
CHAPTER XVII

ORIGIN AND HISTORY OF THE PRIMITIVE HIGH GOD

1. ORIGIN OF THE IDEA OF A SUPREME BEING IN PRIMITIVE CULTURE

A. The Organic Unity Of The Data

We have  already  shown  twice  over  that  the  goal  of  all  work  on  the  lines  of  the 
historical  method is  not  to  set  up theories  or  hypotheses,  but to  arrive at  scientific 
certainty. Here we mean by 'scientific certainty' the facts which make up our picture of 
primitive  religion,  not  indeed  as  separate  atoms,  but  as  an  organic  and  mutually 
interdependent whole.

(a) If we apply that criterion to the abundant mass of data which we can now produce 
regarding the primitive Supreme Being, the first thing to notice is that the total sum of 
the facts is of a nature to satisfy the total sum of human needs. Man needs to find a 
rational  cause;  this is  satisfied by the concept  of  a Supreme Being who created the 
world and those that dwell  therein. He had social needs; these find their support in 
belief in a Supreme Being who is also the Father of mankind, who founded the family 
and to whom, therefore, man and wife, parents and children, brothers and sisters and 
kinsfolk owe allegiance. Man has moral needs; and these too find their stay and support 
in a Supreme Being who is lawgiver, overseer and judge of the good and the bad, and is 
himself free from all moral taint. Man's emotional wants, trust, love, thankfulness, are 
satisfied by such a being, a Father from whom comes all good and nothing but good. 
Man needs a protector to whom he can resign himself;  this need is supplied in this 
Being,  who is  supreme and great  above all  others.  Thus  in  all  these  attributes  this 
exalted figure furnished primitive man with the ability and the power to live and to love, 
to trust and to work, the prospect of becoming the master of the world and not its slave, 
and the aspiration  to attain to yet higher, supra-mundane goals beyond. Only through 
this conception of deity can we explain the power of our earliest ancestors to struggle 
onwards; and the most precious of human energies—labour, responsibility, aspirations 
upward, feeling for the unity of all mankind—still trace their origin to those primeval 
days. We thus find, among a whole series of primitive races, a notable religion, many-
branched and thoroughly effective.

(b) The second unity into which all the individual traits of the primitive Supreme Being 
combine and, as it were, stand shoulder to shoulder, is that of time; for he fills all time. 
From his eternal heaven he invades Nothingness, and begins the time-series with his 
creative activity. Throughout all the periods of creation and all successive periods he is 
lord  of  man's  history,  although  he  does  not  always  actively  interpose.  He  stands, 
moreover, at the beginning of each human life, accompanies it through all its length of 
days, awaits its appearance before his tribunal and determines the nature of its eternity. 
For such a unity as this primitive man has no model and no corroboration in what he 
sees and experiences in his own time.

(c) The third unity, which also combines all the separate facts concerning the primitive 
Supreme Being, is that of space; for he dominates all space. There is but one Supreme 
Being, and he fills this universe; there is but one sovereign and one power extending 
over these distances and joining them one to another. For the God of these primitive 
men is not the god merely of one tribe and its environment; if only because he is the 
creator of the whole world and of all men, he has no neighbour whose realm could limit 



his. The thoughts and feelings of these men have no room for more than one Supreme 
Being. The personal experience of primitive man did not show him unity of time; still 
less did he find unity of space therein, and least of all in his social conditions.

Primitive monotheism is founded upon the sovereignty over these two unities;  this 
high god is so great that he alone suffices for everything and for all—for all men and all 
times, all ideals, longings and needs. And therefore he has no peer, for his greatness 
knows no bounds and thus leaves no room for any neighbour.

B. The Origin of these Data and of their Unity

But  the modern  historical  method has  for  its  aim,  not  merely  the investigation  of 
individual facts, nor of their inter-relations in larger wholes, but also to examine the 
sources from which the unity and the diversity alike are sprung. The problem is all the 
more urgent and imperative because of this very all-pervading unity with which we have 
here to deal. Let us therefore admit immediately that we are in no position to solve it as 
yet.  To say nothing of  the multitude  of  details  whereof  we have not  yet  such clear 
perception as is desirable if so difficult and delicate a question is to be answered, there 
are also two major difficulties in our way.

(a)  The first  is,  that  in  dealing with the primitive  culture we have still  to  treat  a 
number of separate cultures, whose historical connexions with each other we can indeed 
make out in some points and conjecture in some others, but know, on the whole, nothing 
of as yet. Even though we can say, with practical certainty, that of all these cultures that 
of the Pygmies is the oldest, we perceive with equal certainty that the Pygmies do not 
possess all the characteristics of the primitive culture as a whole, and therefore cannot 
give  us  the  entire  solution  of  the  problem  concerning  the  Supreme  Being;  on  the 
contrary,  the other  primitives  have  carried  away with  them important  parts  of  that 
culture. The true primitive culture therefore must be reconstructed by combining data 
from  all  the  separate  primitive  areas  –  not  a  mere  mechanical  addition  of  their 
components, but a methodical and exact investigation of their historical relations; which 
done, we shall be able to fix the relative date of the several religious elements of the 
primitive culture.

(b) The second hindrance is that the historical investigation of the later culture-areas 
has not yet gone far enough to furnish a side-light on the great and difficult problems 
confronting  us.  For  as  already  stated  (see  above,  p.  256),  while  it  is  true  that  the 
primitive cultures can furnish the most and the most valuable data for establishing the 
oldest  form  of  religion,  since  they  are  chronologically  nearest  to  it,  yet  it  is  not 
impossible  that  we  may  still  get  important  factors  for  our  solution  from  the  later 
cultures,  especially  those  of  the  primary  stage.  And  of  the  primary  cultures  this  is 
especially  true  of  that  of  the  pastoral  nomads,  since  this  has  kept  the  most  of  the 
primitive culture, in religion as in many other things. But it is just the religion of this 
culture which is worst off, even as regards collection of material; a point which became 
clear when we were discussing the sky-god whose cult is characteristic of it.  So far, 
historical investigation of this field has not even begun.

Outwardly,  that is  geographically,  the individual  areas of  primitive culture are the 
widest  removed from one another;  since the newer cultures  which came after  have 
driven  them into  inaccessible  corners,  and  especially  to  the  northern  and  southern 
fringes of the habitable world. For this very reason, research into the areas of the later 
cultures which lie between them may often show us lingering remnants of the oldest 
cultures; and by the help of the Criterion of Continuity (see above, p. 232) these will 
enable  us to  build  bridges  over  the gaps  and so  establish  the historical  connexions 



between  the  several  primitive  cultures.  This  in  turn  will  furnish  the  means  to  win 
through to the oldest and most primitive culture of all.

(c)  Hence  we  are  not  yet  in  a  position  to  answer,  positively  and  with  scientific 
accuracy and certainty,  the question how the primitive high god and the religion of 
which he is the centre originated. But we can give a negative answer to many parts of it; 
that is, we can say definitely of a whole series of elements that primitive religion did not 
arise from them. These comprise all the elements on which the theories concerning the 
origin of religion have been founded, those theories which we have been introduced to, 
one after another, in the course of this work, nature-myths, fetishism, ghost-worship, 
animism, totemism and magic. That the religion of the high god should owe its origin to 
any  of  these  is  impossible,  as  appears  from  two  considerations.  First,  as  all  these 
theories teach, these elements could produce such a religion only as the last and highest 
stage of a long, complicated process of evolutionary advance. But so far from being the 
latest  of  religions,  this  one  is  characteristic  of  the  oldest  peoples.  Secondly,  such 
elements either are not to be found at all  among these earliest  peoples  (they know 
neither totemism, fetish-worship nor animism) or only in a feeble form, as in the case of 
magic and ghost-worship; so weak a form that the powerful and conspicuous religion of 
the high god could not have been derived from them; while the fully-developed forms of 
these elements do not appear, as we have seen, until later cultures, those of the primary 
and secondary stages.

2. THE FURTHER HISTORY OF THE RELIGION OF THE HIGH GOD IN 
LATER CULTURES

We have already (above, p.  180) found an attempt to trace the after-history of the 
religion of a high god in later periods of culture made by Andrew Lang. Standing, as he 
did, still  under the influence of unilinear Evolution, he supposed this history to have 
been more entirely the result of animism than is really the case. Today, it is one of the 
results  of  historical  investigation  that  the  primitive  culture  developed  along  three 
independent and parallel lines. These were the three primary cultures, the matrilineal 
and agricultural, the patrilineal and totemic and the patriarchal and nomadic; and each 
of them developed its own habit of mind and its own outlook on the world. According to 
the particular influences exercised by each of these three cultures, the religion of the 
high god took various forms. All this we can already trace in its main outlines, indeed 
the first thirteen chapters of this book are devoted to that purpose. But for the details, it 
must be admitted, we must wait for special investigations to be made.

A. In The Matrilineal Agrarian Culture 

In the matrilineal agrarian culture the position of women rose both economically and 
socially, for the cultivation of plants was first undertaken by women. Hence there came 
into being on the one hand a cult of Mother Earth, on the other hand a religious form of 
lunar myth, in which the moon was itself conceived of as female, and the two figures, 
moon and earth, soon came into connexion with each other. Under the influence of this, 
the Supreme Being was often thought of as female, or else the earth was associated with 
him as daughter, sister or wife. The Moon-woman had for her children a pair of twins, 
the bright moon and the dark moon. The bright moon, which was the representative of 
all that is good and beautiful, became the rival of the Supreme Being, in the so-called 
Boomerang culture, or amalgamated with him, or displaced him. But the dark moon 
represented all that was stupid, ugly and bad, and became the lord of the under-world 
and the dead. In the ghost-worship which the men developed within the secret societies 
in  which  they  now organized  themselves,  the  ideas  of  spirit  and animism generally 



arose, and these thrust the religion of the high god still further into the background. The 
offering of first-fruits, now consisting of food-plants, was given to Mother Earth. The 
offering of food and drink which was laid on the graves of the dead developed into a new 
kind of sacrifice, often including a sacrificial meal. As the vital force of blood was often 
used for fertility-magic, blood-sacrifice arose, including the extraction of the heart while 
still beating, head-hunting and so forth.

(Cf. in general Chapter VII of this book.)

B. In the Patrilineal Totemic Culture

In  the  patrilineal  totemic  culture,  the  self-confidence of  the man and of  the  tribe 
increased, owing to the progress made in improved forms of weapons and the perfection 
of  communal  hunting,  into  a  belief  in  active  magic,  which  found  its  own  proper 
development in this stage.

In  some  way  as  yet  imperfectly  clear  the  idea  arose  that  the  human  male  was 
especially associated with the sun; and as a result,  various forms of solar mythology 
developed. The sun was represented as the source of all natural powers, all beauty and 
everlasting life. As such, he generally had the form of the young and lusty morning sun, 
and the initiation ceremonies of the youths (in this culture, boys only) aimed at making 
them like him.

The morning sun, at first subordinated to the Supreme Being, his father, gradually 
thrust itself into the foreground; the Supreme Being was represented as the evening 
sun, weak with age and tired of life, and having no direct connexion with mankind any 
more.  Sacrifice  was  smothered  under  the  mass  of  magical  rites,  backed  by  the 
strengthening of man's self-confidence.

(Cf. in general Chapters IX and X of this work.)

C. The Supreme Being In The Patriarchal Cattle-breeding Culture

The races of the patriarchal culture, nomads and breeders of cattle, retained more of 
the primitive religion than any others. In their wide deserts and steppes, under the high 
and limitless vault of heaven, the Supreme Being became for them more than ever a sky-
god, to such an extent that he even seemed to amalgamate with the material sky itself. 
The introduction of a social hierarchy, the beginnings of which were already present in 
the patriarchal undivided family characteristic of this culture, often resulted in exalting 
the Supreme Being above immediate and living intercourse with mankind and setting up 
several orders of superior beings subordinate to him, by whom alone man could reach 
the Supreme Being himself. His dwelling-place was transferred to the higher levels of 
the sky.

But  also  the  cult  of  heroes  and  ancestors  generally  reaches  its  most  complete 
development in this culture, while at the same time nature-myths, especially astral,begin 
to evolve.

(Cf. in general Chapters IV, VI, VIII and XI of the present work.)

D. In The Secondary And Tertiary Cultures

All the above developments were completed in the most disparate parts of the earth, 
in differing degrees of vigour and with various crossings. The manifold forms which the 
high  gods  took  as  a  result  were  made  yet  more  numerous  by  the  crossings  of  the 
primary cultures with one another and with the primitive culture, in various ways and to 



varying extents. From these crossings arose the secondary and tertiary cultures. All this 
naturally reacted upon the religion of the sky-god, plunging it deeper and deeper into 
the spheres of the various astral mythologies, of fetishism, animism, ghost-worship and 
magic, and often almost annihilating it in consequence.

(See here Chapters V, VI, VII and VIII of this work.)

E. In Historical Times

Thereafter, as external civilization increased in splendour and wealth, so religion came 
to be expressed in forms of ever-increasing magnificence and opulence. Images of gods 
and daimones multiplied to an extent which defies all classification. Wealthy temples, 
shrines and groves arose; more priests and servants, more sacrifices and ceremonies 
were instituted. But all this cannot blind us to the fact that despite the glory and wealth 
of the outward form, the inner kernel of religion often disappeared and its essential 
strength was weakened. The results of this, both moral and social, were anything but 
desirable, leading to extreme degradation and even to the deification of the immoral and 
antisocial. The principal cause of this corruption was that the figure of the Supreme 
Being  was  sinking  further  and  further  into  the  background,  hidden  behind  the 
impenetrable phalanx of the thousand new gods and daimones.

But  all  the  while,  the  ancient  primitive  religion  still  continued  among  the  few 
remainders of the primitive culture, preserved by fragmentary peoples driven into the 
most distant regions. Yet in their condition of stagnation, poverty and insignificance, 
even there it must necessarily have lost much of its power and greatness, so that even 
among such  peoples  it  is  much too  late  to  find a  true  image  of  the  faith  of  really 
primitive men. It remains for us, by dint of laborious research, to put gradually together 
from many faded fragments a life-like picture of this religion.
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