
CHAPTER II

OUTLINE HISTORY OF THE SUBJECT

1. THE SUCCESSION OF RELIGIONS AND OF CULTURES

The fact that ethnology in general is  at  present in a stage of  transition makes its 
unwelcome presence felt in the history of religion in particular. In the whole domain of 
ethnology,  the  old  Evolutionary  school  is  bankrupt.  The  lovely  long  single  lines  of 
development which it used to construct so readily have been shattered and overthrown 
by  the criticism of  the new historical  tendencies.  Already,  in  the fields  of  ergology, 
sociology and economics, the historians of culture in particular have set about, not only 
clearing away the remnants of Evolutionism, but raising new and more solid structures. 
But the subject of religion, and in general of the non-material culture of man, has at 
most  got  so  far  that  it  can  here  and  there  make  a  beginning  with  these  new 
constructions.

In these circumstances it would not be a cheering or encouraging task at the present 
day to write a history of religion; for the ruins of the former Evolutionist system would 
have first to be produced, and more ruins piled up by further criticism. The sight of such 
wholesale destruction might make the researcher tremble lest the building which he 
would fain rear by his positive results should one day prove to be but another link in the 
long chain of the errors in the history of religion which have passed over the world. To 
set forth the results of the history of religion would not therefore be an attractive task 
to-day.

However, it is not quite so bad as all that. The ethnological study of the history of 
culture has gone so far in the departments of ergology, sociology and economics as to 
establish the existence of a series of culture-horizons, within which the development of 
human culture has taken place; and an easily intelligible conspectus of these can be 
given, as will be done later (see p. 240 sqq.).

Now it is a remarkable fact that this historical succession of religions is reflected, and 
can be observed in a concrete form, in the successive theories of the history of religion 
which have been put forward in the last few decades, only the order being reversed. But 
again, it is not so surprising. Indeed, it is very natural that the latest religions, those 
peculiar to the latest cultures, were also the first to be comprehensible; for they were 
the best preserved, and also to some extent the most widely distributed. The less recent, 
the earlier that they are, the less they show and the more they are obscured by those 
which, being later, are better preserved. Can we wonder then that the first theories on 
the subject turned their attention to those religions which belonged to the latest and 
widest spread stratum of mankind? Can we wonder that each of these theories in turn, 
so long as it  saw only this form of  religion,  declared it  the first  form, the origin of 
religion in general, until it was dethroned by another theory, based on religions and 
peoples more recently noticed, which had hitherto lain further back?

This retirement and dethronement can come to an end, of course, only when it can be 
guaranteed that behind the last form of religion and the last people of the moment there 
are no more to  be  looked for,  because  all  have been discovered and the earth has 
disclosed  her  last  hiding-place.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  we  have  nearly  attained  this 
consummation, and therefore we can, by objective means, set forth that form of religion 
which is really the oldest, because it is the last, that we can reach; and our final task will 



consist of the attempt to determine how far this form of religion which is the last within 
our reach is removed from the absolute origin of religion, and how much of that origin it 
has retained.

2. THE SUCCESSION OF THEORIES

(a)  Before beginning to treat of the series of hypotheses concerning the history of 
religion, and likewise of the successive religions themselves, we will briefly examine the 
long period during which much was said and written concerning religion,  and some 
comparisons made, but no such thing as the history of religion, properly so called, as yet 
existed. I mean the Greek and Roman times, the early days of Christianity, the Middle 
Ages, and the Age of Discovery. In all this time, the history, psychology and philosophy 
of  religion,  as  we  now  call  them,  were  not  differentiated.  The  motive  of  these 
investigations, moreover, was purely practical; it was  the desire to uphold, modify, or 
entirely  to overthrow the particular religion  existing at  the time and in  the country 
concerned.

(b) When the history of religion proper took shape as a real science, which occurred at 
the end of  the eighteenth and the beginning of  the nineteenth century,  it  did  so in 
connexion  with  the  Indogermanic  group  of  languages  and  peoples,  which  was  then 
becoming known and was large enough to provide abundant material for comparison, 
and yet not so large as to be lost in a mass of details. But all these peoples belonged to 
the high or at least the middle culture [i.e., were civilized or barbarian, not savage]; 
consequently  they  belonged  to  the  latest  strata  of  development,  the  tertiary  or 
secondary cultures.  A characteristic  of  these is  a wide development  of  nature-myths 
having a religious direction. And as a matter of fact, the first theory of the history of 
religion which was constructed was the theory of nature-myths. According to this, the 
source of religion and its earliest form was the nature-myth, especially the star-myth; 
and these myths were generally given a symbolic explanation.

(c) But in the first half of the nineteenth century the savage races of Africa, Oceania 
and America  were brought  within  the purview of  Europe;  and in  proportion  as this 
occurred, their religions attracted scientific attention. Even in the eighteenth century, 
one  of  the  grossest  and therefore  most  conspicuous  of  these  peoples'  cults,  namely 
fetish-worship, was made the foundation of a theory, by de Brosses, in 1760. This theory 
was taken up again in the middle of the nineteenth century (1851 and the following 
years) by A. Comte, and was further developed by (Sir) J.  Lubbock [afterwards Lord 
Avebury]. It found easy and ready acceptance, especially in popular scientific circles. 
This cult belongs to the later stratum of savagery, the secondary cultures.

(d)  The same applies to the worship of ancestors, or manism, although its roots go 
back  to  the  primary  cultures,  particularly  the  two  patrilineal  forms,  totemism  and 
pastoral nomadism. On this Herbert Spencer (from 1876 on) founded his ghost-theory, 
which long held the field, especially among philosophers and sociologists.

(e)  But now the long and deep array of the lower agriculturalists, the horticultural 
peoples,1 disclosed itself.  These savages belong to the latest primary culture-horizon, 

1. [See L. H. Dudley Buxton, Primitive Labour (Methuen 1924), p. 46. 'A convenient division ...has 
been generally  adopted by the German ethnologists.  The terms they use are "Hackbau"  and 
"Ackerbau".... The divisions correspond roughly to our words horticulture and agriculture—the 
latter depends essentially on the use of domestic animals, the former on man's labour alone. That 
the division is not a mutually exclusive one is shown by the fact that most peoples who cultivate 
fields  with  their  animals  also  cultivate  gardens.'  Throughout  this  book  I  render  hackbau, 
hachbauer, by 'horticulture', 'horticulturalist', in accordance with Mr. Buxton's suggestion.]



matrilineal horticulture. Among them belief in and worship of souls is to be found in the 
most manifold forms, and E. B. Tylor (1872 and following years) used it as the basis of a 
comprehensive theory of Animism, the first theory of the history of religion which was 
thoroughly  worked  out  and  shaped  from  all  sides.  Consequently,  it  had  the  most 
important results, and lorded it over almost all the scientific world until the beginning of 
the present century.

(f) In  consequence  of  the  progressive  decipherment  of  Babylonian  and  Assyrian 
cuneiform inscriptions and Egyptian hieroglyphics after the middle of the nineteenth 
century, the religions of these two highly civilized peoples, both of which belong to the 
tertiary culture, became more and more imposingly prominent. They were manifestly 
composed of nature-myths, star-myths in particular. Hence at the end of the nineteenth 
century a new school of astral- and nature-mythologists was formed, in opposition to the 
animists.

(g) Behind the matrilineal horticulturalists, and now and then between them, appeared 
at  last  those  higher  hunting  tribes  of  the  primary  culture  among  whom  occur  the 
strange phenomena of totemism (descent from and relationship to certain species of 
animals, and a religious respect for those animals). In this it seemed that a new and 
older form of religion had been found. A theory on these lines was first put forward by 
Robertson  Smith  in  and after  1885.  The  progressively  widening  range of  (Sir)  J.  G. 
Frazer's collections made it clear that totemism is not a religion nor the source of one, 
but a sociological system with a set of ideas to correspond.

(h) But among these totemistic peoples Frazer discovered a vast assemblage of beliefs 
and practices which he declared to be the fore-runner of religion, namely magic. The 
wide-reaching  importance  of  magic  was  perceived  with  still  more  profundity  and 
comprehensiveness by an American scholar, J. H. King, in 1892, and he also considered 
it  the  source  of  religion.  But  his  work  attracted  no  notice,  and  it  was  not  till  the 
beginning of the twentieth century that there sprang up, at almost the same time in 
Germany, England, France and America, a reaction against animism. A stage of religion 
earlier than animism, namely preanimism, was postulated, and supposed to be identical 
either with magic or with a yet undifferentiated mixture of magic and religion. Thus, in 
and  after  1895,  R.  R.  Marett,  Hewitt  in  1902,  K.  Th.  Preuss  in  1904  and  later,  A. 
Vierkandt in 1907 and E. S. Hartland in 1908, but most of all the French sociological 
school of Durkheim, set about developing this theory. The leaders of the French school 
were at first H. Hubert and M. Mauss, in and after 1904, then, from 1912 on, Durkheim 
himself. In their opinion, totemism and magic combined, in the Central Australian form, 
are the origin of religion.

Later, certain Protestant students of the psychology of religion endeavoured by a more 
extensive introduction of psychological considerations to support the view that a mixture 
of  religion  and  magic,  as  yet  undifferentiated,  is  the  first  stage  in  man's  religious 
development. Among these are Archbishop N. Söderblom, in 1916; also G. Wobbermin in 
and after 1915. K. Beth, in 1914 and later, and R. Otto, in and after 1917, endeavour to 
penetrate to an earlier stage still, one which was neither religion nor magic. However, 
no such stage can be ethnologically  shown to exist,  nor be assigned to any culture-
horizon.

(i) Even in the older school of nature-mythologists, one sovran figure stood out among 
all  the various personifications of natural phenomena, in the Indo-European peoples. 
This was the sky-god. He was conspicuous also among the Hamitic and Semitic pastoral 
races,  and  still  more  among  the  Ural-Altaic  pastoral  nomads,  being  in  fact  the 
predominant figure in the religion of the primary culture of the cattle-breeding nomads 



of the vast steppes. This phenomenon had been noticed by Schelling, and, among the 
nature-mythologists,  by  Max  Müller  for  a  time;  but  the  invasion  of  materialistic 
Evolutionism destroyed its interest, and only theologians set any store by it.

(j) All the theories we have mentioned, with the exception of a few supporters of the 
first, that of nature-myths, were under the sway of progressivist Evolutionism, that is to 
say, they assumed that religion began with lower forms, and explained all its higher 
manifestations,  especially  monotheism,  as the latest  in  time,  the  products  of  a  long 
process of development. At about the same time that the reaction set in against the 
animistic  theory,  which  had  hitherto  been  supreme,  that  is  towards  the  end  of  the 
nineteenth century, Andrew Lang, a former pupil of Tylor, turned his attention to certain 
high gods found among very primitive peoples. These figures were regarded as creators, 
as  the  foundation  and  bulwark  of  the  moral  code,  as  kind  and  good.  They  were 
acknowledged and adored as  'fathers';  and being found among exceedingly primitive 
peoples,  they  could  not,  for  that  very  reason,  be  the  products  of  a  long process  of 
development. Lang's work on the subject, The Making of Religion, was received at first 
with general opposition, and then with still more general silence.

3. THE SUCCESSION OF METHODS

One of the reasons why Lang's investigations did not carry conviction was this. He had 
indeed, by his recognition of the ancient Supreme Being, existing even among very low 
savages,  destroyed  one of  the fundamental  propositions  of  Evolutionism.  But  having 
brought this fact into prominence, he did not himself use any stable method to confirm it 
permanently.  It  is  therefore incumbent upon us,  having now considered  the various 
successive theories, to cast a glance at the methods by the help of which they arrived at 
their results.

(a) The oldest school, that of the nature-mythologists, followed a historical method in 
the narrower sense of the word. That is, it rested upon the ancient written documents of 
the various peoples in question,  nearly all of whom were acquainted with writing. If 
these scholars were affected by Evolution at all, it was not the materialistic theory of 
Darwin, but Hegelian idealism. The later school of astral mythology was already much 
more influenced by the theory of Evolution.

(b) All the other theories, however, came into being after the outbreak of materialism 
and Darwinism, and their work was all done on the lines of Evolutionist natural science. 
This puts all that is low and simple at the beginning, all that is higher and of worth being 
regarded only as the product of a longer or shorter process of development. This they 
found it easier to do, because the principal objects of their study were savages who had 
not yet made the acquaintance of any sort of writing by which to date the monuments of 
their culture. Hence the question of earlier and later, of the chronological sequence of 
religions and forms of religion, which must be settled before the causal interaction of 
the facts can be exactly determined, could be answered only by help of the Evolutionist 
method, which is really no method at all, as we shall see later.

(c)  An end was put to  this  unhappy state of  affairs,  which governed the whole of 
ethnology,  by  the  school  of  cultural  history,  headed  by  Ratzel  (1886  and  after), 
Frobenius (1898), Gräbner and Ankerman (1905), to which the present author joined 
himself  not  long  after.  This  school  is  able  to  lift  even  the  unwritten  monuments  of 
culture out of the featureless plane where they lay side by side, and to arrange them one 
behind  another  in  a  sequence  extending  far  back.  Thus  it  can  fix  objectively  their 
arrangement in time and distinguish cause and effect. Further details of this method will 
be given in the proper place. I applied this method, which then was far from perfect, to 



the  Pygmy  peoples  in  my  work  entitled  Die  Stellung  der  Pygmäenvölker  in  der 
Entwicklungsgeschichte der Menschen,2 1910. Soon after, I made a better use of it in 
the case of the South-East Australians, in Vol. I of my Ursprung der Gottesidee.3 In this, 
the primitive high gods which Lang had been the first to value aright were set in their 
proper methodological perspective and thus made of permanent value.

(d) This is not one of the many transitory theories which, when their time comes, are 
replaced by others; it is not one of the many errors, but a permanent conquest, an entire 
and therefore an enduring truth. Of this we may be fully confident, for by the methods of 
the history of culture we can establish two connected propositions, firstly, that these 
high gods are found among,  and only among, the peoples ethnologically  oldest,  and 
secondly, that all these ethnologically oldest peoples have such gods. But the earth is 
now  so  thoroughly  explored  that  only  a  few  peoples,  in  the  interior  of  Africa,  the 
Philippines and New Guinea, are still to be discovered; and it is not probable that they 
will produce any essential change in our present picture of the peoples of the world.

So, if we cast our eyes over the history of our subject, we obtain a miniature of the 
comparative history of  religion itself,  but in the reverse order.  The sequence of  the 
theories and of the religions they are founded upon, as they come one after another into 
prominence, is exactly the reverse of the order in which those religions were actually 
and historically developed.

In order to understand all the factors which have influenced theories concerning the 
history of religion, and have, in particular, so often prevented their authors from rightly 
understanding and appreciating the different religions brought to their notice, we must 
proceed to examine the different movements of thought which, in the two halves of the 
nineteenth century, swung in almost diametrically opposite directions, and at last, in the 
twentieth century, show signs of coming to rest in the middle.

4. THE SUCCESSION OF ATTITUDES

(a)  The first half  of  the nineteenth century was directly influenced by the reaction 
against the French Revolution. This reaction took the form of traditionalism and idealism 
in  theology  and  philosophy,  of  romanticism  in  literature,  and  of  aristocracy  and 
absolutism in social and political thought. Hence the nascent history of religion retained 
in its turn a conservative and religious spirit, which was expressed in the recognition of 
the  supreme  position  of  the  sky-god,  and  on  the  other  hand  in  the  symbolical  and 
mystical exposition of the nature-myths. The defect which made itself felt was the too 
great value set in the ideal, and the insufficient allowance for the material factor, in 
religious  development  as elsewhere.  Narrowness  in  one direction,  over-stress  in  the 
other, led about the middle of the century to a fresh outbreak of political revolution and 
to an intellectual  volte-face,  the former in nearly all, the latter in all the countries of 
Europe.

(b) So it came about that the second half of the nineteenth century was marked by the 
intrusion,  first  of  Liberalism,  then  of  Socialism,  both  more  or  less  associated  with 
materialism,  which,  in  both  these  movements,  turned  with  ever-increasing  strength 
against  religion  and  tradition.  This  materialism  was  strengthened  by  a  doctrine  of 
progressive Evolution, the fruit of Darwinism in natural science, which was opposed to 
the  idealistic  Evolutionism of  Hegel,  this  having  already  appeared  in  the  preceding 
epoch. Its significance for the methods of the history of religion has already been dealt 

2. ['The Position of the Pygmy Peoples in the History of Human Development.']
3. ['The Origin of the Idea of God.']



with. As regards the spirit in which the inquiries were conducted, it meant an increasing 
inability to grasp the deeper essence of religion, to give due value to its higher forms, 
and a tendency to overestimate the outward elements and underestimate, or entirely 
neglect, the spirit. All things considered, this meant that the historical study of religion 
suffered almost more than it had done in the previous period.

(c) As the twentieth century dawned, a negative and a positive movement began. For 
the  first,  the  insufficiency  and  failure  of  materialism  grew  ever  clearer,  and  the 
abandonment  of  it  more pronounced.  For  the  second,  the recognition  of  the unique 
character of spirit and of its freedom made increasing progress, and this resulted in a 
deeper and more ready insight into the nature of religion; more attention was paid to its 
importance for the whole of civilized life. A historical, in opposition to a purely scientific, 
spirit  and interest grew stronger, for the limitations of natural science become daily 
more obvious. Hence also the boundaries of purely inward evolution grow clearer, and 
the importance of the historical factor more visible. History, by being separated from 
philosophy, gains considerably in serenity and objectivity. There is dawning the day of 
critical realism, which strives to comprehend the whole of reality, to preserve mind and 
matter  alike,  and  is  preserved  by  its  critical  character  from  exaggerations  in  one 
direction or the other.


