certain medicines will never die or that agriculture and hunting can
be carried on by magical procedure alone will not prove acoeptable to
individual minds in·any SOCiety.
society.
Even mystioal thought is conditioned
by experienoe and this is the reason for many secondary elaborations of
failures, contradiotions.
contradiotions, an4
doctrine whioh acoount for discrepancies, failures.
intelleotuso on, for mystioal thought must. like scientific thought, be intelleotu
ally consistent, even if it is not logically consistent.
The scientific
fourid side by side in a pattern
pattern·
and mystical notions that are so often found
of thought must be harmonised either by situational selection or by some
explanatory link.
Tylor's
Tylor1s brilliant analysis of the factors which keep
whioh explain its failure to
mystical thought in touch with reality or which
complete ~vy-Bruhlls
~vy-Bruhl's description
do so is therefore needed to oomplete
desoription of
oolle.otive
colle~tive representations.

To sum up: My
MY exposition of :U;~-Bruhlls
~Vy-Bruhl's theories has been a task
of great diffioulty.
His vlritings are extensive and his thought often
tortuous.
So vague are many of the terms· he uses and so inconstant is
the meaning he attaohes to them that II. have sometimes had to select.
between several possible interpretations.
It may even be charged
against me that I have given a sense to his words which others might fail
to derive from them.
I would answer that a book gains its value not only
from the ideas which an author puts into it but also from the ideas to
which it gives rise in the mind of the reader.
In order to grasp Levy
r.evyBruhl
t s views I have had to reformulate them in my own language.
Bruhl's
.

/

Contrary to the Judgment of most English anthropologists I find 1.J:,vy
"I..BvyBruhl
ts writings a great stimulus to formulation of new problems and I
Bruhl's
consider the influence he has had not only on anthropological theory but
also in direoting the attention of fieldworkers to a new set of problems
to have been most
most· fruitful.
For when in disagreement with his opinions
we must acknowledse
acknowledge that they are not the usual faoile explanatipns
explanations of
soc~al anthropologists which obstruct all thought by their futility and
soc;1al
finality and turn out to be no mar-ethan
more than a restatement in other terms of
the problem to be solved.
u!vy-Bruhl
~vy-Bruhl does not,
not. in faot. attempt to
explain mystical thought. . He is content
oontent to show its characters
charaoters of
generality and oompulsion
compulsion or, in other· words, to demonstrate that indivi
individuals act
aot and speak in ways that are socially
In stressing
sooially determiped.
determ1p.ed.
streSSing
the social character
oharacter of patterns of thought he.has performed a great
serv;lce
serv;loe to social
sooial anthropology and in oUretfort~
oUretfort~. to understand magic we
have to st~
This
st~ by recognising the social charaoter of its thought.
is obvious as soon as·1t
stated. but it has first to be stated .and
as it is stated
and then
it,
it. becomes obvious.
Besides emphasizing the sooial charaoterof
charaoter· of thought Levy-Bruhl has
to· ·show
tried to olassify
olassif.1 types of thought and to
show that their interrelations
with one another and with behaviour can be studied.
It is true that his
two oategories of soientific and
and. mystical are defined in the rough and
without.
without precise analysis ·and
and that he takes no account of thought which
lies outside both categories.
The innnense
oategories.
immense scope
soope of his work and the
voluminousaata which he handled made .this
this inevitable and it is left for
other students to enquire with more detailed analysis
analYSis into the gradations
and blend.1ngs of thought-types and their variations as. functions of
different situations, if indeed.
indeed it is found desirable upon oloser
scrutiny to maintain his olassification.
Perhaps r.e:.jy-Bruhl'
LS~-Bruhlts
s most important contribution
oontribution to sociology is to
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have shown that ignorance,
ignoranco. like knowledge, is often socially determined
thought is unScientific because it is mystical and not
and that primitive thOUght
mystical because of an inherent incapacity to reason logically.
He
demonstrates that the images which are evoked to combine with elementary
sensations to complete perception are evoked by selective interests which
in their turn are directed by collective representations towards the
mys~ical qualities of things rather than to their objective qualities.
mys~ical
Moreover. contrary to the usual opinion,
opinion. L6'vy-Btuhl t s .writings
.writings show
Moreover,
clearly how primitive mystical thought is organized into a coherent system
with a logic of its own. .' He recognises the eXistential
existential value of mystical
withthought.
No primitive society is able to maintain its 'equilibrium with
out the mystical beliefs which link together its activities by ideological
Thus. for example. the belief that witchcraft is the cause of
bonds.
death has existential value in a society in whioh the kinship group is
also a blood-revenge group.
Beyond this he does not"
not. and
go. for the method of
Beyond.
and. indeed cannot go,
comparative analysis that he employed imposes effective limits to deeper
ay
research.
By comparing savage thought with civilised thought !6vy~vy
Bruhl was able to disclose certain general correlations between the degree
of technological development and the development of soientific thought.
malte any further progress as is shown
But at this point he was unable to make
shotim
clearly in his later writings which oarry his researches'into the nature
of thought no further. than his earliest \'l!'itings.
A programme of research which will lead us to a more oomprehensive
and exact knowledge of mystical thought. indeed of all types of thought.

must await a later communication.
Evans-l'ritabard.
Professor E.E. Evans-l'ritabard.
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